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The Hour of the Dragon
by Robert E. Howard

The Lion banner sways and. falls in the horror-haunted gl oom

A scarl et Dragon rustles by, borne on wi nds of doom

In heaps the shining horsenen lie, where the thrusting | ances break
And. deep in the haunted nountains, the |ost, black gods awake.
Dead hands grope in the shadows, the stars turn pale with fright,
For this is the Dragon's Hour, the triunph of Fear and. Night.

1. O Sleeper, Awake!

THE LONG TAPERS flickered, sending the black shadows wavering along the walls, and the vel vet
tapestries rippled. Yet there was no wind in the chanmber. Four men stood about the ebony table on
which lay the green sarcophagus that gleaned |ike carven jade. In the upraised right hand of each
man a curious black candl e burned with a weird greenish light. Qutside was night and a | ost wi nd
nmoani ng anong the bl ack trees.

I nside the chanber was tense silence, and the wavering of the shadows, while four pairs of eyes,
burning with intensity, were fixed on the long green case across which cryptic hieroglyphics
withed, as if lent |ife and novenment by the unsteady |ight. The man at the foot of the

sar cophagus | eaned over it and noved his candle as if he were witing with a pen, inscribing a
mystic synbol' in the air. Then he set down the candle in its black gold stick at the foot of the
case, and, munbling sonme formula unintelligible to his companions, he thrust a broad white hand
into his fur-trinmed robe. When he brought it forth again it was as if he cupped in his palma
ball of living fire.

The other three drew in their breath sharply, and the dark, powerful nman who stood at the head of
t he sarcophagus whi spered: "The Heart of Ahrinman!" The other lifted a quick hand for silence.
Sonewhere a dog began howling dolefully, and a stealthy step padded outside the barred and bolted
door. But none | ooked aside fromthe numy-case over which the man in the ernine-trimred robe was
now nmoving the great flamng jewel while he muttered an incantation that was old when Atlantis
sank. The glare of the gem dazzled their eyes, so that they could not be sure of what they saw,

but with a splintering crash, the carven Iid of the sarcophagus burst outward as if from sone
irresistible pressure applied fromw thin, and the four nen, bending eagerly forward, saw the
occupant —a huddl ed, withered, w zened shape, with dried brown |inmbs |ike dead wood showi ng t hrough
mol der -i ng bandages.

"Bring that thing back?" nmuttered the small dark man who stood on the right, with a short,
sardonic laugh. "It is ready to crunble at a touch. W are fool s—=

"Shhh!" It was an urgent hiss of command fromthe |arge man who held the jewel. Perspiration stood
upon his broad white forehead and his eyes were dilated. He | eaned forward, and, w thout touching
the thing with his hand, laid on the breast of the munmy the blazing jewel. Then he drew back and
wat ched with fierce intensity, his lips nmoving in soundl ess invocation.

It was as if a globe of living fire nickered and burned on the dead, withered bosom And breath
sucked in, hissing, through the clenched teeth of the watchers. For as they watched, an awf ul
transmut ati on becanme apparent. The withered shape in the sarcophagus was expandi ng, was grow ng,
| engt heni ng. The bandages burst and fell into brown dust. The shiveled |inbs swelled,

strai ghtened. Their dusky hue began to fade.

"By Mtral" whispered the tall, yellow haired man on the left. "He was not a Stygian. That part at
| east was true."

Again a trenbling finger warned for silence. The hound outside was no | onger how ing. He
whi npered, as with an evil dream and then that sound, too, died away in silence, in which the
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yel | owhaired nman plainly heard the straining of the heavy door, as if sonething outside pushed
powerfully upon it. He half turned, his hand at his sword, but the man in the erm ne robe hissed
an urgent warning: "Stay! Do not break the chain! And on your life do not go to the door!™

The yel | ow haired man shrugged and turned back, and then he stopped short, staring. In the Jade
sarcophagus lay a living man: a tall, lusty man, naked, white of skin, and dark of hair and beard.
He lay notionless, his eyes wide open, and bl ank and unknowi ng as a newborn babe's. On his breast
the great jewel snoldered and sparkl ed.

The man in ermne reeled as if fromsone | et-down of extrene tension

"Ishtar!" he gasped. "It is Xaltotun!—and he |ives! Valerius! Tarascus! Amalric! Do you see? Do
you see? You doubted me—but | have not failed! W have been close to the open gates of hell this
ni ght, and the shapes of darkness have gathered cl ose about us—aye, they followed himto the very
door —but we have brought the great magician back to life."

"And dammed our souls to purgatories everlasting, | doubt not,'
Tar ascus.

nmnuttered the small, dark man,

The yel |l owhaired man, Val erius, |aughed harshly.

"What purgatory can be worse than life itself? So we are all damed together from birth. Besides,
who woul d not sell his nmiserable soul for a throne?"

"There is no intelligence in his stare, Orastes," said the |arge nan

"He has | ong been dead," answered Orastes. "He is as one newy awakened. His mnd is enpty after
the I ong sl eep—hay, he was dead, not sleeping. We brought his spirit back over the voids and gulfs
of night and oblivion. I will speak to him"

He bent over the foot of the sarcophagus, and fixing his gaze on the w de dark eyes of the nan
within, he said, slowy: "Awake, Xaltotun!"

The lips of the man noved nechanically. "Xaltotun!" he repeated in a groping whisper.

"You are Xaltotun!" exclained Orastes, like a hypnotist driving home his suggestions. "You are
Xal totun of Python, in Acheron.”

Adimflane flickered in the dark eyes.

"I was Xaltotun," he whispered. "I am dead."

"You are Xaltotun!" cried rastes. "You are not dead! You live!"

"I am Xal totun," canme the eery whisper. "But | amdead. In ny house in Khem, in Stygia, there
died."

"And the priests who poisoned you numm fied your body with their dark arts, keeping all your
organs intact!" exclainmed Orastes. "But now you |ive again! The Heart of Ahrinman has restored your
life, drawn your spirit back fromspace and eternity." ' "The Heart of Ahriman!" The flane of
remenbrance grew stronger. "The barbarians stole it fromnme!"

"He remenbers,"” nuttered Orastes. "Lift himfromthe case."

The others obeyed hesitantly, as if reluctant to touch the man they had recreated, and they seened
not easier in their mnds when they felt firmnuscular flesh, vibrant with blood and Iife, be-
neath their fingers. But they lifted himupon the table, and Orastes clothed himin a curious dark
vel vet robe, splashed with gold stars and cresent noons, and fastened a cloth-of-gold. fillet
about his tenples, confining the black wavy |ocks that fell to his shoulders. He let themdo as

t hey woul d, sayi ng nothing, not even when they set himin a carven throne-like chair with a high
ebony back and wi de silver arns, and feet |ike golden claws. He sat there notionless, and slowy
intelligence grewin his dark eyes and nade them deep and strange and lum nous. It was as if |ong-
sunken witch-lights floated slowy up through m dni ght pools of darkness.
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Orastes cast a furtive glance at his conpanions, who stood staring in norbid fascination at their
strange guest. Their iron nerves had wi thstood an ordeal that night have driven weaker nen mad. He
knew it was with no weaklings that he conspired, but nen whose courage was as profound as their

| awl ess anbi tions and capacity for evil. He turned his attention to the figure in the ebon-bl ack
chair. And this one spoke at |ast.

"l renmenber," he said in a strong, resonant voice, speaking Nenmedian with a curious, archaic
accent. "I am Xaltotun, who was high priest of Set in Python, which was in Acheron. The Heart of
Ahri man—+ dreaned | had found it agai n—where is it?"

Orastes placed it in his hand, and he drew breath deeply as he gazed into the depths of the
terrible jewel burning in his grasp

"They stole it fromne, long ago," he said. "The red heart of the night it is, strong to save or
to dam. It cane fromafar, and fromlong ago. Wiile |I held it, none could stand before me. But it
was stolen fromne, and Acheron fell, and I fled an exile into dark Stygia. Mich | renenber, but
much | have forgotten. | have been in a far | and, across m sty voids and gulfs and unlit oceans.
What is the year?"

Orastes answered him "It is the waning of the Year of the Lion, three thousand years after the
fall of Acheron."”

"Three thousand years!" murmured the other. "So | ong? Who are you?"

"I am Orastes, once a priest of Mtra. This man is Amalric, baron of Tor, in Nenedia; this other
i s Tarascus, younger brother of the king of Nenedia; and this tall man is Valerius, rightful heir
of the throne of Aquilonia."

"Way have you given ne |ife?" denanded Xaltotun. "Wiat do you require of ne?"

The man was now fully alive and awake, his keen eyes reflecting the working of an uncl ouded brain
There was no hesitation or uncertainty in his manner. He cane directly to the point, as one who
knows that no man gives sonething for nothing. Orastes met himw th equal candor

"We have opened the doors of hell this night to free your soul and return it to your body because
we need your aid. W wish to place Tarascus on the throne of Nenedia, and to win for Valerius the
crown of Aquilonia. Wth your necromancy you can aid us."

Xaltotun's mind was devious and full of unexpected slants.

"You must be deep in the arts yourself, Orastes, to have been able to restore ny life. Howis it
that a priest of Mtra knows of the Heart of Ahriman, and the incantations of Skel os?"

"I amno longer a priest of Mtra," answered Orastes. "I was cast forth fromny order because of
my delving in black magic. But for Amalric there | might have been burned as a nagici an.

"But that left ne free to pursue ny studies. | journeyed in Zanora, in Vendhya, in Stygia, and
anong the haunted jungles of Khitai. | read the ironbound books of Skelos, and tal ked with unseen
creatures in deep wells, and facel ess shapes in black reeking jungles. | obtained a glinpse of
your sarcophagus in the denon-haunted crypts bel ow the black giant-walled tenple of Set in the
hinterlands of Stygia, and | learned of the arts that would bring back life to your shrivel ed
corpse. From noldering nmanuscripts | learned of the Heart of Ahrinman. Then for a year | sought its
hi di ng-place, and at last | found it."

"Then why trouble to bring me back to life?" demanded Xaltotun, with his piercing gaze fixed on
the priests. "Way did you not enploy the Heart to further your own power?"

"Because no nman today knows the secrets of the Heart," answered Orastes. "Not even in |legends live
the arts by which to loose its full powers. | knew it could restore life; of its deeper secrets
amignorant. | nerely used it to bring you back to life. It is the use of your know edge we seek
As for the Heart, you alone know its awful secrets.”

Xal t otun shook his head, staring broodingly into the flam ng depths.
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"My necromantic know edge is greater than the sumof all the know edge of other nen," he said,;
"yet | do not know the full power of the jewel. |I did not invoke it in the old days; | guarded it
lest it be used against ne. At last it was stolen, and in the hands of a feathered shaman of the
barbarians it defeated all ny nighty sorcery. Then it vani shed, and | was poi soned by the jeal ous
priests of Stygia before | could | earn where it was hidden."

"I't was hidden in a cavern below the tenple of Mtra, in Taran-tia," said Orastes. "By devious
ways | discovered this, after | had |ocated your remains in Set's subterranean tenple in Stygia.

"Zanorian thieves, partly protected by spells | |earned fromsources better |eft unnmentioned,
stol e your nmummy-case fromunder the very tal ons of those which guarded it in the dark, and by
canel - caravan and gall ey and ox-wagon it cane at last to this city.

"Those sane thieves—er rather those of themwho still lived after their frightful quest—stole the
Heart of Ahriman fromits haunted cavern below the tenple of Mtra, and all the skill of nmen and
the spells of sorcerers nearly failed. One man of themlived |ong enough to reach me and give the
jewel into my hands, before he died slavering and gi bbering of what he had seen in that accursed
crypt. The thieves of Zanora are the nost faithful of nen to their trust. Even with ny
conjurenents, none but them could have stolen the Heart fromwhere it has lain in denon-guarded
darkness since the fall of Acheron, three thousand years ago."

Xaltotun lifted his lion-like head and stared far off into space, as if plunbing the |ost
centuries.

"Three thousand years!" he muttered. "Set! Tell ne what has chanced in the world."

"The barbarians who overthrew Acheron set up new ki ngdons," quoted Orastes. "Were the enpire had
stretched now rose real ns called Aquilonia, and Nenedia, and Argos, fromthe tribes that founded
them The ol der ki ngdoms of Ophir, Corinthia and western Koth, which had been subject to the kings
of Acheron, regained their independence with the fall of the enpire.”

"And what of the people of Acheron?" demanded Orastes. "Wien | fled into Stygia, Python was in
ruins, and all the great, purple-towered cities of Acheron fouled with blood and tranpled by the
sandal s of the barbarians."

"In the hills small groups of folk still boast descent from Acheron," answered Orastes. "For the
rest, the tide of ny barbarian ancestors rolled over them and wi ped them out. They—ny
ancest or s—had suffered nmuch fromthe kings of Acheron."

A grimand terrible smle curled the Pythonian's Ilips.

"Aye! Many a barbarian, both nman and worman, died screanming on the altar under this hand. | have
seen their heads piled to make a pyranmid in the great square in Python when the kings returned
fromthe west with their spoils and naked captives."

"Aye. And when the day of reckoning came, the sword was not spared. So Acheron ceased to be, and
purpl e-towered Python becane a nenory of forgotten days. But the younger kingdons rose on the

i mperial ruins and waxed great. And now we have brought you back to aid us to rule these ki ngdons,
which, if |less strange and wonderful than Acheron of old, are yet rich and powerful, well worth
fighting for. Look!" Orastes unrolled before the stranger a map drawn cunningly on vellum

Xal totun regarded it, and then shook his head, baffled.

"The very outlines of the land are changed. It is like sone fanm liar thing seen in a dream
fantastically distorted.”

"Howbeit," answered Orastes, tracing with his forefinger, "here is Belverus, the capital of
Nermedi a, in which we now are. Here run the boundaries of the Iand of Nenedia. To the south and
sout heast are Ophir and Corinthia, to the east Brythunia, to the west Aquilonia."

"It is the map of a world | do not know," said Xaltotun softly, but Orastes did not miss the lurid
fire of hate that flickered in his dark eyes.
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"It is a map you shall help us change,” answered Orastes. "It is our desire first to set Tarascus
on the throne of Nenedia. W wi sh to acconplish this without strife, and in such a way that no
suspicion will rest on Tarascus. W do not wish the land to be torn by civil wars, but to reserve
all our power for the conquest of Aquil onia.

"Shoul d King Nined and his sons die naturally, in a plague for instance, Tarascus woul d nount the
throne as the next heir, peacefully and unopposed.”

Xal t ot un nodded, without replying, and Orastes conti nued.

"The other task will be nore difficult. W cannot set Valerius on the Aquilonian throne wthout a
war, and that kingdomis a form dable foe. Its people are a hardy, war-like race, toughened by
continual wars with the Picts, Zingarians and C merians. For five hundred years Aquilonia and
Nenedi a have intermttently waged war, and the ultinmate advantage has always lain with the
Aqui | oni ans.

"Their present king is the nost renowned warrior anong the western nations. He is an outl ander, an
adventurer who seized the crown by force during a tinme of civil strife, strangling King Nanedi des
with his own hands, upon the very throne. H's nane is Conan, and no nman can stand before himin
battl e.

"Valerius is nowthe rightful heir of the throne. He had been driven into exile by his roya

ki nsman, Namedi des, and has been away fromhis native realmfor years, but he is of the bl ood of
the old dynasty, and many of the barons would secretly hail the overthrow of Conan, who is a
nobody wi thout royal or even noble bl ood. But the conmon people are loyal to him and the nobility
of the outlying provinces. Yet if his forces were overthrown in the battle that nmust first take

pl ace, and Conan hinself slain, |I think it would not be difficult to put Valerius on the throne.

I ndeed, with Conan slain, the only center of the government would be gone. He is not part of a
dynasty, but only a |one adventurer."

"I wish that | mght see this king," nused Xaltotun, glancing toward a silvery nmirror which forned
one of the panels of the wall. This mrror cast no reflection, but Xaltotun's expression showed
that he understood its purpose, and Orastes nodded with the pride a good craftsnman takes in the
recogni tion of his acconplishnents by a master of his craft.

"I will try to show himto you," he said. And seating hinmself before the mrror, he gazed
hypnotically into its depths, where presently a di mshadow began to take shape.

It was uncanny, but those watching knew it was no nore than the reflected i mage of O astes’
thought, enbodied in that mrror as a wizard' s thoughts are enbodied in a magic crystal. It
floated hazily, then |l eaped into startling clarity—a tall man, mghtily shoul dered and deep of
chest, with a massive corded neck and heavily nmuscled Iinbs. He was clad in silk and velvet, wth
the royal lions of Aquilonia worked in gold upon his rich jupon, and the crown of Aquilonia shone
on his square-cut black mane; but the great sword at his side seened nore natural to himthan the
regal accouterments. H's brow was | ow and broad, his eyes a volcanic blue that snoldered as if
with some inner fire. Hi s dark, scarred, alnpst sinister face was that of a fighting-man, and his
vel vet garnents could not conceal the hard, dangerous |ines of his |inbs.

"That man is no Hyborian!" exclainmed Xaltotun

"No; he is a Cinmerian, one of those wild tribesnen who dwell in the gray hills of the north."

"I fought his ancestors of old," nuttered Xaltotun. "Not even the kings of Acheron could conquer
them"

"They still remain a terror to the nations of the south," answered Orastes. "He is a true son of
that savage race, and has proved hinself, thus far, unconquerable."

Xaltotun did not reply; he sat staring down at the pool of living fire that shimered in his hand.
Qut si de, the hound how ed again, |ong and shudderingly.
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2THE BLACK W ND BLOWS

THE YEAR OF THE DRAGON had birth in war and pestilence and unrest. The bl ack pl ague stal ked
through the streets of Belverus, striking down the merchant in his stall, the serf in his kennel

t he knight at his banquet board. Before it the arts of the | eeches were helpless. Men said it had
been sent fromhell as punishnent for the sins of pride and lust. It was swift and deadly as the
stroke of an adder. The victinls body turned purple and then black, and within a few m nutes he
sank down dying, and the stench of his own putrefaction was in his nostrils even before death
wrenched his soul fromhis rotting body. A hot, roaring wind blew incessantly fromthe south, and
the crops withered in the fields, the cattle sank and died in their tracks.

Men cried out on Mtra, and nuttered agai nst the king; for sonehow, throughout the kingdom the
word was whi spered that the king was secretly addicted to | oathsone practises and foul debauches
in the seclusion of his nighted palace. And then in that palace death stal ked grinning on feet
about which swirled the nonstrous vapors of the plague. In one night the king died with his three
sons, and the drums that thundered their dirge drowned the grimand om nous bells that rang from
the carts that |unbered through the streets gathering up the rotting dead.

That night, just before dawn, the hot wind that had bl own for weeks ceased to rustle evilly
through the silken wi ndow curtains. Qut of the north rose a great wind that roared anmpong the
towers, and there was cataclysmc thunder, and blinding sheets of |ightning, and driving rain. But
the dawn shone cl ean and green and cl ear; the scorched ground veiled itself in grass, the thirsty
crops sprang up anew, and the plague was gone—ts masna swept clean out of the land by the mghty
wi nd.

Men said the gods were satisfied because the evil king and his spawn were slain, and when his
young brother Tarascus was crowned in the great coronation hall, the popul ace cheered until the
towers rocked, acclainmng the nmonarch on whom the gods snil ed.

Such a wave of enthusiasmand rejoicing as swept the land is frequently the signal for a war of
conquest. So no one was surprized when it was announced that King Tarascus had declared the truce
made by the late king with their western nei ghbors void, and was gathering his hosts to invade
Aqui l onia. His reason was candid; his notives, loudly proclained, gilded his actions with
sonet hi ng of the glanor of a crusade. He espoused the cause of Valerius, "rightful heir to the
throne"; he cane, he proclained, not as an eneny of Aquilonia, but as a friend, to free the people
fromthe tyranny of a usurper and a foreigner

If there were cynical smiles in certain quarters, and whispers concerning the king's good friend
Amal ric, whose vast personal wealth seened to be flowing into the rather depleted royal treasury,
they were unheeded in the general wave of fervor and zeal of Tarascus's popularity. If any shrewd
i ndi vi dual s suspected that Amalric was the real ruler of Nenedia, behind the scenes, they were
careful not to voice such heresy. And the war went forward wi th enthusi asm

The king and his allies noved westward at the head of fifty thousand men—kni ghts in shining arnor
with their pennons stream ng above their hel nets, pikenen in steel caps and bri gan-dines,
crosshownen in | eather jerkins. They crossed the border, took a frontier castle and burned three
mountain villages, and then, in the valley of the Valkia, ten mles west of the boundary Iine,
they net the hosts of Conan, king of Aquilonia—forty-five thousand knights, archers and nen-at-
arns, the flower of Aquilonian strength and chivalry. Only the knights of Poitain, under Prospero,
had not yet arrived, for they had far to ride up fromthe southwestern conmer of the kingdom
Tarascus had struck wi thout warning. Hi s invasion had cone on the heels of his proclamation

wi t hout formal declaration of war.

The two hosts confronted each other across a w de, shallow valley, with rugged cliffs, and a
shal | ow stream wi ndi ng t hrough masses of reeds and willows down the middle of the vale. The canp-
foll owers of both hosts came down to this streamfor water, and shouted insults and hurled stones
across at one another. The last glints of the sun shone on the gol den banner of Nenedia with the
scarl et dragon, unfurled in the breeze above the pavilion of King Tarascus on an em nence near the
eastern cliffs. But the shadow of the western cliffs fell like a vast purple pall across the tents
and the arny of Aquilonia, and upon the black banner with its golden lion that floated above King
Conan' s pavilion.
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Al night the fires flared the length of the valley, and the wind brought the call of trunpets,
the clangor of arns, and the sharp chall enges of the sentries who paced their horses along either
edge of the willow grown stream

It was in the darkness before dawn that King Oran stirred on his couch, which was no nore than a
pile of silks and furs thrown on a dais, and awakened. He started up, crying out sharply and
clutching at his sword. Pallantides, his commander, rushing in at the cry, saw his king sitting
upright, his hand on his hilt, and perspiration dripping fromhis strangely pale face.

"Your Majesty!" exclaimed Pallantides. "Is aught am ss?"
"What of the canp?' demanded Conan. "Are the guards out?"

"Five hundred horsenen patrol the stream Your Myjesty," answered the general. "The Nenedi ans have
not offered to nove against us in the night. They wait for dawn, even as we."

"By Crom" muttered Conan. "I awoke with a feeling that doomwas creeping on nme in the night."

He stared up at the great golden | anp which shed a soft gl ow over the velvet hangi ngs and carpets
of the great tent. They were al one; not even a slave or a page slept on the carpeted floor; but
Conan's eyes bl azed as they were wont to blaze in the teeth of great peril, and the sword quivered
in his hand. Pallantides watched himuneasily. Conan seenmed to be |istening.

"Listen!" hissed the king. "Did you hear it? A furtive step!"

"Seven kni ghts guard your tent, Your Mjesty,"
unchal | enged. "

said Pallantides. "None could approach it

"Not outside,” growed Conan. "It seened to sound inside the tent."

Pall antides cast a swift, startled | ook around. The velvet hangings nerged with shadows in the
conmers, but if there had been anyone in the pavilion besides thensel ves, the general would have
seen him Again he shook his head.

"There is no one here, sure. You sleep in the nmidst of your host."

"I have seen death strike a king in the mdst of thousands,"” nuttered Conan. "Sonething that wal ks
on invisible feet and is not seen—

"Perhaps you were dream ng. Your Majesty," said Pallantides, sonewhat perturbed.

"So | was," grunted Conan. "A devilish dreamit was, too. | trod again all the long, weary roads
traveled on ny way to the kingship."

He fell silent, and Pallantides stared at hi m unspeaki ng. The. king was an enignma to the general
as to nost of his civilized subjects. Pallantides knew that Conan had wal ked many strange roads in
his wild, eventful life, and had been nmany things before a twi st of Fate set himon the throne of
Aqui | oni a.

"I saw again in the battlefield whereon | was born," said Conan, resting his chin moodily on a
massive fist. "I saw nyself in a pantherskin |oin-clout, throwing nmy spear at the the nountain
beasts. | was a nercenary swordsman again, a het-nman of the kozaki who dwell al ong the Zaporoska
Ri ver, a corsair looting the coasts of Kush, a pirate of the Barachan Isles, a chief of the

H nelian hillmen. Al these things |'ve been, and of all these things | dreaned; all the shapes
that have been | passed |like an endl ess procession, and their feet beat out a dirge in the
soundi ng dust.

"But throughout ny dreans noved strange, veiled figures and ghostly shadows, and a far-away voice
nocked ne. And toward the last | seenmed to see nyself lying on this dais in ny tent, and a shape
bent over ne, robed and hooded. | lay unable to nmove, and then the hood fell away and a nol dering
skul'l grinned down at nme. Then it was that | awoke."

"This is an evil dream Your Majesty," said Pallantides, suppressing a shudder. "But no nore."
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Conan shook his head, more in doubt than in denial. He came of a barbaric race, and the
superstitions and instincts of his heritage lurked cl ose beneath the surface of his consciousness.

"I''"ve dreaned many evil dreans," he said, "and nost of them were neaningless. But by Ctom this
was not like nost dreans! | wish this battle were fought and won, for |1've had a grisly
premoni tion ever since King Nned died in the black plague. Wiy did it cease when he di ed?"

"Men say he sinned—

"Men are fools, as always,"” grunted Conan. "If the plague struck all who sinned, then by Crom
there wouldn't be enough left to count the living! Wiy should the gods—who the priests tell me are
just—slay five hundred peasants and nmerchants and nobl es before they slew the king, if the whole
pestilence were ainmed at hin? Were the gods snmiting blindly, like swordsnen in a fog? By Mtra, if
| ainmed ny strokes no straighter, Aquilonia would have 'had a new king | ong ago.

"No! The bl ack plague's no conmon pestilence. It lurks in Stygian tonbs, and is called forth into

being only by wizards. | was a swordsman in Prince Alnmuric's arny that invaded Stygia, and of his
thirty thousand, fifteen thousand perished by Stygian arrows, and the rest by the black plague
that rolled on us like a wind out of the south. I was the only man who lived."

"Yet only five hundred died in Nenedia," argued Pall antides.

"Whoever called it into being knew howto cut it short at will," answered Conan. "So | know there
was sonet hi ng pl anned and di abolical about it. Soneone called it forth, soneone bani shed it when
the work was conpl et ed—hen Tarascus was safe on the throne and being hailed as the deliverer of
the people fromthe wath of the gods. By Crom | sense a black, subtle brain behind all this.
What of this stranger who nen say gives counsel to Tarascus?"

"He wears a veil," answered Pallantides; "they say he is a foreigner; a stranger from Stygia."

"A stranger from Stygia!'" repeated Conan scowing. "A stranger fromhell, nore |like!—Ha! Wat is
t hat ?"

"The trunpets of the Nenedians!" exclaimed Pallantides. "And hark, how our own blare upon their
heel s! Dawn i s breaking, and the captains are marshaling the hosts for the onset! Mtra be with
them for many will not see the sun go down behind the crags."”

"Send nmy squires to ne!" exclainmed Conan, rising with alacrity and casting off his velvet night-
garnment; he seened to have forgotten his forebodings at the prospect of action. "Go to the
captains and see that all is in readiness. | will be with you as soon as | don ny arnor."

Many of Conan's ways were inexplicable to the civilized people he ruled, and one of themwas his
i nsi stence on sleeping alone in his chanber or tent. Pallantides hastened fromthe pavilion
clanking in the armor he had donned at nidnight after a few hours' sleep. He cast a swift gl ance
over the canp, which was beginning to swarmwith activity, mail clinking and nmen novi ng about
dimMy in the uncertain light, anong the long lines of tents. Stars still glimered palely in the
western sky, but |long pink streamers stretched along the eastern horizon, and agai nst themthe
dragon banner of Nenedia flung out its billow ng silken folds.

Pall antides turned toward a smaller tent near by, where slept the royal squires. These were

tunbl ing out already, roused by the trunpets. And as Pallantides called to themto hasten, he was
frozen speechl ess by a deep fierce shout and the inpact of a heavy blow inside the king' s tent,
foll owed by a heart-stopping crash of a falling body. There sounded a | ow | augh that turned the
general's blood to ice.

Echoing the cry, Pallantides wheel ed and rushed back into the pavilion. He cried out again as he
saw Conan's powerful frame stretched out on the carpet. The king's great two-handed sword | ay near
his hand, and a shattered tent-pole seemed to show where his sword had fallen. Pallantides' sword
was out, and he glared about the tent, but nothing nmet his gaze. Save for the king and hinself it
was enpty, as it had been when he left it.

"Your Majesty!" Pallantides threw hinself on his knee beside the fallen giant.
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Conan's eyes were open; they blazed up at himwith full intelligence and recognition. Hs lips
withed, but no sound cane forth. He seened unable to nopve.

Voi ces sounded without. Pallantides rose swiftly and stepped to the door. The royal squires and
one of the knights who guarded the tent stood there. "W heard a sound within," said the knight
apol ogetically. "Is all well with the king?"

Pal | anti des regarded hi m searchingly.

"None has entered or left the pavilion this night?"

"None save yourself, ny lord," answered the knight, and Pall antides coul d not doubt his honesty.
"The king stunbl ed and dropped his sword," said Pallantides briefly. "Return to your post."

As the knight turned away, the general covertly notioned to the five royal squires, and when they
had followed himin, he drew the flap closely. They turned pale at the sight of the king stretched
upon the carpet, but Pallantides' quick gesture checked their exclanations.

The general bent over himagan, and again Conan made an effort to speak. The veins in his tenples
and the cords in his neck swelled with his efforts, and he lifted his head clear off the ground.
Voi ce cane at last, nunbling and half intelligible.

"The thing—the thing in the corner!"

Pal l antides lifted his head and | ooked fearfully about him He saw the pale faces of the squires
in the lamplight, the velvet shadows that |urked along the walls of the pavilion. That was all.

"There is nothing here. Your Mjesty," he said.

"It was there, in the comer," muttered the king, tossing his lion-maned head fromside to side in
his efforts to rise. "A man—at | east he | ooked |i ke a man—w apped in rags |like a nunmy's bandages,
with a noldering cloak drawn about him and a hood. Al | could see was his eyes, as he crouched
there in the shadows. | thought he was a shadow hinmself, until | saw his eyes. They were |ike

bl ack jewel s.

"I made at himand swung nmy sword, but | missed himclean—how, Crom knows—and splintered that
pol e instead. He caught ny wist as | staggered off balance, and his fingers burned like hot iron
Al the strength went out of me, and the floor rose and struck ne |like a club. Then he was gone,
and | was down, and—curse him —+ can't nove! |'m paralyzed!"

Pallantides lifted the giant's hand, and his flesh cramed. On the king's wist showed the blue
mar ks of long, lean fingers. What hand could grip so hard as to leave its print on that thick
wrist? Pallantides renmenbered that |ow | augh he had heard as he rushed into the tent, and cold
perspiration beaded his skin. It had not been Conan who | aughed.

"This is a thing diabolical!" whispered a trenbling squire. "Men say the children of darkness war
for Tarascus!"

"Be silent!" ordered Pallantides sternly.

CQut si de, the dawn was dinmming the stars. A light wind sprang up fromthe peaks, and brought the
fanfare of a thousand trunpets. At the sound a convul sive shudder ran through the king's mghty
form Again the veins in his tenples knotted as he strove to break the invisible shackl es which
crushed hi m down.

"Put ny harness on ne and tie nme into ny saddle,” he whispered. "I'lIl lead the charge yet!"
Pal | anti des shook his head, and a squire plucked his skirt.

"My lord, we are lost if the host |earns the king has been snmtten! Only he could have led us to
victory this day."

"Help me Iift himon the dais," answered the general
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They obeyed, and laid the hel pless giant on the furs, and spread a sil ken cloak over him
Pal | antides turned to the five squires and searched their pale faces | ong before he spoke.

"Qur lips nmust be sealed for ever as to what happens in this tent," he said at |ast. "The ki ngdom
of Aquilonia depends upon it. One of you go and fetch me the officer Val annus, who is a captain of
the Pellian spearnen.”

The squire indicated bowed and hastened fromthe tent, and Pallantides stood staring down at the
stricken king, while outside trunpets blared, druns thundered, and the roar of the nultitudes rose
in the growing dawn. Presently the squire returned with the officer Pallantides had naned—a tal
man, broad and powerful, built much like the king. Like him also, he had thick black hair. But
his eyes were gray and he did not resenble Conan in his features.

"The king is stricken by a strange mal ady," said Pallantides briefly. "A great honor is yours; you
are to wear his arnor and ride at the head of the host today. None nmust know that it is not the
king who rides."

"I't is an honor for which a man mght gladly give up his life," stamered the captain, overcone by
the suggestion. "Mtra grant that | do not fail of this mghty trust!"

And while the fallen king stared with burning eyes that reflected the bitter rage and humiliation
that ate his heart, the squires stripped Val annus of mail shirt, burganet and | eg-pi eces, and cl ad
himin Conan's arnor of black plate-nmail, with the vizored sal ade, and the dark plunes noddi ng
over the wivern crest. Over all they put the silken surcoat with the royal lion worked in gold
upon the breast, and they girt himw th a broad gol d-buckl ed belt which supported a jewel-hilted
broad-sword in a cloth-of-gold scabbard. Wile they worked, trunpets clanored outside, arns

cl anged, and across the river rose a deep-throated roar as squadron after squadron swung into

pl ace.

Ful | -armed, Vallanus dropped to his knee and bent his plunes before the figure that lay on the
dai s.

"Lord king, Mtra grant that | do not dishonor the harness | wear this day!"

"Bring ne Tarascus's head and |I'll nake you a baron!" In the stress of his anguish Conan's veneer
of civilization had fallen fromhim H's eyes flanmed, he ground his teeth in fury and bl ood-| ust,
as barbaric as any tribesnmen in the Crimerian hills.

3. The diffs Ree

THE AQUI LONI AN HOST was drawn up, long serried lines of pikemen and horsenen in gl eaning steel
when a giant figure in black arnor energed fromthe royal pavilion, and as he swng up into the
saddl e of the black stallion held by four squires, a roar that shook the nountains went up from
the host. They shook their blades and thundered forth their acclaimof their warrior king—knights
in gold-chased arnor, pikenmen in mail coats and basinets, archers in their leather jerkins, with
their longbows in their left hand.

The host on the opposite side of the valley was in notion, trotting down the |Iong gentle sl ope
toward the river; their steel shone through the msts of norning that swirled about their horses
feet.

The Aquil oni an host noved |eisurely to neet them The neasured tranp of the arnored horses made
the ground trenble. Banners flung out long silken folds in the norning w nd; |ances swayed |ike a
bristling forest, dipped and sank, their pennons fluttering about them

Ten nen-at-arns, grim taciturn veterans who could hold their tongues, guarded the royal pavilion
One squire stood in the tent, peering out through a slit in the doorway. But for the handful in
the secret, no one else in the vast host knew that it was not Conan who rode on the great stallion
at the head of the arny.

The Aquil oni an host had assuned the custonmary fornmation
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the strongest part was the center, conposed entirely of heavily arned knights; the wi ngs were nade
up of smaller bodies of horsenen, mounted nen-at-arns, nostly, supported by pikenmen and archers.
The | atter were Bossonians fromthe western marches, strongly built nmen of nediumstature, in

| eathern jackets and iron head- pi eces.

The Nenedian army cane on in sinmlar formation and the two hosts noved toward the river, the
Wi ngs, in advance of the centers. In the center of the Aquilonian host the great |ion banner
streaned its billow ng black folds over the steel-clad figure on the black stallion

But on his dais in the royal pavilion Conan groaned in angui sh of spirit, and cursed with strange
heat hen oat hs.

"The hosts nove together," quoth the squire, watching fromthe door. "Hear the trunpets peal! Hal
The rising sun strikes fire fromlance-heads and helmets until | amdazzled. It turns the river
crinmson—aye, it will be truly crinson before this day is done

"The foe have reached the river. Now arrows fly between the hosts |ike stinging clouds that hide
the sun. Ha! Well | oosed, bowran! The Bossoni ans have the better of it! Hark to them shout!"

Faintly in the ears of the king, above the din of trunpets and clanging steel, canme the deep
fierce shout of the Bossonians as they drew and | oosed in perfect unison

"Their archers seek to hold ours in play while their knights ride into the river," said the
squire. "The banks are not steep; they slope to the water's edge. The knights conme on, they crash
through the willows. By Mtra, the clothyard shafts find every crevice of their harness! Horses
and nen go down, struggling and thrashing in the water. It is not deep, nor is the current swft,
but men are drowning there, dragged under by their arnmor, and tranpled by the frantic horses. Now
the knights of Aquilonia advance. They ride into the water and engage the knights of Nenedia. The
water swirls about their horses' bellies and the clang of sword agai nst sword is deafening.”

"Croml" burst in agony from Conan's lip. Life was coursing sluggishly back into his veins, but
still he could not Iift his mghty frame fromthe dais.

"The wings close in," said the squire. "Pikenmen and swordsnen fight hand to hand in the stream
and behind themthe bowren ply their shafts.

"By Mtra, the Nenmedi an arbal esters are sorely harried, and the Bossonians arch their arrows to
drop amid the rear ranks. Their center gains not a foot, and their wi ngs are pushed back up from
the stream again."

"Crom Ymir, and Mtra!" raged Conan. "Gods and devils, could | but reach the fighting, if but to
die at the first blow"

Qut side through the long hot day the battle storned and thundered. The valley shook to charge and
counter-charge, to the whistling of shafts, and the crash of rending shields and splintering

| ances. But the hosts of Aquilonia held fast. Once they were forced back fromthe bank, but a
counter-charge, with the black banner flowi ng over the black stallion, regained the | ost ground.
And like an iron ranmpart they held the right bank of the stream and at |ast the squire gave Conan
the news that the Nenedians were falling back fromthe river

"Their wings are in confusion!" he cried. "Their knights reel back fromthe sword-play. But what
is this? Your banner is in notion—the center sweeps into the streanml By Mtra, Valannus is |eading
the host across the river!™

"Fool!" groaned Conan. "It nmay be a trick. He should hold his position; by dawn Prospero wll be
here with the Poitanian |evies."

"The knights ride into a hail of arrows!" cried the squire. "But they do not falter! They sweep
on—they have crossed! They charge up the slope! Pallantides has hurled the wings across the river
to their support! It is all he can do. The |lion banner dips and staggers above the nel ee.

"The knights of Nenedia make a stand. They are broken! They fall back! Their left wing is in full
flight, and our pikenen cut them down as they run! | see Valannus, riding and smting like a
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madman. He is carried beyond hinmself by the fighting-lust. Men no | onger |ook to Pallantides. They
foll ow Val annus, deem ng hi m Conan, as he rides with cl osed vizor

"But | ook! There is nmethod in his madness! He swings wide of the Nenmedian front, with five

t housand kni ghts, the pick of the arny. The main host of the Nenedians is in confusion—and | ook
Their flank is protected by the cliffs, but there is a defile left unguarded! It is |like a great
cleft in the wall that opens again behind the Nenedian lines. By Mtra, Valannus sees and sei zes
the opportunity! He has driven their wing before him and he | eads his knights toward that defile.
They swing wide of the main battle; they cut through a line of spearnen, they charge into the
defilel™

"An anbush!" cried Conan, striving to struggle upright.

"No!" shouted the squire exultantly. "The whole Nenedian host is in full sight! They have
forgotten the defile! They never expected to be pushed back that far. Oh, fool, fool, Tarascus, to
meke such a blunder! Ah, | see | ances and pennons pouring fromthe farther nouth of the defile,
beyond the Nenedian lines. They will snmite those ranks fromthe rear and crunple them Mtra, what
is this?"

He staggered as the walls of the tent swayed drunkenly. Afar over the thunder of the fight rose a
deep bellowing roar, indescribably om nous.

"The cliffs reel!" shrieked the squire. "Ah, gods, what is this? The river foams out of its
channel, and the peaks are crunbling!

The ground shakes and horses and riders in arnor are overthrown! The cliffs! The cliffs are
falling!"

Wth his words there cane a grinding runble and a thunderous concussi on, and the ground trenbl ed.
Over the roar of the battle sounded screans of nmad terror

"The cliffs have crunbled!" cried the livid squire. "They have thundered down into the defile and
crushed every living creature in it! | saw the |ion banner wave an instant anm d the dust and
falling stones, and then it vanished! Ha, the Nenedians shout with triunph! Well nay they shout,
for the fall of the cliffs has wi ped out five thousand of our bravest knights—hark!"

To Conan's ears came a vast torrent of sound, rising and rising in frenzy: "The king is dead! The
king is dead! Flee! Flee! The king is dead!"

"Liars!" panted Conan. "Dogs! Knaves! Cowards! Oh, Crom if | could but stand—but crawl to the
river with my sword in ny teeth! How, boy, do they flee?"

"Aye!" sobbed the squire. "They spur for the river; they are broken, hurled on |ike spune before a
storm | see Pallantides striving to stemthe torrent—he is down, and the horses tranple hinm They
rush into the river, knights, bowren, pikenen, all mxed and nmingled in one nad torrent of
destruction. The Nenedians are on their heels, cutting themdown |ike corn.”

"But they will nake a stand on this side of the river!" cried the king. Wth an effort that
brought the sweat dripping fromhis tenples, he heaved hinself up on his el bows.

"Nay!" cried the squire. "They cannot! They are broken! Routed! Ch gods, that | should live to see
this day!"

Then he renenbered his duty and shouted to the nmen-at-arnms who stood stolidly watching the flight
of their conrades. "Get a horse, swiftly, and help ne [ift the king upon it. W dare not bide
here. "

But before they could do his bidding, the first drift of the stormwas upon them Knights and
spearnmen and archers fled anong the tents, stunbling over ropes and baggage, and mingled with them
were Nemedi an riders, who snote right and left at all alien figures. Tent-ropes were cut, fire
sprang up in a hundred places, and the plundering had al ready begun. The gri m guardsnen about
Conan's tent died where they stood, smiting and thrusting, and over their nangl ed corpses beat the
hoofs of the conquerors.
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But the squire had drawn the flap close, and in the confused nadness of the slaughter none
realized that the pavilion held an occupant. So the flight and the pursuit swept past, and roared
away up the valley, and the squire | ooked out presently to see a cluster of nen approaching the
royal tent with evident purpose.

"Here cones the king of Nenedia with four conpanions and his squire,"” quoth he. "He will accept
your surrender, ny fair lord—=

"Surrender the devil's heart!" gritted the king.

He had forced hinmself up to a sitting posture. He swung his legs painfully off the dais, and
staggered upright, reeling drunkenly. The squire ran to assist him but Conan pushed hi m away.

"Gve ne that bow" he gritted, indicating a | ongbow and quiver that hung froma tent-pole.

"But Your Majesty!" cried the squire in great perturbation. "The battle is lost! It were the part
of majesty to yield with the dignity becom ng one of royal blood!"

"I have no royal blood," ground Conan. "I am a barbarian and the son of a blacksmith."

W enchi ng away the bow and an arrow he staggered toward the opening of the pavilion. So form dable
was hi s appearance, naked but for short |eather breeks and sl eevel ess shirt, open to reveal his
great, hairy chest, with his huge linbs and his blue eyes bl azing under his tangled bl ack nane,
that the squire shrank back, nore afraid of his king than of the whol e Nenedi an host.

Reeling on wi de-braced | egs Conan drunkenly tore the door-flap open and staggered out under the
canopy. The king of Nemedia and his compani ons had di snounted, and they halted short, staring in
wonder at the apparition confronting them

"Here | am you jackals!" roared the G merian. "I amthe king! Death to you, dog-brothers!"

He jerked the arrowto its head and | oosed, and the shaft feathered itself in the breast of the
kni ght who stood beside Tarascus. Conan hurled the bow at the king of Nenedia.

"Curse ny shaky hand! Cone in and take ne if you dare!"

Reel i ng backward on unsteady legs, he fell with his shoul ders against a tent-pole, and propped
upright, he lifted his great sword with both hands.

"By Mtra, it is the king!" swore Tarascus. He cast a swift |ook about him and | aughed. "That
other was a jackal in his harness! In, dogs, and take his head!"

The three sol di ers—nen-at-arns wearing the enbl em of the royal guards—+ushed at the king, and one
felled the squire with a blow of a nace. The other two fared |l ess well. As the fast rushed in,
lifting his sword, Conan net himw th a sweeping stroke that severed mail-links like cloth, and
sheared the Nenedi an's arm and shoul der clean fromhis body. Hi s corpse, pitching backward, fel
across his conmpanion's | egs. The man stunbl ed, and before he could recover, the great sword was

t hrough hi m

Conan wenched out his steel with a racking gasp, and staggered back against the tent-pole. His
great linmbs trenbled, his chest heaved, and sweat poured down his face and neck. But his eyes
flamed with exultant savagery and he panted: "Wy do you stand afar off, dog of Belverus? |I can't
reach you; cone in and die!" Tarascus hesitated, glanced at the remaining nan-at-arns, and his
squire, a gaunt, saturnine man in black nail, and took a step forward. He was far inferior in size
and strength to the giant C merian, but he was in full arnor, and was faned in all the western
nations as a swordsman. But his squire caught his arm

"Nay, Your Majesty, do not throw away your life. | will summon archers to shoot this barbarian, as
we shoot |ions."

Nei t her of them had noticed that a chariot had approached while the fight was going on, and now
came to a halt before them But Conan saw, |ooking over their shoul ders, and a queer chil
sensation crawl ed al ong his spine. There was sonething vaguely unnatural about the appearance of
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the bl ack horses that drew the vehicle, but it was the occupant of the chariot that arrested the
king's attention.

He was a tall nman, superbly built, clad in a | ong unadorned silk robe. He wore a Shenitish head-
dress, and its lower folds hid his features, except for the dark, magnetic eyes. The hands that
grasped the reins, pulling the rearing horses back on their haunches, were white but strong. Conan
glared at the stranger, all his primtive instincts roused. He sensed an aura of nenace and power
that exuded fromthis veiled figure, a nenace as definite as the windless waving of tall grass
that marks the path of the serpent

"Hail, Xaltotun!" exclainmed Tarascus. "Here is the king of Aquilonia! He did not die in the
| andsl i de as we thought."”

"I know," answered the other, w thout bothering to say how he knew. "What is your present
intention?"

"I will sumon the archers to slay him" answered the Nemedian. "As long as he lives he will be
dangerous to us."

"Yet even a dog has uses," answered Xal totun. "Take turn alive."

Conan | aughed raspingly. "Come in and try!" he challenged. "But for ny treacherous legs |I'd hew
you out of that chariot |ike a woodman hewing a tree. But you'll never take ne alive, damm you!"

"He speaks the truth, | fear," said Tarascus. "The nan is a barbarian, with the senseless ferocity
of a wounded tiger. Let nme sunmon the archers.™

"Watch ne and | earn wi sdom" advi sed Xal t otun

Hi s hand di pped into his robe and cane out with sonething shining—a glistening sphere. This he
t hrew suddenly at Conan. The C nmerian contenptuously struck it aside with his sword—at the
instant of contact there was a sharp explosion, a flare of white, blinding flanme, and Conan

pi tched senseless to the ground.

"He is dead?" Tarascus's tone was nore assertion than inquiry.

"No. He is but senseless. He will recover his senses in a few hours. Bid your nen bind his arns
and legs and Iift himinto ny chariot.”

Wth a gesture Tarascus did so, and they heaved the senseless king into the chariot, grunting with
their burden. Xaltotun threw a vel vet cl oak over his body, conpletely covering himfromany who
m ght peer in. He gathered the reins in his hands.

"I'"'mfor Belverus," he said. "Tell Amalric that | will be with himif he needs ne. But with Conan
out of the way, and his arny broken, |ance and sword should suffice for the rest of the conquest.
Prospero cannot be bringing nore than ten thousand nen to the field, and will doubtless fall back
to Tarantia when he hears the news of the battle. Say nothing to Amalric or Valerius or anyone
about our capture. Let themthink Conan died in the fall of the cliffs."

He | ooked at the man-at-arnms for a long space, until the guardsman noved restl essly, nervous under
the scrutiny.

"What is that about your waist?" Xaltotun demanded.
"Way, ny girdle, may it please you, ny lord!" stuttered the anmazed guardsnan.

"You lie!" Xaltotun's laugh was nmerciless as a sword-edge. "It is a poisonous serpent! Wat a foo
you are, to wear a reptile about your waist!"

Wth distended eyes the man | ooked down; and to his utter horror he saw the buckle of his girdle
rear up at him It was a snake's head! He saw the evil eyes and the dripping fangs, heard the hiss
and felt the | oathsone contact of the thing about his body. He screaned hideously and struck at it
with his naked hand, felt its fangs flesh thenselves in that hand—and then he stiffened and fel
heavi ly. Tarascus | ooked down at himwithout expression. He saw only the leathern girdle and the
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buckl e, the pointed tongue of which was stuck in the guardsman's palm Xaltotun turned his
hypnoti c gaze on Tarascus's squire, and the man turned ashen and began to trenble, but the king
i nterposed: "Nay, we can trust him"

The sorcerer tautened the reins and swing the horses around. "See that this piece of work remains
secret. If | amneeded, let Altaro, Orastes' servant, sumon nme as | have taught him | will be in
your pal ace at Bel verus."

Tarascus lifted his hand in salutation, but his expression was not pleasant to see as he | ooked
after the departing nesnerist.

"Why shoul d he spare the C merian?" whispered the frightened squire.

"That | am wondering nyself,"” grunted Tarascus. Behind the runbling chariot the dull roar of
battle and pursuit faded in the distance; the setting sun rimmed the dins with scarlet flane, and
the chariot noved into the vast blue shadows floating up out of the east.

4. "From What Hell Have You Craw ed?"

OF THAT LONG ride in the chariot of Xaltotun, Conan knew nothing. He lay |ike a dead nan while the
bronze wheel s cl ashed over the stones of nobuntain roads and sw shed through the deep grass of
fertile valleys, and finally dropping down fromthe rugged heights, runbled rhythmcally along the
broad white road that wi nds through the rich nmeadow ands to the walls of Bel verus.

Just before dawn sone faint reviving of life touched him He heard a munble of voices, the groan
of ponderous hinges. Through a slit in the cloak that covered himhe saw, faintly in the lurid
glare of torches, the great black arch of a gateway, and the bearded faces of nen-at-arns, the
torches striking fire fromtheir spearheads and hel nets.

"How went the battle, nmy fair |ord?" spoke an eager voice, in the Nenedian tongue.
"Well indeed,"” was the curt reply. "The king of Aquilonia lies slain and his host is broken."

A babbl e of excited voices rose, drowned the next instant by the whirling wheels of the chariot on
the flags. Sparks flashed fromunder the revolving rins as Xaltotun | ashed his steeds through the
arch. But Conan heard one of the guardsmen nutter: "From beyond the border to Bel verus between

sunset and dawn! And the horses scarcely sweating! By Mtra, they— Then silence drank the voi ces,
and there was only the clatter of hoofs and wheels al ong the shadowy street.

What he had heard registered itself on Conan's brain but suggested nothing to him He was like a
m ndl ess automaton that hears and sees, but does not understand. Sights and sounds flowed
meani ngl essly about him He |apsed again into a deep lethargy, and was only dimy aware when the
chariot halted in a deep, high-walled court, and he was lifted fromit by nmany hands and borne up
a winding stone stair, and down a |long dimcorridor. Whispers, stealthy footsteps, unrelated
sounds surged or rustled about him irrelevant and far away.

Yet his ultimte awakeni ng was abrupt and crystal -clear. He possessed full know edge of the battle
in the nountains and its sequences, and he had a good idea of where he was.

He lay on a velvet couch, clad as he was the day before, but Wth his |inbs | coaded with chains not
even he could break. The roomin which he lay was furnished with sonber magnificence, the walls
covered with black vel vet tapestries, the floor with heavy purple carpets. There was no sign of
door or wi ndow, and one curiously carven gold | anp, swinging fromthe fretted ceiling, shed a
lurid light over all.

In that light the figure seated in a silver, throne-like chair before himseemed unreal and
fantastic, with an illusiveness of outline that was hei ghtened by a filnmy silken robe. But the
features were distinct—nnaturally so in that uncertain light. It was alnost as if a weird ninbus
pl ayed about the man's head, casting the bearded face into bold relief, so that it was the only
definite and distinct reality in that nystic, ghostly chanber.
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It was a magnificent face, with strongly chiseled features of classical beauty. There was, indeed,
sonet hi ng di squi eting about the calmtranquility of its aspect, a suggestion of nmore than hunan
knowl edge, of a profound certitude beyond human assurance. Al so an uneasy sensation of fanmliarity
twitched at the back of Oran's consciousness. He had never seen this man's face before, he well
knew, yet those features reninded himof sonething or soneone. It was |like encountering in the

fl esh some dreaminage that had haunted one in nightmares.

"Who are you?" demanded the king belligerently, struggling to a sitting position in spite of his
chai ns.

"Men call me Xaltotun," was the reply, in a strong, golden voice.
"What place is this?" the G mrerian next demanded.
"A chanber in the palace of King Tarascus, in Belverus."

Conan was not surprized. Belverus, the capital, was at the sane tinme the |argest Nenedian city so
near the border

"And where's Tarascus?"
"Wth the arny."
"Well," grow ed Conan, "if you nean to nmurder me, why don't you do it and get it over with?"

"l did not save you fromthe king's archers to nurder you in Belverus,” answered Xaltotun

"What the devil did you do to nme?" denanded Conan

"l bl asted your consciousness,"” answered Xaltotun. "How, you would not understand. Call it black
magic, if you will."

Conan had al ready reached that conclusion, and was nulling over sonething el se.

"I think |I understand why you spared ny life," he runbled. "Amalric wants to keep nme as a check on
Val erius, in case the inpossible happens and he becones king of Aquilonia. It's well known that
the baron of Tor is behind this nove to seat Valerius on nmy throne. And if | know Amalric, he
doesn't intend that Valerius shall be anything nore than a figurehead, as Tarascus is now. "

"Amal ri c knows not hi ng of your capture,” answered Xaltotun. "Neither does Valerius. Both think you
died at Valkia."

Conan's eyes narrowed as he stared at the man in silence.

"I sensed a brain behind all this," he nmuttered, "but | thought it was Amalric's. Are Analric,
Tarascus and Val erius all but puppets dancing on your string? Wwo are you?"

"What does it matter? If | told you, you would not believe ne. What if | told you | mght set you
back on the throne of Aquilonia?"

Conan's eyes burned on himlike a wolf.
"What's your price?"
" Ohedi ence to nme."

"Go to hell with your offer!" snarled Conan. "I'mno figurehead. | won nmy crown with nmy sword.
Besi des, it's beyond your power to buy and sell the throne of Aquilonia at your will. The
ki ngdom s not conquered; one battle doesn't decide a war."

"You war agai nst nore than swords,"” answered Xaltotun. "Was it a nortal's sword that felled you in
your tent before the fight? ' Nay, it was a child of the dark, a waif of outer space, whose
fingers were afire with the frozen col dness of the black gulfs, which froze the bl ood in your
veins and the marrow of your thews. Coldness so cold it burned your flesh |like white-hot iron
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"Was it chance that [ ed the nan who wore your harness to |l ead his knights into the defil e?—hance
that brought the cliffs crashing down upon thenf"

Conan gl ared at hi munspeaking, feeling a chill along his spine. Wzards and sorcerers abounded in
hi s barbaric nythol ogy, and any fool could tell that this was no commopn nan. Conan sensed an

i nexplicabl e somet hing about himthat set himapart—an alien aura of Tine and Space, a sense of
tremendous and sinister antiquity. But his stubborn spirit refused to flinch

"The fall of the cliffs was chance,
any man woul d have done."

he muttered truculently. "The charge into the defil e was what

"Not so. You would not have led a charge into it. You would have suspected a trap. You woul d never
have crossed the river in the first place, until you were sure the Nemedi an rout was real

Hypnoti c suggesti ons woul d not have invaded your mind, even in the madness of battle, to nmake you
mad, and rush blindly into the trap laid for you, as it did the | esser nan who nasquer aded as
you. "

"Then if this was all planned," Conan grunted skeptically,
not the 'child of darkness' kill ne in nmy tent?"

all a plot to trap ny host, why did

"Because | wished to take you alive. It took no wi zardry to predict that Pallantides would send
anot her man out in your harness. | wanted you alive and unhurt. You may fit into ny schene of
things. There is a vital power about you greater than the craft and cunning of my allies. You are
a bad eneny, but night nake a fine vassal."

Conan spat savagely at the word, and Xaltotun, ignoring his fury, took a crystal globe froma near-
by table and placed it before him He did not support it in any way, nor place it on anything, but
it hung notionless in mdair, as solidly as if it rested on an iron pedestal. Conan snorted at

this bit of necromancy, but he was neverthel ess inpressed.

"Woul d you know of what goes on in Aquilonia?" he asked.
Conan did not reply, but the sudden rigidity of his formbetrayed his interest.

Xaltotun stared into the cloudy depths, and spoke: "It is now the evening of the day after the
battle of Vallda. Last night the main body of the arny canped by Val kia, while squadrons of
knights harried the fleeing Aquilonians. At dawn the host broke canp and pushed westward through
the nmountains. Prospero, with ten thousand Poitanians, was niles fromthe battlefield when he net
the fleeing survivors in the early dawn. He had pushed on all night, hoping to reach the field
before the battle joined. Unable to rally the remants of the broken host, he fell back toward
Tarantia. R ding hard, replacing his wearied horses with steeds seized fromthe countryside, he
approaches Taranti a.

"I see his weary knights, their arnor gray with dust, their pennons drooping as they push their
tired horses through the plain. | see, also, the streets of Tarantia. The city is in turnoil.
Sonmehow word has reached the people of the defeat and the death of King Conan. The nob is mad with
fear, crying out that the king is dead, and there is none to | ead them agai nst the Nenedi ans.

G ant shadows rush on Aquilonia fromthe east, and the sky is black with vultures."

Conan cursed deeply.

"What are these but words? The raggedest beggar in the street night prophesy as much. |If you say
you saw all that in the glass ball, then you're a liar as well as a knave, of which last there's
no doubt! Prospero will hold Tarantia, and the barons will rally to him Count Trocero of Poitain
commands the kingdomin ny absence, and he'll drive these Nenmedi an dogs howing back to their
kennels. What are fifty thousand Nenedi ans? Aquilonia will swallow themup. They'll never see

Bel verus again. It's not Aquilonia which was conquered at Valkia; it was only Conan."

"Aquilonia is dooned," answered Xaltotun, unnmoved. "Lance and ax and torch shall conquer her; or
if they fail, powers fromthe dark of ages shall narch against her. As the cliffs fell at ValKkia,
so shall walled cities and nmountains fall, if the need arise, and rivers roar fromtheir channels
to drown whol e provinces.
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"Better if steel and bowstring prevail w thout further aid fromthe arts, for the constant use of
m ghty spells sonetinmes sets forces in nmotion that mght rock the universe.”

"From what hell have you crawl ed, you ni ghted dog?" nuttered Conan, staring at the man. The
Cimerian involuntarily shivered; he sensed sonething incredibly ancient, incredibly evil

Xaltotun lifted his head, as if listening to whispers across the void. He seened to have forgotten
his prisoner. Then he shook his head inpatiently, and gl anced inpersonally at Conan

"What? Why, if | told you, you would not believe ne. But | amwearied of conversation with you; it
is less fatiguing to destroy a walled city than it is to frane ny thoughts in words a brainl ess
bar bari an can understand. "

"If nmy hands were free," opined Conan, "I'd soon nake a brainless corpse out of you."

"I do not doubt it, if I were fool enough to give you the opportunity,” answered Xaltotun
clapping his hands. ',' H's manner had changed; there was inpatience in his tone, and a certain
nervousness in his manner, though Conan did not think this attitude was in any way connected with

hi nsel f.

"Consi der what | have told you, barbarian," said Xaltotun.

"You wi Il have plenty of leisure. |I have not yet decided what | shall do with you. It depends on
circunst ances yet unborn. But let this be inpressed upon you: that if | decide to use you in ny
ganme, it will be better to submit without resistance than to suffer my wath." Conan spat a curse

at him just as hangi ngs that masked a door swung apart and four giant negroes entered. Each was
clad only in a silken breech-clout supported by a girdle, fromwhich hung a great key.

Xal totun gestured inpatiently toward the king and turned away, as if dism ssing the matter
entirely fromhis mind. His fingers twitched queeriy. Froma cavern green jade box he took a
handful of shimering black dust, and placed it in a brazier which stood on a golden tripod at his
el bow. The crystal gl obe, which he seened to have forgotten, fell suddenly to the floor, as if its
i nvi sible support had been renoved.

Then the bl acks had |ifted Conan—for so | oaded with chains was he that he could not wal k—and
carried himfromthe chanber. A glance back, before the heavy, gold-bound teak door was cl osed,
showed him Xal totun | eaning back in his throne-like chair, his arns folded, while a thin wi sp of
smoke curled up fromthe brazier. Orman's scalp prickled. In Stygia, that ancient and evil kingdom
that lay far to the south, he had seen such bl ack dust before. It was the pollen of the black

| otus, which creates death-like sleep and nonstrous dreans; and he knew that only the grisly

wi zards of the Black Ring, which is the nadir of evil, voluntarily seek the scarlet nightmares of
the black lotus, to revive their necromanti c powers.

The Black Ring was a fable and a lie to nost folk of the western world, but Conan knew of its
ghastly reality, and its grimvotaries who practise their abomi nable sorceries anmid the bl ack
vaults of Stygia and the nighted domes of accursed Sabatea. He gl anced back at the cryptic, gold-
bound door, shuddering at what it hid.

Whet her it was day or night the king could not tell. The pal ace of King Tarascus seenmed a shadowy,
ni ghted pl ace, that shunned natural illumnation. The spirit of darkness and shadow hovered over
it, and that spirit, Conan felt, was enbodied in the stranger Xaltotun. The negroes carried the
king along a winding corridor so dimy lighted that they noved through it Iike black ghosts
bearing a dead man, and down a stone stair that wound endl essly? A torch in the hand of one cast
the great deforned shadows streaming along the wall; it was |like the descent into hell of a corpse
borne by dusky denons.

At last they reached the foot of the stair, and then they traversed a |ong straight corridor, with
a blank wall on one hand pierced by an occasional arched doorway with a stair |eading up behind
it, and on the other hand another wall show ng heavy barred doors at regular intervals of a few
feet.

Halti ng before one of these doors, one of the blacks produced the key that hung at his girdle, and
turned it in the lock. Then, pushing open the grille, they entered with their captive. They were
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in a small dungeon with heavy stone walls, floor and ceiling, and in the opposite wall there was
anot her grilled door. Wat |ay beyond that door Conan could not tell, but he did not believe it
was another corridor. The glimering light of the torch, flickering through the bars, hinted at
shadowy spaci ousness and echoi ng dept hs.

In one corner of the dungeon, near the door through which they had entered, a cluster of rusty
chains hung froma great iron ring set in the stone. In these chains a skel eton dangl ed. Conan
glared at it with some curiosity, noticing the state of the bare bones, nost of which were
splintered and broken; the skull which had fallen fromthe vertebrae, was crushed as if by sone
savage bl ow of trenendous force.

Stolidly one of the blacks, not the one who had opened the door, renoved the chains fromthe ring,
using his key on the nassive | ock, and dragged the mass of rusty netal and shattered bones over to
one side. Then they fastened Conan's chains to that ring, and the third black turned his key in
the I ock of the farther door, grunting when he had assured hinself that it was properly fastened.

Then they regarded Conan cryptically, slit-eyed ebony giants, the torch striking highlights from
their gl ossy skin.

He who held the key to the nearer door was nmoved to renmark, gutturally: "This your pal ace now,
whi t e dog-ki ng! None but master and we know. All pal ace sl eep. W keep secret. You live and die
here, maybe. Like him" He contenptuously kicked the shattered skull and sent it clattering across
the stone floor.

Conan did not deign to reply to the taunt and the bl ack, galled perhaps by his prisoner's silence,

muttered a curse, stooped and spat full in the king's face. It was an unfortunate nove for the
bl ack. Conan was seated on the floor, the chains about his waist; ankles and wists |ocked to the
ring in the wall. He could neither rise, nor nove nore than a yard out fromthe wall. But there

was considerable slack in the chains that shackled his wists, and before the bull et-shaped head
could be withdrawn out of reach, the king gathered this slack in his mghty hand and snote the

bl ack on the head. The man fell like a butchered ox and his conrades stared to see himlying with
his scalp laid open, and bl ood oozing fromhis nose and ears.

But they attenpted no reprisal, nor did they accept Conan's urgent invitation to approach wthin
reach of the bloody chain in his hand. Presently, grunting in their ape-like speech, they lifted
the sensel ess bl ack and bore himout |ike a sack of wheat, arns and | egs dangling. They used his
key to | ock the door behind them but did not renmove it fromthe gold chain that fastened it to
his girdle. They took the torch with them and as they noved up the corridor the darkness slunk
behind themlike an animate thing. Their soft padding footsteps died away, with the glinmer of
their torch, and darkness and sil ence remained unchal | enged.

5. The Haunter of the Pits

CONAN LAY STILL, enduring the weight of his chains and the despair of his position with the
stoicismof the wilds that had bred him He did not nove, because the jangle of his chains, when
he shifted his body, sounded startlingly loud in the darkness and stillness, and it was his
instinct, born of a thousand wi | derness-bred ancestors, not to betray his position in his

hel pl essness. This did not result froma |ogical reasoning process; he did not |ie quiet because
he reasoned that the darkness hid |urking dangers that m ght discover himin his hel pl essness.

Xal totun had assured himthat he was not to be harned, and Conan believed that it was in the man's
interest to preserve him at least for the tinme being. But the instincts of the wild were there,
that had caused himjin his childhood to lie hidden and silent while wild beasts prow ed about his
covert.

Even his keen eyes could not pierce the solid darkness. Yet aftera while, after a period of tine
he had no way of estimating, a faint glow becane apparent, a sort of slanting gray beam by which
Conan coul d see, vaguely, the bars of the door at his el bow, and even make out the skeleton of the
other grille. This puzzled him until at |last he realized the explanation. He was far bel ow
ground, in the pits below the pal ace; yet for sone reason a shaft had been constructed from
sonewhere above. Qutside, the nmoon had risen to a point where its light slanted dimy down the
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shaft. He reflected that in this manner he could tell the passing of the days and ni ghts. Perhaps
the sun, too, would shine down that shaft, though on the other hand it might be closed by day.
Perhaps it was a subtle nethod of torture, allowing a prisoner but a glinpse of daylight or
noonl i ght .

H s gaze fell on the broken bones in the farther comer, glimrering dimy. He did not tax his brain
with futile speculation as to who the wetch had been and for what reason he had been dooned, but
he wondered at the shattered condition of the bones. They had not been broken on a rack. Then, as
he | ooked, another unsavory detail nade itself evident. The shin-bones were split |engthw se, and
there was but one expl anation; they had been broken in that manner in order to obtain the marrow.
Yet what creature but man breaks bones for their marrow? Perhaps those remmants were mnute evidence
of a horrible, cannibalistic feast, of some wetch driven to madness by starvation. Conan wondered
if his owm bones would be found at sone future date, hanging in their rusty chains. He fought down
the unreasoni ng panic of a trapped wolf.

The Ci nmerian did not curse, scream weep or rave as a civilized man m ght have done. But the pain
and turmoil in his bosomwere none the less fierce. Hs great |inbs quivered with the intensity of
his enotions. Sonmewhere, far to the westward, the Nemedi an host was sl ashing and burning its way
through the heart of his kingdom The snmall host of Poitanians could not stand before them
Prospero m ght be able to hold Tarantia for weeks, or nonths; but eventually, if not relieved, he
nmust surrender to greater numbers. Surely the barons would rally to himagainst the invaders. But
in the neanwhile he, Conan, nust lie helpless in a darkened cell, while others led his spears and
fought for his kingdom The king ground his powerful teeth in red rage.

Then he stiffened as outside the farther door he heard a stealthy step. Straining his eyes he nade
out a bent, indistinct figure outside the grille. There was a rasp of netal against nmetal, and he
heard the clink of tunblers, as if a key had been turned in the | ock. Then the figure noved
silently out of his range of vision. Sone guard, he supposed, trying the lock. After a while he
heard the sound repeated faintly sonewhere farther on, and that was foll owed by the soft opening
of a door, and then a swift scurry of softly shod feet retreated in the distance. Then silence
fell again.

Conan listened for what seened a long tinme, but which could not have been, for the noon stil
shone down the hi dden shaft, but he heard no further sound. He shifted his position at last, and
his chai ns clanked. Then he heard another, lighter footfall—-a soft step outside the nearer door

t he door though which he had entered the cell. An instant later a slender figure was etched dimy
in the gray light.

"King Conan!" a soft voice intoned urgently. "Ch, ny lord, are you there?"
"Where el se?" he answered guardedly, twisting his head about to stare at the apparition

It was a girl who stood grasping the bars with her slender fingers. The di m gl ow behi nd her
outlined her supple figure through the wisp of silk twi sted about her |oins, and shone vaguely on
jewel ed breast-plates. Her dark eyes gleaned in the shadows, her white |linbs glistened softly,
like al abaster. Her hair was a nmass of dark foam at the burnished luster of which the dimlight
only hinted.

"The keys to your shackles and to the farther door!" she whispered, and a slimWite hand cane
through the bars and dropped three objects with a clink to the flags beside him

"What gane is this?" he denmanded. "You speak in the Nenedian tongue, and | have no friends in
Nenmedi a. What deviltry is your nmaster up to now? Has he sent you here to nock ne?"

"It is no nockery!" The girl was trenbling violently. Her bracelets and breast-plates clinked

agai nst the bars she grasped. "I swear by Mtra! | stole the keys fromthe black jailers. They are
the keepers of the pits, and each bears a key which will open only one set of |ocks. | nade them
drunk. The one whose head you broke was carried away to a leech, and | could not get his key. But
the others | stole. Oh, please do not loiter! Beyond these dungeons lie the pits which are the
doors to hell."

Sonewhat inpressed, Conan tried the keys dubiously, expecting to neet only failure and a burst of
nocki ng | aughter. But he was gal vani zed to di scover that one, indeed, |oosed himof his shackles,
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fitting not only the lock that held themto the ring, but the locks on his linbs as well. A few
seconds | ater he stood upright, exulting fiercely in his conparative freedom A quick stride
carried himto the grille, and his fingers closed about a bar and the slender wist that was
pressed against it, inprisoning the owner, who lifted her face bravely to his fierce gaze.

"Who are you, girl?" he denmanded. "Wy do you do this?"

"I amonly Zenobia," she nmurrmured, with a catch of breathlessness, as if in fright; "only a girl
of the king's seraglio.”

"Unless this is sone cursed trick," nmuttered Conan, "I cannot see why you bring ne these keys."

She bowed her dark head, and then lifted it and | ooked full into his suspicious eyes. Tears
sparkled like jewels on her |ong dark |ashes.

"I amonly a girl of the king's seraglio," she said, with a certain humility. "He has never
gl anced at nme, and probably never will. | amless than one of the dogs that gnaw the bones in his
banquet hall.

"But | amno painted toy; | amof flesh and blood. | breathe, hate, fear, rejoice and |love. And |
have | oved you. King Conan, ever since | saw you riding at the head of your knights al ong the
streets of Belverus when you visited King N ned, years ago. My heart tugged at its strings to |leap
fromm bosomand fall in the dust of the street under your horse's hoofs."

Col or fl ooded her countenance as she spoke, but her dark eyes did not waver. Conan did not at once
reply; wild and passionate and untaned he was, yet any but the nobst brutish of nen must be touched
with a certain awe or wonder at the baring of a wonan's naked soul

She bent her head then, and pressed her red lips to the fingers that inprisoned her slimwist.
Then she flung up her head as if in sudden recollection of their position, and terror flared in
her dark eyes. "Haste!" she whispered urgently. "It is past mdnight. You nust be gone."

"But won't they skin you alive for stealing these keys?"

"They' ||l never know. If the black nen renenber in the norning who gave themthe wine, they wll
not dare admit the keys were stolen fromthemwhile they were drunk. The key that | coul d not
obtain is the one that unlocks this door. You nust nake your way to freedom through the pits. What
awful perils lurk beyond that door | cannot even guess. But greater danger lurks for you if you
remain in this cell.

"Ki ng Tarascus has returned—
"What ? Tarascus?"

"Aye! He has returned, in great secrecy, and not |ong ago he descended into the pits and then came
out again, pale and shaking, |ike a man who had dared a great hazard. | heard hi mwhisper to his
squire, Arideus, that despite Xaltotun you should die."

"What of Xaltotun?" murnmured Conan. He felt her shudder

"Do not speak of him" she whispered. "Denons are often sumoned by the sound of their nanes. The
sl aves say that he lies in his chanber, behind a bolted door, dreaning the dreans of the bl ack
lotus. | believe that even Tarascus secretly fears him or he would slay you openly. But he has
been in the pits tonight, and what he did here, only Mtra knows."

"I wonder if that could have been Tarascus who funmbled at nmy cell door awhile ago?" nuttered
Conan

"Here is a dagger!" she whispered, pressing sonmething through the bars. Hi s eager fingers closed
on an object famliar to their touch. "Go quickly through yonder door, turn to the left and make
your way along the cells until you cone to a stone stair. On your life do not stray fromthe Iine
of the cells! dinmb the stair and open the door at the top; one of the keys will fit it. If it be
the will of Mtra, I will await you there." Then she was gone, with a patter of |ight slippered
feet.
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Conan shrugged his shoul ders, and turned toward the farther grille. This m ght be sonme diabolica
trap planned by Tarascus, but plunging headlong into a snare was | ess abhorrent to Conan's
tenperanment than sitting neekly to await his doom He inspected the weapon the girl had given him
and smled grimy. Watever else she m ght be, she was proven by that dagger to be a person of
practical intelligence. It was no slender stiletto, selected because of a jeweled hilt or gold
guard, fitted only for dainty murder in mlady's boudoir; it was a forthright poniard, a warrior's
weapon, broad-bl aded, fifteen inches in length, tapering to a di anond-sharp point.

He grunted with satisfaction. The feel of the hilt cheered himand gave hima gl ow of confidence
What ever webs of conspiracy were drawn about him whatever trickery and treachery ensnared him
this knife was real. The great nuscles of his right armswelled in anticipation of nurderous

bl ows.

He tried the farther door, runbling with the keys as he did so. It was not |ocked. Yet he
remenbered the black man locking it. That furtive, bent figure, then, had been no jailer seeing
that the bolts were in place. He had unl ocked the door, instead. There was a sinister suggestion
about that unlocked door. But Conan did not hesitate. He pushed open the grille and stepped from
t he dungeon into the outer darkness.

As he had thought, the door did not open into another corridor. The flagged floor stretched away
under his feet, and the line of cells ran away to right and |l eft behind him but he could not make
out the other limts of the place into which he had cone. He could see neither the roof nor any
other wall. The noonlight filtered into that vastness only through the grilles of the cells, and
was al nost lost in the darkness. Less keen eyes than his could scarcely have discerned the dim
gray patches that floated before each cell door.

Turning to the left, he noved swiftly and noi selessly along the |line of dungeons, his bare feet
maki ng no sound on the flags. He glanced briefly into each dungeon as he passed it. They were al
enpty, but locked. In some he caught the glimer of naked white bones. These pits were a relic of
a grimrer age, constructed | ong ago when Belverus was a fortress rather than a city. But evidently
their nore recent use had been nore extensive than the world guessed.

Ahead of him presently, he saw the dimoutline of a stair sloping sharply upward, and knew it
nmust be the stair he sought. Then he whirled suddenly, crouching in the deep shadows at its foot.

Sonewher e behi nd hi m sonet hi ng was novi ng—sonet hi ng bul ky and steal thy that padded on feet which
were not human feet. He was | ooking dowmn the long row of cells, before each one of which lay a
square of dimgray light that was little nore than a patch of |ess dense darkness. But he saw
sonet hi ng novi ng al ong these squares. Wat it was he could not tell, but it was heavy and huge,
and yet it noved with nore than human ease and swiftness. He glinpsed it as it noved across the
squares of gray, then lost it as it nmerged in the expanses of shadow between. It was uncanny, in
its stealthy advance, appearing and di sappearing |ike a blur of the vision

He heard the bars rattle as it tried each door in turn. Now it had reached the cell he had so
recently quitted, and the door swung open as it tugged. He saw a great bul ky shape limed faintly
and briefly in the gray doorway, and then the thing had vani shed into the dungeon. Sweat beaded
Conan's face and hands. Now he knew why Tarascus had come so subtly to his door, and | ater had
fled so swiftly. The king had unl ocked his door, and, sonmewhere in these hellish pits, had opened
a cell or cage that held some grimnonstrosity.

Now the thing was energing fromthe cell and was agai n advancing up the corridor, its nisshapen
head close to the ground. It paid no nore heed to the | ocked doors. It was snelling out his frail
He saw it more plainly now, the gray light |imed a giant anthroponorphic body, but vaster of bulk
and girth than any man. It went on two | egs, though it stooped forward, and it was grayi sh and
shaggy, its thick coat shot with silver. Its head was a grisly travesty of the human, its |ong
arns hung nearly to the ground.

Conan knew it at |ast—understood the nmeaning of those crushed and broken bones in the dungeon, and
recogni zed the haunter of the pits. It was a gray ape, one of the grisly man-eaters fromthe
forests that wave on the nountai nous eastern shores of the Sea of Vilayet. Half nythical and

al together horrible, these apes were the goblins of Hyborian | egendry, and were in reality ogres
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of the natural world, cannibals and nmurderers of the nighted forests.

He knew it scented his presence, for it was coming swiftly now, rolling its barrel-Iike body
rapidly along on its short, mighty bowed | egs. He cast a quick glance up the long stair, but knew
that the thing woul d be on his back before he could mount to the distant door. He chose to neet it
face to face.

Conan stepped out into the nearest square of noonlight, so as to have all the advantage of
illumnation that he could; for the beast, he knew, could see better than hinself in the dark
Instantly the brute saw him its great yellow tusks gleanmed in the shadows, but it nade no sound.
Creatures of night and the silence, the gray apes of Vilayet were voiceless. But inits dim

hi deous features, which were a bestial travesty of a human face, showed ghastly exultation

Conan stood poi sed, watching the oncom ng nonster w thout a quiver. He knew he nust stake his life
on one thrust; there would be no chance for another; nor would there be time to strike and spring
away. The first blow nust kill, and kill instantly, if he hoped to survive that awful grapple. He
swept his gaze over the short, squat throat, the hairy swagbelly, and the mighty breast, swelling
in giant arches like twin shields. It nust be the heart; better to risk the bl ade being deflected
by the heavy ribs than to strike in where a stroke was not instantly fatal. Wth full realization
of the odds, Conan matched his speed of eye and hand and his nuscul ar power against the brute

m ght and ferocity of the man-eater. He nust nmeet the brute breast to breast, strike a deathbl ow,
and then trust to the ruggedness of his frame to survive the instant of manhandling that was
certain to be his.

As the ape cane rolling in on Alm swinging wide its terrible arns, he plunged in between them and
struck with all his desperate power. He felt the blade sink to the hilt in the hairy breast, and
instantly, releasing it, he ducked his head and bunched his whol e body into one conpact nmass of
knotted nuscles, and as he did so he grasped the closing arnms and drove his knee fiercely into the
nonster's belly, bracing hinmself against that crushing grapple.

For one dizzy instant he felt as if he were being disnenbered in the grip of an earthquake; then
suddenly he was free, sprawling on the floor, and the nonster was gasping out its |ife beneath
him its red eyes turned upward, the hilt of the poniard quivering in its breast. H s desperate
stab had gone hone.

Conan was panting as if after long conflict, trenbling in every linb. Some of his joints felt as
if they had been di sl ocated, and bl ood dripped from scratches on his sidn where the nonster's
tal ons had ripped; his nmuscles and tendons had been savagely wenched and twi sted. |If the beast
had |ived a second longer, it would surely have disnenbered him But the G merian's nighty
strength had resisted, for the fleeting instant it had endured, the dying convul sion of the ape
that would have torn a lesser man linb fromlinb.

6. The Thrust of a Knife

CONAN STOOPED AND tore the knife fromthe nonster's breast. Then he went swiftly up the stair.

What ot her shapes of fear the darkness held he could not guess, but he had no desire to encounter
any nore. This touch-and-go sort of battling was too strenuous even for the giant C mrerian. The
nmoonl i ght was fading fromthe floor, the darkness closing in, and something |ike panic pursued him
up the stair. He breathed a gusty sigh of relief when he reached the head, and felt the third key
turn in the |l ock. He opened the door slightly, and craned his neck to peer through, half expecting
an attack from sonme human or bestial eneny.

He | ooked into a bare stone corridor, dimy lighted, and a slender, supple figure stood before the
door.

"Your Majesty!" It was a low, vibrant cry, half in relief and half in fear. The girl sprang to his
side, then hesitated as if abashed.

"You bl eed," she said. "You have been hurt!"

He brushed aside the inplication with an inpatient hand.

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon.txt (23 of 103) [8/27/03 10:57:09 PM]



file://IC//WINDOW S/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon. txt

"Scratches that wouldn't hurt a baby. Your skewer cane in handy, though. But for it Tarascus's
nmonkey woul d be cracking nmy shin-bones for the marrow ri ght now. But what now?"

"Fol l ow me," she whispered. "I will lead you outside the city wall. | have a horse conceal ed
there.”

She turned to |l ead the way down the corridor, but he laid a heavy hand on her naked shoul der

"Wal k beside nme," he instructed her softly, passing his nassive arm about her |ithe waist. "You' ve
played ne fair so far, and I'"'minclined to believe in you; but I've lived this |long only because
I've trusted no one too far, man or wonman. So! Now if you play ne false you won't live to enjoy
the jest."

She did not flinch at sight of the reddened poniard or the contact of his hard nuscl es about her
suppl e body.

"Cut nme down without nercy if | play you false," she answered. "The very feel of your arm about
me, even in nenace, is as the fulfillnment of a dream"”

The vaul ted corridor ended at a door, which she opened. Qutside |ay another black nan, a giant in
turban and silk loincloth, with a curved sword |ying on the flags near his band. He did not nove.

"l drugged his wine," she whispered, swerving to avoid the recunbent figure. "He is the last, and
outer, guard of the pits. None ever escaped fromthem before, and none has ever w shed to seek
them so only these black men guard them Only these of all the servants knew it was King Conan
that Xal totun brought a prisoner in his chariot. | was watching, sleepless, froman upper casenent
that opened into the court, while the other girls slept; for I knew that a battle was being
fought, or had been fought, in the west, and | feared for you

"I saw the blacks carry you up the stair, and | recognized you in the torchlight. | slipped into
this wing of the palace tonight, intime to see themcarry you to the pits. | had not dared come
here before nightfall. You nust have lain in drugged sensel essness all day in Xaltotun's chanber.

"Ch, let us be wary! Strange things are afoot in the palace tonight. The slaves said that Xaltotun
sl ept as he often sleeps, drugged by the lotus of Stygia, but Tarascus is in the palace. He
entered secretly, through the postern, wapped in his cloak which was dusty as with [ong travel,
and attended only by his squire, the |lean silent Arideus. | cannot understand, but | amafraid."”

They came out at the foot of a narrow, winding stair, and nounting it, passed through a narrow
panel which she slid aside. Wen they had passed through, she slipped it back in place, and it

became nerely a portion of the ornate wall. They were in a nore spacious corridor, carpeted and
tapestried, over which hanging | anps shed a gol den gl ow.

Conan listened intently, but he heard no sound throughout the palace. He did not know in what part
of the palace he was, or in which direction lay the chanber of Xaltotun. The girl was trenbling as
she drew himalong the corridor, to halt presently beside an al cove nasked with satin tapestry.
Drawi ng this aside, she notioned for himto step into the niche, and whispered: "Wait here! Beyond
that door at the end of the corridor we are likely to neet slaves or eunuchs at any tine of the
day or night. | will go and see if the way is clear, before we essay it." Instantly his hair-
trigger suspicions were aroused. "Are you leading ne into a trap?"

Tears sprang into her dark eyes. She sank to her knees and seized his nuscular hand. "Ch, ny king,
do not nmistrust me now" Her voice shook with desperate urgency. "If you doubt and hesitate, we
are lost! Why should | bring you up out of the pits to betray you now?"

"All right," he muttered. "I1'Il trust you; though, by Crom the habits of a lifetime are not
easily put aside. Yet | wouldn't harmyou now, if you brought all the swordsnmen in Nenedi a upon
me. But for you Tarascus's cursed ape woul d have cone upon ne in chains and unarnmed. Do as you
wish, girl."

Ki ssing his hands, she sprang lithely up and ran down the corridor, to vanish through a heavy
doubl e door.
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He gl anced after her, wondering if he was a fool to trust her; then he shrugged his mghty

shoul ders and pull ed the satin hangi ngs together, masking his refuge. It was not strange that a
passi onat e young beauty should be risking her life to aid him such things had happened often
enough in his life. Many wonmen had | ooked on himwith favor, in the days of his wanderings, and in
the tine of his kingship.

Yet he did not remain notionless in the alcove, waiting for her return. Following his instincts,
he explored the niche for another exit, and presently found one—the openi ng of a narrow passage,
masked by the tapestries, that ran to an ornately carved door, barely visible in the dimlight
that filtered in fromthe outer corridor. And as he stared into it, sonewhere beyond that carven
door he heard the sound of another door opening and shutting, and then a | ow nunbl e of voices. The
fam liar sound of one of those voices caused a sinister expression to cross his dark face. Wthout
hesitation he glided down the passage, and crouched |ike a stal ki ng pant her beside the door. It
was not | ocked, and nanipulating it delicately, he pushed it open a crack, with a reckless

di sregard for possible consequences that only he coul d have expl ai ned or def ended.

It was masked on the other side by tapestries, but through a thin slit in the velvet he | ooked
into a chanber lit by a candle on an ebony table. There were two nen in that chanber. One was a
scarred, sinister-looking ruffian in |eather breeks and ragged cloak; the other was Tarascus, Kking
of Nenedi a.

Tarascus seened ill at ease. He was slightly pale, and he kept starting and gl anci ng about him as
if expecting and fearing to hear some sound or footstep

"Go swiftly and at once,
may awaken. "

he was saying. "He is deep in drugged slunber, but | know not when he

"Strange to hear words of fear issuing fromthe |lips of Tarascus," runbled the other in a harsh,
deep voice.

The ki ng frowned.

"I fear no common man, as you well know But when | sawthe cliffs fall at Valkia | knew that this
devil we had resurrected was no charlatan. | fear his powers, because | do not know the ful

extent of them But | know that sonehow they are connected with this accursed thing which I have
stolen fromhim It brought himback to life; so it nust be the source of his sorcery.

"He had it hidden well; but follow ng ny secret order a slave spied on himand saw himplace it in
a gol den chest, and saw where he hid the chest. Even so, | would not have dared steal it had
Xal totun hinself not been sunk in |otus slunber.

"I believe it is the secret of his power. Wth it Orastes brought himback to life. Wth it he
will make us all slaves, if we are not wary. So take it and cast it into the sea as | have bi dden
you. And be sure you are so far fromland that neither tide nor stormcan wash it up on the beach
You have been paid."

"So | have," grunted the ruffian. "And | owe nore than gold to you, king; | owe you a debt of
gratitude. Even thieves can be grateful."

"What ever debt you may feel you owe ne," answered Tarascus,
this thing into the sea."

will be paid when you have hurled

"I''"ll ride for Zingara and take ship from Kordava," promnised the other. "I dare not show ny head
in Argos, because of the matter of a nmurder or so—

"l care not, so it is done. Here it is; a horse awaits you in the court. Go, and go swiftly!"

Sonet hi ng passed between them sonething that flamed like living fire. Conan had only a brief
glinpse of it; and then the ruffian pulled a slouch hat over his eyes, drew his cl oak about his
shoul der, and hurried fromthe chanber. And as the door closed behind him Conan noved with the
devastating fury of unchai ned bl ood-lust. He had held hinself in check as | ong as he could. The
sight of his enenmy so near himset his wild blood seething and swept away all caution and
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restraint.

Tarascus was turning toward an inner door when Conan tore asi de the hangi ngs and | eaped like a
bl ood-mad panther into the room Tarascus wheel ed, but even before he could recognize his
attacker, Conan's poniard ripped into him

But the bl ow was not nortal, as Conan knew the instant he struck. H's foot had caught in a fold of
the curtains and tripped himas he | eaped. The point fleshed itself in Tarascus's shoul der and
pl oned down along his ribs, and the king of Nenedia screaned.

The inmpact of the blow and Conan's |ungi ng body hurled himback against the table and it toppled
and the candl e went out. They were both carried to the floor by the viol ence of Conan's rush, and
the foot of the tapestry hanpered themboth in its folds. Conan was stabbing blindly in the dark
Tarascus screanming in a frenzy of panicky terror. As if fear |lent him superhuman energy, Tarascus
tore free and blundered away i n the darkness, shrieking:

"Hel p! Guards! Arideus! Orastes! Orastes!”

Conan rose, kicking hinself free of the tangling tapestries and the broken table, cursing with the
bitterness of his blood-thirsty disappointnent. He was confused, and ignorant of the plan of the
pal ace. The yells of Tarascus were still resounding in the distance, and a wild outcry was
bursting forth in answer. The Nenedi an had escaped himin the darkness, and Conan did not know

whi ch way he had gone. The Cimmrerian's rash stroke for vengeance had failed, and there renuni ned
only the task of saving his own hide if he could.

Swearing luridly, Conan ran back down the passage and into the alcove, glaring out into the
lighted corridor, just as Zenobia came running up it, her dark eyes dilated with terror.
"Ch, what has happened?" she cried. "The palace is roused! | swear | have not betrayed you—

"No, it was | who stirred up the hornet's nest,'
the shortest way out of this?"

he grunted. "I tried to pay off a score. Wat's

She caught his wist and ran fleetly down the corridor. But before they reached the heavy door at
the other end, muffled shouts arose frombehind it and the portals began to shake under an assault
fromthe other side. Zenobia wung her hands and whi npered.

"We are cut off! | |ocked that door as | returned through it. But they will burst it inin a
monent. The way to the postern gate lies through it."

Conan wheel ed. Up the corridor, though still out of sight, he heard a rising clanmor that told him
his foes were behind as well as before hi m—

"Quick! Into this door!" the girl cried desperately, running across the corridor and throw ng open
t he door of a chanber.

Conan foll owed her through, and then threw the gold catch behind them They stood in an ornately
furni shed chanber, enpty but for thenselves, and she drew himto a gol d-barred w ndow, through
whi ch he saw trees and shrubbery.

"You are strong," she panted. "If you can tear these bars away, you nmay yet escape. The garden is
full of guards, but the shrubs are thick, and you may avoid them The southern wall is also the
outer wall of the city. Once over that, you have a chance to get away. A horse is hidden for you
in a thicket beside the road that runs westward, a few hundred paces to the south of the fountain
of Thrallos. You know where it is?"

"Aye! But what of you? | had neant to take you with ne,"
A flood of joy lighted her beautiful face.

"Then nmy cup of happiness is brinmng! But | will not hanper your escape. Burdened with nme you
woul d fail. Nay, do not fear for nme. They will never suspect that | aided you willingly. Go! What
you have just said will glorify my life throughout the long years."

He caught her up in his iron arns, crushed her slim vibrant figure to himand kissed her fiercely
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on eyes, cheeks, throat and lips, until she lay panting in his enbrace; gusty and tenpestuous as a
stormwi nd, even his |ove-making was violent.

"Il go," he nuttered. "But by Crom 1'll conme for you sone day!"

Wheel ing, he gripped the gold bars and tore themfromtheir sockets with one tremendous w ench
threw a Il eg over the sill and went down swiftly, clinging to the ornanents on the wall. He hit the
ground running and nelted |like a shadow into the naze of towering rosebushes and spreading trees.
The one | ook he cast back over his shoul der showed hi m Zenobi a | eani ng over the wi ndowsill, her
arns stretched after himin nute farewell and renunciation.

GQuards were runni ng through the garden, all converging toward the pal ace, where the cl anor
monentarily grew | ouder—tall nen in burnished cuirasses and crested hel nets of polished bronze.
The starlight struck glints fromtheir gleanng arnor, anong the trees, betraying their every
nmovenent ; but the sound of their comng ran far before them To Conan, wilderness-bred, their rush
t hrough the shrubbery was |ike the blundering stanpede of cattle. Some of them passed within a few
feet of where he lay flat in a thick cluster of bushes, and never guessed his presence. Wth the
pal ace as their goal, they were oblivious to all else about them Wen they had gone shouting on
he rose and fled through the garden with no nore noi se than a panther woul d have nmde.

So quickly he cane to the southern wall, and nounted the steps that led to the parapet. The wall
was nmade to keep people out, not in. No sentry patrolling the battlenents was in sight. Crouching
by an enbrasure he gl anced back at the great pal ace rearing above the cypresses behind him Lights
bl azed from every wi ndow, and he could see figures flitting back and forth across themlike
puppets on invisible strings. He grinned hardly, shook his fist in a gesture of farewell and
nmenace, and let hinmself over the outer rimof the parapet.

Alowtree, a few yards bel ow the parapet, received Conan's wei ght, as he dropped noiselessly into
the branches. An instant later he was racing through the shadows with the swinging hill-man's
stride that eats up long miles.

Gardens and pl easure villas surrounded the walls of Belverus. Drowsy slaves, sleeping by their
wat chman' s pi kes, did not see the swift and furtive figure that scaled walls, crossed alleys nade
by the arching branches of trees, and threaded a noi sel ess way through orchards and vi neyards.
Wat ch- dogs woke and lifted their deep-boom ng clanor at a gliding shadow, half scented, half
sensed, and then it was gone.

In a chanber of the palace Tarascus withed and cursed on a bl ood-spattered couch, under the deft,
quick fingers of Orastes. The pal ace was thronged with w de-eyed, trenbling servitors, but the
chamber where the king lay was enpty save for hinself and the renegade priest.

"Are you sure he still sleeps?" Tarascus denanded again, setting his teeth against the bite of the
herb juices with which Orastes was bandagi ng the |ong, ragged gash in his shoul der and ribs.
"Ishtar, Mtra and Set! That bums like nolten pitch of hell!"

"Whi ch you woul d be experiencing even now, but for your good fortune," renmarked Orastes. "Woever
wi el ded that knife struck to kill. Yes, | have told you that Xaltotun still sleeps. Wiy are you so
urgent upon that point? What has he to do with this?"

"You know not hi ng of what has passed in the pal ace tonight?" Tarascus searched the priest's
count enance with burning intensity.

"Not hi ng. As you know, | have been enployed in translating manuscripts for Xaltotun, for sone
nmont hs now, transcribing esoteric volunes witten in the younger |anguages into script he can
read. He was well versed in all the tongues and scripts of his day, but he has not yet |earned al
the newer |anguages, and to save tinme he has ne translate these works for him to leamif any new
know edge has been di scovered since his tinme. | did not know that he had returned | ast night unti
he sent for nme and told nme of the battle. Then |I returned to ny studies, nor did I know that you
had returned until the clanmor in the palace brought ne out of ny cell." "Then you do not know that
Xal totun brought the king of Aquilonia a captive to this palace?" Orastes shook his head, w thout
particular surprize. "Xaltotun nerely said that Conan woul d oppose us no nore. | supposed that he
had fallen, but did not ask the details."
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"Xal totun saved his life when | would have slain him" snarled Tarascus. "I saw his purpose
instantly. He would hold Conan captive to use as a club agai nst us—against Amalric, against

Val erius, and against nyself. So long as Conan lives he is a threat, a unifying factor for

Aquil onia, that might be used to conpel us into courses we would not otherw se follow | mistrust
this undead Pythonian. O late | have begun to fear him

"I followed him sonme hours after he had departed eastward. | wi shed to | eam what he intended
doing with Conan. | found that he had inprisoned himin the pits. | intended to see that the
barbarian died, in spite of Xaltotun. And | acconplished— A cautious knock sounded at the door
"That's Arideus,"” grunted Tarascus. "Let himin." The saturnine squire entered, his eyes bl azing
Wi th suppressed excitenent. "How, Arideus?" exclained Tarascus. "Have you found the man who
attacked me?"

"You did not see him ny |ord?" asked Arideus, as one who woul d assure hinself of a fact he
al ready knows to exist. "You did not recognize hinP"

"No. It happened so quick, and the candle was out—all | could think of was that it was sonme devil
| oosed on ne by Xaltotun's nmagi c—=

"The Pythonian sleeps in his barred and bolted room But | have been in the pits." Arideus
twitched his | ean shoul ders excitedly.

"Wel |, speak, man!" exclained Tarascus inpatiently. "What did you find there?"

"An enmpty dungeon," whispered the squire. "The corpse of the great ape!"

"What ?" Tarascus started upright, and bl ood gushed from his opened wound.
"Aye! The man-eater is dead—stabbed through the heart—and Conan is gone!"

Tarascus was gray of face as he mechanically allowed Orastes to force himprostrate again and the
pri est renewed work upon his mangl ed fl esh

"Conan!" he repeated. "Not a crushed corpse—escaped! Mtra! He is no man; but a devil hinself! |
t hought Xal totun was behind this wound. | see now. Gods and devils! It was Conan who stabbed ne!
Arideus!”

"Aye, your Majesty!"

"Search every nook in the palace. He may be skul king through the dark corridors now |ike a hungry
tiger. Let no niche escape your scrutiny, and beware. It is not a civilized man you hunt, but a

bl ood- mad barbarian whose strength and ferocity are those of a wild beast. Scour the pal ace-
grounds and the city. Throw a cordon about the walls. If you find he has escaped fromthe city, as
he may well do, take a troop of horsemen and follow him Once past the walls it will be Iike
hunting a wolf through the hills. But haste, and you may yet catch him"

"This is a matter which requires nore than ordinary hunman wits," said Orastes. "Perhaps we should
seek Xaltotun's advice."

"No!" exclainmed Tarascus violently. "Let the troopers pursue Conan and slay him Xaltotun can hold
no grudge against us if we kill a prisoner to prevent his escape."

"Well," said Orastes, "I amno Acheronian, but | amversed in sone of the arts, and the control of
certain spirits which have cl oaked thenselves in material substance. Perhaps | can aid you in this
matter."

The fountain of Thrallos stood in a clustered ring of oaks beside the road a mle fromthe walls
of the city. Its nmusical tinkle reached Conan's ears through the silence of the starlight. He
drank deep of its icy stream and then hurried southward toward a small, dense thicket he saw
there. Rounding it, he saw a great white horse tied anobng the bushes. Heaving a deep gusty sigh he
reached it with one stride—a nmocking | augh brought him about, glaring.

Adully glinting, nmail-clad figure noved out of the shadows into the starlight. This was no pluned
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and burni shed pal ace guardsman. It was a tall nman in norion and gray chain-nail —ene of the
Adventurers, a class of warriors peculiar to Nenedia; nmen who had not attained to the wealth and
position of knighthood, or had fallen fromthat estate; hard-bitten fighters, dedicating their
lives to war and adventure. They constituted a class of their own, sonetines conmandi ng troops,
but thensel ves accountable to no man but the king. Conan knew that he coul d have been di scovered
by no nore dangerous a foenan.

A qui ck gl ance anong the shadows convinced himthat the man was al one, and he expanded his great
chest slightly, digging his toes into the turf, as his thews coiled tensely.

"I was riding for Belverus on Amalric's business,” said the Adventurer, advancing warily. The
starlight was a | ong sheen on the great two-handed sword he bore naked in his hand. "A horse
whinnied to nine fromthe thicket. | investigated and thought it strange a steed should be
tethered here. | waited—and lo, | have caught a rare prize!"

The Adventurers lived by their swords.

"I know you," nuttered the Nenedian. "You are Conan, king of Aquilonia. | thought | saw you die in
the valley of the Valkia, but— Conan sprang as a dying tiger springs. Practised fighter though
the Adventurer was, he did not realize the desperate qui ckness that lurks in barbaric sinews. He
was caught off guard, his heavy sword half lifted. Before he could either strike or parry, the
king's poniard sheathed itself in his throat, above the gorget, slanting dowward into his heart.
Wth a choked gurgle he reeled and went down, and Conan ruthlessly tore his blade free as his
victimfell. The white horse snorted violently and shied at the sight and scent of blood on the

swor d.

d aring dowmn at his lifeless eneny, dripping poniard in hand, sweat glistening on his broad
breast, Conan poised like a statue, listening intently. In the woods about there was no sound,
save for the sleepy cheep of awakened birds. But in the city, a mle away, he heard the strident
bl are of a trunpet.

Hastily he bent over the fallen man. A few seconds' search convinced himthat whatever nessage the
man m ght have borne was intended to be conveyed by word of nouth. But he did not pause in his
task. It was not nmany hours until dawn. A few minutes |later the white horse was gall opi ng westward
along the white road, and the rider wore the gray mail of a Nenedi an Adventurer

7. The Rending of the Vei

CONAN KNEW HI' S only chance of escape lay in speed. He did not even consider hiding somewhere near
Bel verus until the chase passed on; he was certain that the uncanny ally of Tarascus woul d be able
to ferret himout. Besides, he was not one to skulk and hide; an open fight or an open chase,
either suited his tenperanent better. He had a long start, he knew. He would |l ead thema grinding
race for the border.

Zenobi a had chosen well to selecting the white horse. Hi s speed, toughness and endurance were
obvi ous. The girl knew weapons and horses, and, Conan reflected with some satisfaction, she knew
men. He rode westward at a gait that ate up the miles

It was a sleeping | and through which he rode, past grove-sheltered villages and white-wall ed
villas am d spacious fields and orchards that grew sparser as he fared westward. As the vill ages
thinned, the land grew nore rugged, and the keeps that frowned from em nences told of centuries of
border war. But none rode down fromthose castles to challenge or halt him The lords of the keeps
were followi ng the banner of Amalric; the pennons that were wont to wave over these towers were
now floating over the Aquilonian plains.

Wien the |ast huddled village fell behind him Conan |eft the road, which was begi nning to bend
toward the northwest, toward the distant passes. To keep to the road would nean to pass by border
towers, still garrisoned with armed nmen who woul d not allow himto pass unquesti oned. He knew
there woul d be no patrols riding the border marches on either side, as to ordinary tines, but
there were those towers, and with dawn there woul d probably be caval cades of returning soldiers
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wi th wounded men to ox-carts.

This road from Bel verus was the only road that crossed the border for fifty mles fromnorth to
south. It followed a series of passes through the hills, and on either hand lay a w de expanse of
a wild, sparsely inhabited nountains. He maintained his due westerly direction, intending to cross
the border deep to the wilds of the hills that lay to the south of the passes. It was a shorter
route, nore arduous, but safer for a hunted fugitive. One man on a horse could traverse country an
army woul d find inpassabl e.

But at dawn he had not reached the hills; they were a long, low, blue ranpart stretching along the
hori zon ahead of him Here there were neither farns nor villages, no white-walled villas | oomtog

anong clustering trees. The dawn wind stirred the tall stiff grass, and there was nothing but the

long rolling swells of brown earth, covered with dry grass, and to the distance the gaunt walls of
a stronghold on a low hill. Too nany Aquilonian raiders had crossed the nountains to not too-

di stant days for the countryside to be thickly settled as it was farther to the east.

Dawn ran like a prairie fire across the grasslands, and hi gh overhead sounded a weird crying as a
straggling wedge of wild geese winged swiftly southward. In a grassy swal e Conan halted and
unsaddl ed his mount. Its sides were heaving, its coat plastered with sweat. He had pushed it
unmerci fully through the hours before dawn.

While it nunched the brittle grass and rolled, he lay at the crest of the |ow slope, staring
eastward. Far away to the northward he could see the road he had left, streaning like a white
ri bbon over a distant rise. No black dots noved along that glistening ribbon. There was no sign
about the castle to the distance to indicate that the keepers had noticed the | one wayfarer.

An hour later the land still stretched bare. The only sign of Iife was a glint of steel on the far-
of f battlements, a raven to the sky that wheel ed backward and forth, dipping and rising as if
seeki ng sonet hi ng. Conan saddl ed and rode westward at a nore leisurely gait.

As he topped the farther crest of the slope, a raucous screaning burst out over his head, and
| ooki ng up, he saw the raven flapping high above him caw ng incessantly. As he rode on, it
followed him maintaining its position and maki ng the nmorning hideous with its strident cries,
heedl ess of his efforts to drive it away.

This kept up for hours, until Conan's teeth were on edge, and he felt that he would give half his
ki ngdomto be allowed to wing that black neck

"Devils of hell!" he roared to futile rage, shaking his mailed fist at the frantic bird. "Wy do
you harry me with your squawki ng? Begone, you bl ack spawn of perdition, and peck for wheat to the
farnmers' fields!"

He was ascending the first pitch of the hills, and he seenmed to hear an echo of the bird' s clanor
far behind him Turning to his saddle, he presently made out another black dot hangtoa to the

bl ue. Beyond that again he caught the glint of the afternoon sun on steel. That could nean only
one thing: arnmed men. And they were not riding along the beaten road, which was out of his sight
beyond the horizon. They were following him H's face grew grimand he shivered slightly as he
stared at the raven that wheel ed hi gh above him

"So it is nore than the whimof a brainless beast?" he nuttered. "Those riders cannot see you
spawn of hell; but the other bird can see you, and they can see him You follow nme, he foll ows
you, and they follow him Are you only a craftily trained feathered creature, or some devil in the
formof a bird? Did Xaltotun set you on ny trail? Are you Xaltotun?"

Only a strident screech answered him a screech vibrating with harsh nockery.

Conan wasted no nore breath on his dusky betrayer. Gimy he settled to the long grind of the
hills, fee dared not push the horse too hard; the rest he had allowed it had not been enough to
freshen it. He was still far ahead of his pursuers, but they would cut down that lead steadily. It
was al nbst a certainty that their horses were fresher than his, for they had undoubtedly changed
mounts at that castle he had passed.

The going grew rougher, the scenery nore rugged, steep grassy slopes pitching up to densely
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ti mbered nount ai nsi des. Here, he knew, he might elude his hunters, but for that hellish bird that
squal | ed incessantly above him He could no longer see themin this broken country, but he was
certain that they still followed him guided unerringly by their feathered allies. That bl ack
shape becane |i ke a denoni ac incubus, houndi ng himthrough neasurel ess hells. The stones he hurl ed
with a curse went wide or fell harnless, though in his youth he had felled hawks on the wi ng.

The horse was tiring fast. Conan recognized the grimfinality of his position. He sensed an

i nexorable driving fate behind all this. He could not escape. He was as nuch a captive as he had
been in the pits of Belverus. But he was no son of the Oient to yield passively to what seened
inevitable. If he could not escape, he would at |east take sone of his foes into eternity with
him He turned into a wide thicket of larches that masked a sl ope, |ooking for a place to turn at
bay.

Then ahead of himthere rang a strange, shrill scream hunman yet weirdly tinbred. An instant |ater
he had pushed through a screen of branches, and saw the source of that eldritch cry. In a smnal

gl ade bel ow hi mfour soldiers in Nemedi an chain-nmail were binding a noose about the neck of a
gaunt old wonman in peasant garb. A heap of fagots, bound with cord on the ground near by, showed
what her occupati on had been when surprized by these stragglers.

Conan felt slow fury swell his heart as he | ooked silently down and saw the ruffians dragging her
toward a tree whose | ow spreadi ng branches were obviously intended to act as a gi bbet. He had
crossed the frontier an hour ago. He was standing on his own soil, watching the nurder of one of
his own subjects. The old woman was struggling with surprizing strength and energy, and as he

wat ched, she lifted her head and voiced again the strange, weird, far-carrying call he had heard
before. It was echoed as if in nockery by the raven flapping above the trees. The sol di ers | aughed
roughly, and one struck her in the nouth.

Conan swung fromhis weary steed and dropped down the face of the rocks, landing with a clang of
mai | on the grass. The four nmen wheel ed at the sound and drew their swords, gaping at the nuail ed
gi ant who faced them sword in hand.

Conan | aughed harshly. H's eyes were bleak as flint.

"Dogs!" he said w thout passion and without mercy. "Do Nenedian jackals set thenselves up as
executioners and hang ny subjects at will? First you nust take the head of their king. Here
stand, awaiting your lordly pleasure!"

The soldiers stared at himuncertainly as he strode toward them

"Who is this madnan?" growl ed a bearded ruffian. "He wears Nenmedian mail, but speaks with an
Aqui | oni an accent."
"No matter," quoth another. "Cut himdown, and then we'll hang the old hag."

And so saying he ran at Conan, lifting his sword. But before he could strike, the king's great
bl ade | ashed down, splitting helmet and skull. The nman fell before him but the others were hardy
rogues. They gave tongue |like wolves and surged about the lone figure in the gray mail, and the

clamor and din of steel drowned the cries of the circling raven

Conan did not shout. H s eyes coals of blue fire and his lips smiling bleakly, he l|ashed right and
left with his two-handed sword. For all his size he was quick as a cat on his feet, and he

was constantly in nmotion, presenting a noving target so that thrusts and swings cut enpty air

of tener than not. Yet when he struck he was perfectly balanced, and his blows fell with
devastating power. Three of the four were down, dying in their own blood, and the fourth was

bl eeding fromhal f a dozen wounds, stunbling in headlong retreat as he parried frantically, when
Conan's spur caught in the surcoat of one of the fallen nen.

The king stunbl ed, and before he could catch hinself the Nemedian, with the frenzy of desperation
rushed himso savagely that Conan staggered and fell sprawling over the corpse. The Nenedi an
croaked in triunph and sprang forward, lifting his great sword with both hands over his right
shoul der, as he braced his |l egs wide for the stroke—and then, over the prostrate king, sonething
huge and hairy shot like a thunderbolt full on the soldier's breast, and his yelp of triunph
changed to a shriek of death.
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Conan, scranmbling up, saw the nan lying dead with his throat torn out, and a great gray wolf stood
over him head sunk as it snmelt the blood that formed a pool on the grass.

The king turned as the old woman spoke to him She stood straight and tall before him and in
spite of her ragged garb, her features, clear-cut and aquiline, and her keen black eyes, were not
those of a common peasant wonan. She called to the wolf and it trotted to her side like a great
dog and rubbed its giant shoul der agai nst her knee, while it gazed at Conan with great green

| anbent eyes. Absently she laid her hand upon its mighty neck, and so the two stood regarding the
king of Aquilonia. He found their steady gaze disquieting, though there was no hostility init.

"Men say King Conan died beneath the stones and dirt when the cliffs crunbled by Valkia," she said
in a deep, strong, resonant voi ce.

"So they say," he growed. He was in no nood for controversy, and he thought of those arnored
riders who were pushing nearer every nmonment. The raven above himcawed stridently, and he cast an
involuntary glare upward, grinding his teeth in a spasmof nervous irritation

Up on the | edge the white horse stood with droopi ng head. The old worman | ooked at it, and then at
the raven; and then she lifted a strange weird cry as she had before. As if recognizing the call
the raven wheel ed, suddenly nute, and raced eastward. But before it had got out of sight, the
shadow of mighty wings fell across it. An eagle soared up fromthe tangle of trees, and rising
above it, swooped and struck the black messenger to the earth. The strident voice of betrayal was
stilled for ever.

"Crom" nuttered Conan, staring at the old woman. "Are you a nmgici an, too?"

"I am Zeiata," she said. "The people of the valleys call nme a witch. Was that child of the night
gui ding arnmed nmen on your trail?"

"Aye." She did not seemto think the answer fantastic. "They cannot be far behind nme."

"Lead your horse and follow nme. King Conan," she said briefly.

Wt hout comment he mounted the rocks and brought his horse down to the glade by a circuitous path.
As he cane he saw the eagl e reappear, dropping lazily down fromthe sky, and rest an instant on
Zeiata's shoul der, spreading its great wings lightly so as not to crush her with its weight.

Wthout a word she led the way, the great wolf trotting at her side, the eagle soaring above her.
Through deep thickets and al ong tortuous | edges poi sed over deep ravines she led him and finally
al ong a narrow precipice-edged path to a curious dwelling of stone, half hut, half cavern, beneath
a cliff hidden anong the gorges and crags. The eagle flew to the pinnacle of this cliff, and
perched there like a notionless sentinel

Still silent, Zeiata stabled the horse in a near-by cave, with | eaves and grass piled high for
provender, and a tiny spring bubbling in the di mrecesses.

In the hut she seated the king on a rude, hide-covered bench, and she herself sat upon a | ow stoo
before the tiny fireplace, while she nade a fire of tamari sk chunks and prepared a frugal neal.
The great wolf drowsed beside her, facing the fire, his huge head sunk on his paws, his ears
twitching in his dreans.

"You do not fear to sit in the hut of a witch?" she asked, breaking her silence at |ast.

An inpatient shrug of his gray-mailed shoul ders was her guest's only reply. She gave into his
hands a wooden dish heaped with dried fruits, cheese and barley bread, and a great pot of the
heady upl and beer, brewed frombarley grown in the high valleys.

"1 have found the brooding silence of the glens nore pleasing than the babble of city streets,”
she said. "The children of the wild are kinder than the children of nen." Her hand briefly stroked
the ruff of the sleeping wolf. "My children were afar fromme today, or | had not needed your
sword, ny king. They were coming at ny call."

"What grudge had those Nenedi an dogs agai nst you?" Conan denanded.
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"Skul kers fromthe invading army straggle all over the countryside, fromthe frontier to
Tarantia," she answered. "The foolish villagers in the valleys told themthat | had a store of
gol d hidden away, so as to divert their attentions fromtheir villages. They denanded treasure
fromme, and ny answers angered them But neither skul kers nor the nen who pursue you, nor any
raven will find you here."

He shook his head, eating ravenously.
"I'"'mfor Tarantia."
She shook her head.

"You thrust your head into the dragon's jaws. Best seek refuge abroad. The heart is gone from your
ki ngdom "

"What do you nmean?" he demanded. "Battles have been | ost before, yet wars won. A kingdomis not
| ost by a single defeat."

"And you will go to Tarantia?"

"Aye. Prospero will be holding it against Analric."

"Are you sure?"

"Hell's devils, woman!" he exclained wathfully. "What el se?"

She shook her head. "I feel that it is otherwise. Let us see. Not lightly is the veil rent; yet |
will rend it alittle, and show you your capital city."

Conan did not see what she cast upon the fire, but the wolf whinpered in his dreans, and a green
snoke gathered and billowed up into the hut. And as he watched, the walls and ceiling of the hut
seermed to widen, to grow renpote and vanish, nmerging with infinite immensities; the snoke rolled
about him blotting out everything. And in it fornms noved and faded, and stood out in startling
clarity.

He stared at the famliar towers and streets of Tarantia, where a nbb seethed and screaned, and at
the sane time he was sonehow able to see the banners of Nenedia noving inexorably westward through
the snmoke and flane of a pillaged land. In the great square of Tarantia the frantic throng mlled
and yamered, screaming that the king was dead, that the barons were girding thenselves to divide
the I and between them and that the rule of a king, even of Valerius, was better than anarchy.
Prospero, shining in his arnor, rode anong them trying to pacify them bidding themtrust Count
Trocero, urging themto man the wall and aid his knights in defending the city. They turned on
him shrieking with fear and unreasoning rage, howing that he was Trocero's butcher, a nore evil
foe than Amalric hinself. O fal and stones were hurled at his knights.

A slight blurring of the picture, that m ght have denoted a passing of tune, and then Conan saw
Prospero and his knights filing out of the gates and spurring southward. Behind himthe city was
in an uproar.

"Fool s!'" nmuttered Conan thickly. "Fools! Wiy could they not trust Prospero? Zelita, if you are
maki ng gane of me, with sonme trickery—=

"This has passed," answered Zel ata inperturbably, though sonberly. "It was the evening of the day
that has passed Wen Prospero rode out of Tarantia, with the hosts of Amalric alnbst within sight.
Fromthe walls nen saw the flane of their pillaging. So | read it in the snoke. At sunset the
Nenedi ans rode into Tarantia, unopposed. Look! Even now, in the royal hall of Tarantia—

Abruptly Conan was | ooking into the great coronation hall. Valerius stood on the regal dais, clad
in ernmne robes, and Amalric, still in his dusty, blood-stained arnor, placed a rich and gl eam ng
circlet on his yellow | ocks—the crown of Aquilonia! The peopl e cheered; long lines of steel-clad
Nermedi an warriors | ooked grimy on, and nobles long in disfavor at Conan's court strutted and
swaggered with the enblem of Valerius on their sleeves.
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"Croml" It was an explosive inprecation fromConan's |lips as he started up, his great fists
clenched into hamrers, his veins on his tenples knotting, his features convul sed. "A Nenedi an
pl aci ng the crown of Aquilonia on that renegade—n the royal hall of Tarantia!"

As if dispelled by his violence, the snoke faded, and he saw Zeiata's bl ack eyes gl eam ng at him
t hrough the nist.

"You have seen—the people of your capital have forfeited the freedomyou won for them by sweat and
bl ood; they have sold thenselves to the slavers and the butchers. They have shown that they do not
trust their destiny. Can you rely upon themfor the Wnning back of your kingdon®"

"They thought | was dead," he grunted, recovering some of his poise. "I have no son. Men can't be
governed by a nenory. What if the Nenedi ans have taken Tarantia? There still remain the provinces,
the barons, and the people of the countrysides. Valerius has won an enpty glory."

"You are stubborn, as befits a fighter. |I cannot show you the future, | cannot show you all the
past. Nay, | show you nothing. |I nerely nmake you see wi ndows opened in the veil by powers un-
guessed. Wuld you |l ook into the past for a clue of the present?"

"Aye." He seated hinself abruptly.

Agai n the green snoke rose and billowed. Again inmages unfol ded before him this time alien and
seemingly irrelevant. He saw great towering black walls, pedestals half hidden in the shadows
uphol di ng i mages of hideous, half-bestial gods. Men noved in the shadows, dark, wiry nen, clad in
red, silken loincloths. They were bearing a green jade sarcophagus along a gigantic black
corridor. But before he could tell nuch about what he saw, the scene shifted. He saw a cavern
dim shadowy and haunted with a strange intangible horror. On an altar of black stone stood a
curious gol den vessel, shaped like the shell of a scallop. Into this cavern canme sone of the same
dark, wiry nmen who had borne the nmumy-case. They seized the gol den vessel, and then the shadows
swirled around them and what happened he could not say. But he saw a glinmer in a whorl of
darkness, like a ball of living fire. Then the snoke was only snoke, drifting up fromthe fire of
tamari sk chunks, thinning and fading.

"But what does this portend?" he demanded, bewildered. "What | saw in Tarantia | can understand.
But what means this glinpse of Zanorian thieves sneaking through a subterranean tenple of Set, in
Stygi a? And that cavern—'ve never seen or heard of anything like it, in all ny wanderings. |If you
can show ne that much, these shreds of vision which nmean nothing, disjointed, why can you not show
me all that is to occur?"

Zeiata stirred the fire w thout replying.

"These things are governed by imutable |aws," she said at last. "I can not nake you understand; |
do not al together understand nyself, though | have sought wi sdomin the silences of the high
pl aces for nore years than | can renenber. | cannot save you, though I would if I mght. Man nust,

at last, work out his own salvation. Yet perhaps wisdommay conme to nme in dreans, and in the norn
I may be able to give you the clue to the enigm."

"What eni gma?" he demanded.

"The nystery that confronts you, whereby you have | ost a kingdom" she answered. And then she

spread a sheepskin upon the floor before the hearth. "Sleep," she said briefly. . Wthout a word
he stretched himself upon it, and sank into restless but deep sleep through which phantons noved
silently and nonstrous shapel ess shadows crept. Once, |imed against a purple sunless horizon, he

saw the mighty walls and towers of a great city of such as rose nowhere on the waking earth he
knew. Its col ossal pylons and purple minarets |lifted toward the stars, and over it, floating |ike
a giant mirage, hovered the bearded countenance of the man Xaltotun

Conan woke in the chill whiteness of early dawn, to see Zelata crouched beside the tiny fire. He
had not awakened once in the night, and the sound of the great wolf |eaving or entering should
have roused him Yet the wolf was there, beside the hearth, with its shaggy coat wet with dew, and
with nmore than dew. Bl ood glistened wetly anmid the thick fell, and there was a cut upon his

shoul der.
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Zei at a nodded, without |ooking around, as if reading the thoughts of her royal guest.

"He has hunted before dawn, and red was the hunting. | think the man who hunted a king will hunt
no nore, neither man nor beast."

Conan stared at the great beast with strange fascination as he noved to take the food Zel ata
of fered him

"When | cone to nmy throne again | won't forget," he said briefly. "You' ve befriended me—by Crom |
can't remenber when |'ve lain down and slept at the nmercy of man or wonan as | did |last night. But
what of the riddle you would read ne this norn?"

A long silence ensued, in which the crackle of the tanmarisks was | oud on the hearth.

"Find the heart of your kingdom" she said at last. "There |lies your defeat and your power. You
fight nore than nortal man. You will not press the throne again unless you find the heart of your
ki ngdom "

"Do you mean the city of Tarantia?"

She shook her head. "I am but an oracle, through whose lIips the gods speak. My |lips are seal ed by
themlest | speak too nuch. You rnmust find the heart of your kingdom | can say no nore. My lips
are opened and seal ed by the gods."

Dawn was still white on the peaks when Conan rode westward. A glance back showed him Zel ata
standing in the door of her hut, inscrutable as ever, the great wolf beside her

A gray sky arched overhead, and a nbaning wind was chill with a pronise of winter. Brown | eaves
fluttered slowy down fromthe bare branches, sifting upon his mailed shoul ders.

Al day he pushed through the hills, avoiding roads and villages. Toward nightfall he began to
drop down fromthe heights, tier by tier, and saw the broad plains of Aquilonia spread out beneath
hi m

Villages and farns lay close to the foot of the hills on the western side of the nountains for
for half a century, nost of the raiding across the frontier had been done by the Aquiloni ans. But
now only enbers and ashes showed where farm huts and villas had stood.

In the gathering darkness Conan rode slowy on. There was little fear of discovery, which he
dreaded fromfriend as well as fromfoe. The Nemedi ans had renmenbered old scores on their westward
drive, and Valerius had nade no attenpt to restrain his allies. He did not count on w nning the

| ove of the common people. A vast swath of desol ation had been cut through the country fromthe
foothills westward. Conan cursed as he rode over bl ackened expanses that had been rich fields, and
saw t he gaunt gabl e-ends of burned houses jutting against the sky. He noved through an enpty and
deserted land, |ike a ghost out of a forgotten and outworn past.

The speed with which the arny had traversed the | and showed what little resistance it had
encountered. Yet had Conan been | eading his Aquilonians the invading army woul d have been forced
to buy every foot they gained with their blood. The bitter realization perneated his soul; he was
not the representative of a dynasty. He was only a | one adventurer. Even the drop of dynastic

bl ood Val eri us boasted had nore hold on the m nds of nen than the nenory of Conan and the freedom
and power he had given the ki ngdom

No pursuers followed himdown out of the hills. He watched for wandering or returning Nenedi an
troops, but net none. Skul kers gave hima wi de path, supposing himto be one of the conquerors,
what of his harness. Groves and rivers were far nore plentiful on the western side of the
nount ai ns, and coverts for conceal nent were not | acking.

So he noved across the pillaged land, halting only to rest his horse, eating frugally of the food
Zeiata had given him until, on a dawn when he | ay hidden on a river bank where willows and oaks

grew thickly, he glinpsed, afar, across the rolling plains dotted with rich groves, the blue and

gol den towers of Taranti a.
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He was no longer in a deserted | and, but one teenming with varied life. Hi s progress thenceforth
was sl ow and cautious, through thick woods and unfrequented byways. It was dusk when he reached
the plantation of Servius Gal annus.

8. Dying Enmbers

THE COUNTRYSI DE ABQUT Tarantia had escaped the fearful ravaging of the nore easterly provinces.
There were evidences of the march of a conquering army in broken hedges, plundered fields and
| ooted granaries, but torch and steel had not been | oosed whol esal e.

There was but one grimsplotch on the | andscape—a charred expanse of ashes and bl ackened stone,
where, Conan knew, had once stood the stately villa of one of his staunchest supporters.

The king dared not openly approach the Gal annus farm which lay only a fewniles fromthe city. In
the twilight he rode through an extensive woodl and, until he sighted a keeper's | odge through the
trees. Disnounting and tying his horse, he approached the thick, arched door with the intention of
sendi ng the keeper after Servius. He did not know what enem es the manor house ni ght be
sheltering. He had seen no troops, but they might be quartered all over the countryside. But as he
drew near, he saw the door open and a conpact figure in silk hose and richly enbroi dered doubl et
stride forth and turn up a path that wound away through the woods.

"Servius!"

At the low call the naster of the plantation wheeled with a startled exclamation. His hand flew to
the short hunting-sword at his hip, and he recoiled fromthe tall gray steel figure standing in
t he dusk before him

"Who are you?" he demanded. "Wat is your—Mtral"

Hi s breath hissed inward and his ruddy face pal ed. "Avaunt!" he ejacul ated. "Wy have you comne
back fromthe gray | ands of death to terrify me? | was always your true |iegeman in your
lifeti me—=

"As | still expect you to be," answered Conan. "Stop trenbling, man; |I'mflesh and bl ood."

Sweating with uncertainty Servius approached and stared into the face of the nail-clad giant, and
then, convinced of the reality of what he saw, he dropped to one knee and doffed his plumed cap

"Your Majesty! Truly, this is a mracle passing belief! The great bell in the citadel has tolled
your dirge, days agone. Men said you died at Val kia, crushed under a mllion tons of earth and
broken granite."

"It was another in ny harness,” grunted Conan. "But let us talk later. If there is such a thing as
a joint of beef on your board—

"Forgive nme, ny lord!" cried Servius, springing to his feet. "The dust of travel is gray on your

mail, and | keep you standing here without rest or sup! Mtral | see well enough now that you are
alive, but I swear, when | turned and saw you standing all gray and dimin the twlight, the
marrow of ny knees turned to water. It is an ill thing to nmeet a man you thought dead in the

woodl and at dusk."

"Bid the keeper see to ny steed which is tied behind yonder oak," requested Conan, and Servi us
nodded, drawing the king up the path. The patrician, recovering fromhis supernatural fright, had
becone extrenely nervous.

"I will send a servant fromthe manor,"” he said. "The keeper is in his | odge—but | dare not trust
even ny servants in these days. It is better that only | know of your presence.”

Approachi ng the great house that glimrered dinmy through the trees, he turned aside into a little-
used path that ran between cl ose-set oaks whose intertw ning branches forned a vault overhead,
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shutting out the dimlight of the gathering dusk. Servius hurried on through the darkness w thout
speaki ng, and with sonething resenbling panic in his manner, and presently |ed Conan through a
smal |l side-door into a narrow, dimy illumnated corridor. They traversed this in haste and
silence, and Servius brought the king into a spaci ous chanber with a high, oak-beamed ceiling and
richly paneled walls. Logs flaned in the wide fireplace, for there was a frosty edge to the air
and a great neat pasty in a stone platter stood snmoking on a broad mahogany board. Servius | ocked
the massi ve door and extingui shed the candles that stood in a silver candlestick on the table,

| eaving the chanmber illum nated only by the fire on the hearth.

"Your pardon, your Mjesty," he apol ogi zed. "These are perilous times; spies lurk everywhere. It
were better that none be able to peer through the wi ndows and recogni ze you. This pasty, however,
is just fromthe oven, as | intended supping on nmy return fromtalk with ny keeper. If your

Maj esty woul d dei gn—
"The light is sufficient,”
poni ar d.

grunted Conan, seating himself with scant cerenony, and drawi ng his

He dug ravenously into the |uscious dish, and washed it down with great gul ps of wi ne from grapes
grown in Servius's vineyards. He seemed oblivious to any sense of peril, but Servius shifted
uneasily on his settle by the fire, nervously fingering the heavy gold chai n about his neck. He
gl anced continually at the di anond-panes of the casenment, gleanming dimy in the firelight, and
cocked his ear toward the door, as if half expecting to hear the pad of furtive feet in the
corridor wthout.

Fi ni shing his neal, Conan rose and seated hinself on another settle before the fire.

"I won't jeopardize you long by ny presence, Servius," he said abruptly. "Dawn will find nme far
fromyour plantation."

"My lord— Servius lifted his hands in expostul ation, but Conan waved his protests aside.

"I know your loyalty and your courage. Both are above reproach. But if Val erius has usurped ny
throne, it would be death for you to shelter me, if you were di scovered."”

"I am not strong enough to defy himopenly," adnmitted Servius. "The fifty nmen-at-arnms | could | ead
to battle would be but a handful of straws. You saw the ruins of Emlius Scavonus's plantation?"

Conan nodded, frowning darkly.

"He was the strongest patrician in this province, as you know. He refused to give his allegiance
to Val erius. The Nenedi ans burned himin the ruins of his owm villa. After that the rest of us saw
the futility of resistance, especially as the people of Tarantia refused to fight. W subnitted
and Val erius spared our lives, though he levied a tax upon us that will ruin nany. But what could
we do? W thought you were dead. Many of the barons had been slain, others taken prisoner. The
army was shattered and scattered. You have no heir to take the crown. There was no one to |ead

us—
"Was there not Count Trocero of Poitain?" demanded Conan harshly.
Servi us spread his hands hel pl essly.

"It is true that his general Prospero was in the field with a snmall arny. Retreating before
Amalric, he urged nmen to rally to his banner. But with your Majesty dead, nmen renenbered old wars
and civil braws, and how Trocero and his Poitanians once rode through these provinces even as
Amalric was riding now, with torch and sword. The barons were jeal ous of Trocero. Some nmen —spies
of Val erius perhaps—shouted that the Count of Poitain intended seizing the crown for himself. Od
sectional hates flared up again. If we had had one nman with dynastic blood in his veins we woul d
have crowned and fol |l owed hi m agai nst Nenedi a. But we had none.

"The barons who foll owed you loyally would not follow one of their own nunber, each hol di ng

hi nsel f as good as his nei ghbor, each fearing the ambitions of the others. You were the cord that
hel d the fagots together. When the cord was cut, the fagots fell apart. If you had had a son, the
barons woul d have rallied loyally to him But there was no point for their patriotismto focus
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"The nmerchants and conmoners, dreading anarchy and a return of feudal days when each baron was his
own |law, cried out that any king was better than none, even Valerius, who was at |east of the

bl ood of the old dynasty. There was no one to oppose hi mwhen he rode up at the head of his steel-
clad hosts, with the scarlet dragon of Nemedia floating over him and rang his | ance agai nst the
gates of Taranti a.

"Nay, the people threw open the gates and knelt in the dust before him They had refused to aid
Prospero in holding the city. They said they had rather be ruled by Valerius than by Trocero. They
sai d—truthfull y—that the barons would not rally to Trocero, but that many woul d accept Val eri us.
They said that by yielding to Valerius they woul d escape the devastation of civil war, and the
fury of the Nenedians. Prospero rode southward with his ten thousand kni ghts, and the horsenen of
the Nenedians entered the city a few hours later. They did not follow him They renained to see
that Val erius was crowned in Tarantia."

"Then the old witch's snoke showed the truth,” nmuttered Conan, feeling a queer chill along his
spine. "Amalric crowned Val eri us?"

"Aye, in the coronation hall, with the blood of slaughter scarcely dried on his hands."
"And do the people thrive under his benevol ent rul e?" asked Conan with angry irony.

"He lives like a foreign prince in the mdst of a conquered | and," answered Servius bitterly. "Hs
court is filled with Nenedi ans, the pal ace troops are of the sane breed, and a |arge garrison of
them occupy the citadel. Aye, the hour of the Dragon has cone at |ast.

"Nernedi ans swagger |like lords through the streets. Wnen are outraged and nerchants pl undered
daily, and Valerius either can, or will, nake no attenpt to curb them Nay, he is but their
puppet, their figurehead. Men of sense knew he would be, and the people are beginning to find it
out.

"Amal ric has ridden forth with a strong arny to reduce the outlying provinces where sone of the
barons have defied him But there is no unity anong them Their jeal ousy of each other is stronger
than their fear of Amalric. He will crush themone by one. Many castles and cities, realizing
that, have sent in their subm ssion. Those who resist fare nmiserably. The Nenedi ans are glutting
their long hatred. And their ranks are swelled by Aquil onians whom fear, gold, or necessity of
occupation are forcing into their armes. It is a natural consequence."

Conan nodded sonmberly, staring at the red reflections of the firelight on the richly carved oaken
panel s.

"Aquilonia has a king instead of the anarchy they feared," said Servius at last. "Valerius does
not protect his subjects against his allies. Hundreds who could not pay the ransom i nposed upon
t hem have been sold to the Kothic slave-traders.”

Conan's head jerked up and a lethal flanme lit his blue eyes. He swore gustily, his nighty hands
knotting into iron hanmers.

"Aye, white nen sell white men and white wonen, as it was in the feudal days. In the pal aces of
Shem and of Turan they will live out the Iives of slaves. Valerius is king, but the unity for
whi ch the peopl e | ooked, even though of the sword, is not conplete.

"Qunderland in the north and Poitain in the south are yet un-conquered, and there are unsubdued
provinces in the west, where the border barons have the backing of Bossonian bowren. Yet these
outlying provinces are no real nenace to Valerius. They must renmain on the defensive, and will be
lucky if they are able to keep their independence. Here Valerius and his foreign knights are
suprene. "

"Let himmake the best of it then," said Conan grimy. "His tine is short. The people will rise
when they learn that I'malive. W'll take Tarantia back before Amalric can return with his arny.
Then we'll sweep these dogs fromthe kingdom™
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Servius was silent. The crackle of the fire was loud in the stillness.

"Wel | ," exclainmed Conan inpatiently, "why do you sit with your head bent, staring at the hearth?
Do you doubt what | have sai d?"

Servi us avoi ded the king' s eye.

"What nmortal man can do, you will do, your Mjesty," he answered. "I have ridden behind you in
battle, and | know that no nortal being can stand before your sword.”

"What, then?"

Servius drew his fur-trinmed jupon closer about him and shivered in spite of the flane.
"Men say your fall was occasioned by sorcery,” he said presently.

"What t hen?"

"What nortal can fight against sorcery? Wi is this veiled man who conmunes at mdnight with

Val erius and his allies, as nen say, who appears and di sappears so nysteriously? Men say in

whi spers that he is a great nagician who died thousands of years ago, but has returned from
death's gray lands to overthrow the king of Aquilonia and restore the dynasty of which Valerius is
heir."

"What matter?" exclaimed Conan angrily. "I escaped fromthe devil-haunted pits of Belverus, and
fromdiabolismin the mountains. If the people rise—

Servi us shook his head.

"Your staunchest supporters in the eastern and central provinces are dead, fled or inprisoned.
@Qunderland is far to the north, Poitain far to the south. The Bossoni ans have retired to their
marches far to the west. It woul d take weeks to gather and concentrate these forces, and before
that could be done, each |l evy would be attacked separately by Amalric and destroyed."

"But an uprising in the central provinces would tip the scales for us!" exclainmed Conan. "W coul d
seize Tarantia and hold it against Amalric until the Gundernen and Poitanians could get here."

Servius hesitated, and his voice sank to a whisper

"Men say you died accursed. Men say this veiled stranger cast a spell upon you to slay you and
break your arny. The great bell has tolled your dirge. Men believe you to be dead. And the centra
provi nces would not rise, even if they knew you lived. They would not dare. Sorcery defeated you
at Val kia. Sorcery brought the news to Tarantia, for that very night men were shouting of it in
the streets.

"A Nemedi an priest |oosed black magic again in the streets of Tarantia to slay nmen who still were
Il oyal to your menory. | nyself sawit. Arned nmen dropped like flies and died in the streets in a
manner no man coul d understand. And the |ean priest laughed and said: 'I amonly Altaro, only an
acolyte of Orastes, who is but an acolyte of himwho wears the veil; not mne is the power; the
power but works through ne."'"

"Well," said Conan harshly, "is it not better to die honorably than to live in infany? Is death
wor se than oppression, slavery and ultinmate destruction?”

"When the fear of sorcery is in, reason is out," replied Servius. "The fear of the centra
provinces is too great to allowthemto rise for you. The outlying provinces would fight for
you—but the sane sorcery that snote your army at Valkia would smite you again. The Nenedi ans hol d
the broadest, richest and nost thickly popul ated sections of Aquilonia, and they cannot be

def eated by the forces which nmight still be at your comand. You would be sacrificing your |oya
subj ects uselessly. In sorrow | say it, but it is true: King Conan, you are a king w thout a

ki ngdom "

Conan stared into the fire without replying. A snoldering | og crashed down anong the fl anes
wi t hout a bursting shower of sparks. It mght have been the crashing ruin of his kingdom
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Again Conan felt the presence of a grimreality behind the veil of material illusion. He sensed
again the inexorable drive of a ruthless fate. A feeling of furious panic tugged at his soul, a
sense of being trapped, and a red rage that burned to destroy and kill

"Where are the officials of nmy court?" he demanded at | ast.

"Pal | anti des was sorely wounded at Val ki a, was ransonmed by his fanmily, and nowlies in his castle
in Attains. He will be fortunate if he ever rides again. Publius, the chancellor, has fled the

ki ngdom i n di sgui se, no man knows whither. The council has been di sbanded. Sone were inprisoned,
sonme bani shed. Many of your |oyal subjects have been put to death. Tonight, for instance, the
Count ess Al bi ona di es under the headsman's ax."

Conan started and stared at Servius with such anger snoldering in his blue eyes that the patrician
shrank back.

n \N]y?ll

"Because she woul d not become the mistress of Valerius. Her lands are forfeit, her henchnen sold
into slavery, and at mdnight, in the Iron Tower, her head nust fall. Be advised, ny king —to ne
you will ever be ny king—and flee before you are discovered. In these days none is safe. Spies and

i nforners creep anong us, betraying the slightest deed or word of discontent as treason and
rebellion. If you make yourself known to your subjects it will only end in your capture and death.

"My horses and all the nen that | can trust are at your disposal. Before dawn we can be far from
Tarantia, and well on our way toward the border. If | cannot aid you to recover your kingdom I
can at least follow you into exile."

Conan shook his head. Servius glanced uneasily at himas he sat staring into the fire, his chin
propped on his mghty fist. The firelight gleaned redly on his steel mail, on his bal eful eyes.
They burned in the firelight like the eyes of a wolf. Servius was again aware, as in the past, and
now nore strongly than ever, of sonething alien about the king. That great frane under the mai
mesh was too hard and supple for a civilized man; the elenental fire of the primtive burned in
those snol dering eyes. Now the barbaric suggestion about the king was nore pronounced, as if in
his extremity the outward aspects of civilization were stripped away, to reveal the prinordia
core. Conan was reverting to his pristine type. He did not act as a civilized man woul d act under
the sane conditions, nor did his thoughts run in the same channels. He was unpredictable. It was
only a stride fromthe king of Aquilonia to the skin-clad slayer of the Cinmerian hills.

"I''ll ride to Poitain, if it may be," Conan said at last. "But I1'll ride alone. And | have one
| ast duty to performas king of Aquilonia."

"What do you nean, your Majesty?" asked Servius, shaken by a prenonition.

"I"'mgoing into Tarantia after Al biona tonight," answered the king. "lI've failed all mny other
| oyal subjects, it seems—f they take her head, they can have mine too."

"This is nmadness!" cried Servius, staggering up and clutching his throat, as if he already felt
t he noose cl osing about it.

"There are secrets to the Tower which few know," said Conan. "Anyway, |'d be a dog to | eave

Al bi ona to die because of her loyalty to nme. | may be a king w thout a kingdom but I'mnot a nan
wi thout honor.™ "It will ruin us all!" whispered Servi us.

"I't will ruin no one but me if I fail. You' ve risked enough. | ride alone tonight. This is all

want you to do: procure nme a patch for ny eye, a staff for ny hand, and garnents such as travelers
wear . "

9."It Is the King or H's Chost!"

MANY MEN PASSED t hrough the great arched gates of Tarantia between sunset and mi dni ght —bel at ed
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travel ers, merchants from afar with heavily |aden nmules, free worknen fromthe surrounding farns
and vi neyards. Now that Valerius was supreme in the central provinces, there was no rigid scrutiny
of the folk who flowed in a steady streamthrough the wi de gates. Discipline had been rel axed. The
Nenedi an sol di ers who stood on guard were half drunk, and much too busy watching for handsone
peasant girls and rich nmerchants who could be bullied to notice worknen or dusty travelers, even
one tall wayfarer whose worn cloak could not conceal the hard lines of his powerful frame.

This man carried hinmself with an erect, aggressive bearing that was too natural for himto realise
it hinself, nmuch less dissenble it. A great patch covered one eye, and his |leather coif, drawn | ow
over his brows, shadowed his features. Wth a long thick staff in his nuscular brown hand, he
strode leisurely through the arch where the torches flared and guttered, and, ignored by the tipsy
guardsmen, energed upon the wi de streets of Tarantia.

Upon these well-1lighted thoroughfares the usual throngs went about then" business, and shops and
stalls stood open, with their wares displayed. One thread ran a constant thene through the
pattern. Nemedi an soldiers, singly or in clunps, swaggered through the throngs, shouldering their
way with studied arrogance. Winen scurried fromtheir path, and nen stepped aside wth darkened
brows and cl enched fists. The Aquil onians were a proud race, and these were their hereditary
eneni es.

The knuckl es of the tall traveler knotted on his staff, but, like the others, he stepped aside to
let the men in arnor have the way. Among the notley and varied crowd he did not attract much
attention in his drab, dusty garnents. But once, as he passed a sword-seller's stall and the Iight
that streaned fromits wi de door fell full upon him he thought he felt an intense stare upon him
and turning quickly, saw a man in the brown jerkin of a free workman regarding himfixedly. This
man turned away with undue haste, and vanished in the shifting throng. But Conan turned into a
narrow bystreet and qui ckened his pace. It m ght have been mere idle curiosity; but he could take
no chances.

The grimlron Tower stood apart fromthe citadel, amd a maze of narrow streets and crowdi ng
houses where the meaner structures, appropriating a space fromwhich the nore fastidi ous shrank
had i nvaded a portion of the city ordinarily alien to them The Tower was in reality a castle, an
ancient, form dable pile of heavy stone and black iron, which had itself served as the citadel in
an earlier, ruder century.

Not a long distance fromit, lost in a tangle of partly deserted tenenents and warehouses, stood
an ancient watchtower, so old and forgotten that it did not appear on the maps of the city for a
hundred years back. Its original purpose had been forgotten, and nobody, of such as sawit at all
noticed that the apparently ancient |ock which kept it from being appropriated as sl eeping-
quarters by beggars and thieves, was in reality conparatively new and extrenely powerful,

cunni ngly di sqguised into an appearance of rusty antiquity. Not half a dozen nen in the ki ngdom had
ever known the secret of that tower.

No keyhol e showed in the massive, green-crusted |ock. But Conan's practised fingers, stealing over
it, pressed here and there knobs invisible to the casual eye. The door silently opened i nward and
he entered solid bl ackness, pushing the door shut behind him A light would have showed the tower
enpty, a bare, cylindrical shaft of massive stone.

Goping in a comer with the sureness of fanmiliarity, he found the projections for which he was
feeling on a slab of the stone that conposed the floor. Quickly he lifted it, and w thout
hesitation |owered hinself into the aperture beneath. His feet felt stone steps |eadi ng dowward
into what he knew was a narrow tunnel that ran straight toward the foundations of the Iron Tower,
three streets away.

The Bell on the citadel, which tolled only at the m dni ght hour or for the death of a king, boomed
suddenly. In a dimy lighted chamber in the Iron Tower a door opened and a formenerged into a
corridor. The interior of the Tower was as forbidding as its external appearance. Its massive
stone wal | s were rough, unadorned. The flags of the floor were worn deep by generations of
faltering feet, and the vault of the ceiling was gloony in the dimlight of torches set in niches.

The man who trudged down that grimcorridor was in appearance in keeping with his surroundi ngs. He
was a tall, powerfully-built man, clad in close-fitting black silk. Over his head was drawn a
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bl ack hood which fell about his shoul ders, having two holes for his eyes. From his shoul ders hung
a | oose bl ack cl oak, and over one shoul der he bore a heavy ax, the shape of which was that of
nei ther tool nor weapon.

As he went down the corridor, a figure came hobbling up it, a bent, surly old nan, stooping under
the weight of his pike and a lantern he bore in one hand.

"You are not as pronpt as your predecessor, naster headsman," he grunbled. "M dni ght has j ust
struck, and masked nen have gone to milady's cell. They await you."

"The tones of the bell still echo anbng the towers," answered the executioner. "If | amnot so
quick to leap and run at the beck of Aquilonians as was the dog who held this office before ne,
they shall find my armno | ess ready. Get you to your duties, old watchman, and | eave ne to nine
I think mne is the sweeter trade, by Mtra, for you tranmp cold corridors and peer at rusty
dungeon doors, while | lop off the fairest head in Tarantia this night.

The wat chnman |inped on down the corridor, still grumbling, and the headsnman resuned his |eisurely
way. A few strides carried himaround a turn in the corridor, and he absently noted that at his
left a door stood partly open. If he had thought, he would have known that that door had been
opened since the watchman passed; but thinking was not his trade. He was passing the unl ocked door
before he realized that aught was ami ss, and then it was too |late.

A soft tigerish step and the rustle of a cloak warned him but before he could turn, a heavy arm
hooked about his throat from behind, crushing the cry before it could reach his lips. In the brief
instant that was allowed himhe realized with a surge of panic the strength of his attacker

agai nst which his own brawny thews were hel pl ess. He sensed w t hout seeing the poised dagger

"Nenedi an dog!" muttered a voice thick with passion in his ear. "You've cut off your |ast
Aqui | oni an head!"

And that was the last thing he ever heard.

In a dank dungeon, lighted only by a guttering torch, three nmen stood about a young wonan who
knelt on the rush-strewn flags staring wildly up at them She was clad only in a scanty shift; her
gol den hair fell in lustrous ripples about her white shoul ders, and her wists were bound behind

her. Even in the uncertain torchlight, and in spite of her disheveled condition and pallor of
fear, her beauty was striking. She knelt mutely, staring with wide eyes up at her tormentors. The
men were closely nmasked and cl oaked. Such a deed as this needed nasks, even in a conquered | and.
She knew them all neverthel ess; but what she knew woul d harm no one—after that night.

"Qur nerciful sovereign offers you one nore chance, Countess," said the tallest of the three, and
he spoke Aquilonian without an accent. "He bids me say that if you soften your proud, rebellious
spirit, he will still open his arns to you. |If not— he gestured toward a gri mwooden block in the
center of the cell. It was blackly stained, and showed nmany deep nicks as if a keen edge, cutting

t hrough sone yi el di ng substance, had sunk into the wood.

Al bi ona shuddered and turned pale, shrinking back. Every fiber in her vigorous young body quivered
with the urge of life. Valerius was young, too, and handsone. Many wonen | oved him she told
herself, fighting with herself for life. But she could not speak the word that would ransom her
soft young body fromthe block and the dripping ax. She could not reason the matter. She only knew
that when she thought of the clasp of Valerius's arnms, her flesh craw ed with an abhorrence
greater than the fear of death. She shook her head hel pl essly, conpelled by an inpul sion nore
irresistible than the instinct to live.

"Then there is no nore to be said!'" exclaimed one of the others Inpatiently, and he spoke with a
Nenedi an accent. "Were is the headsman?"

As if sumoned by the word, the dungeon door opened silently, and a great figure stood franmed in
it, like a black shadow fromthe underworl d.

Al bi ona voiced a low, involuntary cry at the sight of that grimshape, and the others stared
silently for a noment, perhaps thensel ves daunted with superstitious awe at the silent, hooded
figure. Through the coif the eyes blazed like coals of blue fire, and as these eyes rested on each
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man in turn, he felt a curious chill travel down his spine.

Then the tall Aquilonian roughly seized the girl and dragged her to the block. She screaned
uncontrol | ably and fought hopelessly against him frantic with terror, but he ruthlessly forced
her to her knees, and bent her yell ow head down to the bl oody bl ock

"Way do you del ay, headsman?" he exclainmed angrily. "Performyour task!"

He was answered by a short, gusty boom of |aughter that was indescribably nenacing. Al in the
dungeon froze in their places, staring at the hooded shape—+the two cl oaked figures, the masked man
bendi ng over the girl, the girl herself on her knees, twisting her inprisoned head to | ook upward.

"What means this unseemy mirth, dog?" demanded the Aquiloni an uneasily.

The man in the black garb tore his hood fromhis head and flung it to the ground; he set his back
to the closed door and lifted the headsman's ax.

"Do you know nme, dogs?" he runbled. "Do you know ne?"
The breathl ess silence was broken by a scream

"The king!" shrieked Al biona, wenching herself free fromthe slackened grasp of her captor. "Oh,
Mtra, the king!"

The three nmen stood |ike statues, and then the Aquilonian started and spoke, like a man Who doubts
his own senses.

"Conan!" he ejaculated. "It is the king, or his ghost! Wat devil's work is this?"

"Devil's work to match devil s!'" nocked Conan, his lips |laughing but hell flanming in bis eyes.
"Cone, fall to, my gentlenen. You have your swords, and | this cleaver. Nay, | think this
butcher's tool fits the work at hand, my fair |ords!"

"At him" nmuttered the Aquilonian, drawing his sword. "It is Conan and we nust kill or be killed!"
And like men waking froma trance, the Nenedians drew their blades and rushed on the king.

The headsman's ax was not nmade for such work, but the king w el ded the heavy, clunsy weapon as
lightly as a hatchet, and his quickness of foot, as he constantly shifted his position, defeated
their purpose of engaging himall three at once

He caught the sword of the first man on his ax-head and crushed in the wielder's breast with a
mur der ous count erstroke before he could step back or parry. The remnai ni ng Nemedi an, mssing a
savage sw pe, had his brains dashed out before he could recover his balance, and an instant |ater
the Aquil oni an was backed into a coner, desperately parrying the crashing strokes that rained
about him |acking opportunity even to scream for help.

Suddenly Conan's long | eft armshot out and ripped the mask fromthe nman's head, disclosing the
pal lid features

"Dog!" grated the king. "I thought | knew you. Traitor! Dammed renegade! Even this base steel is
too honorable for your foul head. Nay, die as thieves die!"

The ax fell in a devastating arc, and the Aquilonian cried out and went to his knees, grasping the
severed stunp of his right armfrom Which bl ood spouted. It had been shorn away at the el bow, and
the ax, unchecked in its descent, had gashed deeply into his side, so that his entrails bul ged
out .

"Lie there and bleed to death," grunted Conan, casting the ax away di sgustedly. "Conme, Countess!"”

St oopi ng, he slashed the cords that bound her wists and lifting her as if she had been a child,
strode fromthe dungeon. She was sobbing hysterically, with her arnms thrown about his corded neck
in a frenzied enbrace.
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"Basy all," he nuttered. "We're not out of this yet. If we can reach the dungeon where the secret
door opens on stairs that lead to the tunnel —devil take it, they' ve heard that noise, even through
these walls."

Down the corridor arms clanged and the tranp and shouting of nmen echoed under the vaulted roof. A
bent figure came hobbling swiftly along, lantern held high, and its light shone full on Conan and
the girl. Wth a curse the G merian sprang toward him but the old watchman, abandoni ng both

| antern and pi ke, scuttled away down the corridor, screeching for help at the top of his cracked
voi ce. Deeper shouts answered him

Conan turned swiftly and ran the other way. He was cut off fromthe dungeon with the secret |ock
and the hidden door through which he had entered the Tower, and by which he had hoped to | eave,
but he knew this grimbuilding well. Before he was king he had been inprisoned in it.

He turned off into a side passage and quickly energed into another, broader corridor, which ran
parallel to the one down which he had cone, and which was at the nonent deserted. He followed this
only a few yards, when he again turned back, down another side passage. This brought himback into
the corridor he had left, but at a strategic point. A few feet farther up the corridor there was a
heavy bolted door, and before it stood a bearded Nenedian in corselet and hel net his back to Conan
as he peered up the corridor in the direction of the growing tunult and wildly waving | anterns.

Conan did not hesitate. Slipping the girl to the ground, he ran at the guard swiftly and silently,
sword in hand. The man turned just as the king reached him bawl ed in surprize and fright and
lifted bis pike; but before he could bring the clunmsy weapon into play, Conan brought down his
sword on the fellow s helnmet with a force that would have felled an ox. Helmet and skull gave way
toget her and the guard crunpled to the fl oor

In an instant Conan had drawn the massive bolt that barred the door—+too heavy for one ordinary man
to have mani pul ated—and called hastily to Al biona, who ran staggering to him Catching her up
uncerenmoniously with one arm he bore her through the door and into the outer darkness.

They had cone into a narrow alley, black as pitch, walled by the side of the Tower on one hand,
and the sheer stone back of a row of buildings on the other. Conan, hurrying through the darkness
as swiftly as he dared, felt the latter Wall for doors or w ndows, but found none.

The great door clanged open behind them and nen poured out, with torches gl eaning on breastplates
and naked swords. They gl ared about, bellow ng, unable to penetrate the darkness which their
torches served to illumnate for only a few feet in any direction, and then rushed down the alley
at random-kheading in the direction opposite to that taken by Conan and Al bi ona.

"They'll leamtheir m stake qui ck enough," he muttered, increasing his pace. If we ever find a
crack in this infernal wall—damm! The street watch!"

Ahead of thema faint glow becane apparent, where the alley opened into a narrow street, and he
saw dimfigures loonming against it with a glimer of steel. It was indeed the street watch
i nvestigating the noise they had heard echoi ng down the alley.

"Who goes here?" they shouted, and Conan grit his teeth at the hated Nemedi an accent.

"Keep behind ne," he ordered the girl. "W've got to cut our way through before the prison guards
conme back and pin us between them"

And grasping his sword, he ran straight at the oncomi ng figures.

The advantage of surprize was his. He could see them |immed against the distant gl ow, and they
coul d not see himcom ng at themout of the black depths of the alley. He was anong t hem before
they knew it, smiting with the silent fury of a wounded |ion

Hi s one chance lay in hacking through before they could gather their wits. But there were half a
score of them in full mail, hardbitten veterans of the border wars, in whomthe instinct for
battle could take the place of benmused wits. Three of them were down before they realized that it
was only one man who was attacking them but even so their reaction was instantaneous. The cl angor
of steel rose deafeningly, and sparks flew as Conan's sword crashed on basi net and hauberk. He
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could see better than they, and in the dimlight his swiftly noving figure was an uncertain mark.
Flailing swords cut enpty air or glanced fromhis blade, and when he struck, it was with the fury
and certainty of a hurricane.

But behi nd hi m sounded the shouts of the prison guards, returning up the alley at a run, and stil

the mailed figures before himbarred his way with a bristling wall of steel. In an instant the
guards woul d be on his back—n desperation he redoubled his strokes, flailing like a smth on an
anvil, and then was suddenly aware of a diversion. Qut of nowhere behind the watchnmen rose a score

of black figures and there was a sound of blows, nurderously driven. Steel glinted in the gl oom
and men cried out, struck nortally frombehind. In an instant the alley was littered with withing
fornms. A dark, cloaked shape sprang toward Conan, who heaved up his sword, catching a gl eam of
steel in the right hand. But the other was extended to himenpty and a voice hissed urgently:
"This way, your Majesty! Quickly!"

Wth a muttered oath of surprize, Conan caught up Al biona in one massive arm and followed his
unknown befriender. He was not inclined to hesitate, with thirty prison guardsmen closing in
behi nd him

Surrounded by mysterious figures he hurried down the alley, carrying the countess as if she had
been a child. He could tell nothing of his rescuers except that they wore dark cl oaks and hoods.
Doubt and suspicion crossed his mnd, but at |east they had struck down his enemnmies, and he saw no
better course than to follow t hem

As if sensing his doubt, the | eader touched his armlightly and said: "Fear not, King Conan; we
are your |oyal subjects." The voice was not familiar, but the accent was Aquilonian of the centra
provi nces.

Behi nd them the guards were yelling as they stunbled over the shanbles in the nud, and they cane
pelting vengefully down the alley, seeing the vague dark nmass novi ng between them and the |ight of
the distant street. But the hooded men turned suddenly toward the seeningly blank wall, and Conan
saw a door gape there. He nuttered a curse. He had traversed that alley by day, in times past, and
had never noticed a door there. But through it they went, and the door closed behind themw th the
click of a lock. The sound was not reassuring, but his guides were hurrying himon, noving with
the precision of famliarity, guiding Conan with a hand at either elbow. It was |like traversing a
tunnel, and Conan felt Albiona's lithe linbs trenbling in his arns. Then sonewhere ahead of them
an opening was faintly visible, nerely a somewhat |ess black arch in the blackness, and through
this they filed.

After that there was a bewi |l dering succession of dimcourts and shadowy alleys and wi nding
corridors, all traversed in utter silence, until at last they energed into a broad |ighted
chamber, the | ocation of which Conan could not even guess, for their devious route had confused
even his primtive sense of direction

10. A Coin from Acheron

NOT ALL HI S guides entered the chamber. Wen the door closed, Conan saw only one man standi ng
before hima slimfigure, nmasked in a black cloak with a hood. This the man threw back, disclosing
a pale oval of a face, with calm delicately chiseled features

The king set Al biona on her feet, but she still clung to himand stared apprehensively about her.
The chanber was a large one, with marble walls partly covered with black vel vet hangi ngs and thick
rich carpets on the nosaic floor, laved in the soft golden gl ow of bronze | anps.

Conan instinctively laid a hand on his hilt. There was bl ood on his hand, blood clotted about the
mout h of his scabbard, for he had sheathed his blade wi thout cleansing it.

"Where are we?" he demanded

The stranger answered with a | ow, profound bow in which the suspicious king could detect no trace
of irony.
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"In the tenple of Asura, your Majesty."”

Al biona cried out faintly and clung closer to Conan, staring fearfully at the black, arched doors,
as if expecting the entry of some grisly shape of darkness.

"Fear not, ny lady," said their guide. "There is nothing here to harmyou, vulgar superstition to
the contrary. If your nonarch was sufficiently convinced of the innocence of our religion to
protect us fromthe persecution of the ignorant, then certainly one of his subjects need have no
appr ehensi ons. "

"Who are you?" demanded Conan

"I am Hadrat hus, priest of Asura. One of ny followers recogni zed you when you entered the city,
and brought the word to ne."

Conan grunted profanely.

"Do not fear that others discovered your identity," Hadrathus assured him "Your disguise would
have deceived any but a follower of Asura, whose cult it is to seek below the aspect of illusion
You were followed to the watch tower, and sonme of ny people went into the tunnel to aid you if you
returned by that route. Gthers, nyself anong them surrounded the tower. And now, King Conan, it
is yours to command. Here in the temple of Asura you are still king."

"Why shoul d you risk your lives for nme?" asked the king.

"You were our friend when you sat upon your throne," answered Hadrathus. "You protected us when
the priests of Mtra sought to scourge us out of the land."

Conan | ooked about himcuriously. He had never before visited the tenple of Asura, had not
certainly known that there was such a tenple in Tarantia. The priests of the religion had a habit
of hiding their tenples in a remarkable fashion. The worship of Mtra was overwhel ningly

predom nant in the Hyborian nations, but the cult of Asura persisted, in spite of official ban and
popul ar antagoni sm Conan had been told dark tal es of hidden tenples where intense snoke drifted
up incessantly fromblack altars where ki dnaped humans were sacrificed before a great coiled
serpent, whose fearsome head swayed for ever in the haunted shadows.

Persecution caused the followers of Asura to hide their tenples with cunning art, and to veil they
rituals in obscurity; and this secrecy, in turn, evoked nore nonstrous suspicions and tal es of
evi l

But Conan's was the broad tol erance of the barbarian, and he had refused to persecute the
followers of Asura or to allow the people to do so on no better evidence than was presented

agai nst them runors and accusations that could not be proven. "If they are black magicians," he
had said, "howwi Il they suffer you to harry then? If they are not, there is no evil in them
Croms devils! Let nmen worship what gods they will."

At a respectful invitation from Hadrat hus he seated hinself on an ivory chair, and notioned

Al bi ona to another, but she preferred to sit on a golden stool at his feet, pressing close against
his thigh, as if seeking security in the contact. Like nost orthodox followrs of Mtra, she had
an intuitive horror of the followers and cult of Asura, instilled in her infancy and chil dhood by
wild tales of human sacrifice and ant hroponorphi ¢ gods shanbling through shadowy tenples.

Hadr at hus stood before them his uncovered head bowed.
"What is your wi sh, your Majesty?"
"Food first," he grunted, and the priest snote a golden gong with a silver wand.

Scarcely had the nell ow notes ceased echoi ng when four hooded figures canme through a curtained
doorway bearing a great four-legged silver platter of snoking dishes and crystal vessels.

This they set before Conan, bowi ng | ow, and the king wi ped his hands on the danask, and snacked
his Iips with unconceal ed relish.
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"Bewar e, your Majesty!" whispered Al biona. "These fol k eat human flesh!"

"I"ll stake ny kingdomthat this is nothing but honest roast beef," answered Conan. "Cone, |ass,
fall to! You nust be hungry after the prison fare."

Thus advi sed, and with the exanple before her of one whose word was the ultimate law to her, the
countess conplied, and ate ravenously though daintily, while her liege lord tore into the neat
joints and guzzled the wine with as much gusto as if he had not already eaten once that night.

"You priests are shrewd, Hadrathus," he said, with a great beef-bone in his hands and his nouth
full of nmeat. "I1'd wel come your service in nmy canpaign to regain ny kingdom"

Sl oW y Hadr at hus shook his head, and Conan sl anmed the beef-bone down on the table in a gust of
i mpatient wath.

"Cromis devils! What ails the nmen of Aquilonia? First Sendus —aow you! Can you do nothi ng but wag
your idiotic heads when | speak of ousting these dogs?"

Hadr at hus si ghed and answered slowly: "My lord, it is ill to say, and I fain would say otherw se
But the freedomof Aquilonia is at an end! Nay, the freedom of the whole world may be at an end!

Age follows age in the history of the world, and now we enter an age of horror and slavery, as it
was | ong ago."

"What do you nean?" demanded the king uneasily.
Hadr at hus dropped into a chair and rested his el bows on his thighs, staring at the floor

"I't is not alone the rebellious lords of Aquilonia and the arnies of Nenedia which are arrayed
agai nst you," answered Hadrathus. "It is sorcery—grisly black nmagic fromthe grimyouth of the
worl d. An awful shape has risen out of the shades of the Past, and none can stand before it."

"What do you nean?" Conan repeated.
"I speak of Xaltotun of Acheron, who died three thousand years ago, yet wal ks the earth today."

Conan was silent, while in his nmind floated an i mage—the i mage of a bearded face of cal minhunan
beauty. Again he was haunted by a sense of uneasy faniliarity. Acheron—the sound of the word
roused instinctive vibrations of nmenory and associations in his mnd.

"Acheron," he repeated. "Xaltotun of Acheron—an, are you nmad? Acheron has been a nyth for nore
centuries than I can renenber. |'ve often wondered if it ever existed at all."

"It was a black reality," answered Hadrat hus, "an enpire of black nmgicians, steeped in evil now
long forgotten. It was finally overthrown by the Hyborian tribes of the west. The wi zards of
Acheron practised foul necronmancy, thaumaturgy of the nost evil kind, grisly magic taught them by
devils. And of all the sorcerers of that accursed ki ngdom none was so great as Xaltotun of

Pyt hon. "

"Then how was he ever overthrown?" asked Conan skeptically.

"By some neans a source of cosmic power which he jeal ously guarded was stol en and turned agai nst
him That source has been returned to him and he is invincible."

Al bi ona, huggi ng the headsnman's bl ack cl oak about her, stared fromthe priest to the king, not
under st andi ng the conversation. Conan shook his head angrily.

"You are making gane of me," he growed. "If Xaltotun has been dead three thousand years, how can
this man be he? It's some rogue who's taken the old one's nane."

Hadr at hus | eaned to an ivory table and opened a snmall gold chest which stood there. Fromit he
took somet hing which glinted dully in the nellow |light—a broad gold coin of antique mnting.

"You have seen Xaltotun unveiled? Then | ook upon this. It is a coin which was stanped in ancient

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon.txt (47 of 103) [8/27/03 10:57:09 PM]



file://IC//WINDOW S/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon. txt

Acheron, before its fall. So pervaded with sorcery was that black enpire, that even this corn has
its uses in making magic."

Conan took it and scowl ed down at it. There was no mistaking its great antiquity. Conan had
handl ed many coins in the years of his plunderings, and had a good practical know edge of them
The edges were worn and the inscription alnost obliterated. But the countenance stanped on one
side was still clear-cut and distinct. And Conan's breath sucked in between his clenched teeth. It
was not cool in the chanber, but he felt a prickling of his scalp, an icy contraction of his

fl esh. The countenance was that of a bearded nan, inscrutable, with a cal minhuman beauty.

"By Croml It's he!" nmuttered Conan. He understood, now, the sense of familiarity that the sight of
the bearded man had roused in himfromthe first. He had seen a coin like this once before, |ong
ago in a far |and.

Wth a shake of his shoulders he growl ed: "The likeness is only a coincidence—er if he's shrewd
enough to assune a forgotten w zard's nanme, he's shrewd enough to assunme his |ikeness." But he
spoke without conviction. The sight of that coin had shaken the foundations of his universe. He
felt that reality and stability were crunbling into an abyss of illusion and sorcery. A wi zard was
under st andabl e; but this was diabolismbeyond sanity.

"We cannot doubt that it is indeed Xaltotun of Python," said Hadrathus. "He it was who shook down
the cliffs at Valkia, by his spells that enthrall the elenentals of the earth—-he it was who sent
the creature of darkness into your tent before dawn."

Conan scow ed at him "How did you know t hat ?"

"The foll owers of Asura have secret channels of know edge. That does not matter. But do you
realize the futility of sacrificing your subjects in a vain attenpt to regain your crown?"

Conan rested his chin on his fist, and stared grimy into nothing. Al biona watched hi m anxiously,
her m nd groping bewildered in the nazes of the problemthat confronted him

"I's there no wizard in the world who could nake magic to fight Xaltotun's magi c?" he asked at
| ast.

Hadr at hus shook his head. "If there were, we of Asura would know of him Men say our cult is a
survival of the ancient Stygian serpent-worship. That is a |lie. Qur ancestors came from Vendhya,
beyond the Sea of Vilayet and the blue H nelian nountains. W are sons of the East, not the South,
and we have know edge of all the wi zards of the East, who are greater than the w zards of the
West. And not one of them but would be a straw in the wind before the black might of Xaltotun."

"But he was conquered once," persisted Conan

"Aye; a cosnic source was turned against him But now that source is again in his hands, and he
will see that it is not stolen again."

"And what is this damabl e source?" demanded Conan irritably.

"It is called the Heart of Ahriman. Wen Acheron was overthrown, the prinmitive priest who had
stolen it and turned it against Xaltotun hid it in a haunted cavern and built a snmall tenple over
the cavern. Thrice thereafter the tenple was rebuilt, each tine greater and nore el aborately than
before, but always on the site of the original shrine, though nen forgot the reason therefor
Menory of the hidden synbol faded fromthe mnds of common nmen, and was preserved only in priestly
books and esoteric volunes. Wence it came no one knows. Sone say it is the veritable heart of a
god, others that it is a star that fell fromthe skies long ago. Until it was stolen, none had

| ooked upon it for three thousand years.

"When the magic of the Mtran priests failed against the magic of Xaltotun's acolyte, Altaro, they
renenbered the ancient |egend of the Heart, and the high priest and an acol yte went down into the
dark and terrible crypt below the tenple into which no priest had descended for three thousand
years. In the ancient iron-bound volunmes which speak of the Heart in their cryptic symbolism it
is also told of a creature of darkness left by the ancient priest to guard it.

"Far down in a square chanber with arched doorways | eading off into imeasurabl e bl ackness, the
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priest and his acolytes found a black stone altar that glowed dimy w th inexplicable radiance.

"On that altar lay a curious gold vessel |ike a doubl e-valved sea-shell which clung to the stone
like a barnacle. But it gaped open and enpty. The Heart of Ahrinman was gone. Wile they stared in
horror, the keeper of the crypt, the creature of darkness, canme upon them and nangl ed the high
priest so that he died. But the acolyte fought off the being—a mndless, soulless waif of the pits
brought 1 ong ago to guard the Heart—and escaped up the long black narrow stairs carrying the dying
priest, who before he died, gasped out the news to his followers, bade themsubnmt to a power they
coul d not overconme, and conmmanded secrecy. But the word has been whi spered about anong the
priests, and we of Asura |learned of it."

"And Xal totun draws his power fromthis synbol ?" asked Conan, still skeptical

"No. His power is drawn fromthe black gulf. But the Heart of Ahriman cane from some far universe
of flaming light, and against it the powers of darkness cannot stand, when it is in the hands of
an adept. It is like a sword that mght snmte at him not a sword with which he can smte. It
restores life, and can destroy life. He has stolen it, not to use it against his enemes, but to
keep themfromusing it against him"

"A shell -shaped bow of gold on a black altar in a deep cavern,"” Conan nmuttered, frowning as he
sought to capture the illusive inage. "That renm nds me of something | have heard or seen. But
what, in Cronis nane, is this notable Heart?"

"It isinthe formof a great jewel, like a ruby, but pulsing with blinding fire with which no
ruby ever burned. It glows like living flame—

But Conan sprang suddenly up and smote his right fist into his left palmlike a thunderclap

"Crom" he roared. "Wat a fool |'ve been! The Heart of Ahriman! The heart of my kingdom Find the
heart of my kingdom Zeiata said. By Ynmir, it was the jewel | saw in the green Snoke, the jewe
whi ch Tarascus stole from Xaltotun while he lay in the sleep of the black |otus!"

Hadr at hus was al so on his feet, his calmdropped fromhimlike a garment.
"What are you saying? The Heart stolen from Xaltotun?"

"Aye!" Conan boomed. "Tarascus feared Xaltotun and wanted to cripple his power, which he thought
resided in the Heart. Maybe he thought the wi zard would die if the Heart was | ost. By Crom-ahhh!"
Wth a savage grinmace of disappointnment and di sgust he dropped his clenched hand to his side.

"I forgot. Tarascus gave it to a thief to throwinto the sea. By this tine the fell ow nust be
al rost to Kordava. Before I can follow himhe'll take ship and consign the Heart to the bottom of
t he ocean.™

"The sea will not hold it!" exclained Hadrathus, quivering with excitenent. "Xaltotun would
hi msel f have cast it into the ocean | ong ago, had he not known that the first stormwould carry it
ashore. But on what unknown beach might it not |and!"

"Well," Conan was recovering sonme of his resilient confidence, "there's no assurance that the
thief will throwit away. If | know thieves—and | should, for | was a thief in Zamora in ny early
yout h—he won't throw it away. He'll sell it to some rich trader. By Crom " He strode back and
forth in his growing excitenment. "It's worth | ooking for! Zelata bade ne find the heart of ny
kingdom and all el se she showed nme proved to be truth. Can it be that the power to conquer
Xaltotun lurks in that crinmson baubl e?"

"Aye! My head upon it!" cried Hadrathus, his face lightened with fervor, his eyes blazing, his
fists clenched. "Wth it in our hands we can dare the powers of Xaltotun! |I swear it! If we can
recover it, we have an even chance of recovering your crown and; driving the invaders from our
portals. It is not the swords of Nenedia that Aquilonia fears, but the black arts of Xaltotun."

Conan | ooked at himfor a space, inpressed by the priest's fire.

"It's like a quest in a nightmare," he said at last. "Yet your words echo the thought of Zeiata,
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and all else she said was truth. 1'll seek for this jewel."
"I't holds the destiny of Aquilonia," said Hadrathus with conviction. "I will send men with you—

"Nay!" exclainmed the king inmpatiently, not caring to be hanpered by priests on his quest, however

skilled in esoteric arts. "This is a task for a fighting-man. | go alone. First to Poitain, where
I'"lI'l leave Albiona with Trocero. Then to Kordava, and to the sea beyond, if necessary. It may be
that, even if the thief intends carrying out Tarascus's order, he'll have sone difficulty finding

an outbound ship at this time of the year."

"And if you find the Heart," cried Hadrathus, "I will prepare the way for your conquest. Before
you return to Aquilonia | will spread the word through secret channels that you live and are
returning with a magi c stronger than Xaltotun's. | will have nmen ready to rise on your return

They will rise, if they have assurance that they will be protected fromthe black arts of
Xal t ot un.

"And | will aid you on your journey."
He rose and struck the gong.

"A secret tunnel |eads frombeneath this tenple to a place outside the city wall. You shall go to
Poitain on a pilgrims boat. None will dare nolest you."

"As you will." Wth a definite purpose in mnd Conan was afire with inpatience and dynamni c energy.
"Only let it be done swiftly."

In the nmeantinme events were noving not slowmy elsewhere in the city. A breathless nessenger had
burst into the pal ace where Val erius was anusing hinself with his dancing-girls, and throw ng

hi nsel f on his knee, gasped out a garbled story of a bloody prison break and the escape of a

| ovely captive. He bore also the news that Count Thespius, to whomthe execution of Al biona's
sentence had been entrusted, was dying and begging for a word with Val erius before he passed.
Hurriedly cloaking hinmsel f, Val erius acconpani ed the man through various w ndi ng ways, and canme to
a chanber where Thespius lay. There was no doubt that the count was dying; bloody froth bubbl ed
fromhis lips at each shuddering gasp. Hi s severed arm had been bound to stop the flow of bl ood
but even without that, the gash in his side was nortal.

Al one in the chanmber with the dying man, Valerius swore softly.

"By Mtra, | had believed that only one nan ever lived who could strike such a blow "
"Val erius!" gasped the dying nan. "He lives! Conan |ives!"

"What are you sayi ng?" ejacul ated the other

"I swear by Mtral!" gurgled Thespius, gagging on the blood that gushed to his lips. "It was he who
carried off Albiona! He is not dead—o phantom cone back fromhell to haunt us. He is flesh and

bl ood, and nore terrible than ever. The alley behind the tower is full of dead nen. Beware,

Val eri us—he has come back—to slay us all—=

A strong shudder shook the bl ood-sneared figure, and Count Thespius went [|inp.

Val erius frowned down at the dead man, cast a swift gl ance about the enpty chanber, and stepping
swiftly to the door, cast it open suddenly. The nessenger and a group of Nenmedi an guardsnen stood
several paces down the corridor. Valerius nmuttered sonething that m ght have indicated
satisfaction.

"Have all the gates been cl osed?" he demanded.
"Yes, your Majesty."

"Triple the guards at each. Let no one enter or leave the city without strictest investigation
Set men scouring the streets and searching the quarters. A very valuable prisoner has escaped,
with the aid of an Aquilonian rebel. Did any of you recognize the man?"
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"No, your Majesty. The old watchman had a glinpse of him but could only say that he was a giant,
clad in the black garb of the executioner, whose naked body we found in an enpty cell."

"He is a dangerous man," said Valerius. "Take no chances with him You all know the Countess
Al bi ona. Search for her, and if you find her, kill her and her conpanion instantly. Do not try to
take themalive."

Returning to his pal ace chanber, Valerius sunmoned before himfour men of curious and alien
aspect. They were tall, gaunt, of yellow sh skin, and i mobil e countenances. They were very
simlar in appearance, clad alike in |long black robes beneath which their sandal ed feet were just
visible. Their features were shadowed by their hoods. They stood before Valerius with their hands
in their wide sleeves; their arns folded. Valerius |ooked at them w thout pleasure. In his far

j ouneyi ngs he had encountered nany strange races.

"When | found you starving in the Khitan jungles,” he said abruptly, "exiles from your ki ngdom
you swore to serve me. You have served ne well enough, in your abom nable way.One nore service
require, and then | set you free of your oath.

"Conan the Ci nmmerian, king of Aquilonia, still lives, in spite of Xaltotun's sorcery—er perhaps
because of it. | know not. The dark m nd of that resurrected devil is too devious and subtle for a
nortal man to fathom But while Conan lives | amnot safe. The people accepted ne as the | esser of
two evils, when they thought he was dead. Let himreappear and the throne will be rocking under ny
feet in revolution before | can lift ny hand.

"Perhaps ny allies nean to use himto replace ne, if they decide | have served ny purpose. | do
not know. | do know that this planet is too small for two kings of Aquilonia. Seek the G merian
Use your uncanny talents to ferret himout wherever he hides or runs. He has many friends in
Tarantia. He had aid when he carried off Albiona. It took nore than one man, even such a man as
Conan, to weak all that slaughter in the alley outside the tower. But no nore. Take your staffs
and strike his trail. Wiere that trail will lead you, I know not. But find him And when you find
him slay him™"

The four Khitans bowed together, and still unspeaking, turned and padded noi sel essly fromthe
chanber .

11. Swords of the South

DAWN THAT RCSE over the distant hills shone on the sails of a small craft that dropped down the
river which curves to within a mle of the walls of Tarantia, and | oops southward |ike a great
shining serpent. This boat differed fromthe ordinary craft plying the broad Khorotas—fi shernen
and nerchant barges |loaded with rich goods. It was long and slender, with a high, curving prow,
and was bl ack as ebony, with white skulls painted along the gunwal es. Am dships rose a snal

cabin, the windows closely masked. Other craft gave the oninously painted boat a wide berth; for
it was obviously one of those "pilgrimboats" that carried a lifeless follower of Asura on his

| ast mysterious pilgrimge southward to where, far beyond the Poitanian nountains, a river flowed
at last into the blue ocean. In that cabin undoubtedly lay the corpse of the departed worshi pper.
All nmen were famliar with the sight of those gloony craft; and the nost fanatical votary of Mtra
woul d not dare touch or interfere with their sonber voyages.

Where the ultimte destination lay, nen did not know Sone said Stygia; some a nanel ess island

| yi ng beyond the horizon; others said it was in the gl anorous and mnysterious | and of Vendhya where
the dead cane hone at |ast. But none knew certainly. They only knew that when a follower of Asura
di ed, the corpse went southward down the great river, in a black boat rowed by a giant slave, and
nei ther boat nor corpse nor slave was ever seen again; unless, indeed, certain dark tales were
true, and it was always the sanme slave who rowed the boats sout hward

The man who propelled this particular boat was as huge and brown as the others, though cl oser
scrutiny might have reveal ed the fact that the hue was the result of carefully applied pignments.
He was clad in leather |oin-clout and sandals, and he handl ed the | ong sweep and oars with unusua
skill and power. But none approached the grimboat closely, for it was well known that the
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foll owers of Asura were accursed, and that these pilgrimboats were | oaded with dark magic. So nen
swung their boats wi de and nmuttered an incantation as the dark craft slid past, and they never
dreanmed that they were thus assisting in the flight of their king and the Countess Al bi ona.

It was a strange journey, in that black, slimcraft down the great river for nearly two hundred
mles to where the Khorotas swi ngs eastward, skirting the Poitanian nountains. Like a dreamthe
ever - changi ng panorama glided past. During the day Albiona lay patiently in the little cabin, as
quietly as the corpse she pretended to be. Only late at night, after the pleasure boats with their
fair occupants | ounging on silken cushions in the flare of torches held by slaves had left the
river, before dawn brought the hurrying fisher-boats, did the girl venture out. Then she held the
| ong sweep, cunningly bound in place by ropes to aid her, while Conan snatched a few hours of

sl eep. But the king needed little rest. The ardor of his desire drove himrelentlessly; and his
powerful frame was equal to the grinding test. Wthout halt or pause they drove southward.

So down the river they fled, through nights when the flowing current mrrored the nillion stars,
and t hrough days of golden Sunlight, |eaving winter behind themas they sped southward. They
passed cities in the night, above which throbbed and pul sed; the reflection of the myriad |ights,
lordly river villas and fertile fruit groves. So at last the blue nountains of Poitain rose above
them tier above tier, like ramparts of the gods, and the great river, swerving fromthose
turreted cliffs, swept thunderously through the marching hills with many a rapid and foani ng
cataract.

Conan scanned the shore-line closely, and finally swng the | ong sweep and headed inshore at a
poi nt where a neck of land jutted into the water, and fir trees grewin a curiously symetrica
ring about a gray, strangely shaped rock.

"How t hese boats ride those falls we hear roaring ahead of us is nore than | can see," he grunted
"Hadrat hus said they did—but there's where we halt. He said a nman woul d be waiting for us with
horses, but | don't see anyone. How word of our com ng could have preceded us | don't know
anyway. "

He drove inshore and bound the prow to an arching root in the | ow bank, and then, plunging into
the water, washed the brown paint fromhis skin and energed dripping, and in his natural color
From the cabin he brought forth a suit of Aquilonian ring-mail which Hadrathus had procured for
him and his sword. These he donned while Al biona put on garnents suitable for nountain travel.
And when Conan was fully arnmed, and turned to | ook toward the shore, he started and his hand went
to his sword. For on the shore, under the trees, stood a bl ack-cl oaked figure holding the reins of
a white palfrey and a bay war-horse.

"Who are you?" demanded the kng.

The ot her bowed | ow.

"A follower of Asura. A command cane. | obeyed."

"How, 'canme'?" inquired Conan, but the other nerely bowed again.

"I have cone to guide you through the nmountains to the first Poitanian stronghold."

"l don't need a guide," answered Conan. "I know these hills well. | thank you for the horses, but
the countess and | will attract |less attention alone than if we were acconpani ed by an acol yte of
Asura."

The man bowed profoundly, and giving the reins into Conan's hands, stepped into the boat. Casting
off, he floated down the swift current, toward the distant roar of the unseen rapids. Wth a
baffl ed shake of his head, Conan lifted the countess into the palfrey's saddle, and then nounted
the war-horse and reined toward the sunmits that castellated the sky.

The rolling country at the foot of the towering nountains were now a borderland, in a state of
turnoil, where the barons reverted to feudal practises, and bands of outlaws roanmed unhi ndered.
Poitain had not fornally declared her separation from Aquilonia, but she was now, to all intents,
a sel f-contained ki ngdom ruled by her hereditary count, Trocero. The rolling south country had
submitted nomnally to Valerius, but he had not attenpted to force the passes guarded by
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stronghol ds where the crinson | eopard banner of Poitain waved defiantly.

The king and his fair conpanion rode up the long blue slopes in the soft evening. As they nounted
hi gher, the rolling country spread out |ike a vast purple mantle far beneath them shot with the
shine of rivers and | akes, the yellow glint of broad fields, and the white gl eam of distant
towers. Ahead of them and far above, they glinpsed the first of the Poitanian hol ds—a strong
fortress dom nating a narrow pass, the crinson banner stream ng agai nst the clear blue sky.

Before they reached it, a band of knights in burnished arnmor rode fromanong the trees, and their
| eader sternly ordered the travelers to halt. They were tall nmen, with the dark eyes and raven

| ocks of the south.

"Halt, sir, and state your business, and why you ride toward Poitain."

"I's Poitain in revolt then," asked Conan, watching the other closely, "that a man in Aquil onian
harness is halted and questioned |ike a foreigner?"

"Many rogues ride out of Aquilonia these days," answered the other coldly. "As for revolt, if you
mean t he repudi ati on of a usurper, then Poitainis in revolt. W had rather serve the menory of a
dead man than the scepter of a living dog."

Conan swept off his helnmet, and shaking back his black mane stared full at the speaker. The
Poi tani an stared violently and went 1ivid.

"Saints of heaven!" he gasped. "It is the king—alive!"

The others stared wildly, then a roar of wonder and joy burst fromthem They swarmed about Conan,
shouting their war-cries and brandishing their swords in their extreme enotion. The accl ai m of
Poitanian warriors was a thing to terrify a timd nan.

"Ch, but Trocero will weep tears of joy to see you, sire!l" cried one.

"Aye, and Prospero!" shouted another. "The general has been |ike one wapped in a mantl e of
mel ancholy, and curses hinself night and day that he did not reach the Valkia in time to die
besi de his king!"

"Now we will strike for enpery!" yelled another, whirling his great sword about his head. "Hail
Conan king of Poitain!"

The cl angor of bright steel about himand the thunder of their acclaimfrightened the birds that
rose in gay-hued clouds fromthe surrounding trees. The hot southern blood was afire, and they
desired nothing but for their newfound sovereign to lead themto battle and pill age.

"What is your conmand, sire?" they cried. "Let one of us ride ahead and bear the news of your
comng into Poitain! Banners will wave fromevery tower, roses will carpet the road before your
horse's feet, and all the beauty and chivalry of the south will give you the honor due you—

Conan shook hi s head.

"Who coul d doubt your loyalty? But w nds bl ow over these mountains into the countries of ny
enemies, and | would rather these didn't know that | |ived—yet. Take me to Trocero, and keep mny
identity a secret.”

So what the knights would have made a triunphal procession was nore in the nature of a secret
flight. They traveled in haste, speaking to no one, except for a whisper to the captain on duty at
each pass; and Conan rode anong themw th his vizor |owered.

The nmount ai ns were uni nhabited save by outlaws and garrisons of soldi ers who guarded the passes.
The pl easure-1oving Poi-tanians had no need nor desire to west a hard and scanty living from
their stembreasts. South of the ranges the rich and beautiful plains of Poitain stretched to the
river Alimane; but beyond the river lay the | and of Zi ngara.

Even now, when wi nter was crisping the | eaves beyond the nmountains, the tall rich grass waved upon
the plains where grazed the horses and cattle for which Poitain was faned. Pal mtrees and orange
groves smled in the sun, and the gorgeous purple and gold and crinson towers of castles and
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cities reflected the golden light. It was a land of warnth and plenty, of beautiful nen and
ferocious warriors. It is not only the hard |ands that breed hard nen. Poitain was surrounded by
covet ous nei ghbors and her sons | earned hardi hood in incessant wars. To the north the | and was
guarded by the nountains, but to the south only the Alimane separated the plains of Poitain from
the plains of Zingara, and not once but a thousand tinmes had that river run red. To the east |ay
Argos and beyond that Ophir, proud kingdonms and avarici ous. The knights of Poitain held their

| ands by the weight and edge of their swords, and little of ease and idl eness they knew.

So Conan came presently to the castle of Count Trocero.

Conan sat on a silken divan in a rich chanmber whose filny curtains the warm breeze bill owed.
Trocero paced the floor like a panther, a lithe, restless man with the wai st of a woman and the
shoul ders of a swordsman, who carried his years lightly.

"Let us proclaimyou king of Poitain!" urged the count. "Let those northern pigs wear the yoke to
whi ch they have bent they necks. The south is still yours. Dnell here and rule us, anid the
flowers and the palnms."

But Conan shook his head. "There is no nobler land on earth than Poitain. But it cannot stand
al one, bold as are its sons."

"It did stand alone for generations," retorted Trocero, with the quick jeal ous pride of his breed.
"W were not always a part of Aquilonia."

"1 know. But conditions are not as they were then, when all kingdonms were broken into
principalities which warred with each other. The days of dukedons and free cities are past, the
days of enpires are upon us. Rulers are dreaning inperial dreans, and only in unity is there
strength."

"Then let us unite Zingara with Poitain," argued Trocero. "Half a dozen princes strive against
each other, and the country is torn asunder by civil wars. W will conquer it, province by
province, and add it to your dominions. Then with the aid of the Zingarans we w |l conquer Argos
and Ophir. We will build an enpire—=

Agai n Conan shook his head. "Let others dreaminperial dreans. | but wish to hold what is mine. |
have no desire to rule an enpire wel ded together by blood and fire. It's one thing to seize a
throne with the aid of its subjects and rule themwi th their consent. It's another to subjugate a
foreign realmand rule it by fear. | don't wish to be another Valerius. No, Trocero, |I'Il rule al
Aqui l onia and no nore, or I'll rule nothing."

"Then | ead us over the mpuntains and we will smte the Nenedi ans."

Conan's fierce eyes glowed with appreciation. "No, Trocero. It would be a vain sacrifice. |I've
told you what | nust do to regain ny kingdom | nust find the Heart of Ahrinan."

"But this is nmadness!" protested Trocero. "The maunderings of a heretical priest, the nmunblings of
a mad witch-woman. "

"You were not in nmy tent before Valkia," answered Conan grimy, involuntarily glancing at his
right wist, on which blue marks still showed faintly. "You didn't see the cliffs thunder down to
crush the flower of ny arnmy. No, Trocero, |'ve been convinced. Xaltotun's no nortal nan, and only
with the Heart of Ahriman can | stand against him So |I'mriding to Kordava, alone." "But that is
dangerous, " protested Trocero. "Life is dangerous," runbled the king. "I won't go as king of
Aqui l oni a, or even as a knight of Poitain, but as a wandering nercenary, as | rode in Zingara in
the old days. Ch, | have enenmi es enough south of the Alinmane, in the lands and the waters of the
sout h. Many who won't know ne as king of Aquilonia will remenber ne as Conan of the Barachan
pirates, or Anra of the black corsairs. But | have friends, too, and nmen who'll aid ne for their
own private reasons.”" A faint reniniscent grin touched his |ips.

Trocero dropped his hands hel pl essly and gl anced at Al bi ona, who sat on a near-by divan

"1 understand your doubts, nmy lord," said she. "But | too saw the coin in the tenple of Asura, and
| ook you, Hadrathus said it was dated five hundred years before the fall of Acheron. If Xaltotun
then, is the man pictured on the coin, as his Majesty swears he is, that neans he was no comon
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wi zard, even in his other life, for the years of his life were nunbered by centuries, not as the
lives of other men are nunbered.”

Before Trocero could reply, a respectful rap was heard on the door and a voice called: "M |ord,
we have caught a man skul ki ng about the castle, who says he wi shes to speak with your guest. |
awai t your orders."

"A spy from Aquilonia!" hissed Trocero, catching at his dagger, but Conan lifted his voice and
called: "Open the door and let ne see him"

The door was opened and a man was framed in it, grasped on either hand by steml ooki ng nmen-at -
arms. He was a slender man, clad in a dark hooded robe.

"Are you a follower of Asura?" asked Conan
The man nodded, and the stalwart men-at-arnms | ooked shocked and gl anced hesitantly at Trocero.

"The word cane sout hward," said the man. "Beyond the Alimane we can not aid you, for our sect goes
no farther southward, but stretches eastward with the Khorotas. But this | have | earned: the thief
who took the Heart of Ahriman from Tarascus never reached Kordava. In the nountains of Poitain he
was slain by robbers. The jewel fell into the hands of their chief, who, not knowing its true
nature, and being harried after the destruction of his band by Poitanian knights, sold it to the
Kot hi ¢ merchant Zorat hus. "

"Ha!" Conan was on his feet, galvanized. "And what of Zorathus?"

"Four days ago he crossed the Alinmane, headed for Argos, with a snall band of arned servants.

"He's a fool to cross Zingara in such tinmes," said Trocero.

"Aye, times are troubl ous across the river. But Zorathus is a bold nan, and reckless in his way.
He is in great haste to reach Messantia, where he hopes to find a buyer for the jewel. Perhaps he
hopes to sell it finally in Stygia. Perhaps he guesses at its true nature. At any rate, instead of
following the long road that wi nds along the borders of Poitain and so at |ast comes into Argos
far from Messantia, he has struck strai ght across eastern Zingara, followi ng the shorter and nore
direct route.”

Conan snote the table with his clenched fist so that the great board quivered.

"Then, by Crom fortune has at last thrown the dice for me!l A horse, Trocero, and the harness of a
Free Conpani on! Zorathus has a long start, but not too long for ne to overtake him if | follow
himto the end of the world!"

12. The Fang of the Dragon

AT DAWN CONAN waded his horse across the shallows of the Alimane and struck the wi de caravan trai
whi ch ran sout heastward, and behind him on the farther bank, Trocero sat his horse silently at
the head of his steel-clad knights, with the crinson |eopard of Poitain floating its long folds
over himin the norning breeze. Silently they sat, those dark-haired nmen in shining steel, unti
the figure of their king had vanished in the blue of distance that whitened toward sunri se.

Conan rode a great black stallion, the gift of Trocero. He no | onger wore the arnor of Aquilonia
Hi s harness proclainmed hima veteran of the Free Conpanies, who were of all races. Hi s headpi ece
was a plain norion, dented and battered. The | eather and mail-nmesh of his hauberk were worn and
shiny as if by nmany canpai gns, and the scarlet cloak flowing carelessly fromhis mailed shoul ders
was tattered and stained. He | ooked the part of the hired fighting-mn, who had known al

vi ci ssitudes of fortune, plunder and wealth one day, an enpty purse and a cl ose-drawn belt the
next .

And nore than | ooking the part, he felt the part; the awakening of old nmenories, the resurge of
the wild, mad, glorious days of old before his feet were set on the inperial path when he was a
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wandering nercenary, roistering, brawing, guzzling, adventuring, with no thought for the norrow,
and no desire save sparkling ale, red lips, and a keen sword to swing on all the battlefields of
t he worl d.

Unconsciously he reverted to the ol d ways; a new swagger becane evident in his bearing, in the way
he sat his horse; half-forgotten oaths rose naturally to his Ups, and as he rode he humed ol d
songs that he had roared in chorus with his reckless conpanions in nmany a tavern and on many a
dusty road or bloody field.

It was an unqui et |and through which he rode. The conpani es of cavalry which usually patrolled the
river, alert for raids out of Poitain, were nowhere in evidence. Internal strife had left the
borders unguarded: The long white road stretched bare from horizon to horizon. No | aden canel
trains or runbling wagons or | owi ng herds noved along it now, only occasional groups of horsenen
in |leather and steel, hawk-faced, hard-eyed nmen, who kept together and rode warily. These swept
Conan with their searching gaze but rode on, for the solitary rider's harness prom sed no plunder
but only hard strokes.

Villages lay in ashes and deserted, the fields and nmeadows idle. Only the bol dest would ride the
roads these days, and the native popul ation had been decimated in the civil wars, and by raids
fromacross the river. In nore peaceful times the road was thronged with nmerchants riding Poitain
to Messantia in Argos, or back. But now these found it wiser to follow the road that |ed east
through Poitain, and then turned south down across Argos. It was |longer, but safer. Only an
extrenely reckless man would risk his Iife and goods on this road through Z ngara.

The southern horizon was fringed with flame by night, and in the day straggling pillars of snoke
drifted upward; in the cities and plains to the south men wer” dying, thrones were toppling and
castles going up in flanmes. Conan felt the old tug of the professional fighting-man, to turn his
horse and plunge into the fighting, the pillaging and the looting as in the days of old. Wy
should he toil to regain the rule of a people which had al ready forgotten hi nP—why chase a will-o0'-
t he-wi sp, why pursue a crown that was |lost for ever? Wiy should he not seek forgetful ness, |ose
hinself in the red tides of war and rapine that had engul fed himso often before? Could he not,

i ndeed, carve out another kingdom for hinself? The world was entering an age of iron, an age of
war and inperialistic anbition; sone strong man mght well rise above the ruins of nations as a
suprene conqueror. Wiy should it not be hinself? So his famliar devil whispered in his ear, and
the phantons of his | awl ess and bl oody past crowded upon him But he did not turn aside; he rode
onward, follow ng a quest that grew di nmer and di mer as he advanced, until sonetimes it seemed
(hat he pursued a dream that never was.

He pushed the black stallion as hard as he dared, but the long white road |ay before him from
hori zon to horizon. It was a long start Zorathus had, but Conan rode steadily on, know ng that he
was traveling faster than the burdened nerchants could travel. And so he cane to the castle of
Count Val broso, perched like a vulture's eyrie on a bare hill overl ooking the road.

Val broso rode down with his nen-at-arns, a |lean, dark man with glittering eyes and a predatory
beak of a nose. He wore bl ack plate-arnor and was followed by thirty spearnen, black-nustached
hawks of the border wars, as avaricious and ruthless as hinself. O late the toll of the caravans
had been slim and Val broso cursed the civil wars that stripped the roads of their fat traffic,
even while he blessed themfor the free hand they all owed himw th his nei ghbors.

He had not hoped nmuch fromthe solitary rider he had glinpsed fromhis tower, but all was grist
that came to his mll. Wth a practised eye he took in Oman's worn nmail and dark, scarred face,
and his conclusions were the sane as those of the riders who had passed the Cimerian on the
road—an enpty purse and a ready bl ade.

"Who are you, knave?" he demanded.

"A mercenary, riding for Argos," answered Conan. "What matter nanes?"

"You are riding in the wong direction for a Free Conpanion," grunted Val broso. "Southward the
fighting is good and al so the plundering. Join ny conpany. You won't go hungry. The road renains
bare of fat nmerchants to strip, but | nean to take ny rogues and fare southward to sell our swords
to whi chever side seens strongest."
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Conan did not at once reply, knowing that if he refused outright, he mght be instantly attacked
by Val broso's nen-at-arns. Before he could nake up his mind, the Zingaran spoke again

"You rogues of the Free Conpani es always know tricks to make nmen tal k. | have a prisoner—the | ast
mer chant | caught, by Mtra, and the only one |I've seen for a week—and the knave is stubborn. He
has an iron box, the secret of which defies us, and |I've been unable to persuade himto open it.

By Ishtar, | thought | knew all the nbdes of persuasion there are, but perhaps you, as a veteran
Free Conpani on, know some that | do not. At any rate conme with me and see what you nmay do."

Val broso's words instantly deci ded Conan. That sounded a great deal |ike Zorathus. Conan did not
know t he nmerchant, but any nan who was stubborn enough to try to traverse the Zingaran road in
times |like these would very probably be stubborn enough to defy torture.

He fell in beside Valbroso and rode up the straggling road to the top of the hill where the gaunt
castle stood. As a nan-at-arns he should have ridden behind the count, but force of habit made him
carel ess and Val broso paid no heed. Years of life on the border had taught the count that the
frontier is not the royal court. He was aware of the independence of the mercenaries, behind
whose swords many a king had trodden the throne-path.

There was a dry nmoat, half filled with debris in some places. They clattered across the drawbridge
and through the arch of the gate. Behind themthe portcullis fell with a sullen clang. They cane
into a bare courtyard, grown with straggling grass, and with a well in the nmiddle. Shacks for the
men- at -arns straggl ed about the bailey wall, and wonen, slatternly or decked in gaudy finery,

| ooked fromthe doors. Fighting-nmen in rusty mail tossed dice on the flags under the arches. It
was nore like a bandit's hold than the castle of a nobl eman.

Val broso di snounted and noti oned Conan to follow him They went through a doorway and al ong a
vaul ted corridor, where they were net by a scarred, hard-1ooking man in nail descending a stone
staircase—evidently the captain of the guard.

"How, Bel oso," quoth Val broso; "has he spoken?"
"He is stubborn,"” nuttered Bel oso, shooting a glance of suspicion at Conan

Val broso ri pped out an oath and stanped furiously up the winding stair, followed by Conan and the
captain. As they mounted, the groans of a man in nortal agony becane audi bl e. Val broso's torture-
room was hi gh above the court, instead of in a dungeon below. In that chanmber, where a gaunt,
hairy beast of a man in | eather breeks squatted gnawi ng a beef-bone voraciously, stood the

machi nes of torture—+acks, boots, hooks and all the inplenents that the human mind devises to tear
fl esh, break bones and rend and rupture veins and |iganments.

On a rack a man was stretched naked, and a gl ance told Conan that he was dying. The unnatura

el ongation of his linmbs and body told of unhinged joints and unnanabl e ruptures. He was a dark
man, with an intelligent, aquiline face and quick dark eyes. They were gl azed and bl oodshot now
with pain, and the dew of agony glistened on his face. His |ips were drawn back from bl ackened
gums.

"There is the box." Viciously Val broso kicked a small but heavy iron chest that stood on the floor
near by. It was intricately carved, with tiny skulls and withing dragons curiously intertw ned,
but Conan saw no catch or hasp that m ght serve to unlock the lid. The narks of fire, of ax and

sl edge and chi sel showed on it but as scratches.

"This is the dog's treasure box," said Valbroso angrily. "Al'l nmen of the south know of Zorathus
and his iron chest. Mtra knows what is in it. But he will not give up its secret."

Zorathus! It was true, then; the man he sought |lay before him Conan's heart beat suffocatingly as
he | eaned over the withing form though he exhibited no evidence of his painful eagerness.

"Ease those ropes, knave!" he ordered the torturer harshly, and Val broso and his captain stared.
In the forgetful ness of the nonent Conan had used his inperial tone, and the brute in | eather

instinctively obeyed the knife-edge of command in that voice. He eased away gradually, for else
the sl ackening of the ropes had been as great a tornment to the torn joints as further stretching
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Catching up a vessel of wine that stood near by, Conan placed the rimto the wetch's |ips.
Zor at hus gul ped spasnodically, the Iiquid slopping over on his heaving breast.

Into the bl oodshot eyes came a gl eam of recognition, and the froth-smeared |ips parted. Fromthem
i ssued a racking whinmper in the Kothic tongue.

"I's this death, then? Is the | ong agony ended? For this is King Conan who died at Valkia, and | am
anong t he dead."

"You're not dead," said Conan. "But you're dying. You'll be tortured no nore. |'ll see to that.
But | can't help you further. Yet before you die, tell nme how to open your iron box!"

"My iron box," nunbl ed Zorathus in delirious disjointed phrases. "The chest forged in unholy fires
among the flam ng nountains of Khrosha; the nmetal no chisel can cut. How many treasures has it
borne, across the width and the breadth of the world! But no such treasure as it now hol ds."

"Tell me howto open it," urged Conan. "It can do you no good, and it may aid ne."

"Aye, you are Conan," nuttered the Kothian. "I have seen you sitting on your throne in the great
public hall of Tarantia, with your crown on your head and the scepter in your hand. But you are
dead; you died at Valkia. And so | know ny own end is at hand."

"What does the dog say?" demanded Val broso inpatiently, not understanding Kothic. "WIIl he tell us
how to open the box?"

As if the voice roused a spark of life in the twisted breast Zorathus rolled his bl oodshot eyes
toward the speaker.

"Only Valbroso will | tell," he gasped in Zingaran. "Death is upon nme. Lean close to ne,
Val br oso! "

The count did so, his dark face lit with avarice; behind himhis saturnine captain, Beloso,
crowded cl oser.

"Press the seven skulls on the rim one after another," gasped Zorathus. "Press then the head of
the dragon that withes across the lid. Then press the sphere in the dragon's claws. That wl|
rel ease the secret catch.”

"Quick, the box!" cried Val broso with an oath.

Conan lifted it and set it on a dais, and Val broso shoul dered hi m asi de.
"Let me open it!" cried Beloso, starting forward.

Val broso cursed himback, his greed blazing in his black eyes.

"None but me shall open it!"™ he cried.

Conan, whose hand had instinctively gone to his hilt, glanced at Zorathus. The man's eyes were
gl azed and bl oodshot, but they were fixed on Valbroso with burning intensity; and was there the
shadow of a grimtwi sted smle on the dying man's lips? Not until the nerchant knew he was dyi ng
had he given up the secret. Conan turned to watch Val broso, even as the dying man watched him

Along the rimof the Ilid seven skulls were carved anmong intertw ning branches of strange trees. An
inlaid dragon withed its way across the top of the Iid, am d ornate arabesques. Val broso pressed
the skulls in runbling haste, and as he janmed his thunb down on the carved head of the dragon he
swore sharply and snatched his hand away, shaking it in irritation

"A sharp point on the carvings," he snarled. 'Tve pricked ny thunb.”

He pressed the gold ball clutched in the dragon's talons, and the Iid flew abruptly open. Their
eyes were dazzled by a golden flanme. It seened to their dazed nminds that the carven box was ful
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of glowing fire that spilled over the rimand dripped through the air in quivering flakes. Bel oso
cried out and Val broso sucked in his breath. Conan stood speechl ess, his brain snared by the
bl aze.

"Mtra, what a jewel!" Valbroso's hand dived into the chest, came out with a great pulsing crinmson
sphere that filled the roomwith a | anbent glow. In its glare Val broso | ooked |like a corpse. And
the dying man on the | oosened rack | aughed wildly and suddenly.

"Fool!" he screanmed. "The jewel is yours! | give you death with it! The scratch on your thunmb— ook
at the dragon's head, Val broso!"

They all wheel ed, stared. Sonething tiny and dully gleam ng stood up fromthe gaping, carved
nout h.

"The dragon's fang!" shrieked Zorathus. "Steeped in the venom of the black Stygian scorpion! Fool
fool to open the box of Zorathus with your naked hand! Death! You are a dead man now "

And with bl oody foamon his |ips he died.

Val broso staggered, crying out. "Ah, Mtra, | burn!" he shrieked. "My veins race with liquid fire!
My joints are bursting asunder! Death! Death!" And he reel ed and crashed headl ong. There was an
instant of awful convul sions, in which the linbs were twi sted into hideous and unnatura

positions, and then inthat posture the nman froze, his glassy eyes staring sightlessly upward, his
i ps drawn back from bl ackened guns.

"Dead!" muttered Conan, stooping to pick up the jewel where it rolled on the floor from Val broso's
rigid hand. It lay on the floor like a quivering pool of sunset fire.

"Dead!" muttered Bel oso, with madness in his eyes. And then he noved.

Conan was caught off guard, his eyes dazzled, his brain dazed by the blaze of the great gem He
did not realize Beloso's intention until something crashed with terrible force upon his hel net.
The gl ow of the jewel was splashed with redder flame, and he went to his knees under the bl ow

He heard a rush of feet, a bellow of ox-like agony. He was stunned but not wholly sensel ess, and
realized that Bel oso had caught up the iron box and crashed it down on his head as he stooped.
Only his basinet had saved his skull. He staggered up, drawing his sword, trying to shake the

di mess out of his eyes. The room swamto his dizzy gaze. But the door was open and fl eet
footsteps were dwi ndling down the winding stair. On the floor the brutish torturer was gaspi ng out
his life with a great gash under his breast. And the Heart of Ahriman was gone.

Conan reel ed out of the chanber, sword in hand, blood stream ng down his face from under his
burganet. He ran drunkenly down the steps, hearing a clang of steel in the courtyard bel ow,

shouts, then the frantic drum of hoofs. Rushing into the bailey he saw the nen-at-arnms nilling
about confusedly, while wonen screeched. The postern gate stood open and a soldier lay across his
pike with his head split. Horses, still bridled and saddl ed, ran nei ghing about the court, Conan's
bl ack stallion anong them

"He's mad!" how ed a wonman, wingi ng her hands as she rushed brainl essly about. "He cane out of
the castle like a mad dog, hewing right and left! Beloso's nmad! Were's Lord Val broso?"

"Whi ch way did he go?" roared Conan. All turned and stared at the stranger's bl ood-stained face
and naked sword. "Through the postern!"” shrilled a wonman, pointing eastward, and anot her baw ed:
"Who is this rogue?"

"Bel oso has killed Val broso!" yelled Conan, |eaping and seizing the stallion's mane, as the nen-at-
arnms advanced uncertainly on him A wild outcry burst forth at his news, but their reaction was
exactly as he had anticipated. Instead of closing the gates to take himprisoner, or pursuing the
fleeing slayer to avenge their lord, they were thrown into even greater confusion by his words.

Wl ves bound together only by fear of Val broso, they owed no

al l egi ance to the castle or to each other

Swords began to clash in the courtyard, and wonen screaned. And in the mdst of it all, none
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noti ced Conan as he shot through the postem gate and thundered down the hill. The wi de plain
spread before him and beyond the hill the caravan road divided: one branch ran south, the other
east. And on the eastern road he saw another rider, bending |ow and spurring hard. The plain swam
to Conan's gaze, the sunlight was a thick red haze and he reeled in his saddle, grasping the
flowing mane with his hand. Blood rained on his nmail, but grimy he urged the stallion on

Behi nd hi m snoke began to pour out of the castle on the hill where the count's body lay forgotten
and unheeded beside that of his prisoner. The sun was setting; against a lurid red sky the two
black figures fled. The stallion was not fresh, but neither was the horse ridden by

Bel oso. But the great beast responded mightily, calling on deep reservoirs of reserve vitality.

Why the Zingaran fled fromone pursuer Conan did not tax his bruised brain to guess. Perhaps

unr easoni ng pani ¢ rode Bel oso, born of the madness that lurked in that blazing jewel. The sun was
gone; the white road was a dimglimrer through a ghostly twilight fading into purple gloomfar
ahead of him The stallion panted, |aboring hard. The country was changing, in the gathering dusk
Bare pains gave way to clunps of oaks and alders. Low hills mounted up in the distance. Stars
began to blink out. The stallion gasped and reeled in his course. But ahead rose a dense wood t hat
stretched to the hills on the horizon, and between it and hinself Conan glinpsed the dimform of
the fugitive. He urged on the distressed stallion, for he saw that he was overtaking his prey,
yard by yard. Above the pound of the hoofs a strange cry rose fromthe shadows, but neither
pursuer nor pursued gave heed.

As they swept in under the branches that overhung the road, they were al nost side by side. A
fierce cry rose fromConan's lips as his sword went up; a pale oval of a face was turned toward
him a sword gleaned in a half-seen hand, and Bel oso echoed the cry—and then the weary stallion
with a lurch and a groan, missed his footing in the shadows and went heels over head, hurling his
dazed rider fromthe saddl e. Conan's throbbing head crashed agai nst a stone, and the stars were
blotted out in a thicker night.

How | ong Conan | ay sensel ess he never knew. His first sensation of returning consciousness was
that of being dragged by one arm over rough and stony ground, and through dense underbrush. Then
he was thrown carel essly down, and perhaps the jolt brought back his senses.

H s hel met was gone, his head ached aboni nably, he felt a qual mof nausea, and bl ood was clotted
thickly anpbng his black locks. But with the vitality of a wild thing life and consci ousness surged
back into him and he becane aware of his surroundi ngs.

A broad red noon was shining through the trees, by which he knew that it was |long after m dnight.
He had | ain senseless for hours, |ong enough to have recovered fromthat terrible bl ow Bel oso had
dealt him as well as the fall which had rendered himsenseless. His brain felt clearer than it
had felt during that nad ride after the fugitive

He was not |ying beside the white road, he noticed with a start of surprize, as his surroundings
began to record thenselves on his perceptions. The road was nowhere in sight. He lay on the grassy
earth, in a small glade hemmed in by a black wall of tree stens and tangled branches. H s face and
hands were scratched and | acerated as if he had been dragged through branbles. Shifting his body
he | ooked about him And then he started viol ently—sonet hing was squatting over him

At first Conan doubted his consciousness, thought it was but a fignent of delirium Surely it
could not be real, that strange, notionless gray being that squatted on its haunches and stared
down at himwi th unblinking soull ess eyes.

Conan lay and stared, half expecting it to vanish like a figure of a dream and then a chill of
recollection crept along his spine. Half-forgotten nenories surged back, of grisly tales whispered
of the shapes that haunted these uninhabited forests at the foot of the hills that mark the

Zi ngar an- Argossean border. Chouls, man called them eaters of human flesh, spawn of darkness,
children of unholy matings of a lost and forgotten race with the denpns of the underworld.
Somewhere in these primitive forests were the ruins of an ancient, accursed city, nen whispered,
and among its tombs slunk gray, anthroponorphic shadows—€onan shuddered strongly.

He lay staring at the nal forned head that rose dimy above him and cautiously he extended a hand
toward the sword at his hip. Wth a horrible cry that the man involuntarily echoed, the
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nonster was at his throat.

Conan threw up his right arm and the dog-like jaws closed on it, driving the mail links into the
hard flesh. The nmi sshapen yet nan-like hands clutched for his throat, but he evaded themw th a
heave and roll of his whole body, at the sane time drawing his dagger with his left hand.

They tunbl ed over and over on the grass, sniting and tearing. The nuscles coiling under that gray
corpse-like skin were stringy and hard as steel wires, exceeding the strength of a man. But
Conan's thews were iron too, and his mail saved himfromthe gnashing fangs and ripping claws |ong
enough for himto drive hone his dagger, again and again and again. The horrible vitality of the
sem - human nonstrosity seened i nexhaustible, and the king's skin crawl ed at the feel of that

slick, clamry flesh. He put all his |oathing and savage revul sion behind the plunging bl ade, and
suddenly the nonster heaved up convul sively beneath himas the point found its grisly heart, and
then lay still.

Conan rose, shaken with nausea. He stood in the center of the glade uncertainly, sword in one hand
and dagger in the other. He had not lost his instinctive sense of direction, as far as the points
of the conpass were concerned, but he did not know in which direction the road lay. He had no way
of knowi ng in which direction the ghoul had dragged him Conan glared at the silent, black, noon-
dappl ed woods which ringed him and felt cold noisture bead his flesh. He was wi thout a horse and
Il ost in these haunted woods, and that staring, deforned thing at his feet was a nmute evi dence of
the horrors that lurked in the forest. He stood al nbst holding his breath in his painfu

intensity, straining his ears for sonme crack of twig or rustle of grass.

When a sound did come he started violently. Suddenly out on the night air broke the screamof a
terrified horse. His stallion! There were panthers in the wood—er—ghoul s ate beasts as well as
nmen.

He broke savagely through the brush in the direction of the sound, whistling shrilly as he ran

his fear drowned in berserk rage. If his horse was killed, their went his |ast chance of follow ng
Bel oso and recovering the jewel. Again the stallion screamed with fear and fury, sonmewhere nearer
There was a sound of |ashing heels, and sonething that was struck heavily and gave way.

Conan burst out into the wide white road w thout warning, and saw the stallion plunging and
rearing in the noonlight, his ears laid back, his eyes and teeth flashing w ckedly. He | ashed out
with his heels at a slinking shadow that ducked and bobbed about hi m —and then about Conan ot her
shadows moved: gray, furtive shadows that closed in on all sides. A hideous charnel -house scent
reeked up in the night air.

Wth a curse the king hewed right and left with his broadsword, thrust and ripped with his dagger
Drippi ng fangs flashed in the noonlight, foul paws caught at him but he hacked his way through to
the stallion, caught the rein, |leaped into the saddle. His sword rose and fell, a frosty arc in
the nmoon, showering blood as it split nisshapen heads, clove shanbling bodies. The stallion
reared, biting and kicking. They burst through and thundered down the road. On either hand, for a
short space, flitted gray abhorrent shadows. Then these fell behind, and Conan, topping a wooded
crest, saw a vast expanse of bare sl opes sweeping up and away before him

13. "A Ghost Qut of the Past"

SOON AFTER SUNRI SE Conan crossed the Argossean border. Of Bel oso he had seen no trace. Either the
captai n had made good his escape while the king lay senseless, or had fallen prey to the grim man-
eaters of the Zingaran forest. But Conan had seen no signs to indicate the latter possibility. The
fact that he had lain unnolested for so I ong seened to indicate that the nonsters had been
engrossed in futile pursuit of the captain. And if the man lived, Conan felt certain that he was
riding along the road sonewhere ahead of him Unless he had intended going into Argos he woul d
never have taken the eastward road in the first place.

The hel meted guards at the frontier did not question the C nmerian. A single wandering nercenary
requi red no passport nor safe-conduct, especially when his unadorned mail showed himto be in the
service of no lord. Through the Iow, grassy hills where streams nurnured and oak groves dappl ed
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the sward with Iights and shadows he rode, following the Iong road that rose and fell away ahead
of himover dales and rises in the blue distance. It was an old, old road, this highway from
Poitain to the sea

Argos was at peace; |aden ox-wains runbled along the road, and men with bare, brown, brawny arns
toiled in orchards and fields that smled away under the branches of the roadside trees. A d men
on settles before inns under spreading oak branches called greetings to the wayfarer.

Fromthe men that worked the fields, fromthe garrulous old men in the inns where he slaked his
thirst with great |eathern jacks of foam ng ale, fromthe sharp-eyed silk-clad nmerchants he net
upon the road, Conan sought for news of Bel oso.

Stories were conflicting, but this much Conan |earned: that a lean, wiry Zingaran with the

danger ous bl ack eyes and nustaches of the western fol k was somewhere on the road ahead of him and
apparently making for Messantia. It was a |ogical destination; all the sea-ports of Argos were
cosnopolitan, in strong contrast with the inland provinces, and Messantia was the nost pol ygl ot of
all. Craft of all the maritinme nations rode in its harbor, and refugees and fugitives from many

| ands gathered there. Laws were |ax; for Messantia thrived on the trade of the sea, and her
citizens found it profitable to be sonewhat blind in their dealings with seanen. It was not only
legitimate trade that flowed into Messantia; snugglers and buccaneers played their part. Al this

Conan knew well, for had he not, in the days of old when he was a Barachan pirate, sailed by night
into the harbor of Messantia to discharge strange cargoes? Mst of the pirates of the Barachan
I sl es—smal | islands on the southwestern coast of Zingara—were Argossean sailors, and as |long as

they confined their attentions to the shipping of other nations, the authorities of Argos were not
too strict in their interpretation of sea-laws.

But Conan had not limted his activities to those of the Barachans. He had also sailed with the
Zi ngar an buccaneers, and even with those wild black corsairs that swept up fromthe far south to
harry the northern coasts, and this put himbeyond the pale of any law. If he were recognized in
any of the ports of Argos it would cost himhis head. But without hesitation he rode on to
Messantia, halting day or night only to rest the stallion and to snatch a few w nks of sleep for
hi nsel f.

He entered the city unquestioned, merging hinself with the throngs that poured continually in and
out of this great comercial center. No walls surrounded Messantia. The sea and the ships of the
sea guarded the great southern trading city.

It was eveni ng when Conan rode |eisurely through the streets that marched down to the waterfront.
At the ends of these streets he saw the wharves and the nasts and sails of ships. He snelled salt
water for the first tinme in years, heard the thrum of cordage and the creak of spars in the breeze
that was kicking up whitecaps out beyond the headl ands. Again the urge of far wandering tugged at
his heart.

But he did not go on to the wharves. He reined aside and rode up a steep flight of w de, worn
stone steps, to a broad street where ornate white mansi ons overl ooked the waterfront and the
har bor below. Here dwelt the nen who had grown rich fromthe hard-won fat of the seas—a few old
sea- captai ns who had found treasure afar, many traders and nerchants who never trod the naked
decks nor knew the roar of tenpest of sea-fight.

Conan turned in his horse at a certain gold-worked gate, and rode into a court where a fountain
tinkled and pigeons fluttered fromnmarble coping to marble flagging. A page in jagged sil ken
jupon and hose cane forward inquiringly. The merchants of Mes-santia dealt with many strange and
rough characters but nost of these smacked of the sea. It was strange that a nercenary trooper
should so freely ride into the court of a lord of commrerce.

"The merchant Publio dwells here?" It was nore statement than question, and something in the
tinbre of the voice caused the page to doff his feathered chaperon as he bowed and repli ed:

"Aye, so he does, ny captain.”
Conan di smounted and the page called a servitor, who cane running to receive the stallion's rein.

"Your master is within?" Conan drew off his gauntlets and sl apped the dust of the road from cl oak
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and mail .

"Aye, ny captain. Whomshall | announce?"

"1'"I'l announce nyself," grunted Conan. "I know the way well enough. Bide you here."

And obeyi ng that perenptory comand the page stood still, staring after Conan as the latter

clinmbed a short flight of narble steps, and wondering what connection his master m ght have with
this giant fighting-man who had the aspect of a northern barbarian

Menial s at their tasks halted and gaped open-nouthed as Conan crossed a w de, cool bal cony
overl ooking the court and entered a broad corridor through which the sea-breeze swept. Hal f-way
down this he heard a quill scratching, and turned into a broad room whose many w de casenents
over | ooked the harbor

Public sat at a carved teakwood desk witing on rich parchment with a golden quill. He was a short
man, with a massive head and quick dark eyes. H s blue robe was of the finest watered silk,
trimmed with cloth-of-gold, and fromhis thick white throat hung a heavy gold chain

As the Cinmerian entered, the merchant | ooked up with a gesture of annoyance. He froze in the
m dst of his gesture. H s mouth opened; he stared as at a ghost out of the past. Unbelief and fear
glimered in his wide eyes. "Wll," said Conan, "have you no word of greeting, Publio?"

Publ i o noi stened his |ips.

"Conan!" he whispered incredulously. "Mtra! Conan! Amal!" "Wo else?" The C nmerian uncl asped his
cloak and threw it with his gauntlets down upon the desk. "How, man?" he exclained irritably.
"Can't you at |east offer nme a beaker of wine? My throat's caked with the dust of the highway."

"Aye, wine!" echoed Publio nmechanically. Instinctively his hand reached for a gong, then recoiled
as froma hot coal, and he shudder ed.

Wil e Conan watched himwith a flicker of grimanusenent in his eyes, the nerchant rose and
hurriedly shut the door, first craning his neck up and down the corridor to be sure that no sl ave
was | oitering about. Then, returning, he took a gold vessel of wine froma near-by table and was
about to fill a slender goblet when Conan inpatiently took the vessel fromhimand lifting it with
bot h hands, drank deep and w th gusto.

"Aye, it's Conan, right enough,” nuttered Publio. "Man, are you nad?"

"By Crom Publio," said Conan, |lowering the vessel but retaining it in his hands, "you dwell in
different quarters than of old. It takes an Argossean nmerchant to wing wealth out of a little
wat erfront shop that stank of rotten fish and cheap wi ne."

"The ol d days are past," muttered Publio, drawi ng his robe about himw th a slight involuntary
shudder. "I have put off the past |ike a worn-out cloak."

"Well," retorted Conan, "you can't put me off like an old cloak. It isn't much | want of you, but

that much I do want. And you can't refuse ne. We had too many dealings in the old days. Am | such

a fool that |'"mnot aware that this fine nmansion was built on ny sweat and bl ood? How many car goes
fromnmy galleys passed through your shop?"

"Al'l nmerchants of Messantia have dealt with the sea-rovers at one tinme or another," munbled Publio
nervously.

"But not with the black corsairs," answered Conan grimy.

"For Mtra's sake, be silent!" ejaculated Public, sweat starting out on his brow His fingers
jerked at the gilt-worked edge of his robe.

"Well, | only wished to recall it to your mnd," answered Conan. "Don't be so fearful. You took
plenty of risks in the past, when you were struggling for Iife and wealth in that lousy little
shop down by the wharves, and were hand-and-gl ove with every buccaneer and snuggler and pirate
fromhere to the Barachan Isles. Prosperity must have softened you."
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"I amrespectable," began Publio.

"Meaning you're rich as hell," snorted Conan. "Wy? Wiy did you grow weal thy so rmuch quicker than
your competitors? Was it because you did a big business in ivory and ostrich feathers, copper and
skins and pearls and hanmered gold ornanents, and other things fromthe coast of Kush? And where
did you get them so cheaply, while other nerchants were paying their weight in silver to the
Stygians for then? 1'll tell you, in case you' ve forgotten

you bought them from me, at considerably less than their value, and | took themfromthe tribes of
the Bl ack Coast, and fromthe ships of the Stygians—+, and the black corsairs.”

"In Mtra's name, cease!" begged Public. "I have not forgotten. But what are you doing here? |I am
the only man in Argos who knew that the king of Aquilonia was once Conan the buccaneer, in the old
days. But word has come southward of the overthrow of Aquilonia and the death of the king."

"My enenies have killed me a hundred tinmes by runors,” grunted Conan. "Yet here | sit and guzzle
wi ne of Kyros." And he suited the action to the word.

Lowering the vessel, which was now nearly enpty, he said: "It's but a small thing | ask of you,
Publio. I know that you're aware of everything that goes on in Messantia. | want to knowif a

Zi ngar an nanmed Bel oso, or he night call hinself anything, is in this city. He's tall and | ean and
dark like all his race, and it's likely hell seek to sell a very rare jewel." Public shook his
head.

"I have not heard of such a man. But thousands come and go in Messantia. If he is here ny agents
will discover him" "Good. Send themto | ook for him And in the nmeantinme have my horse cared for
and food served nme here in this room"

Publi o assented vol ubly, and Conan enptied the wi ne vessel, tossed it carelessly into a coner, and
strode to a near-by casenment, involuntarily expanding his chest as he breathed deep of the salt
air. He was | ooking down upon the meandering waterfront streets. He swept the ships in the harbor
with an appreciative glance, then I[ifted his head and stared beyond the bay, far into the blue
haze of the distance where sea net sky. And his nmenory sped beyond that horizon, to the gol den
seas of the south, under flam ng suns, where laws were not and life ran hotly. Sone vagrant scent
of spice or pal mwoke cl ear-etched i mages of strange coasts where nmangroves grew and druns

t hundered, of ships |ocked in battle and decks running bl ood, of snoke and flame and the crying of
slaughter. . . . Lost in his thoughts he scarcely noticed when Publio stole fromthe chanber

Gat hering up his robe, the nerchant hurried along the corridors until he cane to a certain chanber
where a tall, gaunt nan with a scar upon his tenple wote continually upon parchnent. There was
sonet hi ng about this man which nmade his clerkly occupation seemincongruous. To him Public spoke
abruptly:

"Conan has returned!"

"Conan?" The gaunt nman started up and the quill fell fromhis fingers. "The corsair?"

n Aye! n

The gaunt man went livid. "Is he mad? |If he is discovered here we are ruined! They will hang a man
who shelters or trades with a corsair as quickly as they'll hang the corsair hinself! Wiat if the

governor should | earn of our past connections with hinP"

"He will not leam" answered Public grimy. "Send your nen into the markets and whari si de dives
and learn if one Beloso, a Zingaran, is in Messantia. Conan said he had a gem which he will
probably seek to dispose of. The jewel nerchants should know of him if any do. And here is

anot her task for you: pick up a dozen or so desperate villains who can be trusted to do away with
a man and hold their tongues afterward. You understand ne?"

"I understand." The other nodded slowy and sonberly.

"I have not stolen, cheated, l|ied and fought ny way up fromthe gutter to be undone now by a ghost
out of ny past," muttered Public, and the sinister darkness of his countenance at that nonent
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woul d have surprized the wealthy nobles and | adi es, who bought their silks and pearls fromhis
many stalls. But when he returned to Conan a short tinme later, bearing in his own hands a platter
of fruit and neats, he presented a placid face to bis unwel cone guest.

Conan still stood at the casenment, staring down into the harbor at the purple and crinson and
verm lion and scarlet sails of galleons and carracks and gall eys and drononds.

"There's a Stygian galley, if I'"'mnot blind," he remarked, pointing to a long, low, slimblack
ship lying apart fromthe others, anchored off the | ow broad sandy beach that curved round to the
di stant headl and. "lIs there peace, then, between Stygia and Argos?"

"The sane sort that has existed before," answered Public, setting the platter on the table with a
sigh of relief, for it was heavily |aden; he knew his guest of old. "Stygian ports are tenporarily
open to our ships, as ours to theirs. But may no craft of mine neet their cursed galleys out of
sight of land! That galley crept into the bay |ast night. Wat its masters wish | do not know So
far they have neither bought nor sold. | distrust those dark-skinned devils. Treachery had its
birth in that dusky land."

"I'"ve made them howl ," said Conan carelessly, turning fromthe window "In ny galley manned by
bl ack corsairs |I crept to the very bastions of the sea-washed castles of black-walled Kheni by
ni ght, and burned the gall eons anchored there. And speaking of treachery, nine host, suppose you
taste these viands and sip a bit of this wine, just to show ne that your heart is on the right
side."

Public complied so readily that Conan's suspicions were lulled, and without further hesitation he
sat down and devoured enough for three nen

And while he ate, men noved through the markets and along the waterfront, searching for a Zngaran

who had a jewel to sell or | who sought for a ship to carry himto foreign ports. And a tall gaunt
man with a scar on his tenple sat with his el bows on a wine-stained table in a squalid cellar with
a brass |l antern hanging froma snoke-bl ackened beam overhead, and held converse with the desperate
rogues whose sinister countenances and ragged garnents proclai ned their profession

And as the first stars blinked out, they shone on a strange band spurring their mounts along the
white road that led to Messantia fromthe west. They were four men, tall, gaunt, dad in black, |
hooded robes, and they did not speak. They forced their steeds nercil essly onward, and those
steeds were gaunt as thenselves, and sweat-stained and weary as if fromlong travel and far
wander i ng.

14. The Bl ack Hand of Set

CONAN WOKE FROM a sound sleep as quickly and instantly as a cat. And |ike a cat he was on his feet
with his sword out before the man who had touched himcould so nmuch as draw back.

"What word. Publio?" demanded Conan, recognizing his host. The gold | anp burned | ow, casting a
mel | ow gl ow over the thick tapestries and the rich coverings of the couch whereon he had been
reposi ng.

Publio, recovering fromthe start given himby the sudden action of his awakeni ng guest, replied:
"The Zi ngaran has been | ocated. He arrived yesterday, at dawn. Only a few hours ago he sought to
sell a huge, strange jewel to a Shemtish nmerchant, but the Shemite would have naught to do with
it. Men say he turned pal e beneath his black beard at the sight of it, and closing his stall, fled
as froma thing accursed.”

"It nmust be Beloso,” nuttered Conan, feeling the pulse in his tenples pounding with inpatient
eagerness. "Were is he now?"

"He sleeps in the house of Servio."

"I know that dive of old," grunted Conan. "I|'d better hasten before some of these waterfront
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thieves cut his throat for the jewel."

He took up his cloak and flung it over his shoul ders, then donned a hel nmet Public had procured for
hi m

"Have ny steed saddled and ready in the court,” said he. "I may return in haste. | shall not
forget this night's work. Publio."

A few nonments later Publio, standing at a small outer door, watched the king's tall figure
recedi ng down the shadowy street

"Farewel |l to you, corsair," nuttered the nerchant. "This nust be a notable jewel, to be sought by
a man who has just lost a kingdom | wish I had told ny knaves to let himsecure it before they
did their work. But then, sonething m ght have gone awy. Let Argos forget Anra, and let ny
dealings with himbe lost in the dust of the past. In the alley behind the house of Servio—that is
where Conan will cease to be a peril to ne."

Servi o's house, a dingy, ill-famed den, was | ocated close to the wharves, facing the waterfront.
It was a shanbling building of stone and heavy shi p-beans, and a |ong narrow all ey wandered up

al ongside it. Conan made his way along the alley, and as he reached the house he had an uneasy
feeling that he was being spied upon. He stared hard into the shadows of the squalid buildings,
but saw not hing, though once he caught the faint rasp of cloth or |eather against flesh. But that
was not hi ng unusual . Thi eves and beggars prow ed these alleys all night, and they were not likely
to attack him after one |ook at his size and harness.

But suddenly a door opened in the wall ahead of him and he slipped into the shadow of an arch. A
figure emerged fromthe open door and noved along the alley, not furtively, but with a natura

noi sel essness, like that of a jungle beast. Enough starlight filtered into the alley to sil houette
the man's profile dimy as he passed the doorway where Conan |urked. The stranger was a Stygi an
There was no nistaking that hawk-faced, shaven head, even in the starlight, nor the mantle over
the broad shoul ders. He passed on down the alley in the direction of the beach, and once Conan

t hought he nust be carrying a lantern anong his garnents, for he caught a flash of |anbent |ight,
just as the man vani shed.

But the Cmerian forgot the stranger as he noticed that the door through which he had energed
still stood open. Conan had intended entering by the main entrance and forcing Servio to show him
the room where the Zingaran slept. But if he could get into the house without attracting anyone's
attention, so rmuch the better.

A few long strides brought himto the door, and as his hands fell on the lock he stifled an
involuntary grunt. His practised fingers, skilled anong the thieves of Zanora long ago, told him
that the | ock had been forced, apparently by sone terrific pressure fromthe outside that had

twi sted and bent the heavy iron bolts, tearing the very sockets |oose fromthe janbs. How such
damage coul d have been wought so violently w thout awakeni ng everyone in the nei ghborhood Conan
could not inmagine, but he felt sure that it had been done that night. A broken lock, if

di scovered, would not go unmended in the house of Servio, in this neighborhood of thieves and
cutt hroats.

Conan entered stealthily, poniard in hand, wondering how he was to find the chanber of the
Zingaran. Groping in total darkness he halted suddenly. He sensed death in that room as a wld
beast senses it—not as peril threatening him but a dead thing, something freshly slain. In the
darkness his foot hit and recoiled from sonethi ng heavy and yielding. Wth a sudden prenonition he
groped along the wall until he found the shelf that supported the brass lamp, with its flint,

steel and tinder beside it. A few seconds later a flickering, uncertain |light sprang up, and he
stared narrowl y about him

A bunk built against the rough stone wall, a bare table and a bench conpl eted the furnishings of
the squalid chanmber. An inner door stood closed and bolted. And on the hard-beaten dirt floor |ay
Bel oso. On his back he lay, with his head drawn back between his shoulders so that he seened to
stare with his wi de glassy eyes at the sooty beans of the cobwebbed ceiling. Hs |ips were drawn
back fromhis teeth in a frozen grin of agony. His sword lay near him still in its scabbard. H s
shirt was torn open, and on his brown, rnuscular breast was the print of a black hand, thunb and
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four fingers plainly distinct.
Conan glared in silence, feeling the short hairs bristle at the back of his neck
"Crom" he nuttered. "The bl ack hand of Set!"

He had seen that nark of old, the death-mark of the black priests of Set, the grimcult that ruled
in dark Stygia. And suddenly he remenbered that curious flash he had seen emanating fromthe
mysterious Stygi an who had enmerged fromthis chanber

"The Heart, by Cronml" he nmuttered. "He was carrying it under his mantle. He stole it. He burst
that door by his nagic, and sl ew Bel oso. He was a priest of Set."

A qui ck investigation confirned at |east part of his suspicions. The jewel was not on the
Zingaran's body. An uneasy feeling rose in Conan that this had not happened by chance, or wi thout
design; a conviction that the mysterious Stygian galley had cone into the harbor of Messantia on a
definite mssion. How could the priests of Set know that the Heart had cone sout hward? Yet the
thought was no nore fantastic than the necronmancy that could slay an armed man by the touch of an
open, enpty hand.

A stealthy footfall outside the door brought himround like a great cat. Wth one nmotion he
extingui shed the lanmp and drew his sword. His ears told himthat nen were out there in the
darkness, were closing in on the doorway. As his eyes becane accustonmed to the sudden darkness, he
could make out dimfigures ringing the entrance. He could not guess their identity, but as al ways
he took the initiative—teaping suddenly forth fromthe doorway w thout awaiting the attack

Hi s unexpected novenent took the skul kers by surprise. He sensed and heard nen cl ose about him
saw a di m nasked figure in the starlight before him then his sword crunched hone, and he was
fleeting away down the alley before the slower-thinking and sl ower-acting attackers could
intercept him

As he ran he heard, sonewhere ahead of him a faint creak of oar-locks, and he forgot the nen
behind him A boat was noving out into the bay! Gitting his teeth he increased his speed, but

bef ore he reached the beach he heard the rasp and creak of ropes, and the grind of the great sweep
inits socket.

Thick clouds, rolling up fromthe sea, obscured the stars. In thick darkness Conan cane upon the
strand, straining his eyes out across the black restless water. Sonething was noving out there—a
I ong, low, black shape that receded in the darkness, gathering nonentumas it went. To his ears
came the rhythm cal clack of long oars. He ground his teeth in helpless fury. It was the Stygi an
gal l ey and she was racing out to sea, bearing with her the jewel that neant to himthe throne of
Aqui | oni a.

Wth a savage curse he took a step toward the waves that |apped against the sands, catching at his
hauberk and intending to rip it off and swmafter the vani shing ship. Then the crunch of a hee
in the sand brought himabout. He had forgotten his pursuers.

Dark figures closed in on himwith a rush of feet through the sands. The first went down beneath
the Cunmerian's flailing sword, but the others did not falter. Blades whickered dimy about himin
the darkness or rasped on his nmail. Blood and entrails spilled over his hand and sonmeone screaned
as he ripped nurderously upward. A nmuttered voice spurred on the attack, and that voice sounded
vaguely famliar. Conan plowed through the clinging, hacking shapes toward the voice. A faint
light gleaning nmonentarily through the drifting clouds showed hima tall gaunt man with a great
livid scar on his tenple. Conan's sword sheared through his skull as through a ripe nelon.

Then an ax, swung blindly in the dark, crashed on the king's basinet, filling his eyes with sparks
of fire. He lurched and lunged, felt his sword sink deep and heard a shriek of agony. Then he
stunmbl ed over a corpse, and a bl udgeon knocked the dented hel met from his head; the next instant
the club fell full on his unprotected skull.

The king of Aquilonia crunpled into the wet sands. Over himwol fish figures panted in the gl oom

"Strike off his head," nuttered one.
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"Let himHe," grunted another. "Help ne tie up ny wounds before | bleed to death. The tide wll
wash himinto the bay. See, he fell at the water's edge. His skull's split; no man could I|ive
after such bl ows."

"Help me strip him" urged another. "His harness will fetch a few pieces of silver. And haste.
Tiberio is dead, and | hear seanen singing as they reel along the strand. Let us be gone."

There followed hurried activity in the darkness, and then the sound of quickly recedi ng footsteps.
The tipsy singing of the seanen grew | ouder

In his chanmber Publio, nervously pacing back and forth before a wi ndow that overl ooked the
shadowed bay, whirled suddenly, his nerves tingling. To the best of his know edge the door had
been bolted fromw thin; but nowit stood open and four men filed into the chanber. At the sight
of themhis flesh crawl ed. Many strange beings Publio had seen in his lifetine, but none before
like these. They were tall and gaunt, black-robed, and their faces were dimyellow ovals in the
shadows of their coifs. He could not tell nuch about then: features and was unreasoningly gl ad
that he could not. Each bore a long, curiously nolded staff.

"Who are you?" he demanded, and his voice sounded brittle and hollow. "Wat do you w sh here?"

"Where is Conan, he who was king of Aquilonia?" demanded the tallest of the four in a passionless
nmonot one that made Public shudder. It was |like the hollow tone of a Khitan tenple bell.

"I do not know what you nean," stammrered the nerchant, his customary poi se shaken by the uncanny
aspect of his visitors. "I know no such nman."

"He has been here," returned the other with no change of inflection. "Hi s horse is in the
courtyard. Tell us where he is before we do you an injury."

"CGebal !'" shouted Publio frantically, recoiling until he crouched against the wall. "Gebal!"
The four Khitans watched hi mw thout enotion or change of expression

"I'f you sumon your slave he will die," warned one of them which only served to terrify Public
nmore than ever.

"CGebal !'" he screamed. "Where are you, curse you? Thieves are nurdering your naster!"

Swift footsteps in the corridor outside, and Gebal burst into the chanber—a Shemte, of nmedium
hei ght and mghtily nuscled build, his curled blue-black beard bristling, and a short |eaf-shaped
sword in his hand.

He stared in stupid amazenent at the four invaders, unable to understand their presence; dimy
renenbering that he had drowsed unexpl ai nably on the stair he was guarding and up which they nust
have cone. He had never slept on duty before. But his naster was shrieking with a note of hysteria
in his voice, and the Shemite drove like a bull at the strangers, his thickly nuscled arm draw ng
back for the di semboweling thrust. But the stroke was never dealt.

A bl ack-sl eeved arm shot out, extending the long staff. Its end but touched the Shemite's brawny
breast and was instantly withdrawn. The stroke was horribly |like the dart and recovery of a
serpent's head.

Gebal halted short in his headlong plunge, as if he had encountered a solid barrier. H's bull head
toppl ed forward on his breast, the sword slipped fromhis fingers, and then he nelted slowly to
the floor. It was as if all the bones of his frame had suddenly become flabby. Public turned sick

"Do not shout again," advised the tallest Khitan. "Your servants sleep soundly, but if you awaken
themthey will die, and you with them Were is Conan?"

"He is gone to the house of Servio, near the waterfront, to search for the Zi ngaran Bel oso,"
gasped Publio, all his power of resistance gone out of him The nmerchant did not |ack courage; but
these uncanny visitants turned his marrow to water. He started convul sively at a sudden noi se of
footsteps hurrying up the stair outside, loud in the om nous stillness.

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon.txt (68 of 103) [8/27/03 10:57:09 PM]



file://IC//WINDOW S/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon. txt

"Your servant?" asked the Khitan
Publ i o shook his head nutely, his tongue frozen to his pal ate.
He coul d not speak

One of the Khitans caught up a silken cover froma couch and threw it over the corpse. Then they
nmel ted behind the tapestry, but before the tallest man di sappeared, he murnured: "Talk to this man
who cones, and send himaway quickly. |If you betray us, neither he nor you will live to reach that
door. Make no sign to show himthat you are not alone.” And lifting his staff suggestively, the
yel l ow man faded behi nd the hangings.

Publ i ¢ shuddered and choked down a desire to retch. It mght have been a trick of the light, but
it seemed to himthat occasionally those staffs noved slightly of their own accord, as if
possessed of an unspeakable life of their own.

He pulled hinself together with a mghty effort, and presented a conposed aspect to the ragged
ruf fian who burst into the chanber.

"We have done as you wi shed, ny lord," this man exclaimed. "The barbarian |ies dead on the sands
at the water's edge."

Public felt a novenment in the arras behind him and al nost burst fromfright. The man swept
heedl essly on

"Your secretary, Tiberio, is dead. The barbarian slew him and four of my conpani ons. W bore
their bodies to the rendezvous. There was not hing of value on the barbarian except a few silver
coins. Are there any further orders?”

"None!" gasped Publio, white about the lips. "Go!"

The desperado bowed and hurried out, with a vague feeling that Publio was both a nman of weak
stomach and few words.

The four Khitans canme from behind the arras.
"OfF whomdid this nman speak?" the taller denanded.
"Of a wandering stranger who did nme an injury," panted Public.

"You lie," said the Khitan calmy. "He spoke of the king of Aquilonia. | read it in your
expression. Sit upon that divan and do not nove or speak. | will remain with you while nmy three
conpani ons go search for the body."

So Public sat and shook with terror of the silent, inscrutable figure which watched him until the
three Khitans filed back into the room wth the news that Conan's body did not |ie upon the
sands. Publio did not know whether to be glad or sorry.

"W found the spot where the fight was fought,
was gone."

they said. "Blood was on the sand. But the king
The fourth Khitan drew i magi nary symbols upon the carpet with his staff, which glistened scalily
in the |anplight.

"Did you read naught fromthe sands?" he asked.

"Aye," they answered. "The king lives, and he has gone southward in a ship."

The tall Khitan lifted his head and gazed at Publio, so that the merchant broke into a profuse
sweat .

"What do you wi sh of ne?" he stuttered.

"A ship," answered the Khitan. "A ship well manned for a very |ong voyage."
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"For how |l ong a voyage?" stammered Publio, never thinking of refusing.

"To the ends of the world, perhaps,” answered the Khitan, "or to the nolten seas of hell that lie

beyond the sunrise."

15. The Return of the Corsair

CONAN' S FI RST SENSATI ON of returning consci ousness was that of notion; under himwas no solidity,
but a ceasel ess heaving and pl ungi ng. Then he heard wi nd humm ng t hrough cords and spars, and knew
he was aboard a ship even before his blurred sight cleared. He heard a nutter of voices and then a
dash of water deluged him jerking himsharply into full animation. He heaved up with a sul furous
curse, braced his legs and glared about him with a burst of coarse guffaws in his ears and the
reek of unwashed bodies in his nostrils.

He was standing on the poopdeck of a long galley which was running before the wind that whipped
down fromthe north, her striped sail bellying against the taut sheets. The sun was just ri sing,
in a dazzling blaze of gold and blue and green. To the left of the shoreline was a dimpurple
shadow. To the right stretched the open ocean. This nuch Conan saw at a gl ance that |ikew se

i ncluded the ship itself.

It was long and narrow, a typical trading-ship of the southern coasts, high of poop and stern
with cabins at either extrenmty. Conan | ooked down into the open waist, whence wafted that

si ckeni ng abom nable odor. He knew it of old. It was the body-scent of the oarsnen, chained to
their benches. They were all negroes, forty nmen to each side, each confined by a chain | ocked
about his waist, with the other end welded to a heavy ring set deep in the solid runway beam t hat
ran between the benches fromstemto stem The life of a slave aboard an Argossean galley was a
hel | unfathomabl e. Most of these were Kushites, but sonme thirty of the blacks who now rested on
their idle oars and stared up at the stranger with dull curiosity were fromthe far southern

i sl es, the honel ands of the corsairs. Conan recogni zed them by their straighter features and hah-
their rangier, cleaner-linbed build. And he saw anong them men who had foll owed himof old.

But all this he saw and recogni zed in one swift, all-enbracing glance as he rose, before he turned
his attention to the figures about him Reeling nmonentarily on braced legs, his fists clenched
wathfully, he glared at the figures clustered about him The sailor who had drenched hi m stood
grinning, the enpty bucket still poised in his hand, and Conan cursed nun with venom
instinctively reaching for his hilt. Then he discovered that he was weaponl ess and naked except
for his short |eather breeks.

"What |lousy tub is this?" he roared. "How did | cone aboard here?"

The sail ors | aughed jeeringl y—stocky, bearded Argosseans to a man—and one, whose richer dress and
air of command proclainmed himcaptain, folded his arns and sai d dom neeringly:

"We found you lying on the sands. Sonebody had rapped you on the pate and taken your cl othes.
Needi ng an extra nan, we brought you aboard."

"What ship is this?" Conan denmanded.

"The Venturer, out of Messantia, with a cargo of mirrors, scarlet silk cloaks, shields, gilded
hel mets and swords to trade to the Shenites for copper and gold ore. | am Denetri o, captain of
this vessel and your master henceforward."”

"Then |'m headed in the direction | wanted to go, after all,"” nuttered Conan, heedl ess of that

| ast remark. They were raci ng sout heastward, follow ng the long curve of the Argossean coast.

These tradi ng-shi ps never ventured far fromthe shoreline. Sonewhere ahead of him he knew that |ow
dark Stygian gall ey was speedi ng sout hwar d.

"Have you sighted a Stygi an gal |l ey— began Conan, but the beard of the burly, brutal-faced captain
bristled. He was not in the |least interested in any question his prisoner might wish to ask, and
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felt it high time he reduced this independent wastrel to his proper place.

"Get for'ard!" he roared. 'Tve wasted tine enough with you! |'ve done you the honor of having you
brought to the poop to be revived, and answered enough of your infernal questions. Get off this
poop! You'll work your way aboard this galley—

"I'"l'l buy your ship— began Conan, before he renenbered that he was a pennil ess wanderer

A roar of rough mirth greeted these words, and the captain turned purple, thinking he sensed
ridicule.

"You mutinous swine!" he bellowed, taking a threatening step forward, while he closed on his knife
at his belt. "Get for'ard before | have you flogged! You'll keep a civil tongue in your jaws, or
by Mtra, 1'll have you chai ned anobng the blacks to tug an oar!"”

Conan' s vol canic tenper, never |long at best, burst into explosion. Not in years, even before he
was king, had a man spoken to himthus and lived.

"Don't lift your voice to ne, you tar-breeched dog!" he roared in a voice as gusty as the sea-
wi nd, while the sailors gaped dum founded. "Draw that toy and I'll feed you to the fishes!"

"Who do you think you are?" gasped the captain

"I'l'l show you!" roared the maddened Ci mmerian, and he wheel ed and bounded toward the rail, where
weapons hung in their brackets.

The captain drew his knife and ran at him bell owi ng, but before he could strike, Conan gripped his
wist with a wench that tore the armclean out of the socket. The captain bellowed Iike an ox in
agony, and then rolled clear across the deck as he was hurled contenptuously fromhis attacker
Conan ripped a heavy ax fromthe rail and wheeled cat-like to neet the rush of the sailors. They
ran in, giving tongue |ike hounds, clunsy-footed and awkward in conparison to the pantherish
Cimerian. Before they could reach himwith their knives he sprang anong them striking right and
left too quickly for the eye to follow, and bl ood and brains spattered as two corpses struck the
deck.

Knives flailed the air wildly as Conan broke through the stunbling, gasping nob and bounded to the
narrow bridge that spanned the waist frompoop to forecastle, just out of reach of the slaves

bel ow. Behind hi mthe handful of sailors on the poop were floundering after him daunted by the
destruction of their fellows, and the rest of the crewsone thirty in all—eame running across the
bridge toward him w th weapons in their hands.

Conan bounded out on the bridge and stood poi sed above the upturned bl ack faces, ax lifted, black
mane bl own in the w nd.

"Who am | ?" he yelled. "Look, you dogs! Look, Ajonga, Yasunga, Laranga! Wo am|?"
And fromthe waist rose a shout that swelled to a mighty roar
"Amra! It is Ama! The Lion has returned!"

The sail ors who caught and understood the burden of that awesome shout pal ed and shrank back
staring in sudden fear at the wild figure on the bridge. Was this in truth that bloodthirsty ogre

of the southern seas who had so nysteriously vani shed years ago, but who still lived in gory
| egends? The bl acks were frothing crazy now, shaking and tearing at their chains and shrieking the
name of Anra |ike an invocation. Kushites who had never seen Conan before took up the yell. The

slaves in the pen under the after-cabin began to batter at the walls, shrieking |like the damed.

Denetrio, hitching hinmself along the deck on one hand and his knees, livid with the agony of his
dislocated arm screaned: "In and kill him dogs, before the slaves break | oose!"

Fired to desperation by that word, the nost dread to all galleynen, the sailors charged on to the
bridge fromboth ends. But with a lion-1ike bound Conan left the bridge and hit Iike a cat on his
feet on the runway between the benches.
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"Death to the masters!" he thundered, and his ax rose and fell crashingly full on a shackl e-chai n,
severing it like matchwood. In an instant a shrieking slave was free, splintering his oar for a

bl udgeon. Men were racing frantically along the bridge above, and all hell and bedl am broke | oose
on the Venturer. Conan's ax rose and fell without pause, and with every stroke a frothing,
scream ng bl ack giant broke free, mad with hate and the fury of freedom and vengeance.

Sailors | eaping down into the waist to grapple or snite at the naked white giant hewing |ike one
possessed at the shackles, found thensel ves dragged down by hands of slaves yet unfreed, while
others, their broken chai ns whi ppi ng and snappi ng about their |inbs, came up out of the waist like
a blind, black torrent, screaning |like fiends, smting with broken oars and pi eces of iron

tearing and rending with talons and teeth. In the nmdst of the nelee the slaves in the pen broke
down the walls and cane surging up on the decks, and with fifty blacks freed of their benches
Conan abandoned his iron-hewi ng and bounded up on the bridge to add his notched ax to the

bl udgeons of his partizans.

Then it was massacre. The Argosseans were strong, sturdy, fearless like all their race, trained in
the brutal school of the sea. But they could not stand agai nst these maddened gi ants, |led by the
tigerish barbarian. Bl ows and abuse and hellish suffering were avenged in one red gust of fury
that raged like a typhoon fromone end of the ship to the other, and when it had blown itself out,
but one white man |ived aboard the Venturer, and that was the bl ood-stained giant about whomthe
chanting bl acks thronged to cast thenselves prostrate on the bl oody deck and beat their heads

agai nst the boards in an ecstasy of hero-worship

Conan, his mighty chest heaving and glistening with sweat, the red ax gripped in his bl ood-sneared
hand, gl ared about himas the first of men m ght have glared in sonme prinordial dawn, and shook
back his black mane. In that noment he was not king of Aquilonia; he was again lord of the black
corsairs, who had hacked his way to lordship through flane and bl ood.

"Anra! Anra!" chanted the delirious blacks, those who were left to chant. "The Lion has returned
Now wi || the Stygians how 1|ike dogs in the night, and the black dogs of Kush will howl ! Now will
vill ages burst in flanmes and ships founder! Aie, there will be wailing of wonen and the thunder of
the spears!”

"Cease this yamering, dogs!" Conan roared in a voice that drowned the clap of the sail in the
wi nd. "Ten of you go below and free the oarsnen who are yet chained. The rest of you man the
sweeps and bend to oars and halyards. Cromis devils, don't you see we've drifted inshore during
the fight? Do you want to run aground and be retaken by the Argosseans? Throw these carcasses
overboard. Junmp to it, you rogues, or I'll notch your hides for you!"

Wth shouts and laughter and wild singing they | eaped to do his comuands. The corpses, white and
bl ack, were hurl ed overboard, where triangular fins were already cutting the water.

Conan stood on the poop, frowning down at the black nen who watched hi mexpectantly. H s heavy
brown arns were folded, his black hair, grown long in his wanderings, blewin the wind. A wlder
and nore barbaric figure never trod the bridge of a ship, and in this ferocious corsair few of the
courtiers of Aquilonia would have recogni zed their Kking.

"There's food in the hold!" he roared. "Wapons in plenty for you, for this ship carried bl ades
and harness to the Shenmites who dwell along the coast. There are enough of us to work ship, aye,
and to fight! You rowed in chains for the Argossean dogs: will you row as free nen for Anra?"

"Aye!l" they roared. "W are thy children! Lead us where you will!"

"Then fall to and clean out that waist," he coomanded. "Free nen don't labor in such fifth. Three
of you conme with me and break out food fromthe after-cabin. By Crom |'Il pad out your ribs
before this cruise is done!"

Anot her yell of approbation answered him as the half-starved bl acks scurried to do his bidding.
The sail bellied as the wind swept over the waves with renewed force, and the white crests danced
al ong the sweep of the wind. Conan planted his feet to the heave of the deck, breathed deep and
spread his mighty arms.

Ki ng of Aquilonia he mght no | onger be; king of the blue ocean he was still.
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16. Bl ack-Wal |l ed Khem

THE Venturer SWEPT southward like a living thing, her oars pulled now by free and willing |ands.
She had been transforned froma peaceful trader into a war-galley, insofar as the transfornmation
was possible. Men sat at the benches now with swords at their sides and gilded helmets on their

ki nky heads. Shields were hung along the rails, and sheafs of spears, bows and arrows adorned the
mast. Even the elenents seened to work for Conan now, the broad purple sail bellied to a stiff
breeze that held day by day, needing little aid fromthe oars.

But though Conan kept a man on the masthead day and night, they did not sight a |ong, |ow black
galley fleeing southward ahead of them Day by day the blue waters rolled enpty to their view,
broken only by fishing-craft which fled like frightened birds before them at sight of the shields
hung along the rail. The season for trading was practically over for the year, and they sighted no
ot her shi ps.

When the | ookout did sight a sail, it was to the north, not the south. Far on the skyline behind
them appeared a racing-galley, with full spread of purple sail. The bl acks urged Conan to turn and
pl under it, but he shook his head. Sonmewhere south of hima slimblack galley was racing toward
the ports of Stygia. That night, before darkness shut down, the lookout's last glinmpse showed him
the racing-galley on the horizon, and at dawn it was still hanging on their tail, afar off, tiny
in the distance. Conan wondered if it was following him though he could think of no | ogica

reason for such a supposition. But he paid little heed. Each day that carried himfarther
southward filled himwith fiercer inpatience. Doubts never assailed him As he believed in the
rise and set of the sun he believed that a priest of Set had stolen the Heart of Ahrinman. And
where would a priest of Set carry it but to Stygia? The bl acks sensed his eagerness, and toiled as
they had never toiled under the Iash, though ignorant of his goal. They anticipated a red career
of pillage and plunder and were content. The nen of the southern isles knew no other trade; and
the Kushites of the crew joined whole-heartedly in the prospect of looting their own people, with
the call ousness of their race. Blood-ties neant little; a victorious chieftain and personal gain
everyt hi ng.

Soon the character of the coastline changed. No |onger they sailed past steep cliffs with blue
hills marching behind them Now the shore was the edge of broad neadow ands which barely rose
above the water's edge and swept away and away into the hazy distance. Here were few harbors and
fewer ports, but the green plain was dotted with the cities of the Shenites; green sea, |apping
the rimof the green plains, and the zikkurats of the cities gleam ng whitely in the sun, sone
small in the distance.

Through the grazing-lands noved the herds of cattle, and squat, broad riders with cylindrica

hel mets and curl ed bl ue-bl ack beards, with bows in their hands. This was the shore of the |ands of
Shem where there was no | aw save as each city-state could enforce its owm. Far to the eastward,
Conan knew, the neadow ands gave way to desert, where there were no cities and the nonadic tribes
roamed unhi nder ed

Still as they plied southward, past the changel ess panorana of city-dotted neadow and, at |ast the
scenery again began to alter. Cunps of tamarind appeared, the pal mgroves grew denser. The
shorel i ne becane nore broken, a marching ranpart of green fronds and trees, and behind themrose
bare, sandy hills. Streans poured into the sea, and along their npist banks vegetation grew thick
and of vast variety.

So at last they passed the nouth of a broad river that nmingled its flowwith the ocean, and saw
the great black walls and towers of Khem rise against the southern horizon

The river was the Styx, the real border of Stygia. Khem was Stygia's greatest port, and at the
time her nost inportant city. The king dwelt at nore ancient Luxur, but in Khenm reigned the
priestcraft; though nmen said the center of their dark religion lay far inland, in a nysterious,
deserted city near the bank of the Styx. This river, springing fromsone nanel ess source far in

t he unknown | ands south of Stygia, ran northward for a thousand niles before it turned and fl owed
westward for some hundreds of miles, to enpty at last into the ocean
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The Venturer, showing no lights, stole past the port in the night, and before dawn di scovered her
anchored in a snall bay a few nmiles south of the city. It was surrounded by narsh, a green tangle
of mangroves, palnms and |lianas, swarnming with crocodiles and serpents. Discovery was extrenely
unl i kely. Conan knew the place of old; he had hidden there before, in his corsair days.

As they slid silently past the city whose great black bastions rose on the jutting prongs of |and,
whi ch | ocked the harbor, torches gleanmed and snoldered luridly, and to their ears came the | ow

t hunder of druns. The port was not crowded with ships, as were the harbors of Argos. The Stygi ans
did not base their glory and power upon ships and fleets. Trading-vessels and war-galleys, indeed,
they had, but not in proportion to their inland strength. Many of their craft plied up and down
the great river, rather than al ong the sea-coasts.

The Stygi ans were an ancient race, a dark, inscrutable people, powerful and nerciless. Long ago
their rule had stretched far north of the Styx, beyond the nmeadowl ands of Shem and into the
fertile uplands now i nhabited » the peoples of Koth and Ophir and Argos. Their borders had marched
with those of ancient Acheron. But Acheron had fallen, and the barbaric ancestors of the Hyborians
had swept sout hward in wol fskins and honed helmets, driving the ancient rulers of the |and before
them The Stygians had not forgotten

Al'l day the Venturer lay at anchor in the tiny bay, walled in with green branches and tangl ed

vi nes through which flitted gay-pluned, harsh-voiced birds, and anong which glided bright-scal ed,
silent reptiles. Toward sundown a small boat crept out and down al ong the shore, seeking and
finding that which Conan desired—a Stygian fisherman in his shallow, flat-prowed boat.

They brought himto the deck of the Venturer—a tall, dark, rangily built man, ashy with fear of
his captors, who were ogres of that coast. He was naked except for his silken breeks, for, like
t he Hyrkani ans, even the compners and sl aves of Stygia wore silk; and in his boat was a w de
mant| e such as these fishernen flung about their shoul ders against the chill of the night.

He fell to his knees before Conan, expecting torture and death. "Stand on your |egs, man, and quit
trembling,"” said the G nmerian inpatiently, who found it difficult to understand abject terror
"You won't be harmed. Tell me but this: has a galley, a black racing-galley returning from Argos,
put into Khem within the last few days?" "Aye, ny lord," answered the fisherman. "Only yesterday
at dawn the priest Thutothnmes returned froma voyage far to the north. Men say he has been to
Messantia. "

"What did he bring from Messanti a?"
"Alas, ny lord, | know not."
"Why did he go to Messantia?" demanded Conan

"Nay, nmy lord, I ambut a common man. Who am | to know the m nds of the priests of Set? | can only
speak what | have seen and what | have heard nen whisper along the wharves. Men say that news of
great inport cane sout hward, though of what none knows; and it is well known that the lord
Thut ot hmes put off in his black galley in great haste. Now he is returned, but what he did in
Argos, or what cargo he brought back, none knows, not even the seamen who nmanned his galley. Men
say that he has opposed Thot h-Amon, who is the nmaster of all priests of Set, and dwells in Luxur
and that Thutothnes seeks hidden power to overthrow the G eat One. But who am| to say? Wen
priests war with one another a comon man can but lie on his belly and hope neither treads upon
him"

Conan snarled in nervous exasperation at this servile philosophy, and turned to his men. "I'm
going alone into Khem to find this thief Thutothmes. Keep this man prisoner, but see that you do
himno hurt. Croms devils, stop your yowing! Do you think we can sail into the harbor and take

the city by storn? | nust go alone."

Silencing the clanmor of protests, he doffed his own garnents and donned the prisoner's silk
breeches and sandal s, and the band fromthe man's hair, but«sconmed the short fisherman's knife.
The common nen of Stygia were not allowed to wear swords, and the mantl e was not vol um nous enough
to hide the Cimerian's |ong bl ade, but Conan buckled to his hip a Ghanta knife, a weapon borne by
the fierce desert nen who dwelt to the south of the Stygians, a broad, heavy, slightly curved
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bl ade of fine steel, edged |ike a razor and | ong enough to di smenber a nan.
Then, |eaving the Stygian guarded by the corsairs, Conan clinbed into the fisherman's boat.

"Wait for me until dawn," he said. "If | haven't cone then, |I'l|l never cone, so hasten sout hward
to your own hones."

As he cl anbered over the rail, they set up a doleful wail at his going, until he thrust his head
back into sight to curse theminto silence. Then, dropping into the boat, he grasped the oars and
sent the tiny craft shooting over the waves nore swiftly than its owner had ever propelled it.

17. "He Has Slain the Sacred Son of Set!"

THE HARBOR OF Khemi |ay between two great jutting points of land that ran into the ocean. He
rounded t he southern point, where the great black castles rose like a man-nmade hill, and entered
the harbor just at dusk, when there was still enough light for the watchers to recognize the
fisherman's boat and mantle, but not enough to permt recognition of betraying details.
Unchal | enged he threaded his way anpong the great black war galleys Iying silent and unlighted at
anchor, and drew up to a flight of wi de stone steps which nmounted up fromthe water's edge. There
he nmade his boat fast to an iron ring set in the stone, as nunerous similar craft were tied. There
was not hing strange in a fisherman | eaving his boat there. None but a fisherman could find a use
for such a craft, and they did not steal from one another

No one cast himnore than a casual glance as he nounted the |ong steps, unobtrusively avoiding the
torches that flared at intervals above the |apping black water. He seened but an ordinary, enpty-
handed fisherman, returning after a fruitless day along the coast. If one had observed him
closely, it mght have seened that his step was sonewhat too springy and sure, his carriage
somewhat too erect and confident for a lowy fishernan. But he passed quickly, keeping in the
shadows, and the commoners of Stygia were no nore given to analysis than were the conmoners of the
| ess exotic races.

In build he was not unlike the warrior castes of the Stygians, who were a tall, nuscular race.
Bronzed by the sun, he was nearly as dark as many of them H s black hair, square-cut and confined
by a copper band, increased the resenbl ance. The characteristics which set himapart fromthem
were the subtle difference in his walk, and his alien features and bl ue eyes.

But the mantl e was a good di sgui se, and he kept as mnmuch in the shadow as possible, turning away
hi s head when a native passed himtoo closely.

But it was a desperate gane, and he knew he could not |ong keep up the deception. Khem was not
like the seaports of the Hyborians, where types of every race swarnmed. The only aliens here were
negro and Shemte sl aves; and he resenbl ed neither even as nuch as he resenbled the Stygi ans

t hensel ves. Strangers were not welcone in the cities of Stygia; tolerated only when they cane as
anmbassadorsor |icensed traders. But even then the latter were not allowed ashore after dark. And
now t here were no Hyborian ships in the harbor at all. A strange restlessness ran through the
city, a stirring of ancient anbitions, a whispering none could define except those who whi spered.
This Conan felt rather than knew, his whetted prinmitive instincts sensing unrest about him

If he were discovered his fate would be ghastly. They would slay himnerely for being a stranger;
if he were recognized as Anra, the corsair chief who had swept their coasts with steel and

fl ane—an invol untary shudder twitched Conan's broad shoul ders. Human foes he did not fear, nor any
death by steel or fire. But this was a black | and of sorcery and nanel ess horror. Set the dd
Serpent, nen said, banished |ong ago fromthe Hyborian races, yet lurked in the shadows of the
cryptic tenples, and awful and nysterious were the deeds done in the nighted shrines.

He had drawn away fromthe waterfront streets with their broad steps | eading down to the water,
and was entering the | ong shadowy streets of the main part of the city. There was no such scene as
was of fered by any Hyborian city—o blaze of |anps and cressets, wth gay-clad people | aughing and
strolling along the pavenents, and shops and stalls w de open and di splaying their wares.

Here the stalls were closed at dusk. The only lights along the streets were torches, flaring
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smokily at wide intervals. People walking the streets were conparatively few, they went hurriedly
and unspeaki ng, and their nunbers decreased with the | ateness of the hour. Conan found the scene
gl oony and unreal; the silence of the people, their furtive haste, the great black stone walls
that rose on each side of the streets. There was a gri m nassi veness about Stygian architecture
that was over poweri ng and oppressive.

Few | i ghts showed anywhere except in the upper parts of the buildings. Conan knew t hat nost of the
people lay on the flat roofs, anong the palns of artificial gardens under the stars. There was a
mur mur of weird nusic from sonewhere. Cccasionally a bronze chariot runbled along the flags, and
there was a brief glinpse of a tall, hawk-faced noble, with a silk cloak wapped about him and a
gold band with a rearing serpent-head enbl em confining his black mane; of the ebon, naked
charioteer bracing his knotty | egs against the straining of the fierce Stygi an horses.

But the people who yet traversed the streets on foot were comoners, slaves, tradesnen, harlots,
toilers, and they becane fewer as he progressed. He was naking toward the tenple of Set, where he
knew he would be likely to find the priest he sought. He believed he woul d know Thut ot hnes if he
saw him though his one glance had been in the sem -darkness of the Messantian alley. That the nman
he had seen there had been the priest he was certain. Only occultists high in the mazes of the

hi deous Bl ack Ri ng possessed the power of the black hand that dealt death by its touch; and only
such a man woul d dare defy Thot h- Anon, whom the western world knew only as a figure of terror and

nyt h.

The street broadened, and Conan was aware that he was getting into the part of the city dedicated
to the tenples. The great structures reared their black bul ks against the dimstars, grim in-
descri bably nenacing in the flare of the few torches. And suddenly he heard a | ow screamfrom a
woman on the other side of the street and sonewhat ahead of hi ma naked courtezan wearing the tal
pl umed head-dress of her class. She was shrinking back against the wall, staring across at

sormet hing he could not yet see. At her cry the few people on the street halted suddenly as if
frozen. At the sane instant Conan was aware of a sinister slithering ahead of him Then about the
dark coner of the building he was approachi ng poked a hi deous, wedge-shaped head, and after it
flowed coil after coil of rippling, darkly glistening trunk

The Cinmerian recoiled, renenbering tales he had heard-serpents were sacred to Set, god of Stygia,
who nmen said was hinmself a serpent. Monsters such as this were kept in the tenples of Set, and
when they hungered, were allowed to crawl forth into the streets to take what prey they wi shed.
Their ghastly feasts were considered a sacrifice to the scaly god.

The Stygians within Conan's sight fell to their knees, men and wonmen, and passively awaited their
fate. One the great serpent would select, would lap in scaly coils, crush to a red pulp and
swal | ow as a rat-snake swall ows a mouse. The others would live. That was the will of the gods.

But it was not Conan's will. The python glided toward him its attention probably attracted by the
fact that he was the only human in sight still standing erect. Gipping his great knife under his
mant| e, Conan hoped the sliny brute would pass himby. But it halted before himand reared up
horrifically in the flickering torchlight, its forked tongue flickering in and out, its cold eyes
glittering with the ancient cruelty of the serpent-folk. Its neck arched, but before it could
dart, Conan whi pped his knife fromunder his mantle and struck like a flicker of Iightning. The
broad bl ade split that wedge-shaped head and sheared deep into the thick neck

Conan wrenched his knife free and sprang clear as the great body knotted and | ooped and Wi pped
terrifically inits death throes. In the noment that he stood staring in norbid fascination, the
only sound was the thud and swi sh of the snake's tail against the stones.

Then fromthe shocked votaries burst a terrible cry: "Blasphener! He has slain the sacred son of
Set! Slay him Slay! Slay!"

St ones whi zzed about himand the crazed Stygi ans rushed at him shrieking hysterically, while from
all sides others energed fromtheir houses and took up the cry. Wth a curse Conan wheel ed and
darted into the black mouth of an alley. He heard the patter of bare feet on the flags behind him
as he ran nore by feel than by sight, and the walls resounded to the vengeful yells of the
pursuers. Then his left hand found a break in the wall, and he turned sharply into another

narrower alley. On both sides rose sheer black stone walls. Hi gh above himhe could see a thin
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line of stars. These giant walls, he knew, were the walls of tenples. He heard, behind him the
pack sweep past the dark mouth in full cry. Their shouts grew distant, faded away. They had ni ssed
the smaller alley and run straight on in the bl ackness. He too kept strai ght ahead, though the

t hought of encountering another of Set's "sons" in the darkness brought a shudder from him

Then somewhere ahead of himhe caught a moving glow, |ike that of a crawing glowworm He halted,
flattened hinself against the wall and gripped his knife. He knew what it was: a man approachi ng
with a torch. Now it was so close he could make out the dark hand that gripped it, and the dim
oval of a dark face. A few nore steps and the man would certainly see him He sank into a tigerish
crouch—the torch halted. A door was briefly etched in the glow, while the torch-bearer funbled
with it. Then it opened, the tall figure vanished through it, and darkness cl osed again on the

all ey. There was a sinister suggestion of furtiveness about that slinking figure, entering the

al | ey-door in darkness; a priest, perhaps returning fromsone dark errand.

But Conan groped toward the door. If one nan cane up that alley with a torch, others m ght cone at
any time. To retreat the way he had come might mean to run full into the nob from which he was
fleeing. At any noment they mght return, find the narrower alley and cone howing dow it. He
felt hemmed in by those sheer, unscal able walls, desirous of escape, even if escape neant invading
sonme unknown bui | di ng.

The heavy bronze door was not |ocked. It opened under his fingers and he peered through the crack
He was |l ooking into a great square chanber of nassive black stone. A torch snoldered in a niche in
the wall. The chanber was enpty. He glided through the |acquered door and closed it behind him

H s sandal ed feet made no sound as he crossed the black marble floor. A teak door stood partly
open, and gliding through this, knife in hand, he canme out into a great, dim shadowy place whose
lofty ceiling was only a hint of darkness high above him toward which the black walls swept
upward. On all sides bl ack-arched doorways opened into the great still hall. It was |lit by curious
bronze | amps that gave a dimweird light. On the other side of the great hall a broad black marbl e
stairway, without a railing, nmarched upward to |lose itself in gloom and above himon all sides
dun gal leries hung |like black stone | edges.

Conan shivered; he was in a tenple of sonme Stygian god, if not Set hinself, then sonmeone only |ess
grim And the shrine did not lack an occupant. In the nidst of the great hall stood a black stone
altar, nmassive, sonber, without carvings or ornanent, and upon it coiled one of the great sacred
serpents, its iridescent scales shimrering in the lanplight. It did not nove, and Conan renenbered
stories that the priests kept these creatures drugged part of the tinme. The G mrerian took an
uncertain step out fromthe door, then shrank back suddenly, not into the roomhe had just

quitted, but into a velvet-curtained recess. He had heard a soft step sonewhere near by.

From one of the black arches energed a tall, powerful figure in sandals and sil ken | oin-cloth,
with a wide mantle trailing fromhis shoulders. But face and head were hidden by a nonstrous nask,
a hal f-bestial, half-human countenance, fromthe crest of which floated a mass of ostrich plunes.

In certain cerenonies the Stygian priests went masked. Conan hoped the man woul d not di scover him
but sone instinct warned the Stygian. He turned abruptly from his destination, which apparently
was the stair, and stepped straight to the recess. As he jerked aside the velvet hanging, a hand
darted fromthe shadows, crushed the cry in his throat and jerked himheadl ong into the al cove,
and the knife inpaled him

Conan's next nove was the obvi ous one suggested by logic. He lifted off the grinning nask and drew
it over his own head. The fisherman's nantle he flung over the body of the priest, which he
conceal ed behind the hangings, and drew the priestly mantle about his own brawny shoul ders. Fate
had gi ven him a disguise. Al Khem mght well be searching now for the blasphener who dared
defend hinsel f agai nst a sacred snake; but who woul d dream of |ooking for himunder the mask of a
priest?

He strode boldly fromthe al cove and headed for one of the arched doorways at randonm but he had
not taken a dozen strides When he wheel ed again, all his senses edged for peril

A band of masked figures filed down the stair, apparel ed exactly as he was. He hesitated, caught
in the open, and stood still, trusting to his disguise, though cold sweat gathered on his forehead
and the backs of his hands. No word was spoken. Like phantons they descended into the great hal
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and noved past himtoward a black arch. The | eader carried an ebon staff \Wich supported a
grinning white skull, and Conan knew it was one of the ritualistic processions so inexplicable to
a foreigner, but which played a strong—and often sinister—part in the Stygian religion. The | ast
figure turned his head slightly toward the notionless Cnmerian, as if expecting himto foll ow.
Not to do what was obviously expected of himwould rouse instant suspicion. Conan fell in behind
the last nan and suited his gait to their neasured pace.

They traversed a |long, dark, vaulted corridor in which, Conan noticed uneasily, the skull on the
staff gl owed phosphorescently. He felt a surge of unreasoning, wld animal panic that urged himto
rip out his knife and slash right and left at these uncanny figures, to flee nmadly fromthis grim
dark tenple. But he held himself in check, fighting down the dimnonstrous intuitions that rose in
the back of his mind and peopl ed the gloomw th shadowy shapes of horror; and presently he barely
stifled a sigh of relief as they filed through a great doubl e-val ved door which was three tinmes

hi gher than a man, and enmerged into the starlight.

Conan wondered if he dared fade into some dark alley; but hesitated, uncertain, and down the |ong
dark street they padded silently, while such folk as they met turned their heads away and fl ed
fromthem The procession kept far out fromthe walls; to turn and bolt into any of the alleys

t hey passed woul d be too conspicuous. Wiile he nentally funed and cursed, they cane to a | ow
arched gateway in the southern wall, and through this they filed. Ahead of them and about them | ay
clusters of low, flat-topped nud houses, and pal mgroves, shadowy in the starlight. Now if ever,

t hought Conan, was his tinme to escape his silent conpanions.

But the nmoment the gate was |eft behind themthose conpanions were no |onger silent. They began to
mutter excitedly anong thensel ves. The neasured, ritualistic gait was abandoned, the staff wth
its skull was tucked uncerenoniously under the | eader's arm and the whol e group broke ranks and
hurried onward. And Conan hurried with them For in the |ow nurnur of speech he had caught a word
that gal vanized him The word was: "Tuttothmes!"”

18. "I Amthe Wnan Who Never D ed”

CONAN STARED W TH burning interest at his nasked conpanions. One of them was Thutothmes, or else
the destination of the band was a rendezvous with the man he sought. And he knew what the
destination was, when beyond the palnms he glinpsed a black triangular bulk | oom ng against the
shadowy sky.

They passed through the belt of huts and groves, and if any man saw them he was careful not to
show hinsel f. The huts were dark. Behind themthe black towers of Khenm rose gloonily against the
stars that were mirrored in the waters of the harbor; ahead of themthe desert stretched away in
di m darkness; sonmewhere a jackal yapped. The quick-passing sandals of the silent neophytes nmade no
noi se in the sand. They m ght have been ghosts, noving toward that col ossal pyram d that rose out
of the nmurk of the desert. There was no sound over all the sleeping Iand.

Conan's heart beat quicker as he gazed at the grimblack wedge that stood etched agai nst the
stars, and his inpatience to close with Thutothmes in whatever conflict the neeting mght nean was
not unmi xed with a fear of the unknown. No nman coul d approach one of those sonber piles of black
stone without apprehension. The very name was a synbol of repellent horror anong the northern

nati ons, and | egends hinted that the Stygians did not build them that they were in the | and at
what ever i mreasurably ancient date the dark-skinned people cane into the land of the great river.

As they approached the pyranmid he glinpsed a dimglow near the base which presently resol ved
itself into a doorway, on either side of which brooded stone lions with the heads of wonen,
cryptic, inscrutable, nightnmares crystallized in stone. The | eader of the band nade straight for
the doorway, in the deep well of which Conan saw a shadowy fi gure.

The | eader paused an instant beside this dimfigure, and then vanished into the dark interior, and
one by one the others followed. As each masked priest passed through the gloony portal he was
halted briefly by the nmysterious guardian and sonet hi ng passed between them sone word or gesture
Conan could not nake out. Seeing this, the G merian purposely | agged behind, and stooping,
pretended to be funbling with the fastening of his sandal. Not until the last of the nasked
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figures had di sappeared did he strai ghten and approach the portal

He was uneasily wondering if the guardi an of the tenple were hunman, renmenbering sone tales he had
heard. But his doubts were set at rest. A dimbronze cresset glowing just within the door |ighted
a long narrow corridor that ran away into bl ackness, and a nman standing silent in the mouth of it,
wrapped in a wide black cloak. No one else was in sight. Qoviously the masked priests had

di sappeared down the corridor. Over the cloak that was drawn about his | ower features, the

Stygi an's piercing eyes regarded Conan sharply. Wth his left hand he made a curi ous gesture. On a
venture Conan inmtated it. But evidently another gesture was expected; the Stygian's right hand
cane fromunder his cloak with a gl eam of steel and his murderous stab woul d have pierced the
heart of an ordinary man. But he was dealing with one whose thews were nerved to the qui ckness of
a jungle cat. Even as the dagger flashed in the dimlight, Conan caught the dusky wist and
snmashed his clenched right fist against the Stygian's jaw. The nman's head went back agai nst the
stone waU with a dull crunch that told of a fractured skull. Standing for an instant above him
Conan listened intently. The cresset burned | ow, casting vague shadows about the door. Nothing
stirred in the bl ackness about the door. Nothing stirred in the blackness beyond, though far away
and below him as it seened,

he caught the faint, nuffled note of a gong.

He stooped and dragged the body behind the great bronze door which stood wi de, opened inward, and
then the Cmerian went warily but swiftly down the corridor, toward what doom he did not even try
to guess. He had not gone far when he halted, baffled. The corridor split in two branches, and he
had no way of know ng which the masked priests had taken. At a venture he chose the left. The
floor slanted slightly downward and worn snooth as by many feet. Here and there a di mcresset cast
a faint nightmarish twilight. Conan wondered uneasily for what purpose these col ossal piles had
been reared, in what forgotten age. This was an ancient, ancient |and. No nan knew how many ages
the black tenples of Stygia | ooked

agai nst the stars. Narrow bl ack arches opened occasionally to right and left, but he kept to the
mai n corridor, although a conviction that he had taken the wong branch was growing in him Even
with their start on him he should have overtaken the priests by this tine. He was grow ng
nervous. The silence was like a tangible thing, and yet he had a feeling that he was not al one.
More than once, passing a nighted arch he seemed to feel the glare of unseen eyes fixed upon him
He paused, half minded to turn back to where the corridor had first branched. He wheel ed abruptly,
knife lifted, every nerve tingling.

A girl stood at the nouth of a smaller tunnel, staring fixedly at him Her ivory skin showed her
to be Stygian of some ancient noble fanmily, and like all such wonen she was tall, lithe,

vol uptuously figured, her hair a great pile of black foam anmpong which gl eaned a sparkling ruby.
But for her velvet sandals and broad jewel -crusted girdle about her supple waist she was quite
nude.

"What do you here?" she demanded.

To answer would betray his alien origin. He renmined notionless, a grim sonber figure in the
hi deous mask with the plunmes floating over him His alert gaze sought the shadows behind her and
found them enpty. But there m ght be hordes of fighting-nen within her call

She advanced toward him apparently w thout apprehension though with suspicion

"You are not a priest," she said. "You are a fighting-nman. Even with that mask that is plain.
There is as nuch difference between you and a priest as there is between a man and a wonman. By

Set!" she exclai ned, halting suddenly, her eyes flaring wide. "I do not believe you are even a
Stygi an! ™"
Wth a movenent too quick for the eye to follow, his hand cl osed about her round throat, lightly

as a caress.
"Not a sound out of you!" he nuttered.

Her snooth ivory flesh was cold as marble, yet there was no fear in the wi de, dark, marvel ous eyes
whi ch regarded him

"Do not fear," she answered calmy. "I will not betray you. But you are nmad to cone, a stranger

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon.txt (79 of 103) [8/27/03 10:57:10 PM]



file://IC//WINDOW S/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon. txt

and a foreigner, to the forbidden tenple of Set?"

"I"'mlooking for the priest Thutothnes," he answered. "Is he in this tenple?"

"Way do you seek hinP" she parried. "He has sonething of mine which was stolen.” "I will |ead you
to him she volunteered, so pronptly that his suspicions were instantly aroused.

"Don't play with me, girl," he grow ed.
"l do not play with you. | have no love for Thutofhnes." He hesitated, then made up his mnd
after all, he was in her power as she was in his. "Wal k beside ne," he conmanded, shifting his

grasp fromher throat to her wist. "But walk with care. If you nmake a nove—

She | ed himdown the slanting corridor, down and down, until there were no nore cressets, and he
groped his way in darkness, aware | ess by sight than by feel and sense of the woman at his side.
Once when he spoke to her, she turned her head toward himand he was startled to see her eyes
glowing like golden fire in the dark. Di mdoubts and vague nobnstrous suspicions haunted his mnd
but he followed her, through a |abyrinthine maze of black corridors that confused even his
primtive sense of direction. He mentally cursed hinself for a fool, allowing hinmself to be |ed
into that black abode of nystery; but it was too late to turn back now. Again he felt life and
movenent in the darkness about him sensed peril and hunger burning inpatiently in the bl ackness.
Unl ess his ears deceived himhe caught a faint sliding noise that ceased and receded at a nuttered
command fromthe girl.

She led himat last into a chanmber lighted by a curious seven-branched candel abrumin which bl ack
candl es burned weirdly. He knew they were far below the earth. The chanber was square, with walls
and ceilings of polished black marble and furnished after the manner of the ancient Stygians;
there was a couch of ebony, covered with black velvet, and on a black stone dais |lay a carven
munmy- case

Conan stood waiting expectantly, staring at the various black arches which opened into the
chamber. But the girl nmade no nove to go farther. Stretching herself on the couch with feline
suppl eness, she intertw ned her fingers behind her sleek head and | regarded himfrom under | ong,
dr oopi ng | ashes.

"Wl 1 ?" he demanded inpatiently. "Wat are you doi ng?
Wher e' s Thut ot omes?"

"There is no haste," she answered lazily. "Wat is an hour—er a day, or a year, or a century, for
that matter? Take off your mask. Let me see your features.”

Wth a grunt of annoyance Conan dragged on the bul ky headpi ece, and the girl nodded as if in
approval as she scanned his dark scarred face and bl azi ng eyes.

"There is strength in .you—great strength; you could strangle a bullock."

He noved restlessly, his suspicion growing. Wth his hand on his hilt he peered into the gl oony
ar ches.

"I'f you've brought me into a trap,"” he said, "you won't live to enjoy your handiwork. Are you
going to get off that couch and do as you prom sed, or do | have to—=

H's voice trailed away. He was staring at the nmumy-case, on which the countenance of the occupant
was carved in ivory with the startling vividness of a forgotten art. There was a disquieting
famliarity about that carven mask, and with sonething of a shock he realized what it was; there
was a startling resenbl ance between it and the face of the girl lolling on the ebon couch. She

m ght have been the nodel fromwhich it was carved, but he knew the portrait was at |east
centuries old. Archaic hieroglyphics were scrawl ed across the |acquered lid, and, seeking back
into his mind for tag-ends of |earning, picked up here and there as incidentals of an adventurous
life, he spelled themout, and said al oud: "Akivasha!"

"You have heard of Princess Akivasha?" inquired the girl on the couch
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"Who hasn't?" he grunted. The nane of that ancient, evil, beautiful princess still lived the world
over in song and | egend, though ten thousand years had rolled their cycles since the daughter of
Tut hamon had reveled in purple feasts anid the black halls of ancient Luxur

"Her only sin was that she loved Iife and all the neanings of life," said the Stygian girl. "To
win life she courted death. She could not bear to think of growing old and shrivel ed and worn, and
dying at |ast as hags die. She wooed Darkness like a lover and his gift was Iife—+ife that, not
being life as nortals know it, can never grow old and fade. She went into the shadows to cheat age
and deat h—

Conan gl ared at her with eyes that were suddenly burning slits. And he wheeled and tore the lid
fromthe sarcophagus. It was enpty. Behind himthe girl was |aughing and the sound froze the bl ood
in his veins. He whirled back to her, the short hairs on his neck bristling.

"You are Akivasha!" he grated.

She | aughed and shook back her burni shed | ocks, spread her arns sensuously.

"l am Akivasha! | amthe wonman who never died, who never grew old! Wwo fools say was lifted from
the earth by the gods, in the full bloomof her youth and beauty, to queen it for ever in sone
celestial clime! Nay, it is in the shadows that nortals find imortality! Ten thousand years ago
died to live for ever! Gve nme your lips, strong man!" Rising lithely she cane to him rose on

ti ptoe and flung her arns about his nassive neck. Scow ing down into her upturned, beautifu
count enance he was aware of a fearful fascination and an icy fear. "Love ne!" she whi spered, her
head t hrown back, eyes closed and lips parted. "G ve ne of your blood to renew ny youth and
perpetuate nmy everlasting life! I will nake you, too, immortal! | will teach you the wi sdom of all
the ages, all the secrets that have lasted out the eons in the blackness beneath these dark
tenmples. | will make you king of that shadowy horde which revel anong the tonbs of the ancients
when night veils the desert and bats flit across the noon. I amweary of priests and nagici ans,
and captive girls dragged scream ng through the portals of death. | desire a man. Love ne,

bar bari an!”

She pressed her dark head down against his mghty breast, and he felt a sharp pang at the base of
his throat. Wth a curse he tore her away and flung her sprawling across the couch

"Damed vanpire!" Blood was trickling froma tiny wound in his throat. She reared up on the couch
like a serpent poised to strike, all the golden fires of hell blazing in her wide eyes. Her lips
drew back, revealing white pointed teeth.

"Fool!" she shrieked. "Do you think to escape me? You will live and die in darkness! | have
brought you far below the tenple. You can never find your way out alone. You can never cut your
way through those which guard the tunnels. But for my protection the sons of Set would | ong ago
have taken you into their bellies.

Fool, | shall yet drink your blood!'" "Keep away fromme or |I'll slash you asunder," he grunted,
his flesh crawing with revulsion. "You may be immortal, but steel will disnmenber you."

As he backed toward the arch through which he had entered, the Iight went out suddenly. Al the
candl es were extinguished at once, though he did not know how, for Akivasha had not touched them
But the vampire's laugh rose nockingly behind him poison-sweet as the viols of hell, and he
sweated as he groped in the darkness for the arch in a near-panic. Hi s fingers encountered an
openi ng and he plunged through it. Wether it was the arch through which he had entered he did not
know, nor did he very much care. H's one thought was to get out of the haunted chanber whi ch had
housed that beautiful, hideous, undead fiend for so nany centuries.

Hi s wanderings through those black, w nding tunnels, were a sweating nightnmare. Behind himand
about himhe heard faint slitherings and glidings, and once the echo of that sweet, hellish

| aughter he had heard in the chanber of Akivasha. He slashed ferociously at sounds and novenents
he heard or imagined he heard in the darkness near him and once his sword cut through sone

yi el di ng tenuous substance that mi ght have been cobwebs. He had a desperate feeling that he was
bei ng played with, lured deeper and deeper into ultinmate night, before being set upon by denobni ac
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tal on and fang.

And through his fear ran the sickening revul sion of his discovery. The | egend of Akivasha was so
old, and anong the evil tales told of her ran a thread of beauty and idealism of everlasting
youth. To so many dreanmers and poets and |overs she was not alone the evil princess of Stygian

| egend, but the synbol of eternal youth and beauty, shining for ever in sone far real mof the
gods. And this was the hideous reality. This foul perversion was the truth of that everlasting
Iife. Through his physical revulsion ran the sense of a shattered dreamof nman's idolatry, its
glittering gold proved sline and cosmic filth. A wave of futility swept over him a dimfear of
the fal seness of all nmen's dreanms and idolatries.

And now he knew that his ears were not playing himtricks. He was being followed, and his pursuers
were closing in on him In the darkness sounded shufflings and slidings that were never nade by
human feet; no, nor by the feet of any normal animal. The underworld had its bestial life too,

per haps. They were behind him He turned to face them though he could see nothing, and slowy
backed away. Then the sounds eased, even before he turned his head and saw, somewhere down the

Il ong corridor, a glow of light.

19. In the Hall of the Dead

CONAN MOVED CAUTIQUSLY in the direction of the Iight he had seen, his ear cocked over his
shoul der, but there was no further sound of pursuit, though he felt the darkness pregnant with
sentient life.

The gl ow was not stationary; it noved, bobbing grotesquely along. Then he saw t he source. The
tunnel he was traversing crossed another, w der corridor some distance ahead of him And al ong
this latter tunnel filed a bizarre procession—four tall, gaunt men in black, hooded robes, |eaning
on staffs. The | eader held a torch above his head—a torch that burned with a curious steady gl ow
Li ke phantons they passed across his linmted range of vision and vani shed, with only a fading gl ow
to tell of their passing. Their appearance was indescribably eldritch. They were not Stygians, not
anyt hi ng Conan had ew seen. He doubted if they were even humans. They were |ike black ghosts,
stal ki ng ghoul i shly al ong the haunted tunnels.

But his position could be no nore desperate than it was. Before the inhunan feet behind himcould
resume their slithering advance at the fading of the distant illum nation, Conan was runni ng down
the corridor. He plunged into the other tunnel and saw, far down it, small in the distance, the
weird procession noving in the gl owing sphere. He stole noiselessly after them then shrank
suddenly back against the wall as he saw them halt and cluster together as if conferring on somne
matter. They turned as if to retrace their steps, and he slipped into the nearest archway. G oping
in the darkness to which he had beconme so accustoned that he could all but see through it, he

di scovered that the tunnel did not run straight, but neandered, and he fell back beyond the first
turn, so that the Ilight of the strangers should not fall on himas they passed.

But as he stood there, he was aware of a | ow hum of sound from sonewhere behind him like the
mur mur of hurman voi ces. Myving down the corridor in that direction, he confirmed his first
suspi ci on. Abandoning his original intention of follow ng the ghoulish travelers to whatever
destination nmight be theirs, he set out in the direction of the voices.

Presently he saw a glint of Iight ahead of him and turning into the corridor fromwhich it

i ssued, saw a broad arch filled with a dimglow at the other end. On his left a narrow stone stair
went upward, and instinctive caution pronpted himto turn and nount the stair. The voices he heard
were com ng from beyond that flame-filled arch

The sounds fell away beneath himas he clinbed, and presently be cane out through a | ow arched
door into a vast open space glowing with a weird radi ance.

He was standing on a shadowy gallery fromwhich he | ooked down into a broad dimlit hall of

col ossal proportions. It was a hall of the dead, which few ever see but the silent priests of
Stygia. Along the black walls rose tier above tier of carven, painted sarcophagi. Each stood in a
niche in the dusky stone, and the tiers mounted up and up to be lost in the gl oom above. Thousands
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of carven masks stared inpassively down upon the group in the mdst of the hall, rendered futile
and insignificant by that vast array of the dead.

O this group ten were priests, and though they had discarded their masks Conan knew they were the
priests he had acconpanied to the pyranm d. They stood before a tall, hawk-faced man beside a bl ack
altar on which lay a mumry in rotting swathings. And the altar seenmed to stand in the heart of a
living fire which pul sed and shi mered, dripping flakes of quivering golden flane on the black
stone about it. This dazzling gl ow emanated froma great red jewel which lay upon the altar, and
in the reflection of which the faces of the priests |ooked ashy and corpse-like. As he | ooked,
Conan felt the pressure of all the weary | eagues and the weary nights and days of his |ong quest,
and he trenbled with the mad urge to rush anmong those silent priests, clear his way with m ghty

bl ows of naked steel, and grasp the red gemw th passion-taut fingers. But he gripped hinself with
yon control, and crouched down in the shadow of the stone balustrade. A glance showed himthat a
stair led down into the hall fromthe gallery, hugging the wall and half hidden in the shadows. He
glared into the di nmmess of the vast place, seeking other priests or votaries, but saw only the
group about the altar

In that great enptiness the voice of the man beside the altar sounded hol |l ow and ghostly:

" . . And so the word cane southward. The night wi nd whispered it, the ravens croaked of it as
they flew, and the grimbats told it to the ows and the serpents that lurk in hoary ruins. Wre-
wol f and vanpire knew, and the ebon-bodi ed denons that prow by night. The sl eeping N ght of the
Wirld stirred and shook its heavy nane, and there began a throbbing of drums in deep darkness, and
the echoes of far weird cries frightened nen who wal ked by dusk. For the Heart of Ahriman had cone
again into the world to fulfill its cryptic destiny. "Ask nme not how |, Thutothmes of Khem and
the Night, heard the word before Thot h- Anobn who calls hinmself prince of all w zards. There are
secrets not neet for such ears even as yours, and Thoth-Anon is not the only lord of the Black

Ri ng.

"I knew, and | went to neet the Heart which cane southward. It was |like a magnet which drew ne,
unerringly. Fromdeath to death it came, riding on a river of human bl ood. Blood feeds it, bl ood
draws it. Its power is greatest when there is blood on the hands that grasp it, when it is wested
by slaughter fromits holder. Werever it gleans, blood is spilt and kingdons totter, and the
forces of nature are put in turnoil.

"And here | stand, the naster of the Heart, and have summopned you to come secretly, who are
faithful to ne, to share in the black kingdomthat shall be. Tonight you shall w tness the
breaki ng of Thot h- Anon' s chai ns which enslave us, and the birth of enpire. "Who am |, even |
Thut ot hmes, to know what powers lurk and dreamin those crinson deeps? It holds secrets forgotten
for three thousand years. But | shall learn. These shall tell ne!" He waved his hand toward the
silent shapes that lined the hall. "See how they sleep, staring through their carven masks! Kings,
gqueens, generals, priests, w zards, the dynasties and the nobility of Stygia for ten thousand
years! The touch of the Heart will awaken themfromtheir |ong slunber. Long, |long the Heart

t hrobbed and pul sed in ancient Stygia. Here was its home in the centuries before it journeyed to
Acheron. The ancients knew its full power, and they will tell nme when by its magic | restore them
tolife to labor for me. "I will rouse them wll waken them wll [eamtheir forgotten w sdom

t he know edge | ocked in those withered skulls. By the lore of the dead we shall enslave the
Iiving! Aye, kings, and generals and wi zards of eld shall be our hel pers and our slaves. W shal
stand before us? "Look! This dried, shriveled thing on the altar was once Thot h-nmekri, a high
priest of Set, who died three thousand years ago. He

was an adept of the Black Ring. He knew of the Heart. He will tell us of its powers."

Lifting the great jewel, the speaker laid it on the withered breast of the nmumy, and lifted his
hand as he began an incantation. But the incantation was never finished. Wth his hand lilted and
his lips parted he froze, glaring past his acolytes, and they wheeled to stare in the direction in
whi ch he was | ooki ng.

Through the black arch of a door four gaunt, black-robed shapes had filed into the great hall.
Their faces were dimyellow ovals in the shadows of their hoods.

"Who are you?" ejacul ated Thutothmes in a voice as pregnant w th danger as the hiss of a cobra.
"Are you nmad, to invade the holy shrine of Set?"
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The tallest of the strangers spoke, and his voice was toneless as a Khitan tenple bell.
"W follow Conan of Aquilonia."

"He is not here," answered Thutot hnes, shaking back his mantle fromhis right hand with a curious
nmenaci ng gesture, |ike a panther unsheathing his tal ons.

"You lie. Heis in this tenple. W tracked himfroma corpse behind the bronze door of the outer
portal through a naze of corridors. W were followi ng his devious trail when we becane aware of
this conclave. W go now to take it up again. But first give us the Heart of Ahrinman."

"Death is the portion of nmadmen," nurnured Thutothnes, noving nearer the speaker. His priests
closed in on cat-like feet, but the strangers did not appear to heed.

"Who can | ook upon it without desire?" said the Khitan. "In Khitai we have heard of it. It wll
gi ve us power over the people which cast us out. @ory and wonder dreamin its crinson deeps. G ve
it to us, before we slay you."

A fierce cry rang out as a priest leaped with a flicker of steel. Before he could strike, a scaly
staff |icked out and touched his breast, and he fell as a dead man falls. In an instant the
munmi es were staring down on a scene of blood and horror. Curved knives flashed and cri nmsoned,
snaky staffs licked in and out, and whenever they touched a man, that man screamed and di ed.

At the first stroke Conan had bounded up and was racing down the stairs. He caught only glinpses
of that brief, fiendish fight—saw nmen swaying, |ocked in battle and stream ng bl ood; saw one
Khitan, fairly hacked to pieces, yet still on his feet and dealing death, when Thutothmes snote
himon the breast with his open enpty hand, and he dropped dead, though naked steel had not been
enough to destroy his uncanny vitality.

By the time Conan's hurtling feet left the stair, the fight was all but over. Three of the Khitans
were down, and slashed and cut to ribbons and di senbowel ed, but of the Stygians only Thutot hnes
remai ned on his feet.

He rushed at the remaining Khitan, his enpty hand lifted |li ke a weapon, and that hand was bl ack as
that of a negro. But before he could strike, the staff in the tall Khitan's hand |icked out,
seeming to elongate itself as the yellow man thrust. The point touched the bosom of Thutot hnmes and
he staggered; again and yet again the staff |icked out, and Thutothmes reeled and fell dead, his
features blotted out in a rush of blackness that nmade the whole of himthe sane hue as his
enchant ed hand.

The Khitan turned toward the jewel that burned on the breast of the munmy, but Conan was before
hi m

In a tense stillness the two faced each other, am d that shanbles, with the carven nummies staring
down upon them

"Far have | followed you, oh king of Aquilonia," said the Khitan calnmy. "Down the long river, and
over the nountains, across Poitain and Zingara and through the hills of Argos and down the coast.
Not easily did we pick up on your trail from Tarantia, for the priests of Asura are crafty. W
lost it in Zingara, but we found your helnet in the forest bel ow the border hills, where you had
fought with the ghouls of the forests. Alnost we lost the trail tonight anong these | abyrinths."

Conan reflected that he had been fortunate in returning fromthe vanpire's chanber by another
route than that by which he had been led to it. Qtherwi se he would have run full into these yell ow
fiends instead of sighting themfromafar as they snelled out his spoor |ike human bl oodhounds,

wi th whatever uncanny gift was theirs.

The Khitan shook his head slightly, as if reading his nind
"That is neaningless; the long trail ends here."
"Why have you hounded nme?" denanded Conan, poised to nove in any direction with the celerity of a

hair-trigger.
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"It was a debt to pay," answered the Khitan. "To you who are about to die, | will not wthhold
knowl edge. W were vassals of the king of Aquilonia, Valerius. Long we served him but of that
service we are free now-ny brothers by death, and | by the fulfilnent of obligation. | shal

return to Aquilonia with two hearts; for nyself the Heart of Ahrinman; for Valerius the heart of
Conan. A kiss of the staff that was cut fromthe living Tree of Death—

The staff licked out like the dart of a viper, but the slash of Conan's knife was quicker. The
staff fell in withing halves, there was another flicker of the keen steel like a jet of
Iightning, and the head of the Khitan rolled to the floor

Conan wheel ed and extended his hand toward the jewel then he shrank back, his hair bristling, his
bl ood congealing idly.

For no longer a withered brown thing lay on the altar. The jewel shimered on the full, arching
breast of a naked, living man who | ay anong the nol deri ng bandages. Living? Conan coul d not
decide. The eyes were like dark nurky glass under whi ch shone i nhuman sonber fires.

Slowy the man rose, taking the jewel in his hand. He towered beside the altar, dusky, naked, wth
a face like a carven imge. Mitely he extended his hand toward Conan, with the jewel throbbing
like a living heart within it. Conan took it, with an eery sensation of receiving gifts fromthe
hand of the dead. He sonehow realized that the proper incantations had not been nade—the

conj urenent had not been conpleted—+tife had not been fully restored to his corpse.

"Who are you?" denmanded the Ci merian

The answer canme in a tonel ess nonotone, |ike the dripping of water fromstalactites in
subt erranean caverns. "I was Thoth-nekri; | am dead."
"Well, lead me out of this accursed tenple, will you?" Conan requested, his flesh craw ing.

Wth nmeasured, nechanical steps the dead man noved toward a bl ack arch. Conan followed him A
gl ance back showed hi monce again the vast, shadowy hall with its tiers of sarcophagi, the dead
men sprawl ed about the altar; the head of the Khitan he had slain stared sightless up at the
sweepi ng shadows.

The glow of the jewel illum nated the black tunnels like an en-sorcel ed | anp, dripping gol den
fire. Once Conan caught a glinpse of ivory flesh in the shadows, believed he saw the vanpire that
was Akivasha shrinking back fromthe glow of the jewel; and with her, other Iess human shapes
scuttled or shanbled into the darkness.

The dead nan strode straight on, |ooking neither to right nor left, his pace as changel ess as the
tranp of doom Cold sweat gathered thick on Conan's flesh. Icy doubts assailed him How could he
know that this terrible figure out of the past was |eading himto freedon? But he knew that, left
to hinmself, he could never untangle this bew tched maze of corridors and tunnels. He followed his
awf ul gui de through bl ackness that | oonmed before and behind themand was filled with skul ki ng
shapes of horror and lunacy that cringed fromthe blinding glow of the Heart.

Then the bronze doorway was before him and Conan felt the night wi nd bl owing across the desert,
and saw the stars, and the starlit desert across which streaned the great black shadow of the
pyram d. Thothnmekri pointed silently into the desert, and then turned and stal ked soundl essly back
in the darkness. Conan stared after that silent figure that receded into the blackness on

soundl ess, inexorable feet as one that noves to a known and inevitable doom or returns to
everlasting sleep

Wth a curse the Cmerian | eaped fromthe doorway and fled into the desert as if pursued by
denmons. He did not | ook back toward the pyranmid, or toward the black towers of Khem |ooning dimy
across the sands. He headed southward toward the coast, and he ran as a man runs in ungovernabl e
pani c. The viol ent exertion shook his brain free of black cobwebs; the clean desert wi nd blewthe
ni ght mares fromhis soul and his revul sion changed to a wild tide of exultation before the desert
gave way to a tangle of swanpy growth through which he saw the black water Iying before him and
the Venturer at anchor
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He plunged through the undergrowth, hip-deep in the narshes; dived headlong into the deep water,
heedl ess of sharks or crocodiles, and swamto the galley and was clanbering up the chain on to the
deck, dripping and exultant, before the watch saw him

"Awake, you dogs!" roared Conan, knocking aside the spear the startled | ookout thrust at his
breast. "Heave up the anchor! Lay to the doors! Gve that fisherman a helmet full of gold and put
hi m ashore! Dawn will soon be breaking, and before sunrise we nmust be racing for the nearest port
of Zingara!"

He whirled about his head the great jewel, which threw off splashes of |ight that spotted the deck
with golden fire.

21. Qut of the Dust Shall Acheron Arise

W NTER HAD PASSED from Aqui |l oni a. Leaves sprang out on the linbs of trees, and the fresh grass
smled to the touch of the warm southern breezes. But many a field lay idle and enpty, many a
charred heap of ashes marked the spot where proud villas or prosperous towns had stood. Wl ves
prowl ed openly al ong the grass-grown hi ghways, and bands of gaunt, masterless nmen slunk through
the forests. Only in Tarantia was feasting and wealth and pageantry.

Valerius ruled Iike one touched with madness. Even many of the barons who had wel coned his return
cried out at last against him H s tax-gatherers crushed rich and poor alike; the wealth of a

| oot ed ki ngdom poured into Tarantia, which became less Iike the capital of a real mthan the
garrison of conquerors in a conquered land. Its nmerchants waxed rich, but it was a precarious
prosperity; for none knew when he m ght be accused of treason on a trunped-up charge, and his
property confiscated, himself cast into prison or brought to the bl oody bl ock

Val erius nade no attenpt to conciliate his subjects. He naintained hinself by neans of the
Nemedi an sol diery and by desperate nercenaries. He knew hinmself to be a puppet of Amalric. He knew
that he ruled only on the sufferance of the Nemedian. He knew that he could never hope to unite
Aqui | oni a under his rule and cast off the yoke of his masters, for the outland provinces would
resist himto the last drop of blood. And for that matter the Nenmedi ans would cast himfromhis
throne if he nade attenpt to consolidate his kingdom He was caught in his own vise. The gall of
defeated pride corroded his soul, and he threw hinself into a reign of debauchery, as one who
lives fromday to day, w thout thought or care for tonorrow.

Yet there was subtlety in his madness, so deep that not even Amalric guessed it. Perhaps the wld,
chaotic years of wandering as an exile had bred in hima bitterness beyond common concepti on
Perhaps his loathing of his present position increased this bitterness to a kind of madness. At
any event he lived with one desire: to cause the ruin of all who associated with him

He knew that his rule would be over the instant he had served Amalric's purpose; he knew, too,

that so long as he continued to oppress his native kingdomthe Nenedian would suffer himto reign
for Amalric wished to crush Aquilonia into ultimte submission, to destroy its |ast shred of

i ndependence, and then at last to seize it hinself, rebuild it after his own fashion with his vast
weal th, and use its nen and natural resources to west the crowm of Nemedia from Tarascus. For the
throne of an enperor was Amalric's ultimate anmbition, and Valerius knewit. Valerius did not know
whet her Tarascus suspected this, but he knew that the king of Nenedia approved of his ruthless
course. Tarascus hated Aquilonia, with a hate born of old wars. He desired only the destruction of
t he western ki ngdom

And Valerius intended to ruin the country so utterly that not even Anmalric's wealth could ever
rebuild it. He hated the baron quite as nuch as he hated the Aquil onians, and hoped only to live
to see the day when Aquilonia lay in utter ruin, and Tarascus and Analric were | ocked in hopel ess
civil war that would as competely destroy Nenedia

He believed that the conquest of the still defiant provinces of Gunderiand and Poitain and the
Bossoni an marches woul d mark his end as king. He would then have served Analric's purpose, and
could be discarded. So he del ayed the conquest of these provinces, confining his activities to
objectless raids and forays, neeting Amalric's urges for action with all sorts of plausible
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Hs life was a series of feasts and wild debauches. He filled his palace with the fairest girls of
the kingdom willing or unwilling. He blasphened the gods and sprawl ed drunken on the floor of the
banquet hall wearing the golden crown, and staining his royal purple robes with the w ne he
spilled. In gusts of blood-lust he festooned the gallows in the market square with dangling
corpses, glutted the axes of the headsnmen and sent his Nenedi an horsenen thundering through the

| and pillaging and burning. Driven to nadness, the land was in a constant upheaval of frantic
revolt, savagely suppressed. Valerius plundered and raped and | ooted and destroyed until even
Amalric protested, warning himthat he would beggar the ki ngdom beyond repair, not know ng that
such was his fixed deternination

But while in both Aquilonia and Nenedia nen tal ked of the nadness of the king, in Nenedia nen

tal ked much of Xaltotun, the masked one. Yet few saw himon the streets of Belverus. Men said he
spent nuch time in the hills, in curious conclaves with surviving remmants of an old race: dark
silent folk who clai med descent from an ancient |dngdom Men whi spered of drumnms beating far up in
the dreaming hills, of fires glowing in the darkness, and strange chantings borne on the w nds,
chantings and rituals forgotten centuries ago except as neani ngl ess formul as nmunbl ed besi de
mountai n hearths in villages whose inhabitants differed strangely fromthe people of the valleys.

The reason for these concl aves none knew, unless it was Orastes, who frequently acconpani ed the
Pyt honi an, and on whose count enance a haggard shadow was grow ng.

But in the full flood of spring a sudden whi sper passed over the sinking ki ngdomthat woke the
land to eager life. It came like a murnurous wind drifting up fromthe south, waking nen sunk in
the apathy of despair. Yet howit first cane none could truly say. Some spoke of a strange, grim
ol d womman who canme down fromthe nountains with her hair flowing in the wind, and a great gray
wol f following her like a dog. Qthers whispered of the priests of Asura who stole like furtive
phantoms from Gunderiand to the marches of Poitain, and to the forest villages of the Bossonians.

However the word cane, revolt ran like a flane along the borders. Qutlying Nenedian garrisons were
storned and put to the sword, foraging parties were cut to pieces; the west was up in arns, and
there was a different air about the rising, a fierce resolution and inspired wath rather than the
frantic despair that had notivated the preceding revolts. It was not only the common peopl e;
barons were fortifying their castles and hurling defiance at the governors of the provinces. Bands
of Bossoni ans were seen noving al ong the edges of the nmarches: stocky, resolute men in brigandi nes
and steel caps, with longbows in their hands. Fromthe inert stagnation of dissolution and ruin
the real mwas suddenly alive, vibrant and dangerous. So Analric sent in haste for Tarascus, who
cane with an arny.

In the royal palace in Tarantia the two kings and Amalric di scussed the rising. They had not sent
for Xaltotun, inmrersed in his cryptic studies in the Nenedian hills. Not since that bloody day in
the valley of the Valkia had they called upon himfor aid of his magic, and he had drawn apart,
communi ng but little with them apparently indifferent to their intrigues.

Nor had they sent for Orastes, but he cane, and he was white as spunme bl own before the storm He
stood in the gol d-doned chanber where the kings held conclave and they beheld in amazenent his
haggard stare, the fear they had never guessed the mind of Orastes could hold.

"You are weary, Orastes,” said Amalric. "Sit upon this divan and | will have a slave fetch you
wi ne. You have ridden hard—=

Orastes waved aside the invitation

"l have killed three horses on the road from Bel verus. | cannot drink wine, | cannot rest, until |
have said what | have to say."

He paced back and forth as if some inner fire would not |et himstand notionless, and halting
bef ore his wondering conpani ons:

"When we enpl oyed the Heart of Ahriman to bring a dead man back to life," Orastes said abruptly,
"we did not weigh the consequences of tanpering in the black dust of the past. The fault is mne
and the sin. W thought only of our four anbitions, forgetting what anbitions this man m ght
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hi nsel f have. And we have | oosed a denon upon the earth, a fiend inexplicable to comon hunmanity.

| have plunbed deep in evil, but there is alimt to which I, or any nan of ny race and age, can
go. My ancestors were clean nmen, wthout any denoniacal taint; it is only I who have sunk into the
pits, and I can sin only to the extent of ny personal individuality. Qut behind Xaltotun lie a

t housand centuries of black nagic and diabolism an ancient tradition of evil. He is beyond our
conception not only because he is a wizard hinself, but also because he is the son of a race of

Wi zar ds.

"I have seen things that have blasted my soul. In the heart of the slunbering hills |I have wat ched
Xal totun commune with the souls of the damed, and invoke the ancient denons of forgotten Acheron
| have seen the accursed descendants of that accursed enpire worship himand hail himas their
arch-priest. | have seen what he plots—and | tell you it is no less than the restoration of the
ancient, black, grisly kingdom of Acheron!"

"What do you nmean?" demanded Amalric. "Acheron is dust. There are not enough survivals to nake an
enpire. Not even Xaltotun can reshape the dust of three thousand years."

"You know little of his black powers," answered Orastes grimy. "I have seen the very hills take
on an alien and anci ent aspect under the spell of his incantations. | have glinpsed, |ike shadows
behind the realities, the dimshapes and outlines of valleys, forests, nmountains and | akes that
are not as they are today, but as they were in that di myesterday—have even sensed, rather than
glinpsed, the purple towers of forgotten Python shimering like figures of mist in the dusk

"And in the last conclave to which | acconpani ed him understanding of his sorcery came to ne at

| ast, while the druns beat and the beast-Iike worshippers howled with their heads in the dust. |
tell you he would restore Acheron by his magic, by the sorcery of a gigantic blood-sacrifice such
as the world has never seen. He would enslave the world, and with a deluge of bl ood wash away the
present and restore the past!"

"You are nad!" excl ai med Tar ascus.

"Mad?" Orastes turned a haggard stare upon him "Can any nman see what | have seen and renmin
whol Iy sane? Yet | speak the truth. He plots the return of Acheron, with its towers and w zards
and kings and horrors, as it was in the long ago. The descendants of Acheron will serve himas a
nucl eus upon which to build, but it is the blood and the bodies of the people of the world today

that will furnish the nortar and the stones for the rebuilding. |I cannot tell you how. M/ own
brain reels when | try to understand. But | have seen! Acheron will be Acheron again, and even the
hills, the forests and the rivers will resune their ancient aspect. Wy not? If |, with nmy tiny

store of know edge, could bring to life a man dead three thousand years, why cannot the greatest
wi zard of the world bring back to Iife a kingdom dead three thousand years? Qut of the dust shall
Acheron arise at his bidding."

"How can we thwart hin®?" asked Tarascus, inpressed.

"There is but one way," answered Orastes. "W nust steal the Heart of Ahrinan!"

"But |- began Tarascus involuntarily, then closed his mouth quickly.
None had noticed him and Orastes was conti nui ng.

"It is a power that can be used against him Wth it in ny hands |I mght defy him But how shal
we steal it? He has it hidden in sonme secret place, fromwhich not even a Zanorian thief night
filch it. | cannot learn its hiding-place. If he would only sleep again the sleep of the black
| otus—but the last tine he slept thus was after the battle of the Val kia, when he was weary

because of the great magi c he had perfornmed, and—=

The door was | ocked and bolted, but it swung silently open and Xaltotun stood before them calm
tranquil, stroking his patriarchal beard; but the |anmbent Iights of hell flickered in his eyes.

"I have taught you too nuch," he said calmy, pointing a finger |like an index of doomat Orastes.

And before any could nove, he had cast a handful of dust on the floor near the feet of the priest,
who stood like a man turned to narble. It flaned, snoldered; a blue serpentine of snoke rose and

swayed upward about Orastes in a slender spiral. And when it had risen above his shoulders it
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curl ed about his neck with a whippi ng suddenness |ike the stroke of a snake. Orastes' scream was
choked to a gurgle. H s hands flew to his neck, his eyes were distended, his tongue protruded. The
snoke was |ike a blue rope about his neck; then it faded and was gone, and Orastes slunped to the
floor a dead nan.

Xaltotun snote his hands together and two nmen entered, men often observed acconpanyi ng hi m-snal |
repul sively dark, with red, obliqgue eyes and pointed, rat-like teeth. They did not speak. Lifting
the corpse, they bore it away.

Disnmissing the matter with a wave of his hand, Xaltotun seated hinself at the ivory table about
whi ch sat the pale kings. "Wy are you in concl ave?" he demanded. "The Aquil onians have risen in
the west,"” answered Amalric, recovering fromthe grisly jolt the death of Orastes had given him
"The fools believe that Conan is alive, and conmng at the head of a Poitanian arnmy to reclaimhis
ki ngdom |f he had reappeared i mediately after Valkia, or if a rumor had been circul ated that he
lived, the central provinces would not have risen under him they feared your powers so. But they
have become so desperate under Valerius's misrule that they are ready to foll ow any man who can
unite them agai nst us, and prefer sudden death to torture and continual m sery.

"Of course the tale has lingered stubbornly in the land that J Conan was not really slam at
Val ki a, but not until recently have | the masses accepted it. But Pallantides is back fromexile
in Ophir, swearing that the king was ill in his tent that day, and that a nman-at-arnms wore his
harness, and a squire who but recently recovered fromthe stroke of a mace received at Val kia
confirms his tal e—er pretends to.

"An old woman with a pet wolf has wandered up and down the | and, proclaimng that King Conan yet
lives, and will return sone day to reclaimthe crowm. And of |late the cursed priests of Asura sing
the sane song. They claimthat word has cone to them by sone nysterious neans that Conan is

returning to reconquer his domain. | cannot catch either her or them This is, of course, a trick
of Trocero's. My spies tell me there is indisputable evidence that the Poitanians are gathering to
i nvade Aquilonia. | believe that Trocero will bring forward some pretender who he will claimis
Ki ng Conan."

Tarascus | aughed, but there was no conviction in his laughter. He surreptitiously felt a scar
beneath his jupon, and renenbered ravens that cawed on the trail of a fugitive; renenbered the
body of his squire, Arideus, brought back fromthe border mountains horribly mangl ed, by a great
gray wolf, his terrified soldiers said. But he also renenbered a red jewel stolen froma gol den
chest while a wizard slept, and he said nothing.

And Val erius renenbered a dyi ng nobl eman who gasped out a tale of fear, and he remenbered four
Khi t ans who di sappeared into the nazes of the south and never returned. But he held his tongue,
for hatred and suspicions of his allies ate at himlike a worm and he desired nothing so nuch as
to see both rebels and Nenedi ans go down | ocked in the death grip.

But Amalric exclained, "It is absurd to dreamthat Conan lives!"
For answer Xaltotun cast a roll of parchment on the table.
Amalric caught it up, glared at it. Fromhis lips burst a furious, incoherent cry. He read:

To Xaltotun, grand fakir of Nenedia: Dog of Acheron, | amreturning to ny kingdom and | nean to
hang your hide on a branble.

CONAN.
"A forgery!" exclainmed Amalric.
Xal t ot un shook hi s head.

"It is genuine. | have conpared it with the signature on the royal docunents in the libraries of
the court. None could imtate that bold scrawl ."

"Then if Conan lives," nuttered Amalric, "this uprising will not be Iike the others, for he is the
only man living who can unite the Aquilonians. But," he protested, "this is not |ike Conan. Wy
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shoul d he put us on guard with his boasting? One would think that he would strike w thout warning,
after the fashion of the barbarians."”

"W are already warned," pointed out Xaltotun. "Qur spies have told us of preparations for war in
Poitain. He could not cross the nmountains w thout our know edge; so he sends his defiance in
characteristic nmanner."

"Wy to you?" demanded Val erius. "Wiy not to ne, or to Tarascus?"

Xaltotun turned his inscrutable gaze upon the king. "Conan is wi ser than you," he said at |ast.
"He al ready knows what you kings have yet to |leamthat it is not Tarascus, nor Val erius, no, nor
Amal ric, but Xaltotun who is the real master of the western nations."

They did not reply; they sat staring at him assailed by a nunbing realization of the truth of his
assertion.

"There is no road for nme but the inperial highway," said Xaltotun. "But first we nust crush Conan.
I do not know how he escaped nme at Bel verus, for know edge of what happened while | lay in the

sl umber of the black lotus is denied ne. But he is in the south, gathering an arnmy. It is his

| ast, desperate bl ow, nmade possible only by the desperation of the people who have suffered under
Val erius. Let themrise; | hold themall in the palmof nmy hand. W will wait until he noves

agai nst us, and then we will crush himonce and for all.

"Then we shall crush Poitain and Gunderland and the stupid Bossonians. After them Ophir, Argos,

Zingara, Koth—all the nations of the world we shall weld into one vast enpire. You shall rule as
my satraps, and as ny captains shall be greater than kings are now. | am unconquerable, for the
Heart of Ahriman is hidden where no man can ever wield it against ne again."

Tarascus averted his gaze, lest Xaltotun read his thoughts. He knew the wi zard had not | ooked into
the golden chest with its carven serpents that had seened to sleep, since he laid the Heart
therein. Strange as it seemed, Xaltotun did not know that the Heart had been stolen; the strange
jewel was beyond or outside the ring of his dark wi sdom his uncanny talents did not warn himthat
the chest was enpty. Tarascus did not believe that Xaltotun knew the full extent of O astes

revel ations, for the Pythonian had not nentioned the restoration of Acheron, but only the building
of a new, earthly enpire. Tarascus did not believe that Xaltotun was yet quite sure of his power;
if they needed his aid in their anmbitions, no | ess he needed theirs. Magi ¢ depended, to a certain
extent after all, on sword strokes and |l ance thrusts. The king read neaning in Amalric's furtive
glance; let the wizard use his arts to help them defeat their nbst dangerous eneny. Tine enough
then to turn against him There m ght yet be a way to cheat this dark power they had raised.

22. Druns of Peril

CONFI RVATI ON OF THE war cane when the arny of Poitain, ten thousand strong, nmarched through the
sout hern passes w th wavi ng banners and shinmer of steel. And at their head, the spies swore, rode
a giant figure in black arnmor, with the royal lion of Aquilonia worked in gold upon the breast of
his rich silken sur-coat. Conan |lived! The king lived! There was no doubt of it in men's minds
now, whether friend or foe.

Wth the news of the invasion fromthe south there also cane word, brought by hard-riding
couriers, that a host of Gundernmen was noving southward, reinforced by the barons of the northwest
and the northern Bossoni ans. Tarascus marched with thirty-one thousand nmen to Gal paran, on the
river Shirki, which the Gundernmen must cross to strike at the towns still held by the Nenedi ans.
The Shirki was a swift, turbulent river rushing southwestward through rocky gorges and canyons,
and there were few places where an arny could cross at that tine of the year, when the stream was
al nost bank-full with the nmelting of the snows. Al the country east of the Shirki was in the
hands of the Nenedians, and it was |ogical to assune that the Gundernen would attenpt to cross
either at Gal paran, or at Tanasul, which lay to the south of Gal paran. Reinforcenments were daily
expected from Nenmedia, until word canme that the king of Ophir was maki ng hostile denpnstrati ons on
Nenedi a' s southern border, and to spare any nore troops woul d be to expose Nenedia to the risk of
an invasion fromthe south

Amal ric and Val erius noved out from Tarantia with twenty-five thousand nmen, |eaving as large a
garrison as they dared to discourage revolts in the cities during their absence. They w shed to

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon.txt (90 of 103) [8/27/03 10:57:10 PM]



file://IC//WINDOW S/Desktop/Conan-Hour%200f%20the%20Dragon. txt

meet and crush Conan before he could be joined by the rebellious forces of the kingdom

The king and his Poitanians had crossed the nountains, but there had been no actual clash of arns,
no attack on towns or fortresses. Conan had appeared and di sappeared. Apparently he had turned
westward through the wild, thinly settled hill country, and entered the Bossoni an nmarches,
gathering recruits as he went. Amalric and Valerius with their host, Nenedi ans, Aquil onian
renegades, and ferocious nmercenaries, noved through the land in baffled wath, |ooking for a foe
whi ch di d not appear

Amalric found it inpossible to obtain nore than vague general tidings about Conan's novenents.
Scout i ng- pardes had a way of riding out and never returning, and it was not unconmon to find a spy
crucified to an oak. The countryside was up and striking as peasants and country-fol k

stri ke—savagely, murderously and secretly. Al that Amalric knew certainly was that a |l arge force
of @undernen and northern Bossoni ans was sonewhere to the north of him beyond the Shirki, and
that Conan with a snmaller force of Poitanians and southern Bossoni ans was sonewhere to the south-
west of him

He began to grow fearful that if he and Val erius advanced farther into the wild country, Conan

m ght elude thementirely, march around them and invade the central provinces behind them Analric
fell back fromthe Shirki valley and canped in a plain a day's ride from Tanasul. There he waited.
Tarascus maintained his position at Gal paran, for he feared that Conan's maneuvers were intended
to draw hi m sout hward, and so let the Gundernen into the kingdom at the northern crossing.

To Amalric's canp cane Xaltotun in his chariot drawn by the uncanny horses that never tired, and
he entered Amalric's tent where the baron conferred with Valerius over a map spread on an ivory
canp table.

This map Xaltotun crunpled and flung aside.

"What your scouts cannot learn for you," quoth he, "my spies tell me, though their information is
strangely blurred and inperfect, as if unseen forces were working agai nst ne."

"Conan is advancing the Shirki river with ten thousand Poitani ans, three thousand sout hern

Bossoni ans, and barons of the west and south with the retainers to the nunber of five thousand. An
arnmy of thirty thousand Gundernmen and northern Bossonians is pushing southward to join him They
have established contact by neans of secret communications used by the cursed priests of Asura,
who seemto be opposing ne, and whom | will feed to a serpent when the battle is over—+ swear it
by Set!

"Both arm es are headed for the crossing at Tanasul, but | do not believe that the Gundernmen wll
cross the river. | believe that Conan will cross, instead, and join them"

"Why shoul d Conan cross the river?”

"Because it is to his advantage to delay the battle. The | onger he waits, the stronger he wll
becone, the nore precarious our position. The hills on the other side of the river swarmwth
peopl e passionately loyal to his cause—broken nen, refugees, fugitives fromValerius's cruelty.
From all over the kingdomnen are hurrying to join his arny, singly and by conpanies. Daily,
parties fromour arnies are anbushed and cut to pieces by the countryfolk. Revolt grows in the
central provinces, and will soon burst into open rebellion. The garrisons we left there are not
sufficient, and we can hope for no reinforcenments from Nenedia for the tine being. | see the hand
of Pallantides in this brawming on the Ophirean frontier. He has kin in Ophir.

"If we do not catch and crush Conan quickly the provinces will be in blaze of revolt behind us. W
shall have to fall back to Tarantia to defend what we have taken; and we nmay have to fight our way
through a country in rebellion, with Conan's whole force at our heels, and then stand siege in the
city itself, with enenmies within as well as without. No, we cannot wait. W nust crush Conan
before his arny grows too great, before the central provinces rise. Wth his head hangi ng above
the gate at Tarantia you will see how quickly the rebellion will fall apart.”

"Why do you not put a spell on his arny to slay themall?" asked Val erius, half in nockery.

Xaltotun stared at the Aquilonian as if he read the full extent of the nocking madness that |urked
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in those wayward eyes.

"Do not worry," he said at last. "My arts shall crush Conan finally Iike a lizard under the heel
But even sorcery is aided by pikes and swords."

"If he crosses the river and takes up his position in the Goralian hills he may be hard to
di sl odge," said Amalric. "But if we catch himin the valley on this side of the river we can w pe
himout. How far is Conan from Tanasul ?"

"At the rate he is marching he should reach the crossing sonetine tonmorrow night. His nen are
rugged and he is pushing themhard. He should arrive there at |east a day before the Gundernen."

"Good!" Ammlric snote the table with his clenched fist. "I can reach Tanasul before he can. |l
send a rider to Tarascus, bidding himfollow nme to Tanasul. By the tinme he arrives I will have cut
Conan of f fromthe crossing and destroyed him Then our conbined force can cross the river and
deal with the Qundernen."

Xal t ot un shook his head inpatiently.

"A good enough plan if you were dealing with anyone but Conan. But your twenty-five thousand nen

are not enough to destroy his eighteen thousand before the Gundernen come up. They will fight with
the desperation of wounded panthers. And suppose the Gundermen come up while the hosts are | ocked
in battle? You will be caught between two fires and destroyed before Tarascus can arrive. He wll

reach Tanasul too late to aid you."
"What then?" denanded Analric.

"Move with your whol e strength against Conan," answered the man from Acheron. "Send a ri der
bi ddi ng Tarascus join us here. W will wait his coming. Then we will march together to Tanasul ."

"But while we wait," protested Amalric, "Conan will cross the river and join the Gundernen."

"Conan will not cross the river," answered Xal totun

Amalric's head jerked up and he stared into the cryptic dark eyes.
"What do you nean?"

"Suppose there were torrential rains far to the north, at the head of the Shirki? Suppose the
river came down in such flood as to render the crossing at Tanasul inmpassable? Could we not then
bring up our entire force at our |leisure, catch Conan on this side of the river and crush him and
then, when the flood subsided, which | think it would do the next day, could we not cross the
river and destroy the Gundernmen? Thus we could use our full strength agai nst each of these smaller
forces in turn.”

Val erius | aughed as he always | aughed at the prospect of the ruin of either friend or foe, and
drew a restless hand jerkily through his unruly yellow |l ocks. Amalric stared at the nman from
Acheron with mingled fear and adm ration

"If we caught Conan in Shirki valley with the hill ridges to his right and the river in flood to
his left," he adnitted, "w thout whole force we could annihilate him Do you think—are you sure
—do you believe such rains will fall?"

"I go to ny tent," answered Xaltotun, rising. "Necromancy is not acconplished by the waving of a
wand. Send a rider to Tarascus. And | et none approach ny tent."

That | ast command was unnecessary. No man in that host could have been bribed to approach that
mysterious black silken pavilion, the door-flaps of which were always closely drawn. None but
Xaltotun ever entered it, yet voices were often heard issuing fromit; its walls billowed
sonetines without a wind, and weird nusic came fromit. Sonetimes, deep in midnight, its silken
walls were Iit red by flames flickering within, limming nisshapen silhouettes that passed to and
fro.

Lying in his own tent that night, Amalric heard the steady runble of a drumin Xaltotun's tent;
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t hrough the darkness it boonmed steadily, and occasionally the Nenedian could have sworn that a
deep, croaking voice nmingled with the pulse of the drum And he shuddered, for he knew that voice
was not the voice of Xaltotun. The drumrustled and nuttered on |i ke deep thunder, heard afar off,
and before dawn Amalric, glancing fromhis tent, caught the red flicker of lightning afar on the
northern horizon. In all other parts of the sky the great stars blazed whitely. But the distant
lightning flickered incessantly, like the crinmson glint of firelight on a tiny, turning bl ade.

At sunset of the next day Tarascus cane up with his host, dusty and weary from hard marching, the
footmen straggling hours behind the horsemen. They canped in the plain near Amalric's canp, and at
dawn the conbi ned arny noved westward.

Ahead of himroved a swarm of scouts, and Amalric waited inpatiently for themto return and tel
of the Poitanians trapped beside a furious flood. But when the scouts net the colum it was with
the news that Conan had crossed the river

"What ?" exclained Analric. "Did he cross before the fl ood?"

"There was no flood," answered the scouts, puzzled. "Late last night he canme up to Tanasul and
flung his arny across.”

"No flood?" exclainmed Xaltotun, taken aback for the first time in Amalric's know edge.
"I mpossi bl e! There were mighty rains upon the headwaters of the Shirki |ast night and the night
before that!"

"That may be your lordship," answered the scout. "It is true the water was nuddy, and the people
of Tanasul said that the river rose perhaps a foot yesterday; but that was not enough to prevent
Conan's crossing."

Xaltotun's sorcery had failed! The thought hamrered in Analric's brain. His horror of this strange
man out of the past had grown steadily since that night in Bel verus when he had seen a brown,
shrivel ed munmy swell and grow into a living man. And the death of Orastes had changed | urking
horror into active fear. In his heart was a grisly conviction that the man—er devil —was

i nvincible. Yet now he had undeni abl e proof of his failure.

Yet even the greatest of necromancers might fail occasionally, thought the baron. At any rate, he
dared not oppose the man from Acheron—yet. Orastes was dead, withing in Mtra only knew what
namnel ess hell, and Amalric knew his sword woul d scarcely prevail where the black wi sdom of the
renegade priest had failed. What grisly abom nation Xaltotun plotted lay in the unpredictable
future. Conan and his host were a present nenace agai nst which Xaltotun's w zardry mght well be
needed before the play was all played.

They came to Tanasul, a small fortified village at the spot where a reef of rocks nade a natura
bridge across the river, passable always except in tines of greatest flood. Scouts brought in the
news that Conan had taken up his position in the Gpralian hills, which began to rise a fewniles
beyond the river. And just before sundown the Gundernen had arrived in his canp

Amalric | ooked at Xaltotun, inscrutable and alien in the Iight of the flaring torches. Ni ght had
fallen.

"What now? Your magic has failed. Conan confronts us with an arnmy nearly as strong as our own, and
he has the advantage of position. W have a choice of two evils: to canp here and await his
attack, or to fall back toward Tarantia and await reinforcenents."

"We are ruined if we wait," answered Xaltotun. "Cross the river and canp on the plain. W wll
attack at dawn."

"But his position is too strong!" exclained Amalric.

"Fool!'" A gust of passion broke the veneer of the wi zard's calm "Have you forgotten Val ki a?
Because sonme obscure el enmental principle prevented the flood do you deem ne hel pl ess? | had

i ntended that your spears should externinate our enenmies; but do not fear: it is ny arts shal
crush their host. Conan is in a trap. He will never see another sun set. Cross the river!”
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They crossed by the flare of torches. The hoofs of the horses clinked on the rocky bridge,

spl ashed through the shallows. The glint of the torches on shields and breast-plates was refl ected
redly in the black water. The rock bridge was broad on which they crossed, but even so it was past
m dni ght before the host was canped in the plain beyond. Above themthey could see fires ~" wiking
redly in the distance. Conan had taned at bay in the ''"'Goralian hills, which had nore than once
before served as the | ast Stand of an Aquilonian king. Amalric left his pavilion and strode
restlessly through the canp.

A weird glow flickered in Xaltotun's tent, and fromtine to time a denoniacal cry slashed the
silence, and there was a low sinister muttering of a drumthat rustled rather than runbl ed.

Amalric, his instincts whetted by the night and the circunstances, felt that Xaltotun was opposed
by nore than physical force. Doubts of the wi zard' s power assailed him He glanced at the fires
hi gh above him and his face set in grimlines. He and his arny were deep in the mdst of a
hostile country. Up there anong those hills lurked thousands of wolfish figures out of whose
hearts and souls all enmotion and hope had been scourged except a frenzied hate for their
conquerors, a mad lust for vengeance. Defeat neant annihilation, retreat through a | and swarm ng
wi th bl ood-mad enem es. And on the norrow he rmust hurl his host against the grimest fighter in
the western nations, and his desperate horde. |If Xaltotun failed them now—

Hal f a dozen nen-at-arns strode out of the shadows. The firelight glinted on their breast-plates
and helnet crests. Among themthey half led, half dragged a gaunt figure in tattered rags.

Sal uting, they spoke: "My lord, this man cane to the outposts and said he desired word with King
Val erius. He is an Aquilonian."

He | ooked nore like a wolf—a wolf the traps had scarred. O d sores that only fetters make showed
on his wists and ankles. A great brand, the mark of hot iron, disfigured his face. H s eyes
glared through the tangle of his matted hair as he half crouched before the baron

"Who are you, you filthy dog?" demanded the Nemedian. "Call me Tiberias," answered the man, and
his teeth clicked in an involuntary spasm "I have cone to tell you howto trap Conan.”

"Atraitor, eh?" runbled the baron

"Men say you have gold," nouthed the nman, shivering under his rags. "Gve sone to me! Gve nme gold
and | will show you how to defeat the king!" H s eyes glazed widely, his outstretched, upturned
hands were spread |ike quivering claws.

Amal ric shrugged his shoulders in distaste. But no tool was too base for his use.

"If you speak the truth you shall have nore gold than you can carry,
and a spy | will have you crucified head-down. Bring himal ong."

he said. "If you are a liar

In the tent of Valerius, the baron pointed to the man who crouched shivering before them huddling
his rags about him

"He says he knows a way to aid us on the nmorrow. We will need aid, if Xaltotun's plan is no better
than it has proved so far. Speak on, dog."

The man's body withed in strange convul sions. Wrds came in a stunbling rush

"Conan canps at the head of the Valley of Lions. It is shaped like a fan, with steep hills on
either side. If you attack himtonorrow you will have to march straight up the valley. You cannot

climb the hills on either side. But if King Valerius will deign to accept ny service, | wll guide
hi mthrough the hills and show hi m how he can come upon King Conan frombehind. But if it is to be
done at all, we must start soon. It is many hours' riding, for one nust go mles to the west, then

mles to the north, then turn eastward and so cone into the Valley of Lions from behind, as the
Gundermen cane. "

Amalric hesitated, tugging his chin. In these chaotic times it was not rare to find nmen willing to
sell their souls for a few gold pieces.

"If you lead me astray you will die," said Valerius. "You are aware of that, are you not?"
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The man shivered, but his w de eyes did not waver.
"If I betray you, slay ne!"

"Conan will not divide his force," nused Anmalric. "He will need all his nen to repel our attack
He cannot spare any to |lay anbushes in the hills. Besides, this fell ow knows his hi de depends on
his | eading you as he prom sed. Wuld a dog |ike himsacrifice hinself? Nonsense! No, Valerius, |
believe the man is honest."

"Or a greater thief than nost, for he would sell his l|iberator,'
will follow the dog. How many nmen can you spare nme?"

| aughed Val erius. "Very well. |

"Five thousand shoul d be enough," answered Amalric. "A surprize attack on their rear will throw
theminto confusion, and that will be enough. | shall expect your attack about noon."

"You wi Il know when | strike," answered Valerius. As Analric returned to his pavilion he noted
with gratification that Xaltotun was still in his tent, to judge fromthe bl ood-freezing cries
that shuddered forth into the night air fromtime to time. Wen presently he heard the clink of
steel and the jingle of bridles in the outer darkness, he smled grimy. Valerius had about served
hi s purpose. The baron knew that Conan was |ike a wounded lion that rends and tears even in his
deat h-t hroes. When Val erius struck fromthe rear, the desperate strokes of the C nmerian m ght

well wipe his rival out of existence before he hinself succunbed. So much the better. Amalric felt
he could well dispense with Valerius, once he had paved the way for a Nenmedi an victory.

The five thousand horsenen who acconpani ed Val erius were hard-bitten Aquilonian renegades for the
nmost part. In the still starlight they noved out of the sleeping canp, foll ow ng the westward
trend of the great black nmasses that rose against the stars ahead of them Valerius rode at their
head, and beside himrode Tiberias, a |eather thong about his wist gripped by a nman-at-arns who
rode on the other side of him Qhers kept close behind with drawn swords.

"Play us false and you die instantly," Valerius pointed out. "I do not know every sheep-path in
these hills, but I know enough about the general configuration of the country to know the
directions we nust take to cone in behind the Valley of Lions. See that you do not |ead us
astray."

The man ducked his head and his teeth chattered as he volubly assured his captor of his loyalty,
staring up stupidly at the banner that floated over him the gol den serpent of the old dynasty.

Skirting the extremties of the hills that |ocked the Valley of Lions, they swng wide to the
west. An hour's ride and they turned north, forging through wild and rugged hills, follow ng dim
trails and tortuous paths. Sunrise found them some niles northwest of Conan's position, and here
the guide turned eastward and |l ed themthrough a nmaze of |abyrinths and crags. Val erius nodded,
judging their position by various peaks thrusting up above the others. He had kept his bearings in
a general way, and he knew they were still headed in the right direction.

But now, without warning, a gray fleecy nmass cane billowi ng dowmn fromthe north, veiling the

sl opes, spreading out through the valleys. It blotted out the sun; the world becane a blind gray
void in which visibility was limted to a matter of yards. Advance became a stunbling, groping
muddl e. Val erius cursed. He could no | onger see the peaks that had served himas gui de-posts. He
nmust depend whol |y upon the traitorous guide. The gol den serpent drooped in the windless air.

Presently Tiberias seened hinself confused; he halted, stared about uncertainly.
"Are you |l ost, dog?" denmanded Val erius harshly.

"Listen!"

Somewher e ahead of thema faint vibration began, the rhythmic runble of a drum
"Conan's drum " excl ai med the Aquil oni an.

"If we are close enough to hear the drum" said Valerius, "why do we not hear the shouts and the
clang of arns? Surely battle has joined."
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"The gorges and the winds play strange tricks," answered Tiberias, his teeth chattering with the
ague that is frequently the Iot of nen who have spent rmuch tine in danp underground dungeons.
Li sten!"

"They are fighting down in the valley!" cried Tiberias. "The drumis beating on the heights. Let
us hasten!"

He rode straight on toward the sound of the distant drum as one who knows his ground at |ast.

Val erius followed, cursing the fog. Then it occurred to himthat it would mask his advance. Conan
could not see himcomng. He could be at the G merian's back before the noonday sun dispelled the
m sts.

Just now he could not tell what [ay on either hand, whether cliffs, thickets or gorges. The drum
t hr obbed unceasi ngly, growi ng | ouder as they advanced, but they heard no nmore of the battle.

Val erius had no idea toward what point of the conpass they were headed. He started as he saw gray
rock walls | oom ng through the snoky drifts on either hand, and realized that they were riding
through a narrow defile. But the guide showed no sign of nervousness, and Val erius hove a sigh of
relief when the walls w dened out and becane invisible in the fog. They were through the defile;

i f an anbush had been planned, it would have been made in that pass.

But now Ti berias halted again. The drumwas runbling |ouder, and Val erius could not deternine from
what direction the sound was conming. Now it seened ahead of him now behind, now on one hand or
the other. Valerius glared about himinpatiently, sitting on his war-horse with wi sps of m st
curling about himand the noisture gleamng on his arnmor. Behind himthe long |lines of steel-clad
riders faded away and away |i ke phantons into the mist. "Wy do you tarry, dog?" he demanded. The
man seened to be listening to the ghostly drum Slowy he straightened in his saddle, turned his
head and faced Valerius, and the smile on his |ips was terrible to see.

"The fog is thinning, Valerius," he said in a new voice, pointing a bony finger. "Look!"

The drumwas silent. The fog was fading away. First the crests of cliffs cane in sight above the
gray clouds, tall and spectral. Lower and lower crawl ed the nmists, shrinking, fading. Valerius
started up in his stirrups with a cry that the horsenmen echoed behind him On all sides of them
the cliffs towered. They were not in a w de, open valley as he had supposed. They were in a blind
gorge wal l ed by sheer cliffs hundreds of feet high. The only entrance or exit was the narrow
defile through which they had ridden

"Dog!" Valerius struck Tiberias full in the mouth with his clenched mailed hand. "What devil's
trick is this?" Tiberias spat out a nouthful of blood and shook with fearful |aughter

"Atrick that shall rid the world of a beast! Look, dog!" Again Valerius cried out, nore in fury
than in fear. The defile was bl ocked by a wild and terrible band of men who stood silent as

i mges—+agged, shock-headed nmen with spears in their hands—hundreds of them And up on the cliffs
appear ed ot her faces—thousands of faces—wi |l d, gaunt, ferocious faces, marked by fire and steel and
starvation. "Atrick of Conan's!" raged Val eri us.

"Conan knows nothing of it," laughed Tiberias. "It was the plot of broken nen, of nen you ruined
and turned to beasts. Amalric was right. Conan has not divided his army. W are the rabbl e who
followed him the wolves who skulked in these hills, the honel ess nmen, the hopel ess nmen. This was
our plan, and the priests of Asura aided us with their mst. Look at them Valerius! Each bears
the mark of your hand, on his body or on his heart!

"Look at ne! You do not know ne, do you, what of this scar your hangman burned upon ne? Once you
knew ne. Once | was lord of Amilius, the nan whose sons you nurdered, whose daughter your
nmercenaries ravi shed and slew. You said | would not sacrifice nyself to trap you? Al mghty gods,
if I had a thousand lives | would give themall to buy your doon

"And | have bought it! Look on the nmen you broke, dead nman who once played the king! Their hour
has come! This gorge is your tonb. Try to clinmb the cliffs: they are steep, they are high. Try to
fight your way back through the defile: spears will block your path, boulders will crush you from
above! Dog! | will be waiting for you in hell!"
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Throwi ng back his head he |aughed until the rocks rang. Valerius |eaned fromhis saddle and
sl ashed down with his great sword, severing shoul der-bone and breast. Tiberias sank to the earth,
still laughing ghastlily through a gurgle of gushing bl ood.

The drums had begun again, encircling the gorge with guttural thunder; boul ders canme crushing
down; above the screans of dying nmen shrilled the arrows in blinding clouds fromthe cliffs.

23. The Road to Acheron

DAWN WAS JUST whitening the east when Anmalric drew up his hosts in the nouth of the Valley of
Lions. This valley was flanked by low, rolling but steep hills, and the floor pitched upward in a
series of irregular natural terraces. On the uppernost of these terraces Conan's arny held its
position, awaiting the attack. The host that had joined him marching dowm from Gundennan, had not
been conposed exclusively of spearmen. Wth them had conme seven thousand Bossoni an archers, and
four thousand barons and theu- retainers of the north and west, swelling the ranks of his cavalry.

The pi keren were drawn up in a conpact wedge-shaped formation at the narrow head of the valley.
There were nineteen thousand of them nostly Gundernen, though sonme four thousand were Aquil oni ans
of the other provinces. They were flanked on either hand by five thousand Bossoni an archers.
Behi nd the ranks of the pikemen the knights sat then" steeds notionless, |ances raised: ten

t housand kni ghts of Poitain, nine thousand Aquil onians, barons and their retainers.

It was a strong position. His flanks could not be turned, for that woul d nean clinbing the steep,
wooded hills in the teeth of the arrows and swords of the Bossonians. His canp lay directly behind
him in a narrow, steep-walled valley which was indeed nerely a continuation of the Valley of
Lions, pitching up at a higher level. He did not fear a surprize fromthe rear, because the hills
behi nd himwere full of refugees and broken men whose loyalty to hi mwas beyond question

But if his position was hard to shake, it was equally hard to escape from It was a trap as wel
as a fortress for the defenders, a desperate |ast stand of nen who did not expect to survive
unl ess they were victorious. The only line of retreat possible was through the narrow valley at
their rear.

Xaltotun nmounted a hill on the left side of the valley, near the wide nouth. This hill rose higher
than the others, and was known as the King's Altar, for a reason long forgotten. Only Xaltotun
knew, and his menory dated back three thousand years.

He was not alone. His two faniliars, silent, hairy, furtive and dark, were with him and they bore
a young Aquilonian girl, bound hand and foot. They laid her on an ancient stone, which was
curiously like an altar, and which crowned the sumrit of the hill. For long centuries it had stood
there, worn by the elenents until many doubted that it was anything but a curiously shapen natura
rock. But what it was, and why it stood there, Xaltotun remenbered fromof old. The famliars went
away, with their bent backs like silent gnones, and Xaltotun stood al one beside the stone altar,
his dark beard blown in the wi nd, overlooking the valley.

He coul d see clear back to the winding Shirki, and up into the hills beyond the head of the
vall ey. He could see the gl eam ng wedge of steel drawn up at the head of the terraces, the
burganets of the archers glinting anong the rocks and bushes, the silent knights notionless on
their steeds, their pennons flow ng above their helnmets, their lances rising in a bristling

t hi cket.

Looking in the other direction he could see the long serried Iines of the Nemedi ans noving in
ranks of shining steel into the nouth of the valley. Behind themthe gay pavilions of the |ords
and knights and the drab tents of the conmon soldiers stretched back alnbst to the river.

Like a river of a nolten steel the Nenedian host flowed into the valley, the great scarlet dragon
rippling over it. First marched the bowren, in even ranks, arbalests half raised, bolts nocked,
fingers on triggers. After them cane the pikenen, and behind themthe real strength of the
army—the nmounted kni ghts, their banners unfurled to the wind, their lances lifted, walking their
great steeds forward as if they rode to a banquet.
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And hi gher up on the slopes the smaller Aquilonian host stood grinmy silent.

There were thirty thousand Nemedi an kni ghts, and, as in nbst Hyborian nations, it was the chivalry
whi ch was the sword of the army. The footnmen were used only to clear the way for a charge of the
arnmored knights. There were twenty-one thousand of these, pikenen and archers.

The bowren began | oosi ng as they advanced, w thout breaking ranks, launching their quarrels with a
whir and tang. But the bolts fell short or rattled harmessly fromthe overl appi ng shields of the
@undennen. And before the arbal esters could come within killing range, the arching shafts of the
Bossoni ans were w eaki ng havoc in their ranks.

Alittle of this, a futile attenpt at exchanging fire, and the Nenmedi an bownen began falling back
in disorder. Their arnor was |ight, their weapons no match for the Bossonian | ongbows. The western
archers were sheltered by bushes and rocks. Moreover, the Nenmedi an footnmen | acked sonething of the
noral e of the horsenen, knowing as they did that they were being used nerely to clear the way for
t he kni ghts.

The crossbownen fell back, and between their opening lines the pi kenen advanced. These were

| argely nercenaries, and their masters had no conpunction about sacrificing them They were

i ntended to nmask the advance of the knights until the latter were within sniting distance. So
while the arbalesters plied they bolts fromeither flank at |ong range, the pikemen marched into
the teeth of the blast from above, and behind themthe kni ghts came on

When the pikemen began to falter beneath the savage hail of death that whistled down the slopes
anong them a trunpet blew, their conpanies divided to right and left, and through themthe nuail ed
kni ght s t hunder ed.

They ran full into a cloud of stinging death. The clothyard shafts found every crevice in their
arnmor and t he housings of the steeds. Horses scrambling up the grassy terraces reared and pl unged
backward, bearing their riders with them Steel-clad fornms littered the slopes. The charge wavered
and ebbed back.

Back down in the valley Anmalric refornmed his ranks. Tarascus was fighting with drawn sword under
the scarlet dragon, but it was the baron of Tor who conmanded that day. Amalric swore as he

gl anced at the forest of |ance-tips visible above and beyond the head-pi eces of the Gundennen. He
had hoped his retirement would draw the knights out in a charge down the slopes after him to be
raked fromeither flank by his bowren and swanped by the nunbers of his horsenen. But they had not
nmoved. Canp-servants brought skins of water fromthe river. Knights doffed their helnmets and
drenched their sweating heads. The wounded on the slopes screaned vainly for water. In the upper
val l ey, springs supplied the defenders. They did not thirst that |ong, hot spring day.

On the King's Altar, beside the ancient, carven stone, Xaltotun watched the steel tide ebb and
flow. On cane the knights, with waving plunes and di ppi ng | ances. Through a whistling cloud of
arrows they plowed to break like a thundering wave on the bristling wall of spears and shiel ds.
Axes rose and fell above the plumed hel nets, spears thrust upward, bringing down horses and
riders. The pride of the Gundernmen was no less fierce than that of the knights. They were not
spear-fodder, to be sacrificed for the glory of better nen. They were the finest infantry in the
world, with a tradition that nmade their noral e unshakabl e. The kings of Aquilonia had |ong | earned
the worth of unbreakable infantry. They held their formation unshaken; over their gl eaning ranks
flowed the great |ion banner, and at the tip of the wedge a giant figure in black arnmor roared and
snote like a hurricane, with a dripping ax that split steel and bone alike.

The Nenedi ans fought as gallantly as their traditions of high courage demanded. But they could not
break the iron wedge, and fromthe wooded knolls on either hand arrows raked their close-packed
ranks mercilessly. Their own bownen were usel ess, their pikenen unable to clinb the heights and
come to grips with the Bossonians. Slowy, stubbornly, sullenly, the grimknights fell back
counting their enpty saddl es. Above themthe Gundernen nade no outcry of triunph. They cl osed
their ranks, locking up the gaps made by the fallen. Sweat ran into their eyes fromunder their
steel caps. They gripped their spears and waited, their fierce hearts swelling with pride that a
king should fight on foot with them Behind themthe Aquilonian knights had not noved. They sat
their steeds, grimy inmmobile.
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A kni ght spurred a sweating horse up the hill called the King's Altar, and glared at Xaltotun with
bitter eyes.

"Amalric bids nme say that it is time to use your nmagic, w zard," he said. "W are dying like flies
down there in the valley. W cannot break their ranks."

Xal totun seened to expand, to grow tall and awesone and terrible.

"Return to Amalric," he said. "Tell himto reformhis ranks for a charge, but to await ny signal
Before that signal is given he will see a sight that he will renenber until he lies dying!"

The knight saluted as if conpelled against his will, and thundered down the hill at breakneck
pace.

Xaltotun stood beside the dark altarstone and stared across the valley, at the dead and wounded
men on the terraces, at the grim bl ood-stained band at the head of the slopes, at the dusty,
steel-clad ranks refornming in the vale below. He glanced up at the sky, and he glanced down at the
slimwhite figure on the dark stone. And lifting a dagger inlaid with archaic hieroglyphs, he

i ntoned an i menorial invocation

"Set, god of darkness, scaly lord of the shadows, by the blood of a virgin and the sevenfold
synbol | call to your sons below the black earth! Children of the deeps, below the red earth,

under the bl ack earth, awaken and shake your awful manes! Let the hills rock and the stones topple
upon ny enemies! Let the sky grow dark above them the earth unstable beneath their feet! Let a
wind fromthe deep black earth curl up beneath their feet, and bl acken and shrivel them-=

He halted short, dagger lifted. In the tense silence the roar of the hosts rose beneath him borne
on the w nd.

On the other side of the altar stood a man in a bl ack hooded robe, whose coif shadowed pal e
delicate features and dark eyes calmand neditative

"Dog of Asura!" whispered Xaltotun, his voice was |like the hiss of an angered serpent. "Are you
mad, that you seek your doon? Ho, Baal! Chiron!"

"Call again, dog of Acheron!" said the other, and |aughed. "Summon them |l oudly. They will not
hear, unless your shouts reverberate in hell."

From a thicket on the edge of the crest canme a sonber old woman in a peasant garb, her hair
flowi ng over her shoulders, a great gray wolf follow ng at her heels.

"Wtch, priest and wolf," nuttered Xaltotun grimy, and |aughed. "Fools, to pit your charlatan's
mumery agai nst ny arts! Wth a wave of ny hand | brush you fromny path!"

"Your arts are straws in the wind, dog of Python," answered the Asurian. "Have you wondered why
the Shirki did not come down in flood and trap Conan on the other bank? When | saw the |ightning
in the night | guessed your plan, and ny spells dispersed the clouds you had summoned before they
could enpty their torrents. You did not even know that your rain-nmaking wi zardry had failed."

"You lie!" cried Xaltotun, but the confidence in his voice was shaken. "I have felt the inpact of
a powerful sorcery against mne —but no nan on earth could undo the rain-nagic, once made, unless
he possessed the very heart of sorcery.”

"But the flood you plotted did not cone to pass," answered the priest. "Look at your allies in the
val | ey, Pythonian! You have led themto the slaughter! They are caught in the fangs of the trap
and you cannot aid them Look!"

He pointed. Qut of the narrow gorge of the upper valley, behind the Poitanians, a horseman cane
flying, whirling sonething about his head that flashed in the sun. Recklessly he hurled down the
sl opes, through the ranks of the Gundermen, who sent up a deep-throated roar and clashed their
spears and shields like thunder in the hills. On the terraces between the hosts the sweat-soaked
horse reared and plunged, and his wild rider yelled and brandi shed the thing in his hands |ike one
denmented. It was the torn remant of a scarlet banner, and the sun struck dazzlingly on the gol den
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scal es of a serpent that withed thereon

"Valerius is dead!" cried Hadrathus ringingly. "A fog and a drumlured himto his doom | gathered
that fog, dog of Python, and | dispersed it! I, with ny nagic which is greater than your nagic!"

"What matters it?" roared Xaltotun, a terrible sight, his eyes blazing, his features convul sed.
"Valerius was a fool. | do not need him | can crush Conan w thout human aid!"

"Way have you del ayed?" nocked Hadrat hus. "Wy have you all owed so many of your allies to fal
pi erced by arrows and spitted on spears?"

"Because bl ood aids great sorcery!" thundered Xaltotun, in a voice that nmade the rocks quiver. A
lurid ninbus played about his awful head. "Because no w zard wastes his strength thoughtlessly.
Because | woul d conserve ny powers for the great days to be, rather than enploy themin a hill-
country braw . But now, by Set, | shall |oose themto the utternpst! Watch, dog of Asura, false
priest of an outworn god, and see a sight that shall blast your reason for evernore!"”

Hadr at hus threw back his head and | aughed, and hell was in his |aughter
"Look, black devil of Python!"

H s hand cane from under his robe hol ding sonething that flamed and burned in the sun, changing
the light to a pulsing golden glowin which the flesh of Xaltotun | ooked Iike the flesh of a
cor pse.

Xaltotun cried out as if he had been stabbed.
"The Heart! The Heart of Ahri man!"
"Aye! The one power that is greater than your power!"

Xal totun seened to shrivel, to grow old. Suddenly his beard was shot with snow, his |ocks flecked
with gray.

"The Heart!" he munbl ed. "You stole it! Dog! Thief!"

"Not I! It has been on a long journey far to the southward. But now it is in nmy hands, and your

bl ack arts cannot stand against it. As it resurrected you, so shall it hurl you back into the

ni ght whence it drew you. You shall go down the dark road to Acheron, which is the road of silence
and the night. The dark enpire, unreborn, shall remain a | egend and a bl ack nenory. Conan shal
reign again. And the Heart of Ahriman shall go back into the cavern below the temple of Mtra, to
burn as a synbol of the power of Aquilonia for a thousand years!"

Xal totun screaned i nhumanly and rushed around the altar, dagger lifted; but from somewhere—out of
the sky, perhaps, or the great jewel that blazed in the hand of Hadrathus—shot a jetting beam of
blinding blue light. Full against the breast of Xaltotun it flashed, and the hills re-echoed the
concussi on. The wi zard of Acheron went down as though struck by a thunderbolt, and before he
touched the ground he was fearfully altered. Beside the altar-stone lay no fresh-slain corpse, but
a shrivel ed mutmy, a brown, dry, unrecognizable carcass spraw i ng anong nol deri ng swat hi ngs.

Sonmberly ol d Zei ata | ooked down.

"He was not a living man," she said. "The Heart lent hima false aspect of life, that deceived
even hinself. | never saw him as other than a nummy."

Hadr at hus bent to unbind the swooning girl on the altar, when fromanong the trees appeared a
strange apparition—Xaltotun's chariot drawn by the weird horses. Silently they advanced to the
altar and halted, with the chariot wheel alnbst touching the brown withered thing on the grass.
Hadrathus lifted the body of the wi zard and placed it in the chariot. And without hesitation the
uncanny steeds turned and noved off southward, down the hill. And Hadrathus and Zeiata and the
gray wol f watched t hem go—down the | ong road to Acheron which is beyond the ken of nen.

Down in the valley Anmalric had stiffened in his saddl e when he saw that wild horsenman curvetting
and caracoling on the slopes while he brandi shed that bl ood-stai ned serpent-banner. Then sone
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instinct jerked his head about, toward the hill known as the King's Altar. And his |ips parted.
Every man in the valley saw it —an arching shaft of dazzling light that towered up fromthe summt

of the hill, showering golden fire. Hi gh above the hosts it burst in a blinding blaze that
monentarily paled the sun. "That's not Xaltotun's signal!" roared the baron. "No!" shouted
Tarascus. "It's a signal to the Aquil onians!

Look!" Above themthe i mmobile ranks were noving at |ast, and a deep-throated roar thundered
across the vale.

"Xaltotun has failed us!" bellowed Amalric furiously. "Valerius has failed us! W have been | ed
into atrap! Mtra's curse on Xaltotun who |ed us here! Sound the retreat!"

"Too late!" yelled Tarascus. "Look!"

Up on the slopes the forest of |ances dipped, |eveled. The ranks of the Gundermen rolled back to
right and left like a parting curtain. And with a thunder like the rising roar of a hurricane, the
kni ghts of Aquilonia crashed down the sl opes.

The inmpetus of that charge was irresistible. Bolts driven by the denoralized arbal esters gl anced
fromtheir shields, their bent helnets. Their plunmes and pennons streani ng out behind them their
| ances | owered, they swept over the wavering |ines of pikemen and roared down the slopes |ike a
wave.

Amalric yelled an order to charge, and the Nenedi ans with desperate courage spurred their horses

at the slopes. They still outnunbered the attackers.
But they were weary nmen on tired horses, charging uphill. The onrushing knights had not struck a
bl ow t hat day. Their horses were fresh. They were coning downhill and they came like a

thunderbolt. And like a thunderbolt they snote the struggling ranks of the Nemedi ans—snote them
split themapart, ripped them asunder and dashed the remants headl ong down the sl opes.

After them on foot came the Gundernen, bl ood-nmad, and the Bossonians were swarning down the hills,
| oosing as they ran at every foe that still noved.

Down the sl opes washed the tide of battle, the dazed Nenedi ans swept on the crest of the wave.
Their archers had thrown down their arbal ests and were fleeing. Such pi kenmen as had survived the
bl asting charge of the knights were cut to pieces by the ruthless Gundernen.

In a wild confusion the battle swept through the wide nmouth of the valley and into the plain
beyond. Al over the plain swarmed the warriors, fleeing and pursuing, broken into single conbat
and clunps of smting, hacking knights on rearing, wheeling horses. But the Nenmedi ans were
snmashed, broken, unable to re-formor make a stand. By the hundreds they broke away, spurring for
the river. Many reached it, rushed across and rode eastward. The countrysi de was up behind them
the people hunted themlike wol ves. Few ever reached Taranti a.

The final break did not cone until the fall of Amalric. The baron, striving in vain to rally his
men, rode straight at the clunp of knights that followed the giant in black arnor whose surcoat
bore the royal lion, and over whose head floated the golden |ion banner with the scarlet |eopard
of Poitain beside it. Atall warrior in gleanmng arnor couched his |lance and charged to neet the
lord of Tor. They net |ike a thunderclap. The Nenedi an's |ance, striking his foe's hel met, snapped
bolts and rivets and tore off the casque, revealing the features of Pallantides. But the
Aqui | oni an's | ance-head crashed through shield and breast-plate to transfix the baron's heart.

A roar went up as Amalric was hurled fromhis saddl e, snapping the I ance that inpaled him and the
Nemedi ans gave way as a barrier bursts under the surging inpact of a tidal wave. They rode for the
river in a blind stanpede that swept the plain Iike a whirlwi nd. The hour of the Dragon had
passed.

Tarascus did not flee. Amalric was dead, the col or-bearer slain, and the royal Nenedi an banner
tranpled in the blood and dust. Most of his knights were fleeing and the Aquilonians were riding
them down; Tarascus knew the day was | ost, but with a handful of faithful foll owers he raged

t hrough the nel ee, conscious of but one desire—+to neet Conan, the C nmmerian. And at |ast he net
hi m
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For mati ons had been destroyed utterly, close-knit bands broken asunder and swept apart. The crest
of Trocero gleaned in one part of the plain, those of Prospero and Pallantides in others. Conan
was al one. The house-troops of Tarascus had fallen one by one. The two kings net nman to nan.

Even as they rode at each other, the horse of Tarascus sobbed and sank under him Conan | eaped
fromhis owm steed and ran at him as the king of Nenedi a di sengaged hinself and rose. Stee
flashed blindingly in the sun, clashed |oudly, and blue sparks flew, then a clang of arnor as
Tarascus neasured his full length on the earth beneath a thunderous stroke of Conan's broadsword.

The Ci nmmerian paced a nmail-shod foot on his eneny's breast, and lifted his sword. Hi s hel net was
gone; he shook back his black mane and his blue eyes blazed with their old fire.

"Do you yield?"
"WIIl you give ne quarter?" demanded the Nenedi an.

"Aye. Better than you'd have given nme, you dog. Life for you and all your nen who throw down their
arns. Though | ought to split your head for an infernal thief," the G nmrerian added.

Tarascus twi sted his neck and gl ared over the plain. The remnants of the Nemedi an host were flying
across the stone bridge with swarns of victorious Aquilonians at their heels, sniting with the
fury of glutted vengeance. Bossoni ans and Gundermen were swarm ng through the canp of their
enenies, tearing the tents to pieces in search of plunder, seizing prisoners, ripping open the
baggage and upsetting the wagons.

Tarascus cursed fervently, and then shrugged his shoul ders, as well as he could, under the
ci rcunst ances

"Very well. | have no choice. What are your denands?"

"Surrender to nme all your present holdings in Aquilonia. Oder your garrisons to march out of the
castles and towns they hold, without their arns, and get your infernal arnmies out of Aquilonia as
qui ckly as possible. In addition you shall return all Aquilonians sold as slaves, and pay an
indemity to be designated | ater, when the damage your occupation of the country has caused has
been properly estimted. You will remain as hostage until these terns have been carried out."

"Very well," surrendered Tarascus. "I will surrender all the castles and towns now held by ny
garrisons w thout resistance, and all the other things shall be done. Wat ransom for ny body?"

Conan | aughed and renoved his foot fromhis foe's steel-clad breast, grasped his shoul der and
heaved himto his feet. He started to speak, then turned to see Hadrat hus approaching him The
priest was as cal mand sel f-possessed as ever, picking his way between rows of dead nen and
hor ses.

Conan wi ped the sweat-sneared dust fromhis face with bl oodstai ned hand. He had fought all through
the day, first on foot with the pikenen, then in the saddle, |eading the charge. H's surcoat was
gone, his arnor splashed with blood and battered with strokes of sword, nmace and ax. He | ooned
gigantically agai nst a background of bl ood and sl aughter, |ike sone grim pagan hero of nythol ogy.

"Well done, Hadrathus!" quoth he gustily. "By CGom | amglad to see your signal! My knights were
al rost nad with inmpatience and eating their hearts out to be at sword-strokes. | could not have
hel d t hem nuch | onger. What of the w zard?"

"He has gone down the dimroad to Acheron,"” answered Hadrathus. "And |+ amfor Tarantia. My work
is done here, and | have a task to performat the tenple of Mtra. Al our work is done here. On
this field we have saved Aquil oni a—and nore than Aquilonia. Your ride to your capital will be a
triunphal procession through a kingdommad with joy. All Aquilonia will be cheering the return of
their king. And so, until we nmeet again in the great royal hall—farewel!"

Conan stood silently watching the priest as he went. Fromvarious parts of the field knights were
hurrying toward him He saw Pall antides, Trocero, Prospero, Servius, Gallannus, their arnor
spl ashed with crimson. The thunder of battle was giving way to a roar of triunph and acclaim Al
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eyes, hot with strife and shining with exultation, were turned toward the great black figure of
the king; mailed arms brandi shed red-stai ned swords. A confused torrent of sound rose, deep and
t hunderous as the sea-surf: "Hail, Conan, king of Aquilonial!"

Tar ascus spoke.
"You have not yet naned ny ransom”

Conan | aughed and sl apped his sword hone in its scabbard. He flexed his mghty arnms, and ran his
bl ood- stai ned fingers through his thick black |ocks, as if feeling there his re-won crown.

"There is a girl in your seraglio named Zenobia."
"Wiy, yes, so there is."

"Very well." The king sniled as at an exceedingly pleasant nenory. "She shall be your ransom and
naught else. | will come to Belverus for her as | promi sed. She was a slave in Nenedia, but | wll
make her queen of Aquilonial”

[ THE END|
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