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An easterly breeze ruffling its silken sail, the slender bireme Tigress sliced through the spindrift like a barracuda. Scowling eyes, painted on each side of the backward-curving prow, menaced unblinkingly. From below the waterline, at the galley’s bow jutted an iron-reinforced ram. The two rows of twenty oars on each side moved to the deep, resonant beat of a drum. A long crimson pennon fluttered from the masthead, meant to evoke panic in any who spied the reaver.

On a raised platform strode Bêlit, Queen of the Black Coast. She was slender, yet formed like a goddess—at once lithe and voluptuous. Her raven locks, black as a Stygian night, fell in rippling burnished clusters down the ivory skin of her supple back. She wore a loose aquamarine shirt and broad silken girdle, the bottoms of her leather breeches tucked into high black boots. Bêlit: wild as a desert wind, lithe and dangerous as a panther.

“Do you see anything, Conan?”

At the bow stood a giant of a man, his thews steeled and his nerves whetted by the hardness of his life in the world’s wastelands. He was quick to laugh, she knew, yet quick and terrible too in his wrath. Young in years, he was tempered by warfare and wandering, and his apparel evinced his sojourns in many lands. A horned helmet from Nordheim crowned his head. Over a hauberk of Nemedian ring-mail, the battle-scarred warrior wore a finely crafted cuirass, gorget, and pauldrons from Koth. A great Aquilonian broadsword hung from a tooled leather belt.

With a thick, calloused hand, Conan the Cimmerian shaded his eyes from the fierce midday sun, scanning the horizon. “Single-masted cog,” he announced. “Broad on the port bow, low in the water.”

“Good.” Bêlit’s eyes glittered. “A full hold means more plunder. Run them down.”

“Helmsman, make your rudder three points to port!” Conan bellowed. “Oarsmen, full speed!”

In time with the drummer’s steady beat, two banks of black-skinned pirates on both sides of the galley grunted as they rowed. Their muscles coiled and knotted, and sweat glistened on their skin. The Tigress’ timbers creaked and groaned as the eighty oarsmen drove her through opalescent waters.

Despite fleeing downwind, the wide-waisted merchantman, fully laden with cargo, slogged as though she dragged an anchor astern.
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