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One

Thetownwascdled Leng. It lay in the hill country of eastern Brythunia, not far from the borders of
Corinthiaand Nemedia, at the convergence of two passes that alowed access through the mountainsto
the plainsthat lay to the east, west, and south. Once, much traffic had traversed the mountains by way of
these passes and Leng had prospered. But trade routes had shifted, and for many yearsthe greater part
of thetown had lain derdlict: aplace for the occasiond caravan to camp within waitsto bresk thewind
that blew without cease among the hills. Herdsmen grazed their cattle and sheep on pastures that had
once been the sumptuous gardens of the wedlthy merchants of Leng.

But now the town was beginning to fill up once more. Along the passes, in ones, twos, small bands
and occasiondly larger groups, people converged upon the town from four directions. Many were
mounted, some on horseback and others on camels. But some were on foot, and among these, some
were chained neck-to-neck in dave coffles. Mogt of the new arrivals were men, but there were women
among them aswll.

It was |ate afternoon when alone figure strode over the crest of afinal hill and looked down the
winding, dusty road into the town below. The red sun cast long shadows and stained the western side of
thetaler buildingsalurid crimson. Thewals of Leng werelow, congtructed of rough-hewn stone. Many
of the rugged blocks had toppled from the ramparts, leaving sizable gaps. The massive gates had rotted
away and left the town wide open to any who wished to enter.

Mogt of the buildings that yet stood were close to the ground, but here and there rose towers four
or five stories high, once the stronghouses of wedlthy families. From severa spots, plumes of smoke
drifted into the clear sky. A few late travelers entered the walls even as the watcher studied the city.

The man who stood atop the last dope was huge, with hard limbs and a scarred torso bared to the
cutting breeze. He wore high, fur-topped boots and a breechclout of wolfhide. Over hismassive
shoulders was draped his only concession to the weather a short mantle of shaggy goatskin. Hiswrists
and forearms were wrapped in bands of heavy, bronze-studded lesther, and he wore amatching belt
from which were suspended along sword and a straight, broad-bladed dirk.

Thewind whipped the traveler's straight, black hair around his face, which was angular, as scarred
as hisbody, and as deeply tanned. Only his burning, blue eyes moved as he looked over the town.
Nothing else about him shifted. Abruptly and decisively, he began to stride toward Leng.

A hundred paces from the town, me black-haired man, who had come from the north, fell inwith a
small band of men approaching from the east They were well-armed and had a predatory 1ook, but they
offered him no chdlenge.

"Greeting, stranger,” said their leader, aman dressed in tunic and trousers of padded silk. Both
garments and wearer had seen better days, but he carried himself with aconfident swagger. "I seethat
yet another hard-pressed adventurer seeksthe convivid ddights of Leng!" The speaker wore adrooping
mustache and hisfeatureswere dightly eastern in cast, but his hair was brown and his eyeswere pale
green.

"I heard that a man without tribe or nation might deep here of anight without facing adungeon or a
hanging in the morning,” the black-haired man said. "Other than that, the place haslittle eseto
recommend it that | can see" Hefédll into walk beside the other. "Isit in the east asit has becomein the
north?'

"So it would seem. | am Kye-Dee, of the Northeast Hyrkanians. Turtle Clan. The new Kagan has
decreed an end to banditry and suppressed my clan, which has never sullied itself with degrading labor.
We heard of this place across the mountains where aman can be at ease, whatever his pagt. | do not
carefor towns, but winter comes on gpace, and even abandit must have shelter.”



" am Conan of Cimmeria," said the black-haired man. "1 am amercenary, lately in the employ of a
Brythunian border lord. Heraised arebellion againgt hisliege and helost." He put out a hand and took
that of the Hyrkanian.

"Ah! That sort of thing can make aman unwelcome." Kye-Dee shifted his shoulder, readjusting the
hang of acased bow and quiver. The sword at his belt was short and curved.

"Soit did," the Cimmerian affirmed. " Such of my comrades as survived were hunted through the hills
like so many stags. It wasin ahill village that | heard of this place. Asyou say, winter draws nigh and
these mountains are not agood place to be when the north wind blows, unless you have walls and a roof
and afirenearby."

Near the wdls of the city they encountered animal pens roughly constructed of sticks and brush
enclosing flocks of sheep, tittle herds of goats, cattle and pigs. Elsewhere, peasantsin tunics of hairy hide
guarded wicker cages overcrowded with chickens, ducks and geese.

"Thelocal folk are taking advantage of the new population,” Conan said. "Men who never saw
more than afew copper coinsin their liveswill be demanding silver and gold for those animals.™

"Peasants aways flock to the smell of profit,” said Kye-Dee. He spat copiousy upon the ground.
"Y ou should see them come out of their hiding places after a battle, to strip and rob the dead.”

"I've seen it many times," Conan said grimly, "Only, they do not awayswait patiently for mento die.
They daughter the wounded. If aman has no strength left to res s, they may not bother to kill him, but
will cut off hisfingersto get therings, or his hand to take a bracelet, while he yet lives."

"They aretwo-legged swinel” said one of the other Hyrkanians.

Conan shrugged. "Wdll, they've little reason to love soldiers any more than we love them.” He eyed
his new companions, many of whom limped asif their feet were sore. "1 have seldom seen men of your
nation afoot." The Hyrkanians were anomadic race of horsemen who were horrified at the thought of
waking.

Kye-Dee smiled sheepishly. "We were set upon by the Kagan's men afew days ago aswe dept
They got al our horses, but those of us you see escaped into the darkness. They did not bother to hunt
us, since they assumed that we would die soon without our mounts.”

"I, too, was riding until afew daysago,” Conan admitted. "A robber tried to day mefrom a
distance. He was awretched archer and he missed me, but hisarrow killed my horse. | killed him, then |
cached my saddle, but | doubt I'll ever returnto get it"

They passed beneath the gateless lintel and entered the town of Leng. The low, mud-colored walls
of the houses were of adreary sameness, but the people in the streets were araffish lot seemingly drawn
from half the nations and races of the world. Therewere men in long, striped desert robes, flowing
Nemedian silks, and even afew in thetight, elaborate clothing of Aquilonian dandies. Conan saw
hard-looking traveling merchants and men who were obvious deserters from the armies of surrounding
lands. There were women in the dress of Zamoran harlots, and other, lessfortunate woman destined for
the same trade, wearing the chains of daves.

"A grange place,” Conan mused. "It isaghost town sprung to life.”

"My friend!" Kye-Dee said, addressing awell-armed merchant who stood guard over astal
offering unguents, medicina salves and remediesfor man and horse. "Where may weary travelersfind
refreshment and aroof, and al of it somewhere out of this accursed wind?!

"I think men such asyou will be served best at the Red Eagle,” said the man, pointing toward one of
the towerlike bouses. One side of the structure had been painted with the huge, crude image of a
splay-winged bird, itsbeak cruelly hooked.

"Why men such aswe?' Conan asked.

The merchant grinned crookedly. "Becauseit is the favored hangout for rogues and bandits. True,
there are few men of any other sort in thistown, but the hardest cases go to the Red Eagle. Achilea
hersdlf holdsforth there of anight.”

"Achilea" Conan said, astonished. "Surely sheisathing of travelers taes, not area woman!™



"Oh, sheisred," Kye-Dee affirmed. "I saw her mysdlf once, from adistance. Men say sheisvery
beautiful, and very crud.”

"This| must seefor mysdlf,” Conan said. "L et usgo to the Red Eagle.”

Asthey walked, the Cimmerian called to mind the scattered words he had heard concerning the
near-legendary Achilea. It was said that far in the northeast steppe country, there dwelt atribe of savage
women, every one of them awarrior, who would tolerate no men or mae children among them.
Infrequently, they would take male captives with whom they coupled for the space of amonth, then dew
inahorrific ceremony. Any male children born of these unions were given to passing caravans or, some
sad, were dain. Girlswere brought up aswarriors.

Once, it was said, the queen of these fearsome women was awoman named Achilea. She had been
theterror of al the lands around, but her people had turned against her and she was overthrown by a
rival. Why this had happened was a mystery, but she had ridden off with afew followers and had
become an outlaw, raiding caravans, villages and even towns, dl over the steppes and well into the
ettled lands. For years, Conan had assumed that she was one of those legends one encountered
everywhere: always some bizarre, fearsome character whom no one had actualy seen, though everyone
had known somebody who had seen him. Or, in this case, her.

Asthey drew nearer to the tdl building, the gathering darkness revedled lights glowing in many of its
smdl windows. There was sufficient twilight |eft to seethat it had been covered with an improvised roof
of thatch. A well and severa water-troughs stood before the building, and anumber of bones, mules,
asses and camels drank there or stood chewing their cud or nudging one another in lethargic boredom.

Conan and his new companions ducked beneath the low lintel of the door and entered. They
descended four steps and stood in the main room of the inn. Its heavy timbers were low enough to brush
the crown of thetal Cimmerian's black mane, and candles, small torches and lanterns provided adequate
illumination. The furnishings were of the most varied son. There were somelong tables with benches,
smdller road or square tables surrounded by chairs, and low, drum-like tables for those who preferred to
St upon the straw-covered floor.

At one end of the room was a bar made of a heavy stone dab laid atop massive blocks. Behind it
good aman alittle less massve, with tree-trunk arms and legs and abelly that strained the limits of his
leather gpron. His shaven pate was tattooed with brightly colored flowers, and an upswept mustache
framed a broken nose gleaming with jeweled studs. Behind him, kegs, wineskins and clay potswere
arranged on shelves amid flagons, clay cups and leather jacks.

The place was crowded, with men seated around every table. Diceraided in cups, and the counters
of ahaf-score games of chance changed hands along with the wagers. To one Side, men cast daggers at
acrude wooden target. The drinkers seated just beneath the target ignored the weapons whizzing over
their heads.

Most of the men paused in their activitiesto study the newcomers and then, satisfied, returned to
their pursuits. At least one, though, seemed to be offended by Conan's garb, which was uncouth and
primitive even by the undiscriminating standards of the Red Eagle. Asthey passed along table, the man
leaned out and made an insulting show of studying the Cimmerian's scanty hide garments.

"Herésasavageright out of thetreed” thefdlow said loudly, "What will you be dlowing in here
next, barkeep? The goats and the asses?' He sneered, making his ugly face even uglier. His scrubby
beard failed to hide the mark of the thief branded upon one cheek by aZamoran executioner.

"So he have money to pay, he can walk in here naked for dl | care," said the man in the leather
apron.

Conan paused and turned to face the branded man. "If you do not like my look," he said, hisvoice
low and deadly, "then you may try to changeit." Heleaned close, until hisface waswithin aninch of the
other man's. “That isthe brand of athief | see on your face. When the Zamorans had you, they did not
bother to treat you asamandayer.” The blue eyes burned like sulphur flames.

The man paled. Before, he had seen only the barbarous clothing. Now he saw the sort of man who



woreit. "l ... I'll not sully my blade with the blood of asavage," he blustered.

"You can useming," Kye-Dee said hel pfully. He started to unhook his sheath from his belt.

"Enough, Arpad!" barked the barkeep. "Y ou should know better than to prod afighting man like
thisone. Put your nose back into your tankard where it belongs and stop bothering my customers.” The
gigantic man picked up amassive cudgd and rapped its iron-banded business end upon the bar for
emphass.

With aweak show of bravado, the man sneered again. "This beast-man is nothing to me, Indulio. I'll
not bother to shed hisblood if it would offend you." He returned his attention to hisae, but hisface was
flushed with shame. The Cimmerian stood beside him for amoment, smiling, then continued on hisway to
the bar.

"Weare hungry, thirsty and weary," said the Hyrkanian. "1 can see that you have drink. Have you
food and lodging aswell?"

"That depends,” said the barkeep. "Have you money?'

The Cimmerian and his new companions rummeaged through their purses and soon asmal pile of
copper and silver lay upon the bar. The man named Indulio beamed.

"For this, you may est, drink and deep here for three days and nights." With one broad paw, he
swept the coins off the bar and caught them with the other. He dropped the handful of meta through a
dot inaniron-bound chest that lay by hisfeet " After that, you must come up with more.”

"Where do we degp?’ Conan asked.

The man'sthick finger stabbed straight overhead. "Thereis as yet no one using thefifth floor. Mind
you be careful with your candles and lamps. Thereis nothing but thatch above that The food is preparing
now and will be ready soon. What will you drink?"

"Ale" Conan said. The Hyrkanians, learning that there was no fermented marés milk available,
settled for deaswell.

Indulio set the foaming mugs before them. "I'vetold you to be careful of your fires. Thereisto beno
fighting insde my tavern, and you are to keep your hands off my serving wenches. Otherwise, do asyou
like"

"I'll abide by the rules of the house," Conan averred. "But that man back there tried me sorely.
When | was younger, | would have split his skull before the third word left his mouth. But | am aman of
patience and discretion now.”

"I've no objection to men killing one another,”" said the barkeep. "But they must do it outside.”

Conan, Kye-Dee and the others found arelatively un-crowded comer and sat upon the straw,
tankardsin hand. A dave brought one of the low tablesfrom aback room and set it in their midst. Soon
awoman whose neck was encircled by aniron ring set aplatter of smoking beef ribs upon the table.
Another brought cheese, fruit and a stack of flat, tough loaves. All over the common room, hungry men
interrupted their games and their boasting to feed.

Ashe ate, Conan was aware that the man called Arpad was casting dark looks hisway. It was
obvious that his companions, men as villainous-looking as Arpad himsdlf, were chafing him for his
unmanly avoidance of afight he had picked. The Cimmerian did not lower his eyes. He decided that he
would haveto kill the man before the night was over. Sooner or later, Arpad would drink enough to
reissue his chalenge. The prospect did not disturb Conan.

Asthetankards wererefilled, Indulio |eft the bar in the keeping of one of the serving women and
joined his newest guests at their table.

"Y ou seem to have come far, my friends," he said, settling hisgreat bulk onto the straw.

"Aye, that we have," said Conan. He and his companionsrelated their brief, unfortunate stories.
"How comes thistown to be so popular of asudden?' the Cimmerian asked when they were done.

The innkeeper stroked his mustache with satisfaction. "Y ou are not the only onesto fal upon hard
times. For mefirgt timein perhapsfifty years, Nemedia, Ophir, Koth, Corinthiaand Zamoraaredl at
pesce. The kings are taking advantage of the fact by scouring their countriesfor bandits. What is more,



they are dl cooperating in this, so that outlaws cannot merely cross a border to be safe. A half-year ago,
| saw the possibilities thus engendered and | remembered thistown, which | had seen years ago when |
was on the run from Zamorato Brythunia Even the king of Brythunia cares nothing for these border hills,
50 | passed the word that there was a safe hideout: atown fully built but amaost uninhabited, where men
canwalit until things return to normal. Then | loaded up awagon train with goods and came hereto clam
the best building in the town for my inn.

"After that, it was merely amatter of putting aroof on this place and waiting. Within afew days,
twoscore men arrived, hi amonth, a hundred more came. Now the town isamost fully populated.” He
beamed with satisfaction.

"What do men do when they can no longer pay for lodging?' Conan asked.

They moveinto the many vacant houses, most of which just need aroof. The peasantswill fetch you
roofing materidsfor atrifle. The peasants, by theway, arc to beleft strictly alone. Steal so much asone
of their goats and they will run off with their livestock and we shdl dl sarve.”

"A good rule," Conan said. "I, for one, never—" He broke off asthe door opened and abizarre
group entered the tavern.

First to comein was asquat dwarf who bore a fresh-killed antelope over his shoulders. His short
arms and legs were thick with muscle, historso as massive as a beer keg. His head waslarger than an
ordinary man's, hisfeatures regular and handsome, but marred by aring through hisnose. Behind him
came three armed women who carried bows. Hares and pheasants dangled from their belts. Each wore a
gtripe of black paint across her eyeslike amask. They wore short, deeveless tunics and deerskin
leggings and many small amulets. Their hair was shaggy and untrimmed. They looked morelike hunting
animasthan ordinary women. But the last figure through the door made Conan forget them and dl esein
the room.

Shewore alavish cloak trimmed with fur and collared with bright plumes. A great yellow mane
framed a handsome face of hard planes softened by apair of enormous, pale gray eyes and startlingly full
lips stained brilliant red. Wind and sun had darkened her face except for some old, white scars. One scar
danted from the side of her nose across a broad, high cheekboneto the jaw. A smaller, verticd scar lay
to one side of her chin.

When she stood benesth one of the beams, Conan understood how tall she was. He looked down
to seeif she were wearing thick-soled boots and noted to his amazement that beneath |eggings of gray fur
that wrapped her lower legs from knee to ankle, her feet were bare. She stood only an inch or two
shorter than himself. As she strode across the room, he was struck with admiration. He had seen
crowned queenswho carried themsalveslessregdly.

"Indulio!" the woman called as the dwarf heaved the antelope onto the bar. "Prepare these for us."
The women dropped the smaller game onto the bar and wandered off toward the high-blazing fireplace.

"At once, Achileg," the owner said, springing lightly to hisfeet for dl hisgreat bulk. "They hum their
own food," he explained to Conan, "and my servants prepareit for them. Inreturn, | keep the hides and
plumes,” Shouting ordersto hisworkers, heleft thetable,

Achileapulled off apair of brightly embroidered gloves, revealing broad hands with heavy knuckles.
Conan knew that hard sword-training from earliest youth produced such hands. From a shelf behind the
bar, Indulio took aslver-mounted ox horn and filled it with de. This he handed ceremonioudy to
Achilea. Shetook it and half-drained it, then went to the fire to join her companions. The men seated
there hadtily vacated their bench to make room for her and her entourage. From the bench, she surveyed
the room for thefirst time. Her eyeslingered upon Conan for amoment, then swept on. He felt arush of
blood from his heart to his extremities, and he hungered for the woman as he had hungered for few things
indl hisyears,

"What kind of men are you?" shouted an unsteady voice. Conan knew that Arpad was fedling brave
again. The man stood and jeered at the woman and her followers. "What sort of men makeway for a
shameless wench, en? Y ou think this hussy isthe warrior queen she claimsto be?' He vented forth a



ghrill, neighing laugh. "Thisisjust some northern strumpet pretending to be abandit who never existed.”

Conan could sec that Arpad had finally drunk enough to be dangerous He watched the woman's
reaction with interest. The dwarf and the other women reached for their wegpons, but Achileatilled
them with agesture. She drained her drinking horn and tossed it to the dwarf, who caught it dexteroudly.
Then she stood to her full, intimideting height,

"What do you want with me. fellow?" she asked. Her voice was alow, vibrant contralto. Conan
found even thisexciting.

"Want?' Again Arpad laughed. "Why, | want what every man here wants, wench! To make free
with that oversized body of yoursl What isyour price?' He fumbled within his purse and came up with
three coppers. These he tossed at her feet. "Surely you cannot charge more than that!"

For amoment, she looked down at the coins. Then shelooked at Arpad. "Our host does not like
bloodshed in histavern.” She rapped her knuckles againgt abeam just above her touded locks. "The
calling hereistoo low for good swordplay anyway. Come outside to die." With that, she walked toward
the door and her friendsfollowed close behind.

Immediately the room began to empty as the patrons, eager to view thisrare sport, poured out.
Arpad exited with his companions dgpping him on the back and urging him on. He strutted and preened,
acocky grin on hisugly face. Sighing, Conan stood, picking up the sheathed sword that lay on the straw
by hisaide.

"I might aswell go ahead and kill that fool," he said. "Thisis about me, not about her."

Indulio put ahand on his shoulder. "Nay, friend. She would kill you before she would alow you to
take up her fight Let thingsfal out asthey will." With the Cimmerian and the Hyrkanians, he went
outside.

In the courtyard before the Red Eagle, men had marked out a rough fighting circle with torches.
From Sde gireets, others came into the courtyard as word of the unusud fight tore through the little town
with terrific speed. Conan elbowed hisway to aspot just outside the circle of torches, where he would
have agood view of the proceedings.

Arpad stepped into the circle, grinning with false bravado. "Come and meet your master, wench!™
Hisfingersflexed nervoudy on the hilt of his sword, which waslong and straight, with anarrow blade.

From beneath her cloak Achilea produced a sheathed sword. She stripped off the sheath and
handed it to the dwarf. Then one of the women took the cloak from her and she stepped into the fiery
circle. At the sight of her, the breath caught in Conan'sthroat. He had known fighting women in hislime,
and some of them had been more than competent. But never had he seen such awoman asthis.

From the densdly corded column of her neck, the heavy muscles doped to wide shoulders tipped
with gtriated half-spheres that blended beautifully into her thick upper arms. The sinews of her forearms
rippled as sheidly worked her bladein tiny circles. Her dender wrists were tightly bound with bands of
black leather, and it looked to Conan asif those wristswere her only likely weakness. Her belly had the
definition of a cobblestoned street and appeared as bard. Her thighs were heavy-thewed above
delicately sculpted knees.

And yet, despite her incredibly devel oped musculature, to Conan's eyes she was not in the least
masculine. Upon their squarish base of chest muscle, her breasts were full and womanly, aswere her
deekly rounded hips and buttocks. A belt of studded leather banded those sinewy hips, and depending
fromit, anarrow pelt of red fox passed between her legs before and behind. This, together with her wrist
bands and fur leggings, formed her sole atire. Although she was clearly of afar-skinned race, every inch
of her was burned as dark as her face, making her pale eyes and golden hair that much more startling.
She seemed not to notice the cutting wind.

Conan's heart thudded within hisribs. She was like a magnificent lioness. powerful, proud and
deadly. Hisimpulse was to hew Arpad down for daring to threaten such beauty, but he knew thiswarrior
gueen would be mortaly offended should he intervene. He restrained himself and settle down to watch.

Arpad had lost his cocky grin. Plainly, be had never seen the warrior woman undraped and redlized



too late that this was no playacting fraud, but a she-beast fully prepared to take his blood. Thiswas not
what he had bargained for, but he had gone too far to back out now.

Conan studied the two. Arpad was tense, keyed up and shocked sober. His clenched teeth and
garting eyes were those of aman near his breaking point He gripped his sword with knuckles gone
white, its point raised level with thewoman's belly and trembling dightly, his other hand out for' balance.

Achileg, in stark contrast, stood almost relaxed, her weight M1 oneleg, cocking her hipinto a
snuous S curve, both arms at her sides, her sword dmost dangling. Only her head, dightly lowered and
thrust forward, revealed that her seeming calm was as deceptive as that of acoiled viper's.

For long seconds, the two faced one another just beyond sword-range. The onlookers were so
quiet that only thewind, fluttering the flames of the torches, made any sound. The strain was too much for
Arpad's ungteady nerves. He lunged forward, staking everything on asingle thrust. His sword lanced out,
its point darting for the woman's vulnerable neck, where awound only an inch deep could bring swift
death.

The blow was quick and accurate, but Achileaflicked her own blade upward in adeft circleand
batted the point aside. She did inimmediately and brought her blade acrossin ahorizonta, gutting
sweep. Her sword, broader than Arpad's, was aso shorter by a handspan. With agrunt of surprise, the
man bounded back, and the keen edge missed hisbelly by afinger'swidth. He jabbed his point at
Achileds eyes and she retreated a step, pushing off smoothly with her leading foot, absorbing her
backflung weight with agraceful flexion of her rear foot, knee and thigh, maintaining her bal ance perfectly
throughoui.

Now the two circled, crouched, eyes on one another, filled only with the desire to close and cut and
kill. Arpad held his sword well to the front, hisfree hand before his chest, his bent arm covering as much
of hisbdly and rib cage as possible. Conan knew now that he was aman who preferred to use the point.
It was quicker and required less strength man edge-play. Thus his stance was more that of a
dagger-fighter than of a swordsman.

Achileaheld her own blade well to her right, its point directed outward. Her |eft arm she held wide
aswdll, her fingers splayed. She would use that hand offensively, not just to protect hersdlf. Crouching
thuswith her arms wide, she seemed to be offering her ush breasts and ridged belly as a gift, baring them
to the sharp stedl just inches away. It wasrisky strategy, for Conan knew that even the toughest muscle
gave little more res stance to a keen blade than did the softest flesh.

It was not Conan's nature to fret, but he felt that the woman was playing afoolish game. Such
grategy might well lurein a cautious swordsman, but Arpad was a desperate man, and he had proven
that hewas quick. It could be difficult for even a skilled siwordsman to protect himself from afool.
Should he essay afull-body lunge, he might spit her through the guts even as she swept his head from his
shoulders. A canny fighter never considered adoublekill to be an acceptable outcometo afight.

Arpad seemed almost nerved up to just such amove, and then, abruptly, what little good sense he
had took over. He began to wield his blade in short chops, first from the right, then from the left,
reversing his direction frequently as he tested her defense for weaknesses. Stedl rang on stedl as she
fended his blows aside. Then she did forward and her blade moved in arapid double figure-eight; four
blows coming down right-left, right-left in bewildering succession. Arpad saved himsdf only by means
of hislizardlike quickness, interposing hisown blade just in time but taking two dight nicksin hisscalpin
the process. After the last defense, the two were dangeroudy close and heflailed hissword ina
backhand sweep, the blow too wild to be deadly, but the flat of histip caught her alongside the jaw with
an audible smack.

They sprang back, giving themselvesroom to circle again. Bom combatants streamed with Swest,
and their breath hissed from their lungs. They had been fighting for only ashort while, but the exertion of
battleis as much in the tension asin the effort. Around them, the onlookers muttered in low voices,
impatient now for the climax.

Again Achileaoffered the wide-open stance. Thistime, Arpad was ready to take the offer His



strength was ebbing swiftly, drained away by his overwrought nerves. With his strength would depart his
gpeed, and death would soon follow. Hisarm shot out, extending his blade as he flung himself after his
point

For the firgt time. Achileacried out, afierce battle shout as she brought her blade acrossin avicious
horizontal swipe from right to left aiming to halve the lunging man even as she twisted to the left to avoid
hisblade.

But Arpad had onetrick left. With hisleading foot, he slamped down in mid-lunge, halting his
forward movement for an ingtant, alowing her blade to sweep past harmlesdy as be shot forward once
more with a short hop, bringing his edge down toward her defensaless neck.

Even as Achileas blade carried far past itstarget, her left hand came up, catching Arpad'swrist,
stopping the deadly stedl only the width of three fingers from the pulsing vein benegth her |eft ear. Their
bodies pressed together, surging with full strength as each sought to bring weapon to bear againgt the
other. Arpad's |eft hand now gripped Achileasright forearm just above the writ.

Utter slence fell asthey groaned and strained, Arpad's hand trembling as he tried to force his blade
againg her neck, the muscles of Achileas shoulders and back bulging beneath the glossy skin asshetried
to drag her weapon free.

With dreamlike downess, Achileasright arm began to rise. First her hilt gppeared from between the
two bodies, men the blade came free. It looked asif, with tortuous downess, she was unsheathing her
weapon. Only, the blade was black with blood. Arpad's eyes bulged and his breath wheezed. Then
blood erupted from his mouth and the hilt fel from his pale fingers. Achileardeased him and he staggered
back a step or two. Now the onlookers could see the huge wound that danted from hisright hip upward
across hisbelly to his breastbone, the gray viscera bulging out through the ghastly rent. With blood
pouring from hisinsdes, he collgpsed in ahideous tangle of entrails.

"Sut!”

Conan did not know which of Arpad's two companions had shouted, but both of them were lunging
toward Achileawith short swords drawn. With a speed that would have stunned anyone who had been
looking in his direction, Conan whipped out his sword and hewed through the neck of one of them. The
arm of one of Achilea's women sngpped out and a short-handled ax whispered acrossthe fighting circle,
its crescent edge halving the face of the second man. Neither of them made it two paces past the torches.

For afew seconds, al was stillness. Then Indulio spoke.

"The action is over. Come back ingde and wet your dry gulletsl” Quickly the crowd broke up,
jabbering excitedly over the splendid fight with its unexpected denouement.

Many shouted complimentsto Achilea, but she seemed not to notice.

Conan stood watching while her women tended to her. Her front was covered with Mood, and this
one of the women quickly blotted up with adamp cloth. Another wiped the swest off her as her
cofferlike chest rose and fell with the rhythm of a hard-worked bellows. With the blood cleaned off,
Conan saw athin red line danting from her |eft hip upward across her belly, amirror image of the dice
that had dain Arpad. She had pressed her edge hard against him as she cut, but she had been unable to
avoid adight wound from the other edge of her own sword. Conan nodded with gpproval. It had been a
brave and masterful move. Most fighters would have tried to break away and continue the béttle, even
risking asevere cut to do it

When Achileawas clean of blood and sweat, her woman draped the great cloak over her
shoulders, patting her and whispering low words of endearment into her ears. The dwarf stood by,
leaning upon a knotty-headed bludgeon, a smile of sardonic amusement on hisfine features. When her
appearance was restored, Achileawaked to where the Cimmerian stood. His keen eye detected the
faint sgnsof wearinessin her queenly gtride.

"It seems| owe you thanks, stranger,” she said.

"By Crom, I'll not stand by and see a splendid fighter cut down by cowards!”

"Crom?' she said. "I've heard that name spoken by men of the Aesir, but they swear a him, not by



him. Areyou aCimmerian?'

"Aye, My nameis Conan."

Interest flickered in her pae gray eyes. "Conan of Cimmeria? | think that | have heard that name. A
sdllsword and an adventurer, are you not?"

He gave her acurt nod. "Aye, and the name of Achileaisnot unknown to me, athough until afew
minutes ago, 1'd thought you alegend.”

"Well met, men, swordsman. These are Payna, Lombi and Ekun.” The three savage women stared
at him with fierce eyes but did not acknowledge himin any other way. "And thisis Jeyba" The dwarf
grinned and gave him adoppy sdute. Achilealooked back at Conan. "Once | was aqueen. These are
my queendom and my army now."

"Y ou are doing better than 1," Conan said. "'I've not asingle follower, and my purseisflat”

For thefirst time, she smiled, not broadly but discernibly. "Come back insde and join us,
Cimmerian. Theleast | can do ismake Indulio let you have some of hisbetter de.”

With a courtly gesture he had learned in Nemedia, Conan indicated that she should precede him.
Laughing, she went insde and the Cimmerian followed. Behind them, the woman named Ekun placed a
foot against the face of the man she had dain and pried her ax loose. Jeybathe dwarf began torifle
efficiently through the purses and clothing of the three dead men.

Back ingde, Achilearesumed her place on the bench before the fire and Conan found a stool and
seated himself across from her so that their heads were at the same height. While one of the women went
to get her drinking horn refitted, Achilea stretched her long, powerful legsto warm her bare feet before
the flames. Her feet, Conan noted, were sdl, high-arched and ddlicately shaped.

The woman named Lombi returned with the brimming horn and Achileatook along, thirsty drink.
Then, ceremonioudy, she passed the horn to Conan. He took it in both hands and nodded dightly over
the curved vessdl, which he now realized was ancient, its slver mountingsworked in curious designs. An
ancient heirloom, he guessed, savaged from the loss of her home and throne. Or ese she had stolenit He
up-faded the vessel and swallowed. It was superior de, and the silver rim was still warm with the touch
of her lips.

Serving women set a table between them and heaped it with food. As Achileabegan to et the
dwarf returned and dropped a smdl heap of coins, rings and other ornaments onto the table. With one
broad hand, Achilea separated arough third of the mass and pushed it toward Conan.

"Your share," she said around amouthful of bread. ™Y ou dew one of them.”

He pushed it back, "It should have been my fight, not yours. Arpad sought to provoke me and |
made him back down before his companions. His manhood was shamed and he looked for away to
redeem himsdlf. He thought you would be easer to kill."

" fight no fights save my own, and the man insulted me." She shoved the va uables back toward the
Cimmerian. "Takeit or you will offend me." Thistime, Conan scooped up the Little hegp of meta and
dropped it into his belt pouch. Thefirst of the roasted mests began to arrive.

"Share our dinner,” Achileasaid, making it an order. Conan had eaten afull med no more than hour
before, but aman may awaysfind room for another few bites, and an adventurer never knew where or
when he would next eat. Therefore it behooved him never to pass up a chanceto dine.

They sad little while they ate. The warrior queen and her little retinue fed ravenoudly, for their day
of hunting had sent them ranging for many miles on foot over rough terrain. The bonesthey tossed to the
dogs that prowled the tavern looking for handouts. When the platters were cleared away, they sat back
with their aleto talk. After sharing her horn, Achileahad caled for atankard for Conan. It was il the
Superior de.

"You seem to be a loose ends, Cimmerian,” Achileasaid. Isit with you asit iswith everyone here?!

"Aye. Cursed little employment for mercenaries and naught save the block and the noose for
bandits. Prospects are poor, and unlike lite others here, | do not seethis place asaredigtic refuge for

long."



"What do you mean?" she asked, wriggling her toesin the comfortable heat from the flames. "It
seems agood place to rest and wait out the bad times.”

"Aye, for afew days, perhapsfor amonth or so. But thingswill get very bad herelong before
winter passes. | have seen it before, in other placeslike this: Rogues come trickling in, and before long,
the place isjammed with men who know nothing save killing and theft. Thereisno law to trouble them
here, but prices are high and soon mogt of them are destitute. Then they begin preying upon each other,
and every man's hand israised against every other. The more desperate will begin to pillage theloca
pessants, who will disappear and then we will get very hungry, and there may still be no placeto go.”

She nodded somberly.

"And it may get worse than that,” Conan continued. "When thistown isfull to burgting, it may occur
to one of the neighboring kingsto throw asiege around it and bag thelot. If they cooperatein this, they
may enjoy arespite from banditry for yearsto come. This (own could never last out asiegefrom ared
army. Thewallsarelow and ruinous, few of the rogues here have the somach for hard fighting, and
supplieswill be nonexigtent.”

Hetook along drink and stared gloomily into the fire. "Nay, I'll not wait for that. I'll abide herefor a
few days, no more than amonth. If no good prospect turns up before then, I'll make my way to
someplace more promising, evenif | haveto crossalot of hogtileterritory to do it.”

"l have always heard that you Cimmerians are apessmisgtic lot, and it seemsto betrue. | fed that
you areright, though. Thisis not agood placeto stay for long. Well, something may turn up soon. Let us
enjoy it until then."

Conan nodded, but he kept histhoughtsto himself: He would not leave Leng without this woman.

Two

The next day, the Cimmerian accompanied Achileaand her minions on their hunt. He borrowed a
bow from the Hyrkanians, promising ashare of the game should he bag any. After afew practice shots
againgt astraw target, he was satisfied that he had the fedl of the weapon and he joined Achileds party at
the stables, where they were caring for their horses.

"So, now we shal seeif you can shoot aswell asyou widld the sword, Cimmerian," Achileasaid,
running ahand lovingly over the glossy flank of abay geding,

"l usedl weaponswell," Conan proclaimed, grinning.

"What are you smiling at, rogue?' she demanded.

"Arpad did not leave you unmarked,” he said, touching the side of her face. A great black-and-blue
bruise spread from her jaw line dmost to the cheekbone on theright side, where she had been caught by
theflat of Arpad's blade. The savage women bristled a the Cimmerian's familiarity, but their queen only
amiled ruefully.

'I've been hurt worse, and I'd not trade it for the mark | put on him. Come, let's hunt”

On the plains, they would have hunted on horseback, but the rugged terrain of the hill country made
thisimpractica. To the Cimmerian, traversing the steep, stony land was easy, for he had spent hisyouth
inthe amilar hillsof hishomeand. He was surprised to see that Achileaand her women were nearly as
comfortable with the ground as he. Payna, Lombi and Ekun loped acrossthetilted fields, leaping from
one sharp crag to another as nimbly and as silently as deer, crouched for speed and furtiveness, beads
up, eyes and ears and noses dert for the least Sign of prey or enemies.

Their queen was as swift and tireess, relishing the role of beast of prey. She never winced as she
crossed the stoniest ground on bare feet. Jeybathe dwarf had to tail, his short limbs pumping, to keep up
with hislong-legged companions, but the little man seemed to be made of iron and he neither fdll back
nor complained.

All morning they hunted and they saw abundant sign, but the game was wary. About noon they
stopped to rest by anicy stream. The three women and the dwarf crouched on al fours and lapped up
water like animds, while Achileadrank more sedately from asilver cup. Conan seated himself across
from her and watched her with frank admiration.



"You surpriseme," he admitted. "I had aways heard that your people were a horseback folk, like
the Hyrkanians, whose only homeisthe saddle. Every such nomad | have known ere now regards foot
travel with horror. Y et you and your women move about here asif you had the cloven hooves of
mountain goats. How can thisbe?!

"Hyrkaniang!" Achileasnorted through her high-bridged nose. "They are asoft-living people,
crippled without their horses.”

Conan had heard the Hyrkanians called many things, but never soft.

"My people are not like the Hyrkanians," she went on.

"We do not keep herds of sheep and cattle to feed us with their meat and milk. We hunt for our
food, and there are many beastsin our land that cannot be hunted from horseback. We love our horses,
but horses die and we would not be helpless when we must go afoot.” Her eyeswerefixed on the
horizon to the northeadt, asif she were looking over agreat span of distance and years.

"Each year, dl the girlswho have reached their fifteenth year are taken to aplace in the northern
hills. It isagreat, uninhabited expanse of wild heath, rocky outcrops and dense brush. Thereis abundant
game, but there are dso agreat many predators. In thisland, the girlsare left. Each hasading and a
knife. The next year, the survivors are gathered up and anew batch of girlsis|eft there. No, we do not
need horses that we may live."

"How many survive?' he asked,

"Usually about haf. Sometimes not that many." From her tone, she might aswell have been
speaking of the wegther.

"You are ahard people," he observed.

"All othersare natural prey," shesaid.

The Cimmerian had not thought that there existed in al the world a people asfierce and hardy ashis
own, but this nation of women had to be very close.

"And what of you?" he asked Jeyba, who now squatted by the stream, wiping hislips with the back
of hishand. The dwarf grinned.

"l comefrom the Border Kingdoms," thelittle man explained. "Asachild, | was made adave of the
Hyperboreans and set to work in the stone quarries with a pick and dedgehammer. It was not pleasant
work, but it made me strong.” He clenched aknotted fist and the muscles leapt to prominence on his
stubby arm. "One day | smashed the pit-master's head in with adedge and a hundred of us escaped. We
lived as banditsfor three years, with fewer of us each year, raiding the country manors of the
Hyperborean lords.”

He sighed, smiling at the memory. "It was agood life, but it ended asit had to. | was captured with
my remaining friends and taken to the nearest town for execution. We were led to the town square amid
the jeering throng. One by one, my friends were taken out to the middle of the square and bound by their
wrists and ankles to four oxen. The beasts were then whipped to the four points of the compass and the
men ripped asunder. The crowd cheered mightily at so fine ashow.

"Then my own turn came. They stretched me on my back amid the gore of my companions and tied
an ox to each wrist and one to each ankle. But no matter how hard they whipped the beasts, | refused to
come gpart, | did not even grow any taller. So they hitched two oxen to each limb and prepared to have
another try. It was at that time that my queen and her followers struck the town. The townsmen fled in
panic and | wasleft with my eight oxen and the sundered remnants of my friends.”

"We daughtered the oxen for food," Achileaexplained. She smiled and ran her fingers affectionately
through the dwarf's bushy hair. "My women were about to do the sameto him, but | stayed them. |
thought that one strong enough to resist the pull of four oxen might be an amusing companion.”

"Mercy was ever your failing, my queen,” said Payna. It was thefirst time Conan had heard one of
the women utter a sentence.

"That isenough!™ Achilea snapped.

"Forgive me, my queen!" Thewoman cast herself to her knees and pressed her face againgt



Achileds barefoot.

"Oh, get up," Achileasaid, stroking apalm over the woman's head and back asif she were apet
cat. "You areright to chide me oncein awhile, but | have spared amaelife only twice. Y ou need not
rebuke me for going soft on that account.”

"Do your folk redly day al the men who come among you?' Conan asked.

"Yes, wedo," she answered matter-of-factly. "And speaking of kilting males," she pointed across
the stream and up the far dope, toward a clump of brush, "I think | see the antler-tips of afine young stag
just beyond those bushes. Let usgo and get him."

All afternoon they stalked the stag, who was wary and kept well ahead. Asthe son lowered inthe
west, the beast stood upon aridge agood two hundred paces away, in clear view, asif mocking them.

"Itistoo far," Achileasaid, "and soon it will be dark. We may aswell go back to Leng. WEll deep
with empty bellies tonight and come out here early tomorrow. He won't stray far from this spot overnight”

"Y ou give up too easily,” Conan said, fitting arrow to string.

"No one ever accused me of that before," she said, amused, "L et us see what you can do.”

The Cimmerian raised hisleft hand, €evating the bow until the barbed point of hisarrow was
directed halfway between the horizon and the sky straight overhead. He drew until hisright thumb
touched his ear and the scarl et feathers of the dender shaft lay againgt the comer of his mouth. Then he
loosed. The snap of the string was followed by the diminish-big whisper of the arrow. For a hundred
paces, it ascended, growing tiny with distance, turning at the top of its arc and descending, disappearing
from view. Seconds later, the stag sprang high, bounded three times, then collapsed.

"Youdidnot lie)" Achileasaid. Y ou do know how to shoot"

With swift efficiency, Achileals minions bled, gutted and cleaned the carcass. The three women and
the dwarf ateitsliver raw, helped down with draughts of the stag's blood. Even dressed out, the stag was
aheavy load, and Conan and the dwarf took turns bearing it across their shoulders al the way back to
Leng.

The dwarf carried the stag into the Red Eagle while

Achileaand tier women went to the stables behind the inn to tend to their horses. Conan went with
them. He was hungry and thirsty, but he did not want to let Achileaout of hissght.

"New arivals," she said, noting some strange animals hi the pen. "Who camein on mountslike
these, | wonder."

The creatures she referred to were apair of extraordinarily tall camels, of apale cream color. They
were of the shaggy, two-humped breed, unlike the short-haired, single-humped camels of the southern
lands

"They are splendid beasts," Conan said as he washed the stag's blood from his shoulders at a
trough. "If you like camels™

"l don't,” shereplied. "But | admit that they are useful. And they are not bad to edt, either.”

Insde the tavern, they went to the bar to collect their ae. Indulio complimented them upon the
splendid stag they had delivered, then filled Achileas silver-mounted horn and Conan'stankard. The
Cimmerian blew off the foam and took adrink.

"Who rode in on the white camels?' he asked, setting the vessdl on the bar.

"Thosetwo," Indulio said, nodding toward the fire, where two robed figures sat warming
themselves, their features concealed by raised cowls. The dwarf stood before them, waving hisarms and
expodulaing.

"Jeybaisangry at them for usurping my place," Achileasaid. She waked over to the hearth with
Conan close behind. "Peace, Jeyba, I'd not deny weary travelers a place by the fire on so cold anight
Peace to you, travelers. Whence came you?" It amused Conan to see Achilea acting the gracious lady
instead of the raffish bandit-queen. He decided it was because the clothes of these two were asfine as
their camels. He recognized the wool of their long robes as a sort woven from the hair of the same breed



of camelsasthose outside. It was matchlesdy warm, as light asfog and exceedingly expensive. Their
hands went up to push back their cowls.

"Wethank you, my lady,” said the one with the beard. ™Y our jester was furious with us, but we
thought he exaggerated your quality and rank. Now we see that he spoke only the truth. Please forgive us
for taking your place." Thetwo madeto rise but Achileagestured with her hands for them to remain
where they were.

"Stay and warm yourselves." She crossed her feet at the ankles and sank down to sit upon the
hearth, making even this act seem regd. ""Bui Jeybaisno jester. That club he car-

Conan studied the newcomers with considerable wonder. They were so dike—deek, dark hair,
finefeatures, pale skin, black eyes—thai they had to be siblings, most probably twins. But onewasa
man, the other awoman. What he could see of the rest of their clothing looked to be asfine astheir outer
robes, and the rings, bracelets and necklets they wore were costly. He wondered how they had managed
to remain so clean while traveling through these rough hills. Perhapsthey had arrived early in the day,
found a bath somewhere and changed clothes.

"How did you two end up in Leng?' Conan asked the aristocratic pair. "All the most vicious rogues
come here. I'd have thought you would seek out more gentedl lodgings, not that there is awide choice of
accommodationsin this place.”

"Pardon Conan'sinsolent tongue," Achileasaid. "His people, the Cimmerians, are ablunt folk."
Conan was nettled at her easy assumption of authority, but he decided to let it pass.

"Cimmerian!" said the woman. Her voice was liquid and beguiling. "First an outcast Amazon queen,
now a Cimmerian warrior. It seemsthat this crossroads caravanseral is agathering place for legendary
peoples”

Achilealooked puzzled. "What was that word you used? 'Amazon'?"

"It isour peoplésword for your nation,” said the bearded man. " Although until now. | thought the
Amazonsto beamyth.”

"Astowhy we are here," the woman said, "when we cameto Leng, we asked where the hardest
men were to be found. We did not expect to find that awoman was the hardest of the lot.”

"If you were looking for anest of thieves, you'vefoundit,” Conan said. "l can only marvel that you
are il dive and have your belongings. Our host keeps the peace indoors, but you two arefair game
when you wak out of here."

"We are not entirdly helpless, | assure you," the man said. Conan could see no weapons about them
saveapair of identica daggers, their jewd-encrusted hilts tucked into the sash of each,

"Why are you in search of hard men?" Achileaasked The woman named Lombi began to massage
the warrior-queen's shoulders while glaring with open suspicion at the newcomers. Achilearolled her
head dowly in sensuous enjoyment

"Let usintroduce oursaves," the woman said. "We are Monandas and Y olanthe," she gestured to
indicate that me man was the former, shethe latter, "of Icaria, in the Rabirian Mountains of Zingara."

"Y ou've strayed along way from home," Conan observed. The two had neither the look nor the
dress of Zingarans, but did meant little. Many isolated communities were home to people who differedin
appearance from neighborsjust afew milesaway, and travelers tended to dress in whatever clotheswere
available wherever they were.

"Itisalong way from Zingara, if that iswhat you mean,” Monandas said. "Buit that isno morethan a
fraction of the distance we have traveled.”

"Those camels of yours," said the Cimmerian, "are no local breed. From their look, they're from far
to the east of here.”

"They are" said Y olanthe. "We abode for sometimein Samara, in Turan. Before that, we spent
sometimein Vendhya"

"Y ou have traveled far for two so young,” Achileaobserved. The two appeared to be no more than
twenty yearsold.



"Wearerestless" said Monandas. "Always, we want to see new things, new peoples, new places.
We never abide in any one place for long."

"For pleasure?' Achileaasked "Or do you seek something?’

They smiled identicadly. "Both," said Y dlanthe,

"And now," Monandas said, "we must retire and rest." They stood and bowed "It has been an
honor to make your acquaintance, my lady.” They pivoted dightly and bowed toward Conan, not quite
asdeeply. "Warrior, good evening. Perhaps tomorrow we shal speak further, if it be your pleasure.”

"I shall look forward toit," Conan told them.

The two turned and walked out. Asthey passed, the men at the tables grew quiet and kept their
eyeson their de mugsor their dice. Now Conan saw how these two had gone unmolested. Something
about them made even these men uneasy. Rich aswere ther trappings, none was so hardy asto assault
them. Thiswas passing strange, for they did not appear in the last threatening. But Conan knew well that
there was more than one sort of danger, and Monandas had clearly Dot lied when he had said that they
were not entirely helpless.

"What do you make of those two?' Conan asked when they were gone and the noise in the tavern
resumed its accustomed level.

"They aretruly odd," Achileasaid. "So dike they must be twins. And the way they spesk—first one
and then the other, asif you were holding converse with asingle person with two voices.”

"I likethem not,” Conan said. "Thereis something about them that is not right.”

"How s0?' sheasked. "l fed it aswell, but | want to know if you saw the samethings| did."

"They have come agreat distance through wilderness, yet they look as clean and asfresh asif they
had never |eft home. Travel asgreat asthey claim should have left marks even upon two so young, yet
they do not show the effects of heat and wind, of toil and privation. They look like the children of a
nobleman or awedlthy burgher, who have never known hardship in their lives and have aways had
servantsto attend to them.”

Achileanodded. ‘It seemed thusto me. And there is another thing: Their faces are youthful, their
hands unlined and unwrinkled. Y et their eyes are those of great age and experience. | do not know how
to describeit, for their eyes are as clear asthose of the young and are not set amid anest of wrinkles, yet
they look old.”

Conan nodded. "Aye, | understand what you mean. And they still have not said why they are
looking for hard men.”

"I have afeding,” she said, "that we shal know that very soon. I'll make you awager that they will
make us aproposition in no greet time."

"I'll not take such afool's bet,” Conan said. "Anyone can seethat they areinterested in us. They
spoke to no others, unlessit was before we returned.” He waved to Indulio and the innkeeper joined
them. "Those two odd travelers—did they speak with any before we came back in?"

Indulio shook his head. "Nay. They arrived perhaps an hour before your return. They arranged for
carefor their beasts, then went to Sit by thefire, and the men dready there made way for them without
argument, too. A soft-spoken and well-bred couple, not what | would expect to seein my tavern, but
thereisthat about them that causes men to givethemway."

"Did they say they werelooking for anyone?' Achilea asked.

"No specific person,” Indulio told them. "One of them, | am not sure which, asked: 'Isthiswhere
Che hardiest men are to be found? | told them that my patrons are as rough alot asthey'll encounter in
any five adjoining nations. They seemed satisfied with that. Then they took cups of wine and went to Sit
by thefire. What did they speak of with you?' His eyes glittered with curiosity.

"They spoke of traved, for the most part,” Conan said. "That they had recently been in Turan and
before that, in Vendhya, but we found it hard to believe that two so young had traveled so widely."

"I do not think they lied," Indulio said. He reached into his puree and came out with asmall, square
coin of gold, beautifully ssamped with the image of an dephant. "Thisishow (hey paid for their food and



lodging and carefor their camels. Thisisacoin of Vendhya. We do not see many such in these partsand
s0 | did not put it in my strongbox with the rest.”

"They arean odd pair,” Conan said. "They make me uneasy.”

"Their money isgood,” said Indulio. "That isdl | care about"

Three

The next day, they did not hunt. The stag provided plenty of meat, even with a share going to the
Hyrkanians, and its splendid hide and antlers bought them an extraration of Indulio'sae. Achileaand her
followers exercisad their horseswhile Conan sat in the stableyard going over hisgear. Theencircling
walls of the inn protected them from the cutting wind, and the sun was warm upon them.

First, the Cimmerian went over hissword. Its shesth was of dim wood, lined with close-sheared
lambskin and covered with oiled |eather. The blade was straight and double-edged, with adeep blood
channel down the length of both sides. Its short crossguard and heavy, triangular pommel were of plain
bronze, free of any ornament. Its grip was of wood wrapped with bronze wire, It was afighting man's
weapon, made for hard use and nothing else. He went over every inch of it, testing its edges for
razor-keenness, letting the sunlight strike it from every angle to detect any trace of rugt, twisting the guard
and the pommél in his powerful hands to determine whether the mountings were working loose.

Satisfied that his sword wasin perfect condition, he drew hisdirk. Its broad blade was thirteen
incheslong, sharp on one edge. The other edge was athick spine, stout enough not to snap under the
grain of the most powerful blows. Edge and spine tapered evenly to a point strong enough to pierce mail.
Itsgrip was of plain stag-horn, its pommel aflat bronze cap. The knife saw frequent daily use, and Conan
stroked its edge with afine whetstone until he was satisfied that it would dice afaling hair in two.

With hiswespons resheathed, he sat and watched Achileaand her women ride their bessts, so
naturaly that they seemed to be one with them. In lieu of saddles, they used only light pads secured by a
wide, woven girth. They controlled the anima s with rope bridles, eschewing the usud sted bit. They did
not employ stirrups, but only gripped the horses flankswith their strong legs.

Already, Conan was bored with Leng. The thought of spending an entire winter in the place was
unendurable. Had he been paid off after asuccessful war, he might have gambled and caroused the cold
months away, but thiswas different. If dl he could do was hunt to feed himself, hewould prefer tolivein
acave. Only onething kept him here. When Achilea dismounted, he strode up to her.

"I've had second thoughts about abiding in this place," Conan said. "I long to be somewhere el s,
wherethereis more afoot than rogues dicing their time away."

She smiled, degpening the scar across her cheek. "A man of action, en? Yes, | know how you fed.
I'd be away aswell. The problem is, whereto go?"

He stretched out along arm, his finger pointed south. "There. Thewarm lands. And it were best to
be away soon, before the snows block up the passes.”

"How far would you get?' she asked. "That way lie Zamoraand Corinthia. There are border guards
at every frontier road crossing. Between them range mounted patrols. How long before you are caught?'

"I'd rob nobody," he rumbled.

She laughed fredly. "What doesthat mean?' She looked him over asfrankly as he had studied her.
"You areevery inch avillain, and there are alot of inchesto you. They would clap you in adungeon for
your looks done. No oneis going to mistake you for atraveling merchant or awandering holy man. In
unsettled times, adventurersroam at will. In days of peace, anyone without lord or paymaster is suspect.”

"You areright,” he admitted. "But being cooped up for monthsin thisdull rockpile will be too much
for meto bear.”

"Be patient," she advised. "I have afeding that something will turn up soon.”

That evening, asthey sat before the fire dipping chunks of rough bread into bowls of thick stew, the
mysterious twins regppeared. No one had seen mem al day, and they came into the common room
looking exactly asthey had the night before,

"Share our dinner," Achileainvited, gesturing to the table set before her.



They bowed. "Thank you, but we have taken our repast in our chambers.” Y olanthe said. "We will
gladly joinyou, though, if you will permit us," They sat upon the bench, and Indulio brought them cups of
heated wine. They cradled the cups of hammered meta in their hands, absorbing the warmth.

Conan sat upon the hearth. "Last night," he said, setting aside his empty bowl, "you said that you
sought men of more than common fortitude. To what purpose do you thus seek?”

"My sgter and |," Monandas said, for thefirst time articulating their relationship, "have spent our
livesin search of aplace, not knowing whereit lay. Now we haveitslocation, but the journey islong and
arduous, and fraught with peril.”

"If the two of you have traveled aswiddly asyou clam,” Conan said, "you are not averse to a bit of
danger.”

"Indeed,”" Y olanthe said, her eyes amused, "but we have ways of avoiding violence. Thisis different.
If we areto gain the place we seek, we cannot avoid battle aong the way. We cannot take many with us,
S0 those we take must be of superior merit"

There passed aminute of silence. Then Achileaspoke, "It is clear to me that you have aproposal to
broach. Let us hear it"

"Have you heard of thelost city of Janagar of the Opal Gates?' Monandas asked.

"The name means nothing to me," Achileasaid.

"I've not heard of it," Conan affirmed.

"For many years," Y olanthe continued, "it existed for usonly asanamein certain very ancient texts.
It issaid that Janagar stood before the ocean swalowed Atlantis, and that it was inhabited for more than
five thousand years, growing more magnificent with each passing century.”

"But then," saild Monandas, taking up thetale, "at the height of its glory, splendid Janagar was
abandoned by its people. In asingle, strange night, every inhabitant of the city fled and not one of them
returned. The tales they spread caused othersto avoid even the digtrict; and the land, oncefair and
cultivated, became ahowling waste. In time, even thelocation of the city was forgotten.”

'l have heard other such tales,”" Conan said. "In my travels, I've come across many ruins of
once-mighty cities. What isit about this one that attracts you?'

"Janagar wasrich beyond imagining,” Y olanthe said, her eyes aglitter.

"Theruins| spoke of," Conan said, "were probably oncefull of riches. They are naught but bare,
toppled stones now, no more wedthy than thiswretched village, the haunt of foxes and owls."

"Mog citiesdeclineand fdl over time," Monandas pointed out "Usudly, they wesken and are
stormed and looted by enemies. When the people leave voluntarily, they take their valuables with them.
But dl the stories about Janagar agreein this: When the people fled, they took little or nothing with them.
When the city was abandoned, none ever went there again, and it has been lost to the world of men for
many centuries.”

"So you think that Janagar still standswith itsrichesintact?' Achileaasked. Shetook along pull
from her horn.

"Wedo," Yolanthe said. "And now we know whereit is. What do you know of the lands south of
Khauran?'

"I've never been farther south than central Zamora,” Achileaadmitted.

"I've been far south of there," Conan said. "What district do you mean?"

Monandas spoke. "What know you of the land midway between Khorgja and the cities of
Zamboula and Kutchernes, north of the Styx?"

Conan frowned. "A desert waste aswild and desolate as any | have ever seen. The fringesare
prowled by predatory tribes, and the deep desert isimpassable to al but caravans bearing plenty of
water and food for man and beast.”

"And there liesthelost city of Janagar,” Y olanthe said. "It isthither we go. Will you ride with us?

"Itisalongtrek just to get to Khauran," Conan said, "That iswhere the truly wild lands begin. Why



do you not wait until you get there to find your bodyguards, since the two of you are accustomed to
traveding done?'

"In our search for texts containing clues asto the location of the city," Monandas told them, "we
found that others are on the sametrail. They may have learned of us, aswe have of them. Theserivas
may assault us at any stage of our journey. It isimperative that we have protection henceforth.”

"Who are these rivals?' Conan asked, "And how can you be so sure that they represent danger?'

"We have no ideawho they may be," said Y olanthe, "but it iswell not to take chances.”

"What isyour offer?' Conan demanded.

"A sharein the wedth, once we have found the city. Rations for man and beast for the duration of
the journey,” Monandastold him.

"That's an uncertain propogtion,” the Cimmerian grumbled.

Y olanthe smiled. "Isyour Situation here so attractive?’

"That's true enough, by the Everlasting Sky!" Achileaswore, "At least it soundswarm. Aye, I'll go
withyou."

Conan mistrusted the two and he did not like the prospect, but he did not want Achileato get away
from him. "I'veno horsg" he said.

"Wewill provide your mount,” Monandas said. "Are there any other good men available?"

Having committed himsdf, Conan put his misgivings behind him. He nodded to the smal table
around which sat Kye-Dee and hisfive companions.

"Those Hyrkanians seem to befairly able. They arefineriders and archers by birthright, and they
practiced banditry as an ancestral trade. The rest here are scum.”

"I don't know the Hyrkanians," said Achilea, "but | will vouch for the rest being scum.”

"These men will need horsesaswell,” Conan said. "Can you seeto that?'

"Wecan," sad Y olanthe. "Will you spesk to them?'

"l will,"” Conan said.

"You may say that it isahazardous venture to the south after treasure,” Monandas cautioned, "but
say no more than that. | do not want our mission noised about.”

Thetwo stood. "Tomorrow morning,” Y olanthe announced, "we buy horses. We leave before
noon." With that, the two turned and |eft the room. Conan picked up one of the wine cups they had | ft
behind untasted and drained it

"Well, wereinfor it now," he said. "Those two are mad.”

"What of it?" Achileasaid, grinning. "Did you not this very morning say that you wanted to fare
south? With two such soft, clearly well-bom personsleading us, we will not be outlaws, but guards hired
for legitimate work. If nothing ese, it will get usthrough Zamoraand into lands where araider can ply his
trade without so much interference.”

"Perhaps," Conan said. He handed her the other cup and went to speak with the Hyrkanians.

The next morning, they rode from Leng, the Cimmerian and the six Hyrkanians mounted upon
unfamiliar horses.

Conan rode ahead as they approached the Zamoran border. The putative boundary with Brythunia
lay along the crest of the northernmost stretch of the Karpash Mountains, but there the only evidence was
amarker stone set up by aZamoran king centuries before, praising him, his ancestry and
accomplishments, and proclaiming that dl land to the south belonged to Zamora. In this high wasteland,
neither nation bothered with guardposts or border patrols,

The true border lay many milesto the south, where the mountain road led down from the pass and
into the fertile lowlands. It was thistrue border dia the Cimmerian gpproached asthe sun rose on thefifth
morning of their journey. A half-mile behind him rode Achileaand her followers, then the twins on their
tall camels, and last of dl, the Hyrkanians rode rear guard. M ounted once more, the steppe men were
happy and content, unconcerned with the uncertainties of the journey ahead, rgoicing in their freedom



from the unreasonable new Kagan.

As herode from the foothills, Conan saw acrude fort with low walls of mud-brick. Fromitssingle,
stumpy tower, the roya colors of Zamoraflapped listlesdy in the lazy breeze. Asnear ashe could
discern, he had not yet been spotted. As he brooded over the prospect, he heard Achilea's horses
approaching behind him.

"Why are you waiting here?" Achileaasked, reining in beside him.

"l wasjust trying to remember whether anyone wantsto hang mein these parts,” he said. "It has
been awhile since | passed thisway."

She frowned. "I never raided inthisdigtrict. | usualy crossed the Kezankian Mountains, far to the
south and east of here, and harried the centra part of the country. Still, | suppose my name and
description could have been spread about.”

"WEell have to hope that our employers can talk usthrough,” he said. "If we're attacked—and there
aretoo many of them for us—weride back up into the hills and go west. We can try another crossing
into Corinthia.

"That sounds like agood plan,” she said. Minutes later, the camels arrived. The horses snorted and
pranced, not liking the smell of the stately animas. Monandas and Y olanthe sat within tent | ike structures
mounted between the humps of the powerful beasts and asthey hdted, they surveyed the view before
them.

"The border?' asked Monandas. "Good. Wewait here while the others catch up, and we will al go
forward together.” A faint tone came to them. It was the sound of abrass horn.

"We've been spotted,” Conan said. The Hyrkanians rode up and watched the proceedings with
interest.

"We go down merenow," Y olanthe said. ™Y ou will ride behind us and dlow usto do dl the taking.
Let usgo,” The cameslurched forward and the rest followed.

Asthey descended thelast dope, afile of riders rode from the gate of the fort, the morning light
shining off helmet and armor and spear-point. Onerider bore aroya banner, itslong poleresting ina
socket on his gtirrup. Foremost rode apair of officersin cuirasses of bright sted, colorful plumes nodding
from the crests of their gilded helmets. Asthey approached the travelers, the horsemen behind the
officers moved from fileto line formation, spreading out to block the roadway. They halted, and the
officers hdd up admonitory hands, sgnifying thet the little caravan should do likewise.

"Whence come you and what is your business?" asked the leader asthe other officer reached into a
satchd tied to his saddle and removed scrolls and writing materids.

"l am Monandas and thisismy sigter, Y olanthe. We are scholars from Zingara, traveling through
your country to the southern lands.

"Have you any goodsto declare?"' the officer demanded.

"We are not merchants," Y olanthe told him. "As you can see, we have no pack animals save those
carrying our gear.”

"Wemust seeif any of your guards are on our Apprehend-and-Detain list,” the officer said. "Bring
them—"

"Wait," said the other officer, squinting toward Conan. He put the scroll he held back into his
satchel and took out asmaller one. "1 don't think we need the Apprehend-and-Detain list. Y ou see that
black-haired rogue over there on the bay horse? | think heishere on the Kill-on-Sight list. And that big,
ydlow-haired hussy next to himisonit aswell, | believe" He unrolled the small scroll and scanned it,

Conan tensed and prepared to bolt, but Monandas turned and looked at him curioudy, with an air
of amusement. Then heturned back to theriders.

"l see no such persons asyou describe," he said.

"Perhapsthe risng sun wasin your eyes," Y olanthe added.

The senior officer looked from the newcomersto his subordinate with annoyance. "What alsyou,



Manius? | see no black-haired man, nor any woman; just a pack of scruffy Hyrkanians such as often hire
out to caravans as guards.”

The other squinted at the little group, bewildered. "But ... | could have sworn ..," Then he looked
away and shook his head.

"Too much sun,” said the senior officer. He handed Monandas adip of parchment. "Thisisyour
border pass. Y ou must surrender it when you leave Zamora. Be off with you now." Hewheeled and rode
back to thefort, hisriders close behind.

The caravan proceeded and, soon was past the fort.

"How did you do that?" Achileaasked.

Monandas smiled thinly. "Aswe said once before, we are not utterly helpless.”

Conan's hackles were till settling. "He did not even collect your crossing and road fees.”

"So hedid not," said Y olanthe. "Was that not forgetful of him? Perhapsit is something inthe air
here." She drew the curtain of her litter and Monandas did the same.

Conan rode on ahead, aswas his custom. Thistime, Achilearodewith him.

"What do you make of that?' she asked him,

"It does not surpriseme," hetold her. "1 said | did not like them, and this makes me like them even
less. They arc traffickersin magick, and | like that not at al.”

She shrugged. "Not everyone with auseful spell or two at hisdisposd isaterrible wizard. They
saved usagresat ded of trouble back there."

"Aye, I'd not have wanted that lot after me, not without agood head start But | do not like the way
those two handled them. They used no words of power, nor powders nor potions. It was asif they
controlled thewhole lot with their minds aone.”

"I've not seen the like before," she admitted. "It was too much like the way a cobra bewitchesits
prey by the power of its gaze. Even 0, | care not. So long asthey do not use their wiles upon us, they
may employ them upon the Zamorans all they please.”

That evening they cameto the first Zamoran village, asprawl of low buildings and smdl temples
where gongs sounded from dender towers at al hours. Fragrant smoke rose from the dtars of the gods,
and the marketplace bustled with al the usud activity of commerce. It was not much larger than Leng,
but it was many times more dtractive.

Just outside the town stood the ruin of aonce-grest temple. Clearly, the district must formerly have
been far richer and more popul ous to support such a place. The roofless temple covered two or three
acres of ground, surrounded by alow stonewall. Itstower rose nearly a hundred feet to a shattered
stump, and had obvioudy once been much higher. Tdl, angular statues of guardian deities or demons
stood before what had at one time been the imposing entrance of the temple. As darkness drew on,
graceful storksflew to their nests upon the tower,

"Wewill camp here" said Monandas, indicating agrassy spot just without the temple walls, where
water gushed from the mouth of a grotesque stone head into along trough.

"Why not in the town?" Conan asked.

"We prefer to keep our distance from people whenever possible” Y olanthetold him, "Thereis
plenty of water and grazing here. Set up, and then you may go into the town if you wish."

They dismounted except for two Hyrkanians detailed to find firewood, Conan, Achileaand her
followers went alittle distance away to picket their horses after letting them drink at the trough. Thelush
grass came dmost to their knees.

"She'sright about the good grazing,” Conan said, squinting at the village. "And | wonder why. Look
over there." He pointed to theland beyond the village, where tiny watchfires dotted the rolling S opes.
"There are shepherds and cattle herders watching over their beasts. Why are they not here, where there
iswater and the grazing is so good? It looks asiif this grass has not been cropped in years.”

Achileashrugged. "Perhaps it was overgrazed and they have given the soil timeto recover. What do



you care about shepherds and townsmen? They are just prey for people of spirit.”

"| care nothing for them. Itisjust ..." he paused, unableto articulate hisforeboding ... just apart of
what | don't like about thisjourney." There was a sudden flutter of wings behind them and Conan
whirled, hdf drawing his sword, biting off aguttura curse, A cloud of bats ascended from their crypts
benegth the temple.

Achilealaughed. "Y ou are skittish tonight, Cimmerian! They are just winged mice, out looking for
their dinner. Speaking of which, | could use some aswell.”

Somewhat embarrassed at his show of unease, Conan dammed the sword home in its sheath, the
hilt clicking solidly against the metd throat of the scabbard. He followed the Amazon, admiring asaways
her firm, springy stride that never logt its seductive swvay.

They left one of the Hyrkaniansto watch over their animalswhile the rest went into the village to
break the monotony of their journey. Monandas and Y olanthe el ected to stay within their tent,
uninterested hi whatever ddightsthe little town might haveto offer.

The band found an inn that catered to the caravan traffic and soon were indulging themselves. While
far from the centers of civilization, the food and wine available here were far superior to any they had
been ableto get in the mountains, aswell as being much cheaper. The locas watched them curioudy, but
there was no trouble.

When they returned, the moon was rising above the truncated tower, silvering the growth of moss
and vinesthat draped its Sdeslike aragged curtain. The stones of the mined temple gleamed softly, their
carvings thrown into bold relief by the degpening shadows. A soft breezefilled the air with the sound of
rustling grass. Thetal cameskndt by thelittle tent, and beyond them, the horses stood with their heads
down. It was apeaceful scene, but Conan mistrusted it.

"Something iswrong," he muttered to his companions,

"Y ou dwaysthink something iswrong,” Achileasaid.

"Everything isfine" said Kye-Dee, weaving dightly, having drunk a good dedl more than the
Cimmerian, "With grasslike this, and no storm, and no soldiers chasing us, what can be amiss?’ The
other Hyrkanians laughed and agreed. They dl carried wineskins and drank from them every few steps.

"I cannot say," he grumbled, "but | shal know soon.”

The otherswent off to find their beds. On such afine evening, these consisted of little more than
rolling into a blanket upon the deep, springy grass.

The Cimmerian, however, was restless. He knew better than to try to deep while he felt such
apprehension, so he sat by their watchfire until al the rest were adegp, and then herose. Settling his
weapons securdly at his hips, he walked from thefire.

Something he could not name drew him toward the ruined temple. In the center of the tumbled wall,
the pointed arch of the gateway loomed intact, its wooden doorslong since rotted away. The Cimmerian
passed through, pushing asde me tendrils of vinesthat hung from the top of the arch.

As he entered the courtyard, a skulking fox sdled away. An owl hooted in the gloom. Except for
these, dl was stillness and silence. Silent as aghost, the Cimmerian crossed me courtyard, his booted feet
making no sound upon the small, colored flagstones. Once these had formed brilliant patterns and
pictures, but the sun of centuries had faded their glory, and in the moonlight, they possessed no more than
ahint of their former beauity.

Onthefar sde of the courtyard hulked the temple proper and to one side of it, the broken tower.
Through the gaping doorway of the temple and within itslong, dit-like windows he saw adim, flickering
light. Thewindows till, miraculoudy, held someinsarts of red glass, and these lent an even eerier agpect
to the scene. Sowly and with great caution, Conan approached the temple, his hand gripping his hilt,
ready for anything.

A flight of stepsled up to the temple door. These he climbed, his soft-soled boots scarcely touching
the stones as he ascended. He paused at the top of the steps and listened, straining his earsto catch the
dightest sound. He heard a serpent dithering through a clump of weeds twenty paces away, but he heard



nothing from within the temple. Stedlthily, hugging the shadowsin the Sde of the doorway, he went in.

Thewadls of the temple were largdly intact, but the roof was open to the sky. Clumps of grassand
weed grew from cracksin the flooring, and the walls were topped with vines, bushes and even small
trees. But at the far end of the temple was a sheltered niche holding an dtar. Upon that dtar burned a
number of candles, and beforeit stood two figures.

Monandas and Y olanthe had removed their swathing and cowled cloaks, and each stood clad ina
deevelesswhite robe. The man's garment seemed to be of heavy silk. Y olanthe's was of afabric so sheer
that the candlelight shone through it, reveding alissome figure. The two were going through some sort of
ritual in absolute silence. They paced before the dtar, made precise turns, raised and lowered their arms
in hieratic fashion, their fingerstracing symbolswith bewildering rapidity.

Keeping close to the shadowing walls, the Cimmerian worked hisway closer to the mysterious pair.
Ashe drew nearer, he saw that their mouths were working asif they spoke or, from the rhythmic way
their lips moved, chanted. Y et they made no sound. Their eyes were wide open, but they seemed not to
see, or rather, Conan thought, they looked asif they were seeing something other than the ruined temple
al around them.

As he drew even nearer to them, Conan |eft the sheltering wall and stopped in the shadow of a
pedestd that rose just above man-height to one side of the niche. Once the pedestal had supported a
statue that had stood more than twice lite-size—now only the feet and ankles remained. Therest wasa
tumbled heap of broken stone upon the floor. On the other side of the niche stood a matching pedestd,
and its satue was intact, save that it was headless. In the moonlight, Conan could seethat it had
represented aman, or amanlike god, dressed in graceful robes.

Now thetwinsturned to face the dtar and they raised their armsto shoulder height, upper arms
paralé to thefloor, forearms vertica, their hands upturned so that their pams faced the Sky. Their lips
moved in unison, but still they made no sound. Then Conan was aware that there was another person
within the niche. He shook his head and stared, wondering how he had missed the man before.

He sat cross-legged upon the dtar, swathed in white robes. His face was mgjestic, with agreat
slver, fan-shaped beard sweeping down to his breast. His head was covered with awhite kerchief
embroidered with slver threads. His eyeballs showed only white, like those of ablind man.

The twinslowered their arms and seemed to be gtill speaking. The man on the atar appeared to
answer them, for hislips and beard moved, but there came no sound. The three of them were so
noisaessthat had he not been able to hear night sounds from without the temple, Conan might have
thought that he had gone desf.

The three continued their eerie conversation, but the Cimmerian was stymied for an explanation as
to just what was transpiring before his eyes. Was the man area man? A demon? A god? Whatever it
was, it made his spine prickle, but he did not fedl the revulsion that always assailed him in the presence of
black wizardry.

Fedling that he would learn little more here, Conan stedlthily backed away and made hisway out of
the temple. The moon stood high, and in the distance he could see the herdsmen's watchfires. He
stopped by their own fire and took one of the wineskins | eft there by the Hyrkanians. With thisdung from
his shoulder, he walked toward the nearest of the herdsmen'sfires. As he crossed the plain, he heard
something walking parald to him, and an errant breeze brought the scent of wolf to hisnose. It caused
him no concern. No wolf was going to attack a man when there were sheep and calves about.

When he strode within the light of thefire, the herdsmen gasped and snatched up their spears,
scrambling to their feet.

"Who beyou?' demanded a grizzle-bearded man dressed in rough leathers. His companionswere a
somewhat younger man and aboy in hisearly teens. Thetip of the boy's spear trembled dightly, but the
men held their wegpons steady, their expressions grim. Conan had been a herdsman in hisyouth, and he
knew the occupation was not atask for the fainthearted, not in aland where wolves, bears and lions
were plentiful.



"A friend," Conan said, holding up thewineskin. "1 am camped with my companions by the old
temple”

"So you are one of thefools,” said the younger man. Satisfied that Conan was done, they lowered
their wegpons.

"Fools? What mean you?"

The older man accepted the proffered skin. "Come, share our fire. He said that because you have
pitched camp in an accursed place." There were logs arranged around a stone-lined fire pit, and the three
herdsmen sat on one log while Conan took the one facing them.

"| thought as much when | saw how high the grass was and how plentiful the water. That is not
something you see oftenin grazing land such asthis."

"Aye" said the younger man. "It isatempting Sight, isit not? But we know better than to useit.”
Eachin turn, the three took a pull at the skin and the boy passed to back to Conan. He took adrink and
handed it to the elder.

"How do you keep your beasts from straying onto the grass? | saw no fence there."
"We need not restrain them,” said the grizzle-bearded man, "for they cannot be forced onto that
land."

"That istrue," said the younger. " Cattle and sheep will eat the grass within five hundred paces of the
accursed temple, but they will not go one step farther, nor take so much as amouthful from the other side
of theline. Look at it in the daylight, stranger: The ungrazed grass forms a perfect square, the line straight
asonelaid out by abuilder stretching a string between two stakes."

"How camethisto be?" asked the Cimmerian.

"Itissaid," the bearded man told him, "that Ardubd the Ninth, the great king who reigned over
Zamoramany, many years ago, offended the godsin his quest for wizardly knowledge. He carried out
terribleritualsin that very temple. One night, at the height of hisglory, Arduba sacrificed athousand men
upon the adtar of that temple, Nemedian prisoners captured in battle. The gods, angered at hisimpiety
and hisinfamous behavior, destroyed the temple and the king and laid the very precincts under acurse.
Zamorafell to the Nemedians, and we lived beneath their yoke for a generation.”

"Aye, that isthetae," said the younger man. The boy, from whom Conan had yet to hear aword,
merely nodded.

He was not satisfied with thetale, but he felt sure he would hear nothing better from these men.
When the wineskin was empty, he made hisway back to the camp and rolled into a blanket to deep.
Accursed or not, the thought, the dense, springy grass made afine, soft bed.

The next morning, asthey broke camp and prepared to march, Conan approached the twins and
cdled to their attention the singular square of high grass.

"Odd, isit not?" Monandas commented. "And yet, the world isfull of little mysteries such asthis."

"Last night | beard atale about this place,”" Conan said, and told them what he had learned from the
herdsmen, omitting the detail of having spied upon the two within the temple before seeking out the local
men.

Both laughed and Y olanthe spoke. " Peasants dways have a story to explain uncanny thingsin their
neighborhood. Usudly, these explanations involve some famous personage of the past. In these parts, it is
aways Ardubd the Ninth, who was a great king but who in the end lost Zamorato the Nemedians.™

"Did hetruly practice evil arts?' Conan asked.

""Who knows?' Monandas said, shrugging. "But he had naught to do with thistemple. To peasants,
anything that happened before their grandsires timeisremotest antiquity, and in their tales, persons and
events separated by centuriesare al contemporary. In truth, Ardubd the Ninth reigned a mere three
hundred years ago. Y et anyone who has traveled and surveyed many ruins can tell that thistemple," he
swept out an arm to take in the tatty precincts, "haslain derelict for more than athousand years."

Conan studied the placein light of thesewords, "Aye," he admitted, "this place was built solidly. It
took more than three hundred years for so many stones to topple, and to put full-grown trees atop the



walls." He considered the prospect. " Then what think you happened here?!

"What makes you so curious?' Y olanthe asked.

"Because hone of theloca animalswill eat thisgrass,” Conan said. "But ours have been cropping it
happily, and drinking the water. How can this be?"

Monandas frowned. "They seem to have suffered no harm thereby. We hired you as aguard and
because you know the southern lands, Cimmerian. Y ou need not concern yourself with these trifling
matters. And now | think it best for you to seeto your own mount. We depart within the hour.”

"Asyou wish," Conan said. He wanted to know what the two had been up to, but he knew that he
would learn no more at thistime. As he walked away, the twins |ooked after him, their expressions
enigmdtic.

Four

Their journey southward into the southern lowlands brought diem to warmer climes. Much of the
land was cultivated, but there was aso much wilderness, with abundant wild game. Since Conan, the
Hyrkanians and Achileds party were dl accomplished hunters, they seldom had to purchase provisons
and thus were able to avoid large towns where they might be questioned. The little caravan passed
midway between Shadizar and Arenjun and within afew days came to the border of Koth.

Sincetheincident in the ruined temple, there had been no more supernatura demonstrations, but the
Cimmerian was ill wary of their employers. His other companions seemed 1D have no such quams and
were happy with the change of climate, the regular and plentiful meals and the absence of pursuers.

Had it not been for hisingtinctive aversion to magicka doings, Conan himself would have fdt that he
hed falen into amost fortunate Stuation. But the surpassingly strange thing he had witnessed put him on
his guard, and the doof twins odd mission troubled him aswell. Their treasure-hunt seemed tohim a
fool'serrand.

Another thing galled Conan. His attemptsto draw Achileainto closer intimacy had been met with
unfailing rebuffs. Unlike most women, she seemed to be unimpressed by his physica charms. If she
admired hiswarrior accomplishments, she hid it well. To make mattersworse, the three women and the
dwarf never strayed far from her side. Any time he drew closeto her, they drew even closer, handson
their weapons. They were prepared to cut him down at the first sign of threat, and he suspected that the
wild women, at least, would consider the mildest amatory gesture to be akilling matter.

They came to the border between Zamora and Koth, near the eastern extremity of the latter nation:
adigtrict of semi-arid grassand given over to great herds of shaggy, huge-horned cattle tended by riders
scarcely less brutish man their four-footed charges. The watchers at the border gave them no trouble, for
now they werein land where neither kings nor local chieftains paid much heed to the wild men who
preyed upon travelers or more settled folk.

"From here on, we keep our bows strung and arrows ready," Conan said asthey crossed into
Koth. "And we double the watch at night. Thisterritory isrife with raiders and bandits of al sorts, but
they will keep their distance from aparty that isaert and well-armed, especidly sinceit is plain that we
bear no great treasure with us.”

"Who made you our |leader, Cimmerian?' growled Jeybathe dwarf.

"Ayel" chorused dl three of the savage women, jealous as dways of their queen's authority.

"Hee, hee!" cried Kye-Deein hishigh-pitched laugh. "A mutiny of women and dwarfd Surdly thisis
something from an old fable!" The women and the dwarf reached for their wespons.

"Stop thid" Achilea snapped. Ingtantly, her followersfroze. "The rogue presumes too much, but
there is naught amiss with his advice. Now, when the danger grows, we must Dot bicker among
oursalves"

"Then, by Crom," Conan fumed, "just who isin charge here? When raiders strike us a midnight,
that will be no timeto dispute authority!"

Thetwins, tented within their camelback abodes, seemed to be taking no notice, but at the
Cimmerian'slast words, they thrust their heads from behind their curtains with their usual disconcerting



smultaneity.

"Wewill provide al the necessary orders,” Monandas said. " Do not forget who are your
employers”

"Aye, but you are not warriors,” Conan said. "One of us should have the captaincy of your guard.”

"Then," Y olanthe said, "we choose Achilea. Sheis, after dl, of roya blood." If she meant this
ironicaly, shegaveno sgn.

"Very wdl," Conan said, ill fuming. "Since you would rather have breeding than warrior
experience, so beit."

It was at that moment that the raiders struck them. A file of horsemen came galloping from behind a
knoll, waving their wespons and rending the air with shrill war cries.

"| await your orders. Commander,” Conan said to the astonished Achilea.

She seemed to shake off the momentary surprise and rose in her stirrupsto survey theterrain. The
raiderswereriding in fast from their left. She pointed to arise of ground nearby to their right, next to a
desp gully.

"Ride for that knoll and well have the high ground of them! Camelsin the middle and the rest of us
will circle mem, with the gully to our back.”

"That'samistake," Conan said, "but go ahead. I'll dow diem down.”

"No! Stay with us" Achileacried, but the Cimmerian was aready spurring toward me attackers.
Cursing, she seized the bridle of one of thetal camels and signaled the dwarf to do the same with the
other. They began to ride toward the high ground while the Hyrkanians formed a screen between them
and the raiders. The mercenaries spurred their horsesinto curving and zigzagging maneuvers asthey plied
their bows, for Hyrkanians never fought standing till.

The distance was closing fast, but as he rode, Conan made a quick evauation of the raiders. There
were perhaps a score of them, most wearing the garb of Kothian plainsmen, but even among these, he
recognized the distinctive robes and headdresses of severd tribes. There were Khorgansand
Khauranians, and he saw at least one man in the armor of a Zamoran light-cavalryman. Outlaws, outcasts
and deserters, he thought, not awarrior tribe.

The nearest rider lowered his lance point toward Conan and spurred his horse to greater speed.
With the shaft tucked tightly beneath hisarm, he leaned well to the right, his shield of beaten stedl held
high to ward againgt a counter blow. Hisface was twisted with the exultant glee of an easy kill, for he
could see that his opponent had no lance.

Conan did not spur hismount to higher speed, for it was not atrained warhorse. Instead, he drew
his sword and kept his eyes on the advancing lance point. Asit approached within afew feet, he bent
low. The ingtant the sharp stedl passed over him, he straightened, raising the wooden shaft and creeting a
wide opening benegath the raised shield. Gripping his sword in both hands, he brought the blade across
horizontaly, shearing through the raider's light breastplate, crunching past the ribs, biting into the vitals.
His sword came freein aspray of blood as he rode past and looked for another victim.

Even as he scanned the raiders, two of them toppled from their mounts, felled by Hyrkanian arrows.
The rest were clearly astonished. Their supposed victims were not going to be the easy mest they had
anticipated. Thetwo nearest him swerved aside, but Conan swerved aong with one of mem. Ashe
spurred within arm's length, the man looked back over his shoulder and had only amoment to Starein
horror as Conan's blade descended, chopping through his spine like awoodman's ax through a sapling.
The wretch toppled from his saddle and the Cimmerian turned his attention to the rest. They were
keeping their distance from this darming, black-haired horseman and were charging the knoll instead.

There Conan saw what he had expected to see. Achilea, the twins and the rest had just gained the
top of the smal rise—to find that they were not the only onesthere.

"Foolish, arrogant wench!™ Conan muttered as he reined his horse toward the knoll and kicked it to
afull gdlop.

Atop the mound, the riders had been surprised by another band of outlaws, these lying in wait in the



gully that ran around the base of thetittle rise. Sixteen men, mounted upon smdll, swift horses, charged
from the gully toward the knot of riders on the high ground With lances leveled, they made straight for the
two camds.

Achileaand her followers stayed close to the tal beasts. The three savage women plied their bows,
while Achileaand the dwarf engaged any who drew too near. The queen's sword flashed, parting flesh
with every stroke. Jeyba's bludgeon rose and fell, smashing bones, scattering brains. The Hyrkanians,
who didiked hand-to-hand fighting, dispersed, keeping well out of lance-range and sending in their
deadly arrows at every opportunity.

Then Conan came sorming up therise, hisblade whirling like agreat stedl windmill. A bandit
spurred toward one of the camels, adroitly evading Achilea's dashing sword. Just as his hand grasped the
curtain of Y olanthe's shelter, the Cimmerian's sword flashed down, severing the hand at the wrist. The
man turned, gaping, only to see the blade descend once more, thistime to split his skull.

The raiders had had enough. With howls of frustration, the survivors wheded and fled, the
Hyrkanians close upon their hedls, happily firing arrows at the exposed backs.

"Stop and come back herel™ Achileacried. The Hyrkanians either did not hear her or smply
ignored her order.

"Havewelogt any?' Conan asked, wiping his blade.

Achilealooked a her women and the dwarf, who likewise cleaned bloodied weapons. "I've lost
none, and you seem to be in one piece, I'll not speak for the Hyrkanians until they return, the mutinous
dogs”

"The Hyrkanians have asaying," Conan said with asmile. ' "Thereisno fairer sght beneath the
Everlasting Sky than afoeman's back within arrow-range." "

Y olanthe pushed her curtain aside, ignoring the bandit's severed hand, which il gripped it next to
her face. "Isal well?' Her expression was perfectly serene, her voice astranquil asever.

"Wetold you that we would protect you," Achileasaid, her face dtill furious.

"And yet," Monandas added, thrusting his head through his curtains, "just before the assault, you
were exchanging words of a certain pertinence. Conan, did you not tell Achileathat riding to thisknall
was amistake?"'

"l did," Conan averred.

"And wherefore said you that?' Y olanthe said sweetly.

"We are twelve armed guards,” Conan said. "Any could see that no more than a score rode toward
us. Scum like that want at |east three-to-one odds before they attack. When they attack you without such
odds, on open ground, with high ground or an escape route near at hand, you know that you are being
herded into an ambush.”

Achileasface flamed. "Are you such agreat captain, then? | have done my share of raiding,
Cimmerian!”

"Aye, but you are accustomed to being the raider, not the defender. | have captained in a score of
armies, and | have served as guard on twoscore caravans. | have been 3 reaver and apirate aswell, so |
know the habits of these scavengers.”

"Thentdl us, Conan," Jeyba said, "why these scum struck usat al. Y ou yoursdf said thet they
would avoid an dert and well-armed party bearing no obvious wedth. They knew they must lose many
and gain little, yet they attacked. How came this about?’

"Ayel" Achileasad, clearly relieved to have atention distracted from her tactical blunder. "They
rode straight for the cameld! Y et the beasts bear no panniersthat might contain treasure.”

The question vexed Conan aswdll, but he wastoo irritated at the woman to take her part.

"Isit not obvious?' said Monandas.

"Not at al," replied Achilea, her eyes fierce beneath lowering brows.

"Arethese not splendid beasts?' Y olanthe asked, stroking the white neck of her own mount. "And



are these not wonderful hangings?* Idly, she plucked the severed hand from the curtain and tossed it to
the ground, then stroked the fine silk.

"Who would have such animals and such traveling tents save wedlthy folk”? No doubt they thought
usto be persons of substance-—the family of aloca chieftain, or perhaps members of apriestly order.
Arethese brigands not in the habit of kidnapping such persons and holding diem for ransom?"

Conan nodded hisblack mane. "Aye, they do that."

"Thenitisexplained,” Yolanthe said. "L et us proceed.” Shelooked at Achilea. "'l il favor you as
captain of our guard. No doubt you will be morewary henceforth." Sister aid brother drew back into
their tents and closed the curtains.

Achileasat upon her saddle pad, scarlet-faced and quivering with rage. Conan could see that she
had been deeply wounded in her warrior pride. Y olanthe's mild words had been as alash across her
back.

At thismoment, the Hyrkanians returned, yipping in tri-triumph, waving the scaps of thedain
bandits, il dripping blood,

"Aieel" Kye-Dee cried asthey reined in. "That was more enjoyable than riding after hares!”

"Why did you not return when | bade you?" Achilea shouted. "For aught we knew, both attacks
might have been ruses, intended to draw us away from those we are pledged to protect!”

Conan hid hisamusement at this face-saving bluster. Kye-Dee was not intimidated.

"Did you call us back? We did not hear you. When we saw the backs of our enemies, we lost
interest in dl dse. It was agift from the Everlasting Sky, and it isagreat error to spurn divine gifts. We
Hyrkanians have asaying; "Thereis no fairer sght beneath the Everlasting Sky than—'"

"I have heard it!" Achileabarked. She whedled her horse and rode off, closely followed by her
women and her dwarf.

"Aiee!" Kye-Dee said, chuckling. " Someone has dipped aburr between the warrior woman's
saddle and her bottom!"

"Best keep your distance from her for awhile," Conan advised. " Sooner or later, well encounter
another fight and shelll have achance to redeem herself. Let her toll afew rogues, then her good humor
will be restored.”

Leaving the dead bandits behind them, they proceeded on their way south. Already, the wolves and
buzzards were gathering for the feadt.

Thedigtrict through which they rode was not rich in towns. The few villageswerelittle more than
cattle markets where beasts were bought and sold on the hoof, or else were hauled away in great
wagonsin the form of beef, hides and tallow. The stench of these places proved sufficient to cause the
travelersto avoid them. Conan and the rest of the guards were by no meansfinicky, but the twinsfound
the odor and the swarming flies unendurable.

On the other hand, progress was swifter here because they did not have to hunt. Since so many
cattle were daughtered for hides, awhole steer carcass could be purchased for a copper or two, and
they feasted mightily every evening on fresh beef.

"Best to fatten oursaves while we may," Conan said one evening asthey sat around their fire,
tearing at the savory flesh with their teeth and tossing the stripped bonesinto the flame, "In the deserts
south of here, well have no such plentiful fare.”

"Truly, you Cimmeriansareagloomy lot," Achileasaid. She still nursed agrudgein his presence.
"Why worry about what tomorrow brings? We may not live out the night”

"Aye" said Kye-Dee. "Lifeisachancy and mutable thing."

"I was once as thoughtless as you," Conan said, "but when | became a captain and aleader of men,
| was forced to take thought of consequences and to make careful preparations. Thisisfat, easy land
despite the bandits. The desert will be different. When we near the border, or perhapsin Khauran, | will
have to make inquiries about conditions to the south.”



"What do you mean?' Achileaasked suspicioudy, didiking the way the Cimmerian was once again
taking charge.

"The desert seems unchanging, but it isnot,” Conan went on. "Water holeswill dry up overnight for
no reason any man understands. New tribes will move into an areathat has been uninhabited for
centuries. Just keeping divein the desart can be adifficult thing. Any surprise can befatal. We may be
forced to take steps distasteful to us.”

"Such as?' Kye-Dee asked, hiting into asmoking joint

"If recent years have been exceptionally dry, we may have to trade off the horses and ride camels."

"Never!" Achileacried, springing to her feet. Automaticaly, her followers did the same, their hands
going to ther bits. "I ride no stinking, lurching, ugly camd!" In disgust a Ac very thought, she hurled her
half-gnawed beef rib into the outer darkness. Immediately, scavengers began to fight over it.

"Surely wewill not be so desperate, Conan!” said Kye-Dee. lessangry but clearly shocked,
"Camels are the beasts of merchants and contemptible villagers, not the mounts of honorable men of ams
who ride free beneath the Everlasting Sky!"

"We may not have much choice," Conan pronounced. "Horses cannot live in placeswhere water
sources are too far gpart, and we cannot carry enough water with usto satisfy ahorse. It may beal we
can do to carry enough for ourselves. A camd can go for dayswithout drinking. It can live on forage so
poor that a horse would starve to death egting it. If we must cross deep sand, a horse's hooves will sink
inand it will founder. Camels have broad foot-pads to distribute their weight.

"And thetribes of the desert are not so picky about their mounts. They ride and fight from camels.”

Achileasnorted, resuming her seat. "Who can fight effectively from such alumbering beast?"

"Y ou know only the two-humped, high-desert and mountain camels of your homeland,” Conan
pointed out. "The one-humped camels of the southern desert are smadler and much swifter, athough Il
warrant they are no prettier. And aman mounted on one stsayard higher than ahorseman. It canbea
great advantage in asword-fight."

"Camds," Achileasaid with ashudder of distaste. "'l hopethat | am never brought so low!"

At least, Conan noted, she was giving him no more argument. "If it'sthat or walk," he said, "youll
rideacamd.” Kye-Dee carved strips of roasted meat with his curved dagger. "Our employers'— he
jerked his head toward their tents—"| took them some mest, but they refused it asthey aways do,
saying that they would eat from their own supplies, | ask you: What sort of people refuse good, fresh
mest, preferring wretched dry fare?"

"Theworldisfull of odd sects" Conan said, shrugging. "Many of them require that their followers
egt only certain things, deeming al other fare unlawful. Somewill eat no flesh, otherswill eat naught else.
| have encountered wild holy men who live on insects and honey. Some will eat animasonly if the beasts
have been killed in aprescribed fashion. It isal agreat foolishnessasfar as| am concerned, but | have
never madeit my businessto tell others what gods they should worship or what commandments they
should follow."

"That isthe best course," Kye-Dee said. "People you cannot kill, you should leave done.”

After the others had rolled into their blankets, Conan assumed the first watch. He brooded upon the
fire, his eyes seeing demon-shapes within me writhing flames. Despite hiswords, he was troubled. His
employers, the twins, had many enigmatic qudities. Not least among them was the fact that he had never
seen them egt or drink.

More perplexing was the question of the raiders. The twins speculation that they had been the
target of kidnappers who merely wanted hostages for ransom was plausible, but somehow Conan was
not convinced. The men had shown spirit and determination beyond what he expected of such
scavengers. They had planned well, and pressed their attack even after taking severe casudties.
Ordinarily, they should have broken off action as soon as one or two were killed. Their actions had been
those of men who expected great rewards.

The twins had said that they expected assaults from others who aso searched for the fabulous city



of Janagar, Y et they seemed reluctant to attribute the attack to their rivals, and why wasthat? The
Cimmerian did not like it when vexing, perplexing questionsintruded upon an otherwise routine misson.

One thing was certain: He would have to watch the enigmatic pair more closdly than ever.

At last they cameto asizable town. It was called Zardas, md it was located at the crossing of two
roads just north of the border between Koth and Khauran, on asmall river. It. oo, was alarge cattle
market, but the town had wisdly Situated its stockyards and pens two miles downstream from the city.
Thus the environs were kept reasonably healthy and no more noisome than the average settlement of
human beings. Just without the walls were corrdsfor the animas of travelers, and here anumber of small
caravans were encamped. An official in charge of the campsite spoke with the twins and assigned them a
pen for their horses and the two camels. He accepted their pen, grazing and watering fees and directed
diem to thetown'sbest inn.

A few caravaneers approached to admire the two white camels. Some of them had never seen the
shaggy, two-humped breed of northern camel, and never had they seen any so fine. Monandas turned
down severd generous offersto buy the beasts, pleading that he and his sister would be heartbroken and
desolate to part with their beloved mounts. When all was secure, they walked through the gates and into
the town proper.

It proved to be a colorful place; most of the buildings were made of brick or local stone, bright with
paint and striped cloth avnings. The streets were lined with the stdls of smdl merchants, some of them
locd, othersitinerant

"My sgter and | goto theinn," saild Monandas. **Who will go with us?'

Conan glanced a the angle of the sun. There are two hours of daylight yet," he said. "1 think I will
have alook around. | have never visited thisplacein dl my travels. I'll rgoin you thisevening." The other
guards decided to sample whatever ddlights the town had to offer before repairing to theinn aswell, so
that the twinswalked off adone.

"Isthiswise?' said Kye-Dee when they were gone. "We undertook to protect them, and they are
as open to attack here as out upon the plain.”

Achileashrugged her heavy shoulders. "We promised to guard them on the march. Nothing was
said about towns.”

"Aye," said Conan. "And after that business a the northern border, | am not convinced that they
require much protection at dl.”

And so they meandered aimlesdy through narrow streets. Conan and the Hyrkanians attracted little
notice in the town, where wandering bravos of every sort were acommon sight. Achileaand her
followers were adifferent story. Nothing quite like them had ever before been seenin the digtrict. People
gaped at the savage, painted women and their beautiful giantess of aqueen and her squat, sardonic
dwarf. Asaresult, they were constantly being engaged in conversation by the curious, while the
Cimmerian wandered farther and farmer away from them.

Intime, the Hyrkanians found a booth devoted to a gambling game common to their homeland and
for which they had a pass onate fondness. Conan |eft them behind there and went on aone. Hecameto a
smdll bazaar where weapons and armor were on display. Asaways, hisinterest was drawn by the toots
of hisprofession. They were entering the part of me world where the favored defenses were shirts of
supple mail, light, well-forged helmets and small, round shields. The broiling sun of the southern lands
forbade the heavier armor of the north and west. In consequence, the wegpons were lighter gracefully
curved swords, dender lances, and vicioustittle axes with whiplash hafts of springy rhinoceros born.

At agtal managed by ablind Shemite, he found a curious weapon. It was crafted entirely from
ged, with adim shaft terminating in ahead wrought in the semblance of ahuman fist clutching adagger.
The blade of the dagger was dightly downcurved and was actualy athick spike rather than atrue blade.
Clearly, it wasintended to pierce mail.

"An interesting wegpon, isit not?" The speaker wasaman in Turanian garb, hisjacket of gray silk
decorated with fine gold threads. Histrousers of black silk were tucked into the tops of boots made of



soft red leather.

"Too specidized,” Conan said. "It can pierce mall, but if it goesthrough ahelmet or plate armor, the
point may become wedged"

The man stroked hissmall chin-beard. "Few men have the strength to drive such aweapon through
plae”

"I candoit," Conan said, tossing the spike-mace back on thetable. "I prefer aweapon with a
vaiety of uses.”

"Such asthis northern brand you bear?' the man asked, eyeing the sword that hung &t the
Cimmerian'sside,

"Aye. It is heavy enough to cleave armor and keen enough to dice flesh. Its balance and point make
it adecent thrusting weapon, and the pommel is good for bashing skulls when the quarters are close.”

Theman smiled, displaying ferdl, pointed teeth. ™Y ou sound like a man who knows wesgpons. I've
not seen you here before. Are you arecent arrival ?*

"l rodein but an hour ago,” Conan affirmed "Alone?'

"Why do you ask?' Ingantly, the Cimmerian was suspicious. The questioner was armed with sword
and dagger, but in this part of the world, every grown man went armed. He had the look of a
fighting-man and Conan feared no man, but he was wary of the stranger'sinterest

"l have asmal merchant caravan under my authority and am looking for competent guardsmen.” He
touched hisbreast and inclined hishead dightly. "I am Vladig, from Akit, in Turan.”

"I am Conan of Cimmeria, and asit happens, | am aready employed guarding aparty bound for the
southern desert.”

"Ah, that is unfortunate. Y ou appear to be a prime prospect. The southern desert, you say? May |
inquirewhich digrict?'

"North of me great bend of the Styx, between Zamboula and Kutchernes, south of Khauran.”

"The Dead Man's Journey! That isaforbidding place, my friend. | would caution you to take
another route to wherever itisyou are going.”

Conan was about to say that the district was not the route but the destination, but then decided that
it would betdling this stranger too much. Instead, he shrugged.

"Itisnot my decison. | was hired to ride guard, nothing more.”

"Ah, the vagaries of owners can be difficult to live with,” the man said commiseratingly. He gestured
to an open doorway nearby. "Would you care to take some wine with me? | have recently skirted that
district and may be able to inform you of some hazards best avoided.”

Conan was amenable to this. He was aways ready to drink another man'swineif that man was not
an enemy, and he dearly wanted to know about recent conditions to the south,

Minutes later, they were seated indde the little tavern, at atable beneath awindow through which
the sun of |ate afternoon shone in colored stripes through the awning outside. At the stranger's order, a
serving woman brought them a pitcher of wine and apair of cups. Pitcher and cups were of blue-glazed
pottery, aspecidty of the didtrict.

The two men pledged each other's good hedlth. The wine wastart, flavored with local spicesand a
tawny goldincolor,

"Does your caravan go forth to sdll, or to buy, or bom?* Vladig asked.

"It shal be asthe ownersdecide," Conan sad. "Wetravd light."

"Ah," Vladig said, nodding. "When a caravan travel swithout goods to trade, it meansthat it goes
daving. A few-score yards of chain and shackles packs down nicely in saddiebags. Y es, the Dead Man's
Journey isthe shortest way between here and the black lands of Punt and Zembabwei. Of course, you
must choose a better way back. Not asingle captive would survive that route traveling on his own feet."

"Arethe water holeslow?" Conan asked.

"Even lower than usudl, you mean? Aye, the oasis of Amun, once opento dl, isnow so diminished



that the Omri tribesmen guard it soldly for their own use, driving away dl other tribesmen and demanding
adteep tall of passing caravans- Of a score of watering places aong the Great Desert route between
Turan and Stygia, lessthan twelve are now reliable.”

"What of the Lesser Passage from Zamboulato the bend of the Styx?' the Cimmerian inquired.

"Better asfar aswater goes, but the predatory tribes are greedier than ever. It isthe same all over
To be safefrom raiders, you must travel in strong bands, heavily guarded. But such caravans require that
much more water and forage. All in dl, thelonger route, skirting the periphery of the desert, issafer. The
passage may take twice aslong and you pay taxesto many loca chiefs, but your chances of making it
through aive are better.”

"Perhaps you areright,” Conan said, keeping histhoughtsto himsdlf. "1 shal speak to my employers
about this"

"That would bewise" said Vladig.

They finished the pitcher of wine, talking of the vagaries of desert life. Then they parted, Conan
wondered a the man's helpfulness. It was not uncommon for travelers to exchange such information, but
the man had shown littleinterest in Conan's origins, or in histravels or the lands they had crossed to
reach Zardas, and that seemed passing strange.

Vladig made hisway through the narrow aleys of Zardas asthe light dimmed overhead. At last he
cameto ahigh, blank wall and took akey from hisbelt pouch, with which he unlocked aheavy gate. He
passed through the gate into a courtyard where fragrant bushes grew in planters set amid polished
flagstones. Beyond the courtyard was a fine house with whitewashed walls. He ascended an exterior
gairway that led to aflat roof. After the fashion of the finer houses of the digtrict, the roof supported a
garden, and initsmidst was a small penthouse. He passed beneath an arbor covered with climbing vines
and knocked upon the door of the penthouse.

"Enter." The voice was degp and mdlifluous. Vladig opened the door and went in. He bowed with
fingertips spread upon his breest.

"I have done as you wished, my madter.”

The man thus addressed sat behind a table spread with tomes and curious instruments. Before him
lay ahegp of tiny crystals, some rounded, some elongated, otherslike needles. He was atal man, lean
and saturnine of feature, with a pointed, graying beard and long mustaches. He wore arobe of deep
purple and a close-fitting turban of the same hue.

"Report, then," said the man in the purple robe, revealing small, pointed teem. His hands rested
upon the table before him, their fingers seeming unnaturally long. From timeto time, the fingersflexed asif
of their own valition, tracing intricate patterns with their tips.

"I spoke with one of their guards, ahulking great northerner with black hair. |1 aso had alook at me
party before | approached the man. Itisan odd alot as| have ever seen: Hyrkanian bowmen, adwarf,
the Northerner, even some armed women.”

"Women?' said the sested man.

"Aye, four of them. Three are savage, haf-animd creatures|ed by abig, strapping, yellow-haired
wench who looks as dangerous as any bandit | ever ran across.”

The other stared broodingly into the pile of crystals, which began to glow alambent violet. "The
twins have aflair for attracting oddities." Hisfingers began to move in more intricate patterns, and the
crystals sarted to shift.

Vladig did not like to look at his master's hands. In repose, the fingers possessed the proper
number of joints, but in morion, they were more like jointless tentacles. Also, when they moved, there
seemed to be more than ten of them, athough 10 swiftly did they writhe that they were impossible to
count.

"The guard confirmsyour belief dia they are headed into the deep desert. He claimsthat he knows
not their businessthere, but | do not believe him. He clamsto be asmple guardsman, but he hasthe
manner of aleader of men. Hissmplicity isapose. In consequence, | dared not pry too closdly. He was



suspicious enough asit was."

"Didyou midead him?'

"It was not necessary. The truth was sufficient. Like any experienced desert traveler, he wanted to
know about water and grass and raiding tribes. | exaggerated somewhat the danger of raiders on the
Lesser Passage, but so small istheir caravan that the danger is great enough. In truth, then- choices are
few. If they wish to go to the place you bdieve, they must take the most direct route. It isthe last leg of
the journey that will probably be their death.”

"Some creatures do not die so easly,” said the other. "Give me your conversation in detail.” As
Vladig reported, his master, whose name was Arsaces, brooded over his crystals. They shifted according
to his gestures, gathering together in one place, extending into tendrilsin another, dways glowing brighter.
Intime, they raised into the vague semblance of man-form, the violet light pulsing asif to the beating of a
crysdline heart

"This Northerner," Arsaces said when Vladig wasfinished. "What sort of savageishe?"

"He says heisaman of Cimmeria, although | never before met one of that breed. Theland is
somewhere north of Aquilonia, | believe."

"Soitis. Thefolk there are known to be among the fiercest in the world, athough few of them ever
leave their homdand.”

"Like most Northerners, heisclearly a swordsman, and he wears along brand at hisbelt. He has
the bearing of awarrior and the gaze of an eagle.”

"A formidable man. But then, theworld isfull of brawny warriorswith admit swords and loud
boasts. Such thingsare vain and foolish. Only great sorcery haslasting vaue."

"Asyou say, my master,” Vladig intoned.

"Very well. What you have said pleases me. Tell me when they make ready to leave mistown and
wedhdl follow.”

"If you will indulge me. Magter, why should we not leave ahead of them? They must journey hence
by the southern route. We can find afavorable place for an ambush and await them there. Their defenses
are negligible and they will fdl into our handslikeripefruit.”

The eyes of Arsacesglared at his henchman from within deep, dark sockets. "1 said we shall follow,
| shdl decide when it istimeto attack, and you are not to assume that their defenses are negligible. | have
just told you that the swords of warriors are trifling things.”

Vladig fumed, but he bowed once more. "As my master commands." Once again he bowed, then
withdrew from the room.

Alone, Arsaces continued to manipulate his crystalline ho-munculus, causing it to walk about the
table, imitate the movements of awarrior fighting, then those of awoman dancing. Tiring of thisexercise,
the wizard rippled hisfingertipsin afind flutter and the assembled crysta's collgpsed into a disorganized
heap. Their violet glow faded and died.

Thewizard brooded, running hisfingersidly through the mass of crystas. At length he swept it from
the table, into a coffer of ivory-decorated wood with abronzelid.

When he located the inn, the Cimmerian went inside and joined the others. Over amed of spicy
lamb, bread and local fruits, he reported his conversation with the man who called himsdlf Vladig.

"Do you think hisinformation isto be trusted?" Y olanthe asked. The twins sat with the rest, but as
usual, they ate nothing and their cups sat untouched before them.

"Thereis nothing unreasonable in what he said." Conan answered, "but | will confer with other
caravan magters ere we leave this place. What strikes me as odd isthat he asked o little of me.
Ordinarily, if you drink another man's wine, you answer his questions, not the other way about.”

"Aye, | do not likethat," Achileasaid.

"It seemsto me," Kye-Deesaid, "that if thisfellow had ill intentions, he would have pumped Conan
for information. Perhaps heisaholy man under avow to be helpful to strangers.”



"No," said Conan, "heisafighting-man, | am sure of it."

"Thisis much bother over nothing," Kye-Dee said. Herolled amorsdl of lamb in apiece of bread,
dipped it in abowl of sauce and popped it into his mouth. Around the mouthful, he said, "Tell mewhat he
lookslikeand I will go kill him. Then we need not bother ourselves further.”

"Nay," said Monandas, chuckling. "Our difficulties are not so smply solved. Conan, did it ssemto
you that this man spoke on his own beha{?'

"Thisisaquestion | considered even aswe conversed. He seemed forthright, but there was
something about his manner that suggested he was someone else's dog. Since he only gave helpful
information about the routes ahead of us, | suspect that he has ordersto herd us whither his master
desires.”

"That isshrewd,” Y olanthe said, but whether she meant the man's perfidy or Conan's assessment of
it was unclear.

"Then we must not proceed as he wishes," Achileasaid.

Conan shook hishead. "Our choices are few. The desert presents us with a bare handful of usable
routes. Even traveling those, survivad isadifficult and chancy thing. Off them, we have no chance at all.”

"I do not like being so redtricted,” Achileagrumbled.

"Y et we go to the desert,” Monandas said mildly, "not to the steppe or the hill country you know so
wdll. In the desert, we must abide by the desert's rules. But thisis not necessarily to our disadvantage, for
S0 must these others.”

"Who are these others?' Kye-Dee inquired.

"There are dways those who would snap up undefended prey,” Y olanthe told him. " Doubtless these
make it their busnessto find out who is going where and to lay their trgps accordingly.”

"No worry then," Kye-Dee said, taking along swig from hiswine cup. "Our arrows, and the blades
of our companions, will keep you safe.”" Kye-Dee and hisfriends were not of areflective nature. Aslong
asfood and wine were plentiful, they had little thought for the morrow and considered al forms of
gpprehensgion to be unmanly. Danger was the congtant redlity of life.

Hve

K hauran was behind them. They had passed through the small kingdom amost unnoticed. Asthelr
journey continued ever southward, the land became drier. There were fewer cloudy days, and therain
was sparse and infrequent. They were now in land unclaimed by any kingdom, for the sparse grassand
even sparser watering places would not support an army of any size, and no king could truly lay clamto
land he could not occupy and garrison.

Theterrain now conssted largely of low, ralling hills scarcely high enough to be dignified by such a
title, cut frequently by deep ravines whose bottoms were dry through most of the year. The animaswere
smaller and did not run in large herds as they did farther north. Most numerous were graceful gazelle and
impala, swift creatures that needed little forage or water and were adept at avoiding the large-eared
desert catsthat prowled at night.

Already the travelers had shed their heavy cloaks, skinsand padded clothing, at least for daytime
travel. At Conan's direction, they had purchased the loose, flowing, lightweight robes of the southern
drylands. These afforded protection from the fierce sun while giving adequate ventilation.

"Wewill need our warm cloaks as we penetrate the deep desert,” Conan warned, "so do not
discard them."

"| thought it grew hotter the farther south you travel,” Achileasaid.

"Soit does," said Conan. "The sun beats down, and then the stone and sand of the true desert
reflectsit back in your face like agreat mirror, making it doubly ferocious. But for some reason, stone
and sand do not hold the heat of day as do soil and grass and trees. As soon as the sun is below the
horizon, the land cools quickly. By midnight, it isamaost cold enough to freeze water."

"That does not seem naturd,”" the dwarf protested. A hot land should be hot at night aswell."



Conan'slips quirked into afaint smile. "Throw away your cloak, then. But do not ask to borrow
mine some frogty night upon the sands.”

From timeto time, the Cimmerian would leave the main body and ride far back dong their trail.
From a convenient rise of land, he scanned to their rear, looking for pursuers. Upon occasion he saw
other caravans, and twice he saw armed tribesmen mounted upon wiry desert ponies, but these were
nothing out of the ordinary and represented little threat to hissmall but skilled and heavily armed band.
Hewas il troubled by the man who had questioned him. His suspicions were aroused, and the secretive
twinswith their strange quest did not improve matters.

Onthethird day of thetrek into the desert, they spied agreat cloud of vultures and other carrion
birds hovering and circling over aspot amile ahead of them.

"Something is dead up there," Kye-Dee noted.

"Morethan just aman or acamd," said Achilea, "to attract so many birds."

"Ride cautioudy," Conan advised, "but | do not expect trouble. If there were any live men over
there, the birdswould not circle so low. See, even now some of them descend.”

They rode onward at a cautious pace, and soon the wind brought them aterrible stench. Then they
saw shapel ess heaps upon the ground and among these hegps prowled dainty jackas and burly, brindled
hyenas. The constant snarling of the beasts and the screeching of the birds made ahideousdin,

Their horses shied at the Sights, sounds and smells. Thetall camels seemed unaffected. The party
urged their mounts closer until they could see that the animals were fighting over the remains of men and
camels. So mutilated and dismembered were the corpsesthat it was difficult to count how many humans
there had been. The much bigger carcasses of the camelswere il largely intact, and it was over these
that the hyenas snarled and fought, while the jacka's sought to snatch bits of man-flesh from each other's
mouths. The grotesque vultures flapped in and tore loose what shreds they could, squawking indignantly
when the greater creatures drove them off.

"What massacre took place here?' Achileawondered, holding afold of her robe across her nogtrils
to dull the stench.

"A caravan?' asked Y olanthe, thrusting her head from within her enclosure. She seemed curious,
not at al repdled by the horrific spectacle.

Conan dismounted and walked among the corpses and the scattered limbs. The burdens carried by
the camels had been torn open and scattered about. These he examined aswall.

"I think not,” he reported at length. He pointed to severd sections of bloodied cloth and jointed
poles. "They were traveling with some good-sized tents. Caravaneerstake only small ones, to saveon
cargo space. | think thiswas a nomadic tribe on the move. See, mere were women and children among
them." Heindicated some of the scattered remains, although only a practiced eye could discern such
digtinctions as age and sex, so thoroughly mutilated were they,

"l saw no sign of aband thislarge aswe fared hither,” said .Achilea. The stench may have repdlled
her, but the horrific Sghtsleft her unmoved.

"I think these must have been coming up from the south when they were attacked,” Conan said. "
estimate mere must have been at least ahundred folk of al agesdan here.”

"We could collect the heads and make a count,” Kye-Dee suggested, sounding bored. Dead people
did not interest him. epecialy since someone else had dready |ooted them of al vauables.

"No need," said Monandas. "Who, think you, did this deed, Cimmerian?"

"l seeno arrows,”" Conan answered. " Sometimes atribe may beidentified by its style of fletching. In
fact—" he bent over acorpse that still possessed its head and upper limbs—I see no wounds save those
made by the teeth of these scavengers. That meanslittle. Such destruction as these carcasses have
suffered could well obliterate dl sign of wounds," Hewasfar from satisfied with this explanation, but he
felt that it would do for the others.

"We've no reason to stay herelonger,” Achileasaid, her face contorted with disgust. "Let'sbe

avay.'



"Therest of you ride on,” Conan said, "l want to investi-gate the land around here and seeiif | can
find out who did thiskilling and whither they went from here. If they are ahead of us, best to know it

"Very wel," Y olanthe concurred, "but rgoin us before nightfal without fail.”

The Cimmerian merely grunted assent and nodded, not taking his eyes from the ghastly carnage
littering the desert floor. The others rode off to the south. For awhile, he walked among the corpses,
ignoring the snarls of the hyenas. The creatures were powerful enough to drag down afull-grown bull, but
they entirely lacked combative spirit. Only prey that was weak, helpless or aready dead attracted them.

Satisfied that he would learn no more from the dead, the Cimmerian remounted and began to ride
around the daughter site, looking for signs of the killers. Employing an ancient hunter's technique, he
walked his horse dowly in an ever-widening spird. Once be stopped and dismounted. The ground
roundabout was hard, but here he saw marks that |ooked out of place. He squatted and studied them.

They werefaint, mere paralel linesin the dust. There were two sets of them, asif aclawed creature
had crouched there, then launched itsdlf at itsvictim, leaving the scraich-marks behind. Frowning, the
Cimmerian looked nearby and saw no others from the same creature. Whatever it had been, it sprang by
the use of only two clawed feet. He brushed the dust away from one such mark and his scalp prickled.
The marks, though faint, were etched into the stone below the dust. He knew that no natura beast had
claws hard enough to make such impressons.

Crouched low as he walked, the Cimmerian searched the area and found another score of identical
marks. When he had found them dl, he redized that they formed adightly staggered line. From the
tapering depth of the scratches, he knew that the creatures had been facing south when they sprang. For
many days, the wind had come from the south. The things had set their ambush o that the wind would
cany their scent away from the approaching nomads.

The entire scene, as he recongtructed it in hismind's eye, |eft him profoundly uneasy. He had known
wolves, and sometimesthe big cats, to hunt often in packs or in smal hunting teams, but never to lay so
premeditated an ambush. What manner of creatures were these?

The victims had not been newcomersto the desert aswas his own party, nor even desert-wise
caravaneers. These had been nomads who passed their whole lives among the sands and stone and
scorching sun of thiswilderness. Y et they had been caught completely by surprise. Perhagps the uncanny
crestures were unknown even to the desert nomads.

Before leaving the scene, Conan went back over the line of marks. He found one that was clearer
than the others. It wasin adight depression, shaded by ajagged stone topped by a scrubby bush. This
mark had been protected from the wind Mid the direct sunlight He lowered himsdlf to hisbelly and
miffed. Faintly, but distinctly, there came to his nostrils a pungent, unpleasant odor. It was as sharp as
vinegar, but it was asmell he did not associate with living creatures. It put tern in mind of the workshops
where craftsmen etched de-signsinto the blades of swords and daggers with acid. He knew of no
cresture that bad such asmell.

Remounted, be rode on southward, hiseyesdert for sign ' at the things that had wiped out the tribe
of desert people. What had been their motive? Food? The scavengers had been ML the bodies so long
that it was difficult to tell. And why had to crestures made off with the tribe's bel ongings? Human
savengers might have looted the corpses, but if so, they had carefully obliterated al sign of their presence.
Conan waswilling to alow that this might have happened. He accounted himself amaster tracker, but he
had been among people who, within their own territory, could hide every sign of their movement with a
kill that was dl but supernaturdl.

Hedid not ride straight for his companions. Rather, he zigzagged, covering much more ground than
necessary. He did Ms so that he might espy any further sign of the marauders, or any other threet to the
group. The desert was devoid of farther traces. He reached the party at sunset. Even before he saw
them, the southerly breeze wafted to him the scent of grilling meat When he arrived, he found that the
Hyrkanians had bagged afine gazelle. His ssomach rumbled, for he had had no food save for afew



scraps of dry bread, and that had been early that morning. The alarm of the daughtered tribe had driven
al thought of food from his mind, but now he was famished.

Herodeto thefire and dismounted, drawing his dirk even as his boot struck the ground. He
crossed to the low-burning coals where the anima's digointed carcass Sizzled.

"Did you find anything? " Kye-Dee asked as the Cimmerian cut dices of gazelle from awell-roasted
haunch.

"Little that made any sense. Just now | have better use for my mouth than talk.” When he had
satisfied his hunger with the savory meat and handfuls of dried dates from aleather bag, washing down
with water from a skin, he told them of the strange marks and their even stranger attendant odor,

"Like acid, you say?' Monandas commented, his face more somber than usual.

"Aye. | have smelled something the like in the shops of the blade-etchers, and where jewelerstest
the purity of gold. But never have | known any naturd creature to have such asmell.”

"What of unnatural beasts?" asked one of the Hyrkanians, hisfingerstwisted nervoudy in hislong,
black plaits.

"I want nothing to do with any such,” Conan said firmly.

"Scholarslearned in the naturd arts" Y olanthe said, "affirm that the tiniest crestures are made quite
differently from the greater ones. Four centuries ago, Uhnas of Kordavawrote a monumental treatise on
the six-legged creatures, in which he stdes that many of them employ acid as aweapon, or to prepare
materialsfor their nests, or to soften their food to an edible state. Even the common ants have a strong
acid within their bodies™

"Ants do not grow so large," Conan said. "Nor do they go about on two legs.”

"Much as| esteem learned discourse," Achileagrumbled, "1 think you are reading too much into
some scratches on the ground and a bit of smell. That tribe was probably attacked by enemies, and the
killerswiped out their own traces. What was |eft was obliterated by the hyenas and the other scavengers.
Thereisno mystery. We must take specia care to watch for them, that isal." Her stubborn tone
suggested that she wastrying to convince herself. "So we must,” Monandas said.

Asthey continued south, the rocky, eroded soil, scrubby brush and cactus began to give way to
sandier terrain, then to true dunes that marched away in the distant horizon like the waves of the sea. The
horses began to hang their heads and grow sullen, not liking the change.

"At first opportunity,” Conan announced, "we must trade the horses for camels. Thereisan oasis
not far from here where several caravan paths meet. There we will find cara-vaneerslooking to trade
their beasts for horsesfor the trek north.”

"I do not liketheidea," Achileasaid. "And | do not like camels! They are ugly, smelly creatures
without grace or beauty."

"Not fit for aqueen, you mean?*' said Kye-Dee, giving forth one of his high-pitched laughs. '1 do
not like them, either, but | fear the Northerner isright. The horseswill not last much longer, and even a
camd is better than going afoot.” The other Hyrkanians made sounds of vigorous assent.

"Thiswewill do,” Monandas said. "Our destination lies yet farther south and we must have mounts."

"Camdd" said the dwarf, spitting into thefire.

The next day, they crossed arange of low hillsand saw afew scant acres of greenery lyingina
small valey, protected from the winds. To reach the oasis, they had to ride through agap in the hills, and
across this gap were ranged a half-dozen men on camels, arrowsfitted to the strings of their short bows.
They were lean and fierce-looking, wearing spired helmets wrapped with black turbans. From the
turbans hong vells dyed with multicol ored stripes and reaching to their stirrups.

"We can easily brash these aside,” said Kye-Deg, idly thrumming the string of his great bow. "Our
wegpons have twice the range.

"Aye" Achileaaffirmed. "I'min amood for sometarget practice. I've shot at nothing but hares and

gazdlesfor many aday."



"Nay," Conan said. "These are Omri tribesmen by their colors, and if mere are six of them here,
there are ahundred more at the oasis. The man | spoke to back in the village said that the Omri have
staked out this casis astheir own and levy atoll upon passer-by. We will pay because we must.”

"l will deal with them,”" saild Monandas,

They rode forward with wegpons handy, but without any show of truculence. While Monandas
conferred with the leader of the pass guards, the Cimmerian and his companions eyed the tribesmen and
were eyed in turn. The desert men showed the degp contempt that al nomad tribesmen held for
srangers. They were aided in this by the advantage in height their camels gave them. They were 0
swathed in their striped robes that nothing of them showed save their hands and their fierce, black eyes.
Their boots were of soft blue leather, and their swords had long, straight blades.

"Paying for water!" Achileasaid sullenly. "It isasbad asbeing in atown."

"Nay," said Conan, "for these fellow charge only for accessto their water and grass. Townsmen
would levy atax on goods passing through and would want a percentage from our Livestock exchange."

"Townsmen!" the dwarf snorted. “"No wonder they are such naturd prey for real men.”

"These are not,” Conan cautioned. "They are predatorsjust like us. Do not provoke them. | wish to
ask them about conditions to the south, and about that exterminated tribe we found.”

Monandas handed over the toll demanded by the guards and they descended into the valey, fighting
at their reinsto keep the horses, maddened by the smell of fresh water, from bresking into arun. Thetall
camel s kept to their more dignified pace.

When the horses had drunk enough, the riders tugged them away from the water lest they founder.
Conan gave orders that the beasts be carefully curried and otherwise well tended. He wanted them
looking their best for the trade. That settled, be went to find the Omri chief. An inspection revealed that
three caravans camped at the oasis. One of them carried a number of spare camels, and he made a
mental note to spesk with the master of that one before nightfall.

The Omri was encamped closest to the spring-fed water hole, allowing othersto bring their beasts
to the water to drink, but reserving the shade of the palm trees for themselves. Conan estimated that
there were about e ghty fighting men present, with no women or children. With detachmentsof a
half-dozen guarding each of the approaches, that made his origina guess of a hundred men reasonably
accurate. He knew that the lack of resources made larger bands impractical, save for occasiona small
armies put together to raid the towns of the desert periphery.

He found the chief lounging benegth a black tent of woven goat's hair. The Omri took his ease upon
arude couch made of camel saddles and blankets. Pram time to time, the man sniffed the smoke of herbs
burning in atiny brazier that rested by hissde. Asthe Cimmerian approached, the desert chief's keen
eyestook in his brawny frame and arrogant walk.

"Welcometo the water and grass of my tribe, stranger,” the chief said. He gestured to a broad
platter of hammered brass that lay before him. Upon it rested some scraps of bread sprinkled with grains
of coarse sdt. "Break your fast with me."

Conan sat cross-legged upon the ground and took one of the bread scraps. ™Y ou are generous, O
Chieftain," he said before thrusting the dry morsdl into his mouth. In the desert, Accepting bread and salt
was asymbolic act, placing him under the chiefs protection by the ancient laws of hospitaity. Now any
act of treachery toward him would be punished inexorably by the gods.

For awhile, the two spoke of minor things: the condition of me desert to the south, the likelihood of
afavorable exchange of horsesfor camels. Then Conan broached what was redlly on hismind: the
exterminated tribe they had discovered. The chief was roused to consternation, his eyeswidewith darm
asthe Cimmerian described what he had found.

"Set and Iblid" the chief cried, making agesture to ward off evil. "Wasthere anything | eft of the
robes or other trappings of these people?’

"I found some scraps of black cloth with thin, white zigzag lines embroidered on them.”

The chief looked margindly less disturbed. "That means those folk were Beni Nuer. They area



worthless people who scavenge at the desert's edge, too cowardly to brave the great sands of the inner
fastness, so they are no loss, but | do not like these signs and marks you found!™

"What do they mean?' Conan asked.

"Y ou have eaten my bread and salt, so | am bound to warn you: The Beni Nuer were dain by the
hadizza, the demons of the whirlwind! They are unclean things from the deepest desert Not since my
grandgre'stime have they come out to the desert's edge, but in the last turning of the moon, | have heard
of three such attacks.”

"What brings them hither?' Conan asked.

The man shrugged. "They are things of spirit and the netherworld, so who can say?"

"Know you what they look like or how they day?*

"They leave none dive to describe them, but their victims, both human and beast, are rent asunder.
The hearts are esten, and often the brains, but the rest is wanton savagery.”

It was clear that the man knew little of the things save for old tales, but it was valuable to learn that
there had been other such attacks and that al had occurred within the last moon. Conan thought to try
something ese.

"Know you of an ancient lost city called Janagar, said to lie in the deepest desert?”

The chieftain laughed. "My friend, the desert isfull of lost cities. | mysdf have seen haf ahundred.
Some yet rear their ruined towers againgt the stars, others are buried so deep in the sands that the
colossa images of their great men can only peer over the sand that covers them to their noses. Itisthe
folly of men that causesthem to build cities. Always, the gods of the desert reclaim their own. Wisdom
liesonly in knowing the ways of the desert. If you wish, you may ask Asoqg, the Teller of Tales. He
knows more old stories than any other of our tribe, and he may have heard of this Janagar.”

Conan thanked the chief courteoudy and left to ook for the Teller of Taes. He was satisfied that his
party was now safe, for the rules of desert hospitality were more powerful than any civilized laws. This
did not mean that the chief was henceforth hislifelong companion. The protection extended only while
they were a the oasis. As soon as they rode away, [hey became legitimate prey once more asfar asthe
Omri were concerned.

A few questionsled him to asmall pen of hegped stones where a single tribesman watched over the
camds of the Omri. He was an dder by the standards of the desert nomads, among whom few lived to
see advanced years. Hiseyeswere il bright, albeit buried in amass of wrinkles. He was spared the
more rigorous patroling and guard duties carried out by the younger warriors, but afine sword hung at his
side and fee looked asready as any to useit.

Conan saluted the old man and held out a hoarded flask of date wine. ™Y our chief tells me that you
areafont of knowledge, deeply learned in the tales of the desert.”

The eder's mouth was hidden by hisvell, but his eyes crinkled even more with asmile. "Aye, that |
am, stranger." He accepted the flask, then turned hisface modestly asde as he lifted hisveil to drink. He
replaced the veil and handed the flask back to Conan. "I thank you. What taleswould you have,
stranger? | know al the stories of Rustum the Magnificent | know the tales of kings and rogues, and of
theloves of men and of gods. | can tell of battle and death, and of the wooing of princesses, and of the
curses of mighty wizards. What would you hear?' The old man's voice was deegp and mellifluous, the
voice of aborn storyteller.

Conan took adrink and handed the wine back. "I would hear of alost city of the deepest desert.”

The old man drank as before, and returned the flask. "Ah, there are many! The City of Brass
appears to mortals once every hundred years, and of those who enter to read the marvel ous verses writ
in gold upon her marble walls, onein three dies, onein three goes mad, and the remaining third are
blessed with perfect fortune for therest of their days.

"llkhar of the Pearly Towers lies a shattered ruin, for the people sinned greatly and the godsrained
fire upon her for the space of three days and nights, sparing neither man nor beast. And the wizards of
Amanopet raised her into the skies—palaces, houses, temples and walls—and she was never seen by



man again.

"Of which lost city would you hear, O stranger?' He reached for the wine and Conan passed it
across.

"Know you of acity caled Janagar of the Opad Gates?"

The old man's eyes narrowed as he searched his crowded memory. "By lblis, stranger, but you ask
for the oldest and most mysterious of tales™

"Then you have heard of it?" Conan urged.

"l have, but so long ago and from so rare a source that | may well be the last tale-teller living who
knows of Janagar. Even in earliest youth, | sought out the old tales from the ancients who whiled avay
the long desert nights with the stories and songs of the desert tribes.

"When | wasasmal lad, my father's clan lay encamped outside the walls of Zamboula, where we
attended the camel-trading fair once each year. We shared our water Stewith atiny tribe called the
Wadim. These had once been amighty people, but envious tribes had banded together to take their
water holes and their secret pastures, and in the space of five generations, they dwindled to the small
remnant | saw outside Zamboula. They were amelancholy people, for they had gained the name of an
accursed tribe, wherefore the young men could not get wives and they were doomed to extinction.” The
old man sghed and took another swalow of thewine.

"Please continue,”" Conan prodded, making no gesture to take back the flask.

"A moon later, on thetrail to Kassali in Punt, we learned that the Wadim had been wiped out by the
Stygians, who were building afort at the last water hole held by that unfortunate tribe. Now al their tales
were|ogt, save for those | heard that time outside Zamboula.™

"And one of these tales was of Janagar?"

"Aye. Give me leave to remember, Stranger, for it has been many, many years." The old man sipped
at thewine and stared at nothing for afew minutes. Then he resumed.

"It returnsto me now: In atime so long ago that the folk who are now the tribes of the desert were
mere farmers and grubbersin the earth—" heturned aside dightly, lifting hisveil and spat upon the
ground to show his contempt for settled people, even if these were his own ancestors "—Janagar the
Wicked shonelike ajewe in thefertile land that is now the very heart of the inner desert.

"Mighty was Janagar, aplace of lofty towers and vast tern-pies from which ascended the fragrant
smoke of incense burned before the altars of the gods. Wedlthy was Janagar beyond the dreams of
wedlth, where the palaces of the princes shone with gold and silver, where the folk wore silk and velvet,
and the very harlots were adorned with jewel s that a queen of thisage would envy." The old man's
gestures were as el oquent as histongue, his hands and hislong, thin fingers sketching in the air the towers
and the people of the long-dead city.

"But evil came upon splendid Janagar, foul wizardry contrived by the later kingsand their effeminate
courtiers. Wealth and power were not enough for them. No, they craved immortdity, and they wrought
the blackest of sorcery, practiced the direst of rites, to secure it unto themsalves. The steps of the
templesran red with the blood of victims sacrificed amid ceremonies so foul asto blast the very senses of
any who |looked upon them,

"This angered the gods. Not the bloodshed, for the gods delight in blood. Nay, it wasthe
overweening ambition of those evil sorcerers of Janagar. They sought to surpassthe very gods.” Theold
man leaned forward and spoke in ahushed voice, asif fearing the unwanted attention of higher powers.
"For know, O gtranger, that even the gods are not truly immorta, but al must dieintime. And for this
reason, they laid Janagar under acurse. In one hideous night, al the inhabitants who could fled from the
city, never to return.

"But there were some who did not flee. Those terrible wizards and their minions remained, seeking
until the last ingtant to rum aside the fierce wrath of the gods. In that night, they performed their ghastliest
rites, cast spells of a power never before attempted by the most demented of mages. The very land
around Janagar withered from the concentrated evil of the battle between mortals and gods, and during



that night, the desert had its beginning, and it spreadsto this day, with the Site of accursed Janagar at its
very heart.”

Thusfar, it seemed to Conan that the tale was much like many others. Logt cities often carried a
story of inhabitants who angered the gods, of ancient evil and lingering curses. Was Janagar no different?

"Know you," the Cimmerian asked, "of alegend linking Janagar with the hadizza, the
whirlwind-demons?'

The elder's eyes clouded with thought. "Nay, thetae | heard so long ago made no mention of it.

Y et the hadizza occur in many stories, and it may be that they had their origin in the unholy fdl of
Janagar. For if the desert itself began there, might not the demons of the desert likewise have found their
geness?'

"Aye, that iss0," Conan agreed. He rose and thanked the old man, who sought to tempt him to stay
and hear more tales of the desert, but the Cimmerian had other business.

As he had expected, there were caravan masters eager to trade camels for good horses, and he
spent much of the day in examining the desert beasts. The traders who hoped to gull the ignorant
Northerner by praising the merits of inferior animaswere sorely disgppointed, for Conan waswell
versed in the ways of both camels and traders, hi the end, the exchange was made. The Hyrkanians,
Achileaand her followers were appalled and disgusted to see what they were expected to ride.

"These are the ugliest crestures | have ever seen!™ Achileacried, horror writ upon her face.

"They smdl even worse than they look, by Set!" said the dwarf,

"Y ou don't look for beauty in acamel," Conan said, exasperated. "Y ou look for strength, and
endurance, and heart. These creatures will never inspire a poet to create versesfor them, but they are
sturdy and free of sickness. They will get uswhere we need to go, and even better, they'll bring us back
agan."

"They do have such comely eyes," Y olanthe pointed out "Large and liquid-brown. And their
eydashesarelong and gracefully curled.”

One of the camel s gurgled and spat copioudy, narrowly missing Achilea.

"They areill-mannered,” said the former queen.

| am going to show you how to saddle them," Conan said, "and then you are to practiceriding

Grousing and complaining, the others chose their mounts and went through the saddling process
while their beasts regarded them win thinly veiled contempt. The Cimmerian showed them how to make
the camelskned for mounting, Caravaneers and Omri warriors gethered to watch this rare entertainment.
Soon all were roaring with mirth.

"Don't dig in your heelsl" Conan shouted. " These are not horses and they don't understand what
you mean when you try to spur them! Use your stick!" Each saddle came equipped with ariding crop—a
thin, whippy stick about ayardin length.

After an hour's practice, Conan was satisfied that his charges had mastered the bare rudiments of
came-handling, It would be some time before they were any match for the desert raiders, but at least
they would be able to keep mounted for the next leg of the journey. The Hyrkanians even managed some
enthusiasm for the camels superior height, which would afford their bows extrarange.

"Very wdl," Conan said grimly as the sun touched the western horizon. "1 think you can al be
trusted not to break your necks now. Tomorrow we ride south.”

"l am sick of thisdesert,” Achileagrumbled.

Conan laughed. "Think you so? Y ou arein for asurprise, woman."

"What do you mean by that, rogue?’ she asked hotly.

"I mean that what we have ridden through ere now was not desert. It wasjust arid ground.”

Even the haughty queen's self-assurance dipped at thisrevelation. "Truly? If what we have ridden
through was not desert, what is me true desert like?'



"Y oull recognizeit when you seeit,” he promised. "It islike hdll with the fires burned out."

Sx

Jet and Iblid" cried Jeybathe dwarf. "Where are we?"

Thelittle band stood in line atop a dune, and before them stretched an expanse of sand that rolled
and undulated like the waters of a sea. Overhead, the sun-washed sky resembled a great dome and was
unmarred by asingle cloud. The heeat of the sun beat down upon them like the anger of aterrible god.

"Thisisthe desert,” Conan told them.

"How do wefind our way?' Achileaasked. "There are DO trees, no hills, not so much asatall
goneto serve asalandmark.”

"It ispossible for onewisein the ways of the desert to Stay to acourse,” the Cimmerian said. "The
guestion is, do we know where we are going?' He turned to the twins, who sat their camel's, no longer
within their traveling tentsfor achange. "Y ou are the ones who know where this mysterious placeties.
Canyoufindit?

"Of acertainty,” said Monandas. "Wewill lead you straight to our destination.”

"That isnot enough,” Conan said "'l have never traveled to this part of the Empty Lands. From here
south, | do not know where the water holeslie. If there are oases, the desert tribesmen keep them a
secret . The camels can go for many dayswithout drinking, but even they must have water eventualy. We
carry enough water in skinsto keep oursalves dive for perhaps ten days, but no more.”

Y olanthe smiled. "Have no fear. Our supplies will be more than adequate. We will stop here now
and rest beneath what shade we can contrive. When the sunislow, we go on."

"That would bewisest,” Conan said. "Night isthe best timeto travel in the desert, although I'velittle
fathin thisquest of yours. | hired on to guard you from marauders, not to die of thirst in the wilderness of
sand.”

"Aye, and that goesfor usaswell," Achileasaid, her gesture taking in her three women and her
dwarf.

"If we have not found your logt city infive days," Conan went on, "then we must turn back. Even
then, well be damned thirsty when we get to an oasi's, and perhaps short acame or two."

"That should be adequate time," said Monandas.

Conan showed them how to make the camels kned, to scoop depressionsin the sand beside the
beasts and arrange their blankets over their saddles and bedrolls, using their riding crops as poles, so that
they had crude, makeshift tents with which to shied themselves from the sun during the hottest part of the
day. They lay gasping benegth these for hours, until the sun drew near the western horizon and the air
grew marginaly cooler. With that blessed diminution of the heet, they rose and continued their journey.

The sun dipped below the horizon and for brief minutes, the sky glowed afierce crimson. Then the
darkness came quickly. One minute, afew bright stars became visible. A few minutes after thet, there
were hundreds. Minutes later, hundreds of thousands blazed forth in crystalline splendor. Two hours after
sunset, the gibbous moon rose and the desert became amost as visible as during the day, lacking only the
color lent by sunlight.

Beneath the great arch of stars, they moved in near silence, for the foot-pads of the camels made no
such noise as the hard hooves of horses. In the desert fashion, dl their meta harness was muffled to
avoid clinking, and the only sounds made were the faint moans and grumbles of the camels.

Aswas his custom, Conan rode well ahead of the others, his every sense dert for attack. He had
the uneasy sense that the greatest danger might not be from human enemies. What were these
whirlwind-demons like? Could they be fought? Would stedl be effective againgt creatures whose talons
were hard enough to gouge scratchesin stone? As he pondered these unsettling questions, Achilearode
upto hissde.

"How do you know whereto ride?" she asked. She spoke quietly, for in the desert night, awhisper
could be heard at a distance of a half-score paces.

Conan gestured toward the southwest. "Monandas said to take a bearing on the Lesser Dragon.”



The congtdlation of nine stars glowed just above the horizon. Inits center, the Demon Star shonelike a
ruby.

"Inmy country, we cal that one the Winged Demon,” she said with adight shudder. "That red star
isthemost ill-omened in dl the heavens." It seemed to Conan thet for thefirst time she spoke asif she
feared something.

"Thenitisafitting guide" hesaid, "for I think it leads usto no good destination."

"How 07"

Conan told her what he had heard from the Omri tale-teller.

"What doesit mean? The old man heard tales as ayouth. The mad twinsread thingsin old books.
Doesit mean anything at al? Surdly thiscity, if it truly exigts, isso old did itsevil islong vanished. Asfor
the treasure they hopeto find, | do not believeinit. Dust and broken stoneisdl they will find."

"If that isthewordt of it, | shal not grieve,” Conan said.

"And after that our task will be done. What will you do then?”

"Thewarsare mostly a an end in the north. But there are vast lands to the south. Thereisadways
something therefor awarrior of spirit. If you are skillful with weapons, you will find aready market for
your skill."

"What are those lands like?' she asked. The Cimmerian was surprised to hear her speak with
anything lessthan hodtility.

He pointed to the southwest once more. " If we keep to this course and do not die of thirst inthe
meanwhile, we will cometo the Styx, theriver some call Nilus. It isthe greatest river in the world, and
beyond it lies Stygia. | do not carefor that land, for though itisrich, it is steegped in sorcery and it isruled
by tyrantswho have far too many lawsfor my liking."

Hisarm swung to point due south. "That way lie Punt, Keshan and Zembabwel. They are nigged
lands of mountain and jungle and high savanna. The wild game cannot be described, it must be
Sseen—herds so vadt that the eyetiresin taking them dl in. There are giant elephant and giraffe and tiny
antelope, and creatures of al szesin between. Zebras like horses striped black and white graze beside
buffalo with hornstwo pacesfrom tip to tip, and next to them, rhinoceros like armored siege-engines,
with nose-horns aslong as aman's arm. And the great cats prey upon all of them, lion and leopard and
chegtahs as swift asadiving hawk."

She was enthralled by the description. "I would see such sights! | had thought that beyond the
steppes lay only the lands of the settled people, fit for nothing but prey. Are the people of these lands
fierce?'

"Aye, they arethat. They aredl dark folk, but they vary greatly in look and language. | have seen
pygmies no more than three feet tall and tribes where the shortest man stands higher than seven feet.”

"How do they fight?" she asked with professiond interest

"The spear isthe favored weapon of those lands. Some use the bow with poisoned arrows. In
Keshan, many fight on horseback, but few of the people farther south areriders, hi the jungle lands, mere
aremany disessesthat kill horses.”

"There are lands even beyond those you named?”

"Aye, and no man | ever heart) of has gone so far south that he has run out of land. The Black
Kingdomsarevadt."

She pointed west. "What lies that way?"

"The Styx takes agreat bend and flows west to the sea. South of it lies Stygia. To the north of it, the
first nation beyond this desert is Shem, and to the north of Shem liesKoth. They are pastora landswhere
men raise cattle and sheep in huge herds. They are dso great archers. West of Koth is Argos, and then
Zingara. All these lands border upon the Western Ocean.”

"Have you visited these places? | never knew that the world was so vagt.”

"I've spent time in most of mem,” he affirmed. "Aye, thereisno end to the world. Back that way,"



he jerked athumb over hisright shoulder, "lie Iranistan and Vendhyaand Khitai. Men say that Khital is
aslarge asdl the western lands put together, but how they would know that is beyond me."

"Back in the steppes of my homeland,” she said wistfully, "I spoke to carvaneers who had traveled
al theway to Khital. They said that it isindeed vast, but it sounded too orderly and boring for my taste.”

Conan laughed. "1 doubt it not. Well, there are plenty of disorderly placesfor thelikes of us. I've
not yet even spoken of Ophir and Aquiloniaand Nemedia, al of them rich and civilized and warlike, nor
of the Pictish Wilderness, as savage as the Black Kingdoms. North of them are Asgard and Vanaheim
and Hyperborea, and my homeland of Cimmeria. These are not rich lands, but they produce warriors
beyond compare. And beyond the Western Ocean, I've no doubt there are other lands and peoples and
kingdoms squabbling among themsalves and ripe for raiding. Perhaps I'll see even those before | die”

"Y ou have the heart of atrue adventurer," she said, and he thought he detected atrace of
admirationin her voice.

"l think you arelikeme," hesaid. "Afraid of little, loyd to your word and your friends, inlove with
danger and ever ready to ride beyond the next hill to see what liesthere.”

"Of course,” shesad. "l amaqueen.”

"And only one whose word is as bonds of iron would stick by these mad twins. But | have taken
their pay and | will seethisthing through to the end. I'll own, though, that | have seldom undertaken
anything so foolhardy."

Thistime, it was she who laughed. "I doubt that, Conan. | think that you take on many foolish tasks
for the sheer joy of it. | have done the same, riding after treasure that never existed, pursuing vengeance
long after anyone of good sense would have quit, Fighting on when the odds against me were so great
that | had no chance of victory. What other sort of lifeisworth living? It may be short, but it isalifefull of
fireand spirit.”

"Aye, that iss0. I'd live no other way."

They rode on for awhile, saying nothing. The Cimmerian fdlt that, somehow, abond had been
forged between them. He was abouit to build upon this, perhaps to suggest grester intimacy with
something less than his usud forthright fashion, when she straightened and focused her full atention
sraight ahead. He did likewise, curaing interndly. What arimefor an interruption!

"Something comes," she said quietly, her blade whispering from its sheath.

Conan's sword was aready in his hand, not even making awhisper asit did forth. Hisnostrils
flared. "Thewindisfrom tha direction, but | do not smell that demon-scent.”

"Praisethe godsfor that," she muttered. "Men are trouble enough without demons interfering. How
many, think you?"

He strained his ears and heard only a shuffling sound, accompanied by alow, droning hum. "Unless
| missmy guess, it isalone man or woman, and not being very careful. It could be a decoy, something to
hold our attention and lull usinto complacency, alowing his confederates to attack us unawares."

"l amno villager!" she sad, nettled. "I know that well enough.”

He shrugged. So much for their newfound intimacy. Now he could see someone walking toward
them. The stride, dgjected and shuffling as it was, was that of aman. Asthe figure drew nearer, the
humming noise resolved itsdf into alow, dirgelike song. The stranger definitely was not happy. He
seemed not to notice them until he was no more than a score of paces before them. Then he looked up
and gasped.

"Ahhh! Who are—mercy, my magters, it iswily I, Amram, the most unfortunate of men. I mean you
no harm.”

Achilealaughed shortly. "Truly, 'twas not you that concerned us, fellow. Are you done?’

"Oh, assuredly! And you?'

Conan ignored the return query. "Then you must be agrest fool, for only one such would walk
alone upon these sands, and that makes me suspicious, for this desert is often caled «the Fool-Sayer.



"But | did not begin thus," said Amram with head hung low, "Mine, sir and madam, isasad tale.”

"I doubt that not," said Achiles, "for ahangdog rogue like you could tell no other.”

"Kegp an eye upon him here," Conan said. "'l shdl ride ahead and sniff out any ambush. If you hear
sounds of fighting, day him and ride back to the others.”

"Very wel," shesaid. "Y ou know the desert better than 1." Conan rode out a haf mile, zigzagging
and cutting wide crescents, covering every poss ble ambush spot. He had known desert mento lie
beneath blankets or straw mats and cover themselves with sand, where they would wait patiently for
hours until their prey gpproached. When their victims were literdly atop them, they would rise from the
sand like demons exploding from the underworld, shrieking horrifically and laying about them with their
blades until dl their prey lay dead in awelter of blood and the booty wastheirs. But there were signs by
which eyes as keen as his could detect such lurkers, and the Sgnswere missing.

Satisfied that no ambush lay in store for them, Conan rode back to where Achileawaited The
stranger stood apprehensvely by thewarrior's camed. Hewasasmal man, dight of build. Hislowered
cowl revesled anarrow, beak-nosed face that creased into an ingratiating smile when me Amazon, seeing
the Cimmerian returning, sheathed her sword.

Conan and Achilearesumed their interrupted trek. "Walk along between us, fellow,” Conan
ordered. The man complied. "Now tdll usyour story."

"Know, then, that | am amerchant of Baruba, in Keshan—"

"Y our accents are those of Koth." Conan said.

"Ah, just s0. My father was a great merchant whosefine etatelay intheidyllic hills of Ramat,
near—"

"Not only isyour speech that of Koth," Conan interrupted, "it isthat of Khorshemish!”

"As| was about to say, my father's grest trading house lay in the fabul ous temple digtrict of that
aty—"
"Not only isyour speech that of Khorshemish," Conan went on relentlesdy, "but it isthat of the

Swamp, awarren of seedy dives and houses of ill fame by theriver."

Amram gritted histeeth, but he went on gamely. "I can see that you are awidely traveled man.
Wdl, my father was not so great amerchant. He had a money-lending shop, but it wasthe very best such
establishment in that humble district—" He broke off and squawked in darm as Conan leaned from his
saddle and encircled his neck with one powerful hand. Hisfingers did not squeeze, however, but only felt
the strangely roughened skin just above the collarbone.

"If you are the son of arespectable pawnbroker," the Cimmerian said, "why do you bear the scar of
aStygian dave-collar upon your neck?"

"We have not yet come a hundred paces,” Achileasaid with wonder, "and this strange wight has
aready descended in rank from merchant prince to dave. How much lower can he go?"

Conan'sfingerstightened. "Even lower than adaveisacorpse. Would you careto try that role,
Amram?'

"Mercy, Master!" Amram cried. "Y ou do misapprehend! Long ago. | served in the army of Koth
when we were a war with Stygia. | was captured and | abodein that land for sometimein a state of
reluctant servitude, but it was no more than the fate that often befals soldiers. Surely you can find no
dishonor in that."”

"So how came you to strolling about in thiswilderness, you serpent-tongued rogue?' Achilea
demanded.

"l was just coming to thai, greet chieftainess! Y ou should not be so impatient! The savor of atade
liesinitslesurdy unfolding, not inits hurried and ill-consdered pouring forth, like water from agresat
agueduct.”

"Strange," Conan mused, "the sort of people one meetsin the desert in the middle of the night.”

"Yearsago, | escaped from Stygian captivity and made my way to Keshan. There| prospered asa



trader and in time, became master of my own caravan. My camels were the best, and each year |
trekked the route from Barubato Punt, thence to Kutchemes and Zamboula, and then back again.”

"And what did you trade?' Conan inquired.

"All the usua goods: ivory, fegthers, furs, pearlsthat come from the western shore through Kush
and Darfar, daves and so forth. On the return journey, | often carried spices, eastern silks, which are
superior to the slk of Stygia, wrought gems, daves of different race, and these | usudly traded 'in Stygia
for goods of that land and fine Shemitish glassware before returning home to Baruba, where | have
severa wives and some dozen or so children.”

"The goods you mentioned are heavily taxed in Stygia, especidly the silk," Conan observed. "Did
you evade the customs agentsin this?*

Amram shrugged, "l see no good reason to cause the authorities more trouble than necessary. | am
adept a avoiding them.”

"Thenyou areasmuggler!" Achileasad.

"What sdlf-respecting caravaneer isnot?' Amram asked with honest wonder in hisvoice.

Conan laughed "Aye, that's true enough! All right, you've told us the vaunting part of your tale and |
think we can believe some smdll parts of it Now give usthe sad part.”

Amram sghed dramaticaly. "Thetimes grew hard for the caravan trade. In the south, many camels
died of anew &ffliction. To the north, old water holes dried up and in consequence, the desert tribes
grew even more predatory. | could not assemble enough goods for adecent caravan, nor hire good,
experienced men to drive such animalsas| had left. And thus, das, | came to commit folly." He gave
forthatruly lugubrioussgh.

"What was the nature of thisfolly?' Conan asked, knowing from experience that the time had come
for him to prod the tale-spinner. It was a part of the storytelling ritual of the southern lands.

"| accepted acommission from astranger, aman who knew not the desert, amadman upon afool's
quest.”

Conan fdt atingling come upon his scalp, and he looked a Achilea, to find her looking back at him.
"What was the nature of this quest?’

"I wasin Kutchernes, down to eight camels, one of them in suspect health. My men had deserted to
find more promising employment. Then this one came to me. He said that his name was Firagi and that he
wished to hire a caravan to take him into the deepest desert. All the other masters he approached refused
to listen to him, but | wasin no position to turn him away. | was desperate.”

"Describe him," Conan said shortly. "A tall, lean fellow, very wdll dressed. Hislook was that of no
nation | have ever seen, and his accent was very strange. | would speculate that he was some sort of
Iranistani. He had something of the aspect of the scholar, but by this| do not mean a student of no
experiencein the red world. He was arrogant and truculent, like certain unpleasant priests of Stygia’

"l know that sort you mean,” Conan assured him. "Go on." "He said that he would pay for the hire
of men and the purchase of supplies. | agreed, but the only men | could find willing to hazard so uncertain
amisson werethe utter dregs of the caravan trade, which, asyou may know, congtitute a very low sort
of manindeed.”

"I am aware of that," said Conan. "What did he expect to find in the deep desert?' Achilea asked.

"At firg, he was closemouthed abouit this. But as the days advanced and we found naught but
barren, boundless sand my men balked. Then hetold us of amarvelous city lost for agesin the very
center of the desert, acity filled with treasure.” Amram shrugged. "1 have seen many sirange Sghtsin my
travels, so why not? More important, this aroused the cupidity of my men and tempted them to go on,
athough it was clearly dangerousto continue. Then one of them disgppeared.”

"Deserted?" Conan asked.

Amram shook hishead. "Nay. One morning we awoke and the man was gone. | took stock of our
goods and found that nothing was missing. What sort of fool would leave acaravan in the midst of the
desert without taking acamel, or somefood or at least a skin of water? But al was accounted for. The



night had been windy, and there were no tracksto tell -hither he had gone. We decided that he had fallen
mad and wandered off into the desert to die. It happens sometimes. "We trekked on. The next morning,
another man was gone.

The circumstances were the same. Now my remaining men grew fearfully darmed. A curselay
upon us, said one. A demon of the sands tempted the men into the desert, said another. These demons
are known to take the form of a beautiful woman to lure men to their doom. Some sing anirresistible
song, which isheard only by their chosen victim. He can think of nothing but finding the source of that
song, and forgetsal esein hispursuit of it."

"And then?' Conan prodded,

"Be not so impatient, Conan,” Achileachided. "The night islong and thisfellow isamusing. Allow
him to recite hisepicin his own fashion.”

"Y ou arelucky, Amram,” Conan said. "Thiswoman israrely so tolerant of men's peculiarities.”

She laughed, and Amram grinned nervoudy, clearly relieved that his captors were in agood mood.
"Thelady isboth wise and beautiful. To continue: My men were distraught with fear and they accused
our employer of being in league with the demons, of luring usinto the great waste to be dain and
devoured by the things. He said it was but afluke, that two men had smply gone mad one after the other.
Again he spoke of thisgreat city, which must be near. He pleaded that we should go on for just one more
day. I wasfor turning back, but the others were men without great powers of discernment, and they
agreed.”

"And the next morning, another man was gone," Conan said, not making it aquestion.

"Nay. The next day, we awoke to find our water skins dashed. All that was left were stains upon
the sands. When we were over our first, despairing horror, we turned in anger upon Firagi. Thistime, he
stood there with asmirk upon his arrogant face. He told us that now we must find the city, for within it lay
springsthat never failed, and only he could take usthere.”

"I would have dain him for hisimpertinence and made my way back, water or no water," Achilea
sad.

"Ah, but that is only because you are new to the desert, lovely and fierce lady. We, experienced
men al, knew that it would be our degth to retrace our steps without adequate water. None of us had
been so deep into the trackless waste before. Indeed, we had never met anyone, however experienced,
who had dared enter that digtrict. The fodl's city might be nothing but me vaporings of his deranged mind,
but it was our only hope. Lacking any viable choice, we followed him yet farther into the sands."

Asthey rode, Conan listened to the man'stae, but he did not alow it to distract him from his
primary mission, which was to guard the caravan from raiders, be they human or other. Thefaint breeze
brought him little save the rustlings of their own harness and the breathing of the camels. Likewise, he
smelled only the beasts he and Achilearode, for thisdigtrict did not support even scraggly desert brush
or thorny cactus to add their scent to the parched air.

"After three days of thisterrible journey,” Amram went on, "we were nigh insane with thirst. Sowe
killed one of our camelsto dake our thirst with its blood. With thewood of its saddle for fuel, we
cooked some of itsflesh and drew some strength therefrom. This heartened us, but after that, itsfellows
regarded us with suspicion.

"Soon even the camels were staggering and weaving, but Firagi strode on asif he did not notice
smdl thingslike heat and thirst and the boundless miles. Hiswas the intensity of the fanatic. It would have
been pleasing to day him, but then wewould only die, so | swalowed the temptation to commit murder
and forged on.

"One by one, camels and men dropped, and we who survived went alittle farther on the strength of
camd flesh and blood. But let metell you, my friends, that while blood may keep lifein your body, it
doeslittleto dlay thirgt, for it is as sdt as the waters of the sea

"Inthe end, only | and Firagi wereleft, and al the camels were dead. An hour came when | knew |
could go no farther.



Asl| plodded dong behind Firagi, | resolved to kill him before | expired, in order to avenge myself
and my companions, for athough they had been the veriest scum of the caravan trade, till, they had been
my comrades of the desert trail. | chose apromising spot upon Firagi's back and drew my dagger.” At
this Amram drew a knife from the sheath tucked benesth his sash and flourished its blade, curved likethe
tusk of aboar, with dramatic panache.

"A deed of far greater profit had you doneit earlier,” said Conan.

"Bedill, Cimmerian!" Achileasnapped, clearly enthrdled with thetale.

"But even before my blade touched his back, Firagi gave forth aloud cry," Amram went on. "He
stood at the very crest of adune, weaving forward and back in his weakness, | could not see what had
so affected him, so | resheathed my weapon in order to look, resolving to finish him off upon the next
dune. | stepped around him to see what had caused his outcry, hoping for a.small spring. Thetiniest,
swampiest oasiswould have gladdened my heart more than the richest city of treasure.” He broke off for
another dramatic pause.

"Tel ud" Achileacommanded.

"It was not agpring. It was, indeed, acity.”

"Isit true, men?' Conan said, reluctant to trust the word of the shabby caravan master.

"Aye, itistrue. At least it was acity. | cannot say asto the veracity of the treasure, asyou shall
soon learn. And it was no heap of ruins as are o many ancient cities of the drylands, its towers toppled
and its statues neck-deep in the sands. Nay. thiswas acity utterly intact to the last tile, asmuch acity as
Khorshemish, where | was born, or Luxur in Stygia, where | wasadave.

"Seeit asl saw it, my masters. Behind the massive walls, the towers rose a hundred paces against
the blue sky; some of aabaster as white as salt, some of purple or green or red marble, crowned with
bronze cupolas, and atop each, a spire terminating in aglobe or astar or a crescent moon, gilded and
flashing in the sunlight. So dender were those towers that they should have toppled in the great desert
stormsthat come once or twice in each generation, powerful enough to destroy any structure of
mud-brick or fired-brick, sparing only low buildings of stout stone. Y et the hard-blown sands of the
desert had not even etched the fine polish of the delicate marble! Isthis not agreat wonder?”

"If itistrue, itisindeed agreat wonder," Conan said "Go on!" Achileasad eagerly.

"Below the towers were the shapes of palaces, each topped with a brazen dome, some low and
broad like the spreading fronds of a pam tree, some high and swelling like the turban of asultan, and as
rich with flashing gems. There were flat-topped terraces that may have been elevated gardens such as
one often seesin the gredt cities of Stygia, but | saw not atrace of greenery upon them, nor anywhere
around the city. "At once, my desireto murder Firagi abated, for he had led metruly, if a some cost. He
cried out, hisvoice likethat of acame'sfrom exceeding dryness: ‘Itisshe! Truly, thisis Janagar of the
Opa Gates!' And thiswasthefirgt time he spoke the name of the city, a name that was unknown to me
until that moment, and | consder mysalf well-versed in the lore of the desert.”

Conan and Achilea exchanged alook. "Y our stock with us has just gone up anotch,” said the
Cimmerian, with lessdoubt in hisvoice than previoudy. "Tdl usmore.”

Amram nodded and grinned. "Ah, you are connoisseurs of afine story. Good, good! Never have |
told one so strange that is aso true. Well, then. We stumbled down the face of the dune toward the city,
and now, over my great shock at seeing the apparition, | saw that there were other strange things about
the place. It lay in the middie of avast depression of sand as smooth asthe inside of abowl. The
depression was not terribly deep, but deep enough to hide the city from view until one reached the crest
of the last dune. And no birds soared overhead, such as one sees even in the most barren parts of the
desert, for the long-winged birdswill fly from far away to espy carcasses or small prey in the sands. But
the sky above Janagar was as devoid of life asthe city itself.

"For devoid of lifeit was. No scent of smoke drifted over the walls, as no wisp of it ascended from
the houses and temples. Most uncanny of dl. no dightest sound came from the grest city. Eveninthe
deegpiest hour of an ordinary city, onewill hear some sound, if just the snore of a deeping sentry or the



stumbling of adrunk. Outside a city, there is aways the sound and smell of livestock, but there was no
such outside Janagar.

"And then, just as | began to believe that it had to be adream or amirage, | did hear asound! And
it was the most welcome sound | could have imagined!”

"Human voices?' Achileaasked.

"Nay, it waswater! | heard the sound of water splashing into apool! Thislent wingsto my sorefeet
and | fairly flew the last few-score pacesto the city wall. There, just without the greet gete, was afine
watering-trough such as many cities provide to give drink to camels and horsesjust arrived. It wasten
paces long and two paces broad, and it brimmed with pure, clear water! At one end of the trough there
stood a pedestal, upon which was carven the face of afanciful beast, and water gushed in abundance
from itsfanged besk. | fell to my knees and plunged my face into the blessed liquid and did not come up
until | had to breathe,

"Then | saw that Firagi, thefool, had walked right past the water asif he did not seeit. Instead, he
stood gaping at the splendid gate, and its carvings were indeed bright with inset opals. 'Comedrink!” |
cried, 'Y ou must perish ese!’ But he heard me not, or else he ignored me. Instead, he crossed hisarms
upon hisbreas—" here Amram pantomimed the gesture, lowering his head somewhat "—and he spoke
words.

Much aghast was | when the gates before him began to creak and groan!

"These vaves, which stood fully ten paces high, were made of some dark, massy wood and were
strapped with heavy bronze and studded with the same metal. Both metal and wood were carved with
many intricate and fanciful designs, but at that moment | had no eyesfor their beauty, for before my eyes,
they began to move! Sowly and with great mgjesty, the ponderous doors swvung outward, until they
stood wide enough to admit a man walking. Without afurther word, Firagi passed within.

"I was dazed, but only for afew moments. Then | scrambled to my feet and began to walk toward
thismydticd city that wasthe destination of al our suffering. But even as| gpproached, the gates began
to swing shut. | ran toward them, but aready the passage was too narrow to admit me. | grasped their
edges, but my efforts were futile, for they merdly did from my grasp and shut with less noise than the
door of an ordinary house. | called out to Firagi, but he heard me not, nor, | suspect, did he care.

"All that day, | sought entry into the city. | made acomplete circuit of the wall and found other,
lesser gates, but al of them werefirmly shut. The wall wastoo smooth to climb, and | had neither grapple
nor rope." He fetched forth another deep sigh.

"At lagt, | walked away. | knew that | would not get in, and there was no point in dying of hunger,
athough i had water in abundance. | fully expected to die in the desert, but had the good fortuneto fall in
with you distinguished travelers.”

"Y ou came up from the south,” Conan said. "Why did you wak north when you left?"

"I knew full well that | had no chance going back the way we had come. | knew that the desert was
abit lessforbidding to the north and decided that | had some dightly better chance by setting my stepsin
that direction.”

"Y ou seem to me aman who takes his opportunities when he seesthem,” said Achilea. "Haveyou a
few of those opasto show us?'

Amram grinned. "Had | been able, | would have stuffed my purse with them. But their inlay began
some five or sSix paces up thewall. The builders of that marvel ous city were not so foolish asto set the
precious stones down where they could be easily reached.”

"Y ou have had along trek and great adventures,” Conan said. "But you do not sound like athirsty
man. Y ou did not even ask usfor adrink.”

Amram reached within his outer robe and drew forth asmall water skin. It was amost flat, but
when he shook it, alittle liquid could be heard to dosh in the bottom. "I had the dashed skins patched
and we brought some of them with us," he explained. "For | knew that should we find water, we would
need to bear some of it away with us, if wewould live, | boreaway al | could carry from the fountain



before the gateway of Janagar | was down to the bottom of thislittle belt-flask when | happened upon
you. That waswhy | was singing a song of sadness, for | knew that | would probably die within aday or
two."

"Thenthiscity liesnot far from here?' Achileaasked.

"Only three days, for folk mounted upon camels. And, since we speak now of the useful beasts,
would you happen to have a spare mount among your train, that | might ride with you? | have traveled
afoot for far too long."

"We are part of asmdll caravan,” Conan said. "And athough we are not the leaders, | think that our
employerswill alow you to ride one of our pack beastsif your story pleasesthem. | cannot say whether
it will. Thisyou must determinefor yoursef.”

"Ah, surely they must take pity upon a poor wanderer, bereft of his goods and lost upon me vast
bosom of the desert!"

"They are astrange pair,” Conan said. "Go back aong our tracks and you will come upon the rest.
Find the two riding the very tdl, foreign camels and tell them what you have told us. They may not be
happy to hear about this Firagi, but | doubt they will hold it againgt you."

Amram bowed deeply, "May the gods of the desert watch over you and keep you from harm.”
With that, he turned and walked away.

When the man was gone, Conan said, "No god of this place cares aught for man or hisworks."

"What did you think of Amram and his story, Conan?' Achilea asked.

"I think it is very odd that we should chance upon him in thisvast waste in the darkness.”

"Aye, and did you notice that he never asked why we were here or what we seek in the wilderness?
Of course, he seems half mad and that could account for it"

"It could,” Conan agreed, "And | think it isnot the last strangeness we will encounter on thisfool's
journey.”

Seven

The twins seemed dmogt jubilant. Amram's story had pleased them well, and now the odd little man
rode acamd just ahead of the others, guiding them toward his miraculous city. A short distance behind
him rode the others: Achileaand her followers, Conan, Kye-Dee and the Hyrkanians. Theirswasa
mixture of eation and confused foreboding. At least they were not chasing around aimlessy in the desert,
but the sheer strangeness of Amram's story cast apal over them.

"Why arethe twins so happy?' grumbled Jeybathe dwarf. "They seem relieved. Y et they said they
knew wherethis city was. Why do they need aguide?' With the back of awide, stubby-fingered hand,
he wiped swest from his brow. Provided with aguide to lead them quickly to their destination, the twins
had decided to risk a daytime march.

"At aguess," Conan sad, "I would hazard that they knew the approximate areawhere it wasto be
found, but not its exact location.”

"And," Achileaadded, "they knew of it only from ancient texts and tales. This man's account seems
to affirm that it truly exigts, and istruly as untouched asthey had heard.”

Conan patted his came's neck and it released arestrained grunt. "The beasts are weakening and
must have water soon, but they will hold out for aday or two yet. If thereis anything to the fellow's
dory."

"And if thereisnot?' Achileaasked.

"Then, like him, we shdl learn how long we can last on camels blood. After that, we shall dmost
surely perish, for we have chased this dream so far into the desert that we can neither turn around and go
back nor continue through to the other sde. From what Amram said, the desert to the south is even more
barren than that through which we have come.”

Achileaspat in disgugt. "I never dreamed that any land could be so utterly without life or beauty or
anything ese that makesit worth seeing or crossing.”



"Aye" sad Kye-Dee sadly. "We have seen nothing worth shooting at save lizards for days. What
good isaland without targets?'

Conan had more on his mind than the lack of wild game. Fresh meat wasfine, but he could livea
long timewithout it. He turned to Achilea. "Ride with meto that dune," he said, pointing to alofty hegp of
sand aquarter-mile to their left. "1t isthe highest point we have seen in days. We can survey indl
directionsfrom there."

The two rode to the top of the dune. From its crest, they could survey the flat, monotonous
landscape for miles, to every point of the compass. "Y ou do not often ask that | accompany you on a

"I wished to speak with you out of hearing of the others.”

"| thought as much. What troubles you?"

"Firgt we had the twins searching for Janagar. Now we have Firagi, and | do not likeit"

"When they engaged us, they said that others might be on the same trail and we might incur danger
thereby.”

"Aye, but does it not seem odd that people going after treasure should make so little provison for
bearing it away with them? They seek awhole city of treasure, yet they bring naught saveriding camels
and afew pack beasts, and those must be burdened principally with water and forage for the return
journey.”

She frowned with concern, but voiced her objection: "Y et do they not say that the purpose of this
expedition isto establish the redlity of the city and itstreasure, and its precise location? Surely after this,
they can mount a serious expedition with hundreds of camelsto bear the treasure away.”

"Sothey say. But if we areto believe Amram, Firagi made no preparation for areturn journey. It
seemed of no account to him that al hismen and dl his camels died on thetrip to the city. He had no
hope of returning through the desert on his own, yet heignored even fresh water to go within and shut the
gate behind him."

"Oh, heisprobably mad, asthetwinsare mad,” she said, clearly irritated at thisline of questioning.
"Y ou worry too much, Cimmerian. | would never have thought you oneto fret over danger.”

"l annofool!" hesaid hotly. "And I'll not be played for onel™

"Then how do you read these nines, Conan?' she demanded. "There was no sense to thisjourney
when we undertook it, and I've looked for none along the way. It seemsyou are not so easly satisfied.”

"Indeed | am not," he replied. "Asto how | read these happenings, | tell you this: Whatever these
madmen seek in Janagar, it is not treasure of jewels and precious metals. It is something that needs no
beast to bear it away, and | strongly suspect thet it is something that we cannot share.”

She scowled, fingering the hilt of her sword nervoudy. "Aye, you probably have theright of it,” she
bit out at last. "But what can we do about it at this juncture?’

"Damned little," he admitted. "We can only go on. But when we reach thisfabulous city, | expect to
have some answers out of our mysterious twins, and if they make those gates open. | will be right behind
them when they enter, not sucking up water in atrough!”

To hissurprise, shelaughed. "1 think few enemies catch you with your head in thewater. But | fail to
understand your bad mood. We undertook this commission to get out of Leng, did we not?'

"Aye" he agreed sullenly.

"And arewe not out of Leng?' She gestured to the vast expanse of sand al around them,

"Wearethat," he agreed, unable to suppressagrin of hisown. "And just now, Leng does not seem
such abad—" He broke off abruptly.

"What isit?' Her head snapped around to see where he was gazing. Far to the northeast, there was
afant glitter.

"Ridersfallowing us" hesad.

"Aye, that isour back trail," she agreed. "Areyou sureit isriders? Thissand isfull of bitsof crystal



and shiny mineras”

"Thisisdifferent. Stedd makes a brighter flash. And you can see it move."

She studied the phenomenon for awhile. "Aye, | can seeit moving. And there are more than one.
Armor, do you think?"

"Lance-points, more likely. It would take hardy warriorsto wear armor in this heat. These carelittle
if they are spotted, too, else they would tie rags around their points.”

"Who might they be, | wonder," she mused.

"| cannot say, but | am minded of that man who was so curious about our doings at the last town.”

"Youthink itishe?'

"I intend to find out tonight."

That evening, asthey made their tireless camp, Conan reported the Sghting to the twins.

"Wadl, we knew that others were on the same scent,” Monandas said philosophicaly.

| plan to scout them out,” Conan said. "When it isfully dark, | will go back aong our trail and see
who and how many they are. If | can work my way close enough, | will try to overhear them.”

"I will gowithyou,” said Achilea.

Conan preferred to undertake such missons aone, but he felt thiswas a poor time to dispute with
her. "Very wdl."

"Us, too!" said dl three of her women smultaneoudy. Their pae eyes shone like those of wolves
through their bands of black paint

"Nay," Achileasaid before Conan could protest. "Thisisascouting mission, not a raid. The eyes
and ears of the two of uswill be sufficient. Another time, perhaps, we will want stedthy blades and
nooses, but not now."

The women submitted with ill grace, but they took great carein preparing their queen for her
mission. They took out their pots of paint and removed her flowing desert robes. As she sat near-naked
upon asmal carpet, they camouflaged her body to blend with the moonlit desert, giving her atawny
color covered with dots, splotches and streaks of black.

Conan made smpler preparations. He stripped likewise, then rolled in the fine sand to dust himsalf
thoroughly and kill any betraying shine from his glossy skin. After that, he streaked himself with black
soot mixed with grease, purchased when they outfitted themselves for desert travel—a preparation
employed by the people of the desert to blacken the pits of their eyesin order to cut the glare of the sun.

In the moonlight, the two of them looked like pieces of the desert floor cometo life. Their weapons
were muffled with rags to make no betraying noise and, a the sametime, bresk up their distinctive
outlines. The moon was nearing full and stood hafway to zenith when the two set out, moving at an easy
trot, a pace they would maintain until they drew near the object of their mission.

Their tracksfrom earlier in the day could have easily guided them, but Conan did not want the
people following them to see his and Achileds footprints the next day. Knowing that they had been under
surveillance might put them in an undesirable state of caution. So the two sped lightly over the sand a
half-mileto the east of their path, trusting to luck that the followers would not set out flankersthat far
fromtheir own train.

Conan's senseswere dert for the dightest Sgnsof activity, and hedid not fail to find afew. Evenin
the degpest desart, thereislife. The blazing sun keeps dl lifein hiding during the day, but a night, insects,
lizards and small mammals come out to search for sustenance among the sands and rocks. Serpents and
other predators come out likewise, to prey upon mem. The Cimmerian's eyes caught the flicker of a
lizard'stal asthe creature chased a beetle, and the dither of asnake sde-winding itsway up adune.
Once he saw adiminutive fox with huge ears questing after desert mice. There were even occasiona bats
and ground-nesting owlsthat prowled the night air on silent wings.

They were away from their camp for less than an hour when they saw the glow of afire ahead, and
they stopped to confer.



"They have pack animasto spareif they have brought aong their own firewood," Achileanoted.

"It suggeststhat they are serious about their expedition,” Conan said. "Although I'll own that bearing
firewood isunusual for this deep in the desert. Ordinarily, men wish to traverse this part as swiftly as
possible and do without luxurieslikefire. Thereis preciouslittle to cook, and warm clothing will suffice
for the chill of night. Let'slook closer.”

They stopped again when there was only a single dune between them and the other party,

"l smdl no smoke," Conan said.

"Thereisnowind," Achilea pointed out

"Onanight likethis, smoke should liein ahaze. We should smdll it."

"No good talking. Let'slook."

They bdly-crawled the last few paces up the dune. Then they dowly raised their heads until they
were peering over the barrier of sand. What they saw beyond appeared ordinary enough at first: ascore
of men, half of them seated around a campfire, four standing guard a hundred paces out in each direction,
the rest tending to a double score of camels or e se taking supplies from packs or otherwise employed
upon mundane errands. But gtill, something seemed wrong and after aquick survey, Conan redlized what
itwas

"Thefirel" he whispered, hisvoice so quiet that along-legged desert mouse crossing the dune ten
feet in front of them did not hear him. Achileasaid nothing in return, but he saw her fine eyeswiden as
she saw what he had seen.

The flamesflickered like those of any ordinary fire, but their color was strangely wrong. The usud
hues of red and yellow and orange were there, but benesth them was an undertone of purple, and from
them rose no smoke. There was no crackle of burning wood. They seemed to spring from ahesgp of
something that looked like shiny stones. That they gave forth heat was evident, for over the flameswas
suspended asmall kettle such asthe desert folk used for brewing herb-tea. Likewise, thin cakes of bread
baked on flat stones were propped near thefire.

"What does this mean?' asked Achilea. Even as she spoke, an owl swooped upon the mouse just
bel ow them. The owl's passage was absolutely silent, but the mouse voiced a shrill squeak in the instant
before its neck was broken by the bird's beak. A few men near thefire turned to look toward the sound,
and the two warriorsfroze into even greeter tillness than before. The owl flew off with its prey, and the
men returned their attention to their dinner and their tasks.

"Y ou see that man in the red boots nearest the fire?* Conan whispered.

"Y our friend from Zardas?'

"Aye, it ishe. That man in the turban next to him—he seemsto be the one in authority.”

She studied the man. His clothing was purple: avaunting, roya color for one riding the desert with
villainous-looking companions. "So it gppears.” she agreed.

"We must work our way closer if wewould hear anything,” he said. "We will loop to the north and
comein from that direction.”

"It will cost ustime," she protested. "We can crawl around the end of this dune, through that gully of
sand and to yonder outcropping of rock without being seen.”

"We could,” Conan told her, "but in the morning, they might see Sgnsof our passing. They came
down from the north upon our trail and it isunlikely that they will retrace their epsin the morning. Even
if someone goes out to scout their back trail, our tracks will be so mixed with theirs and our own from the
day beforethat only aPict trailmaster could sort them out.”

"Aye, that would be the most prudent. If we must be cautious, let us be cautious dl theway."

They crawled back down the dope of the dune and trotted to the north crouched low, hands on
hiltsto hold their wegpons ill.

"What mink you about that fire?' Achileaasked asthey cut to the west.

"Sorcery,” hesaid inasour voice. "It isawizard we have on our trail."



It ssemsagood kind of magick to have when crossing the desert,” she said. "Fire without fuel. If he
can magick up water aswell, they have had an easy crossing.”

"Thereisno such thing as good magick,” Conan ingsted..

"Traffic with uncanny powers bothers you?' she asked, sounding amused. "'l didikeit whenitis
used against me, but magick in my own favor islike any other sort of advantage.”

"If you use magick," he said stolidly, "the price aways proves to be greater than the advantage.”

"Haveit your ownway," she said with ashrug, the thick muscles of her shouldersralling beautifully
inthe moonlight. "It isnothing to me. Ah, herewe are.”

They had come upon amultitude of tracksleft by their own camels and those of the followers. They
turned to walk back south through the midst of the tracks. When they came within sight of the tethered
cameds, they paused. Between the ever-shifting feet of the camels, they could see winking the light of the
uncanny fire. About haf of the beasts kndit, their ungainly legs folded benegth them.

"We can best work our way closer through the camels,” Conan said. "Thereislittle other cover.”

"Will they not be dlarmed and give usaway?' Achileawas till uncomfortable around the bessts.
She would have had no qualms about going among horses.

"By thistime, we smédll like camels, too," he reassured her, "Besdes, camels make noise al night
They should take no notice if we are careful. The sentry on this side patrols back and forth about a
hundred paces. | will work my way close and go in when he gets near to his next turn. Y ou comein after
me on theturn after.”

"And if we are discovered?'

"They aretoo many to fight. Pick adirection and run into the desert. We will rendezvous back a
our campsite.”

"Very wdl," shesad. "Go ahead.”

Stedthy asastalking cat in high grass, the Cimmerian worked hisway toward the sentry. Ashe
drew nearer, he saw dia the man was not one born to the desert. He wore long trousers and a padded
jacket, not desert robes, and cradled in his arms was a crossbow. The weapon was al but unknown in
these regions. He hummed as he walked, his eyes sweeping the desert beyond the firdight at intervals.
Thisaswell reveded that he was foreign to these parts. They were the habits of asoldier accustomed to
walking sentry atop the walls of akeep. A desert tribesman did far lesswaking and more listening. In the
desert night, the earswere of exceedingly more use than the eyes.

The regular beat was another sign of inexperience. On acastlewall, it was of no account, but on a
perimeter vulnerableto infiltration, it was agift to an enemy, telling him exactly which way the man would
be facing, and when. Conan waited until the sentry was ten paces from histurning point, facing away
from him, and he dithered on hisbelly into the herd of camels. A few of the beasts|ooked hisway, but
they maintained their attitude of bored indifference.

He paused and remained absolutdly till. A few minutes later, Achileacrawled up beside him. This
time, they did not exchange words, but began to inch their way nearer to the fire, Conan found a camel
knedling broadside to the fire and he worked hisway next to it until helay dongside, hisflank pressed
againgt the camd'sribs as he inched his head forward to look past the beast, hisface benegth itslordly,
high-arched neck. Somewhere near him, he knew that Achileawas doing the same. He knew that her
tribe's solitary timein the wilderness had taught the young warrior-women well, for thusfar, he had no
criticism of her nighttime stalking creft.

Hetold himsdlf to forget the woman for the nonce and concentrate upon the men before him, who
had finished their meal and now sat upon carpets spread across the sand. They rested their backs againgt
their camel saddles and sipped their pungent herb-tea. He saw that about half were desert men, probably
men hired for their expertise in the desert and with camels, for they wore the regaia of at least three
different tribes. The rest, like the sentry, had the look of soldiers. Some of them polished armor or cared
for weapons, and he saw at least three more crossbows. They were adisparate lot, and he assumed
them to be mercenaries. The crossbows were powerful and accurate weapons, but murderously dow to



reload and doubly so on camelback. The desert people favored snort, fast-shooting bows.

The rest of the men favored curved swords, long, light lances and smdll, round shields. Ashe
watched, he saw aman, satisfied that his breastplate was properly polished, dip it into a cloth cover and
put it away in asaddle pack. As be had guessed, these men kept their armor packed away while upon
the desart. Every military detail was important. Now he studied Vladig and the man in the purple turban.
Only the Cimmerian'siron sdf-control kept him from jumping when, abruptly, the purple-clad man
clapped his hands three times, rapidly. The flames died down until there was nothing but a pulsing glow
where they had been, Conan saw that the glow came from what |ooked like a heap of crystalslaid upon
aflat stone.

"Weve no need for heat now," said the turbaned man. "Thereisno sensein using magicka essence
without need.”

"Asyou say, my Lord Arsaces,” Vladig said, speaking not quite as unctuoudy as Amram. Even o,
Conan's keen ears caught the unmistakabl e tones of the stooge and toady in the man's speech,

"How much longer?' asked a desert man. "Thy magicka arts have served uswell. Lord Arsaces.
Never have | known men of the sandsto penetrate so far into the Empty Lands, but now we near the
end of our range. If wewould return home with every man and every camel, we must turn around soon.”

"Wherefore, my friend Dauda?' said Arsaces mildly. "Have |l not kept you supplied with fire,
needing no wood or brush?' He gestured toward the gently pulsing glow of the crystas. "Have | not
found springs for you where even the men of the desert thought there was no water?"

"You did so, my lord, and we honor you for it, but the gods of the sands are mocked at one's peril.
If they should glancein our direction and take note that we have flaunted the deadly barriers they have
erected to safeguard their domain, they may take afearful vengeance.”

"Y ou exaggerate your importance in the scheme of things, Dauda," Arsaces said, afaint sneerin his
voice. "The gods take no note of the doings of mere mortals, save they be great wizards, ableto disturb
the profound thoughts of divine beings.”

"That isnot the teaching of our ancestors, magician,” said Daudawith abit lessrespect in hisvoice.
"We are taught to honor the laws of the gods and to avoid incurring their wrath, lest not only the
individud, but the tribe, too, suffers.”

"Commendable piety," Arsaces said. "Especidly since it comesfrom raiders, thieves and unhung
rogues!"

Dauda seemed to be unmoved by this calumny. "What care we for the laws of lesser men, of
merchants and townsmen? It isthe laws of the desert godsto which | refer, and it seemsto methat we
risk offending them.”

"No matter," said Vladig, smoothly interposing hisvoice into astuation that threatened to turn ugly,
"Wewill reach our destination in aday or two, it that not so, my lord?"

Arsaces glared at Dauda, then said. "Aye, it is s0. No more than two days.”

Vladig turned to the desert man. ™Y ou see? Just two more days, en? Our camels till have fat
humps, and we oursalves are far from dry. Just two more days, and then we turn back. Isthat not
acceptable?!

Dauda's hand, which had strayed toward his sword-hilt, dowly dropped away. "We can survive
another two days, aye. But no more than that."

"Enough of this..." Arsaces paused asthe crystals before him began to flicker. They looked asif
they were giving off tiny sparks and they shifted about restively. "What isthis?' he mused.

"What meansit, my lord?" Vladig asked.

The wizard began to mutter benegth his breath and the crystal's shifted more energetically. Conan's
scalp prickled asthey rose and assumed avaguely human shape, crouching and turning in the manner of a
man peering around him, trying to see something obscured by distance or darkness. Thenit hated and
extended acrystdline "arm™ toward the direction of the came herd. Most of the desert men were upset
by the uncanny thing and fingered amulets while they muttered counterspells againgt evil, but Dauda



looked out toward the herd.

"Khazim," hesaid, "go you and seeif anything isamong the beasts."

"A spy?' Vladig asked.

"The camels should make more noiseif it were," said Dauda, "but look anyway."

The man named Khazim approached the herd, drawing his sword. Two or three others joined him,
their wegpons ready. One of mem strode toward the camel behind which Conan lay. The Cimmerian
knew that at night, men see motion first, shape second, and color not at al. The essence of not being
Seen at night lay in keeping perfectly still. When he set hismind to it, Conan of Cimmeriacould make a
stone seem like alively object. At need, he could alow afly to walk across the surface of his eyeball
without blinking.

The man strode right by him, seeing no movement, no man-shape, taking no note of the lumpish
form next to the camel. He peered about, squinting over hisvelil. "l see naught here. Isthere anything over
there, Wakir?'

"Only my ill-tempered camd. That unholy homunculusisjus—awwk!" The man's exclamation of
surprise came as he legpt back. "A sand-demon! And | trod upon it!" Something exploded from the sand
at hisfeet, and then Wakir reeed back with his hands over hisface, which had just been soundly rapped
by the heavy pomme of asword. The other men among the herd stood stupefied for amoment.

"That isno demon!” shouted Arsaces, "It isaman! Take him divel" Vladig rushed toward the scene
of excitement, and Conan cursed benesth his breath as the camel next to him lurched to itsfeet. Now al
the camelswere shifting and groaning loudly, frightened a the sudden, unexpected activity erupting in the
pesceful night.

Conan got to his own feet, seeking to keep animals between himsdf and the questing men. He did
not want to draw hisblade lest it betray hislocation with its shine, but he kept his hand around its grip,
ready for an instant draw.

"Here heid" shouted someone. Conan heard a crunch and agasp. Then came aring of stedl. There
was no help for it now. He could make an easy escape, but Achileaneeded adistraction. The men
around the crystd "fire" were dl on their feet by thistime, most of them with their wegpons clear. Conan
ran graight for them, whipping hissword clear of its sheath, bellowing a Cimmerian béttle cry at the top
of hisformidablelungs

Men gaped openmouthed at this unwonted gpparition from the depths of the desert night. But they
were fierce rogues, and aman loomed before Conan, a shield raised and lance poised. The Cimmerian's
blade crunched the light shield inward asif it had been made of parchment, and the sound of an
arm-bone snapping was audible above the man's scream of surprise and pain. Another camein from
Conan's right and he sent the man to the ground with a backhanded blow, theflat of his blade catching
me man acrossthe jaw.

Arsaceswas on hisfest, screaming in atongue Conan did not know. The man made no effort to
grasp aweapon, but hisarms were raised, fingers crooked into the likeness of talons and clawing at the
midnight air as his criestook on an ominous regularity and rhythm. Lights began to flash from his
fingertips. Men were racing back from the camel herd to confront this new menace.

"Itishel" Vladig cried, "The Cimmerian!" Sword in hand, be lurched forward.

The men were coming from al sides. Deciding that Achiles, if shelived, had had dl the distraction
shewas going to get that night, Conan knew it wastimeto leave. A blow of hissword and onefrom his
fist sent two men flying and he charged through the space between mem. In seconds, be was beyond the
circle of men. Behind him, he heard the twang of a crossbow string, then the whisper of abolt passing
over hisshoulder. So much for dl their careful preparations.

From the camp came the continuing syllables of Arsacessroaring chant. He wondered where
Achileawas.

There were the sounds of footsteps chasing him for awhile. Then avoice he recognized as
belonging to the man named Dauda caled out: "Come back! That oneran like an antelope and you'll not



catch him. Sentries! Were you adegp?’

"What of the other one?' called avoice faint with the distance.

"Escaped aswdll," said adisgusted voice.

" ill say it wasademon!™

"Demons do not fight with sted, fool!" said Dauda

"The one who charged uswasthe man | spoketoin Zardas," said Vladig. "I'll wager the other was
that sword-bearing wench."

"No woman did thisto me!" cried a man with an edge of painin hisvoice.

Conan chuckled as he dowed to awalk. If they had accomplished little ese with their foray, at least
they had sown congternation and confusion among their followers. He knew that Achilea had made her
escape, but he was concerned that she might have been wounded. No one back there claimed to have
landed a blow upon her, but many things can happen in the confusion of afight, especialy one that takes
place in darkness.

He shook off theworry. There was no sense brooding upon that which he could not help. The
sounds died away behind him. All but one. He stopped, listening and wondering what it might be. It was
akeening, screeching sound, unlike anything he had ever heard, and it sent unpleasant ripples down his
spine. Then heredlized what it was: the chant of the wizard Arsaces, rising to atruly inhuman scale.

Suddenly, it seemed avery good ideato get back to their camp as swiftly as possible. Conan began
to trot. Then he broke into arun. He knew that running at night on such treacherous terrain was most
unwise. Even aman with hisgreat strength of limb and perfect ba ance could fal should astoneturn
under hisfoot. He might step into an unseen hole and shatter his ankle. He could tread upon a swift,
venomous viper and pay the pricefor disturbing it. Most awful of al, be might run out onto the powdery
quicksand that could swallow a man mounted upon acamel. Going at headlong speed, he could find
himsdlf knee-deep hi it without a chance of making hisway to firmer sand.

But just now he was ready to risk the lesser danger to escape the greater. For he knew that the
wizard was up to some baleful magick, and it was certainly aimed at him. But if the mage did not know
exactly where the Cimmerian was, he might have difficulty in directing his spdll with accuracy. At leest,
Conan consoled himsdlf with the thought. He had little choice. He feared no enemy who came at him with
sted, but magicks were something else.

As heran, the moonlit landscape dimmed before his eyes. Thiswas a puzzling thing. He glanced up
at the moon and his blood ran cold, for the silvery orb had turned blood-red. Even as he looked, the
stars began winking out, first the dimmer ones, then the brighter. He dowed to atrot asthe whole desert
grew dimmer and finally he began to walk. If it was unwise to run across the desert by moonlight, it was
folly itself to do so in utter darkness.

For true blackness was coming, no doubt of it. What wizard was so powerful that he could
extinguish the moon and the stars? Surely, only me greatest of gods could do such athing! Even asthe
thought came to him, he felt something gently sifting down upon him and he wiped ahand across hisskin,
where the stuff was collecting upon the sooty grease that streaked him. Mystified, he rubbed the gritty
powder between thumb and fingertips. It was sand.

Now he understood, after afashion: The wizard had raised a sandstorm, but it was a sandstorm
without wind. What could this portend? One thing he knew: In the desert, sand could be as deadly as any
other of its multitude of hazards, and not just quicksand. The Cimmerian continued to walk toward the
camp, and as he went, he gtripped some of the rags from his sword and fashioned avell to cover his
mouth and nostrils, for aready he was breathing sand.

Soon hewas waking dowly, putting one foot carefully before the other, hiseyes ditted so that his
lasheswould filter out meworst of the sand. Even this was not effective with such fine powder, and
constantly he had to blink away grainsthat got through. Even worse, he was no longer certain of his
direction. He had an amost preternatura sense of direction, far more acute than that of acivilized man,
honed by many years spent in every sort of wilderness, from theice-fields of Asgard to the dense,



swarming jungles of the south, but there were limits even to hisingincts.

With no light, no landmarks, no fed of wind, he had no point of reference, only an inner sense that
was no longer reliable. Even though he knew that the wizard could not keep up this unnaturd "sandstorm”
for much longer, it was not within his nature to hat and wait passively for better conditions. Always, it
was his urgeto fight and forge onward, to meet al chalenges head-on. Neverthel ess, mere was nothing
to be gained by it on this night. He might even become turned around and blunder right back into the
wizard's camp.

He decided to stop while he was il half-certain that he was going in the right direction. Testing the
sand benegth hisfeet for firmness, he sank down to Sit cross-legged, facing the direction he would set out
in when he could see again. With another strip of rag, he fashioned a blindfold to protect hiseyeswhile
he waited. Since he could not see anyway, there was no sense in further risking his eyes.

He settled himself to breathe dowly so as not inadvertently to suck in any more of the powder. It
was miserable to be sitting ill while the sand sifted down over him, and he wished that he had his robe
and head-cloth, which would have grestly reduced the discomfort. But there was no way he could have
foreseen this eventuality and he could only wait it out stoically, as he had endured so many other
torments.

Then, just when he thought that he was adjusted to the worst that could happen, he heard
something. He strained his ears, trying to listen through the constant whispering, sifting noise of thefaling
sand. Then he heard it again: achittering and rustling, as of bats. But batswould not be flying in this
maelstrom. Then the sound came closer, and it was louder man any sound that could possibly be made
by ordinary bats.

Cautioudy, Conan raised the edge of hisblindfold with his thumb. There was nothing save utter
blackness. The noise was coming from hisright. Then he heard it again from hisleft. There was more than
one of them, whatever they might be. Slowly, making no noise, he did his sword from its sheeth. Even
more dowly, herose, not using his hands, but only uncoiling hislong, powerful legs. Standing, he turned
his head thisway and that, striving to catch every sound.

Then something cameto him that set his heart beating wildly. Not a sound thistime, but asmédl: the
sharp, powerful, acid smell of the blade-etcher's shops. Whatever unholy creatures had wiped out the
nomad tribe were now stalking him through the sandy darkness. He gritted histeeth and set himself for a
terrible death-fight. He heard no more than two of them. Apparently they could not see through the
gloom ei-dier, for they were not charging straight for him. They were definitdly homing on something,
though; if not sound, then perhaps upon the heat of hisbody.

The one on the left sounded margindly closer. Conan did not like fighting in the dark, even against
human opponents. It left too much to chance. His barbarian senses could homein on an enemy inthe
dark, but it was easy to fdl victim even to asword clumslly flailed by athird-rate swordsman under such
conditions. Now he faced something he could not see, had never seen before, and whose weaknesses, if
any, hedid not know. He had no idea of its Size or what it fought with, whether fangs or claws or
gripping arms. For al he knew, these demons used weagpons. He did know that they killed hideoudly and
without compunction.

He had some advantages over that nomadic tribe, though. He had no preconceptions about
invincible desert demons to weaken him. His attention was not distracted by the presence of wife or
child. Most of dl, he had his strength, his speed, amatchless fighting brain and a Cimmerian heart. He
would fight fearlesdy to thelast bresth.

His sword poised in both hands, he awaited their arrival. On hisleft, me pitch of the chittering
raised. The cresture had found him. There was arushing, rustling sound and the Cimmerian felt the brush
of displaced air. He whirled, crouching, the full power of arms and back in the horizonta dash of his
sword. It connected with something and he dragged me blade free even as he dived to one side, rolling
and then springing to hisfeet, facing back the way he had come.

There was an earsplitting shriek and hefelt afierce rush of satisfaction. They could be hurt! He had



wounded that one, and what could be hurt could be dain. Another rush came and he cut again, but this
time, his blow met nothing. It had come hi below his blade, but he wasted no breath in curang. With a

wrist-straining change of direction, he brought the blade straight down even as something hit himin the

midsection. Hefdt hisblade bite just as he was bowled over and something tore at his back with ared
blaze of pain.

He grasped a hide that seemed to be graced with both hair and scales, and he heaved at it while he
bashed with his pommel against where he guessed the thing's head should be. Something gave with a
crunch and he was sprayed with hot, foul liquid. His hewing and striking redoubled as the reeking fluid
began to bum his skin with a pain worse than fire.

Conan drew back hisarm and thrust with al hismight, driving the long blade through what might
have been bone, and into soft vitals. There came the awful keening again, and the thing let go. Thistime,
the Cimmerian rolled away, over and over, trying to scrub off the bunting liquid. Luckily, the sand
seemed to absorb most of it, and it came off dong with the grease of his camouflage paint.

He scrambled to hisfeet and waited, his hilt gripped tight in bom his powerful hands. He could hear
the things and they were angry, but they were adso hurt. The screeching of one dowly quieted into afind,
abrupt squawk. He smiled grimly. That one was surely dead. The other searched about, chit-tering and
moaning, but there was a dragging sound, too, asif one of itslimbswere crippled. Intime, Slence
reigned.

Conan remained gtill for awhile, aht but suffocated by the acid reek. Then, dowly, he crouched and
plunged his sword into the sand again and again, cleansing it of the stinking liquid. He set himsdlf to wait
once again.

After an hour, he detected afaint light through the cloth of his blindfold. With athumb he raised the
band once more. Thistime, he could see for severa paces. The light was diffuse, but he knew that its
source lay to hisleft and so he was facing south. A few minutes later, the sand had settled and he took
the bandages from his eyes and mouth and nostrils. The morning sun was rising above the dunesto the
east and he stood in alandscape devoid of al traces of human or anima passage. The uncannily raised
dust had settled thickly over everything.

Before even seeking his bearings, the Cimmerian searched the sands nearby, working in awidening
spird, for sgnsof hisfight. As he searched, he noted that his bare chest and shoulders were liberaly
dotted with red spots, many of them bearing angry blistersin their center. He examined the cloths he had
used for vell and blindfold and saw that the multiple folds now had many small holesin them. He knew
then how easily he might have been blinded. The creatures had acid blood, or spittle.

He cameto anirregular hegp in the sand and drew his sword to poke at it with thetip. He noticed
that the once-bright stedl was now stained with streaks of black, brown and blue. He brought the steel
closer to hiseyes and saw that it was pocked with many toy pits. More acid damage. It was good that he
had so thoroughly cleaned his blade, eseit might have been badly weskened

His prodding of the sand turned up apile of puzzling fragments. If they resembled anything in his
experience, it was the shattered shell of acrab. But this shell was shaped in many small humpsand it bore
scraps of lumpy, leathery skin. In spots, the skin sprouted clumps of greasy hah'". He found abandlike
collection of talons and knew that thiswas what had clawed at his back. From its attached arm-bone
dangled atough flap that resembled the membrane of an atrophied bat'swing.

A single, long toe bore ahooked claw of amilky, tranducent substance like aabaster It looked
fragile, but when he drew its point down his stained, pitted sword-blade, it left along, bright scratchin
the hard stedl. Clawslike this had made the scratchesin the stone near the Site of the ambush massacre.

A find flip of the blade brought up the thing's skull. "Crom and LIyr!" he swore. The skull was
amaost human in shape and proportion. But instead of human jaws, it had a series of fingerlike papsthat
worked verticdly, like those of an insect. And instead of deep eye sockets, it had apair of shalow,
circular pitsthat took up twice me space of human eyes. There was no trace of anostril opening. It was
crushed in on one Sde, where his pomme had smashed the bonelike chitin.



The creature seemed to combine the traits of many beasts: bat, insect, even reptile. Beneath the
fragments was a glassy amagam, some of it adhering to the bits of shell and bone. Wasthisthe effect of
itsacid fluids on the sand below? Or was it the softer parts of the cregture itself dissolving? The
dissolution of thething was unnaturaly rapid.

In the past, Conan had had much unwanted experience with uncanny crestures, and he knew that
things caled from another world often failed to maintain their structurd integrity in this one, when the
magick forcethat had called them forth was withdrawn, or when their otherworldly lifefled, leaving their
bodieslifdessin aworld in which they did not belong.

He resheathed his sword and turned away from the repellent remnants. It wastime to search for his
companions.

Hght

The sun stood high above the horizon when the Cimmerian stopped and cursed. At first the curses
were whispered, then muttered. Soon he was curaing in aconversationa tone and, findly, he bellowed in
rage and frustration. The Cimmerian pantheon had little scope for blasphemy, so he quickly switched to
the deities of Aggard and V anahiem: robust gods of smple tastes. He worked his way through the
sophisticated pantheon of Nemedia and then on to the truly decadent and scabrous gods of Zamora, Not
only was he angry, he was embarrassed, ararefedling for him.

For one of the very few timesin hislife, Conan of Cimmeriawas|ost.

Look in whatever direction he might, he saw only the limitless dunes. He had been dogging south dl
morning, certain that he was heading directly toward his companions, but within thefirst hour, he knew
that he had somehow missed them. He began to work hisway southward in zigzag fashion, like aship
tacking into thewind, in hope of cutting their trail.

Still nothing. Having no choice, he kept on going south. That was the direction in which they were
headed, and that was the only way he would find them. It never crossed his mind to turn north and try to
forge hisway back. If any man could makeit aive, he could, but it was not his nature to abandon
companionsin adversity.

As he trudged on, he thought of Achilea. Was she aslost as hewas? He feared so. If so, shewasin
even greater danger than he, for the sun wasrising, and here the sun was the greatest enemy.

Near-naked as she was, the searing rays could kill her before nightfall. He was as bare as she to the
elements, but he had endured many years hi the hottest southern lands, while thiswas her first journey
hither. And inured as she was to the stem northern climate, it would probably not occur to her how
vulnerable shewas.

What rags he could assemble he tied into a makeshift headscarf. It was better than nothing to keep
the searing, brain-numbing rays of the sun from his scalp. For therest, hewould just bum and make the
best of it. Here there was no bush or tree, no cloth or hide for atent, not so much asarock overhang to
offer shelter. The deep desart was a sun-baked wasteland where the only shadow was his own.

Before him, the beat-haze shimmered from the sands. In the lower spots, the desert mirage made
slvery lakes. He knew that the redlism of the "water" would increase with the viewer'sthirst Even
experienced desert-farers could end up chasing mirages when they grew truly parched.

With the brute endurance of hiskind, the Cimmerian strode onward, ignoring the sun, ignoring the
hest, ignoring his growing thirst. He gave no thought to hunger. A man would die of thirst long before
hunger became a cause for concern. When the searing glare of sun off sand caused nun to squint despite
the black paint remaining around his eyes, hetore astrip of cloth from his erstwhile blindfold and bound it
over hiseyes. The action of the acid had reduced it to the semblance of gauze, and he could see quite
well through it, while it reduced the glareto atolerable level.

The sun was low in the west, throwing his shadow long across the sand, when he found the
footprints. They angled from the northeast, and he crouched to study them eagerly. They werelarge for a
woman, but he recognized them as the marks of Achilea's high-arched feet. The woman never wore
footgear, and he had seen enough of her tracks during the journey to recognize diem instantly.



The sgnsrestored his energy, and he sped adong following them, no longer cutting his zigzags across
the landscape. The others could take their chances for the nonce, his only concern right now wasto find
the Amazon queen.

For miles, the tracks bore Achiled's characteristic, long-legged stride; then they began to falter. At
first they left long, hed-dragging marks behind them, asign that shewas not lifting her feet ashigh with
each step. Then the tracks blended into one another. She was taking shorter steps, not getting her feet
quite clear of the sand. She was weakening fast.

Soon he found signsthat she had fallen: pits made by her knees, handprints where she had pushed
herself back up again. Not far after that, she began to fal full-length, pushed hersdf up, then staggered on
awhile. Her once-straight line to the south began to wobble and weave. Once, for afew steps, she got
turned around and doubled back north for several paces, but she must have seen her own footprints, for
she turned back south again. When he saw that she was going on al fours, he knew she had to be close.
The lower rim of the sun was touching the western horizon when he found her.

Shelay inasmal depressionin the sand, curled on her sde. Even the hardened Cimmerian winced
when he saw how fiercely the sun had burned her. Her weather-browned skin was brick-red. At least
she seemed to be breathing. He rushed to her side and crouched beside her, gently rolling her onto her
back.

"Leaveme," she said, her voice no more than a croak. She stared upward but did not seem to see
him. "I want no man to see meliketis. Go avay. No, cover mewith sand first and let medie. | do not
want to be seen like this even dead.”

He smiled grudgingly. She dtill had the spirit to defy him. ™Y ou give up too easily, woman. Well live
through this™

"Cimmerian? Nay, I'll not live, nor do | want to. | am blind. If I'd the strength, | would have put an
end to it with my dagger.”

Conan waved abroad hand before her eyes and drew no response. "When did you |ose your
sght?'

"Just before | fel for the last time. Perhgps an hour ago. My vision had been fading since afternoon.
The sun of these parts has struck me blind. Thisisnot my land and it does not want me here. Thesunis
the only lord in thisforsaken place.”

"Just an hour? Then cheer up; it ismerely temporary. You arejust glare-blind. Hasit never
happened to you in asunlit snowfied?!

"Aye, but it never hurt thismuch.”

"Itisthe same anyway. Y ou will be able to see by mom-ing, and welll make you an eye-mask like
the one | have been wearing since noon."

"Truly?" she croaked, anote of hope creeping into her voice.

"I promise. The sunisamost down. When it isfully dark, well go on. Rest for now."

"I must find my women and Jeyba," she muttered. "I am their queen and | cannot leave them alone
inthishelish place"

"Keep to that thought,” Conan said approvingly. ™Y ou are not as ordinary women and you must not
dielikeone

She said no more and fell unconsciousin hisarms. At last the sun was below the horizon, giving
blessed relief from itsterrible rays. In the swiftly fading light, he examined her. Asnear ashe could tell,
she bore no wounds save those inflicted by the sun. Her feet were not bleeding, their soles astough as
the leather covering of ashield. All that wasto the good.

Helet her deep for about three hours, the rest restoring his own strength. Then he gently shook her
awake. Shejerked abruptly with surprise, her hands going for her weapons. Her face whipped around,
her eyes gone wide. Then her shoulders stumped.

"l am dill here" shesaid dully. "And | am il blind."

"You'll see by morning,” he assured her once more, getting to hisfeet. He took her hands. "Now get



up. Wemust be go-ing. She uncoiled to her full height. Her face was arigid mask as she forced herself
not to cry out. He knew that she must fed asif she had been flayed of every squareinch of her skin. He
was not in much better condition himsdlf, "I know," hetold her. "Y ou fed asif you've been dippedin
bailing ail. 1t won't kill you, athough you may wishit had.”

"How can | travel blind?" she asked. Her voice was alittle stronger and less hoarse than before.

"Put ahand on my shoulder and walk behind me," he said. "I'll tell you of any dangersin our path.”

And 0 they set out benesth the desert moon, the stars blazing overhead in their countless millions,
Conan strode confidently, the need to guide the blind woman dowing him only alittle. She wastoo proud
to take hesitant steps.

"Can you see any moonlight at dl?' he asked her.

"Not ahit," she answered, shaking her head so that he felt the ends of her tawny hair brushing
across his back. "How do you stand it so well? Y ou are a Northerner, too."

"But | anaCimmerian,” hesad, asif that explained everything. She snorted in derision.

Her strength held up well through most of the night. The absence of the sun made atremendous
difference. Asthe moon set in the west, she paused for amoment and pointed in that direction.

"|sthat the moon?'

"Aye. Canyou seeit?'

"Jugt alittleglow," she said doubtfully.

"But it meansthat your visoniscoming back. Did | not tell you it would?’

"Youdid," shesad grudgingly. "But alittle glow isnot the vision of the eagle. Still, it'sabeginning.”

Onward they went. With the moon down, they had only starlight, but in the desert, even that was
enough to bestow tolerable vision to the Cimmerian. When the sun began to stain the horizon, he
fashioned ablindfold for Achilea

"l can seethe dawnlight,” she said. "But of dl thethings| might see, thelast thing | want to seeisthe
aun'™

She gritted her teeth and walked on. Thistime, the Cimmerian rested ahand upon her shoulder to
guide her. He walked to her l€ft, trying to shelter her as much as possible in his shadow. Soon the
confidence of her stepstold him that she could now see tolerably well through the gauzy cloth. Heaso
noted with wry amusement that she did not tell him to take his hand away.

"That sandstorm,” she said asthey trudged. "Wasthat anaturd thing?"

"Nay, it waswizardry. Even in this desert, the one thing sand cannot do naturally isto rise without
wind. Did the desert demons not attack you in the blackness?!

"Desert demons?' Then he had to tell her of his desperate, blind fight againgt the unholy things. She
seemed doubtful. "Two of the things that wiped out that caravan? And you dew one and drove the other
off without even being able to see them?”

"I did not come away atogether unhurt. | will show you the marks when your eyes are better.”

Wil before noon, Achileabegan to stagger. She was going on heart done and her heart was
beginning to give out. When the sun was straight overhead, her legs gave out abruptly and she sat on the
sand, gasping.

"Itisno use," she croaked, forcing the words past her swollen tongue and cracked lips. Y ou can
gill wield your blade. Finish meand go on.”

"Getting alittle dry?" he asked, crouching beside her.

"Do not mock me," she said. "Use your blade.”

"If that isthe way you want it," he said, "so beit,” He drew hisdirk and she waited with her head
high and proud.

He pulled off her blindfold and she glared a him, her sight fully restored. Conan stretched his
heavy-muscled arm before her eyes and with thetip of hisdirk, he opened avein in hisforearm.

"There" hesad. "Drink."



"Doyouthink | am avampire?' Her eyes held revulson, and something like wonder.

"That is Cimmerian blood, woman, the strongest in the world. Don't wasteit" He grasped the back
of her neck and pressed her mouth to hisarm. She struggled weskly for awhile; then she gavein and
drank. When he released her, she sagged to the sand. His smal wound was dready hedling, the blood
clotting to sedl it.

"Y ou are astrange man, Conan," she said, her strength even now beginning to return.

"And you are not like other women," he said. "That is not something | do for just anyone.”

She looked a him and, abruptly, broke into laughter.

"What is so funny?' he asked, nonplussed.

"You look like aspotted cat!" she said, pointing to his chest, which was liberaly splotched with
gmdl acid bums

"It'swhat comes of fighting demonsin the dark. Now do you believe me?

"Veywdl," shesad. " | agreeto believe you thistime. Shal we go on? | am fedling better.”

"We might aswell. The sun burns you here whether you move or st ill."

They rose and went on. By late afternoon, the strength lent by his blood was exhausted and shefelt
once more, too worn out even to speak. Conan was not in a speaking mood either. Without aword, he
stooped, gathered her into his arms and hoisted her over his shoulder. Her substantial weight wasa
burden, but his strength was great and he strode no more dowly for the warm mass of her lying across
his back. Each hour he shifted her from one shoulder to the other through the remainder of the day and all
through the starry night.

Hewalked like an automaton, putting one foot in front of the other with perfect regularity, ignoring
the pain of hisburns and the soreness of his shoulders, aware only that he must live and get Achileato
water and shade, and that soon. She would not survive another full day of the desert sun. So stupefying
was the mind-numbing labor that as dawn came, he did not at first notice theriders.

Conan's head jerked up abruptly when he heard the high-pitched cries and saw four camels bearing
down upon them. The sun was just above the horizon, and he laid the woman gently on the sand, drawing
his sword as he straightened. Then he heard jubilant whoops and he was surrounded as the three wild
women and the dwarf al but dived off their mountsto get to their queen. To his amazement, they carried
fat water skins.

The women cradled their queen, kissing her face and pouring water over her in prodigal quantities,
thrusting the neck of one of the skinsinto her mouth. Achileadrank thirgtily, coughed, vomited water,
then drank some more. Tears made black streaks down their faces.

"Easy there," Conan said, barely able to force the words past his swollen tongue. "Too much water
at once and you'l kill her." The women ignored him, spreading robes over Achilea, lifting her to one of
the beasts.

The dwarf walked to Conan and handed him awater skin. "How far did you carry her?'

The Cimmerian took a mouthful of water, rinsed his mourn, then forced himsdf to spit the water out
on the sand. He then took asmall sip and swallowed it. The relief was asintense as anything he had ever
fdtinhislife

"All last night and most of yesterday. Shewas blind for awhile.” Hetook another cautious sip and
swalowed it.

To hisamazement, the little man threw apair of stubby armsaround hiswaist and grasped himina
fierce hug. "Y ou saved our queen! We are your davesfor lifel™

"Where did you get this?' Conan asked, holding up the water skin.

"Youwill see. Itisnot far. Come." The women had Achilealoaded on acame, with Lombi holding
her steady. Conan mounted one of the beasts, the dwarf behind him. Asthey rode, he continued to sip at
the water. He could fed the blessed fluid making itsway from his stomach to his parched tissues.

"Where are the others?' Conan asked.



"They wait for us," said the dwarf. " Some of diem, anyway," he amended. "Now, tell me what
happened after you left the camp.”" So Conan whiled away the time describing the spy mission, thefight
and flight from the camp, the dust slorm and his strange, blind combat with the desert demons.

Two hours after their rescue, Conan'swater skin was dmost empty and he was fedling much
restored. His hunger was returning aswell. Then they crested a dune and he saw the city.

It lay in aperfect, circular depression, just as Amram had described it. It was not huge, but it
seemed to congst dmost entirely of elaborate buildings, with tittle open land insde the walls. Before the
sparkling gate he saw the great water-trough Amram had mentioned, and near it were tethered some
camels. Tents had been erected close by.

Asthey descended the dune, he noticed that the tall, white camelswere missing. "Where are the
twins?'

"Wethink they'reingde," the dwarf admitted. "Y ou'll hear about it anon.”

The Hyrkanians rushed up to them, grinning. "We rgjoice to see you, Conan!" Kye-Dee said.

The Cimmerian dismounted giffly, his sunburned hide screaming with pain. "I notice you didn't come
looking for us" he said sourly.

Kye-Dee grinned some more, shrugging. "It seemed that the gods of this place had stranded you. It
isvery unwiseto provoke the gods.”

"Crom preserve me from those with religious scruples,” Conan groused, walking to the great trough.
He saw that water poured into it continuoudy from one end and flowed over a spillway in the opposite
end. Much as he wanted to explore the place and find out what had occurred, the water drew him more
strongly. Throwing off hisweapon-belt, he crouched beneath the spillway and let the water flow over
him, duicing his hair, washing the remaining sand and grease from hisbody. The pain was excruciating,
but when he straightened, clean for thefirgt timein days, hefelt like anew man.

The women carried Achileato the trough and gently lowered her into the water. Her eyes sprang
open wide and she screamed while they dipped water over her head.

"Careful therel" Conan barked. " She's been badly burned.”

"We know that!" snarled Payna. Then her fierce scowl was replaced by aflush of shame. The
woman threw hersaf down and placed her forehead againgt hisfeet. "Forgive me, ray lord! Y ou saved
our queen and we worship you!"

The dwarf grinned up at him cockily. "It's not easy for them to be civil toaman.”

"They are creatures of extremes, that isfor certain,” Conan said. He helped thewomen rig an
awning to shade Achileawhile she soaked in the trough. Then he went to Sit in the shade of atent while
he ate from their store of provisions, washing down every mouthful with agenerous draught of water. The
dwarf joined him and when Conan was done eating, the little man explained what had happened.

"After the two of you left upon your mission, we waited. The Hyrkanians dept, the twins were deep
in converse with Amram—"

"Speaking of him, whereis Amram?' Conan asked.

"You shal hear. We were awaiting Achilegs return when the great cloud of dust darkened the
moon. It was upon us before we knew what it was. Even asit struck, | sasw Amram and the twins mount
their camels and ride off south, disappearing into the darkening cloud.

"We sat out the uncanny storm in great misery, caling our queen's namein hope that she would hear
us and be guided, but she did not come. In the morning, the dust settled and we were done. We saw
nothing at al. The women wanted to search immediately, but | urged that we find water first, then
search.”

Conan nodded. "That was the wisest palicy.”

"Aye. | fet that she might have passed usin the darkness and that we were aslikely to find her by
riding south as by sweeping north. If the twins and Amram had deserted us, it had to be because the city,
and its water, were near. Within half aday's ride, we picked up thetrall of the twinsand Amram, and a
few hours after that, we found this place. We gave the camelswater and alittle rest, filled our water



skins, and began to sweep the desert to the north.”

"And you saw nothing of thetwins, nor of Amram?"

"Wefollowed their tracksright up to that gate," he said, pointing at the greet doorsin the city wall,

"It was discourteous of them to take such unceremonious leave of us," Conan said. "When Achilea
isrested and well, we must go in there and rebuke them." With that, the Cimmerian yawned, stretched
out upon ablanket, and was fast adleep.

He dept through the rest of the day and all that night, waking at dawn the next morning. Thefirgt
light stained the eastern horizon as he | eft the tent and walked past the somnolent camelsto plunge his
head into the water of the trough. He straightened, snorting, and shook his head, whipping hisblack hair
around, spraying droplets of water for yards.

Hewent to Achilea’stent and looked in. The three wild women were adeep, Sitting upright with
their legs stretched before them. Achileg, her skin too sensitive for the touch of ablanket, lay naked
acrosstheir thighswith her head in Paynas|ap. Her hedls rested upon the belly of Jeybathe dwarf, who
snored lustily. They had rubbed her face and body with ail, and she gleamed softly in the morning light.
He backed out of the tent, satisfied that Achiled's breathing was strong and regular. He knew that she
would recover quickly now; she was the strongest woman he had ever encountered.

The Hyrkanianslay upon their blankets, deeping as peacefully as dogs, with no care or thought.
Grass grew on the ground near the trough, nourished by the overflow. There was enough to provide the
cameswith forage for severa days, although there were no trees or even so much asabush. It wastime
to explore.

Firdt, he surveyed his surroundings. Something about the perfect bowl of the depression disturbed
him. 1t did not look like any natura formation of the desert, for the dunes marched inexorably, the sands
blown from their creststo pile against their leeward dopes as more sand was blown from the windward
sdeto the crest. Thusthe dunes moved, likeinfinitely dow wavesin abrown-white sea. They did not
form perfectly round craters. It was asif acircular barrier had been erected around the dead city.

Then he remembered what it reminded him of: the barrier in me grass around the ruined temple
where he had seen the twins communing silently with the bearded ancient. There, the unseen and uncanny
barrier had been in the form of agresat rectangle; here, it wasacircle, but he sensed a sameness.

Hewaked to the tall gate and examined it. The story of the opalswastrue. They gleamed amid the
carvings of an intricate geometric design, and the edges of the carvings were as crisp and clear asif they
had been finished no more man afew days before, not exposed to many centuries of wear. Even stranger
werethe gates, for even the most massive of timbers should have perished long sincein thisclimate. He
fet sure did thiswas not the last uncanniness he was to encounter at Janagar.

Sowly, hewaked afull circuit of the walls, studying every stone, looking for low spots, cracks,
hanging vines, anything that might provide easy access. But the wals were perfectly intact, and he saw no
trace of greenery upon them. They were not so high that he could not cast anoose over them, but the
parapets were smooth, lacking merlons or fin-as or any other projection that might give anoose
purchase. It had never occurred to him or any of the othersto bring aong grapples, and they had no
amithing toolswith which to fashion grapplesfrom their available metal.

The city was a spectacular gpparition in the trackless desert, but it was not as large as many of the
grest cities Conan had seenin histravels. By the time he completed hiscircuit of thewadls, it was il
morning. The Hyrkanians and the dwarf sat eating their breakfast. Kye-Dee grinned at his approach.

"Did you find us aback door?' he asked.

"No, not that | had much help, with you rogues lying abed al morning. An enemy could have crept
up and dit dl your throats.”

""Some men are bom to rise early and work," Kye-Dee said. "The rest of usknow how to live well.
Wheat did you find?"

So Conan described what he had found and the Hyrkanian nodded. "Y ou Cimmerians are said to
befirst cousinsto the mountain goat," he said. "Did you try to scale the wals?'



"In adozen places. The ones are too well fitted and they are not worn at al. With purchase for
only thetipsof my fingers, | could climb them, for they are not dl that high, but | could not find even that.
It isnot right for stones so ancient to remain so smooth.”

"Itisamagick place," the dwarf said, frowning. "No good will cometo us here.”

"That'sto be seen,” Conan said. "I'll not leave it without some answers.” He turned to Jeyba. "How
faresyour queen?'

"She rests. She wakened for alittle this morning and we gave her some water. Now she degps
agan."

"Itisgood that she degps,”" said the Cimmerian. "Her body will heal the faster for it." He got up.

* Come, Jeyba, and ook over this gate with me."

They walked to the gate and the dwarf kicked at the heavy wood asif testing it for termites. "We
could try burning it," he suggested.

"Wood this dense does not take fire readily,” Conan said. "It could take days to smolder through.
But that isnot why | called you away from the others."

"Why, then?'

Conan fixed his burning-blue eyes on the dwarf. "How did shelose her queendom, Jeyba? How did
she become awanderer without atribe?’

The dwarf frowned and would not ook at him. "I know not. It is something she never speaks of,
eventome, and | havefollowed her faithfully for years.

"And the women, they have said nothing?'

Jeyba shuffled uncomfortably. "Once. . . just afew words."

"And those words were?' Conan persisted.

"Wadl ..." helooked around asif to see whether anyonewaslisgtening "... | tel you this only because
you have proven your loyalty to our queen.”

"l understand,”" Conan said impatiently. "Go on!"

"Well, once, years ago, Lombi got drunk in the wineshop of avillage we were sacking. Shetold me
that when Achilea had been queen for less than two years, she Snned againgt her people so terribly that
amogt al turned againgt her, led by her younger sister. Her only supporters were her ‘wildernessssters.’
Those were the young women who shared her year abandoned in the wilds. Such women share a specid
bond throughout life. They were driven from the tribe and her younger sister became queen. When
Achileatook mein, there were till nearly a score of these wilderness ssters. Now she has only three
left.”

"And Lombi told you no more?" Conan asked.

The dwarf shook his massive head. " She had no chance. Payna camein and overheard afew
words. She beat Lombi half to death and swore to do far worseto meif | ever repeated what | had
heard. There, Cimmerian, my lifeisin your hands, for she meant it."

"Y ou've nothing to fear,” Conan assured him. "Anyway, just now I've other things on my mind.”

"How to get into thiscity?" the dwarf asked.

"That is one of them. Then thereisthe pack of followers who were just behind us on thetrail here.
Where are they? Thiswas their destination, but they've not shown up. They should have passed mewhile
| was afoot, yet they did not. What game are they playing?"

"Perhaps they suffocated in the sasndstorm,” Jeyba hazarded. "Mitraknows, we amost did!"

"That | doubt,” Conan said somberly. "Would that wizard have summoned up a storm that would
kill them al?Nay, from hiswords, he seemed like one who waits and watches, |etting others run the risks
s0 that he can sweep up the plunder afterward. | think he may be afew dunes distant, watching.”

All that day, they rested, mended damaged equipment and tended to the camels. In the evening,
Achileagppeared, in pain but walking. "Tomorrow we go into that city,” she announced.

Nine



Conan could not suppress agrin when he saw Achilea emerge from her tent the next morning. "Are
you sureyou fed up to this?' he asked.

She scowled at him. "1t takes more than alittle sunburn and thirst to stop one such as|, you
Cimmeriandog.”

Thistime, helaughed outright. She walked more siffly man aman in full armor, and her skinwas
pedling asif shewere shedding it like a snake. The new flesh beneath was as pink asthat of ababy. She
tried to maintain her slem scowl, only to smile and laugh weskly.

"All right, | look like adying lizard, not like aqueen. | am gill awarrior, though, and | am ready to
sack that town." She pointed to the hulking shape of Janagar.

Conan eyed the gate. "We do not have to do this, you know," he said. "We agreed to escort them
here and protect them aong the way. We did that. We could just gather all the water we can bear and
ride away, our task finished with honor."

"Aye" she said, glowering benesth her fine brows. "We could. But it would not satisfy me. Grester
reward wasimplied. They said we were to have asharein the treasure. | want to look for it, evenif itis
no more than moonbeamsin their minds." Shefrowned. "Most of dl, though, | do not like the way they
treated us—riding off into the storm as if we were no more man dogs. | do not accept being treated with
dishonor.”

"Neither do I," Conan said approvingly.

"Then let usgo find them."

"Comewith me" Conan said. "I've anidea." They waked to the gate, where Jeyba stood with a
coiled ropein hishand. Kye-Dee held acamd by its hdter, looking up at the gem-set lintel with greedy
eyes. The other Hyrkanians stood by, watching the proceedings with interest. Achilea'swomen followed
behind her.

"Now what?" Achileasaid.

"Jeybaclamsheisastrong man," said Conan. "We are going to see how strong. Jeyba, mount the
beast and stand atop its back. If you straddle its hump, you can rest your feet on its spine.”

"Whatever you say." The dwarf mounted the camel and stepped up onto its back. The beast did not
like the unfamiliar sensation and shifted, but Kye-Dee held its head steady.

"Areyou going to try what | think you are?" Achileaasked, amusement showing through her mask
of pan.

"Watch," said Conan. Like the mountain goat Kye-Dee had mentioned, he sprang lightly onto the
camel just behind its neck, then up its back. "Steady, now," he said as he stepped up onto the dwarfs
muscular shoulders. Jeyba grimaced, but he grasped Conan's ankles and kept his balance.

Standing steady upon the dwarf, Conan stretched upward.

At fullest extenson, hisfingertipsjust touched the massve lintd stone above the gate. "L et go now!"
he told the dwarf. His ankles released, Conan pulled himself upward, anchored by thetips of hisfingers
alone. Teeth gritted, he dowly ascended until his face was pressed flat againgt the carved stone. Then he
released me grip of one hand, stretched his arm full-length and began to pull himsalf up by the strength of
that arm. Hiswhole upper body turned scarlet with the strain, the great muscles of his shoulders and back
gtanding out in bold relief and looking more solid than the sone he was climbing.

Those below gasped in admiration at the incredible display of strength. Hand over hand, the
Cimmerian pulled himsdf up over the carved surface until he could get histoesinto the recesses of the
gone. After did, the climb went much more easily and he went up like afly ascending awall. The second
his fingers grasped the parapet, he pulled himself over thewall and onto a sentry-wak on the other side,

Conan looked around him, ignoring the clapping coming from his companions on the outside. He
saw many buildings and asmal plazajust within the gate. All was utterly deserted. Satisfied that no
ambush awaited, he leaned over the parapet. "Throw me the rope.” The dwarf complied, and Conan
made one end fast to a stone stanchion that looked asiif it had once been a support for a catapult. He
cast therope over thewall.



"Comeonup!" hecdled.

"Should we leave aman or two with the camels?' Kye-Dee asked.

"No. They'll not wander away from water. They would stay here the rest of their livesif the grass
would hold out.”

"What about those rogues following behind us?' Achilea asked.

"If they come, one or two men will not be enough to protect the camels. Bring provisions, though.
We may be herefor awhile.”

Paynacame up first, men Lombi and Ekun. The agile women pulled themselves up the rope while
"waking" up thewal with their feet. Achileaingsted upon doing the same, dthough il far from fully
recovered. The women watched worriedly while she made dow progress up the wall. As she was about
to give out, Conan reached down and grasped her wrist. With a powerful heave, he brought her up over
the parapet and deposited her standing on the walk,

She smiled as she surveyed the scene, her eyes bright with excitement "At last! Thetreasure city!”

"It'sacity, a any rate," said Conan. "Come on, you horse-eating dogs!" he shouted to the
Hyrkanians below.

"Arewe monkeysto climb ropes?' Kye-Dee said, eyeing the rope and the wall with awary
expresson.

"Don't be so timid," Conan said in exasperation. "Just tie aloop in the end of the rope and stand in
it. Well haul you up.”

"What is more usdless than aHyrkanian off hishorse?' Ekun asked in disgust.

"I heard that!" Kye-Deeydled.

Eventudly, dl the Hyrkanians stood atop the wall. Last came Jeyba, after tying water skinsand
bags of food to the rope.

"Curseit!" Kye-Dee said. "I meant to pry loose some of the opals from thewall on theway up.”

"How could you?' Lombi asked, spitting over the walk to the plaza below, "Y ou were grasping the
rope with both hands and had your eyestightly shut.”

"Let'sgo," Conan said. "Everyone pick up a portion of the provisions. We have some people to
find."

"And sometreasure to pick up,” Achileasaid.

"That, too," Conan agreed.

Asthe others gathered their goods and settled their wegpons about them, Conan performed alast
scan of the crater rim. It was a strange horizon for this desert: aperfectly level stretch of sand, asregular
asif it were carved in stone.

"That isodd," he mused.

"What?" Achileaasked.

"Where are the tracks? A good many people and camels have come over that rim and down that
dopeinthelast few days, and there has been no wind to spesk of, yet the whole thing is now as smooth
asabowl of glazed clay.”

She scanned the view and shuddered alittle. "Welt, we knew this place was not natural. It restores
itsdf, likeflesh heding.”

"l suppose—" The Cimmerian caught atiny flash of something on therim of the crater. He pointed
toward it. "Do you see something there?'

Achileasguinted at the spot "It isnot stedl thistime, and it isright on the sand It appears purple, like
violet glass or—" she cast him an uneasy expression "—like the crysta s that wizard toyed with." The
others|ooked warily at the spot

Conan nodded. His eyes were keener and he could make out the tiny man-shape. "It isthe
homunculus." He tested the fit of hissword in its shegth, "No matter. If the mage had any spirit, he would
be down here, not out in the desert sending hislittle stooge to spy upon us. Come, we have work to do.”



A few yards from the gate, they found a stair descending to the plaza below. A minute later, they
stood in the little plaza and the Cimmerian noted that it resembled no abandoned town he had ever seen
before. There were no leaveslittering the flags, no buildup of dirt or sand, no signs of animas having
passed through, not so much as afeather dropped by apassing bird. It might have been acity in which dl
the inhabitants had gone indoors to escape the heat of the day, except that no inhabited city was ever so
clean.

"Was ever aplace so strange?' Achileasaid, ahand resting on her sword-hilt

"Or so dlent?' said Lombi.

"Or solacking ininterest?' said Kye-Dee. "Why do we stand here like bumpkins who have never
seen atown, much less sacked and burned one? Let's find a palace and get some loot!"

Following this eminently sensible advice, they |eft the plaza to explore deeper into the city. A road
paved with smooth, polished white stone led from the gate areato a short flight of stepsthat debouched
onto smdl, open courtyard, surrounded by high buildings with lavish bal conies, hi its center wasa
fountain in which water sprayed from the wings of arising phoenix into the broad, circular pool below.

"Thismakes no sense," said the dwarf, his eyes searching the skies overhead. 'In the middle of such
adesert, so much water should attract every bird that flies past Y et it looks asif none has ever landed
here

"I think you will find that is exactly the case,” Conan said.

"B

"l will explain later. Comeon.”

They passed many splendid structures, dl of them perfectly intact. There seemed to be no straight
streets cutting through the city. Instead, many short streets and flights of stepsled to squaresand
courtyards with no overall plan. Sometimes the streets ended in blind cul-de-sacs and they had to pass
through buildingsto the next street In other places, there were tunnels through large blocks of structures
and what appeared to be marketplaces sheltered beneath roofs of trand ucent alabaster.

In the buildings they saw many paintings, frescoes, mosaics and murds, aswell as much statuary,
but little of vaue that was portable. The art depicted scenes of great lascivious-ness and even greater
bloodshed, but most of it seemed to be of aritua nature, asif the religion of the people who had lived in
Janagar was dedicated solely to the gods of blood and fertility.

"What sort of people were they?' Achileawondered as she roused over one such mural, avast
fresco in which naked bodies, human and demonic, were intertwined in combinations so complex that
they eyewearied in trying to follow dl the permutations.

Conan shrugged. "I have seen the temples and holy places of many peoplesin my travels, from the
oak groves of Asgard to the jungle shrines of the black tribesmen and the greet dtars of the civilized
lands between. Most folk try to buy the favor of their gods with rituals and sacrifices and prayers,: hoping
to win mercy and avert anger. Their wants are smple, for the most part—good crops, hedlthy children,
victory in battle.

"But there are others—old, rich nations that have forgotten hunger and hardship and misfortune and
have known only luxury for many generations. They want to be as gods themselves, and their ritesare
intended to secure them power, even immortdity. Thefolk of Janagar may have been such anation.”

"Perhapsthat iswhy they were destroyed,” Achileasaid,

"Were they destroyed?" the dwarf asked, gazing doubtfully at the buildingsal around them, perfect
inevery detall.

"They must have been,” Achileasaid. "Thiscity isuntouched, completely without life. Itisasthe
twins said—the people of Janagar fled in asingle night and no one ever came back.”

Something in her words struck Conan as wrong, though he could not say what it was. "Thisplaceis
amaze," he announced. "Let's climb one of these towers and get our bearings from the top."

They cameto aspacious building with tall, dender, star-topped towers ascending from each of its
comers and went within. Before them lay avast chamber, capped with alow dome. The chamber was



filled with sculpturesin which stone, metd, glass and ceramic were combined to render thefigures
incredibly lifdike. Here, once again, were depicted ritua sinvolving the most abandoned love making
aong with the ghastliest bloodshed.

"At last!" cried Kye-Dee, pointing to a scul ptured group depicting a hideoudy masked priest and his
sacrificid victim. The victim was a beautiful, bound woman from whose dashed throat blood poured in
the form of cascading rubies, garnets and amethysts. At sight of genuine treasure, one of the Hyrkanians
strode to the artifice, opening the flap of his belt-pouch as he reached for thejewes.

Conan's avarice was aroused as well, but something in the repellent nature of the fabulous
sculptures made him uneasy. "Wait," he said. "Best not—" But the man ignored him, eyeswide and
gleaming with greed. He grasped the cascade of jewels and ingtantly his body went rigid, savefor his
head, which snapped back with an audible crunch of bones. His tongue thrust forth, dlong with a
drangled cry of anguish as his eyeballs started from their sockets. Wisps of smoke rose from his grasping
hand; men black, greasy smoke poured in athick column from his gaping mourn.

Before ther horrified eyes, the man's flesh hissed and bubbled and fell away from hisbonesashe
was consumed by unnaturd, invisible fire. In minutes, there remained only aheagp of blackened bonesina
poal of seaming, Szzling fat. Alt the flesh and blood had been consumed.

"These people may belong dead,” Achileasaid, her voice as hoarse asit had been at the end of her
desert trek, "but their curseis il strong. Touch nothing until we know it is safeto do so.”

"Wewill perform therites for him when we return to our homeland,” Kye-Deetold his surviving
companions. "Unless one of you wantsto collect hisbones now?' The others made vigorous signals of
negation.

"Come," said Conan, his dread about the city now redoubled.

They went to acomer of the great room and entered the tower. The doorway opened onto aspira
stairway and they began to ascend. The steps turned to the left as they climbed, and this struck the
Cimmerian as odd. All such stairwaysin his experience spirded to the right on the ascent—castle towers
were designed so that an attacker's sword-arm was crowded againgt the central pier, while the retreating
defender had awide sweep for his own weapon-arm.

The stairs, broad at first, became more narrow and cramped as they climbed. The tower was subtly
tapered, adesigner's and builder's stratagem that reduced the weight load, saved on materids and gave a
viewer below theillusion that the tower wastaller than it redly was, dl a once. Just when the passage
was amost too narrow for Conan's broad shoulders, they stepped out onto a broad platform that
encircled me tower. The platform was provided with awast-high railing of marble carved into alacy,
openwork design of twining vines. They stepped out warily, doubtful that the seemingly fragile structure
could be solid after so long an abandonment.

"Firgt," Conan said, "let's seeif our followersare lurking out there." He peered out over the city
wadll. "Crom!" The others gasped and made sounds of dishbdlief. Hands went to protective amulets, and
spellswere muttered.

They could see for miles, and beyond the city walls mere lay no desert, but rather endless acres of
tilled land, divided into orderly fields by low walls of stone and well-trimmed hedges. Straight cand's cut
through the landscape. At intervals stood crandlike, counterweighted devicesfor raising water from the
candsinto thefields. In the distance they could see houses that looked like the mansions of fine country
edates,

"What isthis?* Achileacried.

Conan placed his broad hands on the railing and peered over the edge, into me city below. The
othersdid likewise. There were peoplein the streets, people dressed in colorful garb. Asthey watched, a
procession of warriors rode through a street, light flashing from their gilded armor and the bronze frontlets
on their horses brows.

Sowly, they circled the tower. They saw that from the broad, steplike terraces of the largest
buildings there hung huge, flower-rich vinesin overgrown masses. In the terrace gardens, tall



trees—cedar and cypress—pointed to the sky. Fragrant myrrh shrubs and pa ms heavy with dates grew
in profusion. From the altars of the temples, great columns of : smoke ascended above the sacrificid fires.

"What is happening here?* Achileasad.

"Thisisan accursed placel" Payna cried, unnerved. "L et us be away from here, my queen!”

Conan did not like this uncanny turn of events, but he was unafraid. "Thisis some sort of illusion.
We are seeing Janagar asit wasin ageslong gone. Listen. Hear you any sound? | do not. Itisall asslent
as when we came through the streets.”

"Wearevery high up,” Kye-Dee said doubtfully, having never before been atop such atower

"Wewould hear something,” Conan insisted. "I have been upon towersfar taler than thisone and
you can still hear the sound of horses hooves on the streets. Does anyone smell smoke? | do not, yet
therearefiresdl around us”

"Supposing you areright,” Achileasaid, "where do you think we should go from here?'

"There." Conan'slong arm stretched out and he pointed to avast structure hulking atop ahill in the
center of the city. It looked squat, but that was only because of its massiveness. From it towered adome
higher than any other in the city, and made, S0 it appeared, of innumerable pands of glass. "If thetwins
areto befound in thiscity, that must be wherethey are.”

"Look!" said aHyrkanian, pointing downward. Around the base of their tower came animmense
elephant, its flanks pointed with colorful desgns and itslong, curved tusks plated with gold. Uponiits
back was the statue of agod or demon, many-eyed and hideous. After it followed other elephants
bearing the images of other monstrous deities. Around the beasts flocked musicians who played pipe and
drum, horn and tambour, while dancersin furs and feathers whirled ecstatically and other worshipers
gashed themselves with knives and flung severed parts of themselves at theidols, dl in perfect sllence.

"Who they are and what they are doing, | know not," Conan said somberly, "but they have been
dust blowing hi thewind for thousands of years. By some working of magick, we see them asthey once
were."

"Let usgo," Achileaurged, catching hisdark mood.

"These visions of the long-dead oppress me. | do not know if | even want thistreasure now. | just
want some answers.”

They descended the tower and no one spoke so much asaword until they departed the building.
Out upon the Street, dt was asit had been. The warriors and worshipers, the horses and e ephants—all
were gone asif they had never existed.

"Thisway," Conan said, moreto bresk the awful silence than because his companions needed the
direction. Asthey walked through the city of silence, something that had been puzzling him crystdlized in
hismind

"A littlewhile back," he said to Achilea, "you said thet this city is exactly asitsinhabitantseft it
when they fled."

"Aye, 01 did. What of it?"

He gazed up at afretted balcony asthey passed. A row of vaseslineditsrail, lacking only flowers.
"Have you beenin many cities?"

"A few," shereplied, frowning. "Nonethis splendid. Whet of it?"

"I have been in many," the Cimmerian said, "and they are never this perfect! Nobody builds acity,
completein al things, and movesinto it. Cities grow, like great beasts do. They start aswhelps; villages
by astream, or an inlet, or where roads or caravan traits cross. Some grow into good-sized townsand a
few become grest citieslike thisone—" he paused and amended "-—as this one was. But dwaysthey
are growing or being repaired. Old buildings are torn down and new ones are raised. Fires gut whole
blocks of houses and shops.

"l have seen towns where the temples were aways under construction because each of adozen
cultswastrying to build theirsbigger than dl the others. A fresh-painted house stands next to one on
which dl the paint haslong since flaked off. They are never this perfect!”



"Y ou are thinking too much, Conan,” Achileasaid, frowning. "I would not expect this of you."

Heignored her jibe, "Somehow, | do not think that the people of Janagar, fleeing in panic, paused
to tidy up their city and finish dl its building projects before they locked the gates behind them.”

"Thewoman isright, Conan," Kye-Dee chided him. ™Y ou think too much.” To thewild Hyrkanian,
citieswere asdien asthe stars, o he could discern no oddity about this one. His desireswere smple
and al he wanted wasto find away to take loot without being struck horribly dead.

Asthey progressed through the city, they climbed. Toward the center, there were more stairs than
sreets. Many tunesthey becamelost in the maze, entered buildingsthat had only asingle exit, or had to
cross from one rooftop or balcony to another, but dwaysthey drew nearer the huge building. Often they
saw objects of value and were tempted to appropriate them, but the unfortunate Hyrkanian's fate stayed
their greedy hands.

At last they passed through alow tunnel and emerged onto agreat plaza before the central edifice.
There they paused in wonder and gaped. From a distance, the structure had seemed very large. Standing
beforeit, its size was stupefying. The facade was so high that they could not see the colossal dome at dt.
Lining the parapet atop the building were statues like those they had seen being carried by the € ephants
intheir vison of the Janagar of long ago. From where they stood, the statues appeared to be about
man-height, but Conan made a quick estimation of the height of the facade and redlized that me things
were probably nearer thirty feet tall. So vast abuilding sunned the human ey€'s ahility to judge
proportion.

Every square foot of the stonework of the place was carved in unbdievably intricate detail. From
their vantage, they could not make out the individua figures or the overdl design, but theimmediate
impression was one of the mind-boggling labor involved. All the visible stone was of marble—marble of
ahundred hues and polished to such brilliance that it was asif the whole building was made of glassand
illuminated fromwithin.

"Have you ever seen so great a structure?’ Achilea gasped.

"A few," Conan said. "Those werein Stygia, and even there, | never saw any ashigh. And thisis
just the front of the place. Remember what we saw from the tower. The dome doubles the height of the
building.”"

"How could morta hands have built such athing?' she wondered,

"They did not," said Kye-Dee. "It is clear to methat this place was built by gods or giants.”

Conan was amost inclined to credit him. The thought of mere men toiling for untold years, probably
over many generations, to erect this oppressively massive edifice was dien to him. It was marvel ous, but
it seemed detestable that men should spend their livesin such a pursuit. Surely, he thought, these people
must have had the souls of ants,

"Nothing to be gained by standing around here," he said, settling the weapon-belt around hislean
hips. They walked across the broad plaza surfaced with black and white paving stones set in eye-dazzling
geometric patterns. It seemed to take forever to reach the vast building. It appeared to recede before
them at their gpproach. But in time, they stood directly beneath its clifflike facade, gaping at the infinite
intricacy of the carvings thereon, which were set row upon row running in continuous bands, interrupted
only by windows and the sSingle great entryway.

Each band was crowded with life-size human figures, and if the activities of the sculpturesin the
temple where the Hyrkanian had died had been scabrous, these were almost su-pernaturally so. Ekun
walked to one especidly tangled group of figures and peered at it closdly. "That isimpossible,” she
announced at length. "Y ou would need three legs.”

"Some of their gods or demons had a superfluity of limbs" said Kye-Dee. "Maybe some of thefolk
of Janagar were likewise equipped.”

Conan was not interested in the carvings. He went to the great doorway and studied it. Thetwin
doorswere nearly aslarge and massive as me city gate. They rose straight for nearly a score of paces
and then arched to a point in the center. Around the doorway was aband of carving that looked at first



like entwined vines, adesign much used in the city. Closer examination revealed that it did not depict
vines, but rather, innumerable serpents, their eyes made of gleaming gems. So redlistic were they that the
Cimmerian dmost expected to see forked tongues flickering in and out of their mouths. Achileajoined
him before the door.

"Wewill need aramto forcethis" she said.

"Perhgps we can go in through the roof," Conan mused. "At least thiswill not be difficult to climb.”

"You may climbit,” said Kye-Dee. "I will gladly cheer you on. But | am not going to scalethat cliff,
no matter how many handholdsit provides." The other Hyrkanians agreed vociferoudy.

"Cowards!" Achilea sneered.

"Men are not intended to climb rockslikelizardsl" Kye-Dee said, offended.

Jeybawalked to the great door and fdlt its massive timbers. Idly he gave it ashove, and the door
swung inward as eadly aswould ahouse door hung on well-oiled hinges, yieding only adight groan and
creek.

"Perhgpsthiswill not be as difficult aswe had thought,” Achileasaid.

"Don't say that until we see what lieswithin,” Conan told her. He drew his sword and strode to the
opening. Not to be outdone, Achileadrew her own blade and hurried to walk beside him. Her women
and the dwarf were close behind, and the Hyrkanians came last, arrowsfitted to the strings of their bows.

Nervous and as dert as cats, the little band walked through a high-arched passageway that was like
agreat tunnd through the thick walls of the building. Aswith the outside, itswalls bore decorations, but
the light within was too dim for them to make out their nature. The heat and glare of the desert day
disappeared asthey left the door behind them. The air ingde was faintly musty, but breathable. Ahead of
them, they could see that the tunndl opened into a gigantic room where there was more light.

Asthey reached the end of the tunndl, they gazed with wonder a the immensty of the cavernous
interior. Before they could takeit in, ahuge, shaggy shape loomed up beside them, bellowing. A
Hyrkanian spun and drew his bow, but Conan dapped the weapon asde. The arrow soared off into the
distance and was broken against an unseen wall.

"That'sacamd, you fool!" Conan barked.

The Hyrkanian, bristling at Conan's unwonted action, grinned sheepishly when heredlized his
mistake. *'l thought it was ademon,” he said, shrugging.

The came whose life the Cimmerian had saved was one of the tal, white ones. Its mate stood just
beyond it, dong with the smaller, loca came that Amram had been riding. The animaswere placidly
chewing their cud. They seemed to be dightly indignant &t thisintrusion.

"Thisisthefirst Sgn weve had of thosethree," Achileasaid. "Y ou wereright, Conan.”

Sowly, they walked into the vastness of the interior chamber. Thelight that fell upon the tessdlated
floor was multicolored and it stained the mosaic in neet, geometric lozenges. Peering upward, they saw
that the huge dome overhead was made entirely of glass panels set into alattice of metal. Theindividua
panels were made tiny by distance, but Conan estimated that each one had to cover the area of asmall
house. He had never seen such huge panesin hislife.

They were hdfway acrossthe floor before they redlized that the hulking shape at the far end of the
chamber was not a part of the building, but rather, animmenseidol. The angle of the sunlight left it largely
shrouded in gloom, hence their tardinessin recognizing it for what it was. By itslocation, Conan
estimated that it would be fully illuminated only at sunset.

"Isthisagod?' Kye-Deeinquired.

"A goddess, if anything," Achileasaid dryly.

The figure was vaguedly pyramida in shape: anude, anthropoid figure seated cross-legged, its
multiple arms outstretched, some of its hands grasping weapons, others holding implements of no reedily
discernible function. Two arms extended straight out from the figure's shoulders, their pams open and
empty. Thetorso bore adozen breasts arranged in atriple row between shoulders and navel. Itsface
was serendy beautiful, but thelong, narrow eyes carried an expression of inhuman malice. Enormous



jewe s gleamed in forehead, eyes and navel. They approached the looming scul pturein awve and
trepidation.

"Why would anyone build such athing?* Achileaasked. "It must be ahundred paces from one knee
to the other."

"I do not know," Conan said, "but | am weary of this." He drew a deep bream and bellowed,
"Monandas! Y olanthe! Amram! Come out and face usl We would have afew words with you!"

The shouted words echoed from wall to wall of the temple chamber for along time. Then they
faded and agreat sllencereigned.

"Now what?' the dwarf said. Gingerly, he rapped his knuckles upon the gigantic shin of me
goddess. The greater part of theidol seemed to be made of bronze, athough no rivets or joints between
plates were visble. The method of its construction was amarvel on a par with everything else they had
Seen.

"Well," Achileasaid, irritated, "where do we—" Her words ended abruptly when theidol emitted a
long, deep groan from itsinnards.

"What isthis?" Jeybasaid, aarmed. There was more groaning and creaking, asif something massive
were shifting within theidol. They backed away from the huge thing, looking upward asif expecting to
seethe heavy arms cometo life and reach for them. A rushing, hissing sound came from above and they
looked around them in near panic.

With adazzling burst of light, flames erupted from the upturned pams of the outstretched pair of
hands. The curled fingers seemed to be grasping greet bals of flame, and the glaring, fund tongues of fire
cast shifting shadows acrass the face of the goddess, giving her an even more sinister expression. To their
horror, the narrow eyelids opened wider, exposing scarlet irises dotted with many small, black pupils.
The jeweded eyes glowed with an inner fire. The Hyrkanians yammered spellsto avert evil and made asif
to run.

"Hold!" Conan shouted. "Thisisno goddess! It isagreat automaton, worked by machinery!”

"What of that?' said Kye-Dee. "'l want no part of it."

"I run from no puppet,” said Achilea, "evenif it isthe biggest puppet in the world!" Her women
crowded close beside her, and Jeyba stood just before them, his bludgeon cradled in his hands.

Conan stood poised, ready to fight or to run, as circumstances should dictate. Had the twins
brought this prodigy about? Were they ingde, operating the incredibly ancient machinery that sail, against
al reason, worked?

Therewas arushing of feet and aclatter of harness as adoublefile of bizarre human figures came
running from behind the idol. Within five seconds, they had the intruders surrounded. Conan estimated
that there were at least ahundred of them, and more were coming. They were partidly clad in bitsand
pieces of strange armor, but they wore no other clothes. Their numbers were of women aswell as of
men. All carried weapons and some had nets and ropes. All wore masks.

The Hyrkanian who had amost shot the came drew his bow and loosed. The hard-driven shaft
punched easily through a breastplate of black leather and silvery metal and awoman went down,
poraying scarlet.

"No!" Conan shouted. "They are too many!"

But the Hyrkanians were too overwrought to hear. At the sight of blood, two more drew their bows
asthefirgt reached for another arrow. Instantly, they were enveloped in the meshes of thrown nets, and
the netswere followed by vicioudy barbed javelins. The men squalled like enraged panthers asthey were
harpooned until they choked on their own blood. Kye-Dee screamed and half-drew his short saber, but
the Cimmerian knocked him to the floor with ablow of hismassvefis

"Bedill, idiot!" he hissed.

"But they dew my countrymen!” Kye-Dee wailed.

"Y ou countrymen were fools and they died like fools," Conan said pitilesdy. "If you want to live,
obey ordersfor achange.”



The strange warriors crowded in al around them. They were short but well-muscled, their skinsthe
whitest Conan had ever seen. Of their faces he could tell nothing, for al were grotesquely masked. The
masks gppeared to be of hammered meta, some bearing the long beaks of birds, others the muzzles of
animas, yet otherswith snarling monkey faces. Their asamor was made of |eather and polished metdl.
None wore full armor, only breastplates and greaves and bracers on their forearms, and dl of it was
spiky, jagged and ornate.

Conan doubted that his band could carve away through the line of these strange warriors, they
would be speared long before they reached the door.

A man in especialy ornate armor strode up to them. In his hands be carried a poleax equipped with
wicked spikes and hooks and this weapon he pointed toward Conan's broad chest.

"L ower your wegpond" the man cried, hiswords so twisted that the Cimmerian could scarcely
understand them. He repeated the words, this time more dhrilly.

"What doeshewant?' Achileaasked.

"Hewantsusto disarm,” Conan told her.

"Never! If thismeansafight to the deeth, so beit, but I'll not be helpless among strangers!”

"Just keep your hands well away from your wegpons," Conan said. "Perhaps that will be enough.”

The man barked something and a net came sailing out to blossom open and envelop Achilea. Conan
began to draw his sword, only to have aweighted cord whip around hiswrist and dow his hand Then
another net settled over him. He struggled against the meshes, but even hisiron strength could not prevall
againg their tough fibers. He heard squalls and he twisted his bead around to see that the others were
being as efficiently immobilized.

Thewarriorswere wel| practiced in this maneuver, for they quickly overwhelmed their victims by
weight of numbers and trussed them soundly. It took many of them to overcome the Cimmerian, but they
had numbersto spare. In minutes, he lay on hisbdly, his hands bound securely behind him, hisankles
shackled with two feet of chain between them. When all were smilarly trussed, they were hauled to their
feet and the nets and ropes removed from them.

"So much for your orders, Cimmerian!" Kye-Dee spat. "We should have fought our way out!"

"Y ou would have died,” Conan said. "We il live and wélll get out of this. Y our men probably got
usintoit. What people do not meset intruders with arms? There was no cause to kill that woman." Though
he held his words steady, inwardly he seethed with anger.

"But there was supposed to be no one here!" Kye-Dee protested.

"Thesefolk seem to have their own opinions on the matter," Jeyba remarked.

The man who had spoken stepped aside as awoman came forward to eye the captives closely. She
wore amask of blackened stedl in the form of a hawk'sface, trimmed with aruff of white feathers. An
abbreviated mantle of black and silver scales covered her shoulders, and closely molded greaves
encased her lower legs and knees. Similar guards graced both forearms. A belt of black and silver plates
rode her lissome hips, supporting adagger and ashort sword. Except for these items, she was naked,

"Who areyou?"' she asked in a husky voice through the gaping beak of her mask. Shewasasmal
woman, of adender but wiry build.

"I am Conan of Cimmeria," came the answer, "and thisis Queen Achileaof the Amazons. Therest
are our followers. We come in search of our friends, whose camels stand yonder.” He jerked his head
back over one shoulder, indicating the beasts.

"And to do this, you had to day one of us?' She pointed toward the dead woman, who was being
carried toward the great idal.

"It was an error,” Conan said. "We expected to find no one here and the fool panicked. He died for
it, as did two of the others. Therest of us made no attempt to harm you." He had no ideaiif thiswould
apped to her sense of fairness, but he deemed it worth atry.

The woman stepped closer until she stood inches from the towering Cimmerian. With the forefinger
of afine-boned hand, she traced the massive muscles of hischest. Y ou do not ook like the desert men



who sometimes stumble upon the Forbidden City. What isyour land?!

"Cimmerialiesfar, far to the north of here" he answered.

"Areyour countrymen al aslarge and as strong asyou?"

"Almog," hesad.

She stepped as close to Achileaand examined her minutely, lightly punching her cobblestoned belly,
feding the rippling muscles of arms and legs and body asif me queen were acame she contemplated
buying. With the back of one hand, she stroked Achilea’s cheek.

"I have never seen awoman such asyou. Y our land mugt lie even farther away than his™ The
masked woman's head barely reached Achilea's shoulder.

'Inmy own land, | am aqueen,” Achileasaid through clenched teeth, "I am not to be handled in
such afashion.”

The masked woman laughed shrilly, her tones echoed by therest, "Y ou are overdressed, dave!”
she said, hauling on Achilea's cloak with dl her strength. The cord that held the garment to Achilea's neck
snapped. Next, the woman tore off her belt and fox pelt, leaving her dressed only in her fur leggings.

"That is better," the woman said with satisfaction. ™Y ou may be comely in your barbaric fashion,
when you have done with shedding your skin." Sheignored the rest and turned to the bizarre warriors
behind her.

"Below with them!" she barked. "We shall soon see what these odd crestures are made of."

The warriors surged forward and began to hustle and the captives toward theimmense idol. A wide
bronze door creaked open benesth the crossed ankles and they were dragged and pushed within.

Ten

Conan gazed overhead. The gloomy interior of theidol wasilluminated by only afew torches, and
these revealed an internal bracing of heavy timbers and strong metal beams, held together with bolts as
thick asaman'sleg. There were huge gears, ten paces across, and leversthat must need five or ten men
to move. Metd pipesled from no place to nowhere, and thick chains hung in great 1oops, their upper
endslost in the darkness. Hefelt ahard point prodding him in the back.

"Stop gaping,” the masked woman ordered. "The Great Goddess does not like profane eyes
probing her holy interior.”

He could not tell whether the woman spoke ironically, for it was hard enough just making sense of
her words, so thickly accented were they. Did shetruly think this colossa thing to be agoddess, knowing
that it was nothing but levers and gears and chains within? He shrugged off the question. If true, it would
be far from the most unreasonable religion he had come acrossin histravels.

Benesth the center of theidol was aspira ramp, wide enough for ten people to walk abreast. They
began to descend. Achileal'swomen walked close behind her to protect their queen from theindignity of
the prodding spears. For this, they earned anumber of small woundsin their backs, buttocks and thighs.
The dwarf strode ahead of her truculently, asif daring anyone to come too close.

The descent seemed interminable. The ramp was of smooth stone, its surface throwing back a
reflection from the strange, smokel ess torches that burned with amuted hiss every few paces aong the
wall. Asthey waked, the Cimmerian's keen perceptions detected adight relaxation among their captors.
Musclesthat had tensed aong backs and necks smoothed their knotted contours; their tiff-legged
stalking eased- It was asif being above had set their nerves on edge and now they felt freer in more
secure and familiar surroundings. Conan could hardly guesswhy this should be. Did these strange folk
livedown heredl thetime?

The spird ramp ended in awide corridor illuminated by more of the smokeesstorches. Thewalls
and ceilings of the corridor were richly decorated with the same designsthey had seen so frequently in
the town above: intertwining foliage, complex geometric patterns and obscenely coupling human and
demonicfigures.

They passed openings that gave onto huge rooms where shadowy forms went through
incomprehengblerituas or activities, but they never paused long enough to get agood look. Asthey



continued adong, the Cimmerian saw small, pale men and women who wore neck rings, wrist bands, and
anklets connected by thin but sturdy chains; these seemed to have the duty of examining the torches and
asauring that they remained lit. They passed one extinguished torch, which aman was cleaning with small
instruments. Asthey approached, he finished histask, turned a circular knob and struck sparks above the
torch's- copper cup with flint and stedl. Immediately, flames burst from the thing asthe dave jerked his
hands back.

"What isthat noise?" Achileaasked, coming out of the melancholy that had gripped her since her
capture and subsequent humiliation.

Conan had noticed it aswell. It was an dl-pervasive susurration, like wind whistling through the
chambers of an underground cavern. "'l don't know," he said, "It soundslike air moving."

"Silence!" said the masked woman, idly backhanding him across the face. He scarcdly felt the blow,
but he vowed to make her pay for it someday.

The corridor gave onto huge rooms where some people sat on the floor around tables eating, onto
other rooms where robed men, appearing to be dchemigts, tended flasks of boiling liquids, glaring
furnaces and pipesthat took liquids and steam from one place to another. In what seemed to be atemple
enclosure, men and women went through an extremely lascivious dance before an idol much like the
colossus above, dthough far smaler. About athird of the population wore the chains and shackles of
daves. Of the free population, half were masked. They dl eyed the newcomers curioudy, but none
sought to hinder the procession or to ask questions.

At one point, the corridor floor became abridge that passed through an immense chamber full of
cresking timbers and the groan of metal upon metal. Above them and below them and to each sdewere
gigantic vertical whedlsthat turned incessantly, powered by hundreds of daveswho ceaselesdy trod the
interior rims, keeping the whed s turning. Here the rushing noise was loudest, and Conan understood that
miswas the power source of the underground city's ventilation system, hi civilized lands, he had seen
great, dave-worked bellows performing the same service for degp mines, and one or two where the
bellows were worked by waterwhedls, but thiswas far more elaborate,

"Thisisafoul place" Achileacommented. Conan was not inclined to argue with her, but the man
who seemed to share command with the woman swatted at her, and the wild women turned upon him,
baring their teeth.

"Stop!" Achileaordered. "You will die needlesdy.”

"The big woman wantsaflogging,” the man said.

"l will determinethat,” the masked woman said sharply, establishing their relative rank.

At last they turned aside from the main corridor and ascended a broad flight of steps, corning into a
gpacious room with ahigh-vaulted ceiling from which depended severd fixtures that resembled
chandeliers. A siwarm of interlaced copper pipes made wide baskets, and each pipe terminated in a
diminutive flower from which sorang asingle white flame, dl of them together illuminating the room almost
asif with daylight.

Besides the man and woman in charge, only a half-score of warriors entered the room to keep
watch on the prisoners. The rest waited without in the halway. The chamber was unfurnished except for
afew large cushions, but severd short chains hung from the wals. The chains ended in metal neck rings.

From asmal stand, the woman took aflexible, tapering rod the length of her arm and settled its
thong around her dender wrist. With the whip, she pointed at the three women, the dwarf and Kye-Dee.
"Chain these daves here. Five warriors stay to guard them. Bring these two—" she pointed to Conan and
Achilea"—to my reception chamber.”

The women wept at being separated from their queen, but there was nothing they could do. The
pitilessiron rings were fastened around their throats.

"Abide herefor awhile" Achileatold them confidently, as if thiswas by her choice. *We shal all
be free anon." The supple whip lashed out and diced across her shoulders. She made no flicker of
expression at this abuse of her dready tormented skin.



Prodded by spears, the Cimmerian and the warrior-woman climbed another flight of stairsinto a
smaller chamber, illuminated in the same way as the one bel ow and carpeted with what appeared to be
slk cushions. There were low tables, furnished with beautiful glassware. Four daves stood ready, al of
them lovely young women, dender and as pae as abinos, their white hair cut short, their eyes downcast
and their chained hands clasped before them.

Guards fitted Conan and Achileawith neck rings and fastened them by chainsto bronze rings set
into the floor beneath the cushions. The chains were too short to alow mem to stand, so perforce they
sat upon the cushions as the dave women tended to their mistress. The warriors retreated from the room,
leaving the speaking man behind.

The daves divested their mistress of her armor and replaced it with abrief robe of slvery cloth. She
was perfectly unself-conscious about the display of her naked body, but she turned away from the
viewers when the women took off her feather-trimmed metal mask and replaced it with another mask
made of the same silvery materid. 1dly, Conan wondered where in thisincredible underground city in the
midst of the desert they found the splendid plumes. Whence, indeed, had come those immense timbers?

The woman turned around. The mask revealed only her rounded chin, her full-lipped mouth, and
eyeswith irises S0 pdethat they could scarcely be distinguished from the surrounding whites. Her pupils
weretiny and seemed to be red rather than black. Her hair, now unbound, fell in soft waves over her
shoulders. A dave handed her agoblet of carved crystal and she sipped at its contents, studying her
captives.

"Werarely have interesting strangers come to the Forbidden City," she said, stepping lightly toward
them, goblet poised in one hand, whip in the other. "Usually, only desert men stumble upon the city,
wretched and dying from thirst and hunger and the blows of the accursed sun.” With her whip hand, she
sketched anintricate Sign inthe air and it was copied by the masked man. It seemed to be an act of
vilification at mention of the sun.

"Lately, far stranger people have arrived. Can this be the beginning of afate long foretold?' She
placed her whip beneath Achileas chin and forced the queen's head up. "' never dreamed awoman such
asyou could exist; agreat, powerful anima possessed of a certain beauty,” Suddenly shelooked at the
masked man. " Do you not find her so, Abbadas?!

"l think sheisugly,” the man said, but Conan caught theliein hiswords. Hewasdl but licking his
lips behind hismask. " Surely these are not human beings, but some species of desert ape strayed from
their native haunts.”

"I think not," the woman said, chuckling. "And do not try to gull me. Y ou lust for mis one—I do not
blame you for it. So ripe and vital abody isfar more than our palid kin have to offer.” Sheturned to
Conan. "And this brute has possibilitiesaswell." Then her face snapped toward the man. "But do not
touch them for now! They are mineto do with as| please.”

The man bowed with ill-conced ed hodility. "Never would | defy your wishes, Omia."

"See that you do not. Go now. We will spesk of thislater.”

Reluctantly, the man turned and walked out of the chamber. The woman watched him go, asmile
on her full lips. Then she sat on the cushions directly before her captives. Had their hands been unbound,
they could easily have dain her. Conan wondered if the woman redlized that he could effortlesdy kill her
with akick from where he sat. Of course, that would leave him chained to the floor. Doubtless she took
that into account,

"My guests need refreshment,” Omiasaid. In seconds, the four dave women crouched by Conan
and Achilea, two to each of them. One held a cup, the other atray of ddicacies, Achileaturned her head
away, but Conan stopped her.

"Eat," hesaid. "Strength isimportant.” Reluctantly, she sipped from the cup the dave woman held
for her, then she bit into the sweetmeat held to her mouth by the other. The Cimmerian did the same. He
found the wine palatable, but it had a bitter undertaste. The food was bland, &l but tasteless, and had the
texture of mushroom.



"That isbetter,” said their captor "1 want the two of you to be hedthy.” She smiled warmly. *Now,
tell me. What seek you in Janagar the Blessed?!

"As| said before." Conan told her, "we seek our friends.”

"Youliel" she screeched, dashing him across the face with her whip. "No one ever came to Janagar
seeking afriend!”

"Crom curse you, woman!" Conan shouted. 1 tell you the truth! We came hither with companions
who sought something in Janagar, but they disappeared in the desert and came here done, on their own.”

Thewoman smiled again. "That is better." Sheturned to Achilea. "And what wasit your friends
sought here?!

Achileashrugged her broad shoulders. "They said it was treasure, abandoned in this city thousands
of yearsago. Now | am not so sure.”

Omialaughed and clapped her hands, "Treasure! Indeed we have that, and in abundance! And we
have much better than that!"

"What kind of placeisthis?' Achileaasked. "How can people live benesth the ground like ants,
never seeing the sun?' She grimaced asthe whip drew a scarlet stripe aong her jawline.

"Itis] who ask questions here, not you!" Omias eyes started in near-demented fury. Then she
underwent another of her mercuria mood changes and caressed with her fingertips the flesh she had
marked. "Y ou of dl people must understand the evil of the sun." Again she made the mysterious gesture.
"l can seethe mark of it al over you. Long, long ago, we escaped that evil. Y ou must stay down here
with usnow. Y ou will be the better for it, if you prove worthy."

"What do you mean?" Achileaasked, then winced as the whip dashed aong the other side of her
jaw.

"Y ou do not learn well, do you?' Omiastood. "Y our oversized friend knows enough to keep his
slence when he hasto. Perhaps you are only what you appear apair of brainless beasts." She favored
them with her warm smile again. "But | do not agree with Abbadas. | think you are both quite beautiful .

She clapped her hands. "Guards!" Ten armed men and women came into the chamber. "Take them
to the holding pens. Have them washed and secured.”

Their chains were unlocked from the floor rings and they were taken out of the room. A woman led
each by the chain like adog on aleash. Sharp spears at their backs kept them tractable.

From long habit, Conan made an inventory of every weapon. He wanted to know exactly what to
grab should the opportunity for abreak present itself. Besides spears, some had swords and daggers. A
few had short-handled axes. The axes had light, crescent-shaped blades and looked strangdly familiar.
Then the short sword worn by the woman who held his chain drew his atention. It was hooked so that
its handle protruded just above her right hip, and the sheathed, twenty-inch blade danted across her
buttocks. By the distinctive shape of its handle, be knew it to be a Stygian weapon. Asfurther proof, the
sheath was decorated with Stygian hieroglyphics.

After ashort walk aong the main corridor, they cameto a set of heavy doors flanked by guards.
The doors were opened to reved alow-ceilinged tunnd and they were prodded insde. The tunnel was
completely undecorated and here the rough tool-marksindicated that all had been hewn from solid rock.
Light was provided by more of the copper tubes, which produced flames only alittle larger than those of
candles. Fresh air hissed through grated openings near the floor.

They passed low doorways, and within the chambers, the Cimmerian could see persons of both
sexes chained to thewalls. Most of them had short-cropped hair. Thisis aplace where they punish
disobedient daves" he said.

They were taken to aroom where water gushed from awall into awide basin before exiting through
adrain benegth an overflow spout. The air in the room had a heavy, humid, fecund smdll. "In!" barked a
guard. It wasthe first word they had heard from these warriors. Hands divested them of what little
remained of their clothing. They stepped into the basin, and daves with pitchers and brushesindicated
that they should duck beneath the water.



"I would swear thisisriver water, by itssmell,” Conan announced before submerging himself.

"Stand,” said adave when they came up for air. They complied. Standing, the water cameto
mid-thigh. The daves waded in and poured fragrant oil over their heads and bodies, men worked the ail
into alather with their brushes. Achilea clenched her teeth at the touch of the brushes on her sensitive
in.

"Easy, there," Conan said. " She's been burned.”™* The dave woman who was scrubbing down
Achileanodded and began to use acloth instead of a brush. At least, he concluded, the daves could
understand them, even if they would not, or could not, spesk.

Thoroughly cleansed, they stepped from the basin and were dried with rough towels, then prodded
deeper into the prison. They passed aroom where the three women, the dwarf and Kye-Dee were
chained to thewadlls. At Sght of their queen, the women and the dwarf lunged as close astheir binds
would alow and cried out their joy in seeing her dive. The Hyrkanian remained morose.

As Achilea spoke afew low words of encouragement, Conan could not forbear to smile. Stripped
and cleaned even of their paint, the wild viragoes proved to be three rather handsome young women,
athough lacking the soft contours of their more civilized sgters.

Conan and Achileawere taken to a somewhat larger room, where their chains were fastened to
rings on opposite wals, Then the guards released their bound wrists and filed out. Rubbing their wrists
and flexing their fingers, the two examined their surroundings. A flame outside their doorway provided the
only illumination. At the grestest extent of their chains, they were still separated by two paces.

Having exhausted the possibilities of exploration, they sat upon the cold stone floor.

"Conan, have we falen among madmen?' Achilea asked.

"Itishard to say. Thefirg timel visited acity, | thought the people diere were mad, because they
were 0 different from the tribesmen and villagers of my youth. Certainly, living in this anthill would make
anyone mad.”

Shetugged at her chains. "Never have | been bound before! | must get out of herel” Her voice
betrayed the strain she had suppressed for so long.

"I have been chained up many times," hetold her. "And it does no good to fight sted chainsif
you've no tools. Just be calm and resolve to wait it out Be ever dert for any chance, any mistake by a
guard. | have won my freedom uncounted times. Those who give way to despair, or who go mad with
rage, are the ones who never escape.”

"Truly?" she said, seeming to take encouragement from hiswords. “Then | will try to do asyou say.
It ishard, though. To be aqueen, even onein exile, and then to be treated like this. It isharder on my
pride man the sun wason my flesh.”

"That's better,"” Conan said with afaint grin, "It doeslittle harm to have your pride tempered in cold
water fromtimetotime.”

"My queen!" cdled avoice Conan recognized as Paynas. " Can you hear me?"

"Ayel" she called back. She described their situation and relayed Conan's advice. Aslong astheir
queen was wdll, the women seemed to be satisfied,

"What do you think that vicious woman meant about our proving our worth?"

"l do not know," Conan said, amused to hear this fierce woman describe another woman as vicious.
"But I'velittle doubt well learn dl too soon. | am moreinterested in that water.”

"It did smdll likeriver water," she said, "not like water from a spring. How can there be river water
inthemiddle of thisawful desert?"

"It can befrom only one place," he assured her. "Underground. This may have possibilities. And
there is another thing: The guardswoman who led me on aleash wore on her belt a Stygian sword. It
means that these people have some sort of contact with the outside world. | think their axes were Stygian
aswdl."

"Perhaps the wegpons are very old,” she said.



"That may be, but the sheath that carried the sword isnot old. It ismade of leather, and is
decorated with Stygian picture-writing."

She shrugged. "How does this help us? The woman said that sometimes heet-addled desert men
find their way here and die. That may be how the sword got here.”

"Maybe," Conan dlowed. "But remember what | told you: Be on the lookout for every advantage.
Every bit of knowledge we gain may help us get away from this place. Thereisariver here someplace,
and through Stygia flowsthe grestest river intheworld.”

"If we get out of thisdungeon,” she said, "do you think you can find your way back to the surface?'

"Aye" hereplied without hesitation. "I do not forget where my steps have taken me.”

She nodded. "1, too, was raised in aland without Signposts and with few landmarks, where the only
way to stay dive wasto have astrong sense of direction and location. But | have never beeninawarren
such asthis. Here, thereisno sun, no moon, no stars. There are no prevailing winds." He could tell that
the catastrophic events of the past few days tad sapped her iron self-confidence.

"It helps" Conan told her, "if you have spent much timein the dense forests of the Pictish
Wilderness, or thejungles of the south. A city isanother sort of jungle, even an underground city likethis
one”

"What do you make of these torches, that bum without smoke? Is this sorcery?!

"I've never seen the like of them,” he admitted, "but somehow | do not fed that they are magickal.
Aswewere herded here, | saw adave cleaning one, like aman cleaning an oil lamp. Perhapsthey burn
aninvisble vapor. | have seen dchemists set such vapors afirein their laboratories, and everyone has
seen me burning vaporsthat rush from the kilns of charcod burners.”

"Well," she said doubtfully, "so it may be. But lill, | do not likeit." Shewas slent for awhile, then:
"How long isit snce werose? Thereisno way to judge thetimein thisac- . cursed netherworld.”

"Inthis, | amin no better case than you,” Conan said, yawning, "but | think we would each be the
better for some deep.”

They both lay down and she said, "They were S0 careful to bathe us, you would think they would
provide uswith alittle bedding."

Helaughed. "I think the bath was for their convenience, not ours. They seem to be acleanly folk.
Beyond that, they've no interest in our comfort." He stretched, then put his hands behind his head ashe
dared at the celling. "1 doubt the lack of bedding isthe worst thing in store for us here.”

His degp was long and dreamless. He awoke to find Achilea examining her skin by the light of the
strangetorch. Lightly, she ran her fingertips over her arms and thighs, then over the rich contours of her
torso.

"Is everything present and accounted for?" he asked.

She started dightly. "1 thought you still adeep. Yes, dl ishere and better than | had hoped. That ail
they used on us must have hedling properties. My sunburn no longer pains me and most of the dead skin
has pecled away. Even my lipsare no longer cracked.”

"That isgood,” he said, Stting up and rubbing at hiseyes. "Y ou don't want to be weak in any way
when we break out How are your eyes?”

"| seeaswdl asever, though | could use morelight.”

"Aye, you look wdll," he said, meaning it heartily. His unimpeded view took in every perfect inch of
her, "If only these chainswere longer.”

Shelooked a him haughtily. "Just aswell they are not, for then | would have to break your stiff
Cimmerian neck.”

"Getting your pride back, | see" he said sourly. Still, it seemed to him that there had been ateasing
notein her voice,

A davebrought inasingle large bowl of seaming liquid and ajug of water and set the vessdls
between them, then | eft. Conan took the jug and drank while Achilearaised the bowl to her mouth, then



made aface.

"More of the mushroom stuff,” she said, passing the bowl to Conan and accepting thejug in return.
"Have these people no proper meat?"

Conan took amouthful of the bland grud, thick with rubbery chunks of fungus. "It will keep us
aive" hesad. "And even people well provided with flesh never waste it on prisoners. Stale, moldy bread
and hard cheeseisyour portion in prison. At least thisis hot."

They finished their savorless med and for awhile, Achilea conversed with her followers. They
seemed to need the sound of her voice,

"Do none of these other prisoners speak?' Conan asked.

"They'll not answer us" Jeybasad.

"They would have nothing to say, anyway," Kye-Dee added, "They are worthless people; davesto
people who are themsalves but insects who live like termitesin arotten log."

"Still, they might be ableto tell us something about our situation,” Conan said. But so far, he had not
heard the daves speak a single word, even among themsalves. He determined to look into the question.

Not long after they had eaten, guards came to conduct them once more to the bathing facility. When
their next med was brought, Conan seized the dave woman by the shoulders while Achilealooked on
curioudy.

"Speak to me, woman," Conan ordered. She said nothing, only stared at him with pale, frightened
eyes. Hetook her lower jaw between thumb and forefinger and pried her mouth open. Then he released
her.

"Sheistongueless,”" he reported. "Perhaps dl the daves have been so treated.”

Achileasnorted with disgust. "Civilized people cal us barbarians because we are like beasts of
prey. Butitisanatural and aclean way to live. Thisisugly and twisted.”

"I'll give you no argument on that point,” Conan said.

A few hours later, ateam of guards arrived. Their hands were bound, and they were taken from
their cdll. In aroom near the bath, they found Achilea's women and dwarf with Kye-Dee. Saves dressed
Conan in hiswolfskin breechclout and studded belt, and Achileaiin her fox pelt and leggings. Their desert
robes were nowhere to be seen, but the Cimmerian noted with amusement that the returned garments
had been scrupuloudly cleaned.

Paynawent to her queen and said in alow voice, "Did the man seek to molest you?"

Achileasmiled. "Hewould have, but his chain wastoo short."

"Hah!" Conan said. " She dtretched hers agood foot trying to get to me!™

"Silence!" barked awoman of the guard. Jeyba butted her unarmored belly with his head, and the
breath went out of her with a whoosh. Shefell on her backside, her spear clattering to the stone floor.

"Show respect to our queen, wench!" the dwarf shouted. Instantly, a half-score of spear-points
wereleveled at histhroat.

"Easy, Jeyba," Conan said gpprovingly. "Thereisno sensein getting killed too soon.” Spears at their
backs, they |eft the dungeon.

Eleven

The procession entered anew part of the labyrinthine city. They discovered that not everything lay
immediately adjacent to the main corridor, for there were many intersections and. branchings. Oneflight
of sairstook them to an areawhere; theriver smell was very strong. Here they passed through vast
natura cavernswhere grotesquely overgrown mushrooms grew in obscene profusion. Some were like
broad toadstools, some like branching cord; others hung from the ceiling in thin sheets, clusters, or
twisted shapes tike the horns of rams.

At one point, there were none of the vapor torches. These were not necessary because the fungi of
that area glowed: with their own cold light: purple and red and asickly green, The ghadtly illumination
made the humans look like walking corpses.



"Have you been keeping track of where we are, Conan?™. Achilea asked when they were past the
mushroom caverns.

"Aye" he answered, "but I'd aslief discover ashortcut.!

"Silence, therel” said aguard.

"Sit on your spear, dog," Conan said disgustedly. ™Y our queen, or whatever sheis, wantsusdive
for something, so make no idle threats." Jeybalaughed to hear these words.

"She never said you were to be unhurt," said the woman Jeyba had butted. She jabbed the little man
sharply in the buttock, diciting ayelp. Now it was the guards turn to laugh.

"At least they have a sense of humor," Kye-Dee said.

Asthey waked down a side corridor, they approached an entrance from whence drifted a sound
that seemed utterly out of place in these surroundings. the sound of sawing. Asthey passed the portd,
Conan dowed and peered in. With long, two-man saws, ateam of daves was engaged in reducing dark,
heavy logs to squared timbers and planks. The air was redolent of the pleasant smell of sap and sawdust.

"Mushrooms they can grow without sunlight,” Achilea.commented as they passed on. "Buit trees?
How do they— A guard jabbed her on the spine, drawing blood.

"Enough!™ Conan snarled. With bewildering speed, he kicked the man's feet from beneath him, the
movement made not & all less effective by the chain connecting the Cimmerian'sleg-irons. A short kick
to the man's belly effectively parayzed him before Conan's heavy foot trod upon his neck. As cartilage
began to give way, Conan stopped. The chief of the guards had drawn his sword and now held it
beneath the dwarf's chin.

"Kill him and thisone dies,” the man said. "The queen isinterested only in the big woman and you,
black-haired one. One more incident from either of you, and the little man dies. After him, that one." He
jerked his head toward Kye-Dee. "After him, the three smaller women, one after another. Do you
understand me?'

"Aye," Conan said, removing hisfoot The man gasped and gargled as herolled to his sde and
curled himsdlf into aball, "Just recdl that | am apatient man, but even my patience hasitslimits.”

They said no more, but the way Achileasmiled a him put Conan in abetter mood for the rest of
their trek. Thisended in avast natural cavern that was almost circular in shape. Itsfloor had been hewn
into multiple rows of seats surrounding alow, ova pit. The seatswererichly covered with silken
cushions. Overhead, the greatest chanddlier they had yet seen provided light from hundreds of vapor jets.
The place was deserted.

They were marched to arectangular cage overlooking the pit. It had a single bench and was
enclosed by bars of iron. With leveled spears at their back, they entered and the chief guard locked the
swinging gate behind them.

"What isthis, my queen?’ Payna asked.

"Have you never seen afighting pit?' Conan said.

"I have," said Achilea, "in some towns and villages and fair-stes. But those were rough enclosures
of earth and timber. What sort of people would build a pit that is so large and permanent?'

"People who arefond of blood,” he answered her. " People who would rather watch others fight
than doit themsalves."

It seemed that they had await in store for them. "Wood, leather, cloth,” Conan mused. "These
things have to come from the surface, and I'll wager they were not brought across the desert. Those were
fresh logsthe daves were cutting, full of sap.”

"Y ou've nothing to wager with," Achileaanswered, "but agree with you anyway."

"L eather may be made from human skin,” Kye-Dee said. "In my tribe, we made our war drums
from the skinsof our enemies.”

"Silk ismade by spiders,” said Jeyba, "and spiderslive in dark, sunless places. Perhaps they weave
cloth from spider slk."



"That till leavesthoselogs,” Conan said remorsalesdy.

"These people are powerful magicians," Kye-Dee said. "Perhaps they produce logs with their
magickd arts”

Conan could not agree. So far, he had seen virtualy nothing of the sorcerous about these strange
people. On the contrary, they seemed to be as prosaic as ants. It was only the place they chosetolivein
that wastruly bizarre.

Further conversation was cut off when people began to file into the huge cavern through numerous
entrances. They descended the aides that divided the seats into wedge-shaped sections and seated
themsalves upon the cushions. Conan noted that they were strictly regulated, for the peoplein each
separate wedge wore asingle, distinctive garb that was different from that distinguishing thosein the
neighboring wedges. Here, he saw men in papery shoulder capes and shaven heads,; there, agroup of
women who wore serpent masks. Y et another wedge was occupied by men and women, but al these
wore masks covering the left side of the face only, and they carried long, crystal-tipped wands. Whether
theseinggniaidentified them by rank, status or occupation, he could not guess.

All stood when Omia entered, closdly followed by Abbadas, who still wore the weapons and armor
he'd borne when Conan's party was captured. Behind Abbadas was asmal, hairless man who wore a
sample, floor-length cape of silk. Hisfeatureswere oddly familiar.

"Who isthat man behind Abbadas?' Achileaasked. "He lookslike one of them, yet it ssemsto me
that | know him."

"You do," said Conan with grim satisfaction. "Darken his skin with abit of paint, givehim afase
beard and swathe him in desert robes, and you have our old friend, Amram.”

"Amram!" shesaid. "Heisone of them?'

Conan shook hishead. "1 think not. His K othian accent was too convincing, and so was much of his
story. He has been down here along time, though; long enough to take on their look."

Indeed, the man they knew as Amram was amost as pae as the underground inhabitants. But his
eyeswere brown, and the faint stubble that showed on his shaven pate was dark as well. The Cimmerian
guessed that the man had shorn his scap in order to blend with the populace, for those who had hair in
this place were as white-tressed as dbinos. Amram was a man who survived in ahard world with the
chameeon'stalent for blending with its surroundings.

"Who next?" Achileamused. "Thetwins, perhgps?’

But it seemed that the mysterious pair were not to make an appearance. Therewasasmall platform
next to the cave and just above the arena. Here Omia and Abbadas took their seats on heavily cushioned
chairs. Amram stood behind them and asmdll crowd of daves attended them. Asthey arranged
themsalves, afile of daves standing above the tiers of seats began to play music on instruments of wood,
gring and metd. It was aharsh music, with much metdlic dlashing and ghrill trilling. A group of young,
comely dave women entered the pit and went through an intricate dance that featured much athletic
legping, contortion and other gymnadtic feets.

"Perhapsthiswill not be so bad,” Kye-Dee said, smiling nervoudy.

"I'll believe that when dl thisisover," Conan answered. Helooked at Omia. *Why are we here?’

The mad light cameinto her eyes. "l told you that you ask no questions.”

He jerked his head toward the arenabelow. "From the look of this place, I've cursed little to lose
by asking questions.”

Abbadas smirked and Omialooked furious, but Amram bent low and spoke in her ear. "My queen
and my mistress, this great rogue isinsolent, but is not his capacity for defiance among the very reasons
you wanted him here?!

She subsided into her cushions. "Yes, so it was. | do hope hewill not disappoint us."

"Shall we begin with him?" Abbadas asked.

"No. He and the tawny woman are the best of thelot." Shelooked over her captives with lazy
maliciousness. "These two—" sheindicated Kye-Dee and Jeyba"—l ook like inferior stock to me. Let



them gofird”

"What?' Conan shouted. "This band stands together!"

"Y ou defy me again!" Omias voice went up shockingly and her pale eyes burned. "Y ou are no
band! You aredl my daves, to do with as| please, individualy or together! Guards, separate him from
the others and secure him.”

Pole-arms were thrust through the bars, crowding the Cimmerian back into a comer, where his
neck ring was fastened to a corner bar. When the weapons were withdrawn, he could move no more
than apacein any direction. He cursed with frustrated rage, but to no avall.

The gate swung open. "Y ou two come out,” the guard chief said, pointing to the dwarf and the
Hyrkanian.

"Jeybal" Achileasad, grasping thelittle man's shoulder, <! "

"Would you be chained up aswel, my beautiful dave-queen?' Omiasaid imperioudy.

The dwarf patted his queen'shand. "Best | go. Avenge meif you may, but above dl, get away from
thisplaceaive," Hisvoicewas pitched low, so that only his companionsin the cage could hear him. He
quirked his eyebrows toward the Cimmerian. "Stick to thisone, if possible,” he bade Achilea. "If anyone
can get you away from here, itishe." With these words, the dwarf exited the cage.

Kye-Dee was not to be outdone in stem acceptance of fate. "Hah!" he cried, laughing in derision. "I
will show these despicable worms that a Hyrkanian warrior of the Turtle Clan is better than other men! |
want only arms. Then bring on your warriors, your beasts and your demons!™

"Oh, you shdl have arms," Abbadas said. "Y ou would provide precious little entertainment
otherwise"

Omia clapped her hands twice and the music ceased. The dancers ended their performancein
mid-note and filed out of the pit through the same portd they had entered: agrated nth on the side
opposite Omiads platform. When the last was through, the metal grate was lowered behind them.

A short flight of steps next to the cage took Kye-Dee and

Jeybato arenalevel, where abolted door alowed access. The bolts were withdrawn and the two
men were pushed through. A guard went out with them and removed their bonds. Then the guard |eft the
pit and the door was rebel led.

A dave woman entered the arena bearing weapons. These she handed to the two men: for Jeyba,
his metal-studded bludgeon and a short-handled ax; for Kye-Dee, his saber with its keen, curved,
arm-length blade. The Hyrkanian flourished the blade spiritedly, drawing glittering arcs and patternsin the
ar.

"Thisisafineweapon and | am good with it." he announced, "but whereis my bow?'

"Do you think that we would alow you aweapon you could kill uswith?' said Omiawith alaugh.

"No," Kye-Dee admitted, "but it was worth atry.”

The dwarf said nothing, standing as steady as atree-stump on his short, bowed legs, his club
gripped in hisright hand and his ax in hisleft. He was a coiled knot of sted-gpring muscles, ready for
anything.

"Begin!" Abbadas said.

The grated door that had admitted the dancers opened. Conan studied the four warriors who
entered. They were daves, ~as evinced by their short-cropped hair, but they were somewhat larger and
far better built than any he had seen so far. He concluded thai they were specid daves or condemned
citizens, trained to fight for the amusement of their betters. They wore oddments of armor on their arms
and legs, no two of them armored in quite the same fashion, and gorgets of black sted protecting their
throats. None wore helmet or body armor. Each carried asmal shield of stedl afoot in diameter in his
left hand. Theright hand of each gripped a short, straight, double-edged sword.

"Four againgt two!" Achileaspat. "Thisisnot sporting!”

" 'Sporting'?* said Abbadas languidly. "1 am unfamiliar with the word.”



"That | doubt not,” Conan said. "At least |et them fight one againgt one, in sequence.”

"Wherefore?' Omiaasked. "These two are to be killed and we wish to be amused. Y our wishes
and theirs are of no account.” She turned to the crowd of citizens and stood. They rose likewise.

"People of holy Janagar!" she cried. "In an agelong past, our gods preserved us from the evil of the
sun and taught us how true humans should livel" By the way she chanted her words, Conan guessed that
sherecited an ancient formula. "Once again we offer thanks for our salvation according to the custom of
our ancestors: with blood. Thistime—" and here her voice departed from its hieratic, ritual phrasing
"—we offer not only blood of our own, but that of dwellers beneath the sun. Cursed be the sun!™

"Cursed be the sun!" shouted the crowd of spectatorsin loud unison.

"A few daysago, | might have joined themin that curse," Achileasaid. "Now | would be burned dll
over againjus for aglimpse of it."

Omiaresumed her seat and so did the audience. "Begin!” Omiacried.

Achileaand her women gripped the bars of the cage, pressing their faces againgt the cold iron, their
eyes fixed upon the scene of the unfolding drama. Conan, chained to the comer bar, till had aclear view.
Hisface was asimmobile as stone, but his heart seethed with hatred and rage.

Thefour fighting staves spread into a curving line and sought to take the two men from front and
flank- The dwarf and the Hyrkanian stood shoulder to shoulder, but their eyes grew wary astheline
Spread.

"Back to back?' Kye-Dee suggested.

"That were best," the dwarf rumbled. " Just leave me room."

So they stood, crouched, separated by apace while their enemies circled, looking for an opening.
Two darted in upon

Jeyba, one from each side. The one on the right jabbed his sword at the dwarf's face, but Jeyba
ducked low and swung his club backhand at the man's knee. The dave managed to interpose his shield,
but the stedl rang like agong and crumpled inward. The attacker sprang backward grimacing, hisleft am
haf pardyzed from the shock.

At the same time, the dave on the left camein, stooping tow to skewer the dwarf. Thinking that the
little man was fully occupied with his other opponent, the davefailed to guard himsdf properly. The thick
blade of the ax came straight op and split hisjaw from chin to nose even as hisweapon, amed a Jeyba's
throat, scored instead a shallow wound upon the dwarfs shoul der.

Achileaand me women growled approva while Kye-Dee held his opponents at bay with hislonger
sword, menacing them with bewildering circles and figure-eights. Conan knew that he could not keep up
these tacticsfor long, for hisarm must tire soon. He knew the Hyrkanians to be superb warriorson
horseback, but far less effective on foot. Kye-Dee appeared to be better than most of his countrymen
with * sword.

"Hal" the Hyrkanian shouted, making alunge toward the dave on hisright The one on meleft
plunged into the opening, but the lunge was afeint and Kye-Dee pulled back, dashing at the attacker.
The daveraised hisshield but succeeded only in deflecting the blade into hisface. Even asthe man fell
back screaming, the other darted in, shield high, and plunged his short sword into me Hyrkanian's side.
The point struck ribs and was turned, but the wound was bloody and serious, Kye-Dee rammed his
elbow into the man'sface, then brought his sword across to sever the tendons and arteriesin the man's
neck. The dave staggered back, fountaining blood that his split windpipe churned into an ugly froth.

A low, snarling sound came from the crowd asthe brief, violent exchange passed and the fight
entered anew phase. Achilea and her women shouted encouragement. Now the odds were even, and al
four fighters till standing were wounded.

The dwarf's remaining opponent wasfirst to renew the attack. The blow he had absorbed did no
more than dow his shield-arm, while Jeyba's cut was painful and weakening, for it bled fredy and the
muscle of his shoulder was damaged.

Jeyba fended the attacking sword aside with his club and swung his ax at the dave's neck, but his



injury owed him and the other was able to avoid the weapon. Still, the dwarf pressed the attack,
swinging short forehand and backhand blows of the club at the dave's unhelmeted head. The dave
fended them with his shidld, but each blow further injured hisleft arm and he grimaced with pain. An
underhand thrust of his sword cut deeply into Jeyba's chest, but even asit connected, the ax came across
and smashed into his pelvis. Both men collapsed while the crowd growled and snarled.

While Jeyba was thus engaged, Kye-Dee was attacking. He had been wounded far worse than the
dwarf and knew it He had to end thisfight swiftly, before he weakened. With a high-pitched Hyrkanian
battle cry, he leapt upon his opponent, raining sword-strokes. The man fell back, covered with blood
from the wound that had removed half of one ear, stripped flesh from his cheek and divided his nose.

Kye-Dee siwung alow, horizontal cut. Instead of blocking with his shield, the dave sucked in his
belly, alowing the blade to pass afinger's width from hisflesh, and darted in to take advantage of the
follow-through. He punched his shield at the Hyrkanian's face and thrust with his sword. With hisfree
hand, Kye-Dee managed to deflect the sword from his heart, but it caught him just benesth the
collarbone even astherim of the shidld connected with hisjaw.

The Hyrkanian managed to push himsdf away from his opponent, shaking his head to clear the stars
from before his eyes. The dave thought him done for and rushed in to finish him, but Kye-Dee brought
his sword across and low, cutting the man'sleading leg from under him, amost severing thelimb. The
davefell and the next stroke of the sword passed across his neck.

Jeyba lurched to hisfeet and placed afoot against hislast opponent's jaw as he levered hisax free
of the man's skull. Then both men were standing, grinning in triumph. Jeyba raised his bloodied weapons
in sdute to his queen while Kye-Dee sang awild Hyrkanian victory song. They were both badly
wounded and perhaps dying, but for the moment, they stood victorious amid their fallen enemies and they
feared nothing.

There, you degenerate dogs!" Conan shouted. Y ou see the sort of men who are raised benesth the
un!”

"Yes" sad Omia "l am satisfied on that count.”

"Give them amore interesting opponent!" Abbadas urged, his voice thick with bloodlust.

"No, these two arefinished,” she said. "Kill them."

Instantly, armed figures dashed into the pit. These were not fighting daves, but masked guards.
There were at least a score of them, and they encircled the two bloody men, their weaponsleveled. Then
they advanced. Jeybaand Kye-Dee fought with al their waning strength, but their valor wasfutile. The
length of their attackers® wegpons made it imposs ble to reach them and their numbers were
overwheming. They died cursing their enemies through their own blood.

Achilea stared bleakly at the bloody pit as the corpses were cleared away and daves came out to
mop up. Framing her face, the heavy knuckles of her swordsman's hands went dead white asthey
gripped the bars. Her three women managed to embrace her smultaneoudy.

"Hewasjust aman, after al, my queen,” Paynasaid, clearly meaning the dwarf. Hyrkanians meant
less than nothing to the Amazons.

"It was not to dielike thisthat | saved him," she said, her voice toneless. Shetore her eyes away
from the pit and stared at Conan. " Cimmerian, how can you look upon this unmoved? They were your
friends”

"They were greet fighting-men and they died on their feet, as men should.” be said stonily. "Among
my people, thereisno higher praise for any man. | salute them and | will avenge them.”

Their voices were low and they were not heard upon the podium. Omiaand Abbadas were looking
over their prisonerswith speculating eyes.

"Who next, think you?' Omiasaid.

"The three smaller women might make afine show," said Abbadas. "Match them againgt afew
trained women fighting-daves. After thelast show, | think we should up the odds. Give each of them
threeto fight."



"Itistempting ..." Omiastroked her chin, asif pondering deeply. ... but that would be twelvein the
arenaa once. It would be awfully crowded, and difficult to make out the details of any one combat. Of
course, we could bring them out one at atime—"

"No!" Achileashouted. ‘It is| who interest you, not they! Send me out there and then bring out your
fighting-daves, if you would see somekilling!"

Omiasmiled. "True, it isthe big woman and the even bigger man who intrigue me most. Do you
think they would provide uswith diverting entertainment?’

Abbadas nodded. "Aye. Asfor these other threg," he raked them with eyesthat burned through his
masK, '1 may have other usesfor them.”

"Guards," Omiasad, "take that woman—" she pointed toward Achilea, then swung her arm toward
Conan "—and that man to the arena. Take care. They've yet to be domesticated.”

Thistime, the guards used specid caution. With their spears, they backed the three weeping,
protesting women into acomer of the cage. Then they conducted Achileato the arena. Sheturned asif to
say something to her women, hesitated, then walked out with her head high.

When Achileawas in the pit, the guards returned for Conan. His neck ring was unlocked and he
was prodded from his place. As he walked past the three women, Lombi hissed at him.

"Cimmerian! Do not let our queen die, or we shdl day you more horribly than these depraved
weaklings could dream to!l" A combination of fear, rage and hatred glittered in three pairs of eyes.

Conan smiled grimly. "I've yet to tremble at the sound of awoman's voice, but you three could
amost accomplish thefeat | swear to you mis: If your queen does not come out of thai pit dive, neither
shdl L Thisismy oath upon the name of Crom, god of my people.”

The three nodded sternly, their anger till fiercein their eyes. He walked past them to the steps and
descended to arenalevel with the weapons of watchful guards poised inches from his body. The door
was unbolted and he stepped through. Achileawatched him with afaint, mocking smile astheir bonds
were removed, but as the guards | ft the arena, she spoke to him in avoice pitched too low for any but
he to hear her words.

"Do not ook too quickly, but high above the seats, on thewall opposite our hodts, | think | saw
something. Look and tell me what you see.”

Mystified, the Cimmerian did as she bade. He rubbed hiswrists and Hexed his limbs asif working
the stiffness from muscleslong cramped. In truth, he was asready for action asever in hislife, but it
never did harm to sow deception before enemies. He worked his head around asif to relieve astiff neck,
and as hedid, he glanced in the direction she indicated

Thewall abovethetiers of seatswasindented with scores of niches, and in each niche was a Statue,
though whether of humans, gods or demons, he could not guess. Then be saw it: In the highest tier,
directly opposite the podium where Omiaand Abbadas took their ease, something glowed faintly purple.
Straining hiseyes but trying not to stare, he just made out atiny, manlike form crouching by the painted
sculpture of an incredibly voluptuous, nude woman.

"Our little friend from the desert,” he said. "Our stakersremain perastent.”

"l wishthat | knew what it means," shesaid.

"Just now we've moreimmediate cares," he said " Such as how to get out of this cursed pit dive, and
who we haveto day todo it"

Thistime, two dave women entered the arena. Each carried awegpon-belt bearing sword and
dagger. Conan took his gratefully, feding much restored to haveitsfamiliar weight settled about hislean
hips. Achilealooked equaly pleased to buckle her belt around her own rather more generous
endowments. Then she stepped to the edge of the pit and picked something up from the floor: Jeyba's ax,
dropped there and forgotten. She tucked its short haft beneath her belt

"Jeyba could eadly have dain that woman," she said. "These people seem not to redlize that an ax
may be thrown. But he did not, just so that | might have a better chance.”

"Hewasagood man," Conan averred. "In those find moments, the urge to avenge himsdaf must



have raged powerfully within him."

"We shall not waste his courage,” she vowed. "But if | am wounded mortaly, | shdl split her
arrogant, masked face with thisere | release my last breath.”

"Do s0," Conan said. "I'll skewer her partner, Abbadas, with my dagger.” He touched the hilt of the
heavy weapon. "I can throw it accurately with either hand.”

"Good," shesad, smiling broadly. "Well not diein vain, men." The Cimmerian smiled back &t her.

"Y ou two seem pleased with yoursdaves, considering your circumstances,” Omiataunted. "Let us
see whether you arc as happy with your opponents.”

"Bring them on," said Conan, flexing hisfingers. " bore easily." Omiaclgpped twice and the two
waited tensely as the grate opposite them was raised.

"I doubt not therell be many of them, since our friends did far four,” Conan whispered. "But they
must al come through that door. They can manage no more than doublefile. Assoon asthefirgis
through the door, we attack. I'll take the file on the I eft, you take that on theright. Timeit right, and well
facejust one a atime.

"A good plan," she acknowledged. "Though | fear our hostswill be disappointed.”

"| can live with the shame." Conan said with ahard grin. Then a sound came from beyond the gate
and they drew their swords. They stood at easy guard, poised on toe balls of their feet the pose of
swordsmen who are ready for anything.

But the firgt thing through the gate was not aliving opponent Insteed, there came awave of the
humid, fecund river smell. Then agreat rush of water gushed through the portd. It was not the crystal
water of aspring, but afaintly greenish-brown fluid in which particles of soil, algae and plant debriswere
suspended.

"What isthis?" Achileagasped asthe cool water lapped over her ankles and began to soak her fur
leggings. "Do they intend to drown us?'

"They've more imagination than that,” Conan said. "Be ready!"

They kept their eyesfixed upon the gate asthe leve of the water rose to their knees, then to their
waists. When the surface was just above their midsections, the flow stopped and the agitated water
doshed and lapped at the sides of the pit. They ignored the bloodthirsty mutter of the crowd and the
encouraging cries and prayers of the wild women.

"Something comed" Achileasad.

"Back up!" Conan ordered. "L et's have some room."

Awkwardly, fighting the resistance of the water, they began to back step by cautious step toward
the podium. They had managed no more than five paces when something sinuous glided through the
portd. Its scaly back—bearing rows of greenish-black spines—cut the surface of the water asalong,
powerful tail propelled it at terrible speed for so huge a beast

Behind along snout, apair of dit-pupiled amber eyes gleamed with ancient mdice.

"What isit?' Achileagasped. "A dragon?’

"Nay," Conanreplied. "A Styx crocodile. 'Ware the jaws and ‘ware thetail! Go for itsbely! Then
the thing was upon them.

The mongter was at least thirty feet long and asit attacked, it wasimpressibleto tell from itsfixed
gaze which of them it had selected for itsfirg target but the two stood a couple of paces distant to give
themselves sword-room, and Conan knew that it had to go for one or the other. Itstiny, reptilian brain
lacked the capacity for a combined attack. Five feet from them, its head went beneath the water and it
began to roll sideways and open its jaws. It had picked the woman.

With his sword gripped in both hands, Conan hewed at the thing's neck just behind the jawvs asthe
sde of its head came momentarily above the surface. He plowed a deep gouge and blood gushed forth,
but the incredibly tough hide and the back edge of the jawbone saved it from a potentidly fatal wound.
Even s0, the unexpected impact jarred it from itsintended path, and the terrible jaws snapped shut on



water instead of on Achileasthigh.

The Amazon queen hewed with al her strength at her only target: the thing's back. Theimpact
jarred her to her spine and succeeded only in malting ashalow furrow in the thick, scaly hide. The
crocodile might not have felt the blow. A twisting wrench of its supple body knocked her over asit
sought to bring its formidable natura wegponry to bear againgt the Cimmerian.

She came up, sputtering water, just in time to see Conan hacking at it. It had twisted around with
unbelievable speed and was coming for him as straight as awar-galley on aramming course. Not giving it
timeto dive and turn, the Cimmerian lurched forward and brought his edge straight down upon the target
most exposed to him; the stretch of skull between the bulbous, staring eyes. I1ts minute brain wasin there
somewhere, and he hoped to cleave through its shield of bone and split it asunder

The bladefailed to bite all the way through me bone, but the shock momentarily parayzed the
creature and prevented its jaws from opening. Instead, the blunt snout caught Conan in the belly and
drove him againgt the wal of the arenajust below the podium. The breath went out of him and he went
under, dropping his sword. The scaly muzzle pinned him to the bottom, grinding from sideto sde. Then
he felt the jaws begin to open as the beast's paralysis waned. Desperately, Conan wrapped hislong,
powerful arms around the huge muzzle, holding the toothy mouth shuit.

With asurge of coiled muscle, the greet reptile whipped upward, lifting Conan entirely free of the
surface. Hetook advantage of the respite to draw in agreat lungful of air. The stubby forelegs began to
scrabble at him, their six-inch claws ableto gut him at astroke if he permitted it. With desperate haste, he
wrapped his own legs around its body just behind the forelegs, so that the appendages could only scrape
weekly at hisflanks. He wondered where Achileawas. For al he knew, she was unconscious and
drowning.

Intruth, she was striving with al her might to find avulnerable target on the thrashing beest, while at
the sametime, avoiding theflailing tail: adozen feet of armored, saw-edged muscle that could snap a
human spine and cut the body half in twain as easily asaman swatting afly. She had learned well the
futility of hewing at its back, but she could see that the Cimmerian wasin the most perilous of draits,
wrapped around the thing's head and immohilizing itsterrible jaws.

The musclesthat close acrocodile's jaws are tremendousy powerful; those that open them are far
weaker. Thus Conan found that he could hold the anima's jaws shut with one arm, while with the hand
thus freed, he could snatch forth his dagger. This he did and drove the blade at the glaring, split-pupiled
eye, but the mongter's thrashing deflected hisaim and his point dug instead into the shelf of bone below
the amber orb. Thereit wedged so tightly that the Cimmerian had to tug mightily, striving to freeit

Once again the crocodile plunged beneath the water. Seeking to didodge its unwelcomerider, it
began to twist snoudy, rolling over and over like ahuge, scaly log. Conan knew that thishad to end
soon. He never surfaced long enough for adecent breath, and should the beast go deep enough to strike
the bottom, or brush againgt thewall of the pit, it would scrape him off or crush him.

Achilea hacked at the crocodile wherever she saw an opportunity. She remembered what Conan
had said about its belly, and when the monster began to roil, shetried to work her way close enough to
get her sword into it. But the creature's movements were so rapid that she saw only the pale undersurface
flash by too swiftly for acut. Then it seemed to tire and dow fractiondly, and she prepared hersdf for a
sngle, perfectly precise blow, knowing there would be no chance for another. With her hilt gripped in
both hands, she raised the weapon overhead like a giant dagger.

Once again the pale belly of the crocodile came up. Achileas point plunged down as she lunged
forward with her whole weight behind the blow. The blade sank in just below Conan's encircling leg and
went in deep. Then shewas dragged over by the creature's overwhel ming momentum, but she did not
relinquish her weapon as she was pulled along. She wrapped her own legs around the scaly body for
purchase and began to drag the keen blade aong the length of the corrugated belly, opening a
tremendous gash. Blood and viscera began to choke her aong with the water she was unable to avoid
inhding.



Findly, Conan got his dagger-point free. He felt the beast's motion begin to change, but he could
not see the cause of it, nor had he the leisure to look. The next time he came to the surface, hisarm
reached far back, itsfist tipped with sted. Then it shot down with the force of ameteor. The diamond
point drove into the soft eye, through the bone behind and deep into the skull, piercing the primitive,
savage brain.

The crocodile convulsed and reared, itsfull length thrashing through the water, shaking off its
unwanted ridersin itsfrantic death throes. Conan hit the surface with amighty splash and immediady
dove to the bottom to retrieve hislost sword. Achileahad kept her grip firm to her hilt evenin UK
wildest of the dying monster's exertions, and moments later, the two stood side by side with their
wesgpons firmly gripped, watching as the reptil€'s stubborn life-force dowly and rluctantly left its massve
body. Its jaws gnashed, itslegs thrashed and its body twisted, ever more dowly, entrails pouring from its
rent belly long after it was dead. Findly, it was dill, the only remainder of its departed lifethe lazy,
back-and-forth motion of itstalil.

Conan and Achileagrinned at one another in triumph. To hisgreat surprise, she took a hand off her
sword long enough to throw an arm around his neck and kiss him soundly on the lips. Then she drew
back and was on guard once more.

"That wasfor asplendid feat,” shetold him.

"By Crom, woman!" he said. "l am glad that not al women'sfavors cost as dear asyours!”

Shelaughed amost gaily. "I am not like other women. What next, do you think?'

"Jugt 0 it isnot those things | met in the sandstorm,” he said fervently. Amazingly, the two of them
had suffered no worse than afew bad scrapes and gouges from the crocodil€'s claws and the sharp
scaes of itsback. "Onething | know well, though: That thing did not walk here acrossthe desert. There
isan underground river somewhere near, and | intend to find it."

"HFrgt thingsfirg," shereminded him. "We are il in the pit-Conan looked up to the podium and to
his surprise, he saw Omiaand Abbadas conversing amicably. From what he could see of their faces
beneath their masks, they were smiling broadly, flashing teeth with every word they exchanged. The man
broke off and went to the cage, where he began to look Achilea's women over with theair of alivestock
buyer.

"Have we provided you with entertainment?' Conan demanded.

"Oh, yed" Omiasaid. "Y ou are both even better than we had hoped!™

"Then who or what do wefight next?' he asked. "Now | am wanned up and ready for area
combat!" Achilealaughed and tossed her wet hair defiantly.

"Oh, no!" Omiasaid. "WEelIl not risk you again. We have far better use for such specimens asyou.
And for these three aswell." She gestured to the wild women. Abbadas was still speaking with them, and
their eyesheld aterror that was not the fear of death or of pain.

"What do you mean, damn you?' Conan demanded. There was another rushing sound and the
water level began to lower. The dead crocodile was drifting toward the gate with the flow of the
outrushing weter,

"All ingood time," she said. "Guards! When the arenaisdrained, disarm them, bind diem and return
them to their cells. But take them by the bathsfirst. They are both in bad need of awashing.” Shelaughed
merrily, stood and went to join her colleague at the cage, where she, too, examined the three women.

Minutes |ater, the water was gone from the pit and the guardsfiled in. Quickly they encircled the
tired combatants with leveled spears. Lacking any viable choice, the warriors, Cimmerian and Amazon,
let their weapons drop to the arenafloor.

Tweve

Thistime, there had been a physician attending mem at the baths. The man, who had worn along
gown and a featureless, ghostlike mask, had directed two davesto treat their minor wounds expertly.
Then they had been led to long tables where they were massaged and rubbed with scented ail. Evenin
this process, their wrists and ankles had been secured to rings set into the comers of the tables.



Now they sat in their cdll, awaiting their digoosition.

"They have taken especid care of usthistime," Achileasaid, noting with distirust the thin pallets that
had been added to their accommodations.

"Somehow | do not think it is because they have cometo love us" said the Cimmerian, rattling his
chains. "But I've no complaint about their healing ointment.” Already the claw-gouges on hisflanks were
fading and the sting of them waswholly gone. He worked his arms and shoulders and felt no trace of
lingering soreness. "These people are heaters beyond compare.”

"That may be the only reason such degenerate weaklings can live at dl," she said with acurl of her
lip. From nearby came anoise of sobbing walls.

"Y our women are not usudly so sengtive,” Conan noted. "What ailsthem?'

"Paynal Ekun! Lombi!" Achileacdled. "What isthe maiter?'

"My queen!" Paynawailed. "Did the ant-people not tell you what they intend for us?'

"Do they intend to eat us?' Conan demanded. "I can well imagine that they'd fancy a charge of diet
after al these mushrooms.”

"My queen!" said Lombi, ignoring him. "They intend to breed with us! That man, Abbadas, told us
that heintendsto father our first batch of whelps personally! We only expected torture!l”

"And they want you to be the prize mare!" Ekun added. "The big Cimmerian will be put out to
gud!”

"It makes sense,” said Conan, unperturbed. "Weve al seen how degenerate they've grown down
here underground for untold generations. Prize breeding stock such aswe cannot have come their way
often.”

"You can be cam about it!" Achileabarked. "Such activity is probably just what you indulgein
between wars, anyway! It isdifferent for usl We come from a nation of women."

"Do not spesk foolishly,” Conan chided. "Y our tribe propagates itsdlf like any other, not by means
of sorcery. Elseit would have died out long ago.”

"Yes," shesaid, "but only once each year, with the proper ceremonies and only with men of our
own choodng.”

"It sounds like adull existence, to my way of thinking."

"Y ou would think so, you hdf-animd ..."

They were spared further argument when guards appeared at the entrance to their cell. Someone
ducked through the low doorway.

"Greetings, my splendid prizes." It was Abbadas, his eyes burning insgde the holesin hismask ashis
look devoured Achilea

"You'l not breed your spawn with me, insect!" she spat. "I can kill you with one hand!™

He stroked her cheek gently. "Do not speak hastily. Y ou know that we are very adept with chains
and shackles. | can easily keep you tractable and harmless.” A horrified look came over her face, and
Conan was measuring the distance for amighty kick when Abbadas amended, "But you must wait For
now, ray queen wishesto interview thisone." He gestured toward the Cimmerian.

"The day you touch meisthe day of your death," Achileasaid, ignoring the fact that he had just
touched her. Her meaning was clear enough.

Abbadas only laughed and cdled in the guards. " T ake the man. Y ou know enough by now to use
al precautionswith him." After issuing this order, he ducked back through the doorway.

Once again the Cimmerian was thoroughly trussed and led away. Achileaglared at him wordlesdy
and he smiled back at her, but he was not as lighthearted as he pretended. He, too, detested being
treated like a prize ox, or even morefittingly, asaprize bull. A freewarrior chose his own pleasures. On
the other hand, there was no denying that he was not free. And wasit hisfault that this accursed woman
hed such excdllent taste in men?

The guards escorted him by aroute thai was partly familiar to him and partly new. Gradudly he was



building up aknowledge of the strange, underground city's plan. He felt sure that he could make hisway
through it tolerably well now. What he needed desperatdly to know was. Where was meriver?

In Omids chambers, he was taken to aroom with atentlike celling of silk, itswalslined with silk
hangings el aborately embroidered in the artistic designs that were everywhere to be seen in the dud city,
both below and above ground. The floor was covered with silken carpets and cushions.

Omiaentered, masked and wearing asilken wrap, "Leave him," she ordered the guards. "Fir,
remove his bonds."

"But, Mgesty—" the guard captain began to protest.

"Hell not harm me," she assured them. "Hisfriends are till under lock, he does not know the city,
only the desert awaits above. | think he knows better man to attempt anything rash.”

Reuctantly, the guards unfettered their hulking prisoner. That task accomplished, they bowed and
departed.

"You are mad," Conan remarked, rubbing hiswrigts. "What makes you think the others are so
preciousto methat | value them above my freedom?"

"Theway you all behave together,” she said, perfectly at ease. "The three smaler women are clearly
attached to the big one, and in the arenatoday, the two of your were guarding each other asif you
shared the same heart”

"That isthe way warriors stland by one another," heinssted.

"No," shesad, smiling lazily. "That is how the dwarf and the taller man fought With you and the
woman, it was different” She clapped her hands and adave girl camein bearing atray. On it stood two
goblets beaded with condensation. Omiatook both and the girl withdrew. "Drink with me," she said,
handing Conan agoblet

Hetook it and drank without hesitation. Over itsrim, he studied her. Her mask was made of a
sheer materia, more likeaveil. Through it he could see that her face was fine-boned and beautiful. Her
wrap was made of asmilar materia, concedling little. The wine wastartly sweset, and hewas surethat it
never came from amushroom.

She went to alarge cushion and sank upon it, reclining on her side, supported by an elbow.
Nodding to another cushion next to her, she said, "Join me."

The Cimmerian took his ease as bidden, eager to gain knowledge from her. At another time, he
would have been attracted to her delectable body, but just now he was interested in only one woman.

"Doubtless you are curious about fabled Janagar,” she said asif reading hismind

"Aye, that is0," be agreed. "We were brought hither by folk who had only the gleanings of ancient,
musty books to guide them. Aswe drew nearer, we heard some vague tales handed down through many
generations of storytellers. These hinted of acity of great wedlth, and of even greater evil, that was struck
down and abandoned. Our employers thought to find the city till intact, with itstreasuresin place.” At
this point, he saw no reason why he should not be perfectly honest with her. Any lingering loydty he
might have felt toward the twins had vanished, along with the twins themselves on the night of the
sandstorm.

"How did they happen to bring dong such ,.. unusua warriors?' Omiainquired.

"Theworkings of chance. We dl met in awretched mountain village where the rogues of three or
four nations waited out hard times. The twins gave us abit of the tale, suggesting that there might be great
richesfor usin the adventure. They said there were others looking for the city and therefore they needed
protection. Asyou have seen with your own eyes, they hired the best”

At thisshe laughed. "Y ou are not modest”

He shrugged. "Whereisthe need for modesty ?*

"To besure. Very well, that is how you came to cross the trackless desert hither. How did you
happen to lose your employers?’

Hefrowned, "That you must know well. They arrived in the great temple above beforewe did.”



"Of course | know!" she snapped, over-hadtily. "I only wished to see whether you would
prevaricate, but you seem to be an honest warrior aswell asalarge and handsome one. What else did
you hear of Janagar'?' The change of subject was awkward, betraying her uneasiness. She was steering
him away from the subject of the twins. Why?

"An old man of the desert spun me an ancient lay of the sinful city that angered the gods and was
therefore laid under their curse. He said that Janagar had been sited in the midst of fertile lands, but those
green hillsand valeys were blasted to sandy desert by the vengeful gods.”

"And did he say what was the nature of Janagar's offense?" she asked

"The oneit seemsto me liesaways at the heart of such tales: Thefolk of Janagar sought to raise
themsdavesto the level of the gods by seizing the secret of immortality, wherefore the gods grew jed ous.”

At this she smiled "So you are skeptica of old tales? | would not have thought you so sophigticated”

"I believe the legends of my own people,” he said "'l see no reason to lend undue credence to the
doriesof others.”

"Very wise. Well, foreigner, thisisthe true tale of Janagar, and it isnot a catch-al of vague stories
handed down, mouth to mouth, by generations of illiterate tale-spinners. Thisisatrue history, carved in
stone by the people who lived through the events and further elaborated by their descendants, of whom |
am one. The history is unbroken from the days of glory to this, so you may believe my words."

Hedrained his cup and nodded. "I am listening."

She clapped her hands and the dave girl camein again with two full goblets. She collected the
empty ones and bowed her way out. When she was gone, Omia began.

"Know, O dranger,” she said, in what Conan judged to be aritud storytelling formula, "that Janagar
of the Opal Gatesreigned for five thousand years as the queen of the world, the center of an empire that
isno longer even aname among the legends of the barbaric men of thisage. When thelast goldentile
was laid atop the dome of Janagar'slast great temple, Python was but a crude sprawl of thatch-roofed
stone huts, built by primitive snake worshipers who knew not the secrets of writing or more of sorcery
than the petty marvels of unwashed shamans and mountebanks.”

"That was long ago, indeed,” Conan said.

"Longer than your savage mind can comprehend,” she assured him. "But evenin the days of glory,
Janagar was aready so ancient that its early history was fragmentary, for even the greatest civilization
beginswith primitive villagers, and writings scratched on wood, painted on lesther, inked on parchment,
perish with time. Thismuch we know: Like all great city-states, Janagar's early power was based upon
the might of the sword. The armies of Janagar crushed al oppostion before them, laid lesser peoples
under our yoke and seized their wedlth for our own.

"With military might came fabulous wedth, and the people of Janagar learned that wedlth was
power, and afiner power than that of the sword, for with wealth, they could hire othersto bear swords,
leaving the lords of Janagar to pursue worthier endeavors.”

To the Cimmerian, this meant the very beginning of degeneracy, but he wisely maintained his silence.

"For many, many centuries, the lords of Janagar savored thejoys of vast power combined with vast
wesdlth. Every whim wastheirsto satisfy. From me farthest corners of the world were brought me most
exotic curiogities for the collections of the great The most beautiful daughters and sons of dl nations came
to Janagar as daves. They were decked in silks and jewedls, and they served the tables of Janagar with
the most delectable viands, therarest delicacies, of dl theworld.”

Conan was about to observe that mushrooms must have been aterrible comedown from such a
diet, but he held histongue.

"Butintime," shewent on, "even the delights of unlimited weath must pall. For it occurred to the
lords of Janagar that these were the mere treasures of the material world, and that other ddlightslay
beyond this one—transcendent beauties and ecstasies to be seized by those with the knowledge to gain
access and the courage to lay hold of them." She sipped her wine, her eyes dreamy behind the holesin
her mask.



"Mankind was young then," she said, dmost whispering the words. "He knew little beyond the use
of stone and metal. Even thelords of Janagar had scant knowledge of the spirit world at first. But if
mankind was young, others were not"

"What mean you?' he asked, his scalp prickling.

"I mean that man was not the only thinking creature in those days. There were others: beingsfar
more ancient, their wisdom to that of man'slike that of an old sage to the knowledge of achild. These
beingswere far gone in senescence, their empireslong since crumbled, but still they existed inthe
obscure corners of theworld.

"In the last great age of the priest-kings, the order went out to scour the world and seek out the
remnants of these prehuman races, that we might glean from them their secrets. Centuries were
consumed in these expeditions done. Caravans set out, ships sailed forth, al charged with thistask.
Generalsled great treks, accompanied by hordes of armies. Merchants set forth with bags of wedlth to
offer bribes. Even lone adventurerslike yoursaf went a-wandering, with no more than asword at (heir
belt and agleam of reward in their eyes.

"And me strange, eldritch creatures were found.” Her eyes and voice were haunted with the
race-memory of thetime. "A few of them could amost be mistaken for humans, except for minor but
upsetting differences. More were manlike only in general shape. Others bore no human semblance
-whatever. All had much to teach.”

"Knowledge such asthey had is best |eft untouched by men,” said Conan.

"The great ones of Janagar were never aslesser men," she said contemptuoudy. Do not presume
to judge us by your primitive, barbaric standards. From the strange creatures we reaped riches of
knowledge undreamed of. The sorcerers of Janagar, in their fumbling experiments, wold have taken
aeons of tria and error to gain the knowledge we regped from the uncanny racesin afew short centuries.
Wizards who had been able to cast their consciousness only afew short leagues learned to visit distant
garsinther trances. From communing with the inhuman beings of thisworld, they came to spesk with
intelligences from other planes and other worlds.”

"A man of wisdom travels on hisown feet," Conan grumbled, "or on the feet of beasts."

"Don't betedious,” she said. "Even that great, hulking frame and those powerful muscles could bore
meif your thoughts persist in being so narrow. Do you want to hear this?!

"Forgiveme," hesaid. "l am ligtening." If she thought him stupid, so much the better.

"That ismorelikeit. Know then, that in thelife of every civilization, there are times of growth and
times of stagnation. If atime of stagnation goeson too long, rot setsin and the civilization falls. With each
new, rejuvendating source of energy, the culture grows and stretchesitself and testsitslimits before snking
into self-satisfaction. So it dwayswaswith Janagar. As ayoung, barbaric race, we were drunk with the
power of stedl and bronze and the shedding of enemy blood. Then we expanded further with the power
of gold and other weslth, the intoxication of acquisitiveness. Findly, we grasped the ultimate power of
sorcery, and we worked our will upon the world of mankind, and even into other planes.

"But even with us, there were limits. Asayoung race, we learned the limits of armed might In our
middle age, we found that there were some things unobtainable even with the greatest wedlth. In our fina
stage, we found that as humans, there were limits to the sorcerous powers we could wield.”

"'Ashumans’ you say?"'

"Aye. Soyou arelistening, after dl. It wastrue. We knew that we shared the world with thinking
cregtures that were not human. In the worlds beyond, there were racesinfinitely ancient and infinitely
powerful 1t chafed our pride that we could not be their equas. The human brain was not organized to
wield their powers. The human body could not live long enough to perfectly master many arts cusomary
to other races. It was decided that the masters of Janagar had to somehow absorb the substance of the
nonhuman races.”

With anumbing chill, Conan remembered the artistic motif he had seen everywherein the city,
above and bel ow: entwined chains of human and demonic forms coupling in obscene combinations.



"And s0 it was done," shewent on. "In Janagar, men and women mated with beingsin no wise ever
intended to mingle their blood with that of morta humans. It grew into aritud and the core of our religion
for thelast thousand years of the city, and the progeny that sprang from this practice was strange beyond
belief. Unholy combinations of human and dien sat upon the thrones of Janagar, and took part in councils
that would strike any living human of today mad with horror."

"That | canwell believe" Conan sad.

"The price was terrible, but the mages of Janagar would pay any price, endure any sacrifice, for
great knowledge. And great knowledge was theirs. The deepest secrets of matter and spirit were theirs
to know and to exploit. Any knowledge they wished wastheirsfor desiring it, AH the creatures of this
world became daves to them. Even some of the beings of other worlds and planes bowed down to
them.”

"But not al?' Conan asked.

"No," she admitted. "Not dl." For thefirst time, hesitation crept into her voice. "There were beings
inthe higher planes, beings of such mind-blasting might that the half-human mages of Janagar caled them
only the Powers. At first, they seemed unbelievably gresat, but unnoticing of humans, like the accursed
sun. Whatever their doings, they had no interest in man, whether hi thisworld or another.”

"These Powers," Conan said uneasily. "Were they gods?'

"Who knowswhat agod may be?' she said, waving ahand dismissively. "As often asnot, 'god' is
only aword men attach to that which they do not understand, but fear. To me savage, animasand rivers,
sormsand lightning, are dl gods. Some think fireisagod. Many have worshiped the accursed sun asa
god. Often the god is manlike, usually no more than amagnified ancestor whose nameisthe oldest his
descendants remember. Those wizards of old had long since ceased believing in gods. But they believed
in the Powers"

By thistime, their cups were empty again. She clgpped her hands. "Thisisalong tale, and it must
not be hurried. Let us have some refreshment.” No sooner were the words gone from her lipsthan the
davegirl camein with more wine, accompanied thistime by another, who bore atray of viands and set it
before them. Bowing, the women withdrew.

"Join me," Omiasaid, waving a hand over the tray, Conan hel ped himsdlf. Heignored the
mushroomsin their various preparations and sauces. Thetray aso bore dried dates, raisnsand figs, as
well as other preserved fruits. He downed some honeyed figs and hel ped them aong with a draught of
wine. He knew that dl of the fruitswere typicd products of Stygia. Hetook a handful of dates and held
them before her.

These never grew here beneath the ground,” he said.

"So they did not,” she agreed. "But we do not speak here of commonplaces such asfood. Now we
speak of higher tilings." Clearly, shedid not wish to reved the source of thesetilings.

Hefeigned indifference. 'In truth, preserved fruits are alowly subject compared to therise and fall
of empire. | but mentioned it because | far prefer these to your unending mushrooms.”

At thisshe amiled. "Our mastery of the cultivation of fungi extendsto far more than mere
mushrooms, although | would not expect you to know the difference. Long ago, we learned to grow
things that have no need of the accursed sun, and our table isrich and varied, had you but the paate to
discernitsexcdlence”

"Stronger fareisthe rule above the ground,” he said. "I've no complaint about your wine, though.”
Hewaved histhird goblet with adightly unsteady hand, feigning tipsiness. He had a strong head and
could have drunk the golden wine at thisrate for hours before giving way to genuine drunkenness.

"Perhaps you had best avail yoursdlf of it lesslavishly,” she murmured. "I might havelittle usefor
you later if you overindulge.

Helaughed loudly. "This?Why, | can drink like acame! Have no fear of that. It takes more than a
bit of drink to unman Conan of Cimmerial" He laughed again, hoping that hiswindy boast further
convinced her that he was an ignorant buffoon. 1t was more than clear to him that her attraction to him lay



not in hisbrain power.

"| rgoiceto hear that," she said, "and you shdl learn the reason anon. Now, where were we?"

He ate dices of melon preserved in agingery syrup, longing for some real meet. "The Powers" he
reminded her.

"Oh, yes. | continue: With their blending of human and inhuman and the many subtle shades thereof,
the mages of Janagar became masters of certain arts previoudy unattainable to mere humans. Asthey
exercised these arts and accomplished greater and yet greater feats, the dread notice of the Powers at
last was turned upon them. Some unseen, unknown line had been crossed, and the Powers were derted.
At first, the great sorcerers sought to dedl with these intelligences as they had with al others, to learn
from them and to exploit the knowledge.

"It was not to be. The attention of the Powers meant their unremitting wrath. One after another, the
wizards who contacted them were blasted from existence by spells so terrible that the very fabric of the
world vibrated every time one of the great sorcerers was struck down. In your travels, have you not
heard many tales of ancient catastrophes that took placein timelong past?"

"That | have," he said. "Gresat earth-shakings and worldwide floods and terrible volcanic eruptions
for apart of every myth cycle | have heard.”

"And do these ancient myths not dways have atae of awar between gods, or between gods and
giants, or gods and men?”'

"Aye" hesad. "In my native Cimmeria, we have an old tale of agreat fight between our god,
Crom, and Y mir of the Aesir abattle that shook the earth. Everyone e se has such alegend.” Without
asking her leave, herefilled his goblet from the dew-beaded pitcher that stood upon the diminished
platter of food.

"All these tales date from that epocha combat between the Powers and the wizards of Janagar. It
went on for centuries, and it dtered the structure of the entireworld.”

"If the Powers were so great,” Conan said, "how can it be that the fight was so lengthy? Surely
these god-things could easily crush mere wizards, however powerful they might be by mortal standards.”

"A shrewd question. But you must remember that the wizards of Janagar were not truly human by
thistime. Their mastery of the higher artswas very near that of the Powers. It wasin raw force that they
were mogt inferior. But aso these battles raged upon other worlds and other planes. For long, long years,
the wizards of Janagar fought to keep the very location of our world secret from the Powers, whose
driving aim was ever to destroy the very homeworld of their rivals. This, it was learned, they had done
many, many times before.”

"Y our wizardstrifled with things best left done,” he said.

She shrugged her shapdly shoulders degantly. "It isnot in the nature of atruly great peopleto shrink
from challenges, whatever the odds and however great the consequences.”

"But they risked thewholeworld!" he said.

"What of that? Failure meant the destruction of Janagar and al its people. Should that dread
conseguence come to pass, what could it matter that al the inferior races were exterminated aswell? I f
your house bums, do you weep for the rats and roaches that perish in the blaze?!

"Y ou have apoint,” he conceded. It was not the first time Conan had encountered such an attitude.
Many aking had declared that upon his own demisg, it booted nothing whether fire or flood consumed
the earth.

"Intime," shewent on, "the greastest mages were no more, and dl the higher planeswerelost to us.
Inthe end, al our efforts devolved to afrantic attempt to stave off defeat and save our world and empire.
Of course the most powerful spellswere invoked to preserve Janagar itself. Others protected the greater
cities of the empire. The spells centered upon the temples, where the most awesome and terriblerites
were carried out, day and night.”

"What sort of spells could protect them from such beings?' Conan asked, fascinated in spite of
himsdf by thistae of the death-throes of an empire.



"Thefina spell, resorted to after al € se was exhausted, was the Great Spell of Unchanging. Once it
wasin place, the city thus protected would remain asit was, inviolate and without dteration. Moreto the
point, it would becomeinvisible to the Powers, and without the focal point of these places of gresat
wizardry, they could not enter thisworld to destroy and consume.”

"So that explainsthe city above," Conan said. "Buit if the Powers never found this world, how was
the land destroyed and the fertile fields of Janagar turned to sandy desert?”

"That was not done by the Powers. The sheer force required to maintain the spells sapped the very
life-force of the land, sucking the fertility from it like water into asponge. Once Janagar lay near agreat
river, and from it we drew water by the most wonderful system of cands ever known. Theriver dwindled
between its banks and finally disappeared.”

"Why did not Janagar perish then?' he asked, already knowing the answer. "When acity'swater is
no more, the city dies. | have seen it happen, when a besieged city's aqueducts are cut and it has no
wells. When the cisterns are exhausted, degth is certain.”

"Surely even you have guessed,” she said, smiling. "We dug until we found our river again. It had
abandoned the land above, but it till flowed through a great system of caverns beneath the ground. The
high priests of Janagar declared that Ike am. was accursed, that if we were not to perish, we must dig,
hewing anew Janagar from the bowels of the earth.

"But to maintain the Great Spell of Unchanging, the city above the ground must be kept exactly asit
was upon the day that the spell went into effect. To that end, every night after the accursed sun has gone
down, teams of expert artificers go up through the great temple and out into the city to repair such trifling
damage as the passage of time hasinflicted. Since the winds and sands of the desert do not intrude, and
snceit never rains, thisdamageisdight.”

"What became of the other cities?' Conan asked.

"They lacked the perfect will of Janagar. Some perssted for centuries, but they failled to maintain
their cities unchanging, and the spell was thereby sapped. One by one, we lost contact with them and by
then, doubtless the Powers were otherwise distracted, for they made no attempt to enter our world
through theruins."

Conan remembered the greet ruined temple where he had seen the twins communing with the
ancient. It must have been aremnant of one of those cities of the empire of Janagar. Now only theruins
of asingle building remained, and dl that was left of its Great Spell of Unchanging was arectangular
patch of grassthat no animal would graze upon.

"And you have lived here benesth the ground ever since?' Conan asked. "Y ou have eschewed the
sun and clean, open air?"

"That iss0," she said, rolling onto her belly and cradling her chin upon crossed forearms. "It has
suited uswell, but it isaway of life not without ... consequences. That ishow you and your companions
happen to interest us.”

"How s0?" he asked, knowing he would not relish the answer.

"Preserving oursalves from the Powers, and then from the curse of the sun, solved only our most
immediate problem," she said. "What we had done to ourselves hi our pursuit of wizardly knowledge
needed undoing.”

"Y ou mean mixing human blood with inhuman?* he asked.

"Exactly. The folk who first burrowed here beneath the earth would not look to you like your near
kin, to say the least"

Hisflesh crept at the thought. "That | can well imagine.”

"What was needed first was a drict breeding program, to diminate dl trace of the nonhuman from
among us. It took hundreds of generations, but at last the deed was accomplished and at |ast the people
of Janagar became truly human once more.”

This, the Cimmerian gravely doubted. There was more to humanity than appearance, and a
bloodline so utterly polluted could never be rendered truly human again. He suspected that they had



achieved no more than to regain the look of humanity.

"Once again,”" she said, "our great accomplishment came at an equaly greet price. Our pool of
human blood was too restricted from the beginning. For reasons both supernatura and alchemicd, there
are undesirable consequences to be met when building from so narrow abase.”

"A lot of words," Conan said, "to say that inbreeding produces degeneracy.”

"Y ou overamplify,” shesaid, frowning. "We are not breeding animas here, but human beings. In
any case, it has been our policy that whenever human stock of exceptional merit should happen our way,
we introduce it into our bloodlines. The desert being what it is, this does not happen often.”

"Why do you not go out and find fresh blood on your own?" he demanded.

"Y ou forget that we cannot abide the rays of the accursed sun. No. here we stay, and any new
stock must cometo us. Long ago, we exhausted the possibilities of the desert nomads. For awhile, a
single nomadic tribe brought us captives of exceptional merit, but the desert grew too vast In the end,
they could no longer carry enough water Co keep themselves and their captives dive for the journey.
They were the last outside people to know the location of Janagar.”

Conan guessed that this tribe must be the Wadim of whom the old man had told him. Their strange,
fragmentary, twisted tale had been the last flickering ancestra memory of atime when their tribe was
young and the desert was smaller and less forbidding.

"But you have contact with the outside world by means of theriver," he said, speaking very dowly
and ddliberately, like aman on the border of drunkenness. He poured himsalf another goblet. "Y ou
cannot gull me. Thesefruits—" he waved a hand, dmost oversetting the pitcher "—these arefrom
outsde. And | have seen things of Stygian make down here."

"We have some contact,” she said, "with asmall tribe of river-men who live near the place where
our river reentersthe world of the accursed sun. Theriver-folk are asmall, malformed people who do
not interest us, and they are too weak to take desirable captives to trade. They keep our existence silent
lest other tribeslearn their secret and day mem all to seize the trade for themselves.”

Conan nodded ponderoudly. "1 can well see how you desire us as breeding stock,” he said,
deliberately durring hiswords. He smote himsalf upon his brawny chest. "I am of the pure blood of
Cimmeria, home of the greatest warriorsin the world. Achileaisamagnificent woman, stronger than
amost any man. Her three women are splendid, strapping wenches, much finer than the women here.”
He pondered for awhile, asif not fully aware of what he had said. ™Y ourself excepted, of course,” he
amended.

At this, she shook her head and laughed. "Barbarian, do you truly think that it isfor your strength
and looks that we wish to mingle your blood with ours?'

"Isit not?" hesad, truly puzzled thistime.

"By no means. When we |lost our empire and were forced to breed the nonhuman from among
oursalves, welost aswell our capacity for working magick. We have much knowledge and no way to
useit. Itisasif we were the greatest of miners, yet had no picks or shovels or dedges.”

She amiled srangely, and in that smile Conan detected the lingering taint of the nonhuman. "With
your clean, barbaric blood, the blood of ayounger race, we may regain our power to wield the great
spells of our ancestors. Janagar may once again rise to her rightful place as queen of the world!"

Of dl the reasons she could have for desiring him, this was the last one Conan would have chosen.
"So you want me to breed with, eh?" he said.

"Yes" shereplied. "And | see no need for further discussion of the matter." Lazily, she began to
push hersalf up from her recumbent posture. Her sheer robe fell away, revealing even more of her ripe
contours.

"Ayel" he agreed heartily. "Let's be about it." He grasped her beneath the arms and lifted her
without effort. With one hand, he pedled away her vell and then he planted a doppy kiss upon her lips.
Still holding the woman, he lurched to hisfeet

"Wait!" she cried in exasperation. "Y ou are too—"



"Toowhat?' he demanded, fumbling at her cape asif the knot that bound it at her throat were too
complex for hisdexterity. Findly, he smply ripped the garment away,

She pounded at hisface with her figts. "Slowly, you drunken oaf!"

Abruptly, Conan dropped her and she landed with a thump upon the cushions. "1 think ..." he
mumbled, swaying back and forth asif hisankles were poorly desgned hinges. "I think ..." Slowly,
maesticaly, like agreat tree faling, the Cimmerian toppled over and landed on hisface, not putting forth
his bandsto dow hisfdl. With acry, Omia scrambled away from histrgectory, but not swiftly enough to
prevent her feet from being pinned beneath his grest torso.

With ajerk, the woman got her feet free and stood. She then employed them in locking her falen,
would-be paramore. "Wretch! Sot! Drunken brute!” Each epithet was punctuated by a sound kick to the
ribs. She dicited but afew grunts from the collgpsed warrior and discovered that she was accomplishing
nothing but the bruising of her ddlicate feet.

Conan did not change expression during her frustrated tirade, thinking only that these people had
grown truly degeneratein their antlike existence. Achileawould have smashed hisribsin haf with one
kick. In time, soreness of foot and shortness of wind caused her to desist. She clapped her hands and
Conan heard someone enter the room. By the lightness of the tread, he guessed that it was one of the
dave girls. Words were whispered and the dave | eft. While she was waiting, Omiaassayed akick to his
head. It made his ear sting, but from her outcry, he knew that it hurt her foot far worse.

Heavier seps announced anewcomer of greater heft. "Thisisthe great warrior who dew the
crocodile?' The voice belonged to Abbadas.

"He had the woman's help,” she answered. "Thisoneisan animal, and astupid one at that! What
sort of man preferswine to the body of aqueen?' The scorn in her voice would have raised blisterson
the back of aman more sensitive than Conan.

"After dl. Omia" Abbadas said, sounding vastly amused, "it was not for their great culture and
polish that we wanted them. | am surethat | will waste neither time nor winetrying to get the big woman
into areceptive frame of mind.”

"Of that | had no doubt. | had thought this one moreintdlligent, at first."

"I had not thought you brought him here for conversation.” The sneer wasplainin hisvoice,

"How often do | find someone new to speak with?' she asked peevishly. She gave him a brief
summation of therr talk.

"Y ou told him far more than necessary,” Abbadas chided. "This snoring hulk did not need to know
al that. Now | must keep even closer watch upon him."

"Why?" she asked. "Wewill have our way with him and then digpose of him. What little may have
lodged in that thick skull will be of no useto him."

"Still, 1 do not likeit," Abbadas said. "Hopel essness of escapeisthe best shacklefor binding a
prisoner. Best he were not to harbor futile thoughts."

"Away with him," she ordered. "He defiles my chambers. | shdl try him again when heis sober.
Next time, I'll not waste words upon him. Haul thisvast carcass out of here.”

"Asmy queen commands,” Abbadas said insolently. " Guardd™

Moments | ater, the chamber filled with footsteps and the Cimmerian was rebound. Then, amid much
puffing and groaning, he was lifted and carried through the [abyrinthine warren that was underground
Janagar. A short time subsequent, he was dumped unceremonioudy upon the floor of hiscdl and hiswal
chain regttached. Then the guards shuffled out. Unsure of the cell's occupancy, Conan waited.

"Y our friend provided uslittle entertainment thistime," Abbadas taunted. "Best you be not so
remiss, dseyou shdl suffer for it. Be ready for my summons, woman. Soon.” The only reply wasa
spitting sound. Then he heard Abbadas |eave the cdll, and the further sound of his steps diminishing down
the halway without.

"Conan, have they dain you?' Achileaqueried, her voice full of concern. "Nay, | can seeyou
breathing. But they must have tortured you sorely to render you sensaless. Oh!" He heard her chains



rattle and felt the frugtration in her voice.

"These will not let me reach you. Oh, Conan, | ..." Her voice hesitated and trailed off. Then he
heard the sound of sniffing. "What isthis?' Concern changed to anger asif by magic. "Wine?You are
drunk! Y ou Cimmerian fool, did you get hauled away to atavern instead of atorture chamber? Only you
could accomplish such athing!"”

An edge of suspicion crept into her voice. "That evil woman wantsto breed, eh? So she plied you
with wine to overcome scruples she fancied you to have? Well, she needn't have bothered! Wake up,
damnyou! | want you to hear me cursing you!™

Abruptly he sat up and she jerked back.

"Actudly. | am not even drunk. It does me good to know that you were worried about me." He
grinned insolently and her beautiful face flushed scarlet.

"You think I care about your miserable hide and itswefare?' she said lamely. "'l but need you to
help get us out of herel”

"Aye, I'll believethat"

"If youwill," she said, hissing, her eyes narrowed, "then | will agreeto believe you when you tell me
what happened between you and the queen of the degenerates.”

Stretching out on his palet and pillowing his head upon hisinterlaced fingers, Conan recited thetae
of Janagar as he had heard it from Omia, This he interlarded with descriptions of the queen and her
davesand the furnishings of her chambers. With sdelong glances, he satisfied himsdlf that Achileawas
clenching her teeth each time he mentioned the queen's beauty.

"And s0 you feigned drunkenness,” she said at last, "and naught el se passed between you? Not that
it means anything to me."

"Aye, itistrue" he said, amused.

"Very wdl then. Now we know that the river istruly here someplace and that by means of it, we
can reach the outsde world."

"One other thing bothers me," Conan said.

"What isthat?"

"The crocodile. What did they do with it?'

The crocodile?' she said, exasperated. "What care we, o long asit is dead?”

"Truly, it isthe crocodilestail that plagues my thoughts™ hetold her.

"Itstail? Did the queen put something in your wine that weakened what little wit you have? What
careyou about itstail ?*

He went on, unperturbed. " Skinned and properly cooked, crocodile tail makes fine eating. Crom's
bones, but I am weary of the food in thiswretched place!™

Thirteen

Time did not weigh heavily upon them. When Conan awoke, he knew ingtantly that he had been
adeep for little more than two hours. Even in this underworld where night and day did not exigt, histime
sense had not deserted him. A sound had disturbed his dumber, and he waited in utter stillnessto hesr it
again. Nearby, Achilealay on her side, breathing deeply and steadily, sound adeep. He doubted that her
ingtincts were less sharp than his own. But she had never spent time in adungeon before. Like most
inexperienced persons, she probably assumed that thick walls, bars and chains meant that at the very
least, she could deep without danger.

Conan, with his broad experience of dungeons, jails, village lockups, ships brigs, dave-pits, coffles,
chain gangs and other means of confinement, knew that al prisons were savage places, where men
confined like animals under the care of brutal guards and whimsical wardens could turn on one another
like starving ratsin acage. And aman was most vulnerable in his deep. Conan could scarcely count the
times he had awakened to find afellow prisoner stabbed in his degp with amakeshift dagger, strangled
with hisown chains, brained with arock or pitched overboard for the sharks, and the murder ways



committed by enemieswithin the prison. He had frequently awakened in such placesto find disgruntled
brothers of the chain thirsty for his own blood. Thus he knew to degp even more lightly than usud when
he wore shackles.

He heard the sound again. Someone wasin the hal outsde the cell. He knew by thetrod of the
stepsthat it was not one of the regular guards, nor was it Abbadas returning. His ears were sengitive to
such subtleties. The tread was light, stedlthy. Even before the figure appeared in the door of the cell, the
Cimmerian was dmost surewho it was.

Helay nearly as ill asacorpse, his breathing as degp and steady as Achilea's. He knew better
than to try faking asnore. Such ruses were rarely convincing to an experienced trickster, and he knew
this one to be a veteran. Through dit-ted eyes he saw mefigure crouch and comeinto the cell on dl
fours. Theflickering light of the smokeless torch outside gleamed momentarily upon something initsright
hand: an object of bright metal.

The figure drew nearer, nearer yet, and then the Cimmerian's brawny left arm shot out and powerful
fingers snapped around a sinewy neck so swiftly that the movement would have been amere blur in
broad daylight. In the gloom of the cell, it waswholly invisble. A high-pitched squawk was cut off
abruptly by the pressure of Conan's thumb.

Achileajolted to astting position amid arattle of chains. "Conan! Whét ... who isthat?' She
blinked rapidly,

"Why, thisisour old friend, Amram. Asto why heishere, heisabout to tell us. Of course, it may
be that he would rather die than speak. He is about to make that choicel” Amram'sfranticaly flailing
hands pantomimed a deep desire to speak. Conan relaxed his grip fractionally, alowing the man to drag
alittlear into his shocked lungs.

"My friendd" he squedled, the wind whistling through his condricted windpipe. "I mean you no
harm! | am hereto offer you salvation!™

"Yon do thisby creeping like areptile?' Conan asked coldly. "Y ou do this by sneaking up to my
sdewith awegpon in your fist?" His hand began to tighten again.

"No weapon! Look?' He held forth hisright hand. Indeed, inits palm lay not adagger, but akey
shining in the uncanny light.

"Much better," Conan growled "But sill not good enough. Why did you desert usin the sandstorm,
you rogue? Where are the twins? What are you to these ant-people, and why did you lure us here with
your lying sory?'

"Please, my friend, theseisnotime™ Amramwailed.

"Oh, but aprisoner haslittle but time," Conan said. "'l am eager to hear your story. Only now, | shall
bedert for lies. Thefirg liel think | hear, | shal break your scrawny neck!”

"But, my Cimmerian companion,” Amram said, "1 had not thought you to be aman so fond of talk!"

"l carenot what hisgtory is," Achileasaid impatiently. "Just loose us, little man!™”

"l do not likethis," Conan said sullenly. "What does thisinsect ever do except lead peopleinto
traps?'

Achileaglared a him in exasperation. "Traps? We are chained in adungeon, you dolt! What ishe
going to do to usthat isworse?'

"Y ou have not seen much of the world, woman,”" heretorted, "if you think thisistheworst it hasto
offer.”

"My good friends,” Amram said soothingly, his voice obsequious, "let usnot bicker. | can seethat
you two have a certain difference of opinion, but thisis not the time or the place to sort things out. Allow
me to present you with your freedom, and you may discuss matters at greater length when you have the
lesure™

"Very wdl," Conan said, "but | am not decelving mysdlf.

In this place, being without chains does not mean freedom. We wore no chainsin the pit when we
fought the crocodile.”



"I think it will mean an improvement in our condition,” Achileasaid, dmost frantic with impatience.
"Unlock these bonds, Amram, before | go mad!™

"At once, my lady. Thai is, if my good friend the Cimmerian will be so good asto release me.”

"Conan!"

"Oh, very wdl." Withill grace, he rdlaxed hisgrip, only to clamp his hand around the man's bony
ankle. "Y ou get your foot back when we are out of these chains," he said with adangerous frown.

Amram clucked. " Such ahard man to please. And here | expected gratitude. Kind words at the
very lesst”

"When we are free and well away from here," Conan said, "'l will sing your highest praises. | will
name a son after you if you want, but do not betray usagain.”

For afew minutes, Amram was busy with the locks on their various neck rings and shackles.
Apparently hiskey was not made specificaly for their fastenings, but was a skeleton type that required
consderable skill to manipulate.

"Good thing they didn't userivets on thesethings," Conan groused. But soon the chainsfell away
and they were on their fet, rubbing at sore flesh, flexing their freed limbs.

"Now we go and release my women," Achileasaid.

"Thereisnotime" Amram said, shaking hishead emphatically. "They arejust servants. Leave
them.”

Now it was Achileds turn to be unreasonable. She grasped him by the neck as Conan had. "If |
were not aqueen and therefore conscious of every debt of gratitude, | would wring your neck thisvery
second. My companion hereis more than familiar with things like locks and shackles. | would wager that
he knows how to use your key."

"Aye, itisasmpledevice" Conan affirmed, smiling grimly.

"Oh, very well, then!" said Amram, gritting histeeth a their ssemingly suicidal calmness. 'l will
unchain them. But the time may cost us dear”

"Just get us out of here," Conan said. "Get usto our weap-ons, and we will seeto it that all the cost
isborne by the ant-people.”

"Y ou spesk overconfidently,” the little man grumbled asthey walked the few stepsto the other cell.
They went ingde and Achileawoke her women, placing a pam across the mouth of each as she shook
them. The three wore joyous expressions, but their discipline was perfect and they asked no questions as
their chains were removed. Clearly, their captors did DM mink they were as dangerous as were the two
leaders, for here each wore only asingle neck ring attached to the wall by means of achain.

"Now." Conan said when al wereloosed, "lead usto our wesgpons, then lead usto theriver.”

"Do you think thisisacasud tour, that | may lead you to whichever attraction takes your fancy?'

"Just our weapons, then," Achileasaid. "We will make our own way to theriver. And our
bel ongings from the camd packs, too, | want my drinking horn.”

"Y our drinking horn?' Conan said, raising a sardonic eyebrow. He had not seen the elaborate,
slver-mounted thing since Leng, where she had carefully packed it away for the journey.

"Aye, it isan ancestra treasure of my people. I'll not depart without it."

"Thelast | heard, your people had done with you. But if you must haveit, that suitsme. I'll settlefor
my sword and dirk.”

Amram looked back and forth from oneto the other of them asif at two exotic beasts. "Y ou are
mead, the both of you, [ am among madmen.”

"For sometime," Conan commented. "But it ssemsto me that you know how to make the best
bargain for yourself no matter where you find yoursdlf, so continue on that course and do aswe bid you.
| take it that you would be away from thisawful place?’

"| desirethat dmost as much aslifeitsef!" Amram said fervently.

"Aye" Achileaput in."Y ou are plainly aman willing to endure much for the sake of lifeitsdlf. Do as



wesay." She patted him on the shaven head, but her caress was as menacing as the Cimmerian's blunter
threats.

Amram sighed deeply. "Very well, then. Come with me and be very, very quiet. Our lives depend
uponit.”

"Lead on," said Conan, grinning.

In the anteroom, they found the guards on duty. They were either dead or drugged, and the fleeing
prisoners did not bother to ascertain which. Conan stooped to gather up a Stygian short sword, and
Achileatook adagger. Ekun was about to lift along-handled combination spear and ax with awicked
hook on one side, but Achilea stopped her with amotion.

"No pole-arms,”" she instructed, her voice scarcely above awhisper. "They are too awkward in
these passages and they may make noise. One-hand weapons only, should we come upon more." The
women nodded as Amram |leaned out the doorway and |ooked both ways.

"Thereisno onewithout,” he said in aloud whisper. "Follow me."

"Have no concern about that,” Conan admonished as he came up behind the little man with stedthy
tread. "1 shal beright at your back."

"Onewould think you did not trust me," Amram said in tones of hurt.

The Cimmerian ignored the comment. "Why isit so quiet?' he asked. They passed through an area
he knew from earlier experience to be devoted to manufactures. All was silent, the chambers deserted.

"It isnight. Even down here, where sun and moon are unknown, there must be day and night.
People must deep, and for the most efficient organization of [abor, dl deep at the sametime. Only the
ventilation aff and afew very necessary services continue through this'night.”

Achileacame up behind him. "What sort of necessary services?'

"Hisst!" Amram raised a hand and signaed them to silence. "One of diem comes even now. In
herel" He chivvied them into a side chamber where cleaning supplies were stored. Amid brooms,
brushes, mops and pails, they stood packed tightly together.

"What isit?" Achileademanded in awhisper. Her body was pressed closely against Conan's back.

"l carenot,” said the Cimmerian with asmile. "1 likeit here." She swatted him on the back of the
head.

"Quiet!" Amram commanded. "It isthefire patral.”

The curtain of the closet had been drawn so that only adit was open. Two daves came walking
down the corridor outside. At every flame tube, they paused. Conan had noted in passage that only each
third tube was flaming, doubtless because it was "night." These men adjusted the flames of the lighted
fixtures. At each darkened tube, one of the daves|eaned over itsflared end and sniffed, then went on. At
one such, the dave sniffed, frowned, and made asilent signal. The other dave took abronzetool froma
pouch at his belt and made some small adjustment to the fixture. The other dave sniffed once more, then
nodded. They passed on.

When the two were out of sight around a comer, the fugitives and their guide | eft the closet. "That
has cost ustime," Amram fretted.

"What were they doing?' Conan asked.

"Thelighting fixtures must be monitored congtantly,” Amram told him. Having something to explain
seemed to relieve his nerves. "They bum anatura vapor that comes from deep within the earth. 1t bums
cleanly, with no smoke and no scent, but in its unburned State, it is deadly poison. If aflame goes out, the
vgpor continuesto gush forth. It can kill many if it isnot shut off quickly. And if enough of it should
accumulate, the ingtant aflameistouched to it. the whole mass erupts like a volcano. In the pagt, entire
digtricts of the underground city have perished thus.”

"Why was one of the daves sniffing at it?" Achileaasked.

"Checking for legksin the fixtures" Amram said. "They are made of bronze and ceramic, and with
long use, they can work loose and alow the vapor to leak out in smal amounts, but till enough to be



dangerous. They need constant adjusting. Because the vapor has no odor, another vapor isadded toitin
the processing plant to give it asharp scent. Thus may aleak be detected.”

"Not only do drey live beneeth the earth like burrowing insects," Conan said, "but they suffer the
congtant threat of burning and suffocation. What sort of way isthat for mento live?'

Amram shrugged. "Have you ever sailed upon the sea? Life aboard ship isfar more precarious.”

"Atleadt it isin the open air, beneath the sun and the stars," Conan protested.

"Eachto hisown taste," Amram said. "1 am aman of broad tolerance and | find al modes of lifeto
be equdly peculiar.”

In silence, they traversed the deeping city, walking down broad corridors, padding through narrow
passages flanked by deegping chambers whence drifted the sounds of snoring and wheezing, up long
sairways, some straight, otherswinding. Severa timesthey detected the approach of flame patrols, and
then they ducked into the nearest room that had no lighting fixture to be checked. They cameto avast
chamber from which came asharp, nose-stinging scent.

"Thisisthe vapor-works," Amram cautioned. "Use utmost care. There are workers on duty here at
al hours”

The chamber was cavernous, and Conan entered it with trepidation, not because of the danger of
discovery, but because of hisgreat distaste at being near anything as uncanny as avapor-works. He
knew from what Omia had said that these people were not even capable of sorcery, but this great
reservoir for burning gas was sufficiently unearthly thet to hisbarbarian indincts, it waslittle different from
the most powerful wizardry.

The light was dim and uncertain, provided here not by open flames, but by clumps of the glowing
fungi. The Sckly green, blue, orange and yellow phosphorescence provided sufficient illumination that
they could recognize the shapes of huge, closed vats of riveted bronze sheet from which trailed
bewildering tangles of metd pipesleading to smdler tanks, to other pipes, and to fixtures to which Conan
could not assign aname. Everywhere there were whedls of greater or lesser dimensions, apparently
controlling vavesto regulate the flow of the vapor. Over everything lay the pungent scent of the additive.
Conan wondered how they would ever be able to detect aleak here.

Among the mysterious fixtures moved shadowy shapes, some smdl, some hulking. With aprickling
scap, he saw men with long, heavily muscled arms and shoulders of gorilladimensions, but with heads
that were unnaturaly smdl. He tapped Amram on the shoulder and pointed a one who walked dong a
catwak above them, his knuckles amost dragging upon the metal treads, his mouth agape and his eyes
blankly staring. Amram whispered in hisesr.

"Those are harmless—daves specialy bred to turn the largest valve wheel's no matter how badly
they may be stuck. When there is an emergency here, thereisno timeto cal in extrahelp or use
mechanica ad. The vapor must be shut off ingtantly."

Eveninthemidst of his powerful urgeto get away, Conan sought to memorize the sdlient features of
the operation. Compared to the city without, it was anaisy place, full of hissngs and rumblings, the creak
and clank of metdl, the sounds of barked orders and the stertorous bresthing of the hulking daves, whose
small noses and mouths were scarcely up to the task of providing air for their overgrown bodies.

They passed agigantic horizontal whedl to which no fewer than six of the massve daveswere
chained by the wrist Conan surmised that thiswas the master valve, whereby the vapor could be cut off
to thewhole city, including thisfacility, in an extreme emergency. He wondered how the city could ever
function in total darkness, then redlized that the answer was dl around him: the fungusthat glowed with its
own cold, unearthly light. Doubtless the ant-people kept enough of it in dl parts of the city to provide
ingant illumination.

No doubt about it, he thought, they had planned well. But then, they had had many thousands of
yearsto perfect the art of living without the sun. He shuddered at the thought. The daves and the free
workersin this place revealed with merciless clarity the consequences of such alife. The cold light of the
fungi gave their colorless skin the semblance of the rotting flesh of corpses.



Once through the vapor works, they were back on more familiar ground. The Cimmerian
recognized the environs as an areathey had passed through upon first entering the city. They were
climbing now, and he guessed that Amram was taking them back up to the great temple. He did not
greatly relish the thought of recrossing the desert, but anything was preferable to spending more days as
the guest of Omia and Abbadas.

During the climb, Amram took them down an unfamiliar Sde corridor. "Where are we going?"
Conan demanded, grasping the small man'sarm and hdting him. "I don't remember this place.”

"Nor should you," wasthe answer. "But you said you wanted your weapons and belongings, did
you not?'

Conan grinned. "Lead on."

They continued until, at abend in the passage, Amram halted them. He pulled Conan and Achilea's
heads close to him and whispered almost too faintly to hear: " Around this comer isaguardroom. There
should be at least two guards on duty, and these you must dedl with yourselves. Y our belongingsliein the
chamber beyond.” The two nodded and drew their acquired wegpons. At Conan's signd, they rushed
around the comer.

The two guards flanked the door, leaning on pole-arms, barely awake. They wore black armor and
beast-masks and were so startled that they had not even time to speak before the two were upon them.
Conan grasped the one on the left by the throat and rammed his short sword through to the spine.
Achileaput her dagger through the throat of her victim as the women rushed from behind to grasp the
arms of bom guards and lower them to the floor without a betraying clatter. With great dexterity, Amram
darted forward to grab atoppling pole-arm before it could make anoise.

Instantly, Conan dashed through the door into the chamber beyond, bloody sword in hisfigt, turning
inacircle, ready for more enemies. Nothing moved within the guardroom and he straightened, surveying
the room's contents. It was not one of the larger chambers, about ten paces on aside, but it was
crammed with chests, and upon the walls miscellaneous objects were draped from pegs.

"Herel" said Achileatriumphantly. She rushed to awall where her belt of tooled leather hung, her
sword and dagger sheathed upon it. She snatched the belt down and fastened it about her Snewy wal &,
then crouched to examine the bundle of goods on the floor below the peg.

Conan found his own weapons nearby, hanging above a heap that contained his desert robes and
miscellaneous belongings. He rolled everything except the wegpon-belt into his cgpe and dung it dl over
his shoulder. The women were doing the same. They ignored the things that had belonged to Jeyba and
Kye-Dee.

Something seemed to the Cimmerian to be missing. "Where are our camel saddles and harness?”

"Still onthe camels, for aught | care,” Achileasaid. "1 hope so. It will save ustime getting away from
this hideous place.”

"Come!" Amram urged. "We havetarried here too long. The city will be waking soon and it will be
time to change the guards at your cdlls. An darm spreads through this city ingtantly!"

"l am ready,” Conan said, striding out of the guardroom. "Now that we are armed, these
degenerates had best not stand in our way!"

Up the great spira and ramp they went, and asthey did, they heard aloud commotion behind them.
There was athunder of gongsand aclanging of darm bellsand a shrill skirling of unearthly pipes.

"Too late, dogs!™" Achileacried. "We are out of your grasp now!"

"Do not speak presumptuoudy!™ Amram warned. "The gods like nothing better than to punish
mortalsfor making such pronouncements.”

"Just now," said the Amazon, "l fear neither gods, men nor devilgl”

Then they were in ahuge, dim space where their voices and footsteps echoed. It wasthe interior of
the immenseidol within Janagar's greatest temple. The vapor torches il burned insde theimmense
bronze thing, their flames so low that only the vaguest shapes were visible above them.

"Whereisthat gate?" Achileademanded.



"It is beneath the feet of the goddess,” Amram said, rushing to the front of the chamber. "There are
controls here somewhere." He jerked upon levers and there came to them arattling of chainsand a
cresking of hinges. But the noise from behind them was aready much louder.

"They come!" Paynacried. "Many of them!" The three women arranged themsel ves between the
mouth of the ramp and their queen. Short swords and axes gppeared in their hands asif by magick.
Conan and Achileadrew their longer blades and set their feet, ready for anything.

"Hurry with that gate!" Conan shouted. "I'd rather deal with them outside than in this bronze tomb!™

Light blossomed within theidol asthetorchesflared, five-foot tongues of flame legping from their
cupped terminals. Someone bel ow had turned up the vapor. Conan chanced alook overhead. There was
aways the possibility that enemies could lurk above, ready to drop upon them. He saw amaze of
catwaks and ladders, chains hanging in great loops, levers and whedls and gears of unguessable function,
but no living thing. Then something above caught hiseye. It was afaint purple glow, onethat he had seen
before.

There was no further time for speculation. The guards had reached the end of the ramp. The
Cimmerian darted around the queen’'s women and hacked at thefirst three to gain the top. Steel crunched
through black armor and into flesh and bone. Taken aback, the three were easly overcome. Even ashe
hewed, he noted with relief that thiswas not the well-drilled team that had greeted their arrival with nets
and lassos. They were merely the guards who had been first to answer the darm, and they were dl
half-winded from the long ascent.

"Givemeroom!" Achilea demanded as she waded in, her blade whistling. Two guards rushed to
meet her and fell back as swiftly, one with an arm dashed to the boneits whole length, the other pumping
bright blood from a severed artery in histhigh. The wild women plied their shorter weapons with expert
skill. Theramp grew dippery with blood, and for amoment the attackers withdrew in confusion.

Conan risked a glance over his shoulder and saw that Amram had the door open about afoot as he
heaved at various levers and stole glances of hisown at the skirmish behind him. He heaved once more
and there was amechanica clank. The door opened amost another foot. The Cimmerian made a note of
which lever it wasthat the little man fought with.

"Go!" Conan shouted " Get through the door and | will hold diem here, men follow. Head for the
great gate and our cameld”

"I'll not desert afight!” Achileabarked at him, her face trangported with battle-lust. "No man does
my fighting for me!"

Conan turned to the other women, " Get your queen out of herel™

Dumbly, they nodded. Then al threelaid hold of Achileaand began dragging her bodily away.

"Conan!" shecried. ™Y ou cannot stay them done! They will kill you!™

"They want usdive, have you forgotten? " Truthfully, be was not certain of any such thing, Omia
might want him dive, but she was nowhere to be seen and these guards might well have standing orders
to kill any intruders. He saw the women hustle their chieftainess through the doorway. Amram wasnot in
sght. Presumably, he had gone through first, exerting his customary care for hisown hide. Then the
Cimmerian had no attention to spare.

A guard larger than the others and more heavily armored came through the rabble of hisfellows
amid approving growls. Conan guessed that the local champion had arrived. The man worea
demon-faced mask and in his hands he cradled a mace with aflanged head. With aroar, he swvung a
full-armed blow at Conan's head. The Cimmerian ducked and replied with a horizonta dash, but the
guard leapt back to avoid it and brought his own wegpon down to block the tip. Blade and mace-shaft
rang and sparked. Then the massive head of the weapon arced toward Conan's side, but the Cimmerian
stepped within the man's swing and with one hand, grabbed the guard's arm below the elbow.

Conan's sword-hilt smashed into the guard's face, crumpling the thin metal of the mask, the blow so
powerful that blood jetted from the eye-dits. The man howled and fell back and as he did, Conan
plucked the mace from hisgrip. A whirling blow of the weapon smashed the guard's head and without



pause, Conan crushed another's Side even as he ran his blade through the ribs of athird. The mob fell
back in consternation and he spun and rushed for the gateway.

The guards gathered their nerve and pursued, but he was dready at the gale. He did not go through
though. Ingtead, he put his sword in histeeth and dropped the mace as he grasped the control lever and
heaved. His muscles bulged asthe lever groaned forward and the gate shut before him. Then he stooped,
snatched up the mace and siwung it in aterrific, horizontd circle. Theiron lever, asthick asaman'swrigt,
snapped off at the floor and whizzed end over end through the air until it dammed into the bronze side of
the hollow idol with adull clang.

The guards stood gaping, unable to understand what had just happened. Then therewasa
commotion behind them and Omiaappeared. Just behind her was Abbadas.

"What isthis? Where—" Then she saw the Cimmerian grinning & her.

"Y ou never raised bulls before, did you?' he taunted. ™Y ou'd have been more careful if you had. All
cattlemen know that the best breeding stock isthe most dangerous!”

"Where are those women?' Abbadas shouted.

"What careyou?' Conan demanded. "Y ou'll not live to touch them!" With the final word, he hurled
the mace straight for Abbadas. He had never cared for the mace as aweagpon and had taken it only so
he could destroy the door control. With asquawk, Abbadas dodged in amove so swift that atumbler
might have envied it Two men behind him went down with their faces pul ped.

"Kill him!" Abbadas howled.

"No!" countered the queen. "l want him divel™

But the object of their attention was not listening to them. With a fleet-footed spring, Conan dashed
for the nearest ladder. With his sword between his teeth again, he sprang straight up and his hands
grasped arung fifteen feet from thefloor. Ingtantly, he was swarming upward with the agility of a
monkey. Below him, he heard the twang of a crossbow, and a quarrel whispered past his head to carom
off abronze plate. Omia squalled something. Apparently the shot had been made againgt her orders.

Theladder ended at a catwalk and he vaulted onto it. Close behind him climbed the guards. The
ladder was bolted too firmly for him to didodgeit, and he had nothing to hurl down. He knew that he
could stand where he was and lop their heads off al day asthey reached the catwalk, but he was a clear
target for archers, at least some of whom were following the orders of Abbadas.

"Come down!" Omiacalled, "Y ou will not be harmed!" Ignoring her, Abbadas sgnded to apair of
women who bore crosshows, and the strings twanged simultaneoudy. One fired a barb-headed quarrd,
the other awicked lead pellet that could crush askull. The Cimmerian avoided both, but narrowly. Omia
turned upon Abbadas. "Y ou will diefor this, traitor!”

"I think not," the man said. He stepped to Omia and seemed to embrace her tenderly. "Y our timid
ruleisat an end, my queen. It istimefor usto abandon the past and rgjoin the real world.”

"Youaremad!" shecried, squirming in hisarms. "Wewill dl die! Janagar will be no more! You
must not— Guards!" The last word was torn from her throat in horror as she saw the blade Abbadas
held before her eyes. Then, so dowly that it might have been an act of love, he drew the keen edge
across her throat. She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came forth save a great effusion of
blood. She could grow no paler, but life left her eyes and she collapsed in asmall hegp at the feet of her
murderer. The guards stood about, unable to absorb what had transpired.

"Y ou will obey me now," Abbadas calmly announced to them. "I am the new king of Janagar. My
first order to you asking isto day that... whereishe?' His gaze followed the direction of hisown pointing
finger, but the catwalk above was empty except for aguard who had just reached the top of the ladder

When he saw the queen of Janagar die, Conan did not tarry. He had known many athroneto
change hands with even less ceremony, and be knew that the new monarch was less tenderhearted than
thelast. At leadt, thisone had no interest in kegping him aive. Quietly, the Cimmerian ran to the end of
the catwak and sprang upon itsrailing. Sheathing his sword, he jumped to another catwalk above,
grasping arailing support and pulling himself over with the ease of one raised among cliffsand crags. No



mountain goat was as surefooted and agile asa Cimmerian.

"There heig" shouted someone, and Conan dodged, knowing that crossbow bolts would soon
follow. He took arun adong the catwak and sprang outward into empty space. He grasped a dangling
chain and swung to alarge platform crowded with gears and levers, doubtless apart of the controls of
theidol'sarms and other mobile features. He went to acomer of the platform and looked for aplaceto
go next, balancing himself on thelip of the void, ahundred feet up. He had no fear of heights, an attribute
the pursuing guards did not share, for they came with cautious ddliberation.

But comethey did. They were swvarming up the ladders and catwalks, and in no great time, they
would be upon the platform with him. He knew that even the greatest fighter must bow to superior
numbers. Then he saw something above him. From his platform, awobbly ladder of bars connected by a
pair of cables stretched like astrand of spiderweb up into the darkness beyond. There, too far from the
torchlight for him to make out any details, was a purple glow. In its center was aman-shape, and it
seemed to be beckoning him.

Three bolts dammed into the platform beneath hisfeet With no better prospects, he ventured out
onto the uncertain ladder. He found it to be much like climbing the rigging of a ship, athough no ship ever
had aladder so long. Bulls and quarrels sailed past him, but shooting from such an angle was adifficult
task even for agood archer, and he suspected that these seldom got to practice their art at extreme
range. He reflected that had there been pursuing Hyrkanians below him, he would by now bristle with
arrowslike atarget a avillagefair.

He could not tell wherein theidol he was. The gloom enveloped the upper terminus of the ladder
like ablack shroud. But he could discern the faintly glowing shape of the homunculus. Asmuch ashe
detested sorcery, the thing did not seem to be especialy hostile, which could not be said of the people
below.

Then his dark-adjusted eyes made out the bulk of another platform above him. It was only alesser
darknessin the gloom, but at least it proved that the ladder ended somewhere. No more than a score of
rungs remained between himsalf and the platform when the ladder began to shake. Looking back, he
could just make out the forms of masked guards upon the platform below as one of their number, braver
than the others, ventured upon the ladder's uncertain footing.

A great metallic booming thundered through the hollow idol, accompanied by clashings and rattlings
of metd. Far below him, they were striving to open the gate whose mechanism the Cimmerian had
ruined. He laughed as he scrambled up the last rungs and gained the relatively more secure footing of the
platform. By his caculation, if Achileaand the others had run at top speed and had not becomelost in the
city, they ought now to be a or near the opal-studded main gate of Janagar. Hislaugh cut off in the
middle asthe small platform lurched benegth hisfeet with a groan of tortured meta. His own weight and
that of the guards upon me ladder below him had combined to tear the ancient, rickety structure loose
fromitsmoorings.

There came another lurch and asound of corroded rivets snapping. The platform tilted, and the men
on theladder shouted in consternation. Conan looked about him for some means of escape. Could he
fight hisway back down the ladder,clearing it before the platform tore wholly from its feeble supports?
The prospect seemed as unlikely as his chances of surviva among the overwhelming odds below. Where
had the damned homunculus gone?

Then he saw the purple glow again. The curved bronze wal before him, from which the platform
was being torn at that very moment, featured along, horizontal dit, and through this dit shonethelight.
Even as he looked, the tiny man-shape appeared in the dit and beckoned to him. He dashed for it as
more rivets popped and the platform began to tear itsdf away from the wal with ametalic shriek that
blended with the screams of the guards upon the ladder below.

The dit was barely wide enough to admit hishead, but at the loss of some skin and hair, Conan
thrust it somewhat gpart as his hands gripped the lower edge and he Cried to pull hisbody through. The
danting platform gave hisfeet little purchase, then none at al as, with afina screech of rending metd, it
fell away completdly, leaving hislegskicking futilely against empty air. The screams of the guards on the



ladder dwindled to silence asthe Cimmerian struggled againgt the unyielding metd.

Sowly, with ascraping noise, the metal above him began to rise. Conan knew that even his grest
strength could not bend thick bronze. The section above him was hinged some how. From the noise it
made, its mechanism had not been used in many years, perhaps not for eons. Painfully, he pulled his
massive shoulders and chest through the opening. After that, the rest came easily. He did through and
cameto rest, breathing heavily, upon anarrow, curving ledge. After afew deep breathsto restore his
strength, he sat up carefully and surveyed his surroundings,

At fird, dl he could see was that he was very high up, near the domed ceiling of thetemple. The
exterior of theidol wasagreat bulk below him. Ashelooked down over theledge, it diminished with a
perspective that was dizzying even to his senses. He examined the tapering dit through which he had
emerged and the domelike section he had raised for the purpose, then laughed. He had come out through
one of theidol's eyes. The upper segment was amovable eydid. Doubtless, in ages pagt, fires had
burned within the head and the eyes would have been opened mechanicdly to suitably avesome effect.

Helay now upon one of theidol's cheekbones, and hisfirst order of businesswasto get down to
the ground somehow without breaking his neck, and hopefully before those below who thirsted for his
blood managed to reopen the gate. The booming as they pounded at the porta resounded through the
vast temple like the sound of an unthinkably huge gong. The homunculus was nowhere in Sght, but after
the gloom indgdetheidol, the interior of the temple wasto his eyes as bright as daylight, and the uncanny
little thing would be difficult to see under such conditions.

Directly below him there was nothing but a sheer drop of fifty feet or more to the jutting breast of
the goddess, and even should he accomplish the span uninjured, the bronze hemisphere was so smooth
that he would just dide off to his death upon the bronze lap, like some sort of belated sacrifice to adeity
whose worshipers had long since abandoned her temple.

Theridge of the nosejutted forth from the face too far for him to lean around, so Conan went in the
opposite direction and saw that the ear offered some possihilities. Its hollow was large enough to hold
him, and the dongated |obe terminated in a dangling ornament that reached dmost to the

The distance from the comer of the cheekbone to the ear wastoo great for himto clear inasingle
leap, but just above the ear, the hair of the goddess was formed by amass of bronze rods that, looked
asif they might support hisweight. It was chancy, but hislire had seldom been free from risk. The sound
of the pounding below changed, asif the gate were beginning to give way.

Conan did not hesitate. He crouched deeply, then sprang out and upward. His hands grasped two
of the bronze rods and he felt one of them give. He released it and reached for another even asthefirst
broke and fell away. The curling rod clattered against the shoulder of the goddess and rebounded away
to thefloor below. Swiftly, he swung from one bronze tress to another, never |etting one bear hisweight
long enough to break off and send him spinning to the unyielding surfaces below. Then hewasin the ear
and planning his next move.

The earlobe was narrow enough for him to grasp and dide down until he reached the dangling
ornament, aslarge and elaborate as a chanddier in aNemedian palace. This he descended as easly asif
it were an oak tree, and from itsterminus, it was no more than a short drop to me shoulder below. The
arm was smooth, but what appeared to be a great string of beads crossed the shoulder and danted
across the body to the opposite hip.

Gripping the ornate carvings and raised decorations of the beads, Conan began to descend the
ornament. Thefirgt part was easy going, but after the swell of the breast, he had to grip even moretightly
ashisown weight pulled at hisfingers and histoes could gain little purchase. The gentle mounding of the
belly was |ess arduous and soon he passed above the navel, which looked like the mouth of a cavern.

When he reached the dope of the hip, be did down itsrondure to the top of a huge thigh, thence
down to itsinner jointure with the body. Before him were the crossed ankles, and these he scrambled
over and at last hewas off theidol proper and atop its pedestal. Unhesitatingly, he legpt from the
pedestdl and landed on the floor, his knees bent to take up the shock.



Hisexultation in hisfeat was cut short as with amighty crash, the gate was smashed open afew
paces behind him and the guards came pouring out. Fleet as amountain stag, Conan sped for the great
door of the temple, hoping that they had not thought to bring any of the crossbowmen to the front asthey
stormed out of theinterior.

Once away, he had little fear of being overtaken. He had never lost afootrace, and surely the
underground world produced few trained runners. He sprinted toward the door in long-legged strides,
and he heard crassbows snapping behind him, but the bolts flew wide and struck the walls or glanced off
the floor. The doorway beckoned like apromise of rdlief, for sunlight streamed through it and he knew
that the mob behind him abhorred sunlight the way other people detested pestilence.

Hefairly flew through the door and into the wide plaza beyond. He laughed with triumph as he did
30, but the laughter died in histhroat as he saw what lay before him. Achileaand her three remaining
followers, who should have been mounted on their camels and riding away from the city by now, stood
with heads downcast and faces dgjected. Behind them were ranged about a score of men, some of them
desert dwdllers, othersforeign warriors. Before these, next to Achilea, stood two men Conan recognized

"| take it that you are Conan of Cimmeria?' said the tal, lean man who wore a purple turban. "
believe you know my friend, Vladig." He gestured toward the man who stood beside him in red boots.
Vladig sauted him with asardonic smile.

"I am Arsaces, amage of Qum, in Iranistan. It isgood that you and | meet at last, for we have much
to talk about." His hands were moving idly before hisbody, and Conan saw that he was pouring from
oneto the other ahegp of glistening violet crystals.

Fourteen

A manin apadded slken jacket lined with tiny steel plates cook Conan's sword and dirk. The
Cimmerian, inthe midst of his congternation, made amenta note of the man'sface, his accoutrements
and the color of hisarmored jacket. He wanted to make sure to go for the right man when the time came
to recover hisweagpons.

"Areyou unharmed?' he asked Achilea, ignoring me wizard.

"You seeus,” shesad. "Wearewdl, if not at liberty. Conan, did you truly shut that gate behind
U

"Aye" he admitted. "1 wanted you to have agood head start. | thought you'd be away from the city
by now."

"Asyou can see," shereplied, "you need not have bothered.” Despite the chagrinin her voice, he
saw anew glow in her eyes as she regarded him. "1 would have forbidden you to do it, had | known."

He smiled crookedly. "That iswhy | said nothing. | wasin no mood for an argument.”

"My heroic friends," Arsaces said quietly, "alow meto speak discourteoudy. Y ou have had much
time to converse together and can well afford to hold your tonguesfor awhile. I, on the other hand, have
business of vast importance in this place. Y ou will comewith me." He signed to hisretinue and the four
were hustled away, in amanner that Conan thought was becoming distressingly habitual. He looked back
over his shoulder and saw acrowd of masked forms standing within the partly opened temple door. He
thought he recognized Abbadas among them. He knew that they would come out a nightfall, but he saw
No reason to apprise hislatest captors of the fact.

"Whereis Amram?' he muttered through the side of his mouth.

Achileashrugged. "I did not see him after weleft thetemple. Heis il in there, for aught | know.”

Conan shook his head in wonderment. The man was as dippery asagreased ed.

Achilealooked up, "A few days ago, I'd not have believed did | would rejoice to see the sun again.
The prospect of alife underground cured that. Even ceptive, itislike bairnto me."

"Quiet therd" Vladig said sternly.

"Be respectful of your betters, dog!" Achilea said with withering scorn. "Were you fit to kissmy
fet, | would spit upon you."

Vladig snarled and snatched at his hilt, but Arsaces spoke asingleword, very quietly: "Vladig."



Instantly the man camed and turned his face from me prisoners. Conan and al four women chuckled at
the man's discomfiture. It was small enough recompense for days of unremitting humiliation.

Asthey made their way through the mazdlike city, Conan began to take note of the buildings around
them and he noticed did something had changed. He nudged Achileaand jerked his chin upward,
indicating the higher reaches of the buildings. These captors had not bound their hands, but he wanted to
avoid obvious gestures. She looked upward and saw what he had seen.

When they had first come through the unthinkably ancient city, it had appeared as pristine asif it had
never known occupants, Omiahad told him that nocturna maintenance crews had kept it that way since
the inhabitants had abandoned it for their underground world. Now something had changed, The gar,
crescent and sunburst terminals atop many of the domes were gone, and the domes themsealves had been
damaged. Some had been partly smashed, as by dedgehammers, but others appeared to have been
somehow melted. Their tops were gone, and stone, glass, ceramic and gilded bronze had been in some
manner liquefied and had run down to conged in glistening masses like hardened lava.

The desecration showed every sign of deliberation, asif someone were sarting at the top and
disassembling the city stone by stone, brick by brick, tile by tile. Demalition by hammer and crowbar he
understood, but something that could melt the most unyidding of substances suggested thingsthe
Cimmerian preferred not to think about.

Paynanudged him and her queen asthey passed an dley. Within it were bodies and shredded parts
of bodies. The most complete specimens were clothed and masked like the inhabitants of the
underground city. Some might have been daves, but most were too mutilated to recognize. Conan has
reminded of the massacred tribe whose remains they had found in the desert. An gppalling charnel stench
drifted from the dley and in any ordinary city, the air would have been vibrating with svarms of flies.
This, Conan surmised, had been the previous night's maintenance crew, whose age-old task had
conflicted with that of the demolishes.

They reached the city wall and found the great gate fully open. They passed through the found
beyond it acamp set up near the water-trough, complete with tents. Many camels grazed upon the grass,
and Conan could not tell which, if any, of them had been the mounts he, the women, the dwarf and the
Hyrkanians had ridden into the desert. Nowhere did he see the tdl, two-humped camelsridden by the
twins,

They were conducted to the largest tent. In the desert fashion, three of its Sdeswereraised, leaving
only the canopy for shade and its back lowered to face the prevailing wind. Except. Conan reflected, that
there was no wind in this uncanny place. Then, with ashock, be felt afaint breeze. He looked up and
saw that the perfect bowl in which the city lay was no longer quite perfect. Thelip of the crater showed
dips and notches. Even as he watched, an errant gust blew sand over the rim and onto the interior dope.

"Be seated," said Arsaces, crossing his ankles and lowering himsdlf onto a cushion. To the guards,
he said, "Wait you alittle way off. | wish private converse with these people.”

"My lord—" Vladig began, but Arsaces cut him off.

"| shall be safe,” said the wizard, his voice and his gaze so firm that the words could not be doubted.
Vladig bowed, sgnded to the others and waked off withiill grace.

Conan and Achilea sat facing Arsaces, separated from him by me distance of apace. Achileas
women sat just behind her. Automaticaly, asif by long habit, Payna began to massage her queen's neck
and shoulders.

"Y ou people have caused me some little congternation,” Arsaces began. "'l came hither expecting a
conflict of wizards and higher powers. | knew that there would be aretinue of guards, but | expected
scum like those | mysdlf hired." He nodded toward the rabble of desert men and warriors who sat some
way off. Already the desert nomads had afire of hoarded brush burning. They were brewing their
inevitable-herb tea. Arsaces|ooked back at hisinvoluntary guests. "1 was not expecting a barbarian hero
and an Amazon warrior-queen.”

"Lifeisfull of imponderables,”" said Achilea, asregd asif she were seated upon athrone surrounded



by perfumed courtiers.

The mage smiled grudgingly. "And who should know that better than awizard? Even so, you may
have been of serviceto me, dbeit unknowingly."

"Y ou called the sandstorm upon us!" Conan said, "And I've no doubt it was you who set the
whirlwind-demons upon me!”

Arsacesregarded him blandly. "And wherefore not? Y ou were spying upon my encampment. | do
not take lightly such impertinences from the lower orders.”

"My queen is not to be referred to thusl" said Payna, as proud as a duchess despite her ragged
condition.

"Y our queen ismy prisoner. Be lent, woman."

Achileapatted Payna'shand. "Y es, my pet, be ill. Thisfdlow wants something from us and we
must endure hislordly posturing until heinformsuswhat itis"

Thewizard's face reddened. Then he calmed himself with an effort. "For astart, | would know what
transpired below.”

"Weve been running and fighting and climbing for what seemslike hours," Conan said. "How about
some food and drink before we get down to business? A real man of the desert would have offered
refreshment even to prisoners benesth histent.”

"You areinsolent beyond belief!" Arsaces snapped. "But then, | suppose that isto be expected
from abarbarian!”

"Expect it from people of the north,” Conan said. "We are not toadies and lickspittles like your
followers out there." Hejerked histousded black mane toward the little group withot.

Arsaces clapped his hands and shouted. Men came in and set before them food and drink:
preserved travel rations and watered wine. When they had eaten, they sat back on their hedls, ready to
bargain.

"What would you know?" Conan asked. "Y ou saw the fight with the crocodile, did you not? We
saw your little crystal man down there. Is he not your eyes and ears?’

Arsaces smiled again. ™Y ou are less stupid than you appear, Cimmerian, Eyes only—alas. These
crysasvibrate only in the plane of vison, not in that of hearing. Yes, | saw the battle, and it was most
impressive. That waswhen | knew that the two of you were not persons of the common sort and that
your presence here may not be entirely coincidental. So let us begin with how you came to be employed
by my Adversary.”

"Y ou mean the twins?' Achileaasked.

"l mean my Adversary,” herepeated firmly. "Tdl me”

Thus Achileatold of bow they had dl met in the wretched outlaw village of Leng in the mountains of
faraway Brythunia, and of how in their desperation they had agreed to accompany the mysterioustwins
on their madman's mission into the desert, and of how the twins had manifested uncanny powersin their
travelsthrough the lands in between.

Conan took up the tale and he spoke of the strange sights he had seen in the ruined templein
Zamora. Achilealooked at him sharply as he described the actions of the twins, and the majestic,
white-bearded man upon the temple dtar, and the utter silence that had enveloped al within the temple
wdls

"Y ou did not speak to me of thisbefore,” Achileasaid accusingly.

"Sometimesit iswise to maintain Slence,” Conan said.

"Do not seek to hold secretsfrom me," warned the mage, "for | will unfailingly detect prevarication.
Continue."

Conan spoke of thelr trek into the desert lands, the fight with the bandits and the discovery of the
massacred tribe. "Were the bandits your hirelings?' Conan demanded.

The mage nodded. "Aye. It was aprobing assault, intended to test your mettle and that of my



Adversary. You see, | havefor long followed him from agreat distance. Never before had | seen him or
had the opportunity to contest powerswith him."

"Y ou keep speaking asif there were only one of them, not two," Achilea protested.

"All shdl bemadeplanintime” hesad. "That is, if | think you are worth the effort of explanation.”

Seething, Conan told of the last stages of the journey, of hisfight with the whirlwind-demonsin the
sandstorm, and of the terrible trek afoot in the desert that had amost been the death of Achilea
Throughout, the mage listened without comment or change of expression, his eyebrow quirking only
when the Cimmerian described Arnram and the little chameleon's story. Conan dmost thought he
detected a smile upon thewizard'slips at this point in the tale; then it vanished.

Achilearesumed and told of their scding of the gate and exploration of the city, hurrying through this
part for she knew that it was not amatter of great importance. When she described their capture in the
great temple, the wizard placed his pams upon his knees and leaned forward, listening intently. On the
carpet before him, thelittle hegp of violet crystd pulsed softly withitslifdikeinner light

When they reached the point of Conan'sinterview with Omia, the Cimmerian resumed the
recitation. He repeated Omidstae of the history of Janagar, relaying her word for word, and the wizard
nodded asit' what he heard was that which he expected.

Achileafinished with me story of their escape, telling of how Amram had released them and
accompanied them asfar asthetemple, wherethey lost him. "Therest," shefinished, "I takeit you know
dready.”

"All but onething." Heturned to Conan. "Did Abbadastruly day Omia? My homunculuswas so
high up intheidol that | could not see clearly, and | havetold you that it cannot relay sounds.”

"Hedid," Conan affirmed. "Slit her throat asif it were acaress.”

"Good riddance," said Achilea, her words echoed by a chorus of agreement from her women.

"You'd not say that if you'd seenit,” Conan told her. "Abbadasis not truly human. But then, none of
them are,

Now, Arsaces," he bent his sulfurous, blue-eyed gaze upon the wizard, "we have spoken true
wordsto you, and we've done naught to threaten you. Will you in turn explain some thingsto us?'

"Very well. Know, then, that the tale of Janagar related to you by the late Queen Omiaistrue, a
least insofar as she knew thetale. The epic of each nationistold asif that werethe sole nationin dl the
world. But aways there are others. So it was with Janagar. The empire of Janagar was grest, but it
contained city-states of alugter little dimmer than that of the queen city, and in the ages of misrule by the
late priest-kings of Janagar, these cities grew restive, and they were fearful of the course taken by the
overweening wizards. One of these wasthe city-state of Pulawar, which lay near what is now the
northern border of Zamora."

"Wherel saw thetemple,” Conan said.

Arsaces nodded. "That roofless hulk and its shattered tower are al that remain of magnificent
Pulawar, which initsday rivaed Janagar herself in splendor, the most powerful of the mages of Pulawar
formed the Guild of Murgha, named for the Powers they conversed with on the plane of such beings.”

"Then otherstrafficked with these Powers?' Conan asked.

"Aye, they did, athough unlike the mages of Janagar, they accomplished thiswithout polluting
themsdlves with nonhuman blood. The elder you saw in the temple was the last Master of the Guild. That
IS, you saw his specter, for he has been dead for eons.”

The gaze of the mage's eyes grew fixed, asif hewerein atrance. "Countless years have passed
snce thewizards of Janagar sought to save themselves with the Great Spell of Unchanging. Therivd
Guild of Pulawar sought to shut al the doorsto the higher planes and then attempted the same spell, but
they were not as accomplished in earthly magicks and Pulawar crumbled to the pathetic remnant you
beheld. When they knew that they could not last, they set in place numerous safeguards. These were
gpellsand writings that would appear,. at least in fragmentary form, if thefolly of Janagar should ever
again threaten the world.”



"Abbadas!" Conan said. "He spoke of rgoining the real world when he dew Omia."

"Once again your wit belies your appearance,” said Arsaces. "Heisthe last descendant of the royal
line of Janagar, and in him have been reborn the vaunting, blagphemous ambitions of the ancient wizards
of that accursed nation. Y ears ago, he began to ponder the likelihood of restoring its fortunes, and from
that moment, the ancient safeguards began appearing. Scholars discovered them, but so fragmentary
were they that it took years and many consultations to piece together the story and decide what must be
done about it A few lone-wolf wizards of this decadent age sought to discover the city for themselvesin
hope of regping its arcane riches, but most of mem perished in the attempt”

"And the twins discovered some of these safeguard documents?' Achilea asked.

He shook hishead. "No. They are one of the safeguards!”

"That isnonsense!” she protested.

"Isit?" queried mewizard. "Y ou yourself noted their uncanny behavior—how they spoke asone
person, bow they never seemed to est or drink."

"Aye." Conan sad, "but how could—"

"Think!" snapped Arsaces. "Y our own camels are out there with the herd. Did you see their Strange
beasts among them?'

"l did not," Conan admitted.

"That is because they were not camels, any more than your twins were human beings, hi fact, what
you accompanied hither was a single being that took the form of four aman, awoman and two camels.”

"Itisnot possble!" Achileacried.

"And wherefore not?" the mage demanded. "What know you of beings from worlds beyond? When
the safeguards reappeared, the creature was drawn from its proper planeto this. Itsbulk is great, and
there are reasons you would not understand why there must dways be a balance between mass and
energy. It could not reduceits Size, but it hasthe power to subdivideitsdf, within limits. For purposes of
credibility, it settled upon two humans and two bessts. We are accustomed to twins being closer to one
another than other persons are. The twins and the camels made more sense than ten humans al acting
exactly aike, do you not agree? Even then, it was not capable of wholly human behavior." His hearers
were by now beyond astonishment

"You cdl it your Adversary,” Conan sad. "Why?'

"It is here to destroy Janagar,” he answered.

"And s0, it seems, areyou," the Cimmerian countered. "Why are you not dliesinstead?’

"Because we seek to destroy the city for differing reasons. It wishes to throw open the last gate and
admit the Powersto our world. | seek to shut it forever. Y ou see, none of the wizards of ancient days,
not those of Janagar or those of Pulawar, understood the nature of the Powers. They have been the
subject of ages of sudy by the highest scholars of the thaumaturgic artsin thetime since, and dl now
know that they are not to be trifled with, they cannot be deslt with in any fashion possible to humans, nor
even to half-humans such as those ancient wizards of Janagar.

"The thaumaturges of Pulawar called their Power 'Murgha'—although actualy the Powers have no
namesin the human sense—and they thought it to be beneficent. They were wrong. They had merdly not
yet attracted from it something they would recognize as hodtility. But in truth, the Powers are hodtileto all
things, including each other. They fight and devour one another continually, hi their last contact with
Murghd, the Guild obtained from it the creature you knew asthe twins. It arrived in thisworld ignorant
and unaware of how to locate the well-hidden city of Janagar. It had to search, like therest of us."

"Why did a creature like that need guards?’ Achileaasked.

"Inthisworld, it isvulnerable. It needs much of its Strength just to maintain its spurious appearance.
Also, it strove for aredistic gppearance, and scholarly, well-born folk would never travel inthewild
lands without an escort.”

"The whirlwind-demons seem to be a your command,” said Conan, “yet they dso ssemtofigurein
the ancient tale of Janagar, How isthis?"



"They, like my Adversary, are another of the safeguards. They have lain buried deep beneath the
sands of the deserts sincethefal of Janagar, but afew times since, one or two have been accidentally
caled to the surface to ravage and destroy, thus the legends among the desert nomads. The demons
stirred when the other safeguards were activated, and have grown active in recent months. They are
unintelligent and un-discriminating without guidance, hence that massacred tribe you came upon. There
have probably been others.

"Incidentaly," he said with alook of frosty gpprovd, "itisagreet feat to kill one. For alone manto
fight two in the dark and to day one and severdly would the other ... that isthe work of atrue hero. One
of the safeguard fragments contained their leash-spell, and | control them now. They can do more than
kill. Their claws can tear apart stone, and the acid fluids of their bodies are capable of dissolving not only
stone, but metal and glassaswell. My scum out there," he gestured contemptuoudy toward his escort,
"are good for killing, but they abhor hard work. The whirlwind-demons can function only in the dark, so
they rend the city to pieces at night.”

"How long will they need to complete the work?' Conan asked.

"Not long. It will not be necessary to demoalish the city utterly, just enough to bresk the Spell of
Unchanging. Already it is serioudy weakened."

"A moment,” Achileasaid. "When we found Amram, or rather, when he found us, he spoke of a
wizard named Firagi whom he had led hither. Wasthisjust another of hislies?'

Again they saw that hint of amusement. "Nothing he saysisan utter lie, and heisnever to be
believed utterly. The man you know as Amram is thewizard Firagi."

"Crom!" Conan said in exasperation. "Is nothing here ever asit seems?| had rated myself agood
judge of men, and | would have sworn that he was arunaway dave, an unhung rogue, from Koth!"

"Heisthat indeed, and many other things. Y ou recal that | spoke of lone-wolf wizards who sought
Janagar on their own? Firagi was one of them. In his checkered career, he was once the salve of a
Stygian wizard, and from him he learned some of the thaumaturgic arts. He has animble mind aaknack
for taking on roles. For many years, be has been a gadfly wizard, dmost an outlaw among us, save that
we have no laws. Heistolerated among the fraternity because heisamusing and sometimes heis useful.
A genuine rogue can oft discern possibilitieswhere atraditiona mageis stymied.

"At any rate, Firagi-Amram found one of the very first fragments to appear an engraved vessd
dredged up in the net of some lake-fisherman in Keshan five years ago. He bought it, hid and deciphered
it, and it turned out to contain one of the best descriptions of Janagar and its location, By thetimeit came
into the hands of the fraternity and was pooled with the other information we had, hewaswell on his
way."

"Why did be not keep or destroy it?" Achileaasked.

"That be could not do. These fragments are swathed in the most powerful spells. He could not bear
its proximity for long, and he abandoned the thing in the wilderness once be had plumbed its secrets. In
the fashion of such objects, it was found within days and soon rested in the hands of the fraternity.”

"What isthisfraternity?' Conan asked.

"Thereisasort of |loose brotherhood among the masters of the thaumaturgic arts. We usudly toil
alone and often we are at odds, but in matters of very great peril, we cooperate and pool our knowledge.
Thiswe cdl thefraternity, and many of us have been at work on this problem since the safeguards were
activated. Almost dl that is known about Janagar isthe product of our researches sincethat time, | was
chosen to represent the brotherhood al during the fina stage of the Sealing of Janagar, not because | am
the greatest, far from it, but because | am unknown in the lands roundabout.

"Now | arriveto find that not only has my Adversary preceded me, but Firagi has been herefor a
long time. In his customary fashion, he turned his situation to good account. He was captured and soon
won himself aplace as counsaor to Omiaand Abbadas. He probably instructed them on the nature of
the world outside the desert. Doubtless this further inflamed the ambitions of Abbadas. By my arts, | can
also detect that they used him for the same purpose they had intended for you."



"Crom!" Conan said. "They must have been desperate for breeding stock!"

"Why did he guide the twins—your Adversary—to the city?' Achilea asked.

"He may have had little choice. He was never much of awizard, as| haveintimated. Hewas
probably sent out by Queen Omiato lure wayfarersinto the city. They must have had their ways of
knowing when any such were nigh. He could not have known what the Adversary was, athough he
surely would have understood that he did not conduct apair of ordinary twins and their camels. And, as
aways, he was playing some game of hisown. It is probably as crackbrained asal hisdoings.”

"And you've no ideawhere your Adversary is?' Conan asked.

"None. Two years ago, | would have known whereto look for it, but it has learned much of the arts
and is now adept at conceding itsdf. When you seeit again, | doubt that it will look like your twins. Or
their camds, for that maiter.”

"What!" Conan barked. "Why should we ever lay eyesupon it again? 1, for one, intend to go and
mount my camel and ride away from here. | am heartily sick of thisplace and al its doings, and am willing
to take my chances with the desert!"

"Y ou forget that you are unarmed in the midst of my men," Arsaces snapped. Conan bristled, but
Achileaput ahand on hisarm.

"| think we are about to hear what he wants of us,”" she said.

"What isit?' Conan demanded sullenly.

"Surely you have guessed by now," Arsaces said. "I want you to go back into the underground
cty.”

Fifteen

The desert sun lowered, touched the western horizon and began to disappear benesth it. Conan
stood upon the rim of the great sand bowl, his eyestaking in its dow demise. The once-perfect contours
of the basin had grown ragged as wind and gravity caused sand to sink from the rim into the depression.
Soon it would be night and time for the whirlwind-demonsto resume their work. He knew thai onthis
night, the proceedings would be different, and undoubtedly agood ded livelier. Below him, he saw
Achileaclimbing up the face of the bowl-dune with her usua limber, long-legged strides. Soon she stood
beside him. Half the globe of the sun was below the horizon.

"It will betime erelong," she sad, thered blaze from the west illuminating her richly, her long, tawny
hair sreaming in the evening wind. "If thisisthelast sunset | amto see, a leastitisafair one.”

"I do not likethis" Conan said. "l care nothing for these wizards and their doings. They have our
weapons, but I've been without a sword ere now. | am willing to chance the desert. What say you? Just
youand1?'

She smiled wanly and shook her head. "Nay, | remember last timetoo well. I'll not venture out
again upon those sands without good robes and amount, even if it must beasmelly camel. And | could
never desert my followers, few asthey are”

"l supposethat iswisest Well, we've come out of that city dive once. Perhapswe can do it again.”
Asadways, he detested not being his own master.

"Conan," she sad, "have you not wondered how | cameto Jose my throne?"

Thiswas something unexpected. "Aye, that | have.”

"Y ou have heard the tdes of how my nation propagatesitsaf? How we take captive men and keep
them only long enough to breed children with us?*

"l have heard this," he admitted.

"Itistrue. Not long after | was made queen, we had such a ceremony. | chose carefully from among
our captives. He was an Aesr youth, awandering adventurer like you, but with sun-colored hair and a
laughing mouth and merry eyes, unlike your sour Cimmerian visage." She smiled a hislook of
congternation. "We were together for the stipulated month, and in that time, | conceived alovefor him
that surpassed anything | had ever felt before.”



"That was unfortunate,” Conan said, "'since you had to day him a the end of it."

"That wasmy firgt Sin,” shetold him. "His name was Aethewulf, and | could not bear the thought
that he would be no more. So before the crone could cut his throat upon the great stone of sacrifice, |
stoleinto the prison cave, knocked his guard unconscious and cut his bonds. | never saw him againand |
was not seen doing it, but suspicion fell upon me anyway. It was my sister, Brisals, who began the
rumors. They haunted me for months. It was said that Achileawas too tenderhearted to be queen, that
she had defied the gods of our people.”

Conan loosed an honest laugh. "1 think that only your tribe or a barbarian like me could ever
congder you tenderhearted!"

"Whatever the casg, it was just the beginning. In time, | was brought to the birthing-chair to ddliver
my child."

Conan thought he knew what was coming, but he said nothing. Now only adiver of the sun
remained above the horizon.

"The child was mae. Thetime of year was abad one; there would be no passing caravan to take it
and the other males off our hands, so it was sent to the House of the Cronesto be dain after the ancient
custom. | could not stand the thought. | rose from the birth ing-chair and fought my way through the
midwives and snatched up my sword. Somehow | found the strength to stagger to the House of the
Crones and there | found the eldest sister with her blade poised above the babe'sthroat. | hewed her
gray head from her shoulders. Then | dew the other cronesand | took up the babe.

"Outside, | ran to my horse. All the others stood out of my way, for | wasasight to horrify a
dragon! | rodeto the crest of ahill near the village, and below me, | saw my sister rousing the othersto
pursue, flogging laggards with her whip. | raised the child above my head and screamed defiance at her.
Then | rode away,

"For months, | lived done asan anima, nurang my child and living by my skillsasahunter. Then my
ssters of my wilderness year found me. They were sick of Briseis and would rather follow me as
outlaws. There were a score of them then. Lombi, Paynaand Ekun are dl that survive. So now you
know. Even Jeyba, who was closer to me than any other man since Aethelwulf, never knew the whole
dory."

"What became of the bairn?' Conan asked.

"It was not alifean infant could survive," shesaid. "'l gave him to afamily of huntersin the mountains
and vigted him from timeto time over the years, | named him Wulf for hisfather, snce we have no mae
names among my people. Heis about twelve years old now, if helives. Timeto begin hiswarrior
traning."

Conan was slent for aminute. Then: "Achilea, you are the grestest woman | have ever known. Not
just great in size and strength and courage, but in heart. Y ou are the only true queen | have ever known,
and ere now, | have known women who sat upon thrones. Had | been Aethewullf, | would have fought
your whole nation to keep you.”

She smiled, leaned forward, and their lips met. He crushed her to him, and her own arms, scarcely
less powerful than his, returned the embrace. If tigerskissed, it would have been like the kiss of the
Amazon and the Cimmerian. Then they broke apart.

"Come," shesaid. "Let us get our weagpons and go die together.” She sounded truly happy. The last
diver of sun disappeared beneath the horizon.

They entered the city with their swords bare in their hands. Conan and Achileawerein the lead,
with the three wild women close behind. Well behind them followed me men of Arsaces, nervous but
ready with sword, bow and crossbow. Last of dl came Arsaces himsdlf, with his crystalline homun-culus
perched upon his shoulder like a pet bird.

"A dow and cautious man, our Arsaces," Conan said with awolfish scowl.

"It is doubtless the best course when dealing with the foes he faces,” Achileasaid, "Give me clean
bloodshed and bare stedl any time.”



"Aye, |— What isthat?' Therewasarustling, flapping noise al around them. The Cimmerian
halted.

"It isjust the whirlwind-demons beginning their night'swork," Arsaces shouted from behind them.
"Pay them no mind and proceed.”

Proceed they did, but asfor ignoring the demons, that was impossible. There came sounds of stone
being rent and broken, glass being shattered, and an indescribable hissng noise. Dominating dl wasa
choking stench of acid that soon had them coughing as aydlow fog camerolling down thewalls of the
high buildings, behaving more like athin liquid than proper smoke. It formed an ankle-high layer upon the
street, and the skin of their feet began to sting and burn.

"Crom, let'sget out of thisl" Conan said, sprinting for the nearest sairway. Achileaand her women
ran likefallow deer and the warriors shuffled aong behind, lumbered by their armor and desert robes.
Thewizard strode dong in adignified manner, ignoring dl discomfort.

In the higher elevations of the city, the air was still clear. Soon they were at the great plaza before
the temple. The temple door stood open and they could see lights flickering within.

"WEell have company soon,” Conan said. "Areyou ready?’

"l am dwaysready," Achileasaid, her long fingers flexing on the rough grip of her sword. Behind
them, the hired warriors waited, and atop the buildings that fringed the plaza, other creatures gathered.

"I hate the idea of fighting on the same side asthose things," the Cimmerian muttered.

"When you are gravely outnumbered,” Achilea pointed out, "you cannot be picky about your dlies.”

"Let'sgo," Conan said. Thetime for hesitation was past. For good or ill, it wastime to commence
the night'swork. They had gone no more than a dozen paces when warriors came boiling from within the
temple. The shouted and gave voice to hideous, ululating war cries, and the air began to hum with
crossbow bolts, few of which found targetsin the uncertain light. Many of the underground warriors
waved torches and these produced a multitude of shifting shadows, further confusing the sight.

Thefirst warriorsto reach the Cimmerian and the Amazon queen went down amid screams and
blood. The hired warriors spread out and made their wegpons felt. The underground folk were smaller
and a a disadvantage in a hand-to-hand encounter, but their numbers were overwhelming. Two of
Arsacesswarriors went down screaming and another fell soundlessly, abolt protruding from an eye
socket. Then the whirlwind-demons joined thefray.

Conan had fought hisway within twenty paces of the temple door when they were surrounded by
reeking, flapping, shadowy forms. The Cimmerian could not discern clearly what they looked like, and he
was not certain that he wanted to. Within moments, he was being showered by bloody offa that had
been shredded by no weapon of steel. The masked warriorsfell back in panic-stricken horror and
Conan and his companions hewed at their bare backs. This was a desperate fight against overwhelming
odds, and there was no place for the niceties of chivalry.

Inside the temple, vapor torches burned in sconces, and huge flames legpt from the upturned hands
of the bronze goddess. Standing before the gate to the underworld, Conan saw Abbadas, shouting and
haranguing hiswarriors. His voice betrayed growing fear and panic.

"No! Get back our there, you worms! They are destroying the city and it isnot time yet! The Great
Spdll of Unchanging must be maintained for awhilelonger!™ Hiswords went unheard, for theinvading
warriors and the whirlwind-demons were aready within the temple.

But now thetide of the fight began to shift and res stance stiffened, for the demons could not abide
thelight of the torches and must perforce lurk within the shadows, snatching at masked guards asthey
chanced too close. Even so, the panic spread by their presence and, most of al, by their acid stench,
prevented any genuine rallying on the part of the underground people. Some tried to run past Abbadas
for whatever refuge the lower city had to offer, but he cut down many with his sword and flogged the
others back into the fray with a short, thick whip.

"Back, cowards!" he cried. "We are safe aslong as the fires burn high!" Under his repeated
ghriekings and scourg-ings, the masked warriors formed athick cordon beneath the feet of the gigantic



idol, thus blocking the door. Conan, Achileaand the few remaining hired warriors carved at theline,
inflicting casudties, but there were dways oncoming warriors to take the places of thefadlen. The battle
seemed about to reach a stalemate when anew and horrifying factor entered.

The Adversary dropped fromiits lurking place at the top of the dome.

Screams of surprise and terror greeted itsarrival and for afew paralyzed seconds, the Cimmerian
gaped at the thing that he had known asthe twins'Y olanthe and M onandas and their two unusua camels.
Now it had reverted to the shape natural to it in its own plane. Hejudged it to mass at least aton. It was
roughly circular, covered with coarse, bristling hair and fringed &t its base with short tentacles that glowed
crimson and green. It had six long, jointed armstipped with hooked pincers. Most frightening of dl were
itseyes. Glaring and dit-pupiled, the three orbs atop the blasphemous form glowed with a hideous
intelligence that made the mindless whirlwind-demons seem innocuous by contrast.

For long, tense seconds, the mass of struggling humans stood still and silent, stunned with horror at
this new apparition. The tension was shattered when the Six long, hairy arms shot out with unnatura
swiftness and snatched up Six squirming, writhing humans. The pincers pulped diem, and six vertical
orifices, lined with curved, thornlike teeth, gaped open upon the body between the arms. The pincers
thrust the shredded bodiesinto the mouths. The orifices closed and the Adversary began, hideoudly, to
grow,

The voice of Arsacesrose, thundering above the din of the resumed battle, and violet light began to
flash around him.

Suddenly, the underground city seemed to Conan to be agood place to visit. With near-maniacal
fury, he began to hew & the line before him, his sword a glittering whirlwind that made even lionhearted
Achileastand back in awe of his savagery. Then he was distracted by a blood-chilling scream.

"My queen!"

Conan whirled, and awave of horror rushed over him. One of the pincers had grasped Ekun and
begun to raise her from the floor. Evenin the din of baitle and panic, he distinctly beard the thick bones
of her pelvis sngp in the merciless grip.

Without the dightest hesitation, Achilea spun on abare hed and thrust her sword unerringly through
the suffering woman's heart. "Die clean, my sister!” Her reward was alook of unutterable gratitude that
quickly faded. Ekun was dead before her queen's stedl |eft her heart. With two fingers of her left hand,
Achileawiped the woman's blood from thetip of her blade and drew ared line from her hairlineto her
lips. Paynaand Lombi reached out to touch the blade and performed the same gesture,

The mongtrous thing lurched higher, newly fed upon human flesh. Then it was enveloped in aviolet
net as Arsaces flung his handful of crystas over it. The stones darted about like glittering wasps, trailing
glowing strands of light The stumpy tentacles flashed multiple colors, some of them painful for human eyes
to behold, asthe cresture | eft off devouring human prey to fight itswizardly enemy.

Conan wanted to see no more. He returned to the fray with redoubled fury. In moments, he and
Achileahad carved a path through the resisting warriors and were within the idol. Paynaand Lombi were
close behind. The hired warriorswere al dead or had fled, they knew not which. With alast few killing
blows, theway to the spiral ramp was open. They ranfor it, every stride putting more distance between
themselves and the horrors behind.

"Abbadas!" Conan shouted as they ran down the spira. "Where are you? Come meet me, dog! See
if | dieaseasily asyour murdered queen!" Nothing answered him save his own echo.

Minutes |ater, they were in the underground warren off the main corridor. With his unerring
memory, the Cimmerian guided them through the pathways they had taken in their escgpe from the city.
They passed many inhabitants, but these drew aside with fear. All the warriors were above, ether fighting
or dead.

"Whichway?" Achileacried asthey cameto afork in the passages.

"Herel" Conan said, taking the onethat led to the right From before them came creaking, groaning
and hissing sounds. A hundred long strides | ater, they passed through a doorway and into the



vapor-works. First Conan darted within, closely followed by Achilea. Paynawas after her queen, and
last was Lombi. At Lombi's sudden gasp, they runted to see her standing with a stunned expression,
looking down at the foot of bloody steel that had suddenly appeared from between her breasts. The
blade withdrew and the light in her eyes faded. Stiff-legged, shetoppled like afaling tree. Behind her
stood A bbadas, holding a stained sword.

The usurper's mask was off for achange, revealing a hard-planed face whose contours were not
quite human. Upon it sat atook of sensud satisfaction as be dabbled hisfingersin the blood coating his
blade. He raised hiswet fingertipsto histongue and licked them, managing to smile at the surviving three
while he did so.

"Dog-spawn!" Conan snarled, making for him. He wag stopped by a gesture from Achilea

"Mine," wasdl she sad, but she put so much queenly authority into her voice that the berserk
Cimmerian and the furious warrior-woman Payna were sopped in their tracks. With leonine tread,
Achileawalked toward Abbadas, and as she did, sheidly tossed her bloody sword back over her
shoulder. It spun end over end and Payna caught it on the fly, asif by long practice.

"Good sted iswasted on thelikes of you, you loathsomelittle wretch!™ she said with withering
contempt.

Abbadas giggled insanely. "Die however you want, big woman!" He camefor her, putting dl his
strength into an overhand dash intended to open her from shoulder to hip.

Achileds big-knuckled left hand took him by the wrist and stopped the whistling blade cold. The
reptilian eyes bulged with amazement, but he had little |leisure in which to appreciate her strength as her
right forearm swept across the bend of his elbow and her right hand grasped her own forearm as her long
right leg swept around behind his body.

With dl the power of her arms, shoulders and back, Achilea bent forward, using the usurper's own
forearm asalever and hiselbow as afulcrum. Had he been ableto fall to the floor swiftly enough, he
might have bought himself a second's respite in which to take action, but her steely thigh was behind him,
preventing just that. With asickening series of sounds, the bones of hisforearm gave way, his elbow was
wrenched gpart, his upper arm was torn from his socket asits bone snapped in the middle.

Abbadas screamed and as he did, hisleft hand snatched his dagger from its sheath at hisbelt. The
deadly stedl lanced toward her flank, but her right hand, released from its task, snapped down and took
hiswrist with an audible smack just as the keen point indented the flesh above her right hip.

His usdessright arm flopped to his side as her left hand went around his neck, and with a surge of
brute strength, she lifted him from the floor, bringing hisface within inchesfor her own. She amiled a him
ferocioudy as she squeezed. His eyes bulged yet farther and began to turn red as blood sprang first from
his ears, then from his nostrils and mouth. The dagger fell from his nervelessfingers and there were
severa very faint, popping noises. She dropped the corpse to the floor at her feet, where, likea
beheaded snake, it quivered and flopped for awhile as foamy blood bubbled from its mouth, propelled
by thelast wind from itsdying lungs.

Conan whistled in gppreciation a the feat. "Crom, woman! Remind me never to get on your bad
soe"

Sheignored the comment and walked to the body of Lombi. There she knelt and placed her fingers
in the corpse's blood and then drew another line beside thefirst on her face. Paynarepeated the ritual.

Conan cut ascrap of cloth from the clothing of the dead Abbadas and wiped his blade, then
resheathed it. Looking around him, he saw that al the workmen and daves had fled the vapor-works
save the hulking, tiny-headed daves, who stood about with their mouths open, lacking anyoneto tell them
what to do.

He found the great master whed, its Sx daves sanding dack intheir chains. "Turn thisthing!" be
ordered. They stared a him, no dightest glimmer of comprehension intheir eyes.

"Cromand LIyr and dl their brood!" be swore, laying his own hands to the whed and wrenching at
it. Achileaand Paynajoined him and added their efforts. All their strength would not budgeit.



"May | be of assstance?’

Conan turned to see Amram standing near, his hands clasped behind him and an expression of
studious innocence upon hisface. "1 was wondering when you would show up,” he said.

"May | inquire why you do this?" asked Amram.

"We have been so ingtructed by awizard named Arsaces, who even now battles something above
that he callsthe Adversary," Conan replied, jabbing athick finger upward.

"Arsaces!" the smal man said, wincing. "That isone | would rather not meet just now.”

"Y ou need not," Conan said. "Just get these daves to shut off the vapor to the city.”

"Very wel." Thelittle man spoke afew odd-sounding words and the daves put their maformed
hands to the spokes and began to push. Clearly, the wheel was seldom turned, for it squealed in protest
asit began to move. The daves plodded like sailors hauling up an anchor with a ship's capstan, and
dowly the constant hissing of the vapor-works began to subside. In afew minutes, it ceased entirely.

"Good," Conan announced. "Now tell them to break it"

"| beg your pardon?' Amram said politely.

"Tell them to bregk thewhed, Set curse you!" barked the Cimmerian. "'l want this machine
disabled!"

"Y ou needn't shout," sniffed thelittle man. "Clear ingructionswill suffice" He spoke further wordsin
the same language as before. Stolidly, the daves shuffled to one side of the whed, asfar astheir chains
would alow, and they put their shoulders benegath it and strained upward with their massive legs and
backs. With a screech of tortured metal, the great whedl began to tilt. Then it snapped from its shaft and
clanged to the sonefloor.

"Will that be satisfactory?" Amram inquired.

"Itiswhat Arsaceswanted,” Conan told him. "Now the whirlwind-demons can come down here
and destroy the underground city."

Amram closed his eyes and seemed to be having trouble swallowing some large object. "The
whirlwind-demons, you say?' he said a lagt, hisvoice trembling. "We cannot stay herel”

"And it isacursed certainty we cannot go back up!" Conan said. "Not to the horror we | eft above
inthetemple!™

"And | am heartily sck of the desert!" Achileasaid, towering over the chameleon wizard. "' So,
Amram, or Firagi, or whatever you nameis, guide usto meriver!"

"Yes," hesaid, one hand kneading the other. "Y es, | think that would be the best ideaal around.
But to destroy this marvelous ancient city, with dl itsriches, dl its secretsl What 'aloss”

"It should have died ages ago," said Conan, "Forget about it and lead on.”

"Follow me, then,"” Amram said. They trailed after him and asthey hurried through the dimmed city,
he wailed hiswoeful displeasure. "Five years | have worked toward thisl It was to have made merich
beyond the wildest imaginings of amiser. Thelore of Janagar would have catapulted meto the highest
order of maged"

"Wherethe real wizardswould have promptly taken everything you had and cast you down again,”
Achileasad scornfully.

"Besides," Conan added, "you haven't done badly out of thisfor arunaway Kothian dave." He
tapped the bulging sack that depended from Amram's girdie. "Y ou seem to have acquired some
vauables during your stay."

"A few baubles, yes," said thelittle man. shrugging. " Perhaps enough for alittle stake to get me
darted again, after all this sacrifice”

"If those are opals,” Conan said meaningfully, "you are st for life.”

"Surely you would not deprive me of thissmall satisfaction?”!

Conan laughed "No, dl | want just now isthat river.”

They passed through the darkened city, seeing only by the dim, uncertain light of small clustersand



lines of glowing fungus. The people of the city crouched in huddled groups, wailing in their fear of the
doom that had come upon their ancient domain.

"Out!" Conan shouted at them. "If any of you hasthe spirit to live, get to the river. Janagar isno
more!" None of diem paid him the dightest attention.

Theriver-smell grew ever stronger, and at last they followed Amram to agigantic naturd cavern
where black water flowed dong in abroad, dow stream. By thelight of grest, globular clusters of
glowing fungus, they saw arough stonejetty to which wastied along raft of logswith arude brush hut
erected in its center. To the raft was lashed atarge dugout canoe. Upon the raft stood four tiny brown
men who began to gesticulate wildly and chatter questions at the newcomers.

Theriver-falk," Amram informed his companions. "They are puzzled by the commotion and the
extinguishing of thetorches. | fear | must tell them that their age-old trade with Janagar isat an end. No,
perhaps | shal wait until we are well away from here" He began to converse with thetiny menina
language Conan did not understand. Soon they quieted.

"Where doestheriver lead?' Conan demanded

"Thisisaloop that branches from the Styx," Amram told him. He pointed to hisleft. "Upstream,
wherethe villagerslive, it passes beneath amountain range and emerges dmost a the boundary between
Punt and Keshan." He pointed to hisright, "Downstream, it rgjoins the Styx near the great bend, with
Stygia on the southern bank and land claimed by Shem to the north. The villagers come here, trade their
wares, including the timber of the raft, and paddle back home in the dugouit. | am about to take passage
with them, to return to my homein Keshan. | think the canoeislarge enough to hold dl of us’

"Nay," said Conan. "Wewill take theraft. I'll wager thereisawar in Shem, where agood
fighting-man can make hisway with asword and astout heart" He cocked an eyebrow toward Achilea
and shesmiled.

"Aye, just now I've no urge to see the dark and jungled lands. I'm for theraft,” she declared.

"Then farewdl, my friends" Amram said, sepping into the dugout. *In three days, you should see
the sunlight again." He shook his head. "With dl the fools, knaves and cowardsin the world, why did |
have to encounter apair of genuine heroes?'

"Y our gods do not love you, Amram," Conan said. "But may they watch over you anyway.
Farewdl." The brown men climbed into the dugout and took up their paddies. Minuteslater, they were
out of Sght.

"Let'sbe off,” Conan said. They stepped aboard the raft and while the women took up poles,
Conan drew his sword and dashed through the ropes that bound the float to the jetty fore and aft. Putting
their shouldersto the poles, they pushed themsalves to midstream; then they laid the polesaside asthe
current carried them downstream. Gradually, the sounds of the city faded behind them. They soon were
out of the great cavern and in a cave that was narrower, but till spacious. Overhead, the glowing fungus
began to thin out.

At the stern of the raft was an earth-filled firebox and astack of wood. With flint and steel, me
Cimmerian struck alight and soon had asmdl fire burning. The smoky, orange flames seemed decidedly
clean after the unnaturd lighting of the underground city. Achileacameto stand beside him.

"Payna," she said, "tend thefire. Should the raft drift too closeto awall, fend it off with one of the
poles. Conan and | have mattersto attend to in the hut here. Do not disturb us.”

Paynalooked the Cimmerian up and down without favor. Then she ddlivered the longest speech he
had heard pass her lips. "My queen, | honor this great, ugly beast for the services he has done you, but as
| have said to you before, you are far too soft where men are concerned.”

They went into the little hut. It was crude and unfurnished, but they cared nothing for that Achilea
unbuckled her sword-belt and her wegponsfdl to the logs dong with his. Shetugged at the thongs
fagtening her skimpy garments.

"Threedays," she sad. "How much can we accomplish in three days?"

"More than any ordinary man and woman,”" he replied, performing the same actions. "As Amram



sad, we are heroed" Then they lunged for each other like mating tigers.

The three stood on the northern riverbank and watched the raft float downstream toward the
Western Sea. The Cimmerian stretched his mighty arms, exulting in open, clean air and sunshine that was
not the brutal glare of the desert. To the south, they could just discern apyramid where some .forgotten
king of Stygiawas entombed. To the north, east and west, grassand extended to the limit of vision.

"Let'sgo that way," Conan said, pointing westward. "If we don't find awar beforelong, | don't
know Shem.”

"No," Achileasaid with asad sgh. "I go that way." She pointed to the north.

"Why?" Conan asked, astonished. "What is up there?"

"My homeland. | want to see my son once more. And | want my throne back. | will go and fight
Brisais. All my wilderness ssters save Payna are dead now because of her. It istimefor her to die.”

He stood asif thunderstruck. "Very wdl then, | will hep you.”

She shook her head. "No, Conan, it ishopeless. When | am queen again, there will be no place for
aman a my sde." She smiled wanly. "We could not be together for long; you know that aswell as| do.
We are heroes, and two such cannot live benegth the same roof. We would be at each other's throats
before the turning of ayear. Farewdl, Cimmerian." Sheleaned forward, kissed him lightly, men turned
and began to walk northward, her last follower close behind her.

Conan stood watching as the two forms dwindled with distance and vanished from sight. "Farewell,
my queen,” hewhispered at last With agrim expression on his craggy features, he turned and strode
west. Far behind him, the eternal sands of the desert buried the shattered ruins of Janagar of the Opal
Gates.

End



