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						Conan the Valorous by John
					
				

				
					
						Maddox Roberts
					
				

				
					
						To The ChattaCon Committee, good people, good hosts. Thanks for your
					
				

				
					
						unfailing hospitality to Bethany and me.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						In the time between the adventure of 
						The Bloodstained God
						 and the
					
				

				
					
						events of 
						The Frost Giant's Daughter
						, there lies a vaguely documented
					
				

				
					
						period of which little is known except that, at that time, Conan made a
					
				

				
					
						journey to visit his Cimmerian homeland. This tale relates the events of
					
				

				
					
						that homefaring.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						One
					
				

				
					
						In the City of the Plain
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Through the narrow window, with its pointed apex and ornate plaster
					
				

				
					
						molding, could be heard the sound of the huge drum that hung from poles
					
				

				
					
						of bronze above the Great Gate of Khorshemish. The deep reverberations
					
				

				
					
						were taken up by other, lesser drums above the city's eleven smaller gates,
					
				

				
					
						serving notice to all that the massive oaken doors were about to shut for
					
				

				
					
						the night. Any now outside who did not scurry within ere the gates closed
					
				

				
					
						must remain through the dark hours upon the grassy plain, and not seek
					
				

				
					
						to enter the city upon pain of death.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The woman who sat behind the massive table looked up from the fine
					
				

				
					
						parchment upon which she was writing in the tortuous hieroglyphs of
					
				

				
					
						Stygia. The last red rays of sunlight streaming through the lancet window
					
				

				
					
						glittered upon the serpent bracelets circling her bare arms and on the
					
				

				
					
						cobra-headed band of gold that rested above her straight black brows. At
					
				

				
					
						a slight beckoning of her hand a tall man strode from the corner of the
					
				

				
					
						room in which he had been standing. His dress was that of a desert man
					
				

				
					
						from east of Shem.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Moulay," the woman said, "it is time. Go and find this man of whom
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						we have been told, and bring him here. As you go, tell our host to send up
					
				

				
					
						more lamps. I would see the man when he arrives."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The man called Moulay bowed with hand to breast. "As you command,
					
				

				
					
						my lady."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He descended the broad stairway to the tessellated floor of the small
					
				

				
					
						courtyard, which surrounded a marble pool. After delivering the order for
					
				

				
					
						lamps, he walked out through the pointed archway, which gave onto the
					
				

				
					
						narrow street.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						At this time of evening the street was devoid of all except foot traffic.
					
				

				
					
						The animals of farmers and caravaneers were banished to pens and
					
				

				
					
						stables without the city walls during the night hours, and the small
					
				

				
					
						merchants of the marketplaces were folding up their mats and awnings.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Stopping occasionally to ask directions of local residents, Moulay made
					
				

				
					
						his way into the oldest part of the city, where the streets were even
					
				

				
					
						narrower, the buildings shabbier, and the noise much louder. If the rest of
					
				

				
					
						the city were shutting down for the night, this district was just beginning
					
				

				
					
						to open up. Heavily painted women in revealing dress called to him as he
					
				

				
					
						passed. Moulay ignored them, his carriage and stride bespeaking his
					
				

				
					
						heritage as a proud desert man, his swarthy, scarred face and fierce gaze
					
				

				
					
						discouraging any thoughts of violence from the minds of lurking footpads.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The inn he sought was a dilapidated place; great chunks of
					
				

				
					
						whitewashed plaster had fallen away from its walls, exposing the ugly
					
				

				
					
						brown mud brick beneath. Moulay stooped low as he passed through the
					
				

				
					
						doorway into the dim, smoky interior of the common room. A short fat
					
				

				
					
						man came up to him, wiping his hands upon his soiled apron.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Welcome, sir," the innkeeper said above the sound of a few musicians'
					
				

				
					
						tuneless, wailing music. "Would you have food? Wine? Lodging? All is to
					
				

				
					
						be had at this house."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Moulay held up a silver coin and said a few words to the man, whose
					
				

				
					
						face took on a look of wonderment.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"The Cimmerian? Yes, he is here, but what use have you for that
					
				

				
					
						rogue?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"My business with him is none of your concern. Just lead me to him."
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						Moulay looked about the room for a man who answered the description
					
				

				
					
						his mistress had given him.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"These Cimmerians breed to type," she had said. "He will be tall, and
					
				

				
					
						dark-haired. His eyes will probably be blue. His skin will be pale or dark,
					
				

				
					
						depending upon how much he has been in the sun of late. He will almost
					
				

				
					
						certainly be stronger and quicker than most men. Like all northern
					
				

				
					
						barbarians, the Cimmerians are known for uncertain moods and quick
					
				

				
					
						tempers. Take care with him."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Moulay saw no man in this room who answered that description. A few
					
				

				
					
						tables held small parties of townsmen or foreigners, most of them
					
				

				
					
						caravaneers. The slow rattle of the dice bespoke the earliness of the hour.
					
				

				
					
						Later, after the wine had flowed freely, things might well get raucous,
					
				

				
					
						culminating in a brawl broken up by the city watch.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Seeing the direction of Moulay's gaze, the innkeeper said: "No, he is not
					
				

				
					
						here, although he has been making this room a living hell all month. Come
					
				

				
					
						with me."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Moulay strode across the common room and up a flight of rickety
					
				

				
					
						wooden stairs. The loft above had been divided by thin partitions into a
					
				

				
					
						multitude of tiny, dark cubicles. The innkeeper took a lantern from a wall
					
				

				
					
						hook, and going to the last and smallest room, held the lamp high. The
					
				

				
					
						doorway had not so much as a curtain, and Moulay looked inside.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The desert man's thin lips curved into a contemptuous smile. "
						This
						 is
					
				

				
					
						the great Cimmerian warrior?" he demanded.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The occupant of the room, half-sitting, his back against the wall, was
					
				

				
					
						snoring faintly, his massive arms folded across his breast. The man's
					
				

				
					
						shaggy head was sunk upon his chest, and his only clothing was a ragged
					
				

				
					
						white loincloth. On his feet were sandals with holes worn in their soles.
					
				

				
					
						The room's only furnishing was a thin carpet.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"He calls himself Conan, and he arrived here a month ago looking like a
					
				

				
					
						Turanian general at the very least," the innkeeper explained. "He had a
					
				

				
					
						fine horse and saddle, a sword, armor, bow—everything. He had money,
					
				

				
					
						too, and he spent it freely. Every night he drank and gambled with his
					
				

				
					
						friends and bought them wine. When his money was gone he wagered his
					
				

				
					
						weapons and horse and his other belongings. What he has left is what you
					
				

				
					
						see now. I tried to throw him out this morning, but he threatened to break
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						my neck. I was waiting for the watch to make their first rounds for the
					
				

				
					
						night to have them take him away."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Then he is just a thief," Moulay said, "and a stupid one. He must have
					
				

				
					
						stolen those things he came here with. This can be no warrior. Well, I
					
				

				
					
						must bring him nevertheless. You may go, but leave the lantern." With an
					
				

				
					
						expressive shrug the innkeeper did as he was bidden.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Moulay hung the lantern on a peg, squatted by the sleeping Cimmerian,
					
				

				
					
						and reached out to shake his shoulder. The instant Moulay's fingers
					
				

				
					
						touched the bronzed skin a massive hand shot out and gripped him by the
					
				

				
					
						neck. Moulay reached for his dagger, but his fingers found a big-knuckled
					
				

				
					
						hand gripping its haft. The eyes that glared at him were bright and
					
				

				
					
						unclouded. An ordinary man woke slowly, bleary-eyed and befuddled. Yet
					
				

				
					
						Moulay knew that the man had not been shamming sleep.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Do you think I'm that easy to rob, dog?" growled the Cimmerian. His
					
				

				
					
						voice was deep, and his accent grated upon the ear.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Have I any use for your filthy loincloth or your foul sandals, fool?"
					
				

				
					
						Moulay managed to choke out.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The grip on his throat eased somewhat. "Then why do you disturb my
					
				

				
					
						sleep, dog?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"I am here," Moulay said, "to bring you to my mistress. She has a
					
				

				
					
						commission to be performed for which she will pay you well."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The Cimmerian released Moulay and rose. He was taller than the desert
					
				

				
					
						man had expected. "What commission? I'll fight for pay, but I am neither
					
				

				
					
						assassin nor bravo. Nor a fool to be gulled."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Outraged at this cavalier handling, Moulay straightened his robes. "She
					
				

				
					
						will tell you what she wants. Come with me."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The Cimmerian stretched. "I haven't eaten in two days and I'm
					
				

				
					
						famished. Your mistress will get little from me if I drop from hunger
					
				

				
					
						before I see her."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Fuming, Moulay said, "I'll buy your dinner, barbarian. Come
					
				

				
					
						downstairs and feed until you can hold no more."
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						Conan grinned. "That takes more than you would think."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Moulay scratched at the door to his lady's chamber. True to his
					
				

				
					
						promise, Conan had eaten enough for three men and had lost much of his
					
				

				
					
						surliness, even though Moulay had refused him any wine prior to his
					
				

				
					
						interview.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						As the two had entered the most expensive inn in Khorshemish, the
					
				

				
					
						innkeeper had regarded the towering, nearly-naked barbarian with a
					
				

				
					
						dismay that bordered on horror. Conan cared little about the thoughts of a
					
				

				
					
						mere townsman, but he knew that his appearance might not favorably
					
				

				
					
						impress a prospective patron.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						At Moulay's signal a woman's voice called, "Enter."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The two men went inside. "My lady, this is the Cimmerian you wished
					
				

				
					
						to see. His name is Conan."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Moulay stepped aside and Conan stared at the woman. She was
					
				

				
					
						beautiful, with square-cut black hair, a dark complexion, and fine,
					
				

				
					
						aristocratic features. Her eyes were large and black, rimmed with heavy
					
				

				
					
						kohl. The kohl, her serpent-decorated jewelry, and her severe black robes
					
				

				
					
						proclaimed her a Stygian. He had no love for Stygia, nor for its ancient
					
				

				
					
						evils and sorceries.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"I am Hathor-Ka," she said. "Come closer."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Reluctantly, Conan obeyed. Starting at his toes, the woman studied
					
				

				
					
						every inch of his body, pausing to take note of the powerful thighs, the
					
				

				
					
						lean waist and broad chest, his heavy arms and thick, swordsman's wrists.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Turn around," she ordered. Not sure why he did so, Conan obeyed and
					
				

				
					
						she gave his back the same careful scrutiny. "You seem fit," she
					
				

				
					
						pronounced at length.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Conan turned to face her. She had the impassive Stygian countenance
					
				

				
					
						that made age difficult to judge. She might have been in late youth or
					
				

				
					
						early middle age; and although her beauty was great, it left him unstirred.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"You are a Cimmerian," she said. "I have need of a Cimmerian."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Why a Cimmerian?" he asked. "I've been hired for my good sword arm
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