
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      Robert Jordan was born in 1948 in Charleston, South Carolina, and died in 2007. He taught himself to read when he was four with the incidental
         aid of a twelve-years-older brother, and was tackling Mark Twain and Jules Verne by five. He is a graduate of the Citadel,
         the Military College of South Carolina, with a degree in physics, and served two tours in Vietnam with the U.S. Army. Among
         his decorations are the Distinguished Flying Cross with bronze oak leaf cluster, the Bronze Star with “V” and bronze oak leaf
         cluster, and two Vietnamese Gallantry Crosses with Palm. He has written historical novels, and dance and theatre criticism,
         but it is the many volumes of his epic Wheel of Time series that have made him one of the bestselling and best loved fantasy
         writers of modern times.
      

      
      Find out more about Robert Jordan and other Orbit authors by registering for the free monthly newsletter at www.orbitbooks.net

   
      
      By Robert Jordan

      
      The Conan Chronicles 1

      
      The Conan Chronicles 2

      
      THE WHEEL OF TIME®
      

      
      The Eye of the World

      
      The Great Hunt

      
      The Dragon Reborn

      
      The Shadow Rising

      
      The Fires of Heaven

      
      Lord of Chaos

      
      A Crown of Swords

      
      The Path of Daggers

      
      Winter’s Heart

      
      Crossroads of Twilight

      
      Knife of Dreams

      
      The Gathering Storm (by Robert Jordan and Brandon Sanderson)
      

      
      New Spring

      
      The World of Robert Fordan’s

      
      The Wheel of Time®

      
      by Robert Jordan and Teresa Patterson

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-1-405-51237-4
 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Conan Properties Inc. 1983, 1984


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      Prologue

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

      
      The roiling black clouds of the storm that lashed Ianthe, that sprawling golden-domed and alabaster-spired city to the south,
         seemed to center about the mountain, but no muffled murmur of the thunder that rattled roof-tiles in the capital, no flash
         of light from lightnings streaking the dark like dragons’ tongues, penetrated to the depths of Tor Al’Kiir’s heart.
      

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

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

      
      A score of black-mailed warriors were strange enough, their faces covered by slitted helmets bearing four horns, two outthrust
         to the sides and two curling down before the helmet, making them seem more demons than men. The quillons of their broadswords
         were formed of four horns as well, and each wore on his chest, picked out in scarlet, the outline of the monstrous horned
         head only hinted by the fiery iron baskets suspended by chains from the roof of the tunnel.
      

      
      Stranger still was the woman they escorted, clothed in Ophirean bridal dress, diaphanous layers of pale cerulean silk made
         opaque by their number, caught at the waist with a cord of gold. Her long hair, black as a raven’s wing, curling about her
         shoulders, was filled with the tiny white blossoms of the tarla, symbol of purity, and her feet were bare as a sign of humility.
         She stumbled, and rough hands grasped her arms to hold her erect.
      

      
      “Synelle!” the black-haired woman called woozily. A hint of her natural haughtiness came through her drug-induced haze. “Where
         are we, Synelle? How did I come here?”
      

      
      The cortege moved on. Synelle gave no outward sign that she had heard. Inwardly her only reaction was relief that the drug
         was wearing off. It had been necessary in order to remove the woman from her palace in Ianthe, and it had made her easier
         to prepare and bring this far, but her mind must be clear for the ceremony ahead.
      

      
      Power, Synelle thought. A woman could have no real power in Ophir, yet power was what she craved. Power was what she would
         have. Men thought that she was content to order the estates she had inherited, that she would eventually marry and give stewardship
         of those lands—ownership in all but name—to her husband. In their fools’ blindness they did not stop to think that royal blood
         coursed in her veins. Did ancient laws not forbid a woman taking the crown, she would stand next in succession to the childless
         King now on the throne in Ianthe. Valdric sat his throne, consumed with chivying his retinue of sorcerers and physicians to
         find a cure for the wasting sickness that killed him by inches, too busy to name an heir or to see that, for this failure
         to do so, the noble lords of Ophir struggled and fought to gain the seat his death would vacate.
      

      
      A dark, contented smile touched Synelle’s full red lips. Let those proud men strut in their armor and tear at one another
         like starving wolfhounds in a pit. They would wake from their dreams of glory to find that the Countess of Asmark had become
         Queen Synelle of Ophir, and she would teach them to heel like whipped curs.
      

      
      Abruptly the passage widened into a great, domed cavern, the very memory of which had passed from the minds of men. Burning
         tapers on unadorned walls hacked from the living stone lit the smooth stone floor, which bore only two tall, slender wooden posts topped
         with the omnipresent four-horned head. Ornament had been far from the minds of those who had burrowed into a nameless mountain
         in a now forgotten age. They had meant it as prison for the adamantine figure, colored like old blood, that stood dominating
         the grotto, as it would have dominated the greatest place ever conceived. A statue it seemed, yet was not.
      

      
      The massive body was as that of a man, though half again as tall as any human male, save for the six claw-tipped fingers on
         each broad hand. In its malevolent, horned head were three lidless eyes, smouldering blackly with a glow that ate light, and
         its mouth was a broad, lipless gash filled with rows of needle-sharp teeth. The figure’s thick arms were encircled by bracers
         and armlets bearing its own horned likeness. About its waist was a wide belt and loinguard of intricately worked gold, a coiled
         black whip glistening metallically on one side, a monstrous dagger with horned quillons depending on the other.
      

      
      Synelle felt the breath catch in her throat as it had the first time she had seen her god, as it did each time she saw him.
         “Prepare the bride of Al’Kiir,” she commanded.
      

      
      A choking scream broke from the bridal-clothed woman’s throat as she was hurried forward by the guards who held her. Quickly,
         with cords that dug cruelly into her soft flesh, they bound her between the twin posts on widely straddled knees, arms stretched
         above her head. Her blue eyes bulged, unable to tear themselves away from the great form that over-towered her, her mouth
         hung silently open as she knelt, as if terror had driven even the thought of screaming from her.
      

      
      Synelle spoke. “Taramenon.”

      
      The bound woman started at the name. “Him, also?” she cried. “What is happening, Synelle? Tell me! Please!” Synelle gave no
         answer.
      

      
      One of the armored men came forward at the summons, carrying a small, brass-bound chest and knelt stiffly before the woman
         who was at once a princess of Ophir and a priestess of dark Al’Kiir.
      

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

      
      As a child had Synelle first heard of Al’Kiir, a god forgotten by all but a handful, from an old nurse-maid who had been dismissed
         when it was learned what sort of evil tales she told. Little had the crone told her before she went, but even then the child
         had been enraptured by the power said to be given to the priestesses of Al’Kiir, to those women who would pledge their bodies
         and their souls to the god of lust and pain and death, who would perform the heinous rites he demanded. Even then power had
         been her dream.
      

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

      
      “Something to help you attain the proper mood for a bride, Telima.” Her voice was soft and mocking.

      
      “I don’t understand, Synelle,” Telima said. A breathy quality had come into her voice; she tossed her head with a gasp, and
         her hair was a midnight cloud about her face. “What is happening?” she whimpered.
      

      
      Synelle returned the vial to its resting place in the chest. Using powdered blood and bone, she traced the sign of the horns
         once more, this time in broad strokes on the floor, with the woman at the posts at the horns’ meeting. A jade flask contained
         virgin’s blood; with a brush of virgin’s hair she anointed Al’Kiir’s broad mouth and mighty thighs. Now there was naught left
         save to begin.
      

      
      Yet Synelle hesitated. This part of the rite she hated, as she hated the iron bracelets. There were none to witness save her
         guards, who would die for her, and Telima, who would soon, in one way or another, be of no import to this world, but she herself
         would know. Still it must be done. It must.
      

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

      
      “O, mighty Al’Kiir,” she intoned, “lord of blood and death, thy slave abases herself before thee. Her body is thine. Her soul
         is thine. Accept her submission and use her as thou wilt.”
      

      
      Trembling, her hands moved forward to grasp the massive ankles; slowly she pulled herself across the floor until she could
         kiss each clawed foot.
      

      
      “O, mighty A1’Kiir,” she breathed, “lord of pain and lust, thy slave brings thee a bride in offering. Her body is thine. Her
         soul is thine. Accept her submission and use her as thou wilt.”
      

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

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

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

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

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

      
      Like pale birds Synelle’s hands fluttered to Telima, brushed damp dark hair from her face, trailed across her shoulders, ripped
         away one single layer of her bridal garb.
      

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

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

      
      The figure of Al’Kiir began to vibrate.

      
      Where neither time, nor place, nor space existed, there was a stirring, a half awakening from long slumber. Tendrils of pleasurable
            feeling caressed, feeble threads of worship that called. But to where? Once appetites had been fed to satiation. Women had
            been offered in multitudes. Their essences had been kept alive for countless centuries, kept clothed in flesh forever young
            to be toys for the boundless lusts of a god. Memories, half dreams, flickered. In the midst of eternal nothingness was suddenly
            a vast floor. A thousand women born ten thousand years before danced nude. But they were merely shells, without interest.
            Even a god could not keep frail human essence alive forever. Petulance, and dancers and floor alike were gone. From whence
            did these feelings come, so frequently of late after seemingly endless ages of absence, bringing with them irritating remembrance
            of what was lost? There was no direction. A shield was formed and blessed peace descended. Slumber returned

      
      * * *

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

      
      Painfully the priestess struggled to her feet. Failure again. So many failures. She staggered as she made her way to the chest,
         but her hand was steady as she removed a dagger that was a normal-sized version of the blade at the god’s belt.
      

      
      “The bowl, Taramenon,” Synelle said. The rite had failed, yet it must continue to its conclusion.

      
      Telima moaned as Synelle tangled a hand in her black hair and drew her head back. “Please,” the kneeling woman wept.

      
      Her sobs were cut off by the blade slashing across her throat. The armored man who had borne the chest thrust a bronze bowl
         forward to catch the sanguinary flow.
      

      
      Synelle watched with disinterest as final terror blazed in Telima’s eyes and faded to the glaze of death. The priestess’s
         thoughts were on the future. Another failure, as there had been so many in the past, but she would continue if a thousand
         women must die in that chamber. She would bring Al’Kiir back to the world of men. Without another glance at the dead woman,
         she turned to the completion of the ceremony.
      

   
      
      I

      
      The long pack train approaching the high crenellated granite walls of Ianthe did not appear to be moving through a country
         officially at peace. Twoscore horsemen in spiked helms, dust turning their dark blue wool cloaks gray, rode in columns to
         either side of the long line of sumpter mules. Their eyes constantly searched even here in the very shadow of the capital.
         Half carried their short horse-bows at the ready. Sweaty-palmed muledrivers hurried their animals along, panting with eagerness
         to be done now that their goal was in sight.
      

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

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

      
      A head in a steel casque, a broken-nosed face with a short beard, appeared atop the wall. “Is that you, Conan?” He turned
         aside to call down, “Swing back the gate!”
      

      
      Slowly the right side of the iron-bound gate creaked inward. Conan galloped through, pulling his big Aquilonian black from
         the road just inside to let the rest of the train pass. A dozen mail-clad soldiers threw their shoulders behind the gate as soon as the last pack-laden mule ran by. The huge wooden slab closed with a hollow boom,
         and a great bar, thicker than a man’s body, crashed down to fasten it.
      

      
      The soldier who had called down from the wall appeared with his casque beneath his arm. “I should have recognized those accursed
         eastern helmets, Cimmerian,” he laughed. “Your Free-Company makes a name for itself.”
      

      
      “Why are the gates shut, Junius?” Conan demanded. “Tis at least three hours till dark.”

      
      “Orders, Cimmerian. With the gates closed, perhaps we can keep the troubles out of the city.” Junius looked around, then dropped
         his voice. “It would be better if Valdric died quickly. Then Count Tiberio could put an end to all this fighting.”
      

      
      “I thought General Iskandrian was keeping the army clear,” Conan replied coolly. “Or have you just chosen your own side?”

      
      The broken-nosed soldier drew back, licking his thin lips nervously. “Just talking,” he muttered. Abruptly he straightened,
         and his voice took on a blustering tone. “You had better move on, Cimmerian. There’s no loitering about the gates allowed
         now. Especially by mercenary companies.” He fumbled his casque back onto his head as if to give himself more authority, or
         perhaps simply more protection from the Cimmerian’s piercing gaze.
      

      
      With a disgusted grunt Conan touched boot to his stallion’s ribs and galloped after his company. Thus far Iskandrian—the White
         Eagle of Ophir, he was called; some said he was the greatest general of the age—had managed to keep Ophir from open civil
         war by holding the army loyal to Valdric, though the King seemed not to know it, or even to know that his country was on the
         verge of destruction. But if the old general’s grip on the army was falling…
      

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

      
      To the casual observer, the streets of Ianthe would have showed no sign that nobles’ private armies were fighting an undeclared
         and unacknowledged war in the countryside. Scurrying crowds filled narrow side streets and broad thoroughfares alike, merchants
         in their voluminous robes and peddlers in rags, silk-clad ladies shopping with retinues of basket-carrying servants in tow,
         strutting lordlings in satins and brocades with scented pomanders held to their nostrils against the smell of the sewers,
         leather-aproned apprentices tarrying on their errands to bandy words with young girls hawking baskets of oranges and pomegranates,
         pears and plums. Ragged beggars, flies buzzing about blinded eyes or crudely bandaged stumps, squatted on every corner—more since the troubles had driven so many from their villages and farms.
         Doxies strutted in gilded bangles and sheer silks or less, often taking a stance before columned palaces or even on the broad
         marble steps of temples.
      

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

      
      When Conan caught up to the pack train, it was slowly wending its way through the crowds. He reined in beside his lieutenant,
         a grizzled Nemedian who had had the choice of deserting from the City Guard of Belverus or of being executed for performing
         his duty too well, to the fatal detriment of a lord of that city.
      

      
      “Keep a close watch, Machaon,” the Cimmerian said. “Even here we might be mobbed if this crowd knew what we carried.”

      
      Machaon spat. The nasal of his helm failed to hide the livid scar that cut across his broad nose. A blue tattoo of a six-pointed
         Kothian star adorned his left cheek. “I’d give a silver myself to know how Baron Timeon comes to be taking this delivery.
         I never knew our fat patron had any connections with the mines.”
      

      
      “He doesn’t. A little of the gold and perhaps a few gems will stay with Timeon; the rest goes elsewhere.”

      
      The dark-eyed veteran gave him a questioning look, but Conan said no more. It had taken him no little effort to discover that
         Timeon was but a tool of Count Antimides. But Antimides was supposedly one of the few lords of Ophir not maneuvering to ascend
         the throne at the death of the King. As such he should have no need of secret supporters, and that meant he played a deeper
         game than any knew. Too, Antimides also had no connection with the mines, and thus as little right to pack-saddles loaded
         with gold bars and chests of emeralds and rubies. A second reason for a wise man to keep his tongue behind his teeth till
         he knew more of the way things were, yet it rankled the pride of the young Cimmerian.
      

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

      
      As they came in sight of Timeon’s palace, a pretentiously ornamented and columned square of white marble with broad stairs,
         crowded between a temple of Mitra and a potter’s works, Conan suddenly slid from his saddle and tossed his reins and helmet
         to a surprised Machaon.
      

      
      “Once this is all safely in the cellars,” he told his lieutenant, “let those who rode with us have until dawn tomorrow for
         carousing. They’ve earned it.”
      

      
      “The baron may take it badly, Conan, you leaving before the gold is safely under lock and key.”

      
      Conan shook his head. “And I see him now, I may say things best left unsaid.”

      
      “He’ll likely be so occupied with his latest leman that he’ll not have time for two words with you.”

      
      One of the company close behind them laughed, a startling sound to come from his sephulcral face. He looked like a man ravaged
         nearly to death by disease. “Timeon goes through almost as many women as you, Machaon,” he said. “But then, he has wealth
         to attract them. I still don’t see how you do it.”
      

      
      “If you spent less time gaming, Narus,” Machaon replied, “and more hunting, perhaps you’d know my secrets. Or mayhap it’s
         because I don’t have your spindly shanks.”
      

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

      
      “Machaon has enough women for five men,” laughed. Taurianus, a lanky, dark-haired Ophirean, “Narus dices enough for ten, and
         Conan does enough of both for twenty.” He was one of those who had joined the company since its arrival in Ophir. But nine
         of the original score remained. Death had done for some of the rest; others had simply tired of a steady diet of blood and
         danger.
      

      
      Conan waited for the laughter to subside. “If Timeon’s got a new mistress, and it’s about time for him to if he’s running
         true to form, he’ll not notice if. I’m there or no. Take them on in, Machaon.” Without waiting for a reply the Cimmerian plunged
         into the crowd.
      

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

      
      A woman, then, but there was no urgency. For a time he would simply wander and drink in the bustle of the city, so different
         even with its taint from the open terror that permeated the countryside.
      

      
      Ophir was an ancient kingdom; it had coexisted with the mage-ridden empire of Acheron, gone to dust these three millennia
         and more, and had been one of the few lands to resist conquest by that dark empire’s hordes. Ianthe, its capital, might have
         been neatly planned and divided into districts at some time in its long history, but over the centuries the great city of
         spired towers and golden-domed palaces had grown and shifted, winding streets pushing through haphazardly, buildings going
         up wherever there was space. Marble temples, fronted by countless rows of fluted columns and silent save for the chants of
         priests and worshippers, sat between brick-walled brothels and smoking foundries filled with the clanging of hammers, mansions
         and alabaster between rough taverns and silversmiths’ shops. There was a system of sewers, though more often than not the
         refuse thrown there simply lay, adding to the effluvia that filled the streets. And stench there was, for some were too lazy
         even to dispose of their offal in the sewers, emptying chamber pots and kitchen scraps into the nearest alley. But for all
         its smells and cramped streets, for all its fears, the city was alive.
      

      
      A trull wearing a single strip of silk threaded through her belt of coins smiled invitingly at the big youth, running her
         hands through her dark curls to lift well-rounded breasts, wetting her lips for the breadth of his shoulders. Conan answered
         her inviting smile with one that sent a visible shiver through her. Marking her as likely for later, though, he moved on,
         the doxy’s regretful gaze following him. He tossed a coin to a fruit-girl and took a handful of plums, munching as he went,
         tossing the seeds into a sewer drain when he saw one.
      

      
      In the shop of a swordsmith he examined keen blades with an expert eye, though he had never found steel to match that of his
         own ancient broadsword, ever present at his side in its worn shagreen scabbard. But the thought of a woman rose up in him,
         the memory of the whore’s thighs. Perhaps there was some small urgency to finding a woman after all.
      

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

      
      He cast about for a place to throw the last of his plum pits, and his eye fell on a barrel before the shop of a brass smith,
         filled with scraps of brass and bronze obviously ready for melting down. Lying atop the metallic debris was a bronze figure
         as long as his forearm and green with the verdigris of age. The head of it was a four-horned monstrosity, broad and flat,
         with three eyes above a broad, fang-filled gash of a mouth.
      

      
      Chuckling, Conan straightened the statuette in the barrel. Ugly it was, without doubt. It was also naked and grotesquely male.
         A perfect gift for Machaon.
      

      
      “The noble sir is a connoisseur, I see. That is one of my best pieces.”

      
      Conan eyed the smiling, dumpy little man who had appeared in the doorway of the shop, with his plump hands folded over a yellow
         tunic where it was strained by his belly. “One of your best pieces, is it?” Amusement was plain in the Cimmerian’s voice.
         “On the scrap heap?”
      

      
      “A mistake on the part of my apprentice, noble sir. A worthless lad.” The dumpy fellow’s voice dripped regretful anger at
         the worthlessness of his apprentice. “I’ll leather him well for it. A mere two gold pieces, and it is—”
      

      
      Conan cut him off with a raised hand. “Any more lies, and I may not buy it at all. If you know something of it, then speak.”

      
      “I tell you, noble sir, it is easily worth—” Conan turned away, and the shopkeeper yelped. “Wait! Please! I will speak only
         the truth, as Mitra hears my words!”
      

      
      Conan stopped and looked back, feigning doubt. This fellow, he thought, would not last a day among the peddlers of Turan.

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

      
      Still pretending reluctance, Conan allowed himself to be ushered inside, plucking the figure from the barrel as he passed.
         Within, the narrow shop was crowded with tables displaying examples of the smith’s work. Shelves on the walls held bowls,
         vases, ewers and goblets in a welter of shapes and sizes. The big Cimmerian set the statuette on a table that creaked under
         its weight.
      

      
      “Now,” he said, “name me a price. And I’ll hear no more mention of gold for something you were going to melt.”

      
      Avarice struggled on the smith’s plump face with fear of losing a purchaser. “Ten silvers,” he said finally, screwing his
         face into a parody of his former welcoming expression.
      

      
      Deliberately Conan removed a single silver coin from his pouch and set it on the table. Crossing his massive arms across his
         chest, he waited.
      

      
      The plump man’s mouth worked, and his head moved in small jerks of negation, but at last he sighed and nodded. “Tis yours,”
         he muttered bitterly. “For one silver. It’s as much as it is worth to melt down, and without the labor. But the thing is ill
         luck. A peasant fleeing the troubles brought it to me. Dug it up on his scrap of land. Ancient bronzes always sell well, but
         none would have this. Ill favored, they called it. And naught but bad luck since it’s been in my shop. One of my daughters
         is with child, but unmarried; the other has taken up with a panderer who sells her not three doors from here. My wife left
         me for a carter. A common carter, mind you. I tell you, that thing is …” His words wound down as he realized he might
         be talking himself out of a sale. Hurriedly he snatched the silver and made it disappear under his tunic. “Yours for a silver,
         noble sir, and a bargain greater than you can imagine.”
      

      
      “If you say so,” Conan said drily. “But get me something to carry it through the streets in.” He eyed the figure and chuckled
         despite himself, imagining the look on Machaon’s face when he presented it to him. “The most hardened trull in the city would
         blush to look on it.”
      

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

      
      “Can I help you?” the shopkeeper asked, reappearing with a coarsely woven sack in his hand. There was no “noble sir” for this
         sort.
      

      
      “That,” slit-ear said gruffly, pointing to the statuette. “A gold piece for it.”

      
      The smith coughed and spluttered, glaring reproachfully at Conan.

      
      “It’s mine,” the Cimmerian said calmly, “and I’ve no mind to sell.”

      
      “Two gold pieces,” slit-ear said. Conan shook his head.

      
      “Five,” the bald man offered.

      
      Slit-ear rounded on his companion. “Give away your profit, an you will, but not mine! I’ll make this ox an offer,” he snarled
         and spun, his sword whispering from its sheath.
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