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PROLOGUE

Sunlight streaming through marble-arched windows illumined the tapestry-hung room. The servants,
tongueless so that they could not speak of whom they saw in their master's house, had withdrawn, leaving
five peopleto sp their winein silence.

Cantaro Albanus, the host, studied his guests, toying idly with the heavy gold chain that hung across his
scarlet tunic. The lone woman pretended to study the intricate weaving of the tapestries; the men
concentrated on their winecups.

Midmorning, Albanus reflected, was exactly the time for such meetings, though it rubbed raw the nerves
of hisfdlows. Traditionaly such were held in the dark of night by desperate men huddled in secret
chambers sedled to exclude so much as amoonbeam. Y et who would believe, who could even suspect
that agathering of Nemediasfinest in the bright light of day, in the very heart of the capitd, could be
intent on treason?

Hislean-cheeked face darkened at the thought, and his black eyes became obsidian. With his hawk nose
and the dashes of slver at the temples of hisdark hair, helooked asif he should have been agenera. He
had indeed been a soldier, once, for abrief year. When he was but seventeen his father had obtained him
acommission in the Golden Leopards, the bodyguard regiment of Nemedian Kings since time beyond
memory. At hisfather's death he had resigned. Not for him working hisway up the ladder of rank, no
matter how swiftly aided by high birth. Not for one who by blood and temperament should be King. For
him nothing could be treason.

"Lord Albanus," BarcaVegentius said suddenly, "we have heard much of the... specid aid you bring to
our... association. We have heard much, but thus far we have seen nothing." Large and square of face
and body, the current Commander of the Golden Leopards pronounced hiswords carefully.

He thought to hide his origins by hiding the accents of the dums of Belverus, and was unaware that
everyone knew his deception.

"Such careful wordsto express your doubts, Vegentius," Demetrio Amarianus said. The dender youth
touched a perfumed pomander to his nose, but it could not hide the sneer that twisted hisamost
womanly mouth. "But then you aways use careful words, don't you? We al know you are here only to-"

"Enough!" Albanus snapped.
Both Demetrio and V egentius, whose face had been growing more purple by the second, subsided like

well-trained animals at the crack of the trainer's whip. These squabbles were constant, and he tolerated
them no more than he was forced to. Today he would not tolerate them at all.



"All of you," Albanuswent on, "want something. Y ou, V egentius, want the generdship you fed King
Garian has denied you. Y ou, Demetrio, want the return of the estates Garian's father took from your
grandfather. And you, Sephana. Y ou want revenge against Garian because he told you heliked his
women younger."

"As pleasantly stated asisyour custom, Albanus," the lone woman said bitterly. Lady Sephana
Gderianus heartshaped face was set with violet eyes and framed by araven mane that hung below her
shoulders. Her red silk robe was cut to show both the inner and outer Sopes of her generous bressts,
and dashed to expose her legsto the hip when she walked.

"And what do | want?' the fourth man in the room asked, and everyone started asif they had forgotten
he was there.

It was quite easy to forget Constanto Melius, for the middle-aged noble was vagueness personified.
Thinning hair and the pouches beneeth his congtantly blinking eyes were his most prominent features, and
hisintelligence and abilities matched the rest of him.

"Y ou want your advice listened to," Albanusreplied. "And so it shdl be, when | am on the throne."

It would be listened to for aslong as it took to order the man banished, the hawk-faced lord thought.
Garian had made the mistake of rebuffing the fool, then leaving him freein the capitd to foment trouble.
Albanus would not make the same mistake.

"We seem to have passed by what Vegentius said,” Sephanasaid abruptly, "but I, too, would like to see
what help we can count on from you, Albanus. Demetrio and V egentius provide information. Melius and
| provide gold to buy disordersin the street, and to pay brigands to burn good grain. Y ou keep your
plansto yoursdf and tell us about the magicks that will make Garian give the throneto you, if we do
these other thingsaswell. I, too, want to see these magicks.”

The others seemed somewhat abashed that she had brought the promised sorcery out into the open, but
Albanus merdly smiled.

Rising, he tugged abrocade bellpull on the wall before moving to atable at the end of the room, atable
where acloth covered certain objects. Cloth and objects dike Albanus had placed there with hisown
hands.

"Come," hetold the others. Suddenly reluctant, they moved to join him dowly.

With aflourish he whisked the cloth aside, enjoying their starts. He knew that the things on thet table-a
statuette in sapphire, a sword with serpentine blade and quillons of ancient pattern, afew crystals and
engraved gems-were, with one exception, practicaly usdess. At least, he had found little use prescribed
for them in the tomes he had so painfully deciphered. Items of power he kept elsawhere.

Ten yearsearlier, daves on one of his estates north of Numalia had dug into a subterranean chamber.
Luckily he had been there at the time, been there to recognize it as the storehouse of a sorcerer, been
there to see that the luckless daves were buried in that chamber once he had emptied it.

A year it had taken him just to discover how ancient that cache was, dating back to Acheron, that dark
empire ruled by the vilest thaumaturgies and now three milleniaand more gonein the dust. For dl those
years he had studied, eschewing atutor for fear any sorcerer of ability would seize the hoard for hisown.
It had been awise decision, for had he been known to be studying magicks he would surely have been



caught up in Garian's purge of sorcerersfrom the capita. Garian. Thinking dark thoughts, Albanuslifted a
small red crysta sphere from the table.

"I migtrust these things," Sephana said, shuddering. "Better we should rely on ways more naturd. A subtle
poison-"

"Would provoke acivil war for the succession,” Albanus cut her off. "I don't want to tell you again thet |
have no intention of having to wrest the Dragon Throne from ahalf score of claimants. The throne will be
giventome, as| have said.”

"That," Vegentiusgrumbled, "l will believewhen | seeit.”

Albanus motioned the othersto silence as a serving girl entered. Blonde and pae of skin, shewasno
more than sixteen years of age. Her smple white tunic, embroidered about the hem with Albanus
house-marls, was dashed to show most of her smal breasts and long legs. She kndt immediately on the
marble floor, head bent.

"Her nameis Omphale," the hawk-faced lord said.

The girl shifted at the mention of her name, but knew enough not to lift her head. She was but newly
endaved, sold for the debts of her father's shop, but some lessons were quickly learned.

Albanus held thered crystd at arm'slength in hisleft hand, making an arcane gesture with hisright as he
intoned, "An-nad naa-thaan Vas-ti noental!”

A flickering spike of flame was suddenly suspended above the crystal, aslong asaman'sforearm and
more solid than aflame should be. Within the pulsing red-and-yel low, two dark spots, uncomfortably like
eyes, moved asif examining the room and its occupants. All moved back unconscioudy except for
Omphae, who cowered where she knelt, and Albanus.

"A firedementd," Albanus said conversationdly. Without changing histone he added, "Kill Omphaée!”

The blonde's mouth widened to scream, but before a sound emerged the elementd darted forward,
swelling to envelop her. Jerkily sheroseto her fet, twitching in the midst of an egg of flamethat dowly
opagued to hide her. The fire hissed, and in the depths of the hisswas athin shriek, as of awoman
screaming in the distance. With the pop of abursting bubble the flame disappeared, leaving behind afaint
sckly sweet amdll.

"Messy," Albanus mused, scuffing with adippered foot at an oily black smudge on the marble floor
wherethe girl had been.

The others stareswere sunned, asif he had transformed into the fabled dragon Xutharcan. Surprisingly,
it was Mdiuswho firg regained histongue.

"These devices, Albanus. Should we not have some of them aswell asyou?' His pouchy eyes blinked
uncomfortably at the others failure to speak. "Asatoken that we are dl equas,” he finished weakly.

Albanus smiled. Soon enough he would be able to show them how equal they were. "Of course,” he said
smoothly. "I've thought of that myself." He gestured to the table. "Choose, and | will tell you what powers
your choice possesses.” He dipped thered crystal into a pouch at his belt as he spoke.



Mélius hesitated, reached out, and stopped with his hand just touching the sword. "What... what powers
doesthis have?'

"It turns whoever widldsit into amaster siwordsman.”" Having found that such was the extent of the
blade's power, Albanus had researched no further. He had no interest in becoming awarrior-hero; he
would be King, with such to do hisbidding. "Take the blade, Mdius. Or if you fear it, perhaps
Vegentius...." Albanus raised a questioning eyebrow at the square-faced soldier.

"I need no magicks to make me a bladesman,” V egentius sneered. But he made no move to choose
something ese, ether. "Demetrio?" Albanus said. " Sephana?’

"I midike sorcery," the dender young man replied, openly flinching away from the display on thetable.

Sephanawas made of sterner stuff, but she shook her head just as quickly. "If these sorceries can pull
Garian from the Dragon Throne, 'tiswell enough for me. And they can not...." She met Albanus gaze for
amoment, then turned away .

"I'll take the sword,” Melius said suddenly. He hefted the wegpon, testing the balance, and laughed. "I
have no such scruples as V egentius about how | become a swordsman.”

Albanus amiled blandly, but dowly hisface hardened. "Now hear me," he intoned, fixing each of them. in
turn with an obsidian eye. "I have shown but asmall sampling of the powersthat will gain methe throne
of Nemedia, and grant your own desires. Know that | will brook no deviation, no meddling that might
interfere with my designs. Nothing will stand between me and the Dragon Crown. Nothing! Now go!”

They backed from his presence asif he already sat on the Dragon Throne.

Chapter |

Thetdl, muscular youth strode the streets of Belverus, monument-filled and marble-columned capital of
Nemedia, with awary eye and a hand close to the well-worn leather-wrapped hilt of his broadsword.
His deep blue eyes and fur-trimmed cloak spoke of the north country. Belverus had seen many northern
barbariansin better times, dazzled by the greet city and easily separated from their silver or their pittance
of gold-though often, not understanding the ways of civilization, they had to be hauled away by the
black-cloaked City Guard, complaining that they had been duped. This man, however, though only
twenty-two, walked with the confidence of one who had trod the paving stones of cities as great or
greater, of Arenjun and Shadizar, called the Wicked; of Sultanapur and Aghrapur; even the fabled cities
of far-off Khital.

He walked the High Streets, in the Market Didtrict, not half amile from the Roya Palace of Garian, King
of Nemedia, yet he thought he might aswell bein Hellgate, the city'sthieves digtrict. The open-fronted
shops had display tables out, and crowds moved among them pricing cloth from Ophir, winesfrom
Argos, goods from Koth and Corinthiaand even Turin. But the peddlers carts rumbling over the paving
stones carried little in the way of foodstuffs, and their prices made him wonder if he could afford to eat in
the city for long.

Between the shops were huddled beggars, maimed or blind or both, their wailing for ams competing with
the hawkers crying their wares. And every street corner had its knot of toughs, hard-eyed, roughly
dressed men who fingered swordhilts, or openly sharpened daggers or weighed cudgelsin their fists as



their gazes followed aplump merchant scurrying by or alissome shopkeeper's daughter darting through
the crowd with nervous eyes. All that was missing were the prostitutesin their brass and copper bangles,
sheer shifts cut to display their wares. Even the air had something of the cloying smell he associated with
adozen dums he had seen, amixture of vomit, urine and excrement.

Suddenly afruit cart crossing an intersection was surrounded by half-a-dozen ruffiansin motley bits of
finery mixed with rags. The skinny vendor stood silent, eyes down and care-worn face red, asthey
picked over hisgoods, taking abite of thisand a bite of that, then throwing both into the street. Stuffing
thefolds of their tunics with fruit, they started away, swaggering, insolent eyes daring anyone to spesk.
The well-dressed passersby acted asif the men wereinvisble.

"I don't suppose you'l pay,” the vendor moaned without raising his eyes.

One of the bravos, an unshaven man wearing asoiled cloak embroidered with thread-of-gold over a
ragged cotton tunic, smiled, showing the black ened stumps of histeeth. "Pay? Herés pay." His
backhand blow split the skinny man's cheek, and the pushcart man collapsed sobbing across his barrow.
With agrating laugh the bravo joined hisfellows who had stopped to see the sport, and they shoved their
way through the crowd of shoppers, who gave way with no more than awordless muitter.

The muscular northern youth stopped a pace away from the pushcart, "Will you not cdl the City Guard?!
he asked curioudly.

The peddler pushed himsdlf weearily erect. "Please. | have to feed my family. There are other carts.”

"I stedl not fruit, nor beat old men,” the youth said stiffly. "My nameis Conan. Will the City Guard not
protect you?"

"The City Guard?' the old man laughed bitterly. "They stay in their barracks and protect themsdlves. |
saw three of these scum hang a Guardsman by hishedls and geld him. Thusthey think of the City Guard.”
Hewiped his hands shakily down the front of histunic, suddenly redizing how visble hewastakingto a
barbarian in the middle of theintersection. "1 haveto go," he muttered. "I haveto go." He bent to the
handles of his pushcart without another glance at the young barbarian.

Conan watched him go with apitying glance. He had cometo Belverusto hire himself as a bodyguard or
asoldier-he had been both, aswell asathief, asmuggler and abandit but whoever could hire his sword
for protection in thet city, it would unfortunately not be those who needed it most.

Some of the street-corner toughs had noticed his words with the peddier, and approached, thinking to
have some fun with the outlander. As his gaze passed over them, though, cold asthe mountain glaciers of
his native Cimmeria, it came to them that desth walked the streets of Belverusthat day. Therewas easier
prey esewhere, they decided. In minutes the intersection was barren of thugs.

A few people looked at him gratefully, realizing he had made that one place safe for the moment. Conan
shook his head, haf angry with himself, haf with them. He had cometo hire his sword for gold, not to
clear the Streets of scum.

A scrap of parchment, carried by avagrant breeze, fetched up againgt his boot. Idly he picked it up, read
the words writ there in fine round hand.

King Garian stson the Dragon Throne.
King Garian Ststo hisfeast done.



Y ou sweat and toil for ascrap of bread,
And learn to walk the streetsin dread.
Heisnot jus, thisKing of ours,

May hisreign be counted in hours.
Mitra save us from the Dragon Throne,
And the King who sitsto hisfeast done.

He let the scrap go with the breeze, joining till other scraps swirling down the street. He saw people lift
oneto read. Some et it drop, whitefaced, or threw it away in anger, but some read and furtively tucked
the bit of sedition into their pouches.

Belveruswas a plum ripe for the plucking. He had seen the signs before, in other cities. Soon the
furtivenesswould be gone. Fistswould be shaken openly at the Roya Paace. Stronger thrones had been
toppled by less.

Suddenly arunning man pushed past him with horror-stricken eyes, and on his hed's came awoman, her
mouth open in a soundless scream. A flock of children ran past shrieking unintdligibly.

Down the street more screams and criesrose, and the crowd suddenly stampeded toward the
intersection. Their fear communicated itself, and without knowing why others joined the stream. With
difficulty Conan forced hisway to the Sde of the Street, to a shop deserted by its owner. What could
causethis, he wondered.

Then the torrent of people thinned and was gone, and Conan saw that the street they had fled was
littered with bodies, few moving. Some had been trampled; others, further awvay, were lacking arms or
heads. And striding down the center of the street was a man in arichly embroidered blue tunic, holding a
sword with an odd, wavy blade that was encarmined for its entire length. A rope of spittle drooled from
the corner of his mouth.

Conan put his hand to his sword, then firmly took it away. For gold, he reminded himself, not to avenge
strangers on amadman. He turned to move deeper into the shadows.

At that instant achild broke from a shop directly in front of the madman, agirl no more than eight years
old, waliling as sheran on flashing feet. With aroar the madman raised his sword and started after her.

"Erlik's Boweds and Bladder!" Conan swore. His broadsword came smoothly from its worn shagreen
sheath as he stepped back into the intersection.

The child ran screaming past without dowing. The madman hated. Up close, despite hisrich garb,
thinning hair and pouches beneath his eyes gave him thelook of aclerk. But those muddy brown eyes
were glazed with madness, and the sounds he made were formless grunts. Flies buzzed about the fruit the
bravos had scattered.

At least, Conan thought, the man had some reason left, enough not to run onto another's blade. "Hold
there," he said. "I'm no running babe or shopkeeper to be hacked down from behind. Why don't you-"

Conan thought he heard ahungry, metalic whine. An anima scream broke from the man'sthroat, and he
rushed forward, sword raised.

The Cimmerian brought his own blade up to parry, and with stunning speed the wavy sword changed
direction. Conan leaped back; thetip of the other's stedl dashed across hisbelly, dicing tunic and the light



chain mail he wore beneath alike asif they were parchment. He moved back another step to gain room
for his own attack, but the madman followed swiftly, bloody blade dashing and stabbing with aferocity
beyond belief. Sowly the muscular youth gave ground.

To hisshock it cameto him that he was fighting a defensive battle against the dight, almost nondescript
man. His every move wasto block some thrust instead of to attack. All of his speed and cunning were
going into merdly staying dive, and aready he was bleeding from haf a dozen minor wounds. It cameto
him that he might well die on that spot.

"By the Lord of the Mound, no!" he shouted. "Crom and stedl!" But with the clash of the bladesringingin
his ears he was forced back.

Abruptly Conan'sfoot came down on a hdf-eaten plum, and with a crash he went down, flat on his

back, slver-flecked spots dancing before his eyes. Fighting for bresth he watched the madman's wavy
blade go back for the thrust that would end hislife. But he would not die easily. From his depths he found
the strength to roll aside asthe other lunged. The bloody blade struck sparks from the paving stones
where he had been. Frantically he continued to roll, coming to hisfeet with hisback againgt awall. The
madman whirled to follow.

Theair wasfilled with awhir as of angry hornets, and the madman suddenly resembled a feathered
pincushion. Conan blinked. The City Guard had arrived at last, a black-cloaked score of archers. They
stayed well back, drawing again, for transfixed though he was, the madman till stood. His mouth wasa
gash emitting awordless howl of bloodlust, and he hurled his sword at the big Cimmerian.

Conan's blade had no more than ahand's span to travel to deflect the strange blade to clatter in the
street. The Guardsmen loosed their arrows once more. Pierced through and through the madman
toppled. For abrief moment ashefell, thelook of madness faded to be replaced by one of unutterable
horror. He hit the pavement dead. Slowly, weapons at the ready, the soldiers closed in on the corpse.

The big Cimmerian dammed his blade home in its sheeth with a disgusted grunt. It was unnecessary even
to wipe aspeck of blood from it. The only blood shed had been his, and every one of those cuts,
inggnificant as each was, ached with the shame of it. The one attack he had managed to meet cleanly, the
thrown sword, could have been met by aten years girl.

A Guardsman grabbed the dead man's shoulder and heaved him over onto his back, splintering half a
dozen arrows on the stones of the Strest.

"Easy, Tulio," another growled. "Like as not our pay will be docked for those shafts. Why-"
"Black Erlik's Thronel" Tulio gasped. "It'sLord Meliud"

The knot of mailed men stepped back, leaving Tulio standing aone over the corpse. It was not well to be
too near adead noble, most especidly if you had had ahand in killing him, and no matter what he had
done. The King's Justice could take strange twists where nobles were concerned.

A livid scar across his broad nose visible beneath the nasal of his helmet, the Guardsmen's grizzled
sergeant pat near the corpse. "There's naught to be done for it now. Tulio!" That Guardsman suddenly
redlized he was alone by the body and jumped, his eyes darting frantically. "Put your cloak over the... the
noblelord,” the sergeant went on. "Move, man!™ Reluctantly Tulio complied. The sergeant told off more
men. "Abydius, Crato, Jocor, Naso. Grab hisarms and legs. Jump! Or do you want to stay heretill the
flieseat him?'



The four men shuffled forward, muttering as they lifted the body. The sergeant started up the street, and
the bearersfollowed as quickly asthey were able, the rest of the troop falling in behind. None gave a
second look to Conan.

"Areyou dowing that much, Cimmerian?' agruff voice called.

Conan spun, hisangry retort dying on hislips as he saw the bearded man leaning against a shop front.
"I'm gtill faster than you, Hordo, you old robber of dogs.”

Nearly astdl as Conan and broader, the bearded man straightened. A rough lesther patch covered his
left eye, and ascar running from beneath the leather down his cheek pulled that Sde of hismouth into a
permanent sneer, though now the rest of it was bent to agrin. A heavy gold hoop swung from each ear,
but if they tempted thieves the wellworn broadsword and dagger at his belt dissuaded them.

"Mayhap you are, Conan," he said. "But what are you doing in Nemedia, 'side from taking alesson on
bladesmanship from amiddle-aged noble? Thelast | saw of you, you were on your way to Aghrapur to
soldier for King Yildiz."

Hordo was afriend, but he had not dways been so. Thefirst time they met, the one-eyed man and a
pack of bandits had pegged Conan out on the Zamoran plains at the orders of Karela, ared-haired
woman bandit known asthe Red Hawk. Later they had ridden together to the Kezankian Mountainsto
try for treasure stolen by the sorcerer Amanar. From that they had escaped with naught but their lives.
Twice more they had met, each time making atry a wedth, each timefailing to gain more than enough
for one grand carouse in the nearest fleshpots. Conan had to wonder if once again they would have a
chance at gold.

"l did,” Conan replied, "but | |eft the service of Turan ayear gone and more.”
"Trouble over awoman, I'll wager," Hordo chuckled, "knowing you."

Conan shrugged his massive shoulders. He dways had trouble over women, it seemed. But then, what
man did not?

"And what woman chased you from Sultanapur, Hordo? When last we parted you sat in your own inn
with aplump Turanian wife, swearing never again to smuggle so much as asweetmest, nor set foot
outsde Sultanapur until you were carried out to your funerd pyre."

"It was Karela." The one-eyed man's voice was low with embarrassment. He tugged at histhick beard. "I
could not give up trying to find word of her, and my wife could not cease nagging meto stop. She said |
made a spectacle of myself. People talked, she said, laughed behind my back, said | was strangein the
head. She would not haveit said she married aman lacking al hisbrains. She would not stop, and |
could not, so | said goodbye one day and never looked back.”

"You 4ill look for Karda?"

"Sheisnot dead. I'm sure shelives." He grabbed Conan's arm, a pathetic urgency in hiseyes. "I've heard
never awhisper, but I'd know if she was dead. I'd know. Have you heard anything? Anything at &l ?*

Hordo's voice carried anguish. Conan knew that the Red Hawk had indeed survived their expedition into
the Kezankians. But to tell Hordo would entail telling how last he saw her-naked and chained in adave



coffle on her way to the auction block. He could explain that he had had but afew coppersin his pouch,
not even close to the price of around-breasted, green-eyed dave in Turan. He could even mention the
oath she had made him swear, that he would never lift a hand to save her. She was awoman of pride,
Kardlawas. Or had been. For if Hordo had found no sign of her, it was more than likely the strap had
broken her, and that she now danced for the pleasure of adark-eyed master. And if hetold thetale, he
might well haveto kill hisold friend, the man who had dways called himsdf Kardasfaithful hound.

"Thelast | saw of her wasin the Kezankians," he said truthfully, "but I'm sure she got out of the
mountains dive. No pack of hillmen would have stood a chance againgt her with asword in her hand.”

Hordo nodded, sighing heavily.

People were venturing back into the street, staring at the bodiesthat still lay where they had been dain.
Here and there awoman fell wailing across a dead husband or child.

Conan looked around for the sword the madman had been carrying. It lay before an open-fronted shop
piled high with colorful bolts of cloth. The proprietor was gone, one of the dead or one of those Saring at
them. The Cimmerian picked up the sword, wiping the congedling blood from the serpentine bladeon a
bolt of yellow damask.

He hefted the weapon, getting the balance of it. The quillonswere worked in aslver filigree that spoke of
antiquity, and the ricasso was scribed with calligraphy that formed no words he had ever seen before.
But whoever had made the weapon, he was amagter. It seemed to become an extension of hisarm.

Nay, an extenson of hismind. Still he could not help thinking of thoseit had just killed. Men. Women.
Children. Struck from behind, or however they could be reached, asthey fled. Slashed and hacked as
they tried to crawl away. Theimageswerevivid in hisbrain. He could dmost smell their fear sweat and
the blood.

He made adisgusted noisein histhroat. A sword was asword, no more. Steel had no guilt. Still, he
would not keep it. Take it, yes-a sword was too valuable to be | eft behind-it would fetch afew silver
piecesfor histoo-light purse.

"Y ou're not keeping that?' Hordo sounded surprised. " The blade's tainted. Women and children.” He
gpat and made the Sgn to ward off evil.

"Not too tainted to sell,”" Conan replied. On impulse he swung his furtrimmed cloak from his shoulders
and wrapped it around the sword. Its archaic pattern made it easily recognizable. Perhapsit would not
be smart to carry it openly so soon after the degth it had brought to Belverus.

"Areyou that short of coin, man?1 can let you have alittle slver, if you need it.”

"I've enough." Conan weighed his purse again in hismind. Four days, if he stayed at an inn. Two weeksif
he dept in stables. "But how isit you're rich to the point of handing out silver? Have you taken back to
the bandit trade, or isit smuggling again?'

"Hsst!" Hordo stepped closer, casting his lone eye about to see if any had heard. " Speak softly of
smuggling,” he said in avoice meant for the big Cimmerian's ears done. "The pendty now isdow

impalement, and the crown pays a bounty for information that'd tempt your grandmother.”

"Then why areyou mixed init?'



"l didn't say...." The one-eyed man threw up his gnarled hands. "Hannuman's Stones! Yes, I'minit. Have
you ho ear or eye that you don't know the pricesin this city? The tariffs are more than the cost of the
goods. A smuggler can make afortune. If helives.”

"Maybe you need apartner?' Conan said suggestively.

Hordo hesitated. "'Tisnot asit was in Sultangpur. Every cask of wine of length of silk that missesthe
King's Customsis brought in by onering."

"For the whole of Nemedia?' Conan said increduloudly.

"Aye. Been that way for more than two years, so | understand. I've only been here ayear, mysdf.
They'retight asamiser'sfist aout who they let in, and who they let know what. | get my ordersfrom a
man who gets hisfrom somebody I've never seen, who likely gets his orders from somebody ese.” He
shook his heavy head. "I'll try, but | make no promises.”

"They can't be astight asal that," Conan protested, "not if you're one of them after being here no more
than ayear."

Hordo chuckled and rubbed the side of his broad nose with a spatulate finger. "I'm a specia case. | was
in Koth, in atavern in Khorshemish, because I'd heard arumor... well, that's beside the point. Anyway, a
fellow, Hassan, who works the K othian end of the ring heard me asking questions. He had heard of the
Red Hawk, admired her no end. When he found out 1'd ridden with her, he offered me ajob herein
Belverus. | was about to the point of boiling my belt for soup, so | took it. If Hassan was here | could get
you inin afingersnap, but he staysin Koth."

"Strange," Conan mused, "that he wouldn't keep you there, too, since he admires the Red Hawk so. No
matter. Y ou do what you can. I'll make out."

"I'll try,"” Hordo said. He squinted at the sun, aready well past its height, and shifted avkwardly. "Listen,
there's something | haveto do. Thering, you understand. 1'd ask you along so we could swap lies, but
they do not look kindly on people they don't know."

"Weve plenty of time."

"Surely. Look you. Meet me at the Sign of the Gored Ox, on the Street of Regrets, just above Hellgate,
half aglass or so after sunset.” He laughed and clapped Conan on the shoulder. "WEell drink our way
from one sde of thiscity to the other.”

"From top to bottom," Conan agreed.

Asthe one-eyed man left, Conan turned, the cloak-wrapped sword beneath hisarm, and stopped. An
ornate litter, scarlet-curtained, its frame and poles black and gold, stood alittle way up the Street, the
crowd and even the toughs respectful enough to leave a cleared space abot it. It was not the litter that
arrested him-he had seen othersin the streets, carrying fat merchants or deek noblewomen-but as he had
turned the curtain had twitched shut, leaving him with the bare impression of awoman swathed in gray
veilstill naught but her eyes showed. And hewould have sworn, for al the briefness of that glimpse, that
those eyes had been looking directly a him. Nay, not looking. Glaring.

Abruptly the front curtain of the litter moved, and apparently an order was passed, for the bearers set off
swiftly up the dreet, away from the big Cimmerian.



Conan shook his head as he watched the litter disappear into the throng. "Twas not agood way to begin
in Belverus, imagining things. Asde from Hordo he knew no one. Taking afirmer grip on his
cloak-wrapped bundle, he set out to wile away the time until his meeting with Hordo. Hewould learn
what he could of this city wherein he hoped to forge some future for himsaif.

Chapter 11

The Street of Regrets was the last street above Hellgate. It was the street where people hung on by their
fingernailsto keep from diding down into the cauldron of the dum, people who knew despairingly that
even if they managed to stay that one street above for their lives, their children would sink into the
morass. A few had crawled there from Hellgate, stopping once they were safe above Crop-ear Alley,
afraid to go further into acity they did not understand, ignoring the stench that told them how little
distance they had come whenever the wind blew from the south. Those who truly escaped Hellgate did
not stop on the Street of Regrets, not even for aday or an hour. But they were fewest of the few.

Onsuch asreet dl folk desireto forget what lies ahead at the next turning, the next dawning, what lies
behind on athousand nights past. The Street of Regretswas afrantic, frenetic carnival. Corner musicians
with lutes and zithers and flutes sent out frenzied music to compete with the laughter thet filled the air,
laughter raucous, drunken, hystericd, forced. Jugglerswith bals and rings, clubs and flashing knives
worked their art for the strumpets that strolled the street, half naked in brief silks, burnished brass bangles
and tilted sandd's, flaunting their wares for whoever had acoin. Their most lascivious wriggles and
flagrant self-caresses, however, were offered to those well-dressed oglers from the Upper Town,
standing out in the motley crowd asif they bore sgns, come to witness what they thought was the depths
of Hedllgate depravity. And over it dl floated the laughter.

The Sign of the Gored Ox was what Conan expected on such astreet. At one end of acommon room
that reeked of sdewinewasasmal platform where three plumply rounded women in sheer yelow silk
gyrated their hips and breasts to the sybaritic flutes. They were largely ignored by the men at the
crowded tables, intent on drink or cards or dice. A brassy-haired trull, one strip of dark blue silk
wrapped around and around her body in such away asto leave much plump flesh bare, maintained a
fixed smileasafat Corinthian in striped robes stroked her asif attempting to calculate her price by the
pound.

Another progtitute, her hair an impossible red, eyed the breadth of Conan's shoulders and adjusted the
gilded hater that supported her large round breasts. She swayed toward him, wetting her full lips
suggestively, then stopped with a disappointed frown when he shook his head. He could see Hordo
nowhere in the drunken mass; there would be time to find women when they were together.

There was one woman in the tavern who stood out from the rest. Seated alone against the wall, her
winecup untouched in front of her, she seemed to be the only one there watching the dancers. Long black
hair swirled below her shoulders, and large, hazdl eyes and bee-stung lips gave her a beauty that
outshone any of the doxies by far. Y et she was not of the sisterhood of the night. That much was certain
from the smple robe of white cotton that covered her from neck to ankles. It was as out of place as she,
that robe, not gaudy or revedling enough for a denizen of the Street of Regrets, lacking the ornate
embroideries and rich fabrics of the women of the Upper Town who came to sample wickedness by
swesting beneath one who might be a murderer or worse.

Women came later, he reminded himsalf. Shifting the cloak-wrapped sword beneath hisarm, he looked



about for an empty table.

From what seemed rather a bundle of rags than aman, abony hand reached out to pluck at histunic. A
thin, rasping voice emerged from atoothless mouth. "Ho, Cimmerian, where go you with that strange
blade of murder?'

Conan fdt the hair stir on the nagpe of his neck. The old man, too emaciated to be wrinkled, had afilthy
rag tied across where his eyes should be. But even had he had eyes, how could he have known that
Conan was from Cimmeria?

"What do you know of me, old man?' Conan asked. "And how do you know it, without sght?*

The old man cackled shrilly, touching the bandage across his eyes with a crooked stick he carried.
"When the gods took these, they gave me other ways of seeing. As| do not see with eyes, | do not see
what eyes see, but... other things.”

"I've heard of such,” Conan muttered. "And seen stranger still. What more can you tell me of mysdf?”
"Oh, much and much, young Sir. Y ou will know the love of many women, queens and peasant girlsdike,
and many between in gtation. Y ou will livelong, and gain acrown, and your death will be shrouded in
legend.”

"Bull dung!" Hordo grunted, thrusting his head past Conan's shoulder.

"I was wondering where you were," Conan said. "The old man knew I'm Cimmerian.”

"An earful of your barbarous accent, and he made alucky guess. Let's get atable and apitcher of wine."

Conan shook hishead. "'l didn't speak, but he knew. Tell me, old man, What lies weeks ahead for me,
instead of years?'

The blind man had been listening with a pained expression, tilting his head to catch their words. Now his
toothless smilereturned. "Asfor that," he said. Helifted his hand, thumb rubbing hisfingertips, then
abruptly flattened it, pam up. "I am apoor man, asyou can see, young Sir."

The big Cimmerian stuck two fingersinto the pouch at hisbdlt. It waslight enough, filled more with
copper than silver, and little enough of either, but he drew out asilver queenshead and dropped it on the
old man'slesthery pam.

Hordo sighed in exasperation. "1 know a haruspex and three astrologers would charge half that together,
and give you a better tdlling than you'l find in this place.”

The old man'sfingertips drifted lightly over the face of the coin. "A generous man,” he murmured. The
coin disappeared beneath hisrags. " Give me your hand. Theright one.”

"A pamist with no eyes," Hordo laughed, but Conan stuck out his hand.
Asswiftly asthey had moved over the coin the old man'sfingerstraced the lines of the Cimmerian's hand,

marking the callouses and old scars. He began to speak, and though his voice was till thin, the cackle
was gone. There was strength, even power init.



"Beware the woman of sapphires and gold. For her love of power shewould sedl your doom. Beware
the woman of emeralds and ruby. For her love of you she would watch you die. Beware the man who
seeks athrone, Beware the man whose soul is clay. Beware the gratitude of kings." to Conan hisvoice
grew louder, but no one else looked up from awinecup as he broke into a sing-song chant. "Save a
throne, save aking, kill aking, or die. Whatever comes, whatever is, mark well your timeto fly."

"That's dour enough to sour new wine," Hordo muttered.
"And makeslittle sense, besides,” Conan added. "Can you make it no plainer?'

The old man dropped Conan's hand with ashrug. "Could | say my prophecies plainer,” he said drily, "I'd
livein apaaceingead of apigsty in Hellgate."

Stick tapping, he hobbled toward the street, deftly avoiding tables and drunken revelers dike.

"But mark my words, Conan of Cimmeria," he called over his shoulder from the doorway. "My
prophecies dwaystell true." And he disgppeared into the feverish maelstrom outside.

"Oldfool," Hordo grumbled. "If you want good advice, go to alicensed astrologer. None of these
hedge-row charlatans.”

"l never spoke my name,” Conan said quietly.

Hordo blinked, and scrubbed his mouth with the back of his caloused hand. "1 need adrink,
Cimmeaian."

The scarlet-haired strumpet was rising from atable, leading a burly Ophirian footpad toward the stairs
that led above, where rooms were rented by the turn of the glass. Conan plopped down on avacated
stool, motioning Hordo to the other. As helaid the cloak-wrapped sword on the table, the one-eyed man
grabbed the arm of a doe-eyed serving girl, her pale breasts and buttocks amost covered by two strips
of greenmudin.

"Wine," Hordo ordered. "The biggest pitcher you have. And two cups.” Deftly she dipped from his grasp
and sped away.

"Have you yet spoken to your friends of me?* Conan asked.

Hordo sighed heavily, shaking hishead. "1 spoke, but the answer was no. Thework islight here, Conan,
and the gold flowsfree, but | am reduced to taking orders from aman named Eranius, afat bastard with
asquint and asmdl like adungheap. Thisbag of dime lectured me-imagine you me, standing till for a
lecture?-'bout trusting strangersin these dangerous times. Dangerous times. Bah!™

"Tisno great matter,” Conan said. Y et he had hoped to work again with this bearded bear of aman.
There were good memories between them.

The serving girl returned, setting two legthern jacks and arough clay pitcher haf again the sze of aman's
head on the table. Shefilled the jacks and waited with her hand out.

Hordo rummaged out the coppersto pay, a the sametime giving her ady pinch. "Off with you, girl," he
laughed, ""before we decide we want more than you're willing to sdl."



Rubbing her plump buttock sheleft, but with a steamy-eyed look at Conan that said she might not be
averseto sdlling more were he buying.

"| told him you were no stranger,” Hordo continued, "told him much of you, of our smugglingin
Sultanapur. HEd not even listen. Told me you sounded a dangerous sort. Told meto stay away from
you. Can you imagine him thinking I'd teke an order likethat?"

"I cannot," Conan agreed.

Suddenly the Cimmerian felt the ghost of atouch near his pouch. His big hand darted back, captured a
dender wrist and hauled its owner before him.

Golden curls surrounded aface of child-like innocence set with guileless blue eyes, but the [ush breasts
graining anarrow strip of red sills named her profession, as did the girdle of copper coinslow on her
hips, from which hung panels of transparent red that barely covered the inner curves of her thighs before
and the inner dopes of her rounded buttocks behind. Her fist above his entrapping hand was clenched
tightly.

"Thereésawoman of sapphiresand gold," Hordo laughed. "What's your price, girl ?"
"Next time," Conan said to the girl, "don't try aman sober enough to notice how clumsy your touch is"

Thegirl put on aseductive smilelike amask. "Y ou mistake me. | wanted to touch you. I'd not be
expensve, for one as handsome as you, and the herbaist says1'm completely cured.”

"Herbdigt!" Hordo spluttered in hiswine. "' Get your hand off her, Conan! There's nine and twenty kinds
of pox inthiscity, and if she's had one, she likely hasthe other twenty-eight yet."

"And tellsmeof it right away," Conan mused.

He increased the pressure of hisgrip dightly. Sweet popped out on her forehead; her generous mouth
opened inasmal cry, and her fingers unclenched to drop two slver coinsinto Conan'sfree hand. Ina
flash he pulled her close, her arm held behind her back, her full breasts crushed againgt his massive ches,
her frightened, sky-blue eyes staring into his.

"Thetruth, girl,"” hesaid. "Areyou thief, whore, or both? Thetruth, and I'll let you go free. Thefirgt hint of
alie, and I'll take you upstairsto get my money'sworth."

Shewet her lipsdowly. "Youll truly let me go?" she whispered. Conan nodded, and her shuddering
breath flattened her breasts pleasantly againgt hischest. "I am no doxy," shesaid & last.

Hordo grunted. "A thief, then. I'll still wager she hasthe pox, though."”

"It'sadangerous gameyou play, girl," Conan said.

Shetossed her blonde head defiantly. "Who notices one more strumpet among many? | take only afew
coins from each, and each thinks he spent them in his cups. And once | mention the herbaist none want
the waresthey think | offer.” Abruptly she brought her lipsto within abresth of his. "I'm not awhore,"
she murmured, "but | could enjoy anight spent in your arms.”

"Not awhore," Conan laughed, "but athief. | know thieves. I'd wake with purse, and cloak, and sword,



and mayhap even my boots gone." Her eyesflashed, the guilelessness disappearing for aningant in
anger, and she writhed hel plessy within theiron band of hisarm. "Y our luck isgonethisnight, girl. |
senseit.” Abruptly he released her. For amoment she stood in disbelief; then his open palm cracking
across her buttocks lifted her onto her toeswith a squed that drew laughter from nearby tables. "On your
way, girl," Conan sad. "Your luck isgone.

"I gowherel will," shereplied angrily, and darted away, deeper into the tavern.

Dismissing her from hismind he turned back to hiswine, drinking deep. Over the rim of the leathern jack
his eyes met those of the girl who had seemed out of place. She waslooking a him with what was clearly
gpprova, though not invitation, just as clearly. And she waswriting on a scrap of parchment. Hewould
wager there were not a handful of women on that entire street who could read or write so much astheir
own names. Nor many men, for that matter.

"Not for us," Hordo said, noticing the direction of hisgaze. "Whatever sheis, she's no daughter of the
Streets dressed like that."

"I care not what sheis" Conan said, not entirdly truthfully. She was beautiful, and he was willing to admit
his own weakness for beautiful women. "At the moment | care about finding employment before | can no
longer afford any woman at dl. | spent the day walking through the city. | saw many men with
bodyguards. Thereés not so much gold init asin smuggling, but I've doneit before, and | likely will

agan."

Hordo nodded. "There's plenty enough of that sort of work. Every man who had a bodyguard ayear ago
has five now. Some of the fatter merchants, like Fabius Palian and Enaro Ogtorian, have entire
Free-Companiesin their pay. There the real money isto be made, hiring out your own Free-Company."

"If you havethe gold to raiseit in the first place,” Conan agreed. "I couldn't buy armor for one man, let
aoneacompany.”

The one-eyed man drew afinger through a puddle of wine on the table. " Since the trouble started, haf of
what we smuggleinisarms. Tariff on agood sword is more than the price used to be." He met Conan's
gaze. "Unless | miscount, we could stedl enough to ouitfit acompany without anyone being the wiser.”

"We, Hordo?"

"Hannuman's Stones, man! When they start telling me who my friends can be, I'm not much longer for
snuggling.”

"Thenit'samatter of getting slver enough for enlistment bonuses. For, say, fifty men-"
"Gold," Hordo cut him off. "The going rateisagold mark aman."
Conan whistled between histeeth. "It'snot likdly I'll see that much in one place. Unlessyou...."

Hordo shook his head sadly. "Y ou know me, Cimmerian. | like women, drink and dice too much for
gold to stay long with me."

"Thief" someone shouted. "Weve caught athief.”

Conan looked around to see the innocent-faced blonde struggling between a bulky, bearded manin a



greasy bluetunic and atal fellow with aweasdly ook to his close-set eyes.
"Caught her with her hand in my purse!” the bearded man shouted.
Obscene comments rose amid the tavern'slaughter.

"| told her her luck was gone," Conan muttered.

The blonde screamed as the bearded man ripped the strip of silk from her breasts, then tossed her up to
the skinny man, who had climbed onto atable. Despite her struggles, he quickly tore away the rest of her
flimsy garb and displayed her naked to the tavern.

The bearded man shook adice cup over hishead. "Wholll toss for achance?' Men crowded round him.

"Let usgo,” Conan said. "I don't want to watch this." He gathered up the cloak-wrapped sword and
started for the street.

Hordo took one regretful 1ook at the barely touched pitcher of wine, then followed.

At the door Conan caught the eye of the young woman in the plain cotton dress once more. She was
gtaring a him again, but thistime her face bore disapprova. What had he done, he wondered. Not that it
mattered. He had more important concerns on his mind than women. Followed by Hordo, he ducked
through the doorway.

Chapter 111

Full dark was on the Street of Regrets, and the frenzy of its denizens had grown asif by motion they
could warm themsalves againgt the chill of night. Whores no longer strutted sensuoudly, but rather haf-ran
from potential patron to potentia patron. Acrobats twisted and tumbled in defiance of gravity and broken
bones as though for King Garian himsdf, receiving hollow, drunken laughter in payment, yet tumbling on.

Conan paused to watch afire-juggler, his six blazing brands describing dow arcs above hisbald head. A
small everchanging knot of people stood watching aswell. Three came and two |eft even asthe
Cimmerian stopped. There were better shows that night on the street than ajuggler. Conan fingered a
copper out of his pouch and tossed it into the cap the quick-handed man had laid on the ground. There
were only two in the cap to precedeit. To Conan's surprise the juggler suddenly turned toward him,
half-bowing as he kept the brands aloft, asif acknowledging a generous patron. As he straightened, he
began to caper, legskicking high, fiery batons spinning now so that it seemed hisfeet were dwaysin the
midst of the circlesthey described.

Hordo pulled at Conan's arm, drawing the muscular youth away down the street. " For a copper,” the
one-eyed man muttered disgustedly. "Time was, it'd have taken aslver pieceto get that out of one of
them. Maybe more."

"Thiscity isgonemad,” Conan said. "Never have | seen so many beggarsthis sde of the Vilayet Sea
The poor are poorer, and more in number, than in any three other cities. Peddlers charge prices that
would choke a Guild Merchant in Sultanapur, and wear faces like they were going bankrupt. More than
half aslver queenshead for a pitcher of wine, but ajuggler does hisbest trick for acopper. | haven't seen
asoul who looksto careif tomorrow comes or no. What happens here?!



"What am |, Cimmerian? A scholar? A priest? 'Tissaid thethroneis cursed, that Garian is cursed by the
gods."

Conan involuntarily made the Sign againgt evil. Curses were nothing to fool with. Severa people noticed
and shied away from the big man. They had evil enough in their lives without being touched by the evil
that troubled him,

"Thiscurse,” the big Cimmerian said after atime, "isit read? | mean, have the priests and astrologers
spoken of it? Confirmed it?"

"I've heard nothing of that," Hordo admitted. "But it's spoken on every street corner. Everyone knows
it

"Hannuman's Stones," Conan snorted. "Y ou know aswell as | do that anything everyone knowsis
usualy alie. Isthere any proof at al of acurse?’

"That thereis, Cimmerian," Hordo said, poking ablunt finger at Conan for emphasis. "On the very day
Garian ascended the Dragon Throne-the very day, mind you-amonster ran loose in the Streets of
Beverus. Killed better than a score of people. Looked like aman, if you made aman out of clay, then
haf melted him. Thingis, alot of people who saw it said it looked something like Garian, too."

"A man made out of clay," Conan said softly, thinking of the blind man's prophecy.

"Pay no attention to that blind old fool," Hordo counseled. "Besides, the monster's dead. Wasn't those
stay-in-the-barracks City Guardswho did it, though. An old woman, frightened half out of her wits,
threw an oil lamp at it. Covered it with burning oil. Left nothing but apile of ash. The City Guard was
going to take the old woman in, for ‘questioning’ they said, till her neighbors chased them off. Pelted them
with chamber pots.”

"Come," Conan said, turning down anarrow street.

Hordo hesitated. ™Y ou redize were going into Hellgate?"

"We're being followed. Ever snce the Gored Ox," Conan said. "1 want to find out who. Thisway."

The street narrowed and twisted, and the laughter and the light of the Street of Regrets were quickly lost.
The stench of offa and urine thickened. There was no paving here. The grate of their boots on gravel and
the sounds of their own breathing were the loudest things to be heard. They moved through darkness,
broken only occasionaly by apooal of light from awindow high enough for its owner to fed some safety.
"Tdk," Conan sad. "Anything. What kind of king is Garian?"

"Tak, he says" Hordo muttered. "Bd save usfromyou...." He sghed heavily. "He's aking. What more
isthere?| hold no brief for any king. No more did you, last | saw you."

"Nor do | now. But talk. We're drunk, and too senselessto be silent, while walking Hedllgate its the
middle of the night." He eased his broadsword in its scabbard. A hint of light from awindow far above
glinted on hisface; his eyes seemed to gleam in the dark like those of aforest anima. A hunting animal.

Hordo stumbled over something that made ripe squel ching sounds benesth hisboots. "Varas Guts and



Bones! Let me see. Garian. At least he got rid of the sorcerers. | like kings better than | do sorcerers.”

"How did he do that?' Conan asked, but his ear was bent for sounds from behind rather than the answer.
Wasthat afoot on gravel?

"Oh, three days after he took the throne he executed al the sorcerers il at court. Gethenius, hisfather,
had had dozens of them in the palace. Garian told no one what he intended. Some few did leave, giving
one excuse or another, but therest .... Garian gave orders to the Golden L eopards three glasses past
midnight. By dawn every sorcerer dtill in the palace had been dragged out of bed and beheaded. Those
who fled were true sorcerers, Garian said, and could keep their wealth. These, who couldn't even
discover heintended their deaths, were charlatans and parasites. He had their belongings distributed to
the poor, even in Hellgate. Last good thing he'sdone.”

"Interesting,” Conan said absently. In the dark his keen eyes picked out one shadow from another. There
was acrossing aley ahead. And behind? Y es. That was the mutter of someone who had stepped in
whatever had fouled Hordo's boots. "Say on," he said. His blade whispered on leather asit eased from
its sheeth.

The one-eyed man lifted his eyebrow at what Conan had done, then he, too, drew his sword. Both men
walked with sted swinging eesily inther fids.

"That curse," Hordo continued conversationdly. " Gethenius took ill afortnight after the planting, and as
soon as he took to his bed the rains stopped. It rained in Ophir. It rained in Aquilonia. But not in
Nemedia. The sicker Gethenius got and the closer Garian came to the throne, the worse the drought
grew. The day hetook the throne the fields were dry as powdered bone. And they gave about as much
harvest. Tell methat's not proof of acurse.”

They reached the dley; Conan side-stepped into its shadows, motioning Hordo to go on. The burly
one-eyed man shambled on into the dark ahead, hiswords fading dowly.

"With the crops gone, Garian bought grain in Aquilonia, and raised tariffsto pay for it. Fool brigands on
the border starting burning the grain wagons, so he raisestariffs again to hire more guards for the wagons,
and to buy more grain, which the fools on the border still burn. High tariffs make for good smuggling, but
I'djust assoon he...."

Conan waited, listening. Briefly he considered unwrapping the madman's blade, but he could till fed the
taint to it, even through the cloak. He propped it behind him againgt thewall. The following footsteps
came closer, hurrying, yet hesitant. But one set, he was sure now.

A dight, cloak-shrouded shape moved into the dley crossing, pausing in the dark, dl its attention on
Hordo'sfaintly receding footsteps. Conan took a quick step forward, left hand coming down on the
figuré's shoulder. Spinning the shape, he dammed it againgt the wall. Breath whooshed out of his
opponent. Blade across the figure's throat, he dragged it down to the alley to apool of light. His mouth
fell open as he saw the other'sface. It was the girl who had seemed so out of place at the Gored Ox.

Therewasfear in her large, hazel eyes, but when she spoke her voice was under control. "Do you intend
killing me? 1 don't suppose killing awoman would be beyond you, since you abandon them with such

"What are you taking about?' he rasped. "Are you working with footpads, girl?* Hefound it hard to
believe she could be, but he had seen stranger things.



"Of course not,” shereplied. "I'm apoet. My nameis Ariane. If you don't intend to cut my throat, could
you take that sword away? Do you know what they were doing when | 1ft? Do you have any idea?'

"Crom!" he muttered in confusion at her sudden torrent. Still, he lowered his blade.

She swallowed ogtentatioudy, and fixed him with alevel gaze. "They were cagting dice for who would
havethefird... turn with her. Every man there intended to take one. And in the meanwhile they were
passing her about, beating her buttockstill they looked like ripe plums.”

"The blonde thief," he exclamed. "Y ou're talking about the blonde thief. Do you mean to say-you
followed meinto Hellgate just to tell methat?"

"| didn't know you were coming into Hellgate," she said angrily. "I do things on impulse. But what
businessisit of yourswhere | go? I'm not adave. Certainly not yours. That poor girl. After you let her go
| thought you had some sympathy for her, thought you might be different from the rest despite your rather
violent appearance, but-"

"Y ou knew shewas athief?' he brokein.

Her face turned defensive. "She hasto live, too. | don't suppose you know about the things that drive
people to become thieves, about being poor and hungry. Not you with your great sword, and your
muscles, and-"

"Shut up!" he shouted, and immediately dropped hisvoice, taking aquick look up and down the dley. It
waswdl not to attract attention in a place like Hellgate. When he looked back at her she was staring at
him, open-mouthed. "I know about being poor,” he said quietly, "about being hungry, and about being a
thief. | wasal of them before | was old enough to shave my face."

"I'm sorry,” she said dowly, and he had theirritating feding that it was as much for his youthful hunger as
for what she had said.

"Asfor the girl. Shethrew away the chance | gave her. | told her her luck was gone, and it was, if |
caught her, and you saw her."

"Maybe | should have spoken to her when | saw her,” Ariane sighed.

Conan shook his head. "What kind of woman are you? A post, you say. You Sit in atavern on the Street
of Regrets, worrying about thieves. Y ou dress like a shopkeeper's virgin daughter, and speak with the
accents of anoblewoman. Y ou chase meinto Hellgate to upbraid me." He laughed, degp in his chest.
"When Hordo returns well escort you back to the Street of Regrets, and may Mitra save the doxies and
cut pursesfromyou."

A dangerouslight kindled in her eyes. "I am apoet, and agood one. And what's wrong with theway |
dress? | suppose you'd rather | wore afew skimpy strips of silk and wriggled like-"

He clamped ahand over her mouth, not breathing while he listened. Her eyes werelarge and liquid on his
face. It came again, that sound that had pricked hisear. Therasp of sted diding from ashesath.

Shoving the girl further up the narrow confines of the dark aley, Conan spun just asthe first man rushed
him. The Cimmerian's blade dashed out histhroat even while his sword was going up.



Thefirg of the threefollowing on his heds sumbled against the collapsing body, then shrieked as
Conan's sted sought the juncture of shoulder and neck. From behind the men came a scream that ended
inagurgle, and acry of "The Red Hawk!" told the Cimmerian youth that Hordo had joined the fray. The
man facing Conan dropped into aguard position, nervoudy eyeing to see the combat behind him without
taking his eyes from the massve youth.

Suddenly Conan shouted, shifting his shoulders asif he intended an overhand blow. His opponent's
sword flashed up to block. Conan's lunge brought them face to face, the Cimmerian's blade projecting a
foot through the other's back. He stared into the dying man's eyes, even in the darkness able to seethe
despair that came with the redlization of death. Then only desth was there. He tugged his blade free and
wiped it on the dead man's cloak.

"Areyou hurt, Conan?' Hordo cdled, sumbling past the bodiesin the narrow aley.

"Just wiping my-" A foul odor filled Conan's nodtrils. "Crom! What isthat?'

"I dipped in something," Hordo replied sourly. "That'swhy | was so long getting back. Who's the
wench?'

"I'm not awench,”" Ariane said.

"Her name's Ariane," Conan said. He raised his eyebrows as he watched her dide avery
efficient-looking little dagger ingde her dress. Y ou didn't draw that against me, girl."

"I had it," shereplied. "Perhaps| didn't think to need it with you. Are these friends of yours?'
"Footpads,” he snorted.

Hordo straightened from examining one of the corpses. "Mayhap you ought to take alook, Conan.
They're dressed well for Hellgate."

"Some of Hellgate's better citizens.” The Cimmerian's nose wrinkled. "Hordo, as soon aswe return
Arianeto the Street of Regrets, you're going to find abathhouse. That is, if you intend to keep drinking
with me."

Hordo muttered something under his bresth.

"If it doesn't have to be a bathhouse," Ariane began, then stopped, chewing her full lower lipin
indecison. Findly, she nodded. "It will bedl right," she said to hersdlf. "Therésan inn caled the Sign of
Thedtis, just off the Street of Regrets. It has baths. Y ou can come as my guests, for the night at least.”
"Thestid" Hordo crowed. "Whoever heard of aninn called after the goddess of music and such?"

"l have," Ariane said with some asperity. "If you are invited, the bed, food and wine are free, though
you're expected to contribute if you can. Y ou'll understand when you seeit. Well? Do you come, or do
you stink until you can pay two slver piecesto a bathhouse?'

"Why?" Conan asked. "Y ou sounded not so friendly a minute or two gone."

"Youinterest me" Arianesaid smply.



Hordo snickered, and Conan suddenly wished the one-eyed man smelled just alittle better, so he could
get close enough to thump him. Hastily the Cimmerian gathered up the ancient sword in the cloak.

"Let'sget out of here," he said, "before we attract more vermin.”

Hurriedly they picked their way back out of Hdllgate.

Chapter 1V

Albanus angrily jerked the cord of his gold-embroidered dressing robe tight about hiswaist as he stalked
into the carpeted antechamber of his deeping apartments. Golden lamps cast a soft light on thewalls,
where basrelief depicted scenes from thelife of Bragoras, the ancient, half-legendary King of Nemedia
from whom Albanus claimed pure and unsullied descent through both his father and mother.

The hawk-faced lord had left ordersto be called from his bed whenever the two men now awaiting him
arrived. Neither Vegentius nor Demetrio appeared to have dept at al. The soldier's surcoat, worked with
the Golden Leopard, was wrinkled and damp with sweet, while the eyes of the dender youth were
haggard.

"What have you discovered?' Albanus demanded without preliminary.
Demetrio shrugged and sniffed at his ever-present pomander.

Vegentius stiffened in tired anger at the peremptory tone, and spoke harshly. "Nothing. The sword's
gone. Let it be. Wedon't need it, and you've aready gotten Mdiuskilled, giving him thething in the first
place. Though, Mitraknows, the man islittle enough loss.”

"How was | to know the accursed blade would seize hismind?" Albanus broke out. Hands knotted to
keep them from shaking, he managed to regain control. "The sword," he said in asomewhat calmer
voice, "must be recovered. Another incident like today, another man going berserk with that blade in his
hands, and Garian will know theré's sorcery loose in Nemediaagain. Even with hisdidike of magicks he
might well bring his own sorcerer to court, for protection. Do you think I'll so easily let my plansbe
thwarted?'

"Our plans" Demetrio reminded gently from behind his pomander.

Albanus smiled dightly, acurving of thelips, nothing more. "Our plans,” he agreed. Then even that dight
softness was gone. " The Guardsmen were put to the question, were they not, Vegentius? After all, they
didkill Lord Mdlius"

Vegentius gave ashort nod. "All except their sergeant, who disappeared from the barracks when my
Golden Leopards came to make the arrests. "Twas guilt sent him running, mark my words. He knows
something.”

"Mogt likely," Demetrio murmured, "he knew what methods of questioning would be used.”

"Unless hetook the sword,” Albanus said. "What did they say of that under the question?”



"Little enough,” Vegentius sighed. "For the most part they begged for mercy. All they knew was that they
were ordered to stop a madman who was daughtering peoplein the Market Digtrict. They found him
fighting, anorthern barbarian and killed him. When they discovered they'd dain alord, they were so
terrified they had no thought for the sword. They didn't even bring in the barbarian.”

"Hewas il dive?' Albanus said, surprised. "He must be amaster swordsman.”
Vegentius laughed disparagingly. "Mdius barely knew one end of ablade from the other.”

"Theskill isintheblade," Albanus sad. "Six masters of the sword were dain in the making of it, their
blood used for quenching, their bones burned to hedt it, the essence of their art infused into its metal.”

"Sash and hack, that'sal Vegentius knows." Demetrio's voice dripped mockery. "But the art of sted!....."
His blade whipped from its sheath. Knees bent, he danced across the colorfully woven carpet, his sword
working intricate figuresintheair.

"That fancy work may be good enough for first-blood duels among the gently born,” V egentius sneered,
"but 'tisadifferent matter in battle, when your life hangs on your blade."

"Enough!™ Albanus snapped. "Both of you, enough!" He drew aragged breath. One day he would let
them fight, for his entertainment, then have the winner impaed. But now was not the time. Thirty yearshe
had worked for this. Too much time, too much effort, too much humiliating terror to dlow it al to be
ruined now. "That barbarian may have taken the sword. Find him! Find that blade!”

"I've dready started,” the square-faced soldier said smugly. "1 sent word to Taras. HEl have had hisadley
rashunting dl night."

"Good." Albanus rubbed his hands together, making a sound like dry parchment rustling. "And you,
Demetrio. What have you been doing to find the blade?'

"Asking ten thousand questions,” the dender noble replied wearily. "From the Street of Regretsto the
House of a Thousand Orchids. | heard nothing. If Vegentius had thought to let me know of this barbarian
it would have made my searching easier.”

Vegentius examined his nailswith acomplacent smile. "Who'd have thought to look for you in the House
of aThousand Orchids? They provide only women to their customers.”

Demetrio dammed his sword back into its sheeth asif he were driving it into the soldier's heart. Before he
could open his mouth, though, Albanus spoke.

"Theres no time for this petty bickering. Find that sword. Stedl it, buy it, | care not, but get it. And
without attracting attention.”

"And if its possessor has discovered its properties?’ Demetrio asked.
"Thenkill him," Albanus said smoothly. "Or her." He turned to go.
"One morething,” Vegentius said abruptly. "Taras wants to meet with you.”

Albanus turned back to face them, his eyes black flints. "That scum dares? He should be licking the
paving stonesin gratitude for the gold he'sgiven.”



"He'safrad,” Vegentius said. "Him and some of the otherswho know alittle of what they redly do. | can
cow them, but even gold won't put their guts back unlessthey see you face to face and hear you tell them
it al will happen asthey've beentold.”

"Mitrablast them!™ Albanus eyeswent to the bas-relief on thewalls. Had Bragoras had to dedl with
such?"Very wdl. Arrange you ameeting in some out-of-the-way place.”

"It will be done," the soldier replied.

Albanus smiled suddenly, the first genuine smile the others had ever seen on hisface. "When | amonthe
throne, this Taras and his daggermen will be flayed divein the Plaza of Kings. A good king should be
seen to protect his people againgt such asthey.” He barked alaugh. "Now get you gone. When next |
see you, bear areport of success.”

He left with aslittle ceremony as he had come, for dready he began to fed beyond the courtesies
ordinary men offered one another. They werefoolsin any case, unable to redlize that he saw them no
differently than he saw Taras. Or that he would ded with them asharshly intheend. And if they would
betray one king, they would betray another.

Insde hisdimly lit bedchamber he strode impatiently to alarge square sheet of transparent crystal hung
onthewadll. Thethin crystal was undecorated save for odd markings around its outer edge, markings that
lay entirdy within the crystd. Inthelight from asingle, small gold tripod lamp the markings were dmost
invisble, but from long practice Albanus fingers touched the proper onesin the proper sequence,
intoning wordsin alanguage three millennia dead.

Ashisfinger lifted from the lagt, the crystal darkened to adeep silvery blue. Sowly picturesformed
withinit. In the crystal men moved and gestured, talking though no sound could be heard. Albanus gazed
on Garian, who thought himsdf safein the Royd Pdace, conferring with long-bearded Sulpicius and bad
Malaric, histwo most trusted councelors.

The King was atal man, heavily muscled still from aboyhood spent with the army, but now beginning to
show asmooth layer of fat from half ayear of inactivity on the throne. His square-jawed face with its
deep-sat dark eye had lost some of the opennessit had once had. Sitting on the throne was responsible
for that change aswell.

Albanus hands moved around the rim of the crystal again, and Garian's face swelled until it filled the
entire square.

"Why do you do that so often?"

The blonde who spoke watched him with sgpphire cat eyes from the satin cushions of hisbed. She
dretched langoroudy, her skin gleaming like honeyed ivory in the dimness, her dancer's legs seeming
even longer as she pointed her toes. Her large, pear-shaped breasts lifted as she arched her dender
back. Albanusfdt histhroat thicken.

"Why do you not speak?" she asked, her voice dl pure innocence.

Bitch, hethought. "It'sasif he were here, Sularia, watching his mistress writhe and moan benesth me.”

"Isthat dl | anto you?' Her tone was sultry now, caressing likewarm oil. "A means of striking at



Gaian?'
"Yes," hesad crudly. "An he had awife or adaughter, they would take their turnswith you in my bed.”

Her eyes drifted to the face in the crystd. "He has no time for a mistress, much lessawife. Of course,
you are responsible for the many troubles that take histime. What would your fellowsthink, an they
knew you took therisk of seducing the King's mistressto your bed?"

"Wasit arisk?' Hisface hardened dangeroudy. "Areyou arisk?"

She shifted in the cushions so that her head was toward him, her hipstwisted to emphasizetheir curve
againg the smalness of her waist. "l amnorisk,” she said softly. "1 wish only to serve you.”

"Why?" he perdasted. "At first | meant you only for my bed, but of your own will you began to spy inthe
palace, coming to knedl a my feet and whisper of who did what and who said what. Why?"

"Power," she breathed. "It isan ability | have, to sense power in men, to sense men who will have power.
| am drawn to such men as amoth to the flame. | sense the power in you, greater than the power in
Gaian."

"Y ou sense the power." His eyeslidded, and he spoke dmost to himsdlf. "I can fed the power inside,
too. I've alwaysfelt it, known it was there. | was born to be king, to raise Nemedia to an empire. And
you are the firgt other to redize it. Soon the people will take to the streets of Belverus with swordsin
hand to demand that Garian abdicatein my favor. Very soon. And on that day | will raise you to the
nobility, Sularia Lady Sularia”

"l thank my king."

Suddenly he unbelted his dressing robe and threw it off, turning so that the man in the crystd-if hewere
actudly ableto seefrom it would have aclear view of the bed. "Come and worship your king," he
commanded.

Mouth curving in awet-lipped smile, she crawled to him.

Chapter V

As Conan made hisway down to the common room at the Sign of Thestis the next morning, he
wondered again if he had fdlen into anest of lunatics. Two lyres, four zithers, three flutes and six harps of
assorted sizeswere being played, but by musicians scattered about the room, and no two playing the
same tune. One man stood declaiming verseto awall with full gesticulations, asif performing for a
wedlthy patron. A dozen young men and women &t alarge table covered with bits of sculpture shouted
over the music, telling one another in detail what was wrong with everyone e se'swork. Three men at the
foot of the Sairs aso shouted at one another, al three smultaneoudy, about when morally reprehensible
action was mordly required. At least, that was what he thought they were shouting about. All the men
and women in the room, none past their midtwenties, were shouting about one thing or another.

He and Hordo had been made welcome the night before, after afashion. There had been but a score of
peoplein theinn then. If it was an inn. That was ancther thing the Cimmerian doubted. Thelot of them
had stared asif Ariane had brought back two Brythunian bears. And among that |ot, with no more



weapons than afew belt knivesfor cutting meat, perhaps they had seemed so.

While Hordo had gone out back to the baths-wooden tubs sitting on the dirt in anarrow court, not the
marble pal aces to cleanliness and indolence found el sewhere in the city-the odd youths had crowded
around Conan, refilling his cup with chegp wine whenever it wasin danger of becoming empty and
prodding him to tell stories. And when Hordo returned they pressed him, too, for tales. Long into the
night and the small hours of the morning, Conan and the one-eyed man had vied to top the other's last
tae.

Those strange young men and women-artists, some said they were, others musicians, and still others
philosophers-listened asif hearing of another world. Oft times those who called themsalves philosophers
made comments more than passing strange, not aone of which Conan had understood. It had taken him
awhileto redize that none of the others understood them ether. Alwaysthere was atick of silence
punctuating each comment while the rest watched him who made it to seeiif they were supposed to nod
solemnly at the pontification or laugh a the witticism. A time or two Conan had thought one of them was
making fun of him, but he had done nothing. It would not have been proper to kill aman when he was not
ure.

At thefoot of the stairs he pushed past the philosophers-none of the three even noticed his passing-and
stopped in astonishment. Ariane stood on atable in the corner of the room. Naked. She was dim, but
her breasts were pleasantly full, her waist tiny above sweetly rounded hips.

He swung his cloak from his shoulders-the wavy-bladed sword was safely hidden in the tiny room he had
been given for the night-and stalked across the room to thrust the garment up to her.

"Here, girl. You're not the sort for thiskind of entertainment. If you need money, I've enough to feed both
of usfor atime.”

For amoment she looked down at him, hands on hips and eyes unreadabl e, then astounded him by
throwing back her head and laughing. Hisface reddened; helittle enjoyed being laughed at. Ingtantly she
dropped to her knees on the table, her face a picture of contrition. The way her breasts bounced within a
handspan of his nose made his forehead suddenly grow beads of swest.

"I'm sorry, Conan," she said softly, or what passed for softly in the din. "That may have been the nicest
thing anyone has ever said to me. | shouldn't have laughed.”

"If you want to exhibit yoursalf naked," he replied gruffly, "why not go to atavern where therés a bit of
money init?"

"Do you see those people?' She pointed out three men and two women seated near the table, each with
apiece of parchment fastened to aboard and a bit of charcod in hand, and each glaring impatiently at the
girl and him. "'l pose for them. They don't have the money to hire someone, so | do them afavor.”

"Out in front of everybody?' he said increduloudly.

"Thereisn't much room, Conan,” she said, amusement plain in her voice. "Besides, everyone hereisan
artist of one sort or another. They do not even notice.”

Eyeing her curves, hewaswilling to wager differently. But al he said was, "1 suppose you can do what
you want."



"Y ou supposeright.”

She waved to the people sketching and hopped down from the table, producing any number of

interesting jiggles and bounces. He wished she would stop legping about like that while she had her
clothes off. It was dl he could do not to throw her over his shoulder and take her back up to his room.
Then he noticed atwinklein her eye and adight flush on her cheek. She knew the effect she had on him.

Deftly shetook the cloak out of his hands and wrapped it chastely around her. "At the moment | would
like to have some wine. With you." Helooked at the cloak, raising an eyebrow questioningly, and she
giggled. "It's different up there. There I'm posing. Down here I'm just naked. Come, theresatable

emptying.”

She darted away, and he followed, wondering what difference the distance from the table to the floor
made, wondering if he would ever understand women. As he did onto a stool acrossasmall,
rough-topped table from her, someone thrust aclay jug of wine and two battered metal cupsin front of
them, disappearing while Conan was sill reaching for his pouch.

He shook hishead. "'Tisthefirst tavern I've ever seen, where payment was not demanded before a cup
wasfilled.”

"Did not anyone explain last night?" she laughed.
"Perhaps they did. But there was more than allittle wine being passed around.”

"Didyou redly do al you talked about last night?' She leaned forward with interest, the top of the cloak
gaping to expose the upper dopes of her cleavage. A part of his brain noted that that glimpse was amost
aserotic as her fully exposed bosom had been. He wondered if she knew that and did it on purpose.

"Some of them," he answered cautioudy. In truth he did not remember which stories he and Hordo had
told. There had been much more than alittlewine. Hefilled their cups from the clay jug.

"| thought so," she said in tones of satisfaction. "Asto the money, you give what you can. Everyone
staying here does, though some who only comein the day give nothing. Some of us receive money from
our families, and of coursewe dl put that in. They don't gpprove-the familiesthat is-but they gpprove less
of having us nearby to embarrass them. Whatever we have left over we use to distribute bread and sdt to
the hungry in Hellgate. It'slittle enough,” she Sighed, "but astarving man gppreciates even acrumb.”

"Some of these have familiesrich enough to give them money?' he said, looking around the roomin
disbelief. Suddenly her cultured accentswere loud in his head.

"My father isalord,” she said defensively. She made it sound a crime, both being alord and being the
daughter of one.

"Then why do you live here, on the edge of Hellgate, and pose naked on tables? Can you not write
poetry inyour father's paace?’

"Oh, Conan," she sighed, "don't you understand that it's wrong for noblesto have gold and live in paaces
while beggars sarvein hovels?'

"Mayhapitis" Conanreplied, "but | fill like gold, though I've had little enough of it. Asfor the poor,
werel rich, unless| misdoubt me1'd fill many abdly with what | spent.”



"What other answer did you expect?' alanky man said, pulling up astool. Hislong face wore a perpetua
scowl, made deeper by thick eyebrows that grew across the bridge of his nose. He scooped up Ariane's
cup and drank haf her wine.

"It isan honest answer, Stephano,” Ariane said. Stephano snorted.

Conan remembered him now. The night before he had named himsdlf a sculptor, and been free with his
hands with Ariane. She had not seemed to mind then, but now she took back her winecup angrily.

"Heis agenerous man, Stephano, and | think me he'd be generous were herich.” She shifted her direct
gaze back to Conan. "But can you not see that generosity is not enough? In Hellgate are those who lack
the price of bread, while nobles st safein their palaces and fat merchants grow richer by the day. Garian
isno just king. What must be doneisclear.”

"Ariane!" Stephano said sharply. "Y ou tread dangerous ground. School your tongue.”

"What |eave have you to speak so to me?' Her voice grew more heated by the word. "Whatever is
between us, | am none of your property.”

"I have not named you s0," he replied, matching heeat for heat. "1 ask but that you let yoursdlf be guided
by me. Speak not so to strangers.”

Arianetossed her pretty head contemptuously, her big eyes suddenly cold. "Art sure thereisno part of
jealousy in your words, Stephano? No intent to rid yoursdlf of ariva?' The sculptor's face flamed red.
"Stranger he may be," she continued remorsdesdy, "yet heisthe kind of man we seek. A warrior. Havel
not heard Taras speak so to you a hundred times? We must needs have fightersif-"

"Mitras mercy" Stephano groaned. "Have you mind at dl for caution, Ariane? He is anorthern barbarian
who likely never knew hisfather and would sdll hishonor for asilver piece. Guard your tongue! ™

With hisleft hand Conan did his broadsword free of its scabbard, just enough so that the edge of the
blade below the hilt rested against the side of the table. "When | was gtill aboy,” hesaid in aflat voice, "I
saw my father diewith ablade in his hand. With that blade | killed the man who dew him. Careyou to
discussit further?!

Stephano's eyes goggled at the sword, his scowl momentarily banished, He touched hislipswith his
tongue; his breeth camein pants. "Y ou see, Ariane? Y ou see what kind of man heis?' His stool scraped
on the floor as he rose. "Come away with me, Ariane. Leave this man now."

She held out her winecup to Conan. "May | have some more wine?' She did not look a Stephano, or
acknowledge his presence. Conan filled the cup, and she drank.

Stephano looked at her uncertainly, then took a step backward. "Guard your tongue!" he hissed, and
darted away, dmost crashing into another tablein his haste.

"Will you guard your tongue?' Conan asked quietly.

She peered into her wine atime before answering. "From the stories you told, your sword goeswhere
the goldis. Do you choose only by who can pay the most gold?”



"No," hetold her. "I've ridden away from gold rather than follow unjust orders.” Sighing, he added
truthfully, "But | dolikegold.”

Clutching his cloak about her, sherose. "Mayhap... mayhap well speak of it later. They wait for meto
finish posing.”

"Ariane" he began, but she cut him off.

"Stephano thinks he hasaclaim on me,”" she said quickly. "He hasnot.” And sheleft dmost asquickly as
Stephano had.

Conan emptied his cup with amuttered curse, then turned to watch her drop his cloak and climb back to
her pose on the table. After amoment her eyes shifted to him, then away, quickly. Again she met hisgaze
and tore hers away. Her rounded breasts rose and fell as her breathing became agitated. Spots of red
appeared on her cheeks, growing, her face flushing hotter and hotter. Abruptly she uttered asmdll cry
and legped down, snatching up the cloak from the floor without looking again at Conan. She pulled the
fur-trimmed garment about her as she ran, darting between the tables, feet flashing up the Sairs.

The Cimmerian smiled complacently as he poured more wine from the clay jug. Perhaps things were not
as bad as they seemed.

Hordo dropped onto the stool across the table, afrown creasing hiseye. "Have you listened to what's
said inthisplace?' he asked quietly. "Was there a Guardsman about, there'd be heads on pikesfor
sedition before many more dawns.

Conan looked casudly to seeif anyonewaslistening. "Or for rebdlion?’

"Thislot?" the one-eyed man snorted derisively. "They might aswell march to the block and ask to have
their heads chopped. Not that the city's not ripe for it, mind. But these have as much chance as a babe
sucking asugar-tit.”

"But what if they had money? Gold to hirefighting men?'

Hordo raised his cup as Conan spoke; now he choked on the wine. "Where would thislot get gold? I
one of them had a patron, you can wager your stones he'd not be living on the rim of Hellgate."

"Arianésfaher isalord,” Conan said quietly. "And she told me some of the rest come of rich men, too."

The one-eyed man chose hiswords carefully. "Do you tel methey actudly plan rebellion? Or think they
do?'

" Stephano and Ariane, between them, as much astold me s0."

"Then let us be gone from here. They may have some taents, but rebellion is not among them. If they met
you last night and tell so much today, what have they told others? Remember, our heads can decorate
pikesasessly asthers.”

Conan shook hishead dowly, athough Hordo was right, on theface of it. "I likeit here," wasdl he said.

"Y ou like around-bottomed poet," Hordo said heatedly. "Y ou'll die for awoman yet. Remember the
blind soothsayer.”



"I thought you said hewas afoal," the Cimmerian laughed. "Drink, Hordo. Rest easy. Well tak of our
Free-Company."

"Weveno gold yet that | can see," the other said sourly.

"I'll find the gold," Conan said with more confidence than hefdt. He had no ideawhence it might come.
Stll, it would bewell to have hisplansin order. A delay of days could mean the difference between being
sought after and dl who could afford such companies dready having hired. "I'll find it. Y ou say we can,
ah, borrow wegpons from the storehouses of the smuggling ring you serve. Are they serviceable? I've
seen smuggled mail so eaten with rust it fell apart in agood rain, and blades that snapped at thefirst
blow."

"Nay, Cimmerian. These are of good quality, and of any sort you want. Why, there are as many kinds of
sword bundled in those storehouses as I've ever heard named. Tulwars from Vendhya, shamshirsfrom
Iranistan, macheras in a dozen patterns from the Corinthian city-states. Fifty of this sort and ahundred of
that. Enough to arm five thousand men.”

"So many?' Conan murmured. "Why would they keep so much in their storehouses, and in such variety?
Theresno profit in storing swords.”

"I bring what I'm told from the border to Belverus, and I'm paid for it in gold. | care not if they grow
barley in the storehouses, so long as | get afat purse each trip." Hordo tipped the jug over hiscup; afew
dropsfell. "Wine!" he roared, ablast that brought dead silence to the room.

Everyone turned to stare in amazement at the two burly men. A dender girl in the same sort of plain
neck-to-ankles cotton robe that Ariane wore approached hesitantly and placed another clay jug on the
table. Hordo fumbled in the purse a his belt and tossed her asilver piece.

"Theregtisfor you, little one," Hordo said.

The girl stared at the coin, then laughed delightedly and dropped a mockingly deep curtsey before
leaving. Conversation dowly resumed among those at the tables. The musicians Struck up their various
tunes, and the poet orated to the wall.

"Pretty serving girls," Hordo muttered as he refilled his battered meta cup, "but they dressliketemple
virgins"

Conan hid asmile. The one-eyed man had drunk deeply the night before. Well, he would discover soon
enough that he did not have to pay for hiswine. In the meantime, et him contribute for the both of them.

"Congder, Hordo. Such amotley collection of wegponsisjust the sort of thing these artists would put
together."

"That again?' the other man grumbled. "In thefirst place, whoever runsthering, | can't see him wanting
Garian overthrown. Those fool tariffs might be starving the poor, but they make good profitsfor
smuggling. In the second place...." Hisface darkened, the scar below his patch standing out whitely. "In
the second place, I've been through one rebellion with you. Or have you forgotten riding for the Venhyan
border haf astep in front of the headsman's sword?”

"l remember,” Conan said. "I've said naught of joining their rebellion.”



"Said naught, but thought much,” Hordo growled. "Y ou're aromantic fool, Cimmerian. Alwayswere,
likely dwayswill be. Hannuman's Stones, man, you'll not mix mein another uprising. Keep your mind
fixed on the gold for a Free-Company."

"l dways keep my mind on gold,” Conan replied. "Mayhap | think on it too much.”

Hordo groaned, but Conan was saved having to say more by the appearance of the dender girl who had
brought the wine jug. Tilting her head to one side, she favored the big Cimmerian with alook, half
shyness, hdf invitation, that made the room suddenly too warm.

"What's your name, girl?*" Hordo asked. "Y ou're apretty little bit. Get rid of that cotton shift, deck
yoursdf with alittle Sk, and you could work in any tavern in Belverus”

Shetossed her head, laughing gaily, silken brown hair rippling about her shoulders. " Thank you, kind S,
and for your generous contribution." Hordo frowned in uncomprehension. "My nameisKerin," she went
on, her soft brown eyes shifting to Conan like alight-fingered caress. "And by those shoulders, you must
be the Conan Ariane spoke of. | work in clay, though | hope to have my sculpture cast in bronze some
day. Would you posefor me? | can't pay you, but perhaps...." Her mouth softened, full lower lip
dropping dightly, and her eyes|eft no doubt what sort of arrangement she wanted with the muscular
barbarian.

Conan had barely listened after the mention of posing. Animageflashed in hisbrain of Ariane, posing on
the table, and he was uncomfortably aware of hisface growing hot. Surely she did not mean ... She
could not wart ....

He swallowed hard and cleared histhroat. "Y ou mentioned Ariane. Did she send a message?”

"Why did she seeyou firg?' Kerin sighed. "Y es, shedid. Sheswaiting in your room. Totdll you
something very important, she said.” She ended with adight smirk.

Conan scraped back his stool.

"Girl," Hordo said asthe Cimmerian rose, "what isthisposng? | might well do it." Kerin dipped into the
seat Conan had vacated.

All the way across the common room Conan waited for Hordo's outraged shout, but when he looked
back from the foot of the sairs the one-eyed man was nodding dowly, addighted grin on hisface.
Laughing, Conan ran up the girs. It seemed hisfriend would receive more than good value for hissilver
piece.

Upgtairsthe narrow hal was lined with many doors, most crudely made, for the origina chambers had
been roughly partitioned into more. When Conan pushed open his own rude plank door, Ariane was
gtanding below the smal window highin the wall. His cloak was still wrapped tightly around her, her fists
showing at the neck where she held it together. He closed the door behind him and leaned back against
it.

"l pose," she said without preamble. Her eyes glinted with something he could not quite read. "1 pose for
my friends, who cannot hire models. | do it often, and never have | felt embarrassment. Never until
today."



"I merely looked at you," he said quietly.

"You looked a me." She uttered a sound halfway between alaugh and a sob. ™Y ou looked a me, and |
felt like one of those girls at the Gored Ox, wriggling to aflute for drooling men. Mitrablast your eyes!
How dare you make mefed likethat!"

"You areawoman,” hesaid. "I looked at you as aman looking at awoman.”

She closed her eyes and addressed the cracked ceiling. "Hama All-Mother, why must | be tirred by an
untutored barbarian who thinks with his sword?' A smug smile grew on hisface, to be quashed dmost
immediately by aglarefrom her large hazel eyes. " A man may take as many women as hewishes," she
sad fiercely. "I refuse to have less freedom than aman. If | choose to have but one man at atimeto my
mat, and have no other till heleavesor | do, that ismy affair. Can you accept meas| am?'

"Did your mother never tell you aman likesto do the asking?" he laughed.

"Mitrablast your heart!" she snarled. "Why do | waste my time?* Multtering to herself she stalked toward
the door, cloak flaring in her haste.

Conan reached out one massive arm, curling it around her waist beneath the cloak. She had time for one
srangled squawk before he lifted her, the cloak floating to the floor, to crush her soft breasts against the
hard expanse of his chest.

"Will you stay with me, Ariane?" he asked, looking into her startled eyes.

Before she could speak he tangled hisfree hand in her hair and brought her lipsto his. Her smadl fists
bruised themselves againgt his shoulders; her feet kicked futilely a hisshins. Sowly her struggles
subsided, and when a satisfied murmur sounded in her throat he released her hair. Panting, shelet her
head drop onto his broad chest.

"Why did you change your mind?' she managed after atime.

"I didn't changeit," hereplied. Shelooked up, startled, and he smiled. "Before you asked. Thistime | did
the asking."

Laughing throetily, shelet her head fal back. "HamaAll-Mother," she cried, "will | never understand
these strange creatures called men?'

Helad her gently on his degping mat, and for along time thereafter only sounds passion-wrought passed
her lips.

Chapter VI

The Street of Regretsin the morning hoursfit well Conan's mood. The paving stones were littered with
the tawdry refuse of the previous night'srevelry; those few people to be seen were ssumbling home
bleary eyed and hollow faced. Conan kicked rubbish from his path as he strode a ong, and gave growl
for growl to the stray dogs that scavenged among the leavings.

The ten nights past had been anidyll at the Sign of the Thestis, wrapped in Ariane's arms, her passions



and appetites feeding his own even asthey sated them. Stephano brooded much in jealousy and wine,
yet the memory of the Cimmerian's anger kept his tongue between histeeth. Hordo, drawn by the
attractions of the dender Kerin, had moved hisfew belongings from an inn three streets away, and of an
evening they drank and told each other liestill the charms of Ariane and Kerin parted them. Those were
the nights. Days were another matter.

Conan paused at the sound of running boots behind him, then continued on as Hordo joined him.
"I luck this morrow, too?" the one-eyed man asked, eyeing the Cimmerian'sface.

Conan nodded shortly. "When | had defeated al three bodyguards now in his service, Lord Heranius
offered three gold marks for me to take service astheir chief, with two more every tenday.”

"Il luck?' Hordo exclaimed. "Mitral That's twice the usud rate for bodyguards. I'm tempted to give up
smuggling. At least thered be no danger of the headsman's block."

"And | must swear bond-oath before the City Magistrates not to quit his service without leave for two
years.”

llo',]'ll

Conan'sright fist cracked into the other palm with asound like aclub striking lesther. A drunk, sumbling
hisway home, jumped afoot in the air and fell in a puddle of vomit. Conan did not notice.

"Everywhereit isthe same," he grated, "Free-Companies or single blade-fee dike. All demand the
bond-oath, and some require three years, if they do not requirefive."

"Before the bond-oaths,” Hordo mused. " Some men changed masters every day, getting asilver piece
more each time. Look you. Why not take service with whoever offersthe most gold? ThisLord
Heranius, by the sound of it. When you're ready to go, if hewon't release you, just go. An oath that
makesaman adaveisnooath a al.”

"And when | do, | must leave Belverus, perhapsall of Nemedia" Hewas silent for atime, his boots
kicking broken clay wine-jars and soiled bits of abandoned clothing from his path. At last he said, "At
first it was but talk, Hordo, this Free-Company that | would lead. Now it's more. I'll take no service until
| ride a the head of my own company.”

"It means so much to you?' Hordo said increduloudy. He dodged ajar of dopsthrown from a
second-story window, hurling acurse at the thrower, aready gone.

"It does," Conan said, ignoring the other's mutters about what had splashed on his boots. "In the final sum
of it al, perhgps aman has no more than himsdf, naught but astrong right hand and the stedl init. And
gtill, to rise, to make some mark in the world, aman must lead others. | wasathief, yet did | riseto
command in the Army of Turan, and did well &t it. | know not how far | may rise nor how far the path |
follow may take me, yet do | intend to rise as high and go as far as my wits and agood sword will take
me. | will havethat Free-Company.”

"When you do," the one-eyed man said drily, "be you certain they swear the bond-oath." They turned
into the street that led to the Sign of Thedtis.

As Conan laughed, three men stepped out to spread themsel ves across the narrow street, broadswords



in hand. The sound of boots behind made Conan glance quickly over his shoulder. Two more armed men
stood there, cutting off retreat. The Cimmerian's blade whispered from its worn shagreen scabbard;
Hordo, sword flickering free, pivoted to face those behind.

"Stand aside," Conan called to the three. "Find you easier mesat el sewhere.”
"Naught was said of a second man," the one to Conan's left muttered, histhin, rat-like face twitching.

The man to the right, shaven dome gleaming in the morning sun, hefted his sword uneasily. "We cannot
take one without the other."

"You'l find but your deaths here,” Conan said. With hisleft hand he unfastened the bronze pin that held
his cloak, doubling the furlined garment loosely over that arm.

The leader, for the tall man in the center with his closely cropped beard was clearly so, spoke for thefirst
time. "Kill them," he said, and his blade thrust for Conan's belly.

With pantherine grace the muscular Cimmerian moved aside, his cloak tangling the tal man's blade while
hisright foot planted itself solidly in the fellow's crotch. In the same move Conan's sword begt asde a
thrust of the shavenhead. Gagging, the leader attempted to straighten; but Conan pivoted, hisleft foot
taking the bearded man on the side of the head, knocking him under the feet of onrushing ratface. Both
went down in aheap.

The shaven-headed attacker hesitated, goggle-eyed at his companions on the ground, and died for it.
Conan's dashing stedl half-severed histhroat. Bright red blood fountained as he went to hisknees, then
toppled onto hisface in the muck of the street. Rat-face scrambled to hisfeet, and he tried a desperate
overhead hack. Conan's blade rang against the other, bringing it into a sweeping downward circle, diding
his blade aong his opponent's, thrugting it into the villain's chest.

A quick kick next to his blade freed the body to collapse aongside the other; and Conan spun to find the
leader on hisfeet, his narrow, bearded face suffused with rage. He swung while the big Cimmerian was
yet turning, staring with surprise as Conan dropped to a squat, buttocks on his heels. Conan's steel diced
abloody line across his abdomen. Thetall man screamed like awoman, dropping his sword as hisfrantic
handstried vainly to hold hisintestinesin. His eyes were glazed with degth before he struck the filthy

paving stones.

Conan looked for Hordo in time to see the one-eyed man's blade decapitate his second attacker. With
the head 4till rolling across the pavement Hordo turned to glare at Conan, blood oozing from agash on
his sword arm and another, smaller, on hisforehead.

"I'mtoo old for this, Cimmerian.”
"You always say that." As he spoke, Conan bent to check the pouches of the men he had killed.

"It'strue, | tdl you," Hordo inssted. "If these hadn't been such fools asto talk and dither while we set
oursalves, they might have chopped usto dog meat. Asit was, my two nearly diced my cods off. I'm too

old, | say."

Conan straightened from the bodies with six new-minted gold marks. He bounced them on his pam.
"Foolsthey may be, but they were sent after one of us. By somebody willing to pay ten gold marksfor a
desth." He jerked his head &t the two Hordo had killed. "Y ou'll find each of them hasa pair of these



too."

Hordo muttered an oath and bent to the remaining bodies, straightening up with four fat coins. The
one-eyed man closed hisfigt tightly on them. ™Y on rat-face spoke of not expecting two. Mitra, who'd pay
ten gold marksfor either of us?'

A gangling boy shambled out of an dley not adozen paces distant. At the sight of the bodies hisjaw
dropped open, and with a scream of pure terror he dashed away, hiswail fading as he sped.

"Let usdiscussit at the Thestis," Conan said, "before we gather an audience.”

"With our luck," Hordo muttered, “thiswill be the one morning in ayear the City Guard has patrols out.”
It was but a short distance down the twisting street to the inn, but obviously no one had heard the
fighting. Only Kerin gave them asecond glance when they walked in. In those morning hours there were
few of the arum about, and none of the noise that would reverberate in the evening.

"Hordo," the dender girl said, "what happened to your arm?’

"| fell over abroken wine-jar," he replied sheepishly.

Shegave him asharp look and le&ft, returning in amoment with apile of clean ragsand ajug of wine.
Uncorking the wine, she began to pour it over the gash on Hordo'sarm.

"No!" he shouted, snatching it from her hand.

An amused smile quirked her mouth. "It hurts not that much, Hordo."

"It hurtsnot at dl," he growled. "But thisisthe proper way to usewine."

And hetipped the clay jug up to his mouth, with his free hand fending off her attemptsto take it back.
When finally he stopped for bresth she jerked it away, pouring the little wine that remained over acloth
and dabbing at hisforehead.

"Hold till, Hordo," shetold him. "I will fetch you morewine later."

Across the common room Conan noticed aface strange to the inn. A handsome young man in arichly
embroidered red velvet tunic sat at atable in acorner, talking to Graecus, aswarthy sculptor who spent
considerable timein the company of Stephano.

After discovering that someone might want him dead, Conan was fedling suspicious of strangers. He
touched Kerin'sarm.

"That man," he said. "The one talking to Graecus. Who is he? He seemswell dressed for an artist.”
"Demetrio, an artist?' she snorted. "A catamite and awastrel. They say he'sagreat wit, but I've never
found him so. Betimes he likes to dazzle those among us who can be dazzled by his sort, when heis not

rolling in the fleshpots™

"Think you it'shim?' Hordo asked.



Conan shrugged. "Him, or anyone else.”
"By Erebus, Cimmerian, I'm too old for this"

"What are you two talking about?' Kerin demanded. "No. I'd aslief not know" Sherose, pulling Hordo
behind her, afaun leading abear. "That cut on your arm needs ointment. Wine-jar, indeed!"

"When | return,” Hordo called over his shoulder to Conan, "we can begin looking for the men we want.
Courtesy of our enemy, eh?’

"Done," Conan caled back, risng. "And I'll fetch that sword. It should fetch acoin or two."

In his room abovestairs the Cimmerian pried up aloosened floor board and took out the serpentine
blade. Light from the smal window ran along the gleaming sted, and glinted on the silver work of the
quillons. Thefed of taint rose fromit likeamiasma.

As he gtraightened he wrapped his cloak, rent from the tall man's sword, about the blade. Even holding it
in his bare hand made his somach turn asthe daying of hisfirst man had not.

When Conan returned to the common room, the man in the red velvet tunic was waiting at the foot of the
dair, apomander to hisaguiline nose, his eyes lidded with languorous indolence, yet the Cimmerian
noted that the hilt of his sword showed wear, and the hand that held the pomander had bladesman's
calluses. Conan started past.

"A moment, please," the dender man said. "1 am caled Demetrio. | collect swords of ancient pattern, and
| could not help but hear that you possess such aone, and wishto sdll it.”

"I remember nothing of caling it ancient,” Conan replied. The man had aviperish quality the Cimmerian
liked not. Asif he could smile and clasp ahand, yet strike to the heart while doing so. Still, hefound
himsdf ligening.

"Perhaps | but imagined you named it ancient," Demetrio said smoothly: "If itisnat, | have no interest.
But anitis, well might | buy." He eyed the cloak-wrapped bundle benesath the Cimmerian'sarm. "Y ou
haveit there?'

Conan reached into the cloak and drew forth the blade. "Thisis the sword," he said, and stopped as
Demetrio jumped back, hand to his own sword. The Cimmerian flipped the sword over, proffering the
hilt. "Perhaps you wish to try its heft?"

"No." The word was ashaky whisper. "I can seethat | want it."
The flesh about Demetrio's mouth was tight and pale. The strange thought came to Conan that the dender
man was afraid of the sword, but he dismissed the notion as foolish. He tossed the sword onto a nearby

table. Hishand fdt dirty from holding it. And that was foolish too.

Demetrio swallowed, seeming to bresthe more easily as helooked at the blade whereit lay: "This
sword," he said, not looking at the Cimmerian. "Hasit any... properties? Any magicks?'

Conan shook his head. "Nonethat | know" Such might add to the price he could demand, but any such
clamswould be easly disproved. "What will you give?!



"Three gold marks," Demetrio said promptly.

The big Cimmerian blinked. He had been thinking in terms of silver pieces. But if the sword had some
vaueto thisyoung man, it wastimeto bargain. "'For a blade so ancient,” he said, "Many collectors would

pay twenty."
The dender man gave him asearching look. "I have not so much with me," he muttered.

Shocked, Conan wondered if the blade was that of some long-dead king; Demetrio had made not even a
pretense of haggling. His practiced thief's eye priced the amethyst-studded gold bracelet on Demetrio's
wrigt at fifty gold marks, and asmall ruby pin on histunic at twice that. The man would be good for
twenty marks, he thought.

"1 would bewilling to wait," Conan began, when Demetrio pulled the bracelet from hiswrist and thrust it
a him.

"Will you take that?' the fellow asked. "1 would not risk another buying while | am goneto get coin. Itis
worth more than the twenty marks, | assure you. But add in that cloak, for | would not carry abare
blade in the Streets.”

"Cloak and blade are yours," the Cimmerian said, and quickly exchanged the fur-trimmed garment for the
bracelet.

Hefet asurge of joy ashisfist closed over the amethyst-studded gold. No need to make do now with
the few men ten gold pieceswould hire. His Free-Company was literaly in his grasp.

"l would ask you," he added, "why this blade has such worth. Isit perhaps the sword of an ancient king,
or hero?'

Demetrio paused in the act of carefully wrapping the cloak about the sword. Carefully, Conan thought,
and asgingerly asif it were adangerousanimd.

"How areyou caled?' the dender man asked.
"l am cdled Conan."

"You areright, Conan. Thisisthe sword of an ancient king. In fact, you might say thisisthe sword of
Bragoras.” And helaughed asif he had said the funniest thing he had ever heard. Still laughing, he
gathered up the sword and cloak and hurried into the street.

Chapter VI

Albanus paused at the door, the crude, fur-trimmed bundle beneath hisarm out of placein the
tapestry-hung room with its carpetstrewn marble floor. Sularia sat before atall mirror, agolden silk robe
about her creamy shoulders, aknedling dave woman brushing the honey silk of her hair. Seeing his
reflection Sularialet the robe drop, giving him aview of her generous breastsin the mirror.

The hawk-faced lord snapped hisfingers. The dave looked around; &t his gesture she bowed and fled on
bare feet.



"Y ou have brought me agift?' Sulariasaid. "It iswrapped most strangely, an you have." She examined
her facein the mirror, and lightly stroked rouge onto her cheekswith abrush of fur.

"Thisisnot for you," helaughed. "'Tisthe sword of Mdius"

With akey that hung on a golden chain about his neck, he unlocked alarge lacquered chest standing
againg thewall, turning the key first one way then the other in a precise pattern. Were that pattern not
followed exactly, he had told Sularia, acunningly contrived system of tubes and air-chamberswould hurl
poison dartsinto the face of the opener.

Albanus sivung back the lid and, tossing aside the tattered cloak, carefully laid the sword in the place he
had prepared for it. The tomes of ancient Acheron, bound in virgins skin, werethere, well layered in silk,
and those mogt vita thaumaturgica implements from the cache. Hisfingersrested briefly on abundle of
scrollsand rolled canvases. Not yet of any magical significance, they till deserved their placein the
chest, those sketches and paintings of Garian. In aplace of honor, resting on asilken cushion atop a
golden stand, was a crystal sphere of deepest blue within which silver flecks danced and glittered.

Letting her robe drift to the floor, Sularia came to stand naked beside him. Her tongue touched her lipsin
small flickers as she stared down at the sword. "It was that blade which dew so many?Isit not
dangerous? Ought you not to destroy it?"

"Itistoo useful," hesaid. "Had | but known what | know now, never would | have put it in the hands of
that fool Melius. Twas those runes on the blade led me at last to its secret, buried in the grimoires.”

"But why did Meliusday ashedid?'

"In the forging of thisweapon, the essences of six masters of the sword were trapped within the stedl.”
Helet hisfingers brush lightly along the blade, sensing the power that had been required for its making.
Such power would be his, power beyond the ken of mortal minds, power far beyond that of earthly
kings. "And in that entrapment did madness come." He reached down asif to lift the sword, but stopped
with his hand clawed above the hilt, "Let the same hand grasp this hilt but three timesto use this blade,
and the mind that controls that hand will be ripped away, merging with the madness of those ancient
masters of the sword. Escape. Say, and escape. Say. Say!"

Ending on ashout, he looked at Sularia. Her mouth hung open, and she stared at his hand above the
sword with open fear in her blue eyes.

"How often have you used the sword?" she whispered.

He laughed and took his hand away. Instead of the sword he picked up the crystal sphere, holding it
ddicatdy in hisfingers, dmost reverently, though he knew no power under heaven could so much as chip
itsseemingly fragile surface.

"Y ou fear the sword?" he asked softly. His adamantine gaze seemed to pierce to the heart of the cobalt
sphere. "Hereisthat which isto be feared, for by thisis summoned and controlled abeing-ademon? a
god?-I know not, yet abeing of such power that even the tomes of Acheron speak of it in whispersfull
of ave"

And hewould beits master, master of more power than dl the kings of al the nations of the world. His
breath quickened at the thought. Never yet had he dared that summoning, for that act held dangersfor he



who summoned, dangers that master might find himsdlf dave, amorta plaything for an immortal monster
with eternity to amuseitsdlf. Y et, was he not descended of Bragoras, ancient hero-king who had dain the
dragon Xutharcan and bound the demon Dargon in the depths of the Western Sea?

Almaost unbidden, the words of summoning began to roll from hislips. "Af-far mea-roth, Omini dess
kaan, Eeth far belawn Opbeab cridti.... "

Asthe words came, the sky darkened above the city as though the sun had dimmed to twilight. Lightning
cracked and forked across a cloudless sky, and, rumbling, the earth began to shake.

Albanus stumbled, looked around him in sudden panic a wallsthat quivered like cloth in the breeze. It
was too soon for this. It was madnessto havetried. And yet, he had not finished the incantation. There
was a chance.

Hadtily he returned the sphere, glowing now, to its cushion within the lacquered chest. With great care he
blanked his mind. There must be not even the merest thought of summoning. No thought at all. No
thought.

Sowly thelight in the crystal sphere faded, and the earth ceased to move. The lightnings faded and were
gone. Light broke forth over the city asif a anew sunrise.

For along time Albanus did not look at Sularia. Did she say one word, he thought grimly, but one word
of the spectacle of fool he had made himsdf, he would gut her and strangle her with her own entrails. But
oneword. He turned to face her with aface dark as that beneath an executioner's hood.

Sulariagtared at him with eyesfilled with pure lust. " Such power," she whispered. "Y ou are aman of
such power, dmost | fear me it might blind meto look on you." Her bresth camein pants. "Isit thusyou
will destroy Garian?”

His spirit soared, and his pride. "Garian is not worthy of such,” he sneered. "1 will creste aman, give him
lifewith my two hands. So will | bring the usurper to hisdoom.”

"Y ou are so powerful asthat?' she gasped.

Hewaved it away. "A meretrifle. Already havel done so, and thistime the errors of the last will not be
repeated.” Abruptly he tangled his hand in her hair, forced her to the floor, forced her though she would
have gone willingly and more than willingly. "Nothing standsin my way," he said as he lowered himself
atop her. She cried out, and he heard in it the cries of the people acclaiming their king, their god.

Sephanaraised hersdlf from the cushions of her bed, her [ushly rounded body swest-oiled from love
making. Her full breasts swayed with the motion.

Themanin her bed, alean young captain of the Golden Leopards, lifted himsalf unsteadily on one elbow.
His dark eyes were worshipful as he gazed at her. "Are you awitch, Sephana? Each time| think that |
will diefrom the pleasure. Each time | think that I've had dl the ecstacy thereisin the world. And each
time you give morethan | could dream of ."

Sephana smiled contentedly. "And yet, Bastis, | think you tire of me."

"Never!" he sad fervently. Y ou must believe me. Y ou are Derketo come to earth.”



"But you refuse me such asmadl favor.”
"Sephana," he moaned, "you know not what you ask. My duty...."
"A smdl favor,” she said again, waking dowly back to the bed.

His eyesfollowed her hungrily. She was no dender girl, but awoman of curves, acalimastean and
cdlipygian marve to put hunger in any man's eyes. He reached for her, but she stepped back.

"A door |eft unlatched, Baetis," she said softly. "A passage |eft unguarded. Would you deny your king a
urprise, the same delights you now enjoy?"

The young captain breathed heavily, and hiseyes closed. "I, at least, must be there," he said at last.

"Of course," she said swiftly, and moved to knedl astride him. "Of course, Bagtis, my love." Her amile
was vulpine, thelight in her violet eyesferd. Let Albanus make hislong, drawn-out plans. She would
gtrike while he till planned. It was a pity that Bagtis had to die dong with Garian. But that wasin the
future. Sghing contentedly, she gave herself over to pleasure.

Chapter VIII

The straw butts were each the Size of aman'storso. Conan set the last of them in place, and swung into
the saddle to galop the hundred and fifty paces back to the men he and Hordo had gathered in the five
days past. He wished the one-eyed man were with him, but Hordo was yet keeping his contacts with the
smugglers, and he was seeing to the shifting of goods from a storehouse before the Kings Customs made
asupposed surprise ingpection. They could never tell, Hordo maintained, when those contacts might
prove useful.

The Cimmerian reigned in hisbig Aquilonian black before the two score mounted men, holding up a
short, heavy bow before the men. "Thisisahorse bow."

The bows had been alucky find, for mounted archery was an art unknown in the west, and Conan
counted on this skill to add to his Free-Company's appedl to patrons. The bows had been lying unstrung
in the smugglers storehouse, thought too short and of too heavy adraw to be wanted. Each of the forty
now wore other acquisitions from the storehouse: meta jazeraint hauberks over padded tunics, and
spiked helms. A round shield hung at each saddle, and agood Turanian scimitar, bearing the proof-mark
of the Roya Foundry at Aghrapur, swung at each hip.

Conan hoped their armor was unfamiliar enough to Nemediato givethem aforeign flavor. Men usudly
believed that foreigners knew strange tricks of fighting. With the horse bows, they might believe correctly.
Ashe and Hordo had chosen only men dready possessing a horse-they had gold enough only for signing
bonuses, not for buying horses-so had they chosen men who knew something of archery. But none knew
mounted archery. That was why Conan had brought them to this clearing outside of Belverus.

"You'redl accustomed to using abow-ring on your thumb," he went on, "but when you fight mounted,
you must be able to shift from bow to sword to lance and back, quickly. A bow-ring encumbersthe

orip.”

"How do you draw thething at dl?" asked agrizzled man with alivid scar across his broad nose. He held



the short bow out at arm's length and attempted to draw it. The cord moved no more than a handspan,
producing laughter from some of the others.

The grizzled man's name was M achaon. Though he did not recognize Conan, the Cimmerian knew him
for the sergeant who had commanded the City Guardsin killing Lord Melius.

"Use athree-fingered grip on the cord," Conan said once the laughter had died, "and draw thudy."

The muscular Cimmerian notched an arrow and, placing the bowstring to his cheek, pushed the short,
powerful bow out to draw it. As he did so, he pressed with his knees, bringing the war-trained black
around. The straw butts seemed to swing before his eyes; he loosed. With a solid thud the shaft struck
square in the center of the middle butt. A surprised murmur went up from the men.

"Thusisit dong," Conan said.

""Tismore than passing strange,” atdl, hollow-cheeked man muttered, "this archery from horseback." His
black eyes were sunken, and he looked as though he had been ravaged by disease, though those among
the company who knew him said he had no sickness but adoleful spirit. "If it isathing of use, why do we
not see it among the armies of Nemediaor Aquiloniaor any other civilized land?"

Conan was saved answering by Machaon.

"Open your mind, Narus," the grizzled man said, "and for once let not your mournful mood color what
you see. Think you. We can appear, strike and be gone while foot-archers rush to plant their sharpened
stakes againgt the charge they expect, while pikemen and ordinary infantry yet prepare to close ranks
againgt the mounted attacks they know. Enemy cavary will be but lowering their [ances to countercharge
when our arrows strike to their hearts. Put off your dolorous countenance, Narus, and smile at the
surprisewewill give our enemies.”

Narus deliberatdly showed histeeth in agrin that made him look more the plague victim than ever. A
ripple of laughter and obscene comment greeted his attempt.

"Machaon has seen theright of it," Conan announced. "1 name him now as sergeant of this
Free-Company"

A surprised and thoughtful look appeared on Machaon's scar-nosed face, and amurmur of approval
rose from the rest. Even Narus seemed to think it agood choice, in his mournful way.

"Now," Conan continued, "let each man take aturn at the butts. First with the horse unmoving."

For three full turns of the glass the Cimmerian kept them at it, progressing to shooting with their mounts at
awadk, thencetofiring a the gallop. Every man knew horsemanship and the bow, if not together, and
they made good advance. By that time's end, they did not use their horse bows so well as Turanian light
cavdry, yet wastheir skill enough to surprise and shock any of these western lands. Machaon, to no
one'ssurprise, and Narus, to everyone's, were the best after Conan.

After that time the Cimmerian led them back into Belverus, to one of the stablesthat lined the city'swall,
where he had arranged for their horsesto be tended. After each man had given his mount into the care of
adtable dave heleft to go his own way until the morrow, when Conan had commanded them to meet
again a the stable, for such was the custom of Free-Companies when not in service. It was about that
last that Machaon spoke as Conan was leaving.



"A moment, captain,” the grizzled man said, catching Conan at the heavy wooden doors of the stable.
Machaon had been handsome as ayouth, but aside from the scar that cut across his broad nose hisface
was amap of hiscampaigns. On hisleft cheek was a smal tattoo of asix-pointed star from Koth; three
thin gold rings from Argos dangled from the lobe of hisright ear, and hishair was cut short in front and
long in back after the style of the Ophirian border.

"It would be well, captain, if you were to put the company into service soon. Though it's been but afew
days since we swore the bond-oath yet have | heard some complain openly that we earn no gold, and
speak of the ease of taking a second bond-oath using another name before another Magistrate.”

"L et them know that well take service soon," Conan replied, though he wondered himsdlf why he had
approached none of the merchants who might wish to hire a Free-Company. "l seethat | made a good
choicefor sergeant.”

Machaon hesitated, then asked quietly, "Know you who | am?”'

"I know who you are, but | care not who you were." Conan met the man's dark-eyed gaze until
Machaon finally nodded.

"I'll seeto the men, captain.”

From the stable Conan made hisway to the Sign of Thestis through streets that seemed to have twice as
many beggars and three times as many toughs as atenday past. No plump merchant or stern-faced noble
now made hisway in even the High Streets without a hard-eyed escort, and no dave-borne curtained
litter, whether it contained anoble's deek daughter or the hot-eyed courtesan who served him, traveled
shorn of its bevy of armed and armored guardians. The City Guard were nowhere to be seen.

The Thestis when Conan entered wasfilling, asit dwaysdid of amidday, with youthful artistsin search of
afreemed from theinn's stewpot. Their arguments and musical instruments blended into a cacophony
that the Cimmerian had learned to ignore.

He grabbed Kerin's arm as she rushed past, a clay wine-jug in each hand. "Has Hordo returned?’ he
asked.

She set one of the jugs down hard enough to crack it, ignoring the wine spreading across the table top
and the yelps of those seated there. "He sent amessage by aboy," she said coldly. "Y ou areto meet him
at the Sign of the Full Moon, on the Street of Regrets, aglass past the sun's zenith.”

"Why there? Did he say why he does not come here?”’

Kerin's eyes narrowed to dits, and she spoke through clenched teeth. " There was some mention of a
dancer, with breasts..... Enough! If you would learn more, learn it from that miserable one-eyed goat!"

The Cimmerian suppressed asmile until she had flounced away. He hoped this dancer was dl that Hordo
thought, for the one-eyed man was surely going to pay for his pleasures when he again camein reach of
Kerin.

Hewastrying to decideif he had timefor abowl of stew-it was assuredly better than that served on the
Street of Regrets-before leaving to meet Hordo, when Ariane approached and put asmal hand on his
arm. He smiled, suddenly thinking of a better usefor histime than abowl of stew.



"Come up to my room," he said, dipping an arm around her. He pulled her close and tried out his best
leer. "We could discuss poetry.”

Shetried to suppress agiggle, and dmost succeeded. "If by poetry you mean what | think you mean, you
want to do more than talk about it." Her smile faded, and her eyes searched hisface. "There's something
more important to speak of now, but | must have your oath never to repeat aword of what is said to
you. Y ou must swear."

"| do swear," he said dowly.

Abruptly he knew why he had not hired his Free-Company out. Without adoubt, a company in service
to merchant or noble would be expected to support the throne in arebellion. But he wanted no part of
crushing Ariane and her friends. Most especialy not Ariane.

"I'vewondered,” he went on, "when you would speak to me of thisrevolt of yours."

Ariane gasped. "Y ou know," she whispered. Quickly she put her fingerson hislipsto prevent him
gpesking. "Comewith me."

Hefollowed her through the tablesinto the back of theinn. There, in asmall room, Stephano douched
scowling againgt the flaking wall, and Graecus, the stocky sculptor, straddled abench, grinning. Leucas, a
thin man with abig nose who caled himsdlf a philosopher, sat cross-legged on the floor chewing his
lower lip.

"He knows," Ariane said as she closed the door, and they al jumped.
Conan casualy put his hand to his sword hilt.

"He knows!" Stephano yelped. "1 told you he was dangerous. | told you we should have nothing to do
with him. Thisisnot our part of it."

"Keegp your voice down," Ariane said firmly. "Do you want to tell everyonein theinn?' He subsided
aulkily, and she went on, addressing the otherstoo. "It's true that recruiting men like Conan was not part
of what we were supposed to do, but I've heard each one of you complain that you wanted to take a
more direct part.”

"At least you can write poetry taunting Garian,”" Graecus muttered. "All | can do is copy what you write
and scatter it in the streets. | can't do a scul pture to rouse the people.”

"King Garian gtson the Dragon Throne," Conan said suddenly. They al stared at him. "King Garian Sits
to hisfeast done. | saw that one. Did you writeit, Ariane?"

"Gdlidswork," she said drily. "I write much better than that."
"Thisisdl besdethe point,” Stephano shrilled. "Weal know why you trust him, Ariane.” He met
Conan'sicy blue stare and swallowed hard. "1 think what we do is dangerous. We should leave hiring this

sort of ... this sort of man to Taras. He knows them. We don't."

"We know Conan," Ariane persisted. "And we all agreed-yes, you too, Stephano-that we should take a
part in finding fighting men, whatever Taras says. With Conan we get not one, but forty."



"If they'll follow him," Graecus sad.

"They will follow mewherever thereisgold,” Conan replied.

Graecus|ooked alittle unsettled at that, and Stephano laughed mockingly, "Gold!™

"Foold" Ariane taunted. "How many times have we talked of those who claimed that revolution should
be kept pure, that only those who fought for the right reasons should be alowed to take part? How many
of them went to the impaling stakefor their purity?"

"Our causeisjug,” Stephano grated. "Wetaint it with gold.”

Ariane shook her head wearily. "Time and again we have argued this. Thetime for such argument islong
past, Stephano. How think you Taras gathers fighting men? With gold, Stephano. Gold!"

"And from the start did | opposeit,” the lanky sculptor replied. "The people-"

"Would follow usand rise" she cut him off. "They would follow us and, none of us knowing aught of
weapons or war, would be cut down."

"Our idedls," he muttered.

"Are not enough." She glared at each of her fellow conspiratorsin turn, and they shifted uneasily benesth
her gaze. Of them dl, Conan redlized, the strongest will was housed within her sweet curves.

"What | want," Graecus announced, "is a chance to hold a sword in my hand. Conan, can | ride with you
on the day?'

"l have not said | would join you," Conan replied dowly.

Ariane gasped, clutching her hands beneath her rounded breasts, her face apicture of dismay. Graecus
sat open-mouthed.

" told you he was not to be trusted,” Stephano muttered.

"My men will follow me," the Cimmerian went on, "but not if | lead them only to the headsman's block or
the impaling stake. | cannot join you without some idea of your chances of success, and to know that |
must know your plans.

"He could betray us," Stephano said quickly.

"Be quiet, Stephano,” Ariane said, but she studied the Cimmerian's face without spesking further.

"I am not civilized enough,” Conan told her softly, "to betray my friends.”

She nodded shakily. Stephano tried to cut her off, but sheignored him. "Taras hireswarriors. He says
that we need at least athousand, but he will soon have that many. Our strength, though, is the people.
Their anger isso great now, and their hunger, that they would pull Garian down with their bare hands,

could they. Some know they will receive wegpons. Otherswill follow. We have wegpons for ten
thousand, weapons smuggled across the border. Some no doubt by your friend, Hordo."



"Ten thousand?' Conan said, remembering Hordo's estimate of five.
"Ten," Graecus said. "I've seen them. Taras showed me astorehouse full.”

And let him count them, too, Conan thought drily. "It takesagreat dedl of gold to arm ten thousand, even
poorly. And more to hire athousand aready armed. Y ou provided this gold?

"Some part of it, yes" Ariane said defensively. "But, as you know, we earn no great amounts, and most
of what we have from our... our other sources goesto thisinn.”

"There are some," Stephano said loftily, "who despite their wedlth believe that we are right and Garian
will destroy Nemedia They furnish Taras with what is needed to acquire arms and men."

"Who arethey?" Conan asked. "Will they support you openly, put their names behind you once you take
to the streets?"

"Of course," Stephano said, but dmost immediately hisloftinessfdl into uncertainty. "That is, | suppose
they will. Y ou see, they prefer to remain anonymous.” He laughed shakily. "Why, not even any of ushere
has ever seen them. Their money goesdirectly to Taras."

"What Stephano means" Ariane said asthe sculptor sank into silence, "isthat they're affrighted we will
fail, and fear to find themsdlves upon the headsman's block. Tislikely they think to manipulate us, and the
revolution, to increase their own wedth and position. But if they do, they forget that we command the
people. And athousand armed men.”

A thousand armed men who had taken gold from these mysterious benefactors, Conan thought weerily.
"But what isyour plan? Not just to rush into the streets handing swords out to the people?"

Graecus smiled broadly. "We are not such fools as you might think us, Conan. Those of uswho distribute
the bread in Hellgate have found men who can be trusted, marked out those who will follow when the
word isgiven. These will receive the weapons. We will lead them to surround the Royd Pdace, while
Taras takes the thousand to seize the city gates and lay siege to the City Guard in their barracks.”

"Wheat of the Free-Companies, and the bodyguards?' Conan asked. " There must be three thousand such
in the city, and those who have paid them will most certainly support the king.”

"Yes," Ariane said, "but each will aso keep hisbodyguard close about him till he seeswhat happens. We
can ignore them. If necessary, they can be rooted out later, one by one. A Free-Company of a hundred
may be overrun by athousand from the guiter to whom desth is no more than an escape from hunger.”

Shelooked ready to lead such an assault herself, small head erect, shoulders back outthrusting her
breaststo strain the fabric of her shift, eyes dight with hazel fire. Conan knew her words weretrue. Men
who welcomed death were fearsome opponentsin the assault, though more easily dedlt with in the long
campaign. Whatever the outcome of this meeting, he must keep his company ready to move at dl times
with no more than an ingtant's warning.

What he said, though, was, "What of the army?"

It was Graecus again who answered. "The closest troops are athousand at Heranium and two at
Jeraculum. They would take five days to reach Belverus, once they have been commanded to march, but



will be too few to do anything to effect while we hold the city gates. Asto the forces on the Aquilonian
border, they will still have to decide to abandon the border, worrying dl the while of what Aquiloniawill
do."

"Ten days march from the border for asizeableforce,” Conan said thoughtfully. "Two days hard riding
for amessage to get there. So you can count on twelve days before you must face siege machinery and
soldiersin numbersto assault the city walls. Perhapsit will belonger, but 'tis best to count on no more.™

"Y ou have an eye for such things," Graecus said approvingly. "We plan based on twelve days.”

"And will have no need for them,” Stephano pronounced with adismissng wave of hishand. "Long
before then, the downtrodden of the city will haverisento join us. A hundred thousand men will linethe
walls of the city, shoulder to shoulder. We will have caled on Garian to abdicate-"

"Abdicate!" Conan shouted. The others Sarted, staring a the wals asif they could see them listening. He
went on in alower tone. "Y ou raise arebdlion, then call on Garian to abdicate? Tis madness. The
Golden Leopards could hold the Royal Palacefor half ayear of Sege, perhaps more. Y ou have twelve
days."

"Tisnone of my ideg," Ariane said disgustedly. "From thefirst have | said we must sweep over the
Pdacein thefirs hour."

"And daughter everyone therel" Stephano said. " Then we are no better than Garian, our beliefsand
ideals so much rhetoric.”

"I do not remember," Graceus said dowly, "who it wasfirst suggested we demand that Garian abdicate.
On first thought, perhapsit seems best to do as Ariane wishes, attack the Palace while the Golden
Leopardsyet believe it isno more than another disturbance in the streets. But we cannot totally abandon
the very idedsfor which wefight. Besides," hefinished with asmile, asif he had found the solution, "itis
well known that the hill on which the Roya Paace stsisriddled with ahundred passages, any one of
which will take usingdeits defenses.”

"Everyone may know of these passages,” Ariane said, her voice dripping acid, "but do you know where
to find one of them? Just one”?'

"We could dig," the stocky man suggested weakly. Ariane snorted, and he subsided.

Conan shook hishead. "Garian will not abdicate. No king would. Y ou will but waste time you do not
have to waste."

"If hewill not abdicate," Stephano said, "then the people will storm the Roya Palace and tear him to
pieces with their bare hands for his crimes againgt them.”

"The people," Conan said, staring at the dark-browed man asif he had never seen hislike before. "Y ou
talk of preventing adaughter that will tarnish your ideds. What of the thousands who will dietaking the
Palace? If they can?'

"We compromised our ideals by hiring swordsmen for gold," Stephano maintained stubbornly. "We
cannot compromise them further. All who die will be martyrsto ajust and glorious cause.”

"When isthisglorious day?' Conan asked sarcastically.



"As soon as Taras has gathered his thousand men," Graecus replied.

"In effect, then this Taras gives the word for your uprisng?' Graecus nodded dowly, a suddenly doubtful
look on hisface, and Conan went on. "Then | must speek to Taras before | decide whether to join you."

Arianes eyes grew wide. "Y ou mean that you till may turn aside from us? After we have opened
oursalvesto you?'

"We havetold him al!" Stephano cried, hisvoice growing more shrill by theword. "He can betray
everything! We have given oursdvesto this barbarian!™

Hisface suddenly hard, Conan gripped his sword with both hands, pulling it up so that the hilt was before
hisface. Stephano stumbled back with ashriek like awoman, and Graecus scrambled hisfeet. Ariane's
face was pale, but she did not move.

"By thissted," Conan said, "and by Crom, Lord of the Mound, | swear that | will never betray you." His
icy blue eyesfound Arianes and held them. "'l will diefirg."

Ariane stepped forward, her face full of wonder, and placed a hesitant hand on the Cimmerian's cheek.
"Y ou arelike no other man | have ever known," she whispered. Her voice firmed. "'l believe him. We will
arrange ameeting for him with Taras. Agreed, Stephano? Graecus?' The two sculptors nodded jerkily.
"Leucas? Leucad!"

"What?' The skinny philosopher started asif he had been adeep. "Whatever you say, Ariane. | agree
with you wholeheartedly." His eye lit on Conan's bared blade, and his head jerked back to thump against
thewall. Heremained like that, staring at the stedl with horrified eyes.

"Philosophers,” Ariane murmured laughingly.
"I must go," Conan said, returning his sword to its scabbard. "1 must meet Hordo."

"I will seeyou tonight, then,” Ariane said. Stephano suddenly looked asif his scomach pained him. "And,
Conan," she added as he turned for the door, "I trust you with my life."

With her life, the Cimmerian thought as heleft theinn. Y et was sheinvolved to the heart in the conspiracy
and uprising. It could succeed. If Taras had in fact the thousand trained and armed men he claimed. If the
people rose, and followed, and did not flee when faced with the interlocked shields and steady tread of
infantry, the armored charge of heavy cavary and the roof-rending crash of monstrous siege engines. If
therebelsin their pride could be convinced to let their ideslswait on victory and seize the Palace while
the Golden Leopards yet stood unaware. Too many ifs. Her life was bound with adoomed cause. Yet in
the pride of hisyouth Conan swore another oath, thisto himsdf. While holding to his oath not to betray,
he would save her life despite her.

Chapter 1X

By one glass past midday the Street of Regrets had begun itsrevelry, though dowly, yet building for the
climax of night. A hundred jugglerstossed balls, batons, rings, knives and flaming wands where a
thousand soon would. A hundred strumpets, rouged, perfumed and bangled, lightly draped with brightly



colored silks, postured where two thousand would strut at dark. Through them strolled scores of richly
tunicked nobles and merchants, each convoyed by his sword-bearing man or pair, vanguard for the
multitudesto follow. Littersin dozens, borne by well-muscled daves, bounded by armored guards,
carried deek, hotbreathed women seeking in advance of their sisters the vices offered by the desperate.
And among them al the beggars wheedled in their rags.

Conan, making hisway down the gret, indifferent to its Sights and sounds, found himself laughing when
at last he spied the Sign of the Full Moon. On adab of wood hanging above the entrance was painted a
naked woman, kneeling and bent, her back to the viewer, and her buttocks glowing asif reflecting the
sun. This spoke of the raucous delights that Hordo would choose.

Suddenly one of the litters caught his eye, scarlet curtained, its black poles and framing worked with
gold. Of acertainty it wasthe litter he had seen hisfirst day in Belverus, thelitter of the velled woman
who had looked a him so sirangely. The scarlet curtain twitched aside, and once again he was looking
into the eyes of thewoman veiled in gray. Over that distance he could discern not even so much astheir
color, yet thosetilted eyeswere familiar to him. Hauntingly so; if he could but bring back the memory.

He shook his head. Memory and imagination played tricks. A hundred women he had known and a
thousand he had not could have eyes exactly aike. He turned to enter the Full Moon.

From behind, sweeping over the murmur of the street, came a sound, awoman'slaugh, haf sob. He
spun, anicy chill running up hisspine. That laugh had seemed so familiar that hewasamost sureif he
opened his mouth a name would emerge to match it. But no woman was there, save the whores. The
litter was swallowed up in the throng.

The Cimmerian eased sword and belt dagger in their sheaths, asif that easng would ease hismind. He
was too much on edge for worry of Ariane, hetold himsdlf. It would do good to lose himsdlf for atime
with Hordo in drink and ogling of thisfabulous dancer. He plunged into the Full Moon.

The common room of the Full Moon smelled of sour wine and stele perfume. The rough wooden tables
were not more than athird filled at this hour, with men who hunched over their drinks, nursing their wine
and their own dark fearstogether. Seven women danced to two shrill flutes and a zither, each carrying a
strip of transparent red silk used now to cover the face, now to conceal bare breasts. From thin gilded
girdlesworn low on rounded hips depended curved brass plates that covered the juncture of their thighs,
each plate marked with the price for which she who wore it could be enjoyed in the rooms above.

Though dl the dancers were nicely curved, Conan saw none he believed would have excited Hordo's
imagination the way the message indicated. Perhaps they had other dancers, he thought, who would
appear later. As hetook atable close to the narrow platform where the dancers writhed, a plump serving
wench appeared at hiselbow, asingle twist of mudin about her hips.

"Wine" he said, and she darted away.

As he ttled to enjoying the women on the stage he became aware of someone staring at him. Hesitantly
the thin philosopher, Leucas, approached histable.

"l need... may | talk with you, Conan?"
The thin man looked about him nervoudy as he spoke, as though afraid of being overheard. The only

other men not concentrating on their wine were three dark-skinned Kothians, their hair braided into meta
rings and Karpashi daggers strapped to their forearms. They appeared to be arguing asto whether the



dancers were worth the prices they bore. Still, Leucas haf fell onto the stool across from Conan, leaning
acrossthe table and pitching hisvoice in an urgent whisper asif he expected someoneto stop him,
violently, at any second.

"I had to talk to you, Conan. | followed. Y our sword. When | saw it, | knew. You'rethe one. You are
the kind of man who can do this sort of thing. I... | am not. I'm just not aman of action." Swest poured
down his narrow face, though the tavern was shadowed and coal. "Y ou do understand, don't you?"

"Not aword," Conan said.

L eucas squeezed his eyes shut, muttering under his breath, and when he opened them he seemed to have
gotten agrip on himsalf. ™Y ou agree that Garian must be removed, do you not?

"That'swhat you're planning,” Conan replied noncommittaly.

"But. . ." Leucas voicerose darmingly; he pulled it down with visible effort. "But that has to be changed,
now. We can wait no longer. What happened these few days past. The sun darkening. The ground
trembling. The gods have turned their faces from Nemedia. That wasasign, awarning that we must
remove Garian before they remove him, and with him al of Belverus”

Conan's own god, Crom, Dark Lord of the Mound, gave aman life and will and nothing more. Conan
had seen little evidence that other gods did any more. Asfor the darkened sky and the trembling ground,
it was his opinion that someone in Belverus worked at sorcery, despite Garian's prohibitions. He had no
love of such, but for once he was not involved, and he intended to remain that way.

All hesaid was, "Y ou think your plans should be advanced, then? But why speak to me of it?"

"No, you don't understand. Not those plans. Something different. Moreimmediate.” The thin man'sface
had a sheen now, from the sweat that covered it, and his voice shook, though he kept it low. "We areto
be introduced into the paace, you see. With knives. Garian must die. Immediately. But | cannot. | am not
that sort of man. Y ou are aman of violence. Take my place."

"I'm no assassin,” Conan growled.

Leucas yelped, eyes darting franticaly. "Keep your voice down," he dmost sobbed. "Y ou don't
understand. Y ou haveto-"

"l understand what you ask,” Conan said coldly. "Ask again and I'll give you my fist in your teeth." A
sudden thought struck him: ""Does Ariane know of this?'

"Y ou must not tell her. Y ou must not tell anyone. | should never have spoken to you.™ Abruptly Leucas
stumbled to hisfeet. Backing away from the table, he made vague and futile gestures. "Condder it,
Conan. Will you do that? Just consider it."

The Cimmerian made asif to rise, and with ayelp the philosopher scrambled away, dmost diving into the
dreet.

Conan's mouth twisted angrily. How dare the man consider him o, an n, amurderer? He had
killed, surdly, and likely would again, but because he had to, not because he had been paid to. But more
important than hisfedingswas Ariane. Conan could see no way for aman like Leucas, smdlling of
fear-swest, to enter the Roya Paace without being taken. And once given awhiff of hot irons and



pincers, the philosopher would babble every name he knew back to his mother. The Cimmerian could
escape if worse cameto worst, but Ariane would be afawn in asnare. Would Hordo appear, he
decided, they would find Ariane, and he would warn her about L eucas.

Thinking of Hordo reminded him of hiswine. Where could that serving girl be? Nowherein sight, that
was certain. In the entire tavern no one was moving except the dancers and the three Kothians,
apparently ambling closer for a better ingpection of the wares.

Conan garted to riseto go in search of the girl, and as he did one of the Kothians suddenly shouted at
him, "I told you sheis my woman, barbar!"

With practiced moves the three crossed their wrists and drew their forearm daggers. The flutes ceased
their play, and the dancers ran screaming as the K othians plunged at the muscular Cimmerian, abladein
eachfid.

One-handed, Conan heaved histable over to crash before them. "Fools," he shouted as he sprang to his
feet, "you have the wrong man."

Two of the Kothians danced aside, but one fell, rolling to his knees before Conan, daggers stabbing.
Conan sucked in hisbelly, and the blades skittered off hisjazeraint hauberk, oneto either sde. Before
the attacker could move, Conan's knee had smashed into hisbony chin, splintering teeth in aspray of
blood. Even asthe man's blades fell from nervel ess hands, and he followed them unconsciousto the filthy
floor, Conan's own sted was in his grasp, broadsword and belt dagger held low at the readly.

"Y ou have thewrong man," he said again. Theremaining two salit, gliding in the feline crouch of
experienced knife fighters. Noise picked up at the tables as men took wagers on the outcome. "I've never
seen you before, nor your woman."

The two men continued to move, flanking the Cimmerian, blades held low for the thrust that would dip
under the overlapping meta plates of hit hauberk.

"You are he," one said, and when Conan's eyesflickered to him, the other attacked.

The Cimmerian had been expecting it, though. Even as his eyes shifted, so had his sword dashed. The
attacking Kothian screamed, afountain of blood where his right hand had been. Desperatdly clutching the
stump of hiswrigt, the man staggered back, sinking to the floor with the front of histunic staining deeper
red with every spurt.

Conan spun back to face the third man, but that one was of no mind to continue the business. Dismay
writ large on hisdark face, he stared at histwo fellows on the floor, one senseless and one bleeding to
death.

Thebig Cimmerian pointed at him with hissword. "Now. Y ou will tell me-"

Suddenly the door of the tavern wasfilled with City Guardsmen, adozen of them, crowding through with
swordsin hand. Thefirst one pointed at Conan. "There heisl" he shouted. In amass the Guardsmen
surged forward, plowing through onlookers and toppling tablesin their haste.

"Crom!" Conan muttered. They looked to have no mind for asking who had begun the fighting, or why.
Springing onto the narrow stage, he dashed for the door the dancers had used. It was latched.



"Take him!" aGuardsman howled. "Cut him down!" Bursting through the tavern's patrons-most of whom
would gladly have gotten out of the way had they been given a chance-the Guardsmen rushed for the
steage.

Conan took aquick step back and hurled himsdlf against the rough wooden door, smashing throughina
shower of splinters. Dancers, shrieking now again, huddled in the narrow passage, a the end of which he
saw adoorway |etting onto the outside. Hurriedly he forced hisway through the scantily clad dancers. At
the doorway he paused, then turned, waving his sword overhead, and roared, making the most horrible
face he could. Screaming with renewed energy, the dancers stampeded back onto the stage. Shouts of
congternation rose as the Guardsmen found themsalves caught in adeuge of hysterica femdeflesh.

That should hold them, Conan thought. Sheathing his sted he hurried out into an dley behind the tavern.
Little wider than his shoulders and twisting like asnake, it smdled of old vomit and human excrement. He
chose adirection and started off through the buzzing flies.

Before he reached thefirst turning, ashout rose behind him. "There he goed™

A glance over his shoulder confirmed that the Guardsmen were pouring into the alley. The gods must
have tainted his luck, he thought, to send him the only Guardsmen in Belverus with amind for duty.
Perhapsthey did not like women. Shouting and dipping in the filth, the black-cloaked squad rushed after
him.

Conan st out at arun, keeping his balance as best he could, half faling againgt thewalls a every twigting
of thedley, his massive shoulders knocking more stucco from the flaking, mildewed buildings. Another
alley serpentined across the one he followed; he dodged down it. Still another passage appeared,
winding cramped between dark walls, and he turned into that. Behind the curses of his pursuit followed.

Asheran heredized that he wasin awarren, amaze of ancient passages in an area surrounded by more
norma roadways. The buildings seemed ready to topple and fill those passages with rubble, for though
they had begun long years past with but single stories, as years and needs demanded more room that
could not be got by building outward, extrarooms had been constructed atop the roofs, and more atop
those, till they resembled nothing; so much as haphazard stacks of stuccoed and gray-tiled boxes.

In such aregion, running like afox before hounds, it would be ametter of luck if he found hisway to the
outside before his pursuers seized him. And it seemed his luck was sour that day. But there was another
option, for one who had been among theicy crags and cliffs of Cimmeria.

With amighty lesp he caught the edge of aroof, and swung himself uptolieflat onthedatetiles The
curses and shouts of the Guardsmen came closer, were below him, were moving off.

"He's up there!™ aman shouted below. "I see hisfoot!™

"Erlik's Bowed s and Bladder!" Conan muttered. Hisluck was not sour. Verily it had rotted.

Asthe Guardsmen struggled to climb, the Cimmerian darted across the dates, hoisted himsdf onto a
higher level, scrambled over it and legped to alower roof. With agreat crack thetiles gave way beneath
his feet, and he plummeted into the room below.

Dazed, Conan struggled to hisfeet in awelter of broken date. He was not aone, heredlized. Inthe

shadows againgt the far wall, face obscured, alarge man in an expensive cloak of plain blue uttered a
dtartled oath in the accents of the gutter. Another man, short beard circling aface pocked with the marks



of some disease, stared in disbdief at Conan.

It was the third man, though, agray cloak pulled over his scarlet tunic, who drew the eye. Hawk-faced
and obsidian-eyed, his dark hair dashed at the temples with white, he looked born to command. And
now heissued one. "Kill him," hesaid.

Crom, Conan thought, reaching for his sword. Did everyonein Belverus want him dead? The pock-faced
man put hand to sword hilt.

"Down therel™ came a shout from above. No muscle moved in the room save atwitching of the
pock-faced man's cheek. "That holein the roof! A silver piece to the man who first draws blood!"

Visage dark as degth, the hawk-faced man raised a clawed hand, asif he could strike Conan across the
breadth of the room. There were thuds above as men dropped to the roof. "No time," the hawk-faced
one snarled.

Turning, he stalked from the room. The other two vanished behind him.

Conan had no mind either to greet the Guardsmen or to follow on the hedls of those three. Hiseyelit on
atattered cloth, hung againgt the wall like atapestry. Asif it hid something. Hejerked it asideto reved a
door. That let onto another room, full of dust and empty of else, but from there another door opened into
ahall. As Conan closed that one softly behind him, he heard the thumps of men dropping through the
holein the roof.

For awonder, after the maze of the aleys, the corridor ran straight to a street, and for itslength the
Cimmerian saw no one save one aging blowze who cracked adoor and gave him agap-toothed smile of
invitation. Shuddering at the thought, he hurried on.

When he got back to the Thestis, the first person he saw was Hordo, scowling into amug of wine. He
dropped onto astool across from him.

"Hordo, did you send amessage telling me to meet you at the Sign of the Full Moon?!

"What? No." Hordo shook his head, without looking up from hismug. "Answer methis, Cimmerian. Do
you understand any part of women?| walked in, told Kerin she had the prettiest eyesin Belverus, and
she dapped my face and said she supposed | thought her breasts weren't big enough.” He sighed
mournfully. "And she won't say another word to me."

"Mayhap | canillumine your problem," Conan said, and in alow voice hetold of the message purporting
to come from the one-eyed man, and what had occurred at the Full Moon.

Hordo caught theimport at once. "Then 'tisyou they're after. Whoever 'they' are. Did the knifemen not
take you, the Guardsmen were meant to."

"Aye," Conan said. "When the Guardsmen followed so doggedly, | knew their pams had been crossed
with gold. But | till know not who did the crossing.”

Hordo drew aline through a puddle of spilled wine with a spatul ate finger. ""Have you thought of leaving
Belverus, Conan? We could ride south. Trouble brewsin Ophir, too, and there's no dearth of hiring for
Free-Companies. | tdl you, this business of someone you know not seeking your death sitsill with me. |
knew you should have heeded that blind soothsayer.”



"You knew...." Conan shook hishead. "An | ride south, Hordo, | lose the company. Some would not
leave the gold to be had here, and | have not the gold to pay the rest until we find service in Ophir.
Besides, there are things | mugt attend to herefirst.”

"Things? Conan, tdl meyou're not involving usin this... this hopel ess children'srevolt.”

"Not exactly."

"Not exactly," Hordo said hollowly. "Tdl mewhat it isyou are doing. Exactly”

"Earn alittle gold," Conan replied. " Discover who meansto have me dead, and dedl with them. Oh, and
save Ariane from the headman's axe. Y ou don't want Kerin's pretty head to fall, do you?'

"Perhaps not," the one-eyed man said grudgingly.

Looking around the room until he spotted Kerin, Conan waved for her to cometo the table. She
hestated, then came over dtiffly.

"Is Ariane here?' he asked her. Thefirst part of saving her head wasto let her know about Leucas, so
she could stop him.

"Shewent out,” Kerin said. Shelooked straight at the big Cimmerian asif Hordo did not exist. "She said
she had to arrange amesting for you."

"About that message thisforenoon,”" Hordo said suddenly.

Casudly Kerin leaned over and tipped hiswinemug into his lap. He legped to hisfeet, cursing, as she
|€ft.

"Beheading's too good for her," he growled. " Since we've both been abandoned, asit seems, let usgo to
the Street of Regrets. | know aden of vice so iniquitous that whores blush to hear it mentioned.”

"Not the Sign of the Full Moon, | trugt,” Conan laughed.
"Never abit, Cimmerian.” Hordo broke into song in avoice like ajackassin pain. "Oh, | knew awench
from Alcibies, her nippleswere like rubies. Her hair was gold, but her rump was cold, and her...." A

sudden, shocked silence had descended on the common room. ™Y ou're not singing, Conan.”

Laughing, Conan got to hisfeet, and roaring the truly obscene second verse they marched out to horrified
gasps.

Chapter X

"Areyou certain?' Albanus demanded. Golden lamps suspended on chains from the arched ceiling of the
marble-columned hdl cast shadows on the planes of hisface, making him look the wolf he wasfiercer
cousin to.

Demetrio bristled sulkily, haf a the doubting tone and half for having been made to wait on Albanusin



the entry hall. ™Y ou wanted Sephanawatched,” he muttered. "I had her watched. And I'm certain. Would
| have comein the night were | not?"

"Follow me," Albanus commanded, speaking asto aservant.

And he no more noticed the young catamite's pae lips and clenched fists than he would have those of a
servant. Demetrio followed as commanded; that was dl that was important. Albanus had dipped aready
into his personaof king. After dl, it was now but ameatter of days. Hislast essentid acquisition had been
made that very day.

The dark-eyed lord went directly to the chamber where he so often sported himsalf with Sularia, but the
woman was not there now. He tugged the brocaded bell-pull on the wal in a particular fashion, then went
draight to hiswriting desk.

"When?" he demanded, uncapping the silver inkpot. Taking quill and parchment before him, he scribbled
furioudy. "How long have | before she acts?!

"I was not privy to her planning,” Demetrio answered with asperity. "Isit not enough that she gathers her
myrmidons about her thisnight?'

"Fool!" Albanus grated.

With quick movements the hawk-faced lord sprinkled sand across the wet-inked parchment from asilver
cdlar, then lit the flames beneath a small bronze wax-pot. A dave entered, his short white tunic
embroidered at the hem with Albanus house-mark. Albanusignored him, pouring off the sand and
folding the parchment, seding it with adrop of wax and hissignet.

"Had all Sephana's conspirators come, Demetrios, when your watcher brought word to you?”

"When the third arrived, he came to me immediately. She would not have three of them together if she
did not mean to strike tonight."

Cursing, Albanus handed the parchment to the dave. "Put thisin the hands of Commander V egentius
within aquarter of aglass. On pan of your life. Go."

The dave bowed and al but ran from the room.

"If dl have not yet come," Albanus said as soon as the dave had gone, "there may yet betimeto stop her
before she reaches the Palace.” He hurried to the lacquered chest, unlocking it with the key that hung
about hisneck. "And stop her | will."

Demetrio eyed the chest and its contents uneasily. "How? Kill her?”

"Y ou have not the stuff of kingsin you," Albanuslaughed. "Thereisasubtle art in shaping punishment to
fit the crime and the crimind. Now stand aside and be silent.”

The dender young noble needed no second warning. He buried his nose in his pomander-wasit not said
that all sorceries had great stenches associated with them?-and wished most fervently that he were
elsewhere a that momen.

Carelesdy sweeping apriceless bowl of Ghirgiz crystal from atable to shatter on thefloor, Albanuslad



inits place around slver tray graven with an intricate pattern that pained the eye which tried to follow it.
With hurried movements he pushed back the flowing deeves of his deegp blue tunic, opened avid and
traced a portion of that pattern in scarlet liquid, muttering incantations benegth his breath ashe did. The
liquid followed the precise linesworked in the silver, a closed rubiate intricacy that did not spread or
dter.

A packet containing powdered hair from Sephana's head-her serving maids had been easily bribed to
provide the gleanings of her brush-was emptied into amortar wrought from the skull of avirgin. Certain
other ingredients were minutely measured on burnished golden scales and added to the skull, the mixture
then ground by a pestle made of an infant'sthigh bone.

With this concoction he traced other lines of that scribing on the tray. Powder and liquid each formed a
closed figure, yet though no part of one touched the other, some portions of each shape seemed to be
within the other. But those portions were not ways the same, and the eye that looked on them too long
spun with nauseaand dizziness.

For abare moment Albanus paused, anticipating, savoring. There had been the matter of the droughts,
but thiswas thefirst time that he had struck so a a human being. The power of it seemed to course
through hisveins, building like the pleasure of taking awoman. Every ingtant of prolonging made the
pleasure greater. But he knew there was no time.

Spreading his arms he began to chant in along-dead tongue, his voice invoking, commanding. Powder
and liquid began to glow, and hiswords became more ing stent.

Demetrio moved back asthe arcane syllables pierced his brain, not sopping until he stood against the
wall. He understood no single one of them, yet dl had meaning in the depths of his soul, and the evil that
he cherished there knew itsdlf for alighted spill beside adark burning mountain. He would have
screamed, but terror had him by the throat; his screams echoed in the sunless caverns of hismind.

Albanus voice grew no louder, yet hiswords seemed to shake the walls. Tapestries stirred asif at an
unseen, unfelt wind. The glow from the silver tray grew, brighter, ever brighter, till it diced through closed
eydidslikerazorsof fire. Then powder and liquid aike were no more, replaced by burning migt that il
held the shape of that pattern and seemed more solid that those first substances had been.

A clap sounded in the room, as thunder, and the mist was gone, the graven silver surface clear. The glow
lingered amoment longer, behind the eyes, then it, too, faded.

Albanus sghed heavily, and lowered hisarms. "Done," he muttered. "'Tisdone." His gaze rose to meset
that of Demetrio; the dender young man shivered.

"My Lord Albanus" Demetrio said, long unattempted humility cloying in histhroat, yet driven by hisfear,
"I would say again that | serve you to the best of my abilities, and that | wish no more than to see you
take your rightful place on the Dragon Throne."

"You areagood servant?' Albanus said, his mouth curling with cruel amusement.

The young noble's face flushed with anger, but he sammered, "I am.”

Albanus voice was as smooth and as cutting as the surgeon'sknife. "Then be silent until | have need for
you to serve me again.”



Demetrio'sface went pae; Albanus noted it, but said nothing. The youth was beginning to learn his
proper placein the scheme of things. He had his usesin gathering information. Perhaps, an helearned his
place well enough, he could be dlowed to live.

Carefully the cruel-eyed lord rel ocked the lacquered chest. "Come," he said, turning from the chest. "We
have little time to meet the others.”

He saw the question-what others?trembling on Demetrio's lips. When it did not come, he alowed
himself asmile. Such was the proper attitude toward a king, to accept what was given. How swest it
would be to have al of Nemediaso. And perhaps beyond Nemedia. Why should borders decided by
others deter him?

In short order they had donned heavy cloaks againgt the night and | eft the palace. Four daves carried
torches, two before and two behind. Ten armed and armored guards, mail and lesther cresking,
surrounded Albanus as he made his way through the dark streets. That they surrounded Demetrio as well
wasincidenta.

They saw no one, dthough scurrying feet could often be heard as footpads and otherswho lurked in the
night hurried to be out of the way, and from time to time some glimmer of sound from the Street of
Regrets came to them as the wind shifted. Elsewhere, those who could not afford to hire bodyguards
deptill a ease, praying that theirswould not be among the houses ravaged that night.

Then, asthey approached Sephana’s palace, where fluted marble columns rose behind the alabaster wall
enclosing her garden, a procession of torches appeared down the street. Albanus stopped some distance
from the palace gate, waiting in silence for a proper greeting.

"Isthat you, Albanus?' came Vegentius growl. "A foul night, and afoul thing to haveto dit the throat of
one of my own captains.”

Albanus mouth twisted. Thisonewould not live, not an he were a hundred times as useful. He waited to
speak until Vegentius and his followers, ascore of Golden Leopards, their cloaks thrown back to give
sword armsfree play, haf bearing torches, were close enough to be seen clearly.

"At least you managed to dispose of Baetis. Have you yet found the barbarian?’

"Taras has sent no word," the big soldier said. "'Tislikely, pursued as he was, that he's no more than a
common thief or murderer. Naught to concern us."

Albanus favored him with ascornful glance. "Whatever disrupts amesting like that concerns me. Why
did the Guard pursue him s0? Long time has passed ere they were known for such enthusiasm.”

"This matter differsfrom that of Melius. | have no pretext to ask questions of the Guard.”

"Makeone," Albanus commanded. "And now force methis gate.”

V egentius spoke quietly to hismen. Six of them moved quickly to the wall, dividing into two groups. In
each trio two men linked handsto lift the third, who laid his cloak across the jagged shards of pottery set
inthe top of thewall and scrambled over to drop on the far side. From thence a startled cry was heard,

then cut significantly short. With arattle of stout bars being lifted, the gates swung open.

Albanus marched in, sparing not aglance for the guard who lay in the light spilling from the smdll



gatehouse, surrounded by a spreading pool of blood.

Vegentiustold off two more men to remain at the gate. The rest followed the hawk-faced lord through
the landscape gardensto the paace itsdf, with its pale columns and intricately worked cornices, and up
broad marble stairs to a spacious portico. Some ran to throw back the tall bronze-hung doors with a
crash.

In the columned entry hall, haf a dozen men started, and stared as soldiers rushed in to surround them
with bared blades.

"Digpose of them,” Albanus ordered without dowing. He went straight to the dabaster stairs, Demetrio
tralling efter.

Behind him men began shouting for mercy asthey were herded away.

"No!" askinny, big-nosed man screamed. "1 would not have doneit. I-" Vegentius boot propelled him
beyond hearing.

Albanus made hisway to Sephana's bedchamber along halls he once had traversed for more carndl
purposes. But not, he thought as he opened the door, for more pleasurable ones.

Demetrio followed him diffidently into the room, peering fearfully for the destruction the magick had
wrought. There seemed to be none. Sephanalay on her bed, though to be sure she did not move or
acknowledge their presence. She was naked, arobe of blue silk clutched in her hand asif she had been
on the point of donning it when she decided instead to lie down. Albanus chuckled, adry sound like the
rattle of a poisonous serpent.

The dender youth crept forward. Her eyes were open; they seemed to havelife, to see. He touched her
arm, and gasped. It was as hard as stone.

"Shedill lives" Albanus said suddenly. "A living statue. She will not have to worry about losing her
beauty with age now."

Demetrio shivered. "Would it not have been smpler to kill her?"

The hawk-faced lord gave him aglance that was al the more frightening for its seeming benevolence. "A
king must think of object lessons. Who thinks of betraying me will think next on Sephanasfate and
wonder at his own. Death is much more easily faced. Would you betray me now, Demetrio?'

Mouth suddenly too dry for words, the perfumed youth shook his head.

Vegentius entered the room laughing. ™Y ou should have heard their crying and begging. Asif tearsand
pleaswould stay our sted.”

"They are disposed of, then?' Albanus said. "All who were under thisroof? Servants and daves as
wdl?'

The big square-faced man drew abroad finger across histhroat with a crude laugh. "In the cesspool.
There was one-L eucas, he said his name was, asif it mattered-who wept like awoman and said it was
not he, but one named Conan who was to do the deed. Anything to-What ails you, Albanus?"



The hawk-faced lord had gone pae. | His eyeslocked with those of Demetrio. " Conan. "'Twas the name
of hefrom whom you bought the sword." Demetrio nodded, but Albanus, though looking at him, saw
other things. He whispered, uttering his thoughts unaware. " Coincidence? Such isthe work of the gods,
and when they tangle the skeins of mens fates so it isfor cause. Such cause could be murderous of
ambition. | dare not risk it."

"It cannot be the same man,” V egentius protested.

"Two with such abarbarous name?' Albanusretorted. "1 think not. Find him." His obsidian glaredrilled
each man in turn, turning them to one with itsmaignancy. "I want this Conan's head!"

Chapter XI

Conan poured another dipperful of water over his head and peered blearily about the courtyard behind
the Thestis. Thefirst thing hiseyelit on was Ariane, ams crossed and adisgpproving glint in her eye.

"If you must go off to strangetaverns,” she said firmly, "drinking and carousing through the smal hours,
you must expect your head to hurt.”

"My head does not hurt,” Conan replied, taking up a piece of rough toweling to scrub hisface and hair
dry. Hisface hidden, he winced into the toweling. He hoped fervently that she would not shout; if shedid
his skull would surely explode.

"I looked for you last night,” she went on. ™Y our meeting with Tarasis arranged, though he wished no
part of it a first. Y ou havelittletime now. I'll give you directions.

"Y ou are not coming?"

She shook her head. "He was very angry at our having approached you. He says we know nothing of
fighting men, of how to choose good from bad. After | told him about you, though, he changed his mind.
At least, he will meet you and decide for himself. But the rest of usare not to come. That isto let us
know he'sangry.”

"Mayhap." Conan tossed aside the toweling and hesitated, choosing hiswords. "I must spesk to you of
something. About Leucas. Heis putting you in danger.”

"Leucas?' shesad increduloudy. "What danger could he put mein?'

"On yesterday he came to me with some goat-brained talk of killing Garian, of assassnation. An hetries
that-"

"It's preposterous!” she brokein. "Leucasisthelast of usever to speak for any action, especialy violent
action. He caresfor naught save his philosophy and women."”

"Women!" the big Cimmerian laughed. "That skinny worm?"

"Y es, indeed, my muscular friend," shereplied archly. "Why, he's accounted quite the lover by those
women he'sknown.”



"Y ou among them?" he growled, his massve fisgs knotting.

For amoment she stared, then her eyesflared with anger. ™Y ou do not own me, Cimmerian. Y ou have
no leave to question me of what | did or did not do with Leucas or anyone else.”

"What'sthis of Leucas?' Graecus said, ambling into the courtyard. "Have you seen him? Or heard where
heis?"

"No," Ariane snapped, her face coloring. "And what call have you to skulk about like some spy?*

Graecus seemed to hear nothing beyond her denid. "He's not been seen since last night. Nor Stephano,
either. When | heard his name mentioned...." He laughed weakly. "Perhgps we could stand to lose a
philosopher or three, but if they're taking sculptorsthistime aswell...." He laughed again, but hisface was
asckly green.

Ariane was suddenly soothing. "They will return.” Shelaid aconcerned hand on the stocky man's
shoulder. "Why, like as not they wasted the night in drink. Conan, here, did the same.”

"Why should they not return?' Conan asked.

Ariane shot him adagger look, but Graecus answered shakily. " Some months past some of our friends
disappeared. Painters and sketchers, they were. But two were never seen again, their bodiesfoundin a
refuse heap beyond the city walls, where Golden L eopards had been seen to bury them. We think Garian
wishesto frighten usinto slence.”

"It sounds not like the way of aking," Conan said, frowning. " They frighten with public executions and the
like"

Graecus suddenly looked ready to vomit.

Ariane scowled at Conan. " Should you not be making ready to meet Taras?' Without waiting for an
answer, she turned to Graecus, uttering soothing sounds and stroking his brow.

Disgruntled, Conan tugged on his padded under-tunic and jazeraint hauberk, muttering to himself on the
peculiarities of Ariane. As he buckled his sword belt about him, she spoke again.

"Do you need to go S0, asif amed for war?' Her tone was biting, her annoyance a him till high. ™Y ou'll
not haveto fight him."

"l have my reasons," Conan muttered.

Not for asack of gold as big as a cask would he have told her that someonein the city wastrying to kill
him. In her present mood, she would think he wastrying to shift her sympathy from Graecusto himself.
Erlik take al women, he thought.

Setting his spiked helm on hishead, he said coldly, " Give me your directionsfor finding this Taras™ Her
face as she gave them was just as cold.

The Street of the Smiths, whence Ariane's directions took him, was lined not only with the shops of
swordsmiths and ironworkers, but dso of smithsin gold, silver, copper, brass, tin and bronze. A
cacophony of hammering blended with the cries of sellersto make the sireet a solid sheet of noise,



reverberating from end to end. The Guilds made sure that a man who worked one meta did not work
another, but so too did they hire the guards that patrolled the street. No bravos lurked on the Street of
the Smiths, and shoppers strolled with an ease seen nowhere elsein the city.

As he came closer to the place of the meeting-rooms reached by entering anarrow hal next to a
coppersmith's shop and climbing the sairs at its end-the less he wished to enter it unprepared. He had no
reason to foresee trouble, but too many times of late someone had tried to put a blade into him.

Short of the copperamith's he began to dawdle, pausing here to heft agleaming sword, thereto finger a
slver bowl hammered in an intricate pattern of leaves. But dl the while he observed the building that
housed the coppersmith with an eye honed by years as athief.

A pair of Guild guards had stopped to watch him, where he stood before a silversmith's open-fronted
shop. Heraised the bowl he held to his ear and thumped it.

"Too muchtin," he said, shaking his head and tossing the bowl back on the merchant'stable. He strolled
off pursued by the silversmith's frenzied imprecations, but the guards paid him no more mind.

Just beyond the copperamith's was an dley, smelling as much of mold and old urine as any other inthe
city. Into this he dipped, hurrying down its narrow length. As he had hoped, damp air and mold had
flaked away most of the mud plastered over the stones of the building.

A quick glance showed that no one was looking down the dley from the street. Hisfingers sought cracks
amid the poorly dressed and poorly mortared stone. Another might have found such aclimb impossible,
most especialy in heavy hauberk and boots, but to one of the Cimmerian mountains the wide chinksin
the stone were as good as a highway. He scrambled up the side of the building so quickly that someone
who had seen him standing on the ground and looked away for amoment might well have thought he had

smply disappeared.

As he heaved himsdlf onto the red clay tiles of the roof, asmilelit hisface. Set in the roof was askylight,
aframe stretched with panes of fish-skin. It was, he was certain, Stuated above the room he sought.

Carefully, so as not to didodge loose tiles-and perhaps send himsdlf hurtling to the Street bel ow-he made
hisway to the kylight. The paneswere clear enough to allow some light through, but not for seeing. It
was the work of amoment with his belt dagger to make adlit, to which he put hiseye.

The room below was narrow, and ill lit even with the skylight and two brass lamps on atable. Init four
men stood, two with cocked crossbows in hands, watching the door through which he was supposed to
walk.

The big Cimmerian shook his head, in anger and wonder at the sametime. It was one thing to be wary of
trouble where none was expected, another to find it waiting there.

"Is he coming, or not?' one of the men without a crossbow asked irritably. He had a deep scar across
the top of his head, where someone had caught him ablow that should have killed him.

"Hell come," the other man with no crossbow replied. "The girl said sheldd send him right to thisroom.”
Conan froze. Ariane. Could she have sent him hereto die?

"What will you tell her?' the horribly scarred man asked. " She has influence enough to cause trouble,



Taas"

"That | hired him," Taraslaughed, "and sent him out of the city to join the others she thinks I've hired.
That should keep her quiet.”

Lying on theroof, the big Cimmerian heaved asigh of rdief. Whatever Ariane had done, she had done
unknowingly. Then the rest of what Taras had said penetrated. The others she thought he had hired. It
was as he had feared. The young rebels were being duped. Conan had agreat many questionsfor Taras.
His broadsword dipped from its sheath, sted rasping on leather.

"Beyou sure," Tarastold the crossbowmen, "to fire the instant he stepsinto the room. These barbarsdie
hard."

"Even now ishe adead man," one of the pair replied. The other laughed and patted his crossbow.

A wolfish grin cameto Conan'sface. It was time to see who would diein that room. Like slent desth he
rose, and leaped.

"Crom!" he roared as hisfeet tore through the skylight.

The men below had only time to gart, then Conan's boots struck one of the crossbowmen squarely atop
his head, bearing him to the floor with a crunch of snapping vertebrae. The second crossbowman
desperately siwung hisweapon, trying to bring it to bear. Conan kept his balance with cat-like skill, and
pivoted, dagger darting over the swinging crossbow to transfix the bowman throat. With agurgling
scream he who had named the Cimmerian adead man himsdlf died, squeezing the trigger-lever ashedid.
Abruptly the scar-topped man, sword half drawn, coughed once and toppled, the crossbow quarrel
projecting from hisleft eye.

Using the dagger as ahandle Conan hurled the sagging body of the bowman at Taras, and ashedid he
recognized that pock-marked face. Taras had been at that other meseting he had interrupted by coming
through the roof.

The pocked man staggered, clawing for his sword, as the corpse struck him. ™Y ou!" he gasped, getting
hisfirst clear look at the Cimmerian'sface.

Snarling, Conan struck, his blade clanging againgt the hilt of the other's partially drawn sword. Taras
shrieked, severed fingers dropping to the floor. And yet he was no man to go down easily. Even while
blood flowed from his mutilated right hand, hisleft snatched his dagger fromits sheath. With acry of
rage, helunged.

It would have been easy for Conan to kill the man then, but he wanted answers more than he wanted
Taras death. Sdestepping Taras lunge, he clubbed hisfisted hilt againgt the back of the pock-faced
man's neck. The lunge became astumble, and, yelling, Tarasfell over the scarred man's body and
crashed to the floor. He twitched once, emitting along sigh, and did not rise.

Cursing, Conan heaved the man onto hisback. Taras limp fingers did away from his dagger, now
embedded in his own chest. His sightless eyes stared at the Cimmerian.

"Erlik take you,” Conan muttered. "l wanted you dive."

Wiping his blade on Taras tunic, he returned the sword to its scabbard, thinking furioudy dl thewhile.



The man was condemned out of his own mouth of duping the young rebels. Y et he had had that meeting
with two who, by their clothing and bearing, were men of wealth and position. He had to assume that that
mesting had arelated purpose, and that someone did indeed intend to move againgt Garian, using Ariane
and the rest astools. And tools had away of being broken and discarded once their use was done.

As Conan tugged his dagger from the crossbowman's throat, the door suddenly swung open. He
crouched, dagger at the ready, and found himsdlf staring acrossthe corpse at Ariane and Graecus.

The stocky sculptor seemed to turn to stone as his bulging eyes swept the carnage. Ariane met Conan's
gaze with alook of infinite sadness.

"| did not think Taras had the right to exclude us from thismeeting,” she said dowly. "I thought we should
be here, to speak up for you, to...." Her wordstrailed off in aweary sigh.

"They intended my deeth, Ariane," Conan said.

She glanced from the shattered skylight franc on tile floor toy tile opening in the roof. "Which of them
leapt from above, Conan? It seems clear that one entered that way. Tokill. | wondered so when you
armored yoursalf and would not tell me why. Wondered, and prayed | waswrong."

Why did thefool girl have to take everything wrongly, he thought angrily. "1 listened at the skylight,
Ariane, and entered that way. After | heard them speak of daying me. Think you they had cocked
crosshowsto day rats?' Shelooked at him, levely but with eyeslacking hope or life. He drew adeep
breath. "Hear me, Ariane. Thisman Taras has hired no armed men to aid your rebdllion. | heard him say
this. Y ou must-"

"Y ou killed them!" Graecus suddenly shouted. The stocky man's face was flushed, and he panted asiif
from great exertion. "It is as Stephano feared. Did you kill him aso, and Leucas? Mean you to day us
al?Youwill not! You cannot! There are hundreds of us Wewill day you first!" Suddenly he glanced
down the hal toward the stairs, and with ashrill cry dashed in the other direction. Ariane did not move.

Hordo appeared in the doorway, gazing briefly after the fleeing sculptor.

Hislone eyetook in the bodies. "I returned to the Thestisin timeto hear the girl and the other speak of
following you. It lookswell that | decided to follow them in turn.”

Ariane dtirred. "Will you murder me now, too, Conan?"

The Cimmerian rounded on her angrily. "Do you not know me well enough by now to know | would not
harm you?'

"I thought | did," she said hollowly. Her eyestraveled from one corpse to the next, and she laughed
hystericdly. "I know nothing of you. Nothing!" Conan reached for her, but she shied away from hisbig
hand. "I cannot fight you," she whispered, "but an you touch me, my dagger can yet seek my own heart.”

He jerked back hishand asif it had been burnt. At last he said coldly, "Do not remain here o'er-long.
Corpses attract scavengers, and those with two legs will see you as more booty." She did not ook at him
or make answer. "Come, Hordo," he growled. The one-eyed man followed him from the room.

In the street, those who saw Conan's dark face and theice of his blue eyes stepped clear of his sweeping
strides. Hordo hurried to keep up, asking once they were clear of the clangor of the Street of the Smiths,



"What occurred in that room, Cimmerian, to turn the girl so againgt you?"

Conan'slook at Hordo was deadly, but in swift, terse sentences he told of how he had gone there, of
what he had heard and what deduced.

"I antoo old for this," Hordo groaned. "Not only must we watch for Graecus and the othersto put
knivesin our backs, but, not knowing who among the nobles and merchantsis embraced in this, with
whom can we take service? Where do we go now, Cimmerian?"

"Totheonly placeléeft for us™ Conan replied grimly. "The King."

Chapter Xl

On the wide marble steps of the Temple of Mitra, a startled man dropped a cage of doves asthe
Free-Company made its way down the narrow, winding street. So surprised was he to see mounted and
armed men in the Temple Didrict that he watched them open-mouthed, not even noticing that his cage
had broken and hisintended sacrifices were beating aoft on white wings.

Hordo's saddle creaked as he leaned forward and whispered fiercely to Conan. "Thisis madness! Twill
be luck if we are not met atop the hill by the whole of the Golden Leopards!”

Conan shook his head without answering. He knew full well that approaching the Roya Paace
unannounced with two score armed men was far from the proper way to apped for entry into the King's
service. He knew, too, that there was no time for more usua methods, such as bribery, and that |eft only
enligment in the Nemedian army. Or this.

In truth, it was not the Golden L eopards who troubled him so much asthe young rebels. Desperate,
believing he had betrayed them or was on the way to do 0, they might try dmost anything. And these
winding streetsthat climbed the hill to the Royal Palace were a prime place for ambush.

Those gtreets were aremnant of ancient times, for once in the dim pact what would become the Royd
Palace had been a hilltop fortress, about which avillage had risen, avillage which over the centuries had
grown into Belverus. But long after the hilltop fortress had become the Roya Palace of Nemedia, long
after the rude village huts had been replaced by columned temples of alabaster and marble and polished
granite, the serpentine streets remained.

The Pdaceitsdf retained much of the fortress about it, dthough its battlements were now of lustrous
white marble, and towers of porphyry and greenstone rose within. The portcullises were of iron benegth
their gilt, and drawbridges spanned a drymoat bottomed with spikes. Round about it al asward of grass,
close cropped asif in alandscaped garden, yet holding not the smallest growth that might shelter a
stedlthy approach, separated the Palace from the Temple Digtrict that encircled the hill below.

At the edge of the greensward Conan hated the company. "Wait here," he commanded.
"Gladly," Hordo muitered.
Alone, Conan rode forward, hisbig black stalion prancing dightly. Two pikemen in golden cloaks

guarded the drawbridge, and a man in the crested helmet of an officer stepped out from the barbican as
the big Cimmerian drew rein.



"What seek you here?' the officer demanded. He eyed the rest of the Free-Company thoughtfully, but
they were distant and few in number.

"l wish to enter my company in the service of King Garian,” Conan replied. "1 havetrainedthemina
method of fighting new to Nemedia, and to the western world.”

The officer smiled in mockery. "Never yet have | heard of a Free-Company without some supposedly
secret art of war. What isyours?’

"l will demongtrate,” Conan said. "It isbetter in the showing." Inwardly, he breathed asigh of relief. His
onered fear beyond reaching the Palace had been that they would not so much aslisten.

"Very wel," the officer said dowly, eyeing the rest of the company once more. ™Y ou alone may enter and
demonstrate. But be you warned, an this secret is something every recruit in the Nemedian army is
taught, as are most Free-Company tricks, you will be stripped and flogged from the gates to the foot of
the hill for the edification of your company.”

Conan touched bootsto the big stallion's flanks. The horse pranced forward a step; the pikemen leveled
their wegpons and the officer looked wary. The Cimmerian dlowed a cold smile to touch his mouth, but
not hiseyes. "'Tis nothing known to any Nemedian, though it may be taught to recruits.”

The officer's mouth tightened at histone. "I think others might like to seethis, barbar.” He stuck his head
back into the gatehouse and muttered an order.

A golden-cloaked soldier emerged, gave Conan an appraising glance, and sped into the Palace. As
Conan rode through the gate following the officer, other soldiers appeared from the barbican, some
following behind. The Cimmerian wondered if they cameto watch, or to guard that he did not take the
Palace single-handed.

The Outer Court was paved in flagstone, four hundred paces in each direction, and surrounded by
arcaded walks to the height of four stories.

Beyond those walks directly opposite the gate could be seen the towers that rose in the gardens of the
Inner Court, and the Palace proper, wherein King Garian and his court lived.

The soldierswho had followed dropped back deferentiadly as a score of officers, led by oneaslarge as
Conan himsdlf, appeared. The officer who had brought Conan in bowed as this big man came near.

"All honor to you, Commander Vegentius," he said. "I hoped this barber might provide some
entertainment.”

"Yes, Tegha," Vegentius said absently, his eye on Conan. And astrangdly wary eye, the Cimmerian
thought. Abruptly the big officer said, "Y ou, barber. Know | you, or you me?' His hand tightened on his
sword as he spoke.

Conan shook hishead. "I know you not, Commander." Though, as he thought on it, this Vegentius did
look familiar, but vaguely, as one seen but briefly. No matter, he thought. The memory would come, an it
were important.

V egentius seemed to relax as the Cimmerian spoke. Smiling vigoroudy, he said, "L et ushavethis



demondtration. Tegha, get the barber what he needsfor it."

"l need astraw butt," Conan told the officer, "or some other mark."

Laughter rose among the officers as Tegha chose out two soldiersto fetch a butt.

"Archery," one of them laughed loudly. "I saw that bow &t his saddle, but thought it for achild.”
"Mayhap he shootsit with one hand,” another replied.

Conan kept his slence as the comments grew more ribald, though hisjaw tightened. Removing the short
weapon from its lacquered saddlecase, he carefully checked the tension of the string.

"A harp," someone shouted. "He playsit likeaharp.”

Conan fingered through the forty arrowsin the quiver strapped behind the cantle of his saddle, making
sure once again that each fletching war sound.

"He must miss often, to carry so many shafts.”
"Nay, he usesthe feathers to tickle women. Take her ankle, you see, and turn her...."

The laughing comments droned on, some measure of sllence faling only when the soldiers returned with a
Straw butt.

"Set it there," Conan commanded, pointing to aspot somefifty paces away. The soldiersran to comply,
as eager asther superiorsto see the barbarian's discomfiture.

"Not agreat distance, barbar."
"But it'sachild's bow."

Breathing deeply to cam himsdf, Conan rode away from the bunched officers, sopping when hewasa
full two hundred paces from the butt. Nocking a shaft, he paused. This demonstration must proceed
perfectly, and for that his concentration must be on the target, not clouded by anger at the chattering
baboons who called themselves officers.

"Why wait you, barbar?" V egentius shouted. "Dismount and-"

With awild cry Conan siwung the bow up and fired. Even as the shaft thudded home in the butt he was
putting boot to the stallion's flanks, galloping forward at full speed, sparks striking from the flagstones
benesth the big black's drumming hooves, firing as quickly as he could nock arrow to bowstring, shouting
the ululating warcry that oft had wrung fear from the warriors of Gunderland and Hyperboreaand the
Bossonian Marches.

Arrow after arrow sped straight to the butt. At ahundred paces distant he pressed with his knee, and the
massive salion broke faultlesdy to the right. Conan fired again and again, mind and eye one with bow,
with shaft, with target. Again his knees pressed, and the war-trained stallion pivoted, rearing and
reversaing hisdirection within his own length. Still Conan fired, thundering back the way he had come.
When at last he put hand to rein there were four arrows left in the quiver behind his saddle, and he knew,
did anyone count the feathered shafts that peppered the butt, they would number thirty and six.



He cantered back to the now slent officers.

"What sorcery isthis?' Vegentius demanded. "Have your arrows been magicked, that they strike home
while you careen like amadman?’

"No sorcery,” Conan replied, laughing. For it was, indeed, histurn to laugh at the stunned expressions
worn by the officers. "'Tis accounted a skill, though not avast one, if aman can hit arunning deer with a
bow. Thisisbut a step beyond. | mysdlf had no knowledge at al of the bow when | wastaught.”

"Taught!" Teghaexclamed, not noticing the glare Vegentius gave him. "Who? Where?'

"Far to the east," Conan said. "There the bow isthe principa weapon of light cavary. In Turan-"
"Whatever they do in these strange lands,” V egentius broke in harshly, "tis of no matter here. We have
no need of outlandish ways. A phaanx of good Nemedian infantry will clear any field, without this
frippery of bowmen on horses."

Conan congdered telling him what afew thousand mounted Turanian archerswould do to that phalanx,
but before he could speak another group approached, and the officerswere al bowing low.

Leading this procession was atall, square-faced man, the crown on his head, a golden dragon with ruby
eyesand agreat pearl clutched in its paws proclaiming him to be king Garian. Y et Conan had no eyesfor
the king, nor the counsd ors who surrounded him, nor the courtierswho trailed him, for there was among
them awoman to seize the eye. A long-legged, fullbreasted blonde, she was no gently born lady, not
wearing transparent red silk held by pearl clasps a her shoulders and snugged about her dender waist by
entwined ropes of pearls set in gold. But an she were someone's leman, he paid her not the attention he
ought. For shereturned Conan's stare, if not so openly as he, yet with asmoky heat that quickened his
blood.

Conan saw that Garian was approaching him, and doffed his helm hoping the King had not seen the
direction of hisgaze.

"I saw your exhibition from the gdlery" Garian said warmly, "and | have never seenthelike." Hisbrown
eyes were friendly-which meant he had not noticed Conan's gaze-though not so open asthe eyes of one
who did not sit on athrone. "How are you caled?"

"l am Conan," the Cimmerian replied. "Conan of Cimmeria" He did not seethe blood drain from
Vegentius face.

"Do you come merely to entertain, Conan?"

"l cometo enter your service," Conan said, "with my lieutenant and two score men trained to use the
bow as| do."

"Mogt excdlent,” Garian said, clgpping ahand againgt the stalion's shoulder. "Always have | had an
interest in innovations of warfare. Why, from my childhood | as much aslived in the army camps. Now,"
atrace of bitterness crept into hisvoice, "1 have not even timeto practice with my sword.”

"My King," Vegentius said deferentidly, "thisthing is no better than trickery, an entertainment, but of no
useinwar." Ashe spoke hiseyes drifted to Conan. The Cimmerian thought, but could not believe, it was



alook of hatred and fear.

"No, good Vegentius," Garian said, shaking hishead. "Y our adviceis often sound on matters military, but
thistime you arewrong.” Vegentius opened his mouth; Garian ignored him. "Hear me now, Conan of
Cimmeria. Anyou enter my service, | will give each man of yoursthree gold marks, and three more each
tenday. To yoursdf, ten gold marks, and another each day you serve me.”

"Itismeet," Conan said levelly. No merchant would have paid more than half so well.

Garian nodded. "It isdone, then. But you must practice the sword with me for afull glass each day, for |
see by the wear of your hilt that you have some knowledge of that weapon aswell. Vegentius, see that
Conan has quarters within the Palace, and let them be spacious.”

Intheway of kings, having issued his commands Garian strode away without further words, soldiers
bowing as he left, courtiers and counselorstrailing in hiswake. The blonde went, too, but as she went her
eyes played on Conan's face with furnace hest.

From the corner of his eye Conan saw Vegentius moving away. "Commander Vegentius," he cdled, "did
not the King say my company wasto be quartered?'

Vegentius amost snarled hisreply. "The King said you were to receive quarters, barbar. He said naught
of that ragtag you cdl acompany. Let them quarter in the gutter.” And he, too, stalked away.

Some of Conan's euphorialeft him. He could not run whining to Garian, asking that V egentius be made
to quarter hismen. There were inns aplenty at the foot of the hill, but in even the cheapest of them, he
would have to supplement the men's pay from his own purse. That would strain even his newfound
resources. Y et it was not theworst of hisworries. Why did Vegentius hate him? He must discover the
answer before he was forced to kill the man. And he would have to keep the blonde from getting him
beheaded. While enjoying her favors, if possble. But then, when had one born on a battlefield sought a
lifefree of troubles?

Laughing, herodeto the gateto tell the others of their fortune.

Chapter XIlI

The high domed celling of plain gray ssonewaswell lit by cressets brass-hung about the barewadlls, in
which there was no window and but asingle door, and that well guarded on the outside. Albanuswould
alow no dightest risk to that which the room housed. Even but gazing on it, he felt the power that would
cometo him fromit. Centered in the room was acircular stone platform, no higher than astep from the
floor, and on it sat alarge rectangular block of peculiarly beige day. It wasthat clay that would give
Albanusthe Dragon Throne.

"Lord Albanus, | demand again to know why | am brought here and imprisoned.”

Albanus schooled hisface to asmile before turning to the scowling, bushy, browed man who confronted
him with fists clenched. " A misapprehension on the part of my guards, good Stephano. | but told them to
fetch to me the great sculptor Stephano, and they overstepped themsalves. | will have them flogged, |
assureyou.”



Stephano waved that last away as unimportant, though Albanus noted he did not ask for the guardsto be
spared their promised flogging.

"Y ou have heard of me?" the sculptor asked instead, his chest puffing.

"Of course," Albanusreplied, hard put not to laugh. This man was read as easly as a page of large script.
"Tiswhy | want you to sculpt this statue for me. Asyou can see, your implementsare dl provided." He
gestured alow table that held every sort of sculptor'stoal.

"Tisdl wrong," Stephano said, with overbearing condescension. "Clay isused for smdl figures. Statues
are of sone or bronze."

Albanus lipsretained their smile, but his eyeswere frozen coals. "The clay isbrought dl the way from
Khital." He could think of no more distant land to serve asasource. "When fired, it has the hardness of
bronze, yet islighter than the damp clay. On the table are sketches of he whom the atue isto portray.
Examinethem.”

Looking doubtfully at the block of clay, Stephano took up the parchments, unrolled them, and gasped,
"Why, thisis Garian!"

"Our gracious king," Albanus agreed unctuoudy, though he near choked on thewords. "'Tisto bea
present for him. A surprise.”

"But how isthework to be clothed?' the sculptor asked, ruffling through the drawings. "In dl of theseis
he naked.”

"And so isthe sculptureto be." Albanus forestalled the surprise on Stephano's face by adding, "Suchis
the custom of Khitai with statues of thisclay. They are clothed in actua garments, thisraiment being
changed from time to time o that thefigure is clothed dwaysin the latest fashion." He was pleased with
himsdlf for that invention. He wondered if it might not be amusing to have a statue done so of himself
once he ascended the throne.

Stephano laughed suddenly, a harsh sound like the scraping of dates. "And what would be donewith a
naked gtatue of Garian, were Garian no longer on the throne?"

"Anunlikely event,” Albanus said blandly.

Stephano looked startled, asif not redizing he had spoken aoud. "Of course. Of course.” Hisface
hardened, thick brows drawing down. "Y et why should | accept the offer of this commisson, following
asit doesanight spent locked inyour cellars?"

"A grievous error for which | have apologized. Shall we say athousand gold marks?”
"l have nointerest in gold,” the sculptor sneered.

"To be distributed to the poor,” Albanus continued smoothly. "1 have heard much of the good charities
you do in Hellgate." Stephano's face did not soften, but the hawk-faced lord saw the way. Hisvoice
became amesmeric whisper. "Think of al the good that you could do with athousand pieces of gold.
Think of your fellows following you as you didtributeit. | would wager none of them has ever had the
hundredth part so much to give." Stephano nodded dowly, taring a thewall asif he saw a scenethere.
"How they would laud you, following in your stepswith their praises. How great you would bein their



eyes” Albanusfdl dlent, waiting.

Stephano seemed to stand Straighter. Abruptly he shook himself and gave an embarrassed laugh. "Of a
certainty, great good could come from so much gold. | waslost in thought of those | could help.”

"Of course." The cruel-faced lord smiled, then his voice became brisker. "This must be asurpriseto
Garian. To that end, none may know that you are here. Food and drink will be brought to you. And
women, should you desire. Daily will you have leave of the gardens, an you remember your caution.
Now get you to your labor, for time presses.”

When Albanus |eft that room, he stood, trembling, between the guards who stood with bared swordsto
either sde of the door. His stomach roiled with nausea. That he should have to treat one such as
Stephano as near an equa! 1t wasill to be borne. Y et such could not be driven to their work by threat or
even torture, as he had discovered to hisregret, for the works they then produced werefataly flawed.

A deferentid touch on the deeve of histunic brought him erect, teeth bared in asnarl.

The dave who had touched him cowered back, his head bent low. "Forgive me, master, but Commander
Vegentius awaits, much exercised, and bids me beg your presence.”

Albanus thrust the man aside and strode down the hall. He had every detail planned. Had the soldier
contrived to foul some part of the scheme, he would geld him with his own hand.

Vegentiuswas in the columned entry hall, pacing, his face beaded with swesat. He began to spesk as
soon as Albanus appeared.

"Conan. The barbar who fought Melius and took his sword after. He whom Leucas named part of
Sephanas plot. Now one of that name has caught Garian's eye, and taken service with him. And |
recognize him; it is he who broke into our meeting with Taras. Four times has he tangled himself in our
planning, Albanus, and | likeit not. I likeit not. ‘Tisanill omen.”

"Dothegodsjoinin my affairs?" Albanuswhispered, not redlizing that he spoke. "Do they think to
contend with me?' Louder, he said, "Speak not of ill omens. Thisvery morning a soothsayer told me that

| would wear the Dragon Crown at my degth. | had him dain, of course, to still histongue. With such a
prophecy of success, what omen can one barbarian be?’

The square-faced soldier bared a handspan of hisblade. "Easily could | dry him. Heisaonein the
Pdace, with none to guard his back.”

"Fool!" Albanus grated. "A murder within the Palace, and Garian will think strongly to his safety. We do
not need him on hisguard.”

Vegentius sneered. "His safety liesin my hand. Onein three of the Golden Leopards answersto me, not
to the Dragon Throne."

"And two in three do not. Nor does any part of my plan cal for blades to be drawn within the walls of
the Palace. | must be seen to save Nemedia from armed rabblerising in the Streets.”

"Then heisto live?" Vegentius blurted increduloudy.

"Nay, he dies." Could this Conan be some weapon of the gods, lifted against him? No. He was destined



to wear the Dragon Crown. He was born to be aking, and, with the power of the blue sphere, aliving
god. "Taras has been so commanded,” he continued. "But make it known to him that the man must die
well away from the Palace, in some place where his death may be placed to a drunken brawl.”

"Taras seemsto have vanished, Albanus."

"Then find him!" the cruel-eyed lord snapped irritably. " And remember, within the Pace wals et this
barbarian be watched but inviolate. When he ventures out, day him!"

Chapter XIV

Sted rang in the small courtyard as Conan blocked the descending blade and smoothly moved back to a
guard position. Swest oiled his massive chest, but his bresthing was controlled, hiseye firm, hisblade

Steadly.

Garian circled to hisleft about the big Cimmerian. He aso was stripped to the wai s, and but dightly
smaller, though his muscles were covered by the fat of recent inactivity. Swest rolled down hisdoping
shoulders, and his blade wavered, if but ahair's breadth.

"You are good, barbar,”" the king panted.

Conan said nothing, moving only enough to keep hisface to the other man. Fighting, evenin practice,
was not thetimeto talk.

"But you say little," the king continued, and as he spoke his sword darted for the Cimmerian's middle.

Conan barely moved. His mighty wrists pivoted, his blade arced down to clash againgt the king's,
carrying it safely to one Sde. Instead of forcing taking the other's blade further out of line, aswasthe
favored tactic, Conan dropped suddenly, squatting on hisright leg with hisleft extended to the sde. His
sted did off the other blade, swung forward and stopped asit touched Garian's ssomach. Before the
startled king could react, Conan flowed back to hisfeet and to guard.

A disgusted expression on hisface, Garian stepped back. "Tis enough for today,” he said grimly, and
strode away.

Conan picked up histunic and began to wipe the sweet from his chest.

When Garian had disappeared through the arched courtyard gate, Hordo stepped out from the shadows
beneath aba cony, shaking his shaggy head. "Tiswell he knew not that | was here, Cimmerian, elsewe
both might find ourselvesin the dungeons benesth these stones. But then, kings didike being bested, even
when there are no othersto see.”

"Did | accept defeat in practice, then soon defeat would find me when it was not practice.”

"But till, man, could you not hold back alittle? Heisaking, after al. No need for usto be dismissed
before we get as much of hisgold aswe can.”

"I know no other way to fight, Hordo, save to win. How fare the men?"



"Well," Hordo replied, seating himsalf on acoping stone. "'Tisan easy life, drinking and wenching away
their gold.”

Conan pulled histunic over his head and scabbarded his sword. "Have you seen any sign that Ariane and
the others are ready to call their people into the streets?’

"Not awhisper,” the one-eyed man sighed. "Conan, | do not say betray them-Kerin's shade would haunt
me, an | did-but could we not at least say to Garian that we have heard talk of uprising? He'd give us
much gold for such awarning, and thereld be no risng were he on hisguard. | like not to think of Kerin
and Ariane dying in the gutters, but so they will anthey rise. 1... | could not ride against them,
Cimmerian.”

"Nor I, Hordo. But rise they will, if Garian ison hisguard or no, or | misread thefirein Ariane. To stop
them we must find who uses them. That man who met with Taras could tell me much.”

"I've given orders, asyou said, to watch for a hawk-face man with white at histemples, but ‘twill be agift
of the godsan wefind him s0."

Conan shook his head disgustedly. "I know. But we can do only what we can. Come. Let usto my
chamber. I've good winethere."

Palaces far more opulent stood in Turan and Vendhya, but this one was no mean place. Many were the
courtyards and gardens, some small, holding perhaps amarble fountain in the form of some fanciful beast,
otherslarge, in which rose aabaster towers with gilded corbeled arches and golden cupolas. Great
obdisksroseto the sky, their sides covered with hieroglyphs and telling the legends of Nemedian kings
for athousand years and more.

While walking down a cool arcade beside a garden where peacocks cried and golden-feathered
pheasants strutted, Conan suddenly stopped. Ahead, awoman swathed in gray veils had come out of a
door and, seemingly not noticing them, was walking the other way. The Cimmerian was certain it was the
woman he had twice seen in her litter. Now, he decided, was agood time to discover why she had
looked at him with such hatred. But as he started forward, Hordo grabbed hisarm, pulling him aside
behind a.column.

"I want to speak to that woman,”" Conan said. He spoke softly, for voices carried in those arcades. " She
does not like me, of that I'm sure. And | have seen her before, without those veils. But where?"

"I, too, have seen her," Hordo replied in a hoarse whisper, "though not without the vells. Sheiscalled
Lady Tiana, and 'tis said her faceis scarred by some disease. She will not alow it to be seen.”

"I'll not ask to see her face," Conan said impatiently.

"Listen to me," the one-eyed man pleaded. "Once | followed Eranius when heleft usto get hisorders.
Always, | knew, he went to the Street of Regrets, each timeto adifferent tavern. Thistime heleft the city
entire, and in agrove beyond the wal met thisLady Tiana"

"Then sheis part of the smuggling,” Conan said. "That may provide alever, if she proves difficult about
answering my questions.”

"Y ou do not understand, Cimmerian. | was not close enough to hear what was said, yet did | see Eranius
al but grovel before her. He would not do so unless she were high, very high, in the ring. Bother her, and



you may find ton score smugglersin thiscity, hard men al, seeking your heed.”

"Mayhap they do aready." Assuredly someone did; why not awoman who seemed to hate him, for
whatever reason? He shrugged off Hordo's hand. " She will be goneif | do not go now."

But Conan paused, for asthe Lady Tianareached the end of the arcade, the blonde who had
accompanied Garian appeared before her. Sularia, he had learned her name was, and she was indeed
Garian's mistress. The velled woman moved to go past, but Sularia, in golden breastplates and a golden
sk skirt no wider than aman's hand front or rear, Sdestepped in front of her.

"All honor to you, Lady Tiana," Sulariasaid, amalicious smile playing over her sensud lips. "But why are
you covered so on such abright day? 1 know you would be lovely, could we but persuade you into
banglesand slks."

The velled woman's hand flashed out, cracking across Sularias face on a backhand blow that sent the
blonde crumpling to the ground. Conan was stunned &t the blow; it had taken no common woman's
drength.

Sulariastumbled to her feet, rage twisting her face into amask. "How dare you strike me?* she spat. "1-"

"To your kennd, bitch!" athird woman snapped, appearing beside the other two. Tall and willowy, she
was as beautiful as Sularia, but with sllken black hair and imperious dark eyesin ahaughty face. Her blue
velvet robe, sawn with tiny pearls, made the blonde look atavern girl.

"Speak not o to me, Lady Jelanna," Sulariaanswered angrily. "1 am no servant, and soon...." She
stopped suddenly.

Jelanna's mouth curled in asneer. "Y ou are adut, and soon enough Garian will decide so for himsdlf.
Now, get you gone before | summon adave to whip you hence."

Sulariatrembled from head to foot, her face venomous. With an inarticulate cry of rage, she sped away
from the two women, past where Conan and Hordo stood behind the column.

Conan watched her go; when he turned back, Jelannaand Tianawere gone. Scowling, he leaned against
the stone.

"Inthisplace | could search atenday and not find her," he growled. "I should have spoken straight off,
instead of letting you draw me away like afrightened boy."

"Mitra, Conan, let usride from thiscity." Hordo's single eye fixed the Cimmerian with entreaty. "Forget
Lady Tiana. Forget Garian, and hisgold. There's gold in Ophir, and when we take blade-fee there, at
least wélll know who wantsto kill us”

Conan shook his head. "Never have | run away from my enemies, Hordo. 'Tis abad habit to form. Go
you on to thetaverns. | go to my chamber to think on how to find this Tiana. I'll find you later, and match
you two drinksto one."

Asthe Cimmerian started away, Hordo called after him. " Always before you knew who your enemies
werel"

But Conan waked on. A wise man did not leave an unknown enemy behind him, but rather sought that



enemy out. Better to die than flee, for once flight began how could it end? The enemy would come at lat,
and victory or death would be decided then at atime and place of the foe's choosing. While there was
yet lifeand will, the enemy must be sought.

Reaching his chamber, Conan put his hand to the door; it shifted at histouch. The latch had been drawn.
Warily he drew his blade and stepped aside. With swordpoint he thrust the door open. It swung back to
crash againgt the wall, but there was no other sound, no hint of movement within.

Snarling, the big Cimmerian threw himsalf through the open door in along dive, tucking his shoulder
under as he hit thefloor to roll to hisfeet, sword at the ready.

Sulariasat up on hisbed, crossing her long legs sensuoudy beneath her and clapping her hands with
dedlight. "Horseman, bowman, swordsman, and now tumbler. What other tricks have you, barbarian?'

Keeping atight rein on his anger, Conan closed the door. He was no man to enjoy making afool of
himsalf before awoman, most especialy not abeautiful woman. When he turned back to her hiseyes
were blue glacier ice.

"Why are you here, woman?"

"How magnificent you are," she breathed, "with the swest of combat till onyou. Y ou defeated him,
didn't you? Garian could not stand against one such asyou.”

Hastily he searched the room, flipping aside each tapestry on thewall, putting his head out of the window
to make sure no assassin clung to the copings. Even did helook under the bed, before her amused smile
made him throw the coverlet back down with an oath.

"What do you look for, Conan? | have no husband to jump out accusing.”

"You have aking," he growled. Onelook at her, golden breastplates barely containing her swelling orbs,
narrow strips of golden silk tangled about her thighs, proved she could carry no weagpon greater than a

pin.

"A king who can tak of nothing but tariffs and grain and things even more boring." A sultry smile
caressed her lips, and shelet hersdlf fall backward on the bed, breathing deep. "But you, barbarian, are
not boring. | sense power in you, though afar asyet. Will you become aking, | wonder?"

Conan frowned. That sequence of words seemed to touch some deep buried memory. Power. That he
would be aking. Hethrugt it dl from hismind. A fancy for children, no more.

Helaid his sword across the bed above Sularias head. It would be close to hand there, let come who
would. The blonde twisted to gaze at the bare blade, wetting her lips asif its closeness excited her.
Conan clutched the golden links that joined her breastplatesin hisfist and tore them from her. Her eyes
darted back to him, theicy sapphire of his commanding the smoldering blue of hers.

"Y ou have played agame with me, woman,” he said softly. "Now ‘tismy turn to play.”

Neither of them saw the door move gar, nor the woman in gray veilswho stood there atime, watching
them with eyes of emerddfire.



Chapter XV

As Conan walked through the Palace the next afternoon, Hordo ran to join him.

"Tiswell to see you, Cimmerian. | had some niggling fearswhen | did not meet you in the tavernslast
night.”

"| found something elseto do,” Conan smiled.

Hurrying daves thronged the corridors, keeping near the wallsto leave the center free for strolling lords
and ladies, of which there were some few in richly embroidered velvets and satins, hung about with gold
chains and emeralds and rubies on necks and wrists and waists. Nobles gave the warrior pair curious
looks, men haughtily disdainful, women thoughtful.

Hordo eyed them all suspicioudy, then dropped his voice and leaned closer to Conan asthey walked.
"Mayhap you took time last night to reconsider what occurred yesterday. Even now Garian'storturers
may be hegting their irons. Let usto horse and away while we can.”

"Ceasethisfoolish prattle,” Conan laughed. "Not two glasses ago | exercised at swordswith Garian, and
he said no ill word to me. In fact, he laughed often, except when his head was thumped.”

The one-eyed man's stride faltered. "Cimmerian, you didn't ... Mitral 'Y ou do not crack the pate of a
king!"

"| cracked no pate, Hordo. Garian'sfoot dipped on leaves blown by the breeze, and he struck hisface
with hisown hiltinfdling. A bruise, no more."

"What men like you and me account abruise," Hordo said, raising afinger like one of the philosophers at
the Thedtis, "Kings account amorta insult to dignity.”

"| fear you areright,” Conan sighed. "Y ou do grow old.”

"l am too," Hordo began, and snapped his mouth shut with aglare as he redlized what the big Cimmerian
had said.

Conan suppressed the laughter that wanted to escape at the look on the bearded man's face. Hordo
might call himsdf old, but he was very ready to thump anyone e se who named him so. Then the
Cimmerians mirth faded.

They had come on a courtyard in which ascore of the Golden Leopards stood in alarge circle about
Vegentius, dl including the Commander stripped to thewaist. A small knot of nobles stood discreetly
within an arcade on the far side, watching. Apart from them, but aso among those columns so she should
not seem to watch, was Sularia

Vegentius turned within the circle, amsflexing over hishead. "Who will be next?' he caled to the men
around him. "I've not worked up aswest asyet." His bare chest was deep, his shoulders broad and
covered with thick muscle. "Am | to get no exercise? Y ou, Oaxis.”

A man stepped forward, dropping into acrouch. Astdl as Vegentius, he was not so heavily muscled,
though no gtripling. Vegentius laughed, crouching and circling. Oaxis circled with him, but not laughing.



Abruptly they rushed together, grappling, feet shuffling for position and leverage. Conan could see that
the dighter man had knowledge, and agility. Even as the Cimmerian thought, Oaxis dipped an arm free,
hisfist streaking for Vegentius corded stomach. Perhaps he remembered who it was he struck, for at the
lagt ingtant the blow dowed, the impact bringing not even agrunt from the grinning Vegentius.

The bigger man was under no such restraints. His free hand axed into the side of Oaxis neck with a
sound like stone striking wood. Oaxis staggered and sagged, but VVegentius held him up yet amoment.
Twice hisfist rose and fel, clubbing the back of the other's neck. Thefirgt time Oaxis jerked, the second
he hung limp. Vegentius rdleased him to crumplein aheagp on the flagstones.

"Who comes next?"' the huge Commander of the Golden L eopards roared. "1s there none among you to
givemeasgtruggle?'

Two of the bare-chested soldiers ran out to drag their companion away. None of them seemed anxious
tofed Vegentius power. The big man continued turning, smiling histaunting smile, until he found himsdlf
facing Conan. There he stopped, his smile becoming grim.

"Y ou, barbar. Will you try afdl, or hasthat northern cold frozen al the guts out of you?"

Conan's face tightened. He became aware of Sularial's gaze on him. The arrogance of a prideful man
under the eyes of a beautiful woman spurred him. Unfastening his swordbelt, he handed it to Hordo. A
murmur rose among the nobles; wagers began to be made.

"Y ou've more courage than sense,”" the one-eyed man grumbled. "What gain you, an you defeat him,
except apowerful enemy?'

"Heismy enemy dready,” Conan replied, and added with alaugh, "One of them, at least.”

The Cimmerian pulled histunic over his head and, dropping it to the ground, approached the circle of
men. The nobles measured the breadth of his shoulders, and the odds changed. V egentius, sure that the
barbarian'slaughter had held some dur against him, waited with asnarl on hisface. The soldiers moved
back, widening the circle as Conan entered.

Abruptly Vegentius charged, arms outstretched to crush and destroy. Conan's massive fist dammed into
the side of hisheed, jarring himto ahat. Crouching dightly, the Cimmerian dug his other fist under the big
soldier'sribs, driving breath from him. Before V egentius could recover Conan saized him by throat and
belt, heaving him into the air, swinging the bulk of the man over hishead to send him crashing to his

back.

Awe grew in the eyes of the watching soldiers. Never had they seen V egentius taken from hisfeet
before. Among the nobles the odds changed again.

Conan waited, breathing easily, well balanced on his feet, while V egentius staggered up, shock writ clear
on hisface. Then rage washed shock away.

"Barbar bastard!" the big soldier howled. "I spit on your mother's unmarked gravel™ And he swung a
blow that would have felled any normal man.

But Conan's face was painted now with rage, too. Eyeslikeicy, windswept death, too full of fury to
alow thought of defense, he took the blow, and it rocked him to hishedls. Y et in that same ingtant hisfist



splintered teeth in Vegentius mouth. For long moments the two huge men stood toe to toe, giving and
absorbing blows which would have been enough to destroy an ordinary man.

Then Conan took a step forward. And Vegentius took a step back. Desperation came on the soldier's
face; on Conan's eyes wasthe cold glint of destruction. Back the Cimmerian forced the other. Back, fists
pounding relentlesdy, toward the arcade where an ever-growing crowd of nobles watched, dignity
forgotten asthey yeled excitedly. Then, with amighty blow, he sent the brawny man staggering.

Struggling to remain on hisfeet, Vegentius ssumbled back, nobles parting before him until he stopped at
last against thewdll in the shadows of the arcade. Straining, he pushed himsdf erect, tottered forward

and fell at the edge of the arcade. Oneleg moved asif some part of hisbrain sill fought to rise, and then
hewasdill.

Cheering soldiers surrounded Conan, unheeding of their fallen Commander. Smiling nobles, men and
women dike, rushed forward, trying to touch him diffidently, asthey might reach to stroke atiger.

Conan heard none of their praise. In that brief instant when V egentius had stood within the shadows of
the arcade, he had remembered where he had seen the man before. He pushed free of the adulation and
acclaim, gathering his tunic and returning to Hordo.

"Do you remember,” he asked the one-eyed man quietly, "what | told you of first seeing Taras, when |
fell through the roof into his secret meeting, and the big man who stood in the shadows?"

Hordo's eye darted to VVegentius, now being lifted by his soldiers. The nobles were drifting away. "Him?"
he said increduloudly.

Conan nodded, and the bearded man whistled sourly.
"Cimmerian, | say again that we should ride for Ophir, just as soon as we can assembl e the company.”

"No, Hordo." Conan's eyes gill held theicy grimness of the fight, and his face wore the look of awolf on
the hunt. "We have the enemy'strail, now. It'stimeto attack, not run."

"Mitral" Hordo breathed. "An you get mekilled with thisfoolishness, I'll haunt you. Attack?”

Before Conan could reply, adave girl appeared, bending knee to the Cimmerian. "1 am to bid you to
King Garianwith dl haste.”

The one-eyed man giffened.

"Beat ease," Conan told him. "Wasit my head the King sought, hed not send a pretty set of anklesto
fetchme" Thedavegirl suddenly eyed him with interest.

"| trust no one," Hordo grumbled, "until we find out who wants you dead. Or until we leave Nemediafar
behind."

"I'll tell you when it istimeto ride for the border," Conan laughed. "Lead on, girl." She darted away, and
the Cimmerian followed.

King Garian waited in aroom hung with wegpons and trophies of the chase, but his mind was not on the
hunt. Scrolls and sheets of parchment littered the many tables that dotted the room, and even the floor.



As Conan entered, Garian hurled ascroll across the room with asound of disgust. The bruise on his
cheek stood out againgt the angry flush of his countenance.

"Never ask to be aking, Conan," were hisfirst words.
Taken aback, Conan could only say. "And why not?"

Garian's bluff face was apicture of loathing as he swept his arms about to indicate dl of the scrollsand
parchments. "Think you these are the plans for some grand campaign? Some magnificent ceremony to
honor my father's name and memory? Think you so?"

Conan shook his head. More times than one hislife had been atered by the plans and strategies of one
king or another, but he had never been party to those plannings. He eyed a parchment, lying amost a his
feet. The sheet seemed covered with columns of numbers.

Garian stalked about the room lifting scrolls from tables, hurling them to the floor. "The city drains must
be cleared or, so the Physicians Guild claims, the miasmas will bring on aplague. It isrecommended the
ancient passages benegth the P ace be located and filled, to make the Palace more secure. Part of the
city wall must berebuilt. Thearmy's pay isin arrears. Grain to be bought. Always moregrain.” He
stopped, scowling at the spreading antlers of agreat stag onthewall. "1 took that in the wilderness on the
Brythunian border. How | wish | were back there now."

"Can your counsdlors not deal with those things?' Conan asked.

The King laughed bitterly. " So they could, wereit not for the gold. Gold, Conan. | am reduced to
grubbing for it like agreedy merchant.”

"The Treasury-"

"-iswdl nigh bare. Themore grain | must buy in Ophir and Aquilonia, the higher the price goes, and |
must try to replace an entire crop, with insane brigands burning those wagons that do not travel under
army escort and many that do. Already have | ordered some ornaments to be melted, but evenan | strip
the Palace bare it would be barely enough.”

"What will you do?" Conan asked. Always had heimagined the wedlth of kingsto belimitless. Thiswasa
new thing for him, that aking might have to worry about gold no lessthan he, if in grester amounts.

"Borrow," Garian replied. "A number of nobles and merchants have wedlth to rival my own. Let them
take ahand in preventing our nation from starving." He rooted among the parchments until he found one
folded and sedled with the Dragon Sedl of Nemedia "Y ou will carry thisto Lord Cantaro Albanus. Heis
among the richest men in Nemedia, and so will be among thefirst to be asked to contribute." Face
hardening, he handed the parchment to Conan and added, "Or be taxed if they will not lend."

The King motioned for Conan to go, but the big Cimmerian remained where he stood. It was addlicate
thing he was about to do, but he was not aman used to delicacy, and he felt an unaccustomed
awkwardness. Garian looked at him in obvious surprise that he did not leave.

"How well do you trust Vegentius?' Conan blurted findly.

"Wl enough to retain him as Commander of the Roya Bodyguard,” Garian replied. "Why ask such a
question?"



Conan took a deep breath and began the tale he had planned on hisway to thisroom. " Since coming
here | have thought that | had seen VVegentius before. Today | remembered. | saw himin ataverninthe
city in close converse with aman caled Taras, one who has been known to say that some other would
be better on the throne than you."

"A seriouscharge,” Garian said dowly. "V egentius has served me well, and my father before me for many
years. | cannot think he means me harm.”

"Y ou are theking, yet one lesson of kingship | know. A man who wears acrown must be ever wary of
others ambitions.”

Garian threw back his head and laughed. "'A good swordsman you may be, Conan, but you must leave
being king to me. | have somewhat more experience with wearing a crown than you. Now go. | would
have that message to Lord Albanus quickly."

Inclining his head, Conan left. He hoped that he had planted some seed of suspicion, yet thisfighting with
words pleased him not at al. To face an enemy with steel was hisway, and he hoped that it came soon.

Chapter XVI

When Conan reached the Palace gate, he found Hordo waiting with his horse. And twenty men, among
them Machaon and Narus. The Cimmerian looked at Hordo questioningly, and the one-eyed man
shrugged.

"l heard you wereto carry amessage to somelord," hetold Conan. "Mitral For al you know he could
be the other man at that meeting with Taras. Or the one who wants you dead. Or both."

"Y ou grow as suspicious as an old woman, Hordo," Conan said as he swung into the saddle.

Vegentius, battered but in full armor and red-crested helmet, appeared suddenly in the gate with
half-a-score Golden Leopards at his heels. When his eyesfell on Conan's mounted men, he stopped,
glaring. Abruptly he spun and, angrily pushing through the soldiers, sormed back into the Palace.

"Mayhap | am suspicious,” Hordo said quietly, "but at least 1've sense enough to remember that some of
your enemies have faces we know. Besides, you'll find the city changed in the last few days.”

As Conan led histwenty into the empty streets, the changes were evident. Here and there adog with ribs
protruding sniffed warily around a corner. Occasionally aman could be seen hurrying down aside stret,
asif pursued, though no one el se was about. Windows were shuttered and doors were barred; no shop
was open nor hawker's cry heard. A deathly silence hung palpablein the air.

"Soon after we rode to the Palace it began,” Hordo muttered. He looked around and hunched his
shoulders uneadily, asif riding among tombs. "First people abandoned the Streets to the toughs, the
beggars and thetrulls. The last two went quickly enough, with noneto give or buy, and the bravos had
the city to themsalves, terrorizing any who dared set foot out of doors. Y esterday, they disappeared too.”
Helooked at Conan significantly. "All in the space of aglass”

"Asif they had orders?'



The one-eyed man nodded. "Maybe Taras hired armed men after dl. Of asort.”

"But not for the purpose Ariane believed.” The big Cimmerian was sllent for atime, staring at the
seemingly deserted buildings. "What isthe news of her?' he asked findly.

Hordo had no need to ask who he meant. "She'swell. Twice I've been to the Thestis; the others ook at
me asthey'd look at aleper cometo their dinner. Kerin has taken up with Graecus."

Conan nodded without speaking, and they rode in silence to the gates of Albanus paace. There Conan
dismounted, pounding on the barred gate with hisfigt.

A flap no bigger than aman's hand opened in it, and a suspicious eye surveyed them. "What do you seek
here? Who areyou?'

"My nameis Conan. Open the gate, man. | bear amessage to your master from King Garian himsdlf."

There was amoment's whispered conversation on the other sde of the gate. Then cametherattle of a
bar being drawn, and the gate opened enough for one man to pass.

"You can enter," the voice from ingde called, "but not the others.”
"Conan," Hordo began.

The Cimmerian quieted him with agesture. "Rest easy, Hordo. | could not be safer inawoman'sarms.”
He dipped through the opening.

Asthe gate closed behind him with a solid thud, Conan faced four men with drawn swords; another
snugged the point of his blade under the Cimmerian'sribsfrom the side.

"Now, who are you?' ragped the swordsman who pricked Conan'stunic.

Wishing he had had sense enough to don his hauberk before leaving the Royal Palace, Conan turned his
head enough to make out a narrow free with wide-set eyes and anose with thetip gone. "I told you." He
reached benegath histunic, and froze as the sword point dug deeper. "'l want only to show you the
message. What trouble can | mean with asword in my ribs?'

To himsdf, he thought that clip-nose stood too close. The man should never have touched blade to tunic
unless he meant to thrust. One quick sweep of the arm would knock that sword aside, then clip-nose
could be hurled at hisfelow, and .... The big Cimmerian smiled, and the others shifted unessly,
wondering what he found to smile abouit.

"Let me seethismessage,” clip-nose demanded.
From benesath his tunic Conan produced the folded parchment. Clip-nose reached, but he moved it
beyond the man's grasp. "Y ou can see the sed from there," he said. "It's meant for Lord Albanus, not

you."

"Tisthe Dragon Sed, in truth,” clip-nose muttered. His sword |eft Conan's ribs with obvious rel uctance.
"Follow me, then, and do not stray."



Conan shook his head as they started up the stone walk toward the palace proper, a massive structure of
fluted columns, with agreat gilded dome that hurled back the sun. Suspicion on the guards part had been
warranted, given the state of the city, but the surliness should have faded when they learned hewas a
Roya Messenger. That it had not spokeill for Garian's plans. Often men absorbed the attitudes of their
magter without either man or master redlizing.

In the many-columned entry hall, clip-nose conferred, well out of Conan's hearing, with a gray-bearded
man whose tunic was emblazoned with Lord Albanus house-mark backed by a great key. Clip-nose | eft,
returning to his post at the gate, and the gray-bearded man approached Conan.

"l am Lord Albanus chamberlain,” he said, giving neither name nor courtesy. "Give me the message.”
"l will placeitin Lord Albanus hands," Conan replied flatly.

He had no redl reason not to giveit to the chamberlain, for such aone was his magter's agent in dl things,
yet hewasirked. A messenger from the King should have been given chilled wine and damp towelsto
take the dust of the street from him.

The chamberlain's face tightened, and for amoment Conan thought the man would argue. Instead he said
curdy, "Follow me," and led the Cimmerian up marble sairsto asmall room. "Wait here," he
commanded Conan, and |eft after casting an eye about asif cata oguing the room's contents againgt a
light-fingered visitor.

It was no mean room for dl its smalness. Tapestry-hung and marble-floored, its furnishingswereinlad
with mother-of-pearl and lapislazuli. An arch led onto abacony overlooking a garden fountain. But il
there were neither towels nor wine. It boded ill indeed for Garian, such insult to his messenger.
Muittering to himsdlf, Conan walked to the bal cony and looked down, Almost he cried out in surprise,
dightsforgotten for the moment. Stephano staggered drunkenly through the garden, haf supported by
two girlsit skimpy slks

The sculptor bent to dabble hisfingersin the fountain and near fell in "No water," he laughed at the girls,
asthey drew him back. "Want more wine, not water." Giggling together, they wound a shaky way from
the fountain and into the exotic shrubs.

Someone cleared histhroat behind Conan, and the Cimmerian spun.

A plump man of middling height stood there, one hand clutching hisill-fitting velvet tunic at the neck.
"Y ou have amessage for me?' he said.

"Lord Albanus?' Conan said.

The plump man nodded shortly and thrust out his hand. Slowly Conan gave him the sedled parchment.
The plump man's hand closed oniit like atrap. "Now go," he said. "I have the message. Go!"

Conan went.

The gray-bearded chamberlain was waiting immediately outside to conduct him to the door, and there
clip-nose waited with another man to escort him to the gate.

As he emerged, Hordo brought his horse forward, ardieved grin wresathing his scarred face. "Almost



was | ready to come over that wall after you."

"I had no trouble,” Conan said as he mounted. "1 carried the King's message, remember. When next you
see Ariane, tell her that Stephano is not dead, as she feared. He dwells within, sporting himsdlf with
sving girls”

"l mean to see her thisday," Hordo replied. He stared at the gate thoughtfully. "'Tis odd he sent no
message to hisfriendsthat heiswell."

"Not so odd as alord with broken nails and work-calloused hands," the Cimmerian said.
"A swordsman-"

"No, Hordo. | know work-wrought calluses when | see them. Still, 'tis none of our concern. Vegentiusis,
and this very night | mean to have private conversation with the good Commander.” Grimly he rode from
the gate, the others gdlloping in two columns behind.

Albanus thrust the plump man, now dressed in nought but afilthy breeehclout, to his knees, faceto the
marblefloor.

"Widl, Varius?' Albanus demanded of hischamberlain, his crud face dark with impatience. He snatched
the parchment, crumpled it in hisfist. "Did he seem suspicious? Did he accept thisdog asme?’ He
prodded the knedling man with hisfoot. "Did he think you alord, dog? Whet did he say?"

"Hedid, magter." The plump man's voice wasfearful, and he did not lift hisface from thefloor. "He
asked only if | was Lord Albanus, then gave me the parchment and left.”

Albanus growled. The gods toyed with him, to send this man whose death he sought benegath his very
roof, where he could not touch the barbarian, lest suspicion be drawn straight to him, and where he must
hide to escape recognition. Beneeth his own roof! And on this, thefirst day of histriumph. Hiseyefell on
the knedling man, who trembled.

"Could you not have found someone more presentabl e to represent me, Varius? That even abarbarian
should take thisdug for me offends me."

"Forgive me, my lord," the chamberlain said, bowing even more deeply in gpology. "There waslittle time,
and aneed to find one who would fit the tunic.

Albanus mouth curled. "Burn that tunic. I'll not wear it again. And send this thing back to the kitchens.
Thesght of it disgustsme.”

Varius made adight gesture; the knedling man scurried from the room, hardly rising higher than acrouch.
"Will that bedl, my lord?"

"No. Find that drunken idiot Stephano, and hasten him to the workroom. But sober him first."

Albanus waved Varius from the room, and turned to the message from Garian. Curious asto what it
could be, he split the sedl.

Our Dear Lord Cantaro Albanus,



All honor to you. We summon you before the Dragon Throne that you may advise Us on matters near
Our heart. As one who loves Us, and Nemedia, well, We know you will make haste.

GARIAN NEMEDIA PRIMUS

A ferd gleam it Albanus black eyes as he wadded the parchment in clawed hands. "1 will cometo you
soon enough,” hewhispered. "My love will show with chains and hot ironstill on your knees you will
acknowledge meKing. Albanus, First in Nemedia. Y ou will beg for death at my hand.”

Tossing the crumpled sheet aside, he strode to the workroom. The four guards before the door stiffened
respectfully, but he swept past them without notice.

On the stone circle in the center of the room stood the clay figure of Garian, complete at last. Or dmogt,
he thought, smiling. Perfect in every detall, just dightly larger than the living man-Stephano had made
some quibble about that, saying it should be either exactly life Size or of heroic proportions-it seemed to
be striding forward, mouth open to utter some pronouncement. And it contained more of Garian than
amply hislooks. Arduoudy worked into that clay with complicated thaumaturgica rituals were Garian's
hair and parings from hisfingernals, his sweet, hisblood, and his seed. All had been obtained by Sularia
at the dark lord's command.

A huge kiln stood a short distance behind the stone platform, and a complicated series of wooden dides
and levers designed to move the figure linked platform and kiln. Neither kiln nor dideswere ever to be
used, however. Albanus had alowed Stephano to construct them in order to alay the sculptor's
suspicions before they arose.

Climbing onto the platform, Albanus began pushing the wooden apparatus off onto the floor.
Unaccustomed as he was to even the smallest |abor, yet he must needs do this. Stephano would have
had to be chivied to it, his questions turned aside with carefully constructed lies, and Albanus had long
sncetired of dlowing the sculptor to believe that his questions were worth answering, his vanitiesworth
dignifying. Better to do thework himself.

Tossing the last lever from the platform, Albanus jumped to the door, one hand out to steady himself
againg the kiln. With an oath he jerked it back from the kiln's rough surface. It was hot.

The door opened, and Stephano tottered in, green of face but much less under the sway of drink than he
had been. "I want them all flogged,” he muttered, scrubbing a hand across his mouth. Do you know what
your davesdid to me, with Varius giving the orders? They-"

"Fool!" Albanusthundered. "Y ou fired the kiln! Have | not commanded you to do nothing here without
my leave?'

"Thefigureisready," Stephano protested. "It must be put in the kiln today, or it will crack rather than
harden. Last night I-"

"Did you not hear my command that you were never to handlefire within thisroom? Think you | light
these lamps with my own handsfor thejoy of doing adave'swork?'

"If the dilsin that clay are so flammable," the sculptor muttered sullenly, "how can it stand being placed-"

"Besdlent." The wordswere asoft hiss. Albanus obsdian gaze clove Stephano's tongue to the roof of his
mouth and rooted him to the spot itsif it were aspike driven through him.



Disdainfully Albanusturned hisback. Deftly he set out three smdll vids, astrip of parchment and aquill
pen. Opening thefirg vid-it held asmal quantity of Garian's blood, with the admixture of tincturesto
keep it liquid-he dipped the pen and neatly wrote the King's name across the parchment. A sprinkling of
powder from the second vid, and instantly the blood blackened and dried. Thelast container held
Albanus own blood, drawn only that morning. With that he wrote his own namein larger script,
overlaying that of Garian. Again the powder dried the blood.

Next, murmuring incantations, Albanus folded the parchment strip in a precise pattern. Then he returned
to the platform and placed the parchment into the open mouth of the clay figure.

Stephano, leaning now againgt the wall, giggled inandly. "1 wondered why you wanted the mouth like
that." At alook from Albanus he swallowed heavily and bit histongue.

Producing chalks smuggled from Stygia, land of sorcerersfar to the south, Albanus scribed an incomplete
pentagram around the feet of the figure, star within pentagon within circle. Foul black candleswent on the
points where each broken shape touched the other two. Then, quickly, each candle waslit, the
pentagram completed. He stepped back, arms spread wide, uttering the words of conjuring.

"Elonal merotb sancti, Urd'vassteoheem.... "

Thewords of power rolled from histongue, and the air seemed to thicken in silver shimmers. The flames
of the unholy candles flared, sparking a seed of fear in the dark lord's mind. The flames. It could not
happen again aslast time. It could not. He banished the fear by main force. There could be no fear now,

only power.

" ... ardlain Sam'di com'id mort'rass.... "

The flames grew, but as they grew the room dimmed, asif they took light rather than gaveit. Higher they
flared, driven by the force of the dark lord's chant, overtowering the clay figure. Slowly, as though bent
by someimpossible and unfelt wind, the silent flames bent inward until the points of fire met above. From
that meeting abolt, as of lightning, struck down to the head of the statue, bathing it in glow unending,
surrounding it in ahaoed fire of the purest white that sucked dl heat from the air.

Frost misting his breath, Albanusforced hisvoiceto aroar. "By the Unholy Powers of Three, | conjure
thee! By blood and sweat and seed vilified and attainted, | conjure thee! Arise, walk and obey, for |,
Albanus, conjure thee!"

Asthe lagt syllableleft his mouth the flames were gone, leaving no trace of the candles behind. Thefigure
stood, but now it was dried and cracked.

Albanus rubbed his hands together, and put them beneath hisarmsfor warmth. If only it had al gone
correctly thistime. He glanced at Stephano, shivering againgt awall that glinted from the myriad ice
dropletsthat had coalesced from the air. Terror made the sculptor's eyes bulge. There was no point in
delaying further. The hawk-faced man drew a deep breath.

"I command you, Garian, awake!" A piece of clay dropped from one arm to shatter on the stone.
Albanusfrowned. "Garian, | command you awake!"

The entire figure trembled; then crumbling, powdering clay was sailling to the platform. And what the
figure had moulded, stood there, bresthing and dive. A perfect duplicate of Garian, without blemish or



fault. The smulacrum brushed dust from its shoulder, then stopped, eyeing Albanus quizzically.

"Who areyou?' it said.

"I am Albanus," the dark lord replied. "Know you who you are?"

"Of course. | am Garian, King of Nemedia."

Albanus smilewas purest evil. "To your knees, Garian," he said softly. Unperturbed, the replicasank to
itsknees. Despite himsdlf Albanus laughed, and the commands poured out for the sheer joy of seeing the
image of the King obey. "Faceto thefloor! Grovel! Now up! Runin place! Faster! Faster!” The
duplicate King ran. And ran.

Tearsrolled down Albanus cheeks, but hislaughter faded as his eye lit on Stephano. Slowly the scul ptor
pushed himsdlf erect from his crouch. Uncertainty and fear chased each other across hisface.

"Bedill, Garian," Albanus commanded, not loosing Stephano's gaze from his own. The smulacrum
ceased running and stood quietly, breathing easily.

Stephano swallowed hard. "My... my work isdone. I'll go now." He turned toward the door, flinching to
ahdt at thewhipcrack of Albanus voice.

"Y our gold, Stephano. Surdly you're not forgotten that." From beneath his tunic Albanus produced a
short, thick cylinder, tightly wrapped in lesther. He hefted it on his palm. "Fifty gold marks."

Cupidity warred with fear on Stephano's countenance. Helicked hislips hesitantly. "The sum mentioned
was athousand.”

"l am unclothed,” the smulacrum said suddenly.

"Of course,” Albanus said, seeming to answer them both.

From the floor he picked up alength of filthy rag that Stephano had used while sculpting, and with it
carefully scrubbed away part of the pentagram. Many things, he knew, could happen to one attempting
to enter aclosed pentagram charged with magicks, and each was more horrible that the last. Stepping up
onto the platform, he handed the rag to the smulacrum, which wrapped the cloth about itswaist.
"Thisisbut afirst payment, Stephano,” Albanuswent on. "The rest will cometo you later.” Hethrugt the
leatherwrapped cylinder into the smulacrum's hand. "Give thisto Stephano.” Leaning closer, he added
whispered words.

Stephano shifted uneadily astheimage of the King stepped down from the platform.

"So many times," Albanus murmured, "have | been forced to endure the babble that spills from your
mouth."

The scul ptor's eyes narrowed, darting from Albanus to the approaching figure, and he broke for the
door.

With inhuman speed the smulacrum hurled itsdf forward. Before Stephano had goneasingle step it was
on him, ahand with the strength of stone saizing histhroat. A scream tore from him as obdurate fingers



dug into the muscles on either side of hisjaw, forcing his mouth open. Futilely Stephano clawed &t the
hand that held him; hisfingers might aswell have scraped a hardened leather. With that sngle hand, asif
the sculptor were but a child, the replicaforced him to his knees. Too late Stephano saw the cylinder
descending toward his mouth, and understood Albanus words. Desperately he clutched the approaching
wrigt, but he could as easily have dowed a catapult's arm. Remorsdless, the construct forced the gold
deeper, and yet deeper, into the sculptor's mouith.

Choking rasps came from Stephano's throat as the smulacrum of Garian dropped him. Eyes staring from
his heed, face empurpling, the sculptor clawed helplesdy at histhroat. His back arched in his strugglestill
naught but head and drumming hedls touched the floor.

Albanus watched the death throes dispassionately, and when the last twitching foot had tilled, he said
softly, "Nine hundred fifty more will go with you to your unmarked grave. What | promisg, | give." His
shoulders shook with silent mirth. When the spasm had passed, he turned briskly to the likeness of
Garian, till ganding impassively over the body. "Asfor you, thereismuch to learn and little time.
Tonight...."

Chapter XVII

Ariane sat despondently, staring a nothing. Around her the common room of the Thestis murmured with
intrigue. No musicians played, and men and women whispered as they huddled together over their tables.
Reaching adecision, Ariane got to her feet and made her way through the tablesto Graecus.

"I must talk to you, Graecus,”" she said quietly. That desthly silence had contaminated her aso.

"Later," the stocky sculptor muttered without looking &t her. To the others at histablehewent onina
low, ingstent voice. "1 tell you, it mattersnot if Tarasis dead. | know where the wegpons are stored. In
haf aday I-"

Arianefelt some of her old firerekindle. "Graecud!" In that room of whispers the sharp word sounded
like ashout. Everyone at the table stared at her. "Hasit not occurred to you," she continued, "that
perhaps we are being betrayed?'

"Conan," Graecus began, but she cut him off.
"Not Conan.”

"Hekilled Taras," aplump, pae-skinned brunette said. "'Y ou saw that yoursdlf. And he'staken Garian's
coin openly, now."

"Yes, Gdlig" Ariane said patiently. "But if Conan had betrayed us, would not the Golden L eopards
arrest us?' Silent stares answered her. "He has not betrayed us. Mayhap he spoke the truth about Taras.
Perhaps there are no armed men waiting for usto lead the peopleinto the streets. Perhaps well find we
are no more than astalking horse for some other's plan.”

"By Erlik's Throne," Graecus grumbled, "you speak rubbish, Ariane.”

"Perhaps | do," she sighed wesrily, "but at least discussit with me. Resolve my doubits, if you can. Do
you truly have noneat dl?'



"Take your doubts back to your corner,” Graecustold her. "While you st doubting, wewill pull Garian
from histhrone.”

Gdliasniffed loudly. "What can you expect from one who spends so much time with that one-eyed
ruffian?'

"Thank you, Gdlia" Ariane said. She amiled for the first time since entering the room where Conan stood
above Taras body, and |eft the table to get her cloak. Graecus and the others stared at her asif shewere
mad.

Hordo was the answer to her problem, she redized. Not as oneto talk to, of course. An she mentioned
her doubts to him, he would gruffly tell her that Conan betrayed no one. Then he would pinch her bottom
and try to inveigle hisway into her bed. He had done dl of those things aready. But he had visited her
earlier that afternoon, and had told her that Stephano lived, and was at the palace of Lord Albanus. The
sculptor had had agood mind and afacile tongue before hisjeaousy of Conan soured him. Either he
would dispel her doubts, convincing her of the big Cimmerian's guilt, or, convinced himsdlf he would
return with her to the Thestis to help her convince the rest. She wrapped her cloak about her and hurried
into the Street.

When she reached the Street of Regrets she began to rue her decision to leave the Thestis. That street,
adwaysaive with flash and tawdry glitter, lay bareto thewind that rolled pitiful remnants acrossthe
paving stones. A juggler's particolored cap. A silken scarf, soiled and torn. In the distance a dog howled,
the sound echoing down other empty streets. Shivering, though not from the wind, Ariane quickened her
pace.

By thetime shereached Albanus paace, she was running, though nothing pursued her but emptiness.
Panting, shefdl againgt the gate, her smdl fist pounding on theiron-bound planks. "Let mein!™

A suspicious eye regarded her through asmall opening in the gate, swiveling both waysto seeif shewas
accompanied.

"Mitras mercy, let mein!"

The barsrattled aside, and the guard opened a crack barely wide enough for her to dip through.

Before she had taken afull step ingde an arm seized her about the waist, swinging her into the air with
crude laughter. She gasped as a hand squeezed her buttock roughly, and she looked down into a narrow
face. The nose had the tip gone.

"A finebit," helaughed. "Enough to keep usdl warm, eveninthiswind." His haf-score companions
added their jocularity to his.

The mirth drained from hisface as he felt the point of her short dagger prick him under the ear. "1 amthe
Lady Ariane Pandarian," she hissed coldly. Mitra, how long had it been since she had used that name?
"An Lord Albanus leaves anything of you, I've no doubt my father will tend to the rest.”

His hands | eft her as though scalded; her feet thumped to the ground. ™Y our pardon, my lady," he
stammered. The rest stared with mouths open. "All honor to you. | did not mean...."

"1 will find my own way," she announced haughtily, and swept away while he was il attempting to fit



together an gpology.

Arrogance, she decided as she made her way up the flagstone walk, was her only hope, arriving at a
lord's palace without servants or guards. When one of the great carven doors was opened by a
gray-bearded man with chamberlain's seal on histunic, her large hazel eyeswere adamantine,

"l am the Lady Ariane Pandarian,”" she announced. " Show meto the sculptor, Stephano Mdlliarus.”

Hisjaw dropped, and he peered vaguely past her down the walls asif seeking her retinue. "Forgive me...
my lady... but I... know no man named Stephano.”

Brusquely she pushed by him into the columned entry-hdl. " Show meto Lord Albanus,” she
commanded. Insde she quivered. Suppose Conan had been mistaken. What if Stephano were not there?
Y et the thought of returning to those barren streets spurred her on.

The chamberlain's mouth worked, beard waggling, then he said faintly, "Follow me, please," adding, "my
lady," asan afterthought.

Theroom inwhich heleft her, while going "to inform Lord Albanus’ of her presence, was spacious. The
tapestries were brightly colored; flickering golden lamps cast a cheery glow after the gloom of the streets.
But the pleasant surroundings did naught to stem her growing apprehension. What if she was seeking one
who was not there, making afool of herself before thislord who was a stranger to her? Bit by bit, her
facade of arrogance melted. When Lord Albanus entered, the last vestiges of it were swept away by his
dern gaze.

"Y ou seek aman caled Stephano,” the hard-faced man said without preamble. "Why do you think heis
here?'

She found hersdf wanting to wring her hands and instead clutched them tightly in her cloak, but she could
not stop the torrent of words and worries. "I must talk to him. No one elsewill talk with me, and Tarasis
dead, and Conan sayswe are being betrayed, and...." She managed a deep, shuddering breath. "Forgive
me, Lord Albanus. If Stephano isnot here, | will go."

Albanus dark eyes had widened as she spoke. Now, he fumbled in apouch at hisbelt, saying, "Wait.
Have you ever seenthelike of this?!

Hisfingers brought out a gemstone of amost fiery white; he muttered words she could not hear ashe
thrusgt it at her.

Despite hersdlf, her eyes were drawn to the gem asiron to lodestone. Suddenly a pale beam sprang from
the stone, bathing her face. Her breath came out in agrunt, asif she had been struck. Panic filled her. She
must run. But all she could do was tremble, dancing helplessin that one spot as whiteness blotted out dll
her vison. Run, she screamed in the depths of her mind. Why, came the question. Panic dissolved. Will
dissolved. The beam winked out, and she stood, breathing camly, looking into the pale stone, now more
fiery seeming than before.

"Tisdone," she heard Albanus murmur, "but how well?' In alouder voice he said, "Remove your
garments, girl."

Sometiny corner of her being brought aflush to her cheek, but to the rest it seemed areasonable
command. Swiftly she dropped her cloak, undid the brooches that held her robes. They fell inawelter



about her feet, and she stood, hands curled delicately on her rounded thighs, one knee dightly bent,
waiting.

Albanus eyed her curved nudity and smiled mirthlesdy. "If you obey that command so readily, you'll tell
thetruth an you diefor it. Taras, girl. Ishein truth dead? How did he die?’

"Conandew him," shereplied camly.
"Erlik take that accursed barbar!” the dark lord snarled. "No wonder Vegentius could not find Taras.
And how am | to send orders...." His scowl lessened; he peered at her thoughtfully. "Y ou are one of

those foolish children who prate of rebellion at the Sign of Thestis, aren't you?”

Her answer was hesitant. "'l am." Hiswords seemed in someway wrong, yet theirritation wasdimly felt
and digtant.

Albanus fingers gripped her chin, lifting her head, and though they dug painfully into her cheeks she knew
no urgeto resist. Her large eyes met his obsidian gaze openly.

"When | wish the streetsto fill with howling mobs," he said softly, "you will carry my wordsto the
Thestis, saying exactly what | command and no more.”

"I will," she said. Like the bite of agnat, something caled her to struggle, then faded.

He nodded. "Good. This Conan, now. What did he say to you of betraya ?'

"That Taras hired no armed men to aid us. That another used usfor his own purposes.”

"Did he namethis other?" Albanus asked sharply.

She shook her head, fedling tired of talking, wanting to deep.

"No matter," Albanus muttered. "l underestimated the barbar. He becomes more dangerous with every
turn of the glass. Variusl A messenger to go to Commander Vegentius! Quickly, if you vaue your hide!
Stand up graight, girl."

Ariane straightened obediently, and watched Albanus scribble amessage on parchment. She wished only

to deep, but knew she could not until her master permitted. She accepted hiswill completely now; even
thetiny pinpricks of resistance fled.

Chapter XVI11

Asthe deep tone of abronze gong sounded the first turn of the glass past full sundown, Conan uncoiled
smoothly from his bed in the darkness of hisroom. Already he was prepared for his night's venture, in
bare feet and tunic with adagger at his belt. Sword and armor would hamper where he went.

On silent feet he moved to the window, climbed onto the stone lip, and twisted with catlike grace to find
placesfor hisfingers above. It was not anatural thing for men to look up, even when searching.
Therefore the best way to go unobserved wasto travel high. Scudding purple clouds crossed a gibbous
moon, casting shadows that walked and danced. Conan became one with the shadows.



Even in that smooth-dressed stone, crevices and chinks were to be found by knowledgeable fingers and
toes. Stone cornices and the rims of friezes made a pathway for him to the roof. With swift care he
crossed itstiles, dropping on the far sde to arampart walk that bore no sentry, herein the heart of the
Pdace. Through an embrasure between man-high merlons he lowered himself to the roof of a colonnade
three stories above the flagstoned courtyard below.

Within the Palace behind him an darm bell abruptly began to toll, and he froze there in the shifting
shadows. Shouts carried to him, though he could make out no word. He frowned. To such an darm
Vegentius would surdly be summoned. And yet the hue and cry was not generd, for no sudden lightsor
tramp of marching men disturbed the outer part of the Palace. Eventudly it would subside, and VVegentius
would of acertainty return to his quarters. A lupine smile split the Cimmerian's face. He would return to
find onewaiting to ask questions, and demand answers.

Swiftly Conan hurried on, running aong the roof, scaling another wall at its end with ease, then along the
length of it uncaring of the dark below him, or the stones that waited if foot should dip or grip fail.
Halting, helay flat, swiveled hislegs and hips over the edge, and climbed down the short distance to the
window of Vegentius deeping chamber.

Dagger diding from its sheeth, the big Cimmerian entered the room like silent death. Some few brass
lampswerelit, cagting dim illumination there and in the outer chamber, yet both were empty, as he had
feared. Grimly he settled himsdlf by the door of theinner room to wait.

Long wasthat vigil, yet he kept it with the Sllent, unmoving patience of ahunting beast. Even when he
heard the door of the outer chamber open, only his hand on the dagger moved, firming its grip. But the
tread was of asingle man. Conan flattened himself againgt the wall by the door as the footsteps came
closer.

A tdl shape entered the room, golden-cloaked and wearing the redcrested helmet of the Golden
Leopards commander. Conan's empty fist struck againgt the back of the man's neck, and with agroan
the other fdll, rolling onto his back. The Cimmerian stared in amazement. It was not Vegentius.

And then ahowling horde in golden cloaks poured through the outer chamber to fall on him. Roaring,
Conan fought. His dagger found athroat, and was torn from his grasp asthe dying man fell. Teeth
splintered and jaws broke benegth his hammer blows. One man he neetly hurled screaming through the
window by which he had entered. Y et by sheer weight of numbers did they force him down. He found
himsdlf on his back, three men holding each arm and leg, though many of them spat blood. Writhing, he
srained every thew, but he could only shift them, not gain freedom.

Vegentius, helmetless and wearing alook of great satisfaction, appeared in the doorway. ™Y ou can see
that | wasright," he said to someone il in the other chamber. "He intended to day mefirgt, sothat if
your death were discovered before he could flee, my absence in command might aid his escape.”

Wrapped tightly in acloak, his bruise stlanding out against the paleness of his cheeks, Garian stepped into
the room. He stood gazing down at Conan in horrified wonder. "Even when | heard the others| could
hardly believe," he whispered. A shudder went through him. "A score of times has he had me &t the point
of hisblade."

"But then he would have surely been known as your assassin,” Vegentius said smoothly.

"Liar! Conan spat a the massive soldier. "1 came hereto force you to admit your own foul treachery.”



Vegentius face darkened, and he put a hand to his sword, but Garian stopped him with agesture. The
King moved closer to address the Cimmerian.

"Hear me, Conan. Before dusk began to fal thisday, Vegentius arrested those who conspired with you.
A man called Graecus. A woman, Gallia. Some three or four others. Do you deny knowing them, or that
they plotted againgt my throne?*

Conan's brain roiled. Was Ariane among those taken? Y et to ask, naming her, wasto give her into their
handsif they did not have her. "Foolish youths," he said. "They talk, and will talk till they are gray and
toothless, harming no one. Y et there are those who would use them." He cut off with agrunt as
Vegentius boot caught him under theribs.

Garian waved the soldier back and spoke on. "V egentius put these you call harmlessto the question, and
within two turns of the glass he had broken them. He brought them before me, those who could till
speak, and from their mouths | heard them admit they plotted my murder, and that you are he who was
towied the blade.

"I am no murderer!" Conan protested, but Garian continued asif he had not spoken.

"The darm was given; you were sought. And found lying in wait, dagger in hand. Y our actions convict
you."

"Hishead will adorn apike before dawn,” Vegentius said.

"No," Garian said softly. "I trusted thisman." He wiped his hands on the edge of hiscloak, asif ritudly.
Hiseyeswere cold on Conan'sface. "Long hasit been since the ancient pendty for plotting to day he
who wears the Dragon Crown was last invoked. Let it be invoked now" Drawing his cloak about him, he
turned his face from the Cimmerian and strode from the chamber.

Vegentius stared after him, then down at Conan. Abruptly he laughed, throwing back his head. "The
ancient penalty, barbar. Fitting. To the dungeonswith him!"

One of those holding Conan shifted. The Cimmerian saw a descending sword hilt, then saw no more.

Chapter X1X

Albanus smiled to himsdlf as his sedan chair was borne through the night, up the winding streets that led
through the Temple Didtrict to the Roya Palace. So close now, he was, to hisinevitable triumph. He
savored each step the bearerstook, carrying him nearer hisgod.

Ahead two torchbearers strode, and twenty guards surrounded him, though the streets were as empty as
atomb milleniaold. Those truly important to him marched on either side of his chair, heavily cloaked and
hooded, the woman and the man-shape. So close.

Asthe procession approached the gate of the Paace, Albanus uttered acommand. His sedan chair was
lowered to the ground. Even as the hawkfaced man climbed out, V egentius crossed the drawbridge.
Albanuslooked at the guards and raised an inquiring brow.



"Asplanned,” the soldier said quietly. "All men standing guard this night areloya to me. My best.”
"Good," Albanus said. "And Conan?'

"In the dungeons. Garian shouted so about invoking the ancient pendty that | could not kill him out of
hand. The darm had wakened others by then." His red-crested helmet bobbed as he spat disgustedly.

"But he can go to the same unmarked grave as Garian.”

The hawk-faced lord laughed softly. "No, Vegentius. | find the ancient ways afitting end for this
barbarian."

"Better to kill him straight out,” Vegentius grumbled, but pursued it no further. Stooping, he attempted to
look under the hood of the man-shape behind Albanus. "Does he truly look like-"

"Let usgo," Albanus said, and strode forward, Ariane and the smulacrum at his hedls. Vegentius could
do naught but follow.

Thedark lord hurried over the drawbridge exultantly, and into the Palace. Often had hisfeet trod these
halls, yet now it wastread of possessor, of conqueror. When a shadow moved and resolved into Sularia,
he stared a her with imperiousfury.

"Why are you here, woman? | commanded you to remain in your apartments until | sent for you.”

Her gaze met hiswithout flinching, and even in the dim light the eager glow of her eyeswas apparent. "'l
want to seehim fdl beforeyou.”

Albanus nodded dowly. Therewould be pleasurein that. "But make no sound,” he warned. Shoulders
back and head high, asaking in hisown paace, he moved on.

Before the door to Garian's chambers four guards stood, stiffening at the party's approach.
V egentius stepped forward. "He degps?’ One of the four nodded. "Who el seiswithin?'
He who had nodded spoke. "Only the serving girl, to bring him wine if he wakes."

"Say her," Albanus said, and Vegentius started.

"Y ou said you could make her remember nothing, Albanus. Questions may be asked if the girl
disappears.”

"The method can only be used on one person at atime,” Albanus replied, fingers absently stroking the
pouch that held the white gem. "Say her."

V egentius nodded to the guard who had spoken. The man dipped inside, returning in momentswith a
bloody blade to resume his post.

Albanus|ed the othersin, sparing not a glance for the crumpled form of awoman lying across an
overturned stool. The second room, Garian's degping chamber itsdf, was dim, the lamp wicks trimmed
low. Garian lay on his bed amid rumpled blankets.

"Turn up the lamps, Sularia,” Albanus commanded quietly. Not taking her eyes from the man in the bed,



the blonde hastened to obey. To the two hooded figures, the lord said, "Remove your cloaks."
V egentius gagped as the smulacrum obeyed. "'Tis Garian's very image!™

Sulariaturned from a golden lamp, but her exclamation at the sight of the King's double was cut short, as,
with narrowing eyes, her gaze caught Ariane. "Who is she?" the blonde demanded.

Arianelooked straight ahead, unmoving, until another command was given. The Smulacrum peered about
him curioudly.

On the bed, Garian suddenly sat bolt upright. Growing more amazed by the instant, his eye jumped from
Albanusto Sulariato Vegentius. "What," he began, but the words died. Mouth open, he stared at the
duplicate of himsdf. Unperturbed, the smulacrum gazed back inquigtively.

Albanusfdt likelaughing. "Garian," he said mockingly, "thisishewho will sit on the Dragon Throne for
the last days of your line. For your usurping lineage now ends."

"Guardd" Garian shouted. From benesath his pillows a dagger appeared in hishand, and he legped from
the bed. "Guardd!"

"Takehim," Albanus ordered the smulacrum, "as| told you." Growing more amazed by theingtant, his
eyejumped from Albanusto Sulariato Vegentius.

The duplicate moved forward, and Garian's dagger struck with afighter's speed. To be caught easily by
an inhumanly powerful grip on Garian'swrist. Astonishment was replaced on hisface by pain asthose
fingerstightened. The dagger fell from nervelessforgers.

Before that blade clattered on the floor, the smulacrum's other hand seized the true King by the throat,
lifting him until histoes kicked frantically above a handspan of air. No sign of strain was on the congtruct's
face asit watched that other like its own turn dowly purple. Garian's struggles weakened, then ceased.
Casudly the replica opened its hand and let the limp body fall.

Albanus hastened to bend over the King. Savage bruises empurpled his neck, and another darkened his
cheek, though Albanus did not remember seeing the smulacrum strike. But the broad chest rose and fdll,
if faintly. Garian yet lived.

Vegentius, who had stood staring, sword haf drawn, since the instant the duplicate moved, now dammed
his blade homein its scabbard and cleared histhroat. His eyes never |eft the smulacrum. " Should you not
let him, it, kill him now?"

"l am King Garian," the creature said to Vegentius. The soldier muttered an oath.

"Besdlent,"” Albanus commanded, straightening. "This" he prodded Garian's form with hisfoot, "will
acknowledge my right to the throne before | let him die.”

"But the danger," Vegentius protested. "He wasto die now."

"Enough!™ Albanus snapped. "Ddiver him in chainsto the dungeon benesth my palace. I'll hear no more
onit."

V egentius nodded reluctantly, and turned to go.



"And, Vegentius," the crud-faced man added, "see that those who do thistask are disposed of after.
Fewer tongues to waggle loosdly.”

Thebig soldier stood rigidly in the door, then left without speaking. But he would do it, Albanus knew,
even to his beloved Golden Leopards.

"Who isthiswoman?' Sularia.asked again.

Albanuslooked at her in amusement, wondering if there were room for two thoughts at oncein that
pretty head. All that had happened before her eyes, and it was Ariane that concerned her.

"Do not worry," hetold her. "In the morning you will be proclamed Lady Sularia. This," he touched
Ariangs expressonlessface, "is naught but atool to build a path to the Dragon Throne. And tools are
made to be discarded once used.”

His gaze swung to Sularia, areassuring smile on hisface. Toals, he repeated to himsdlf, are made to be
discarded once used.

Chapter XX

Conan awakened hanging spreadeagled in chainsin the center of adungeon. At least, he assumed it was
the center. Two tal tripod lamps cast ayelow pool of light around him, but he could see nowalsin any
direction. The chainsthat held hiswrists disgppeared into the gloom above. Those holding hisankles
were fastened to massive ringbolts set in the rough stone blocks of the floor. His tunic was gone, he wore
naught but a breechclout.

Without red hope of escape he tensed every muscle, straining until swesat popped out on hisforehead,
beaded his shoulders and rolled down his broad chest. There was not dightest givein the chains. Nor in
himsdlf. He had been stretched to the point of joints cracking.

Cloth rustled in the darkness, and he heard aman's voice.
"Heisawake, my lady." Therewasapause. "Very good, my lady."

Two men moved into the light, burly, shaven headed and bare chested. One bore aburn across his
hairless chest asif some victim had managed to put hand to the hot iron intended for hisown pain. The
other was as heavily pelted as an gpe from the shoulders down, and wore a smile on hisincongruoudy
pleasant round face. Each man carried a coiled whip.

Asthey wordlesdy took positionsto either side of the Cimmerian, he strained his eyesto penetrate the
darkness. Who wasthis 'lady'? Who?

Thefirst whip hissed through the air to crack against his chest. Asit was drawn back the other struck his
thigh. Then the first was back, wrapping around an ankle. There was no pattern to the blows, no way to
anticipate where the next would land, no way to sted the soul againgt pain like lines of acid egting into the
flesh.

The muscles of Conan's jaws were knots with the effort of not yelling. He would not even open his mouth



to suck in the lungfuls of air his great body demanded in its agony. To open his mouth would be to make
some noise, however dight, and from there it would be but a step to ayell, another to ascream. The
woman watching from the darkness wanted him to scream. He would make no sound.

The two men continued until Conan hung as limply as the chainswould dlow, head down on hismassive
chest. Sweat turned to fire the welts that covered him from ankles to shoulders. Here and there blood
oozed.

From the darkness he heard the clink of coins, and the same man'svoice. "Very generous, my lady. Well
be just outsde, an you need us" Then slence until hinges squeded rudtily, sopping with the crash of a
stout door closing.

Conan lifted his head.
Sowly awoman walked into the circle of light and stood weatching him. Thewoman velled in gray.

"You!" herasped. "Are you the one who has been trying to kill me, then? Or are you the one who uses
thosefools at the Thedtis, the one who put me here with lies?'

"I did try to have you killed," she said softly. Conan's eyes narrowed. That voice was so familiar. But
whose?"| should have known there were no men in Nemedia capable of daying you. Where you hang,
though, isyour own doing, though | joy to seeit. | joy, Conan of Cimmeria."

"Who areyou?' he demanded.

Her hand went to her face, pushed back the vells. No disease-ravaged skin was reveded, but creamy
ivory beauty. Tilted emerald eyes regarded him above high cheekbones. An auburn mane framed her
face in soft waves.

"Karela," he breathed. Almost he wondered if he saw avision from pain. The Red Hawk, fierce bandit of
the plain of Zamora and the Turanian steppes, in Belverus, masquerading as awoman of the nobility. It
seemed impossible.

That beautiful face wasimpassive as she gazed at him, her voicetightly controlled. "Never again did |
think to see you, Cimmerian. When | saw you that day in the Market Didrict | thought | would die on the

Spot.”

"And did you see Hordo?" he asked. ™Y ou must know heis here, ill hoping to find you." He managed a
wry smile. "Working with the smugglers you now command.”

"So you have learned that much,” she said wonderingly "None but afool ever accounted you stupid.
Hordo surprised me dmost as much asyou did, turning up in Khorshemish while | wasthere. Still, |
would not let him know who | am. He was the most faithful of my hounds, yet otherswere faithful, too,
and even so remembered the gold on my head in Zamoraand Turan. Think you | wear these veilsfor the
pleasure of hiding?"

"It hasbeen along time, Karela," Conan said. "'Tislikely they've forgotten by now."

Her cam facade cracked. "The Red Hawk will never be forgotten!" Emerald eyesflaring, she faced him
with fists on hips and feet gpart. Almost he could see the jewe ed tulwar at her hip asit had been.



"Now that you're no longer being the Lady Tiana," he said grimly, "why in Zandru's Nine Hells do you
want me dead?’

"Why?" she screeched in furious astonishment. "Have you forgot o soon leaving me naked and chained,
on my way to be sold to whatever man bid highest?!

"There was the matter of the oath you made me swear, Karela. Never lift ahand to save-"
"Derketo blast you and your oaths, Cimmerian!™

"Besideswhich, I had four coppersin my pouch. Think you to have gonefor so patry aprice?'
"Youlie!" shegpat. "I would not hedl a your command, so you let me be sold!”

"l tl you-"

"Liar! Liar!"

Conan snarled wordlesdy and clenched histeeth on any further explanation. He would not argue with
her. Neither would he plead. That last he had never learned to do.

Pacing angrily, Kardlahurled her words asif they were daggers, never looking at him directly. "1 want
you to know my humiliations, Cimmerian. Know them, and remember them, so the memory will bea
blade to prick you congtantly when you are in the mines, ever reminding you that when the King
proclaims pardons for al who have served acertain time, | will be then to place gold in the proper hands
so that one prisoner will be forgotten.”

"I knew you would escape,”" Conan muttered. "Asyou obvioudy did."

Her emerad eyes squeezed shut for amoment, and when she opened them her tone wasflat. "l was
bought by a merchant named Haffiz, and placed in his zenana with two score other women. That very
day did | escape. And that very day was | brought back and given the bastinado, the cane across the
soles of my feet. | would not cry, but for ten days | could only hobble. The second time | was freefor
three days. On being returned, | was put to scrubbing potsin the kitchens.”

Despite his position Conan chuckled. " A fool hewas, to think to tame you s0."

Sheturned to face him, and if her words were soft her eyes held murder. "The third time | was taken
while till dimbing thewadll. | spat in HaffiZ face, told him to day me, for he could never bresk me. Haffiz
laughed. | thought | was aman, he said. | must be taught differently. Henceforth | wasto be alowed no
waking hour that | was not dressed asif about to be presented to amaster's bed, in the sheerest silks and
the finest fragrances, kohl on my eyelids and rouge on my lips and cheeks. | must learn to dance, to play
instruments, to recite poetry. Failurein any of these, failureto be pleasing at al times, would be punished
immediately. But, as| waslike ayoung girl learning to be awoman, no punishment would | receive not
suitable for achild. How he roared with laughter.”

Conan threw back his head and roared aswell. "A child!"
Raising afig asif shewished it had strength to knock him senseless, Kardlaraged. "What do you know

of it, fool? Having my buttocks turned up for the switch ten times aday. Spoons of cateen oil forced
down my throat. A hundred more too shaming even to think on. Laugh, you barbar oaf! For ayear was|



forced to endure, and how | wish | could make you live ayear in the minesfor every day of it."

With an effort he managed to control hismirth. "I thought you would escapein haf ayear, perhapsless.
But the Red Hawk turned to athrushin asilver cage.”

"Day and night was | watched,” she protested. "And | did escape, with asword in my hand.”

"Because you tired of being sent to your bed with no supper?' Chuckles reverberated in his massive
chest.

"Derketo blast your eyes!” Karelahowled. She raced forward to pound her smdll fists against his great
chest. "Erlik take you, you Cimmerian bastard! Y ou... you...." Abruptly she sagged, clutching him to
keep from falling. Her cheek was pressed against his chest; he was astounded to see atear at the corner
of her eye. "l loved you," shewhispered. "'l loved you."

The muscular Cimmerian shook his head in wonderment. Did she act like thiswhen sheloved him, he
could not imagine anyone surviving her hate.

Pushing hersdlf away, she stepped back from him, refusing to acknowledge the tears that trembled on her
long lashes. "Thereisno fear inyou," she whispered. "Y ou are not trembling. Nor will you think, 'if she
auffered so, what will she make me suffer?"

"I have no blame for what happened to you, Kardla," he said quietly.

She did not seem to hear. "But if you have no fear, fill you areaman.” A strange smile played about her
lips.

Abruptly her fingers went to the broochesthat held her robes; in an ingtant the gray silk lay in apool
about her dender ankles. Gracefully she stepped from the robes. She was as he remembered, full breasts
and rounded thighs, long legs and atiny waist. Kardlawas asensud ddight for the mae eye.

Sowly, on her toes, she spun, arms raised, head turning to let her silken tresses caress now creamy
shoulders, now satin breasts. With a gentle sway to her hips she waked to him, stopping only when her
breasts touched him, just below theribs as he hung in the chains. Touching her full lower lip with her
tongue and looking up at him through her lashes, she began in asultry tone.

"When you are taken into the mines only degth can bring you to the surface again. Y ou will live your life
in dank, foul air and the dim light of guttering torches. There are women there, if you want to cal them
women. Their hands are as calloused as any man's." Her fingers stroked across hisiron-hard chest.
"Their hair and skin arefilth encrusted, their stench foul; their kisses..."

Her dender arms stretched up, her hands hooked behind his neck, and she pulled hersalf up until her face
wasleve with his,

"They have no sweet kisses such asthis," she whispered, and pressed her lipsto his. He met her kiss
savagely, until at last she broke free with awhimper. Her emerad gaze was tremulous, histhe blue of
windswept northern skies. ™Y ou will never have akisslikethat again,” she said breathlesdly.

Abruptly she dropped to the stone floor and backed away, biting her full lower lip. There was sudden
uncertainty in her green eyes. "Now | will be the only woman in your mind for therest of your life," she
sad. "The only woman for the rest of your life" And, snatching her robes from the floor, sheran into the



darkness. After atime he heard the door squeak open and clash shut.

She had not changed, he thought. She was still the Red Hawk, fierce and hot-blooded as any bird of
prey. But if shethought he would go meekly to the mines, or whatever the ancient pendty Garian had
spoken of, then she was a so as wrong-headed as she had ever been.

Conan eyed his chains, but did not again attempt to break them. Among the lessons taught by the

treacherous snowcovered crags of the Cimmerian mountains was this: when action was not possible,
struggle only brought deeth sooner; waiting, conserving strength, brought the chance of survivd. The
Cimmerian hung in his chains with the patience of ahunting beast waiting for its prey to come closer.

Chapter XXI

Creaking, the chainsthat held Conan's arms began to rattle down, lowering him to the sone floor. He
could not suppress agroan as his position shifted; he had no idea how many hours he had hung there.
The pooal of light and the dark beyond were unchanging, giving no sign of time's passage.

Hisfeet touched the floor, and kneeslong strained gave way. The full length of his massve body
collapsed on the stone. Straining, hetried to get hisarms under him, but the blood had long since drained
from them. They could only twitch numbly.

The two men who had wielded the whips hurried into the light and began removing the chains. His
weakened struggles were usel ess as they manacled his hands behind him and linked his ankles with heavy
iron chains. The man with the burn scar was as silent and expressionless as before, but hairy-chest, he
with the oddly pleasant face, talked dmost jovidly.

"Almost did | think wed let you hang another day, what with al the excitement of this one. Fasten that
tighter," he added to the other. "He's dangerous, thisone." The second man grunted and went on ashe
was, hammering arivet into the iron band on Conan'sleft wrist.

"My men," the Cimmerian croaked. Histhroat felt dry as broken pottery shards.

"Oh, they were part of it," the round-faced man laughed deprecatingly. "Fought off the Golden Leopards
sent to arrest them, they did, and disappeared. Might have been made much of, another time, but more
has happened since dawn this day than since Garian took the throne. First the King banished al of hisold
councilorsfrom the city on pain of death. Then he created thetitle High Councilor of Nemedia, with near
the power of the King himsdlf attached, and gaveit to Lord Albanus, an evil-eyed man if ever | saw.

And to top that, he named hisleman alady. Can you imagine that blonde doxy alady? But dl thosefine
nobleswalk wide of her, for they say she may be Queen, next. Then there weretheriots. Get the rest of
it, Struto.”

The slent man grunted again and lumbered away.

Conan worked his mouth for moisture. "Riots?" he managed.

The round-faced man nodded. "All over the city.” Looking about asif to seeif anyone might overhear, he

added in awhisper. " Shouting for Garian to abdicate, they were. Maybe that's why Garian got rid of the
old councilors, hoping any change would satisfy them. Leastways, he didn't send the Golden L eopards



out after them."

Ariane's people had finaly moved, Conan thought. Perhaps they might even bring changes-indeed, it
seemed asif they dready had-but for better or for worse? He forced a question out, word by word.
"Had-they-armed-men-with-them?"

"Thinking of your company again, eh? No, it's been naught but people of the streets, though a surprising
number have swords and such, or so | hear. Struto! Move yoursdlf!”

He with the burn scar returned, carrying along pole that the two of them forced between Conan'sarms
and his back. Broad straps fastened about histhick upper ams held it in place. From apouch at his belt,
the roundfaced one took aleather gag and shoved it between the Cimmerian's teeth, securing it behind
his head.

"Timeto take you before the King," hetold Conan. "What they're going to do to you, likely you'd rather
bein Lady Tianasgentle care. Eh, Struto?' He shook with laughter; Struto stared impassively. "Well,
barbarian, you have some small time to make peace with your gods. Let's go, Struto.”

Grasping the ends of the pole, the two forced Conan to hisfeet. Half carrying, haf pushing, they took him
from the dungeon, up stairs of rough stone to the marble floors of the Palace. By the time they reached
those ornate hdls the Cimmerian had regained full use of hislegs. Pridefully he shook off the support of
the two, taking what short stepsthe chains at his ankles allowed.

Round-face looked a him and laughed. "Anxiousto get it over with, eh?"

They let him shuffle as best he could, but retained their grip on the pole. A grim smile touched hislips.
Did hewish to, he could sweep both men off their feet using the very pole with which they thought to
control him. But he would still be chained and in the heart of the Palace. Patience. He concentrated on
flexing hisarmsin their bondsto get full feding back.

The corridors through which they passed seemed empty. The daves were there, as dways, scurrying
closeto thewalls. But the nobles, deek and elegant in silks and velvets, were missing. The three men
made their way alone down the center of the passages.

Asthey turned into abroad hall, its high arched ceiling supported by pilasters, another procession
approached them from ahead. Graecus, Galia and three others from the Thestis sumbled along under
the eyes of two guards. All five were gagged and had their hands roped behind them. At the sight of
Conan, Graecus eyeswidened, and Gdliatried to shy away from the big Cimmerian.

One of their guards caled out to the two with Conan, "Thislot for the mines.”

"Better than what this one gets," the round-faced man laughed.

Joining in his mirth, the guards prodded their charges on. The bedraggled young rebels hurried past,
seeming asfearful of Conan as of their captors.

The Cimmerian ignored them. He did not hold them to account for the liesthey had told againgt him. Few
men and fewer women could hold out under the attentions of an expert torturer, and Vegentiuswould
have found another way to imprison him, if not through them.

Before them at the end of the hall, great carven doors opened, svung wide by six golden-cloaked



soldiers, and Conan passed into the throne room of Nemedia.

Double rows of dender fluted columns held adomed roof of aabaster doft. Light from golden lamps
dangling from the celling on silver chains glittered on polished marble walls. The floor was avast mosaic
depicting the entire history of Nemedia. Here was the explanation for the empty halls, for here the nobles
had gathered in dl their panoply, darkeyed lordsin robes of velvet with golden chains about their necks,
deek ladies coruscating with the gemsthat covered their silk-draped bodies. Through the center of them
ran abroad path from the tall doors to the Dragon Throne. Its golden-horned head reared above the man
seated there, and jewel ed wings curved down to support his shoulders. On his head was the Dragon
Crown.

Conan st his own pace down that path, though the two jailorstried to hurry him. He would not ssumble
in hischainsfor the amusement of this court. Before the throne he stood defiantly and stared into Garian's
face. The men holding the poletried to force him to his knees, but he remained erect. A murmur rose
among the nobles. Rushing forward, guards beat at his back and legs with their spear butts until, despite
al he could do, he was shoved to his knees.

Through it dl, Garian's face had not changed expression. Now the man on the throne rose, pulling his
robe of cloth-of-gold about him.

"Thisbarbarian,”" he announced loudly, "we did take into our Palace honoring him with our attention. But
we found that we nursed treachery at our bosom. Most foully our trust was betrayed, and...."

He droned on, but Conan's attention was caught by the man standing dightly behind the Dragon Throne,
one hand resting on it possessively while he nodded at the King's words like ateacher approving a pupil.
The Sed of Nemedia hung on agolden chain about his neck, which marked him as the High Councilor of
Nemedia, Lord Albanus. But Conan knew that crud face, seen in the dark meeting with Tarasand
Vegentius. Did madnessreign in Nemedia, the Cimmerian wondered.

" .. So we pronounce the ancient pendty for hiscrime,” the King intoned funeredly.

That brought Conan's mind quickly back. There was on Garian's face none of the sadness he had shown
when Conan was taken, only flat cam.

"When next the sun has dawned and risen to its zenith, let this would-be regicide be hurled to the wol ves.
L et the beast be torn by beasts.”

As soon asthe last word was spoken, Conan was pulled to hisfeet and hurried from the throne room.
Not even the round-faced jail or spoke as the Cimmerian was returned to the dungeons, thistimeto a
amall cell, its stone floor strewn with filthy straw. The pole and the gag were removed, but not his chains.
Another was added, linking that between hisanklesto aring set inthe wall.

As soon as the two jailors were gone Conan began to explore hisnew prison. Lying full length on his
belly, he could have reached the heavy wooden door were his hands not linked behind him, but there
was nothing on which to get agrip even if his hands had been free. Nor did he truly believe he could
break the stout iron hinges. The walls were rough stone, close set but with aged mortar crumbling. A man
with tools might remove enough of them to escape. In ayear or two. Therotting straw held nothing but a
half-gnawed rat carcass. The Cimmerian could not hel p wondering whether the gnawing had been done
by itsfellows or by thelast prisoner. Kicking it into afar corner, he hoped he would not long have to
endurethe smdll.



No sooner had Conan settled himsdlf with hisback against the wall than akey rattled in thelargeiron
lock, and the cell door creaked open. To his surprise Albanus entered, holding his black velvet robes
carefully clear of thefoul straw. Behind him the cloth-of-gold-clad form of the King stopped in the
doorway. Garian's face turned thisway and that, eyes curioudy taking in the straw and the stone walls.
Helooked at Conan once, asif the big Cimmerian were just another fixture of the cell.

It was Albanus who spoke. "Y ou know me, don't you?"
"You areLord Albanus," Conan replied warily.

"Y ou know me," the hawk-faced man said, asif confirming asuspicion. "l feared as much. Tiswell |
acted when| did."

Conan tensed. "You?' Hiseyeswent to Garian's face. Why would this man make such an admission
before the King?

"Expect no help from him," Albanus laughed. "For atime, barbar, you were aworry to me, but it seems
in the end you are no wegpon of the gods after adl. Thewolveswill put an end to you, and the only redl
damage you have done meis being repaired by the girl you sent seeking the sculptor. No, in the sum of it,
you are naught but aminor nuisance.”

"Ariane" Conan said sharply. "What have you done with her?"
The obsidian-eyed lord laughed crudly. "Come, King Garian. Let usleavethisplace.”

"What have you done to Ariane?' Conan shouted as Albanus I eft. The King paused to look a him; he
stared into Garian's face with as close to pleading as he could come. "Tell mewhat he hasdore...."

The words died on hislips even as the other turned to go. The door creaked shut. Stunned, Conan
leaned back against the stonewall.

Sincethat first entrance into the throne-room, he had felt some oddity in Garian but put it down to
himsdlf. No man seesthings aright while hearing his own death sentence. But now he had noticed asmal
thing. Therewas no bruise on Garian's cheek. Garian was no man to cover such things with powder like
awoman, and he had no court sorcerer to take away such blemishes with aquick spell and aburning
candle. Nor had it had timeto fade naturally. A small thing, yet it meant that he who had sat on the
Dragon Throne and passed sentence on Conan was not Garian.

Mind whirling, the Cimmerian tried to make some sense of it. Albanus plotted rebellion, yet now was
councilor to aKing who was not Garian. But it had been Garian in Vegentius apartments only the night
before. Of that Conan was certain. He smelled the stench of sorcery as clearly ashe did therotting straw
onwhich he sat.

Patience, he reminded himself. He could do nothing chained in a cell. Much would depend on whether he
was freed of those bonds before he was thrown to the wolves. Even among wolves agreat ded could be
done by aman with hands free and will unfettered. This, Conan resolved, Albanuswould learn to his
regret.

Sularialay face down on atoweled bench while the skilled hands of a dave woman worked fragrant oils
into her back. Lady Sularia, she thought, stretching luxuriantly. So wonderful it had been standing among
thelords and ladiesin the throne room, rather than being crowded with the other lemans along the back



wall. If her acceptance had been from fear, the smiles and greetings given her sickly and shamefaced, it
only added to the pleasure, for those who spoke respectfully now had oft spoken asif shewereadave.
And thisdid not have to be the end. If she could move from the misiresses wall to stand with the nobles,
why not from there to stand beside Albanus? Queen Sularia.

Smiling at the thought she turned her head on her folded arms and regarded her maid, aplump
gray-haired woman who was the only one in the Palace Sulariatrusted. Or rather, the one she distrusted
least.

"Does she il wait, Latona?' Sularia asked.

The gray-haired maid nodded briskly. "For two turns of the glass now, mistress. No one would dare
disobey your summons.”

The blonde nodded self-satisfied agreement without lifting her head. "Bring her in, Latona. Then busy
yoursdf with my hair."

"Yes, mistress," Latona cackled, and hurried out. When she returned she escorted the Lady Jelanna.
The willowy noblewoman looked askance a L atona as the serving woman began to labor over her
mistress hair, while Sulariasmiled like acat a adish of cream. Only when receiving an inferior would
servants be retained so. Some of the arrogance had gone from Jelannawith her wait.

Enough remained, however, for her to demand at last, "Why have you summoned me here, Sularia?'
Sulariaraised a questioning eyebrow. After amoment Jelannaamended, "Lady Sularia” Her mouth was
twisted asif a afoul taste.

"Y ou grew from achild in this Paace, did you not?" the blonde began in a pleasant tone.

Jelannasreply wascurt. "l did.”

"Playing hide and seek through the corridors. Gamboling in the courtyards, splashing in the fountains.
Y our every wish met as soon asit was made.”

"Did you ask me here to spesak of childhood?" Jelanna asked.
"I did not,” Sulariasaid sharply. "I summoned. Know you Enaro Ogtorian?”

If the imperioudy beautiful woman was surprised by the question, she did not show it. "That repulsive
little toad?" she sniffed. "1 know of merchants, but | do not know them.”

Sularidsfdine smilereturned. "He seeksawife.”

"Doeshe?'

"A young wife, of the nobility." Sulariasaw the dart go home, and pressed to driveit deeper. "He thinks
to marry thetitle he has not been able to buy. And of course he wants sons. Many sons. Garian,” she

added to the lie, "has asked me to suggest a suitable bride.”

Jeannalicked her full lipsuncertainly. "1 wish, Lady Sularia" she said, atremor in her voice, "to
gpologizeif | havein any way offended you."



"Do you know the man Dario?" Sularia demanded. "The keeper of Garian's kennels?!
"No, my lady," Jdannafdtered.

"A foul man, I'm told, both in stenches and habits. The dave girls of the Paace hide from him, for hisway
with awoman is rough to the point of pain." Sularia paused, watching the horror grow on the imperious
woman'sface. "Think you, Jeanna, that one night with Dario is preferable to alifetime with Ostorian?

"You are mad," the dender woman managed. "I'll listen to no more. | go to my estatesin the country, and
if you were queen you could still choose which of Zandru's-"

"Four soldiersawait without for you," Sularia said, riding over the other woman'swords. "They will
escort you to Dario, or to your wedding bed, and no place else.”

Thelast shreds of haughtiness were washed from Jelanna's face by despair. "Please," she whispered. "l
will grovel, an you wish it. Before the entire court on my kneeswill | beg your forgive-"

"Make your choice" Sulariapurred, "else | will makeit for you. Those soldiers can ddliver you to
Ogtorian thisday. With anoteto let him know you think him arepulsive toad.” Her voice and face
hardened. "Choose!"

Jeannaswayed asif shewould fdl. "I... | will goto Dario," she wept.

For amoment Sularia savored the words she had waited for, counting hours. Then she spoke them. "Go,
bitch, to your kennd!" As Jeannaran from the room, pedls of Sularias laughter rang against thewalls.
How wonderful was power.

Chapter XXI|I

When next the door of his cell opened, Conan at first thought that Albanus had decided to have him dain
where helay chained. Two men with drawn crossbows dipped through the open door and took positions
covering him, oneto ether side of the cell.

Asthe Cimmerian gathered himself to make what fight of it he could, the round-faced jailor appeared in
the door and spoke.

"The sun stands high, barbarian. Tistime to take you to the walf pit. An you try to fight when Struto and
| remove your chains, these two will put quarrelsin your legs, and you'll be dragged to the pit. Well?"

Conan made an effort to gppear sullen and reluctant. " Take the chains™ he growled, glowering at the
crossbowmen.

In spite of hiswords the two jailors kept clear of the crosshowmen'sline of fire asthey broke open his
manacles with repeated blows of hammer on chisdl. Did they think him afool, he wondered. He might
well be able to take both jailors and bowmen despite the way they were placed, yet he could hear
measured steps gpproaching the cdll, the sound of amiddling body of men, Dying was not hard, but only
afool choseto diefor naught.



Rubbing hiswrists, Conan rose smoothly to hisfeet and let himself be herded from the cell. In the hall
waited afull score of the Golden Leopards.

"Don't need so many," Struto said abruptly.
Conan blinked. He had thought the man without a tongue.

Struto'sfellow jailor seemed only dightly less surprised at hearing him speak. The round-faced man
stared before saying, "He near escaped from as many the night he was taken. Y ou know | don't like
prisoners escaping. | asked for twice as many. Move on, now. The King waits."

Half the soldiers went before him, and haf behind, thejailors walking on either sde. The crossbowmen
brought up the rear, where they could get ashot at him did he run, in whatever direction. So they made
their way up into the Palace and through corridors once more bare of nobles.

Conan strodein their midst asif they were an honor guard and he on hisway to his coronation. There
was no glimmer of escgpein hismind. At thewolf pit would most certainly be the impostor Garian and
Albanus. Under the circumstances, a man could do worse than die killing those two.

Their way led through the parts of the Paace familiar to the Cimmerian, and beyond. Polished marble
and dabaster gave way to plain dressed granite, then to stone as rough asthat of the dungeons. Lamps of
gold and silver were replaced by torchesin iron sconces.

Thewolf pit was an ancient penalty indeed, and had, in fact, not been imposed since the time of
Bragorus, nine centuries earlier. Nor had any cometo this portion of the Palace at al in several centuries,
to judge by its appearance. The hdls showed signs of hasty cleaning, here atorn cobweb hanging from
the calling, there dust |eft heaped against the wall. Conan wondered why Albanus had goneto dl this
trouble after replacing Garian with the impostor. And then they entered the circular chamber of the pit.

Though of the same rough stone, it was yet as marveloudy wrought as any of the great aabaster roomsin
the Palace. Like hdf of asphere, itswalls rose to atowering height unsupported by column or buttress.
Below, abroad walk spotted with huge tripod lamps twice astal as aman was crowded with the nobility
of Nemedia, laughing gaily as men and women at acircus, pressing close about the waist-high sonewall
that encircled the grest pit.

A path to that wall cleared at their entrance, and the soldiers escorted Conan to it. Not waiting to be
told, the Cimmerian legped to the top of the wall and stood surveying those who had assembled to watch
him die. Beneath hisicy blue gaze they dowly fell sllent, asthey sensed that herewasaman
contemptuous of their titles and lineages. They were peacocks; he was an eagle.

Directly acrossthe stone-floored pit from him stood the impostor King, Albanusto one side in robes of
midnight blue, to the other Vegentius, hisface till showing bruises beneath hisred-crested helmet. Sularia
wasthere aswdll, in scarlet silk and rubies, and Conan wondered why he had thought she would not
attend.

Below the imposter was the man-high gate through which the wolveswould be let into the pit. Conan
saw no eager muzzles pressed between the bars of the gate, heard no hungry whines and growls. A
complicated system of iron chains served to draw the gate aside. Perhaps he need not die.

Albanus touched the arm of the man wearing the Dragon Crown, and he began to speak. "We have
gathered you-"



Conan'swild war cry rang from the rocky dome; shouts and screams ran through the nobles as, massive
armsraised above his head, the Cimmerian hurled himsdlf into the pit. Soldiersforced their way through
the nobles to the wall; the crossbowmen took aim. About the straw-strewn pit Conan strode with al the
cocky arrogance of youth that had never met defeat in equa combat, and in afew unequd. Albanus
motioned, and the guards moved back.

"Foolg!" Conan taunted the assemblage. "Y ou who have not a man among you have cometo see aman
die. Wdll, must | be talked to degth by that buffoon in the crown? Get on with it, unlessyour livers have
ghrivded and you have no somach for killing." Angry criesanswered him.

Albanus whispered to the impostor, who in turn said, "As heis so eager to die, loose the wolves.”

"Loosethewolves," someone € se shouted, relaying the command. "Hurry!™ The gate did smoothly
back.

Conan did not wait for the first wolf to emerge. Before the astonished eyes of the court the Cimmerian
ran into the tunnd, roaring his battle cry. Behind, in the pit, ydling nobles dropped over thewal to seize
and day the escaping barbarian who had denied their manhood.

In the dark of the tunnd Conan found himsdf suddenly in the midst of the snarling wolfpack. Razor teeth
ripped at him. He matched them snarl for snarl, hisfists hammers that broke bones and knocked beasts
the size of aman sprawling. Seizing agrowling throat in his hands he dashed the wolf's brains out against
the low stone roof.

In the hdllish cauldron of that tunndl, the wolves knew the kindred ferocity of the young giant who faced
them. As Conan fought hisway deeper into their pack, they began to dip past toward the pit, seeking
easer meat. The noble lords angry yellsturned to screams as bloody wolves raced among them to day.

Ahead of him Conan saw alight.
"Accursed wolves," avoice snarled from that direction. "Y ou're to kill some fool barbar, not each-"

The man who spoke fatered as he saw Conan coming toward him. He stood with the iron-barred gate at
hisend of the tunnel half open, aspear in hishand. Instead of stepping back and damming the gate shuit,
hethrust at the Cimmerian.

Conan grasped the spear with both hands and easily wrenched it from the other's grasp. Before the man
could do more than gape the butt of his own spear smashed into his chest, hurling him back through the

gate, Conan following close behind. The wolf-keeper scrambled to hisfeet, a curved blade the length of
hisforearm protruding from hisfist, and lunged.

The spear reversed smoothly in the Cimmerian's big hands. He had not so much to thrust asto let the
man run onto the point, spitting himself so that the whole blade of the spear stood out from hisback. A
cry of both pain and horrified disbelief wrenched from the wolf-keeper's throat.

"Y our wolveswill not kill this barbar,” Conan growled, then redlized that his words had been spokento a
dead man.

Letting spear and transfixed man fal, he closed the gate, thrust the heavy iron bar that fastened it into its
brackets and shoved the latch pins home. It would take time to get that open from the other side, time for



him to escgpe. Though, from the screams and snarlsthat yet echoed in the tunndl, it might be somewhile
before the soldiers dealt with wolves and panicked nobles and reached that gate.

Little there wasin that chamber to be of use to him. Crude rush torches guttered in rusty iron sconces on
thewadls, illuminating Six large, ironbarred cages mounted on whedls. No weapons were in evidence
excepting only the long, curved dagger, which Conan retrieved, and the spear. He left that lodged in the
wolf-keeper's body; its length would make it acumbersome wegpon in the narrow confines of the old
stone corridors. There was not even cloth to bind his gashes unless he tore from his own breechclout or
from the filthy, and now blood-soaked, tunic on the corpse.

The wolf-keeper had, however, brought aclay jug of wine and alarge spiced sausage on which to sup
while his charges did their bloody work. On these Conan fell eagerly, ripping the sausage apart with his
teeth and washing it down with long gulps of sour wine. He had had no food or drink since before his
imprisonment. No doubt hisjailors had deemed it awaste to feed one who was to die soon. Tossing the
empty jug aside and popping the last bit of sausage into his mouth, the Cimmerian took one of the rush
torches and set about finding hisway out of the Palace.

It did not take him long to discover that those ancient corridors were alabyrinth, never straight, crossing
and recrossing themselves and each other. He had no wonder in him that the secret passages benegth the
Palace had been logt; it would be all men could do to keep track of these.

Suddenly, in crossing another pitch-dark hall, he redlized that hisfootprints had mingled with others.
Other fresh prints. He bent to examine them, and straightened with acurse. Both setswere hisown. He
had doubled back on himsdlf, and could continue to do so until he starved.

Face grimly determined, he followed his own prints until he cameto aforking of the passage. Thetrail in
the dust went left. He went right. A short time later he found himsdlf again staring at his own backtrail, but
thistime he did not pause to curse. Hurrying on to the next turning, he again took the opposite way to
that he had taken before. And the next time. And the next.

Now the passages seemed to dope downward, but Conan pressed on regardless, even when he found
himself burning away through. halls choked with cobwebs that crigped drily at the touch of the flame.
Turning back held no more assurance of escape than going forward, only a greater chance of
encountering the Golden L eopards.

Coming to afork, the Cimmerian turned automatically right-he had taken the | eft at the last and stopped.
Far ahead of him wasadim glow, but it was no opening to the outsde. Bobbing dightly, it was coming
closer.

Hurriedly he turned back, ducked into the other side of the fork. On silent feet he ran twenty paces and
hurled the torch ahead of him asfar to it would go. The flamesflared, fanned by thewind of the torch's
flight, then winked out, leaving him in blackness.

Conan crouched, facing the direction of the fork, curved dagger at the ready. If those who approached
went on, he would be without light but dive. If not....

Diffuselight reached the fork, brightening dowly, resolving into two torch-bearing figures, swordsin their
free hands. The Cimmerian almost laughed. Hordo and Karela, but the Karela he had known long ago.
Gone were the vells and gray robes of a Nemedian noblewomen, replaced by golden breastplatesand a
narrow girdle of gold and emerads, worn low on her rounded hips, from which hung strips of pale green
glk. A Turanian cape of emerald green encircled her shoulders.



"Hordo," Conan cdled, "had | known you were coming | wouldn't have drunk al thewine." Nonchaantly
he strolled to meet them.

The two whirled, siwords coming up, torches raised. From the other fork men in jazeraint hauberks
crowded. Machaon, Narus, more familiar faces from his Free-Company, pushed into the light.

Hordo took in Conan's gashes, but did not spesk of them. "'Tis not likeyou,” he said gruffly, "to drink al
the wine. Mayhap we could find some more, if we look."

Kardathrew the one-eyed man amurderous ook and shoved her torch into Machaon's hand. With
gentle fingers she touched Conan's wounds, wincing at purpled flesh and dried blood.

"I knew you would change your mind,” Conan said, reaching for her.

Her hand cracked across hisface, and she stepped back smoothly with blade half raised. "I should throw
you back to the wolves," she hissed.

From somewhere in the darkness beyond the armored men, avoice called unintdligibly. Another
answered, both fading as the speakers moved further away.

"They hunt me," Conan said quietly. "Anyou know away out of here, | suggest we tekeit. Else we must
fight afew hundred Golden Leopards.”

Muittering, Karela snatched back her torch and forced her way through the men of the Free-Company to
disappear back up the other fork.

"She'sthe only one knowstheway," Hordo said quickly. He hurried after her, and Conan followed.
Machaon and therest fell in behind, their booted feet grating in the dust of centuries.

"How did you get into the Palace?' Conan demanded of the one-eyed man asthey haf-trotted after the
auburn-haired beauty. "And what made Kareladecide to let you know who she was?"

"Mayhap I'd best begin at the beginning,” Hordo puffed. "Firg thing that happened was, after you were
arrested, a hundred Golden Leopards came for us, and-"

"I know about that,” Conan said. "Y ou got away. What then?'

"Y ou heard about that, did you? I'm too old for thisrunning, Cimmerian." Despite his heavy breathing,
though, the bearded man kept pace easily. "1 took the company to the Thestis. Hellgate is near the safest
part of Belverusthese days. Everybody who livesthereis up in the High Streets waving a sword and
shouting revolution. And maybe breaking into some rich man's house now and again.”

"What else did you expect?' Conan laughed grimly. "They're poor, and have riches within their reach. But
about Karela"

Hordo shook his shaggy head. " She walked into the Thestis this very morn. No, she strode in, looking as
if shewasready for her houndsto follow her againgt acaravan of gold. From what you said, you knew
shewas here already, eh?’

"Not until I wasin the dungeon,” Conan replied. "l will explain later.”



Suddenly Karela stopped, stretching on tiptoe to reach arusty iron sconce. She seemed to betrying to
twid it.

"Looks like where we camein,” Hordo muttered softly. "L ooks like twenty places we passed, too."
Emerad eyesflashed at him scornfully, and he subsided.

Just as Conan was about to step forward to her aid, the sconce turned with asharp click. A shot
distance away on the samewall was another sconce, which Karelatreated the same way. It swiveled,
clicked, and there was a heavier thunk from deep within thewall. With agrate of machinery long unused,
asection of stonewall as high asaman and twice as wide receded jerkily to reveal adescending flight of
crude brick stairs.

"If you two can stop chattering like old women for amoment,” Kardasaid bitingly, "follow me. And take
care. Some of the bricks are crumbling. It would pain me for you to break your neck, Cimmerian. |
reserve that pleasure for mysdlf.” And she darted down the steps.

Hordo shrugged uncomfortably. "I told you, she'sthe only one knowstheway."

Conan nodded. "Follow me," he told Machaon, "and pass the word to watch for crumbling steps.” The
grizzled sergeant began muttering over his shoulder to those behind.

Taking adeep breath Conan followed Kareladown the dark tairs, lit only by her torch, now only a

glimmer far below. He did not actudly believe that shewould comejust to lead him into atrap of her

own devising rather than let him die at someone ese's hands. But then, he did not entirely disbelieveit
ather.

At the bottom of thelong stair, Kardlawaited impatiently. "Arethey al in?" she demanded as soon ashe
entered thelight of her torch. Without waiting for him to reply she called up the qair. "'Is everyone clear
of the entrance?"

There was some scraping of feet on stone, then avoice called back hoarsdly, "We're clear, but | hear
boots coming.”

Camly Kardlaplaced both feet on one particular stone, which sank afinger's breadth benesth her
welight. The grating of machinery sounded again.

"It'sclosing,” the same man's voice shouted increduloudly.

Kareldstilted eyesmet Conan's. "Fools," she said, seeming to include al men, but most certainly him.
With aquick, "Follow or say, | care not,” she started down along tunnd, torchlight glinting off damp
wdls.

Eventheair felt moldy, Conan thought as he set out after her.

"As| was saying," Hordo resumed, striding beside the Cimmerian, "she walked into the Thestisready to
take command. Wouldn't tell me where she'd been, or how she knew where | was. Threatened to put a
scar down my other cheek if | did not stop asking questions.”

Hislone eye swiveed to Conan expectantly, but the big youth was watching Karela, wondering what
wasin her mind. Why had she come to rescue him?"And?" he said absently when he redlized that Hordo



had stopped talking.

The one-eyed man grunted sourly. " And nobody tells me anything,” he grunted sourly. " She had awoman
with her. Y ou remember the Lady Jelanna? "Twas her, but not so haughty thistime. Bedraggled and
haggard, she was, with bruises on her face and arms, and terrified to tears. 'She will not stop,' she kept
moaning, 'not until I am broken." And Karela kept soothing her and looking at the rest of uslikeit wasus
had done whatever had been done to this Jdanna.”

"Crom," Conan muttered. "Do you have to be so long-winded? What does Jdanna have to do with

anything?”

"Why, it was her told Karelahow to find this passage. Lady Jeannagrew up in the Palace, it seems,
playing hide-and-seek and such, as children do. Only sometimes they played in the old parts of the
Palace, and she found three or four of the secret passages. She got out of the Palace by one hersdlf. She
was desperate to get out of the city, Cimmerian, so | told off two men to escort her to her estate in the
country. Least | could do, and her showing us how to get into you. | tell you true, | thought the next time
| saw you we'd both be taking apull a the Hellborn.”

"That till doesn't tell me why shewould aid me," Conan said, with ajerk of hishead at Kardlato indicate
which 'she’ he meant.

Hardly were the words out of his mouth than the auburn-haired woman rounded on him. "The wolves
were too good for you, you big Cimmerian oaf. If you are to betorn to pieces, | want to do it with my
own hands. | want to hear you beg my forgiveness, you barbar bastard. | get first call at you, before that
fool Garian."

Conan eyed her camly, adight smile on hislips. "Did you stop because you lost the way, Karda? | will
take thelead, an you wish."

With asnarl she drew back her torch asif to strike him with it.

"Thereitis" Hordo shouted, pointing to ashort flight of stairs, barely reveded by thelight, that led up to
the ceiling and stopped. Relief dripped from every word. "Come on, Cimmerian,” he went on, herding
Conan quickly past the furious-eyed woman. "We had trouble getting this back in place, in case anybody
should take alook at the other side, but you and | should be ableto lift it clear.” In afierce whisper he
added, "Watch your tongue, man. She's been like a scalded cat ever since Machaon and those other
foolstold her they'd never heard of the Red Hawk."

Eyeing the fierce scowl with which Kardlawatched them, Conan managed to turn hislaughter into a
cough. "Thisother sde" hesaid. "Whereisit? If therés anyone there, will they be likely to fight?'

"Not achanceof it," Hordo laughed. "Now put your shoulder intoit."

The stairs seemed to end in one large dab of stone. It wasto this Hordo urged Conan to apply himsdif.
When hedid, thethick dab lifted. With Hordo'said he did it asde, then scrambled warily up. A heavy
amell of incensefilled the air. Asthe others followed with torches, Conan saw that hewasin a
windowless room filled with barrels and bales. Some of the bales were broken open to revea incense
dticks.

"A temple?' the Cimmerian asked in disbdief. "The passage comes out in the cdllar of atemple?”



Hordo laughed and nodded. Motioning for silence, the one-eyed man climbed awooden ladder fastened
to onewadl, and cautioudy lifted atrgpdoor. His head went up for aquick ook, then he motioned the
rest to follow and scrambled out himsaif.

Conan was quick to follow. He found himsdlf in dim light from silver lamps, between alarge rectangular
block of marble and atowering, shadowed statue. With astart it came to him that he was between the
atar sone and theidol of Erebus, a place where none but sanctified priests were alowed. But then, what
was one death sentence more or less?

Quickly everyone found their way out of the cellar and, by way of narrow halls of pde marble, to a
courtyard behind the temple. There two more of the Free-Company waited with the horses. And, Conan
was glad to note, with hauberk, helm and scimitar for him. Hagtily he armed himself properly.

"We can be beyond the city walls," Hordo said, swinging into his saddle, "before they think to look
outside the Paace."

"We cannot leave yet," Conan said quietly. He settled his helm on hishead and likewise mounted.
"Arianeisin Albanus hands.

"Y et another woman?' Kardlasaid dangeroudly.

"She befriended Hordo and me," Conan said, "and asreward for it Albanus has her. | sworeto see her
safey out of this, and | will."

"Y ou and your oaths," Karelamuttered, but when he galloped out of the courtyard she wasfirst of the
company behind him.

Chapter XXII1

Isolated plumes of smoke rose into the bright afternoon sky above Belverus, marking houses of the
wedlthy that had been visited by revolutionary mobs. The sound of those mobs could be heard from time
to time, borne on the breeze. It was awordless, hungering snarl.

Oncein that gallop across the city Conan saw one of those howling packs, some three of four score
ragged men and women pounding at the locked doors and barred windows of a house with axes,
swords, rocks, their bare hands. In the same instant that he saw them, they became aware of the
Free-Company. A growl rippled through them, a sound that seemed impossible to come from ahuman
throat, and like rats pouring from a sewer they threw themselves toward the mounted men. In their eyes
was a hatred of any who had more than they, even if it was only armor. Many of the wegponsthey
waved were bloodied.

"The bowswill drive them back," Hordo shouted.
Conan was not so sure. There was desperation in those faces. "Ride," he commanded.

Gdloping on, they quickly left the mob behind, yet even asit was disgppearing from sight its members
kept pursuing, their howls heard long after they could no longer be seen.

On reaching Albanus paace, Conan did not pause. "Every third man stay with the horses,” he



commanded. "Everybody else over thewall. Bring your bows. Not you," he added, as Karela
maneuvered her horse closeto the wall.

"Y ou do not command me, Cimmerian,” she spat back. "I go where| please.”
"Erlik take dl hardheaded women," Conan muttered, but he said no moreto her.

Standing on his saddle and taking a care where he placed his hands among the pottery shards, he hoisted
himsdf to thetop of thewadll. Asif they had trained for such athing Hordo, Karelaand four and twenty
of the others smoothly followed. Below, half a score of men ran from the gatehouse. They had only time
to gape before arrows humming like hornets cut them down.

Conan dropped to the ground inside, his eyes blueice, and ran past the bodies. He half heard the thuds
of the othersfollowing, but he paid them no mind. Arianefilled hismind. Hisword had sent her to
Albanus. Now his honor demanded he free her if it cost hisown life.

With asingle heave of his massive arm he threw back one of thetall door of the palace. Before the crash
of itsstriking the marble wall had finished reverberating in the columned hdl, ahdmeted man in the cloak
of the Golden Leopards ran to face the young Cimmerian giant, sword in hand.

"Ariang," Conan shouted as he beat aside the soldier's attack. "Where are you, Ariane?' Hisblade
half-severed the man's head; he kicked the falling body aside and hurried degper into the palace.
"Ariang"

More Golden L eopards appeared now, and Conan threw himself at them in afrenzy, hiswild battle cry
ringing from the arched ceiling, his blade dashing and hacking asif possessed of ademon, or wielded by
one. The soldiersfell back in confusion, leaving three of their number dead or dying, unsure of how to
face thiswildman of the barbarian northcountry. Then Hordo and the others were on them aswell. The
one-eyed man's fierce mien was matched by the ferocity of hisattack. Karela danced among them, blade
darting like awasp, each time drawing back blooded.

Even asthelast body fell, Conan was shouting to his men. "Spread out. Search every room, if need be.
Find the girl called Ariane.”

He himsalf strode through the hals like an avenging god. Servants and davestook onelook at the
thundercloud of hisface and fled. He let them go, seeking only one person. Then he saw another that
interested him. The gray-bearded chamberlain tried to run, but Conan seized afistful of the man'stunic
and lifted him till only the other's toes touched the floor.

Conan's voice held the promise of degth. "Whereisthegirl Ariane, chamberlain?’

"I.... I know no girl-"

Conan's arm knotted, lifted the other clear of the floor. "The girl," he said softly

Sweat beaded the chamberlain'sface. "Lord Albanus," he gasped. "He took her to the Royd Padace.”
With a groan the Cimmerian et the gray-bearded man drop. The chamberlain darted away; Conan let
him go. The Palace. How could he get to her there? Could he return through the secret passage from the

Temple of Erebus? He would spend the rest of hislife wandering in the ancient |abyrinth without ever
finding hisway into the newer Palace.



He heard footsteps behind him and turned to find Hordo bearing down on him, Machaon and Kardla
close behind.

"Machaon found someone in the dungeons," Hordo said quickly. "Not the girl. A man who lookslike
King Garian, and even clamshe-"

"Show me," Conan said. Hope took life again within him.
The dungeons beneath Albanus pa ace were much like any others, rough stone, heavy wooden doors on
rugting hinges, athick smell of stale urine and fear sweat. Still, when Conan looked into the cdll to which

Machaon led him, he smiled asif it were afountained garden.

The ragged, dirty man chained to thewall stirred uncertainly. "Well, Conan," he said, "have you joined
Albanusand Vegentius?'

"Derketo,” Karelabresthed. "He does |ook like Garian.”

"HeisGarian," Conan said. "That bruise on his cheek nameshim so."

Garian's chains clanked as he touched the bruise. He laughed shakily. "To be known by so little athing.”
"If thisbe Garian," Kardlademanded, "then who sits on the Dragon Throne?”

"Animpogtor,” Conan replied. "He has no bruise. Fetch me hammer and chisdl. Quickly." Machaon
disappeared to return in moments with the required items.

As Conan knelt to lay chisel to thefirst manacle at Garian's ankle, the King said, "Y ou will be rewarded
for this, barbarian. All that Albanus possesseswill be yourswhen | regain the throne.”

Conan did not speak. One mighty blow with the hammer split the riveted iron band open. He moved to
the next.

"Y ou must get me out of the city,” Garian went on. "Once | reach thearmy, dl will bewdl. | grew upin
those camps. They will know me. I'll return at the head of ten thousand swordsto tear Albanus from the
Pdace"

"And to start acivil war,” Conan said. He freed the other ankle, again with asingle blow. "The impostor
looks much like you. Many will believe heisyou, most especialy since he speaks from the Dragon
Throne. Perhaps even the army will not be as quick to believe asyou think."

Hordo groaned. "No, Cimmerian. Thisisnot our affair. Let us put the border behind us."

Neither Conan nor Garian paid him any mind. The King was silent until Conan had broken off the
manacles from hiswrists. Then he said quietly, "What do you suggest, Conan?"

"Re-enter the Pdace," Conan said as though that were the easiest thing in the world. "Confront the
imposter. Not al the Golden Leopards can betraitors. Y ou can regain your throne without a sword
being lifted outside the Palace walls." He did not think it palitic to mention the mobs roaming the streets.

"A bold plan,” Garian mused. "Y et most of the Golden Leopards are loyd to me. | overheard those who



guarded me heretaking. Wewill doit. I go to regain my throne, Cimmerian, but you have dready gained
my eternd gratitude." Hisregd manner was returning to him. He regarded his own filth with an amused
gmile. "But if | am to re-enter the Palace, | must wash and garb mysdlf to look the King."

As Garian strode from the cell, shouting for hot water and clean robes, Conan frowned, wondering why
the King's last words had been so disquieting. But there was no time to consider that now. Therewas
Arianeto think of.

"Cimmerian,” Kardasaid angrily, "if you think | will ride at your side back to the Paace, you are abigger
fool than | believe you. 'Tisadeathtrap.”

"I have not asked you to go," he replied. " Often enough you've told me you go where you will."
Her scowl said that was neither the answer she expected nor the one she wanted.

"Hordo," the Cimmerian went on, "bring the men in from the street. Let al know wherewe go. Let those
who will not follow go. I'll have no man ride with methisday againg hiswill.”

Hordo nodded and |eft. Behind Conan Karela uttered an inarticul ate oath. Conan ignored her, hismind
aready occupied with the problem of gaining entry to the Palace and, more important to him than
regaining Garian'sthrone, getting Ariane free.

When Conan strode from the pal ace with Garian, now resplendent in the best scarlet velvet he could find
to fit him, the Cimmerian was not surprised to find al eight and thirty of his men mounted and waiting,
even those who bore wounds from the past hour's fighting. He knew he had chosen good men. He was
surprised though, to see Karela gitting her horse beside Hordo. Her green glare dared him to question her
presence. He mounted without speaking. There were enough problems to be confronted that day without
another argument with her.

"I am ready,” Garian announced as he climbed into the saddle. He had a broadsword strapped on over
histunic.

"Let usride," Conan commanded, and led the smal band out of the palace grounds at agallop.

Chapter XXV

The approach to the Palace, up the winding streets to the top of the hill and across the greensward to the
drawbridge, was made at adow walk. Garian rode dightly to the front of Conan. A King should lead his
army, he had said, even when it was asmall one. Conan agreed, hoping the sight of Garian would make
the guards hesitate enough to let them get insde.

At the drawbridge they dismounted, and the guards there indeed stared open-mouthed as Garian strode
up to them.

"Do you recognize me?' Garian demanded.

Both nodded, and one said, "'Y ou are the King. But how did you leave the Pdace? There was no cdll for
an honor guard.”



Conan breathed asigh of relief. There were not Vegentius men. The guards eyed those behind the King,
most especidly Karela, but kept their main attention on Garian.

"Do you think the King does not know the secret ways beneath this hill?* Garian smiled asif the thought
were laughable. Asthe two guards began to smile aswell, though, hisface became grim. "Areyou loyd
men? Loya to your King?'

The two stiffened as one, and both recited the oath of the Golden Leopards asif to remind Garian of it.
"My sword follows he who wears the Dragon Crown. My flesh isa shield for the Dragon Throne. Asthe
King commands, | obey, to the degth.”

Garian nodded. "Then know that thereisaplot against the Dragon Throne, and its perpetrators are Lord
Albanus and Commander Vegentius."

Conan put his hand to his sword as the soldiers started, but they merely stared at the King.

"What are weto do?' one of them asked findly.

"Takethose who arein the barbican,” Garian told them, "leaving only two to lower the portcullisand
guard the gate, and go with them to your barracks. Rouse al who are there. Let your cry be, 'Death to
Albanusand Vegentius!' Any who will not shout that are enemies of the Dragon Throne, even if they
wear the golden cloak.”

"Desth to Albanus and Vegentius," one guard said, and the other repested it.

When they had disappeared into the barbican, Garian sagged. "I did not think it would be thiseasy,”" he
told Conan.

"It won't be," Conan assured him.

"| ill think | should have told them of the impogter, Cimmerian.”

Conan shook his head. "It would only confuse them. They'll find out after he'sdead, if luck iswith us.” It
meattered little to him when or how they found out, so long as there was enough confusion for his
purposes. He eyed the door to the barbican. What took them so long?

Suddenly there was a cry from insde the stone gatehouse, cut abruptly short. One of those who had
stood at the gate appeared in the door with abloody blade in hisfist. "There was one who would not say

it," hesad.

One by one those others who had been on guard dipped out, sword in hand. Each paused long enough
to say to the King, "Death to Albanus and Vegentius,” then trotted into the Paace.

"You see," Garian told Conan asthey led the Free-Company through the gate. "It will be easy.”
Asthe portcullisrattled down behind them, shouts rang out from the direction of the Golden Leopards
guarters, and the clash of swords. An darm gong began to ring, then stopped with a suddenness that
gpoke of the death of him who had sounded it. The sounds of fighting spread.

"I want to find Albanus," Garian sad. "And Vegentius."



Conan only nodded. He, too, wanted Albanus. Vegentius he would take if he came across him. He
hurried on, the Free-Company deployed behind him. First he would try the throne room.

Abruptly two score golden-cloaked soldiers appeared ahead.

"For Garian!" Conan caled, not dowing. "Deeth to Albanus and Vegentiug "
"Kill them!" camethereply. "For Vegentiugd"

The two groups ran together roaring, swords swinging.

Conan ripped the throat from the first man he faced without even crossing swords, and then hewaslikea
machine, blade risng and faling and risng again bloodier than before. The way was forward. He hacked
hisway through, like a peasant through afield of wheat, chopping and moving forward, leaving bloody
human stubble behind.

And then he was clear of the melee. He did not pause to see how his companions fared againgt those
who had survived his blade. The numbers were on the Free-Company's side, now, and he yet had to find
Ariane. Of Garian he cared not oneway or the other.

Straight to the throne room he ran. The guards that normally stood at the great carven doors were gone,
drawn into the fighting that sounded now in every corridor. The door that usually was opened by three
men, Conan pushed open unaided.

The great columned chamber stood empty, the Dragon Throne guarding it with amaignant glare.

The King's gpartments, Conan thought. He set out il a arun, and those who faced him died. Heno
longer waited to call out the chalenge. Any who wore the golden cloak and did not flee were the enemy.
Few fled, and he regretted killing them only for the dday it caused him. Ariane. They dowed him finding
Ariane.

Karelastalked the Palace hdls like a panther. She was aone, now. After thefirst fight she had searched
among the bodies for Conan, uncertain whether she wanted to find him or not. There had not been long
to look, for other soldiersloya to Vegentius had appeared, and the fighting that followed had carried dll
who still stood away from that spot. She had seen Garian laying about him, and Hordo desperately trying
to fight hisway to her sde. The one-eyed man had been like death incarnate, yet she was glad he had not
been ableto follow. There wasthat she had to do of which her faithful hound would not approve.

Suddenly there was aman before her, blood from a scalp wound trickling down his too-handsome face.
The sword in his hand was stained aswell, and from the way he moved he knew how to useit.

"A wench with asword," he laughed. "Best you throw it down and run, ese | might think you intend to
useit”

She recognized him then. "Y ou run, Demetrio. | have no wish to soil my blade with your blood." She had
no quarrel with him, but he stood between her and where she wanted to go.

Hislaugh turned into asnarl. "Bitch!" He lunged, expecting an essy kill.

With ease she beat asde his overconfident attack and dashed him across the chest with her riposte.
Shaken, he legped back. She followed, never alowing him to set himsdlf for the attack again. Their



blades flashed intricate Slver patternsin the air between them, ringing almost continually. He was good,
she admitted, but she was better. He died with alook of incredulous horror on hisface.

Stepping over hisbody-she hurried on, until at last she came to the chambers she sought. Carefully she
pushed the door open with her blade.

Sularia, in the blue velvet robes of anoblewoman, faced her, frowning. "Who are you?' she demanded.
"Some lord'sleman? Don't you know enough not to enter my gpartments without permisson? Well, as
you're here, what word of thefighting?' Her eyefell on the bloody sword in Karelas hand, and she

gasped.

"Y ou sent afriend of mineto the lowest of Zandru'sHells," Kardasaid quietly. With measured paces she
stepped into the room. The blonde backed away before her.

"Who are you? | know none who are friends of your sort. Leave my chambersimmediatdly, or I'll have

you flogged.”

Kardalaughed grimly. " Jdanna would not know your sort, either, but you know of her. Asfor me, | do
not expect you to recognize the Lady Tianawithout her veils."

"Youremad!" Sulariasaid, aquaver in her voice. Her back was amogt to the wall.

Karelalet her sword drop as she continued her advance. "I need no sword for you," she said softly. "A
sword isfor an equd.”

From beneath her robes Sulariadrew adagger, its blade as wide as aman's finger and no more than
twiceaslong. "Fooal," she laughed. "If you truly are Tiana, I'll give you reason to wear your vells." And
shelunged for Karelas eyes.

The auburn-haired woman moved nothing but a single hand, which darted to close over the hand that
held the dagger. Sularias blue eyes widened in disbelief as her lunge was stopped by a grip made stedl
by long hours with asword. Karela knotted her other hand in those blonde tresses, tight enough to force
the woman to meet her hard emerald gaze. Slowly she twisted, forcing the dagger and the hand that held
it diketo turn.

"Despiteit dl," she whispered to the blonde, "'you might have lived had not you put your duttish handson
him." With dl her strength she drove the dagger home in Sularias heart.

L etting the dead woman fall, Karlaretrieved her sword and wiped the blade contemptuoudy on awall
hanging. Therewas Hill the Cimmerian.

Her mind whirling with a thousand thoughts of what she would do to him when she found him, she staked
from the room. Almost she had been ready to let him live, but Sulariahad brought it all flooding back, all
the thousand humiliations she had suffered because of him. That he had lain with such as Sulariawas the
worst humiliation of dl, though when she questioned that strange thought her mind skittered away from
answering.

Then, from a colonnaded gallery, she saw him in acourtyard below, lost in thought. No doubt he till
wondered how to find this precious Ariane of his. Her beautiful face twisted in a savage snarl. From the
corner of her eye she caught amovement below, and her breath suddenly would not come. Vegentius
had entered the courtyard, and Conan had not moved. Slowly, like amurderer in the night, the big



soldier, as big as Conan, crept forward, ensanguined sword upraised. His red-crested helmet and chain
mail looked untouched, though that bloody blade was proof he had seen fighting. At any moment he
would strike, and she would see Conan die. Tearsran down her face. Tears of joy, shetold hersdlf. It
would give her much joy to see the Cimmerian meet his death. Much joy.

"Conan!" she screamed. "Behind you!

Conan listened to the approaching footsteps, footsteps that grew less wary by the second. The
Cimmerian's hand aready rested on his sword hilt. He did not know who it was that crept toward him,
save that by his actions he was an enemy. Whoever he was, afew steps more and the surpriser would be
the one surprised. Just one step more.

"Conan!" ascream rang out. "Behind you!

Cursing hislogt advantage the Cimmerian threw himsdlf forward, tucking his shoulder under as he hit the
flagstones, drawing his scimitar as herolled to hisfeet. He found himsdlf facing avery surprised
Vegentius,

A quick glance upward showed him the source of the shout, Karela, half hanging over the stonerail of a
gdlery two stories above the courtyard. He knew it had to be hisimagination, yet in that brief ook he
could have sworn that she was crying. It did not matter, in any case. He must concern himsdf with the
man he faced.

Vegentiusworeagrin asif what was to come were the greatest wish of hislife. "Long have | wanted to
face you with stedl, barbar,” he said. Hisface yet bore the yellowing bruises of their last encounter.

"That iswhy you try to snesk up behind me?' Conan sneered.
"Die, barbar!" the big soldier thundered, launching atowering overhead blow with his sword.

Conan's blade rose to meet it with aclang, and immediately he moved from defense to offense. Almost
without moving their feet the two men faced each other, blades ringing like hammer and anvil. But it was
aways Conan's blade that was the hammer, always he attacking, ways V egentius parrying, ever more
desperatdy. It wastime to end, the Cimmerian thought. With amighty swing, he struck. Blood fountained
from the headless trunk of the Commander of the Golden Leopards. As the body toppled, Conan was
dready turning to look for Karela. The gallery was empty.

Still, he could not suppress acomplacent smile at the thought that she did not hate him as much as she
pretended. Else why had she cried out?

Helooked around as Hordo hurried into the courtyard.

"Vegentius?' the one-eyed man asked, looking at the headlessbody. "I saw Albanus," he went on when
Conan nodded. "And Ariane and the imposter. But when | got to where | saw them, they were gone. |
think they were headed for the old part of the Palace." He hesitated. "Have you seen Karela, Cimmerian?
| can't find her, and | do not want to lose her again.”

Conan pointed out the gallery where Karelahad stood. "Find her if you can, Hordo. I've another woman
to seek.”

Hordo nodded, and the two men parted in opposite directions.



Conan wished the bearded man luck, though he suspected Karela had disappeared once more. But his
own concern was till Ariane. He could not imagine why Albanus would go into the ancient portion of the
Paace, unlessit wasto escape by way of one of the secret passages. If Jelannaknew some of them, it
seemed reasonabl e that the hawk-faced lord might also.

Y et the Cimmerian did not think he could find even the one he had escaped through, lost asit wasin that
maze of pitch-dark corridors. Therewas only the wolf pit to hope for. And hoping against hope Conan
ran.

He thanked every god he could think of that he encountered no Golden L eopards as he sped through the
Pdace, into the rough stone corridor he remembered so well. He could afford not the dightest delay if he
was to reach the wolf pit before Albanus departed. If Albanus had gone to the wolf pit. If Ariane was il
alive. Herefused to admit any of thoseifs. They would be there. They had to be.

Almogt to the pit, he heard Albanus voice reverberating from that domed ceiling. The Cimmerian dlowed
himsdlf one brief Sgh of relief before entering the chamber, hiseyeslike blue stedl.

"With this| will destroy them," Albanuswas saying, caressing ablue crysta spherein hishandsashe
spoke. Theimposter stood beside him, and Ariane, staring unnaturally ahead, but the hawk-faced man
appeared to speak only to himsdf. "With this| will unleash such power-"

Sorcery, Conan thought, yet it was too late to stop his advance. Albanus dark eyeswere on him aready,
and annoyingly seemed to see him as anirritation rather than adanger.

"Kill him, Garian," the nobleman said, and turned his atention back to the blue sphere. Ariane did not
move or change expression.

Did the man truly think he was Garian, Conan wondered as the duplicate advanced. He noticed the
sword the other carried, then, the same serpentine blade that he had sold to Demetrio what seemed like
s0 long ago. That it was a sorcel ed weapon he no longer had any doubt, and his belief was confirmed
when the bladewasraised. A hungry, metallic whine sounded, the same he had thought he imagined
when facing Mdius.

Still he set himself. Desth came when it would. No man could flee his appointed time.

The false Garian's blade blazed into motion, and Conan swung to block it. The shock of that meeting of
blades nearly tore the Cimmerian's sword from his grip. There had been no such strength in Mdlius
blows. That force came not from any sorcery, but from the man wielding the blade, yet Conan refused to
believe that anything human could have so much strength. The hair on the back of his neck rose. Nothing
human. Warily he backed away, wondering what it was he faced.

Cupping the blue crystd, ignoring the two who faced each other not twenty paces from him, Albanus
began to chant. "Af-far mearoth, Omini deaskaan ...."

Conan thought he felt arumble from deep in the bowels of the earth, but he had no time to consider it.
The creature with Garian's face staked him, the wavy-bladed sword darting with preternatural speed.
Conan no longer attempted to block it, only to deflect it, yet even the glancing blows he felt to hishedls.
Oncethetip of that ensorceled blade opened ashdlow gash in his cheek, sending athin rivulet of blood
trickling. The metdlic whine sounded again, but louder, amost drowning out Albanus chanting.



The creature swung again, a decapitating blow an it landed, but Conan leaped back. The blade smashed
into theiron leg of one of the massive tripod lamps, shearing it in two. Slowly the lamp toppled, and
Conan saw thefirgt true expression on the cresturesface. Terror, asit gazed at thefirein that falling
lamp.

Asif in morta danger, the fase Garian jumped back. Albanus voice fatered, then resumed its
incantation. Thelamp crashed againgt the wal surrounding the pit, flaming oil pouring down into the pit.
Dry straw crackled aight.

Conan risked aglance a the hawk-faced lord. Above Albanus head something wasforming. A
darkness, athickening of the air. The stones benesth the Cimmerian's feet shifted, and he thought he
heard thunder.

Therewas no time for more than a glance, though, for the creature grasped one leg of the heavy lamp
and heaved it into the now fire-filled pit as easily asaman might throw aside agtick of kindling. The
ground trembled continuoudy now, the tremors growing stronger. From the corner of his eye Conan saw
the dark amorphous shape above Albanus head lift higher into the dome, grow more solid. The
nobleman'’s chanting became louder, moreingstent. The creature advanced on Conan.

"Run, Arianel" the Cimmerian shouted, and steadied hisfeet againgt the now pitching floor. No man
could flee hisown deeth. "Run!™"

She did not move, but the simulacrum continued its steady approach, sword lifting for a strike that would
smash through the Cimmerian's blade and split the man in twain.

Desperately Conan legped aside. The tremendous blow struck sparks from the floor where he had
stood. In that instant, when the creeture tottered off balance from the force of its own blow and the
quaking of the earth, Conan struck. Every muscle from his hedl's up he put into that blow, blade damming
againg the creature's Sde. It was like striking stone. Y et, added to the rest, it was enough, for just that
oneingant. The smulacrum fell.

Conan had seen the speed of the creature, and had no intention of giving it timeto recover itsfeet. Before
it struck the stone floor he had dropped his sword and seized the smulacrum by its swordbelt and its
tunic. With atremendous heave the massve Cimmerian lifted the cregture into the air.

"Heresthefireyou fear," he shouted, and hurled it over thewall.

Asit fell, ascream ripped from itsthroat. The sword was hurled away asit twisted in an inhuman effort
to find some salvation from the flames. Asit struck the burning straw there was awhoosh, as of ail
thrown on afire, and flames engulfed the smulacrum, yet even as astatue of flameits horrible screams
would not cease.

As Conan raised his eyes from the pit, they met those of Albanus. The dark lord's mouth struggled to
form the words of his chant, but from his chest projected the blood-hungry sword that had been hurled
with such inhuman strength. Beside him Ariane stirred. Sorcerous spells died with the sorcerer, and
Albanuswas dying.

Conan hurried to her side. As he took her hand, shelooked at him dazedly. Albanus fought still to form
words, but blood wasfilling his mouth.

Asthe Cimmerian turned to lead Ariane from the chamber, his gaze was drawn by what occupied the



height of the dome. He had an impression of countless eyes, of tentacles without number. His own eyes
refused to takeit dl in, hismind refused to accept what he saw. From whatever floated horribly above, a
ray of light struck down, shattering the blue crystd. Albanus eyes glazed in degth asthe fragmentsfell
from hishand.

Thunder rumbled in the room, and Conan knew it for the laughter of ademon, or agod. The dark shape
above gathered itself. Conan scooped up Ariane and ran, as that which was above smashed through the
dome. Stones showered down, filling thewolf pit, and dust bel ched after him. Collapsing walls toppled
gtill other walls. Spreading out in awave of destruction from the wolf-pit, the ancient portions of the
Pdace crumbled in on themsalves.

Conan was running on polished marble floors before he redized that that floor no longer tossed likea
ship in astorm and rubble no longer pelted him. He stopped and looked back through the dowly clearing
dust. The corridor behind him wasfilled from top to bottom with shattered debris, and he could seethe
sunset sky through ahole in acelling that had borne three stories aboveit. Y et, except for afew cracked
walls, there seemed to be remarkably little destruction outside of the ancient parts of the Palace.

Ariane dtirred in hisarms, and he reluctantly set her down. She was a pleasant armful, even covered in
dust and rock chips. Coughing, she stared around her. "Conan? Where did you come from? Isthisthe
Roya Paace? What happened?’

"I'll explain later,” the Cimmerian said. Or some of it, he thought with another look &t the devastation
behind them. "Let'sfind King Garian, Ariane. I've areward coming."

Chapter XXV

Strolling down the hall of the palace that had once belong to Albanus-and had for two days now, by
decree of King Garian, belonged to him-Conan paused to heft an ivory statuette. Intricately carved, it
was light and would fetch agood price in dmost any city. He added it to the sack he carried and moved
on.

He reached the columned entry hdll just as Hordo and Ariane came through the front doors, now
standing open. "About time you came back,” the Cimmerian said. "What isit like out there?"

Hordo shrugged. " City Guards and what Golden Leopards are | eft are patrolling the streets against
looters. Not that many are left. Seems they thought that earthquake was the judgment of the gods against
them. Then, too, some claim to have seen ademon hovering over the Roya Pdace at the height of the
earthquake." He gave an unconvincing laugh. " Strange what people see, isit not?"

"Strange indeed,” Conan replied in what he hoped was a reassuring tone. Even if he managed to convince
Hordo of what had occurred at the wolf pit, the one-eyed man would only moan about being too old for
such any longer. "What about the Thestis?' he asked Ariane.

She sghed wearily, not looking at him. "The Thestisis done. Too many of us saw too much of what our
finetalk leadsto. Garian isreleasing Graecus and the others from the mines, but | doubt we will be able
to look any of the othersinthefacefor alongtime. 1... | intend to leave Nemedia"

"Comewith meto Ophir," Conan said.



"l goto Aquiloniawith Hordo," shereplied.

Conan stared. It was not that he objected to losing her to Hordo-well, alittle, he admitted grudgingly,
even to afriend-but after al, he had saved her life. What sort of gratitude wasthis?

She shifted defiantly under his gaze, and put an arm around the one-eyed man. "Hordo has afaithful
heart, which ismorethan | can say for some other men. It may not be faithful to me, but it is till faithful.
Besides, | told you long ago that | decide who shares my deeping mat." Her voice held an exculpatory
note; atightness at her mouth said that she heard it, and refused to admit that she had anything to excuse.

Conan shook his head disgustedly. He remembered an ancient saying. Women and cats are never
owned, they just vidt for atime. At the moment he thought he would take the cat.

Then her destination, and Hordo's, penetrated. "Why Aquilonia?' Conan asked him.

The one-eyed man passed him afolded sheet of parchment and said, "I heard arumor she went east.
There's something in therefor you, aswdll.”

Conan opened the sheet and read.

Hordo, my most faithful hound,

When you receive this| will be gone from Nemediawith al my goods and servants. Do not follow. | will
not again be so pleased to find you on my trail. Yet | wish you wdll. Tel the Cimmerian | am not finished
with him.

Karela

Below the sgnature, in red ink, wasthe outline of a hawk.

"But you follow anyway," Conan said, handing back the sheet.

"Of course," Hordo replied. Carefully he tucked the letter into his pouch. "But why thistalk of going to
Ophir now? Garian will makeyou alord, next."

"I remembered that blind soothsayer in the Gored Ox," the Cimmerian said.

"That old fool ?1 told you to see one of my astrologers.”

"But hewasright," Conan said quietly. "A woman of sapphiresand gold. Sularia. A woman of emeralds
and ruby. Karela. They'd both have watched me die, for exactly the reasons he named. The rest was
right, aswell. And do you remember how he ended?"

"How?"' Hordo asked.

"Save athrone, save aking, kill aking or die. Whatever comes, whatever is, mark well your timeto fly.
He aso said to beware the gratitude of kings. I'm taking him to heart, if alittle late.”

The one-eyed man snorted, looking about him at the marble columns and dabaster walls. "I seelittle
enough to beware of in thisgratitude.”



"Kingsare absolute rulers” Conan told him, "and fedling grateful makesthem fed less absolute. On that
I'll wager. And the best way to get rid of that fedling isto get rid of the man to whom he must be grateful.
Do you see now?"

"Y ou sound like a philosopher,” Hordo grumbled.
Conan threw back his head and laughed. "All the gods forbid."

"Captain,” Machaon said, entering from the back, "the company is mounted, every man with a sack of
loot at his saddle. Though | never heard of aman ordering his own paace looted before.”

Conan met Hordo's gaze levelly. "Take whatever you want, old friend, but do not tarry overlong.” He
held out his hand, and the other grasped it, a custom they had picked up in the east.

"Fare you well, Conan of Cimmeria," Hordo said gruffly. "Take apull a the Hellborn for me, an you get
there before me.”

"Fareyou wdl, Hordo of Zamora. And you the same, if you'refirs."
The Cimmerian did not ook again at Ariane as he strode from the hall, She had made her choice.

Behind the palace the Free-Company waited, the score that survived, mounted and armed. Conan swung
into hissaddle.

A strange end, he thought, riding away from proffered richesin thisfashion. And two women, either of
whom he would have been pleased to have ride with him, but neither of whom wanted him. That wasa
drangething for himinitsdf. Still, he reminded himself, there would be women gplenty in Ophir, and the
rumors of trouble meant there would be blade-fee for his Free-Company.

"Weridefor Ophir,” he commanded, and galloped out of the gates at the head of his company. He did
not look back.



