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Аннотация
Continuing his northward trek, now speeded by his possession of a horse, Conan at last reaches the semi-civilized kingdom of Kush. This is the land to which the name 'Kush' properly applies, although Conan, like other northerners, tends to use the term loosely to mean any of the Negro countries south of the deserts of Stygia. Here an opportunity to display his prowess at arms soon presents itself.


THE SNOUT IN THE DARK
L. Sprague de Camp and Robert E. Howard and Lin Carter


ONE: The Thing in the Dark


Amboola of Kush awakened slowly, his senses still sluggish from the wine he had guzzled at the feast the night before. For a muddled moment, he could not remember where he was. The moonlight, streaming through the small barred window, high up on one wall, shone on unfamiliar sur­roundings. Then he remembered that he was lying in the upper cell of the prison into which Queen Tananda had thrown him.
There had, he suspected, been a drug in his wine. While he sprawled helplessly, barely conscious, two black giants of the queen's guard had laid hands upon him and upon the Lord Aahmes, the queen's cousin, and hustled them away to their cells. The last thing he remembered was a brief statement from the queen, like the crack of a whip: “So you villains would plot to overthrow me, would you? You shall see what befalls traitors!”
As the giant black warrior moved, a clank of metal made him aware of fetters on his wrists and ankles, connected by chains to massive iron staples set in the wall. He strained his eyes to pierce the fetid gloom around him. At least, he thought, he still lived. Even Tananda had to think twice about slaying the commander of the Black Spearmen - the backbone of the army of Kemh and the hero of the lower castes of the kingdom.
What most puzzled Amboola was the charge of con­spiracy with Aahmes. To be sure, he and the princeling had been good friends. They had hunted and guzzled and gambled together, and Aahmes had complained privately to Amboola about the queen, whose cruel heart was as cunning and treacherous as her dusky body was desirable. But things had never gotten to the point of actual con­spiracy. Aahmes was not the man for that sort of thing anyway - a good-natured, easygoing young fellow with no interest in politics or power. Some informer, seeking to advance his own prospects at the cost of others, must have laid false accusations before the queen.
Amboola examined his fetters. For all his strength, he knew he could not break them, nor yet the chains that held them. Neither could he hope to pull the staples loose from the wall. He knew, because he had overseen their installation himself.
He knew what the next step would be. The queen would have him and Aahmes tortured, to wring from them the details of their conspiracy and the names of their fellow plotters. For all his barbaric courage, Amboola quailed at the prospect. Perhaps his best hope would lie in accusing all the lords and grandees of Rush of complicity. Tananda could not punish them all. If she tried to, the imaginary conspiracy she feared would quickly become a fact...
Suddenly, Amboola was cold sober. An icy sensation scuttled up his spine. Something - a living, breathing pres­ence - was in the room with him.
With a low cry, he started up and stared about him, straining his eyes to pierce the darkness that clung about him like the shadowy wings of death. By the faint light that came through the small barred window, the officer could just make out a terrible and grisly shape. An icy hand clutched at his heart, which through a score of battles had never, until this hour, known fear.
A shapeless gray fog hovered in the gloom. Seething mists whirled like a nest of coiling serpents, as the phan­tom form congealed into solidity. Stark terror lay on Amboola's writhing lips and shone in his rolling eyes as he saw the thing that condensed slowly into being out of empty air.
First he saw a piglike snout, covered with coarse bristles, which thrust into the shaft of dim luminescence that came through the window. Then he began to make our a hulking form amidst the shadows - something huge, misshapen, and bestial, which nevertheless stood upright. To a piglike head was now added thick, hairy arms ending in rudi­mentary hands, like those of a baboon.
With a piercing shriek, Amboola sprang up - and then the motionless thing moved, with the paralyzing speed of a monster in a nightmare. The black warrior had one frenzied glimpse of champing, foaming jaws, of great chisel-like tusks, of small, piggish eyes that blazed with red fury through the dark. Then the brutish paws clamped his flesh in a viselike grip; tusks tore and slashed …
Presently the moonlight fell upon a black shape, sprawled on the floor in a widening pool of blood. The grayish, shambling thing that a moment before had been savaging the black warrior was gone, dissolved into the im­palpable mist from which it had taken form.


TWO: The Invisible Terror


“Tuthmes!” The voice was urgent - as urgent as the fist that hammered on the teakwood door of the house of the most ambitious nobleman of Rush. “Lord Tuthmesl Let me in! The devil is loose again!”
The door opened, and Tuthmes stood within the portal - a tall, slender, aristocratic figure, with the narrow features and dusky skin of his caste. He was wrapped in robes of white silk as if for bed and held a small bronze lamp in his hand.
“What is it, Afan" ?” he asked.
The visitor, the whites of his eyes flashing, burst into the room. He panted as if from a long run. He was a lean, wiry, dark-skinned man in a white jubbah, shorter than Tuthmes and with his Negroid ancestry more prominent in his features. For all his haste, he took care to close the door before he answered. “Amboola! He is dead! In the Red Tower!”
“What?” exclaimed Tuthmes. “Tananda dared to execute the commander of the Black Spears ?”
“No, no, no! She would not be such a fool, surely. He was not executed but murdered. Something got into his cell - how, Set only knows - and tore his throat out, stamped in his ribs, and smashed his skull. By Derketa's snaky locks, I have seen many dead men, but never one less lovely in death than Amboola. Tuthmes, it is the work of the demon, of whom the black people murmur! The invisible terror is again loose in Meroe!” Afari clutched the small paste idol of his protector god, which hung from a thong around his scrawny neck. “Amboola's throat was bitten out, and the marks of the teeth were not like those of a lion or an ape. It was as if they had been made by razor-sharp chisels!”
“When was this done?”
“Some time about midnight. Guards in the lower part of the tower, watching the stair that leads up to the cell in which he was imprisoned, heard him cry out. They rushed up the stairs, burst into the cell, and found him lying as I have said. I was sleeping in the lower part of the tower, as you bade me. Having seen, I came straight here, bidding the guards to say naught to anyone.”
Tuthmes smiled a cool, impassive smile that was not pleasant to see. He murmured: “You know Tananda's mad rages. Having thrown Amboola and her cousin Aahmes into prison, she might well have had Amboola slain and the corpse maltreated to look like the work of the monster that has long haunted the land. Might she not, now?”
Comprehension dawned in the eyes of the minister. Tuthmes, taking Afari's arm, continued: “Go, now, and strike before the queen can learn of it. First, take a detach­ment of black spearmen to the Red Tower and slay the guards for sleeping at their duty. Be sure you let it be known that you do it by my orders. That will show the blacks that I have avenged their commander and remove a weapon from Tananda's hand. Kill them before she can have it done ...”
“...Then spread word to the other chief nobles. If this be Tananda's way of dealing with the powerful ones of her realm, we had all best be on the alert. Then go into the Outer City and find old Ageera, the witch-smeller. Do not tell him flatly that Tananda caused this deed to be done, but hint at it.”
Afari shuddered. “How can a common man lie to that devil? His eyes are like coals of fire; they seem to look into depths unnamable. I have seen him make corpses rise and walk, and skulls champ and grind their fleshless jaws.”
“Don't lie,” answered Tuthmes, “Simply hint to him of your own suspicions. After all, even if a demon did slay Amboola, some human being summoned it out of the night, Perhaps Tananda is behind this, after all. So go quickly!”
 When Afari, mulling intensely over his patron's com­mands, had departed, Tuthmes stood for a moment in the midst of his chamber, which was hung with tapestries of barbaric magnificence. Blue smoke seeped through a domed censer of pierced brass in one corner. Tuthmes called: “Mum!”
Bare feet scuffed the floor. An arras of dull crimson cloth, hung athwart one wall, was thrust back, and an im­mensely tall, thin man ducked his head under the lintel of the hidden door and entered the room. “I am here, master,” he said.
The man, who towered over even the tall Tuthmes, wore a large piece of scarlet cloth, hung like a toga from one shoulder. Although his skin was as black as jet, his features were narrow and aquiline, like those of the ruling caste of Meroe. The woolly hair of his head was trimmed into a fantastic, crested shape.
“Is it back in its cell ?” inquired Tuthmes.
“It is.”
“Is all secure?”
“Aye, my lord.”
Tuthmes frowned. “How can you be sure that it will always obey your commands and then return to you? How know you that some day, when you release it, it will not slay you and flee back to whatever unholy dimension it calls home?”
Mum spread his hands. “The spells I learned from my master, the exiled Stygian wizard, to control the demon, have never failed.”
Tuthmes gave the sorcerer a piercing look. “Me seems you wizards spend most of your lives in exile. How do I know that some enemy will not bribe you to turn the mon­ster loose on me some day!”
“Oh, master, think not such thoughts. Without your protection, whither should I go ? The Kushites despise me, for I am not of their race; and for reasons you know, I cannot return to Kordafa.”
“Hum. Well, take good care of your demon, for we may have more use for it soon. That loose-tongued fool, Afari, loves nothing more than to appear wise in the opinions of others. He will spread the tale of Amboola's murder, embellished with my hints of the queen's role, to a hun­dred waiting ears. The breach between Tananda and her lords will widen, and I shall reap the benefit.”
Chuckling with rare good humor, Tuthmes splashed wine into two silver cups and handed one to the gaunt sorcerer, who accepted it with a silent bow. Tuthmes con­tinued:
“Of course, he will not mention that he began the whole charade with his false accusations against Amboola and Aahmes - without orders from me, too. He knows not that - thanks to your necromantic skill, friend Muru - I know all about this. He pretends to be devoted to my cause and faction but would sell us out in an instant if he thought he could gain thereby. His ultimate ambition is to wed Tananda and rule Kush as royal consort. When I am king, I shall need a more trustworthy tool than Afari.”
Sipping the wine, Tuthmes mused: “Ever since the late king, her brother, perished in battle with the Stygians, Tananda has clung insecurely to the ivory throne, playing one faction off against another. But she lacks the character to hold power in a land whose tradition does not accept the rule of a woman. She is a rash, impulsive wanton, whose only method of securing power is to slay whatever noble she most fears at the moment, thus alerting and antagoniz­ing the rest. 'Be sure to keep a close watch on Afari, О Muru. And keep your demon on a tight rein. We shall need the creature again.”
When the Kordafan had left, ducking his head once more to get through the doorway, Tuthmes mounted a staircase of polished mahogany. He came out upon the flat, moonlit roof of his palace.
Looking over the parapet, he saw below him the silent streets of the Inner City of Meroe. He saw the palaces, the gardens, and the great inner square into which, at an instant's notice, a thousand black horsemen could ride from the courts of the adjoining barracks.
Looking farther, he saw the great bronze gates of the Inner City and, beyond them, the Outer City. Meroe stood in die midst of a great plain of rolling grasslands, which stretched - broken only by occasional low hills - to the horizon. A narrow river, meandering across the grasslands, touched the straggling edges of the Outer City.
A lofty, massive wall, which enclosed the palaces of the ruling caste, separated the Inner and Outer Cities. The rulers were descendants of Stygians who, centuries ago, had come southward to hack outran empire and mix their proud blood with that of their black subjects. The Inner City was well laid out, with regular streets and squares, buildings of stone, and gardens.
The Outer City, on the other hand, was a sprawling wilderness of mud huts. Its streets straggled into irregular open spaces. The black people of Kush, the aboriginal in­habitants of the country, dwelt in the Outer City. None but the ruling caste lived in the Inner City, except for their servants and the black horsemen who served as their guardsmen.
Tuthmes glanced out over that vast expanse of huts. Fires glowed in the ragged squares; torches swayed to and fro in the wandering streets. From time to time he caught a snatch of song, a barbaric chant that thrummed with an undertone of wrath or blood lust. Tuthmes drew his cloak more closely about him and shivered.
Advancing across the roof, he halted at the sight of a figure sleeping under a palm in the artificial garden. When stirred by Tuthmes' toe, this man awoke and sprang up.
“There is no need for speech,” cautioned Tuthmes. .”The deed is done. Amboola is dead; and, before dawn, all Meroe will know he was murdered by Tananda.”
“And the - the devil?1 whispered the man, shivering.
“Safely back in its cell. Harken, Shubba; it is time you were gone. Search among the Shemites until you find a suitable woman - a white woman. Bring her speedily here. If you return within the moon, I will give you her weight in silver. If you fail, I will hang your head from that palm tree.”
Shubba prostrated himself and touched his forehead to the dust. Then, rising, he hurried from the roof. Tuthmes glanced again toward the Outer City. The fires seemed somehow to glow more fiercely, and a drum had begun to emit an ominous monotone. A sudden clamor of furious yells welled up to the stars.
“They have heard that Amboola is dead,” muttered Tuth­mes, and again a strong shudder shook his frame.


THREE: Tananda Rides


Dawn lit the skies above Meroe with crimson flame. Shafts of rich, ruddy light struck through the misty air and glanced from the copper-sheathed domes and spires of the stone-walled Inner City. Soon the people of Merae were astir. In the Outer City, statuesque black women walked to the market square with gourds and baskets on their heads, while young girls chattered and laughed on their way to the wells. Naked children fought and played in the dust or chased each other through the narrow streets. Giant black men squatted in the doorways of their thatched huts, working at their trades, or lolled on the ground in the shade.
In the market square, merchants squatted under striped awnings, displaying pots and other manufactures, and vegetables and other produce, on the littered pavement. Black folks chaffered and bargained with endless talk over plantains, banana beer, and hammered brass ornaments. Smiths crouched over little charcoal fires, laboriously beat­ing out iron hoes, knives, and spearheads. The hot sun blazed down on all - the sweat, mirth, anger, nakedness, strength, squalor, and vigor of the black people of Kush.
Suddenly there came a change in the pattern, a new note in the timbre. With a clatter of hoofs, a group of horse­men rode by in the direction of the great gate of the Inner City. There were half a dozen men and a woman, who dominated the group.
Her skin was a dusky brown; her hair, a thick, black mass, caught back and confined by a golden fillet. Besides the sandals on her feet and the jewel-crusted golden plates that partly covered her full breasts, her only garment was a short silken skirt girdled at the waist. Her features were straight; her bold, scintillating eyes, full of challenge and sureness. She handled the slim Kushite horse with ease and certitude by means of a jeweled bridle and palm-wide, gilt-worked reins of scarlet leather. Her sandaled feet stood in wide silver stirrups, and a gazelle lay across her saddle bow. A pair of slender coursing hounds trotted close be­hind her horse.
As the woman rode by, work and chatter ceased. The black faces grew sullen; the murky eyes burned redly. The blacks turned their heads to whisper in one another's ears, and the whispers grew to an audible, sinister murmur.
The youth who rode at the woman's stirrup became nervous. He glanced ahead, along the winding street. Esti­mating the distance to the bronze gates, not yet in view between the huts, he whispered, “The people grow ugly, Highness. It was folly to ride through the Outer City to­day.”
“All the black dogs in Kush shall not keep me from my hunting!” replied the woman. “If any threaten, ride them down.”
“Easier said than done,” muttered the youth, scanning the silent throng. “They are coming from their houses and massing thick along the street - look there?”
They entered a wide, ragged square, where the black folk swarmed. On one side of this square stood a house of dried mud and palm trunks, larger than its neighbors, with a cluster of skulls above the doorway. This was the temple of Jullah, which the ruling caste contemptuously called the devil-devil house. The black folk worshiped Jullah in op­position to Set, the serpent-god of their rulers and of their Stygian ancestors.
The black folk thronged in this square, sullenly staring at the horsemen. There was an air of menace in their attitude. Tananda. for the first time feeling a slight ner­vousness, failed to notice another rider, approaching the square along another street. This rider would ordinarily have attracted attention, for he was neither brown nor black. He was a white man, a powerful figure in chain mail and helmet.
“These dogs mean mischief,” muttered the youth at Tananda's side, half drawing his curved sword. The other guardsmen - black men like the folk around them - drew closer about her but did not draw their blades. The low, sullen muttering grew louder, although no movement was made.
“Push through them,” ordered Tananda, spurring her horse. The blacks gave back sullenly before her advance.
Then, suddenly, from the devil-devil house came a lean, black figure. It was old Ageera, the witch-smeller, clad only in a loincloth. Pointing at Tananda, he yelled,  “There she rides, she whose hands are dipped in blood! She who murdered Amboola!”
His shout was the spark that set off the explosion. A vast roar arose from the mob. They surged forward, screaming, “Death to Tananda!”
In an instant, a hundred black hands were clawing at the legs of the riders. The youth reined between Tananda and the mob, but a flying stone shattered his skull. The guards­men, thrusting and hacking, were torn from their steeds and beaten, stamped, and stabbed to death. Tananda, beset at last by terror, screamed as her horse reared. A score of wild black figures, men and women, clawed at her.
A giant grasped her thigh and plucked her from the saddle, full into the furious hands that eagerly awaited her. Her skirt was ripped from her body and waved in the air above her, while a bellow of primitive laughter went up from the surging mob. A woman spat in her face and tore off her breastplates, scratching her breasts with blackened fingernails. A hurtling stone grazed her head.
Tananda saw a stone clutched in a hand, whose owner sought to reach her in the press to brain her. Daggers glinted. Only the hindering numbers of the jammed mass kept them from instantly doing her to death. A roar went up: “To the temple of Jullah!”
An instant clamor responded. Tananda felt herself half carried, half dragged along by the surging mob. Black hands gripped her hair, arms, and legs. Blows aimed at her in the crush were blocked or diverted by the mass.
Then came a shock, under which the whole throng stag­gered, as a horseman on a powerful steed crashed full into the press. Men, screaming, went down to be crushed un­der the flailing hoofs. Tananda caught a glimpse of a figure towering above the throng, of a dark, scarred face under a steel helmet, and a great sword lashing up and down, spat­tering crimson splashes. But, from somewhere in the crowd, a spear licked upward, disemboweling the steed. It screamed, plunged, and went down.
The rider, however, landed on his feet, smiting right and left. Wildly driven spears glanced from his helmet or from the shield on his left arm, while his broadsword cleft flesh and bone, split skulls, and spilled entrails into the bloody dust.
Flesh and blood could not stand it. Gearing a space, the stranger stooped and caught up the terrified girl. Cov­ering her with his shield, he fell back, cutting a ruthless path until he had backed into the angle of a wall. Pushing her behind him, he stood before her, beating back the frothing, screaming onslaught.
Then there was a clatter of hoofs. A company of guards­men swept into the square, driving the rioters before them. The Kushites, screaming in sudden panic, fled into the side streets, leaving a score of bodies littering the square, The captain of the guard - a giant Negro, resplendent in crimson silk and gold-worked harness - approached and dismounted.
“You were long in coming,” said Tananda, who had risen and regained her poise.
The captain turned ashy. Before he could move, Ta­nanda had made a sign to the men behind him. Using both hands, one of them drove his spear between his captain's shoulders with such force that the point started out from his breast. The officer sank to his knees, and thrusts from a half-dozen more spears finished the task.
Tananda shook her long, black, disheveled hair and faced her rescuer.  She was bleeding from a score of scratches and as naked as a newborn babe, but she stared at the man without perturbation or uncertainty. He gave back her stare, his expression betraying a frank admiration for her cool bearing and the ripeness of her brown limbs and voluptuously molded torso. “Who are you ?” she demanded.
“I am Conan, a Cimmerian,” he grunted.
“Cimmerian?” She had never heard of this far country, which lay hundreds of leagues to the north. She frowned. “You wear Stygian shield and helm. Are you a Stygian of some sort?”
He shook his head, baring white teeth in a grin. “I got the armor from a Stygian, but I had to kill the fool first.”
“What do you, then, in Meroe?”
“I am a wanderer,” he said simply, “with a sword for hire. I came here to seek my fortune.” He did not think it wise to tell her of his previous career as a corsair on the Black Coast, or of his chieftainship of one of the jungle tribes to the south.
The queen's eyes ran appraisingly over Conan's giant form, measuring the breadth of his shoulders and the depth of his chest. “I will hire your sword,” she said at last. “What is your price?”
“What price do you offer?” he countered with a rueful glance at the carcass of his horse. “I am a penniless wan­derer and now, alas, afoot.”
She shook her head. “No, by Set! You are penniless no longer, but captain of the royal guard. Will a hundred pieces of gold a month buy your loyalty ?”
He glanced casually at the sprawling figure of the former captain, who lay in silk, steel, and blood. The sight did not dim the zest of his sudden grin.
“I think so,” said Conan.


FOUR: The Golden Slave


The days passed, and the moon waned and waxed. A brief, disorganized rising by the lower castes was put down by Conan with an iron hand. Shubba, Tuthmes' servant, returned to Meroe. Coming to Tuthmes in his chamber, where lion skins carpeted the marble floor, he said, “I have found the woman you desired, master - a Nemedian girl, captured from a trading vessel of Argos. I paid the Shemite slave trader many broad pieces of gold for her."
“Let me see her,” commanded Tuthmes.
Shubba left the room and returned a moment later, leading a girl by the wrist. She was supple, and her white body formed a dazzling contrast to the brown and black bodies to which Tuthmes was accustomed. Her hair fell in a curly, rippling, golden stream over her white shoulders. She was clad only in a tattered shift. This Shubba removed, leaving her shrinking in complete nudity.
Impersonally, Tuthmes nodded. “She is a fine bit of merchandise. If I were not gambling for a throne, I might be tempted to keep her for myself. Have you taught her Kushite, as I commanded?”
“Aye; in the city of the Stygians and later, daily, on the caravan trail, I taught her. After the Shemite fashion, I impressed upon her the need of learning with a slipper. Her name is Diana.”
Tuthmes seated himself on a couch and indicated that the girl should sit cross-legged on the floor at his feet. This she did.
“I am going to give you to the queen of Kush as a present,” he said. “Nominally you will be her slave, but actually you will still belong to me. You will receive your orders regularly, and you shall not fail to carry them out. The queen is cruel and hasty, so beware of roiling her. You shall say nothing, even if tortured, of your continuing connection with me. Lest, when you fancy yourself out of my reach in the royal palace, you be tempted to disobey, I shall demonstrate my power to you.”
Taking her hand, he led her through a corridor, down a flight of stone stairs, and into a long, dimly-lit room. This chamber was divided into equal halves by a wall of crystal, as clear as water although a yard thick and strong enough to resist the lunge of a bull elephant. Tuthmes led Diana to this wall and made her stand, facing it, while he stepped back. Abruptly, the light went out.
As she stood in darkness, her slender limbs trembling with unreasoning panic, light began to glow out of the blackness. She saw a malformed, hideous head grow out of the blackness. She saw a bestial snout, chisel-like teeth, and bristles. As the horror moved toward her, she screamed and turned, forgetting in her frantic fear the sheets of crystal that kept the brute from her. In the darkness, she ran full into the arms of Tuthmes. She heard him hiss, “You have been my servant. Do not fail me, for if you do he will search you out wherever you may be. You cannot hide from him.” When he whispered something else in her ear, she fainted.
Tuthmes carried her up the stairs and gave her into the hands of a black woman with orders to revive her, see that she had food and wine, and bathe, comb, perfume, and deck her for presentation to the queen on the morrow.


FIVE: The Lash of Tananda


The next day, Shubba led Diana of Nemedia to Tuth­mes' chariot, hoisted her into the car, and took the reins. It was a different Diana, scrubbed and perfumed, with her beauty enhanced by a discreet touch of cosmetics. She wore a robe of silk so thin that every contour could be seen through it. A diadem of silver sparkled on her golden hair.
She was, however, still terrified. Life had been a night­mare ever since the slavers had kidnapped her. She had tried to comfort herself, during the long months that fol­lowed, with the thought that nothing lasts forever and that things were so bad that they were bound to improve. Instead, they had only worsened.
Now, she was about to be proffered as a gift to a cruel and irascible queen. If she survived, she would be caught between the dangers of Tuthmes' monster on one hand and the suspicions of the queen on the other. If she did not spy for Tuthmes, the demon would get her; if she did, the queen would probably catch her at it and have her done to death in some even more gruesome fashion.
Overhead, the sky had a steely look. In the west, clouds were piling up, tier upon tier; for the end of Kush's dry season was at hand.
The chariot rumbled toward the main square in front of the royal palace. The wheels crunched softly over drifted sand, now and then rattling loudly as they encountered a stretch of bare pavement. Few upper-caste Meroites were abroad, for the heat of the afternoon was at its height. Most of the ruling class slumbered in their houses. A few of their black servants slouched through the streets, turn­ing blank faces, shining with sweat, toward the chariot as it passed.
At the palace, Shubba handed Diana down from the chariot and led her in through the gilded bronze gates. A fat majordomo conducted them through corridors and into a large chamber, fitted out with the ornate opulence of the room of a Stygian princess - which in a way it was. On a couch of ivory and ebony, inlaid with gold and mother-of-pearl, sat Tananda, clad only in a brief skirt of crimson silk.
The queen's eyes insolently examined the trembling blond slave before her. The girl was obviously a fine piece of human property. But Tananda's heart, steeped in treach­ery itself, was swift to suspect treachery in others. The queen spoke suddenly, in a voice heavy with veiled men­ace:
“Speak, wench! Why did Tuthmes send you to the palace?”
“I-I do not know-where am I?-Who are you?” Diana had a small, high voice, like that of a child.
“I am Queen Tananda, fool! Now answer my question.”
“I know not the answer, my lady. All I know is that Lord Tuthmes sent me as a gift—”
“You lie! Tuthmes is eaten up with ambition. Since he hates me, he would not make me a gift without an ulterior reason. He must have some plot in mind. Speak up, or it will be the worse for you!”
“I -I do not know! I do not know!” wailed Diana, burst­ing into tears. Frightened almost to insanity by Mum's demon, she could not have spoken even if she had wished. Her tongue would have refused to obey her brain.
“Strip her!” commanded Tananda. The flimsy robe was torn from Diana's body.
“String her up!” said Tananda. Diana's wrists were bound, the rope was thrown over a beam, and the end was pulled taut, so that the girl's arms were extended straight over her head, Tananda rose, a whip in her hand. “Now,” she said with a cruel smile, “we shall see what you know about our dear friend Tuthmes' little schemes. Once more: will you speak?”
Her voice choked with sobs, Diana could only shake her head. The whip whistled and cracked across the Nemedian girl's skin, leaving a red welt diagonally across her back. Diana uttered a piercing shriek.
“What's all this?” said a deep voice. Conan, wearing his coat of mail over his jubbah and girt with his sword, stood in the doorway. Having become intimate with Tananda, he was accustomed to entering her palace unannounced. Tananda had taken lovers before - the murdered Amboola among them - but never one in whose embraces she found such ecstasy, nor one whose relationship with her she flaunted so brazenly. She could not have enough of the giant northerner.
Now, however, she spun about, “Just a northern slut, whom Tuthmes was sending me as a gift - no doubt to slip a dagger into my ribs or a potion into my wine,” she snap­ped. “I am trying to learn the truth from her. If you want to love me, come back later.”
“That is not my only reason for coming,” he replied, grinning wolfishly. “There is also a little matter of state. What is this folly, to let the blacks into the Inner City to watch Aahmes burn?”
“What folly, Conan? It will show the black dogs I am not to be trifled with. The scoundrel will be tortured in a way that will be remembered for years. Thus perish all foes of our divine dynasty! What objection have you, pray?”
“Just this: if you let a few thousand Kushites into the Inner City and then work up their blood lust by the sight of the torture, it won't take much to set off another rising, Your divine dynasty has not given them much cause to love it.”
“I do not fear those black scum!”
“Maybe not. But I have saved your pretty neck from them twice, and the third time my luck might run out. I tried to tell your minister Afari this just now, in his palace, but he said it was your command and he could do naught. I thought you might listen to sense from me, since your people fear you too much to say anything that might dis­please you.”
“I'll do naught of the kind. Now get out of here and leave me to my work - unless you would care to wield the whip yourself.”
Conan approached Diana. “Tuthmes has taste,” he said. “But the lass has been frightened out of her wits. No tale you got out of her would be worth the hearing. Give her to me, and I'll show you what a little kindness can do.”
“You, kind? Ha! Mind your own affairs, Conan, and I will mind mine. You should be posting your guardsmen against tonight's gathering.” Tananda spoke sharply to Diana: “Now speak, hussy, damn your soul!” The whip hissed as she drew back her arm for another lash.
Moving with the effortless speed of a lion, Conan caught Tananda's wrist and twisted the whip out of her hand.
“Let me go!” she screamed. “You dare to use force on me? I'll have you-I'll-I'll—”
“You'll what?” said Conan calmly. He tossed the whip into a corner, drew his dagger, and cut the rope that bound Diana's wrists. Tananda's servants exchanged uneasy glances.
“Mind your royal dignity, Highness!” grinned Conan, gathering Diana into his arms. “Remember that, with me in command of the guard, you have at least a chance. With­out me ... well, you know the answer to that. I shall see you at the torture.”
He strode toward the door, carrying the Nemedian girl. Screaming with rage, Tananda picked up the discarded whip and hurled it after him. The handle struck his broad back, and the whip fell to the floor.
“Just because she has a fish-belly skin like yours, you prefer her to me!” shrieked Tananda. “You shall rue your insolence!”
With a rumbling laugh, Conan walked out. Tananda sank to the floor, beating the marble with her fists and weeping with frustration.
Moments later, Shubba, driving Tuthmes' chariot back toward his master's house, passed Conan's dwelling. He was astonished to see Conan, carrying a naked girl in his arms, entering his front door. Shubba shook the reins and hastened on his way.


SIX: Dark Counsel


The first lamps had been lit against the dusk as Tuthmes sat in his chamber with Shubba and with Mum, the tall Kordafian sorcerer. Shubba, glancing uneasily at his mas­ter, had finished his tale.
“I see that I did not credit Tananda with her full measure of suspiciousness,” said Tuthmes. “A pity to waste so promising an instrument as that Nemedian girl, but not every shaft strikes the butt. The question, however, is: what shall we do next? Has anyone seen Ageera?”
“Nay, my lord,” said Shubba. “He vanished after stirring up that riot against Tananda - very prudently, if I may say so. Some say he has left Meroe; some, that he lurks in the temple of Jullah, working divinations by day and night.”
“If our divine queen had the wit of a woman,” sneered Tuthmes, “she would invade that devil-devil house with a few stout guardsmen and hang the priests to their own roof-tree,” His two companions started and shifted their eyes uneasily. “I know; you are all terrified of their spells and spooks. Well, let us see. The girl is now useless to us. If Tananda failed to wring our secrets from her, Conan will do so by gentler means, and in his house she will learn naught of interest to us anyway. She must die forthwith, Mum, can you send your demon to Conan's house while he is commanding his guardsmen this evening, to make away with the wench ?”
“That I can, master,” replied the Kordafan. “Should I not command it to stay there until Conan returns and slay him, too? For I see that you will never be king whilst Conan lives. As long as he holds his present post, he will fight like a devil to protect the queen, his leeman, because he so promised to do, regardless of how he and she may quarrel otherwise.”
Shubba added: “Even if we got rid of Tananda, Conan would still stand in our way. He might become king him­self. He is practically the uncrowned king of Kush now -the queen's confidant and lover. His guardsmen love him, swearing that despite his white skin he is really a black man like themselves inside.”
“Good,” said Tuthmes. “Let us dispose of the twain at the same time. I shall be watching the torture of Aahmes in the main square, so that none shall say that I had a hand in the slaying.”
“Why not set the demon on Tananda., also?” asked Shubba.
“It is not yet time. First, I must align the other nobles behind my claim to the throne, and this will not be easy. Too many of them, as well, fancy themselves as king of Kush. Until my faction grows stronger, my hold on the throne would be as insecure as Tananda's now is. So I am satisfied to wait, meanwhile letting her hang herself by her own excesses.”


SEVEN: The Fate of a Kingdom


In the main square of the Inner City, Prince Aahmes was tied to a stake in the center. Aahmes was a plump, brown-skinned young man, whose very innocence in mat­ters of politics, it seemed., had enabled Afari to trap him by a false accusation.
Bonfires in the corners of the square and lines of torches illuminated an infernal scene. Between the stake and the royal palace stood a low platform, on which sat Tananda. Around the platform, royal guards were ranked three deep. The fires shone redly on the long blades of their spears, their shields of elephant hide, and the plumes of their head­dresses.
To one side of the square, Conan sat his horse at the head of a company of mounted guardsmen with lances erect. In the distance, lightning rippled through the high-piled clouds.
In the center, where Lord Aahmes was tied, more guardsmen kept a space clear. In the space, the royal execu­tioner was heating the instruments of his calling over a litle forge. The rest of the square was jammed with most of the folk of Meroe, mingled in one vast, indiscriminate throng. The torchlight picked out white eyeballs and teeth against dark skins. Tuthmes and his servants formed a solid clump in the front row.
Conan looked over the throng with dark foreboding. All had been orderly so far; but who knew what would happen when primitive passions were stirred? A nameless anxiety nagged at the back of his mind. As time passed, this anxiety became fixed, not on the fate of the headstrong queen, but on the Nemedian girl whom he had left at his house. He had left her with only a single servant, a black woman, because he had needed all his guardsmen to con­trol the gathering in the square.
In the few hours he had known Diana, Conan had be­come much taken with her. Sweet, gentle, and perhaps even a virgin, she contrasted in every way with the fiery, tempestuous, passionate, cruel, sensual Tananda. Being Tananda's lover was certainly exciting, but after a time Conan thought he might prefer someone less stormy for a change. Knowing Tananda, he would not have put it past her to have sent one of her servants to murder Diana while Conan was otherwise occupied.
In the center of the square, the executioner blew on his Httle charcoal fire with a bellows. He held up an instru­ment, which glowed a bright cherry red in the dark. He approached the prisoner. Conan could not hear over the murmur of the crowd, but he knew that the executioner was asking Aahmes for details of his plot. The captive shook his head.
It was as though a voice were speaking inside Conan's mind, urging him to return to his house. In the Hyborian lands, Conan had listened to the speculations of priests and philosophers. They had argued over the existence of guardian spirits and over the possibility of direct com­munication from mind to mind. Being convinced that they were all mad, he had not paid much attention at the time. Now, however, he thought he knew what they were talking about. He tried to dismiss the sensation as mere imagina­tion; but it returned, stronger than ever.
At last Conan told his adjutant: “Mongo, take com­mand until I return.”
“Whither go you, Lord Conan?” asked the black.
“To ride through the streets, to be sure no gang of ras­cals has gathered under cover of darkness. Keep things under control; I shall soon be back.”
Conan turned his horse and trotted out of the square. The crowd opened to let him pass. The sensation in his head was stronger than ever. He clucked his steed to an easy canter and presently drew rein in front of his dwelling. A faint nimble of thunder sounded.
The house was dark, save for a single light in the back. Conan dismounted, tied his horse, and entered, hand on hilt. At that instant he heard a frightful scream, which he recognized as the voice of Diana.
With a sulfurous oath, Conan rushed headlong into the house, tearing out his sword. The scream came from the living room, which was dark save for the stray beams of a single candle that burned in the kitchen.
At the door of the living room, Conan halted, trans­fixed by the scene before him. Diana cowered on a low settee strewn with leopard skins, her white limbs unveiled by the disarray of her silken shift. Her blue eyes were di­lated with terror.
Hanging in the center of the room, a gray, coiling mist was taking shape and form. The seething fog had already partly condensed into a hulking, monstrous form with sloping, hairy shoulders and thick, bestial limbs. Conan glimpsed the creature's misshapen head with its bristling, piglike snout and tusked, champing jaws.
The thing had solidified out of thin air, materializing by some demonic magic. Primal legends rose in Conan's mind - whispered tales of horrid, shambling things that prowled the dark and slew with inhuman fury. For half a heartbeat his atavistic fears made him hesitate. Then, with a snarl of rage, he sprang forward to give battle - and tripped over the body of the black woman servant, who had fainted and lay just inside the doorway. Conan fell sprawl­ing, the sword flying from his hand.
At the same instant the monster, with supernatural quickness, whirled and launched itself at Conan in a gi­gantic bound. As Conan fell flat, the demon passed dear over his body and fetched up against the wall of the hall outside.
The combatants were on their feet in an instant. As the monster sprang upon Conan anew, a flash of lightning outside gleamed upon its great chisel tusks. The Cimmerian thrust his left elbow up under its jaw, while he fumbled with its right hand for his dagger.
The demon's hairy arms encircled Conan's body with crushing force; a smaller man's back would have been broken. Conan heard his clothing rip as the blunt nails of its hands dug in, and a couple of links of his mail shirt snapped with sharp, metallic sounds. Although the weight of the demon was about the same as the Cimmerian's, its strength was incredible. As he strained every muscle, Conan felt his left forearm being bent slowly back, so that the snouted jaws came closer and closer to his face.
In the semi-dark, the two stamped and staggered about like partners in some grotesque dance. Conan fumbled for his dagger, while the demon brought its tusks ever nearer. Conan realized that his belt must have become awry, so that the dagger was out of reach. He felt even his titanic strength ebbing, when something cold was thrust into his groping right hand. It was the hilt of his sword, which Diana had picked up and now pressed into his grasp.
Drawing back his right arm, Conan felt with his point for a place in the body of his assailant. Then he thrust. The monster's skin seemed of unnatural toughness, but a mighty heave drove the blade home. Spasmodically champing its jaws, the creature uttered a bestial grunt.
Conan stabbed again and again, but the shaggy brute did not even seem to feel the bite of the steel. The demonic arms dragged the Cimmerian into an ever closer, bone-crushing embrace. The chisel-toothed jaws came closer and closer to his face. More links of his mail shirt parted with musical snapping sounds. Rough claws ripped his tunic and dug bloody furrows in his sweat-smeared back. A viscuous fluid from the creature's wounds, which did not feel like any normal blood, ran down the front of Conan's garments.
At length, doubling both legs and driving them into the thing's belly with every ounce of strength remaining to him, Conan tore himself free. He staggered to his feet, dripping gore.
As the demon shuffled toward him again, swinging its apelike arms for another grapple, Conan, with both hands on his hilt, swung his sword in a desperate arc. The blade bit into the monster's neck, half severing it. The mighty blow would have decapitated two or even three human foes at once, but the demon's tissues were tougher than those of mortal men.
The demon staggered back and crashed to the floor. As Conan stood panting, with dripping blade, Diana threw her arms about his neck. “I'm so glad -I prayed to Ishtar to send you—”
“There, there,” said Conan, comforting the girl with rough caresses. “I may look ready for the grave, but I can still stand—”
He broke off, eyes wide. The dead thing rose, its mal­formed head wobbling on its half-severed neck. It lurched to the door, tripped over the still-unconscious body of the Negro servant woman, and staggered out into the night.
“Crom and Mitra!” gasped Conan. Pushing the girl aside, he growled: “Later, later! You're a good lass, but I must follow that thing. That's the demon of the night they talk about, and by Crom, I'll find out where it comes from!”
He reeled out, to find his horse gone. A length of rein attached to the hitching ring told that the animal had broken its tether in panic at the demon's appearance.
Moments later, Conan reappeared in the square. As he rammed his way through the crowd, which had burst into a roar of excitement, he saw the monster stagger and fall in front of the tall Kordafian wizard in Tuthmes' group. In its final throes, it laid its head at the sorcerer's feet.
Screams of rage arose from the crowd, which recognized the monster as the demon that for years had terrified Meroe from time to time. Although the guardsmen still straggled to keep the space around the torture stake open, hands reached from the sides and back to pull Mum down. In the confused uproar, Conan caught a few snatches of speech: “Slay him! He is the demon's master! Kill him!”
A sudden hush fell. In the clear space, Ageera had sud­denly appeared, his shaved head painted to resemble a skull. It was as if he had somehow bounded over the heads of the crowd to land in the clearing.
“Why slay the tool and not the man who wields it?” he shrieked. He pointed at Tuthmes. “There stands he whom the Kordafian served! At his command, the demon slew Amboola! My spirits have told me, in the silence of the temple of Jullah! Slay him, too!”
As more hands dragged down the screaming Tuthmes, Ageera pointed toward the platform on which sat the queen. “Slay all the lords! Cast off your bonds! Kill the masters! Be free men again and not slaves! Kill, kill, kill!”
Conan could barely keep his feet in the buffeting of the crowd, which surged this way and that, chanting: “Кill, kill, kill!” Here and there a screaming lord was brought down and torn to pieces.
Conan struggled toward his mounted guards, by means of whom he still hoped to clear the square. Then, over the heads of the mob, he saw a sight that changed his plans. A royal guardsman, standing with his back to the platform, turned about and hurled his spear straight at the queen, whom he was supposed to protect. The spear went through her glorious body as if through butter. As she slumped in her seat, a dozen more spears found their mark in her. At the fall of their ruler, the mounted guardsmen joined the rest of the tribesmen in the massacre of the ruling caste.
Moments later, Conan., battered and disheveled but leading another horse, appeared at his dwelling. He tied the animal, rushed inside, and brought a bag of coins out of its hiding place.
“Let's go!” he barked at Diana. “Grab a loaf of bread! Where in the cold Hells of Niflheim is my shield? Ah, here!”
“But don't you want to take those nice things—“
“No time; the browns are done for. Hold my girdle while you ride behind me. Up with you, now!”
With its double burden, the horse galloped heavily through the Inner City, through a rabble of looters and rioters, pursuers and pursued. One man, who leaped for the animal's bridle, was ridden down with a shriek and a snapping of bones; others scrambled madly out of the way. Out through the great bronze gates they rode, while be­hind them the houses of the nobility blazed up into yellow pyramids of flame. Overhead lightning flashed, thunder roared, and ram came pelting down like a waterfall. An hour later, the rain had slackened to a drizzle. The horse moved at a slow walk, picking its way through the darkness.
“We're still on the Stygian road,” grumbled Conan, striv­ing to pierce the dark with his gaze. “When the rain stops, we'll stop, too, to dry off and get a little sleep.”
“Where are we going?” said the high, gentle voice of Diana.
“I don't know; but I'm tired of the black countries. You cannot do anything with these people; they are as hide­bound and as thick-headed as the barbarians of my own north country - the Cimmerians and Aesir and Vanir. I am minded to have another try at civilization.!”
“And what about me ?”
“What do you want? I'll send you home or keep you with me, whichever you like.”
“I think,” she said in a small voice, “that in spite of the wet and everything, I like things as they are.”
Conan grinned silently in the darkness and urged the horse to a trot.
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