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      I

      
      The icy wind whipping through the brown, sheer-walled chasms of the Kezankian Mountains seemed colder still around the bleak
         stone fortress that grew from the granite flank of a nameless mountain in the heart of the range. Fierce hillmen who feared
         nothing rode miles out of their way to go around that dark bastion, and made the sign of the horns to ward off evil at its
         mention.
      

      
      Amanar the Necromancer made his way down a dim corridor that violated the very heartstone of the mountain, followed by those
         no longer human. He was slender, this thaumaturge, and darkly handsome, his black beard cropped close; but a vaguely serpentlike
         streak of white meandered through his short hair, and the red flecks that danced in his eyes drew the gaze, and the will,
         of anyone foolish enough to look deeply. His henchmen looked like ordinary men, at first glance and from a distance, but their
         faces were vaguely pointed, their eyes glinted red beneath ridged helmets, and their skins bore reptilian scales. The fingers
         of the elongated hands that held their spears ended not in nails, but in claws. A curved tulwar swung at the hip of every
         one except for him who marched close behind Amanar. Sitha, Warden of the S’tarra, Amanar’s Saurian henchman, bore a great
         double-edged ax. They came to tall doors set in the stone, both doors and stone carved with serpents in endless arabesques.
      

      
      “Sitha,” Amanar said, and passed through the doors without pausing.

      
      The reptiloid warden followed close behind, closing the massive doors after his master, but Amanar barely noticed. He spared
         not a glance for the naked captives, a man and a woman, bound hand and foot, who lay gagged at one side of the column-circled
         room. The mosaicked floor bore the likeness of a golden serpent, surrounded by what might have been the rays of the sun. The
         mage’s black robe was wound about with a pair of entwined golden serpents, their heads finally coming over his shoulders to
         rest on his chest. The eyes of the embroidered serpents glittered with what would not possibly be life. He spoke.
      

      
      “The man, Sitha.”

      
      The prisoners writhed in a frenzy to break their bonds, but the scaled henchman, muscles bulging like a blacksmith’s, handled
         the man easily. In minutes the captive was spreadeagled atop a block of red-streaked black marble. A trough around the rim
         of the dark altar led to a spout above a large golden bowl. Sitha ripped the gag away and stepped back.
      

      
      The bound man, a pale-skinned Ophirian, worked his mouth and spat. “Whoever you are, you’ll get naught from me, spawn of the
         outer dark! I’ll not beg! Do you hear? No plea will crack my teeth, dog! I will not. …”
      

      
      Amanar heard nothing. He felt beneath his robe for the amulet, a golden serpent in the clutches of a silver hawk. That protected
         him, that and other things he had done, yet each time there was the realization of the power he faced. And controlled.
      

      
      Those fools of Stygia, those who called themselves mages of the Black Ring, had so condescendingly allowed him to study at
         their feet, confident of his worshipful admiration. Until it was too late, none of them knew the contempt that festered in
         his heart. They prated of their power in the service of Set, Lord of the Dark, yet no man of them dared so much as lay a finger
         on the dread Book of Typhon. But he had dared.
      

      
      He began to chant, and behind the altar a mist formed, red and golden, as a mist of flames. Beyond the mist blackness stretched
         into infinity. The Ophirian’s tongue was stilled, and his teeth chattered in their place.
      

      
      It was said that no human mind could comprehend the terrible knowledge contained in the book, or hold a single word of it
         without madness and death. Yet Amanar had learned. But a single page, it was true, before the numinous powers of it, wrenching
         at his mind, turning his bones to jelly, sent him grievously wounded and howling like a dog out of the city of Khemi into
         the desert. And in his madness, in that waterless waste beneath a burning sun, he had remembered that page still. Death could
         not come near him.
      

      
      In the mists, from the mists, a shape coalesced. The Ophirian’s eyes bulged in silence-stricken terror. The woman screamed
         into her gag. The golden head that reared above them in the swirling vapors—neither quite serpent nor lizard—was surrounded
         by a halo of a dozen tentacles longer than a man. The serpentine, golden-scaled body stretched back into the darkness, on
         beyond the reach of eye to see or mind to know. A bifurcate tongue flickered between fangs, and eyes holding the flames of
         all the furnaces that ever were regarded Amanar. Greedily, the mage thought, and fingered his amulet once more.
      

      
      Across the sands he had stumbled, burning, drying, thirsting, remembering that page and unable to die. At last he came on
         Pteion the Accursed, fear-haunted ruins abandoned in the days of dark Acheron, before Stygia was aught but a stretch of sand. In the nameless, forgotten cavern
         beneath that city he had found Morath-Aminee, bound there for rebellion against Set when those who now called themselves men
         walked on all fours and rooted beneath stones for grubs. With his memories of that page—would they never stop burning at him?—he
         found the means to release the god-demon, the means to keep it in rein, however tenuously, and the means of his own protection.
         He had found power.
      

      
      “Morath-Aminee,” he half-chanted, half hissed. “O Eater of Souls, whose third name is death to hear, death to say, death to
         know, thy servant Amanar brings these offerings to thy sacrifice.”
      

      
      He held out his hand. Sitha placed a golden-hilted knife, its blade gilded, in his grasp. The Ophirian opened his mouth to
         scream, and gurgled horribly as Amanar slit his throat. At that instant the golden tentacles of the god-demon struck at the
         man on the altar, clutched him where he lay amid the spreading pool of his own blood. The tentacles avoided the proximity
         of Amanar.
      

      
      “Eat, O Morath-Aminee,” the mage chanted. He stared into the eyes of the sacrifice, waiting the proper moment.

      
      Horror grew on the Ophirian’s face as he realized he was dying. And yet he did not die. His heart pumped; his life blood poured
         from his ruined throat, the rubiate liquor flowing over ebon marble, channeled to the golden vessel at the foot of the altar
         for later necromancies. But he was not allowed to die.
      

      
      Amanar heard in his mind the satisfied sibilation of the god-demon feeding. The Ophirian’s pale eyes filled with desolation
         as the man realized what was being taken from him besides his life. The mage watched those eyes become lifeless though yet
         alive, empty windows on a soulless depth. With care he made a precise slit in the twitching chest. His hand poised above it,
         and he met the Ophirian’s despairing gaze.
      

      
      “Thank me for the release of death,” he said.

      
      The Ophirian’s lips labored to form the words, but no sound emerged. Only horrendous bubbles in the diminishing flow of blood
         from the chasm that had been his throat.
      

      
      Amanar smiled. His hand thrust into the slit, caught the pulsing heart, and ripped it free. It beat one last time as he held
         it before the Ophirian’s eyes.
      

      
      “Die,” the mage said. The god-demon released its hold, and the husk on the altar slumped at last in death.

      
      Sitha appeared beside the mage with a golden plate, on which Amanar placed the heart. That, too, had its uses in his magicks.
         He took the linen cloth the reptilian offered, and wiped his blood-stained hands. Sitha turned away.
      

      
      “Amanar.” The god-demon’s susurration rolled against the walls. “Thou useth my sacrifice, soulless one, for thine own pleasure.”
      

      
      Amanar glanced hurriedly about him before answering. The woman writhed in her bonds on the edge of insanity. She heard nothing
         beyond the shrieks her gag choked back. Sitha continued out of the sacrificial chamber as if he had not heard. The S’tarra
         had little capacity to think for themselves, but they could obey orders. Sitha would place the heart in a golden bowl prepared
         beforehand with spells to keep its contents fresh. Only then would he be able to consider anything else, if his soulless mind
         were ever capable of considering anything.
      

      
      The mage dropped his head on his chest and bowed in his most humble fashion. “O, great Morath-Aminee, I am but thy humble
         servant. Thy servant who freed thee from the bonds set upon thee by the Dark One.” Gods and demons could not forget, not as
         men forget, but oft did they prefer not to remember debts in their dealings with men. The reminder could not be amiss.
      

      
      A golden-scaled tentacle reached toward Amanar—it was all he could do not to flinch away—then jerked back as if from a great
         heat. “Thou wearest the amulet still.”
      

      
      “O Most High among the Powers and Dominions, this one is so insignificant beside thee that thou mightest destroy him without
         noticing such a speck in thy path. I wear this merely that thou mayst be aware of me, and spare me to thy service and greater
         glory.”
      

      
      “Serve me well, and in that day when Set is bound where I was bound, in that day when I rule the Outer Dark, I will give thee
         dominion over my herds, over those who call themselves men, and thou shalt bring the multitudes to my feeding.”
      

      
      “As thy word is, so shall it be, great Morath-Aminee.” Amanar became aware that Sitha had returned with two other S’tarra.
         The necromancer flicked his hand in a summoning gesture, and the two scurried toward the bloodstained altar, dropping to all
         fours as they came near the black marble slab. Their eyes did not rise to the god-demon towering over them as, half-groveling,
         they unfastened the sacrifice and bore it away.
      

      
      A different tap jerked Amanar around to stare at the tall cavern doors. No one dared disturb these ceremonies. The tap came
         again. He twitched as the voice of the god-demon hissed in his mind.
      

      
      “Go, Amanar. This concerneth thee most vitally.”

      
      He glanced back at the great golden serpent-shape, rearing motionless above the black altar. The flame-filled eyes watched
         him with—what?—amusement? “Prepare the next sacrifice, Sitha.”
      

      
      The bound woman spasmed in ever greater frenzy as scaly hands lifted her from the tiled floor. Amanar hurried from the chamber.

      
      A Turanian with a pointed beard stood eyeing the S’tarra nervously, his slight plumpness and loose yellow robes contrasting
         sharply with the empty red eyes and ring mail of the guards. The man craned to look beyond the mage into the sacrificial chamber,
         and Amanar closed the door firmly. He had few human servants who could be trusted beyond the Keep; it was not yet time for
         them to learn what they served.
      

      
      “Why have you left Aghrapur, Tewfik?” he snapped.

      
      The plump man put on a fawning smile and washed his hands in front of his chest. “It was not my fault, master, I beg you to
         understand that.”
      

      
      “What do you babble about, man?”

      
      “That which you set me to watch, master. It is no longer in the strong-rooms of King Yildiz.”

      
      Amanar blanched. Tewfik, taking it for rage, cringed, and the S’tarra guardsmen stirred uneasily, but the thaumaturge was
         quaking inside. He gripped the Turanian’s robes with iron fingers, pulling the man erect. “Where is it now? Speak, man, for
         your life!”
      

      
      “Shadizar, master! I swear!”

      
      Amanar glared at him and through him. Morath-Aminee had known the import of this message. The god-demon must know of what
         was now in Shadizar. A new hiding place must be found, but first he must secure within his power that which was gone. That
         which must be kept from Morath-Aminee at all costs. And to do that, he must risk bringing it within the very grasp of the
         god-demon. The risk! The risk!
      

      
      He was not aware that he still carried the sacrificial knife until he slid it into the Turanian’s ribs. He looked into the
         face that now stared open hate at him, and felt regret. Human servants were useful in so many ways that S’tarra could not
         be. Too useful to be thrown away casually.
      

      
      The mage felt something thump against his chest and looked down. Jutting from his black robe was a knife hilt from which Tewfik’s
         hand fell away. Contemptuously Amanar hurled the dying man from him. He plucked the knife free, held up its bloodless blade
         before the man on the stone floor, whose mouth was filling with his own blood.
      

      
      “Fool,” Amanar said. “You must kill my soul before mortal weapon can harm me.”

      
      He turned away. The guards’ desire for fresh meat would dispose of what remained of Tewfik. If Amanar were to have the time
         he needed, Morath-Aminee must be kept satiated. More prisoners must be brought. More sacrifices for the Eater of Souls. He
         reentered the sacrificial chamber to attend to the first of these.
      

   
      
      II

      
      The purple-domed and many-spired city of Shadizar was known as ‘the Wicked,’ but the debauches of its high-chinned nobles,
         of their cruel-eyed wives and pearl-draped daughters, paled beside the everyday life of that part of the city known as the
         Desert. In those narrow, twisting streets and garbage-strewn alleys, haven of thief, kidnapper, murderer, and worse, the price
         of a body was silver, the price of a life copper, the price of a soul not worth speaking of.
      

      
      The big youth lounging on the bed upstairs in the tavern of Abuletes, in the heart of the Desert, had no thought of those
         who might be coughing out their lives in the fetid squalor outside. His eyes, sapphire blue beneath a square-cut black mane,
         were on the olive-skinned woman across the small room, who was adjusting the gilded brass breastplates that displayed rather
         than concealed her swelling bilobate chest. The rest of her attire consisted of transparent pantaloons, slashed from waist
         to ankle, and a gilded girdle of no more than two fingers’ breadth, slung low on her rounded hips. She wore four rings, green
         peridot and red almandine on her left hand, pale blue topaz and red-green alexandrite on her right.
      

      
      “Do not say it, Conan,” she said without looking at him.

      
      “Say what?” he growled. If his unlined face proclaimed that he had seen fewer than twenty winters, his eyes at that moment
         said they had been winters of iron and blood. He tossed aside his fur covering with one massive hand and rose to dress, as
         always first seeing that his weapons were close to hand, the ancient broadsword in its worn shagreen sheath, the black-bladed
         Karpashian dagger that he strapped to his left forearm.
      

      
      “I give to you freely what I sell to others. Can you not be satisfied with that?”

      
      “There is no need for you to follow your profession, Semiramis. I am the best thief in Shadizar, in all Zamora.” At her laugh,
         his knuckles whitened on his leather-wrapped sword hilt. He had more reason for his pride than she knew. Had he not slain wizards, destroyed liches,
         saved one throne and toppled another? What other of his years could say half so much? But he had never spoken of these things
         even to Semiramis, for fame was the beginning of the end for a thief.
      

      
      “And for all your thievery,” she chided, “what do you have? Every copper you steal drips from your fingers like water.”

      
      “Crom! Is that why you will not be mine alone? The money?”

      
      “You’re a fool!” she spat. Before he could say more, she flounced out of the room.

      
      For a time he sat frowning at the bare wooden walls. Semiramis did not know half of his troubles in Shadizar. He was indeed
         the most successful thief in the city, and now his successes were beginning to rebound on him. The fat merchants and perfumed
         nobles whose dwellings he robbed were making up a reward to put an end to his depredations. Some of those self-same men had
         hired him upon occasion to retrieve an incriminating letter or a gift given indiscreetly to the wrong woman. What he knew
         of their secrets was likely as big a reason for the reward as his thefts. That, and their hot-eyed daughters, who found it
         delightfully wicked to dally with a muscular young barbarian.
      

      
      With a grunt he got to his feet and slung a black Khauranian cloak edged in cloth-of-gold around his broad shoulders. These
         ruminations were gaining him nothing. He was a thief. He should be about it.
      

      
      As he made his way down the rickety stair into the crowded common room, he ground his teeth. In the center of the room Semiramis
         sat on the lap of a mustachioed Kothian kidnapper in a striped cloak of many colors. Gold armlets encircled his biceps, and
         a gold hoop hung from one dark ear. The oily man’s right hand gripped Semiramis’ breasts; his left arm flexed as the other
         hand worked beneath the table. She wriggled seductively, and giggled as he whispered in her ear. Conan ignored the pair as
         he strode to the bar.
      

      
      “Wine,” he ordered, and dug into the leather purse at his belt for the necessary coppers. There were few enough remaining.

      
      Fat Abuletes made the coins disappear, replacing them with a leathern jack of sour-smelling wine. His neck rose in grimy folds
         above the collar of a faded yellow tunic. His dark eyes, sunk in the suet of his face, could weigh a man’s purse to the last
         copper at twenty paces. Instead of moving away, he remained, studying Conan from behind the fat, flat mask of his face.
      

      
      The smells of the thin wine and half-burned meat from the kitchens warred with the effluvia wafted in from the streets whenever
         the door opened to let another patron in or out. It yet lacked three full glasses of night-fall, but the tables were filled
         with cutpurses, panderers and footpads. A busty courtesan in brass-belled ankle bracelets and two narrow strips of yellow
         silk hawked her wares with lascivious smiles.
      

      
      Conan marked the locations of those who looked dangerous. A turbanned Kezankian hillman licked his thin lips as he studied
         the prostitute, and two swarthy Iranistanis in loose, flowing red pantaloons and leather vests ogled her, as well. Blood might
         well be shed there. A Turanian coiner sat hunched over his mug, pointed beard waggling as he muttered to himself. It was known
         in the Desert that he had been badly bested by a mark, and he was ready to assuage his humiliation with the three-foot Ibarri
         sword-knife at his hip. A third Iranistani, dressed like the first two but with a silver chain dangling on his bare chest,
         attended a fortuneteller turning her cards at a table against the far wall.
      

      
      “What hold you, Conan,” Abuletes said abruptly, “on the coming troubles?”

      
      “What troubles?” Conan replied. His mind was not on the tavernkeeper’s words. The soothsayer was no wrinkled hag, as such
         women were wont to be. Silken auburn hair showed at the edges of her voluminous brown cloak’s hood, framing a heart-shaped
         face. Her emerald eyes had a slight tilt above high cheekbones. The cloak and the robe beneath were of rough wool, but her
         slender fingers on the K’far cards were delicate.
      

      
      “Do you listen to nothing not connected to your thievery?” Abuletes grumbled. “These six months past no fewer than seven caravans
         bound for Turan, or coming from there, have disappeared without a trace. Tiridates has the army out after the Red Hawk, but
         they’ve never gotten a glimpse of that she-devil. Why should this time be any different? And when the soldiers return empty-handed,
         the merchants screaming for something to be done will force the king to crack down on us in the Desert.”
      

      
      “He has cracked down before,” Conan laughed, “and nothing changes.” The Iranistanis said something with a smirk. The soothsayer’s
         green eyes looked daggers at him, but she continued to tell her cards. Conan thought the Iranistani had the same idea he did.
         If Semiramis wanted to flaunt her trade before him. …“What proof is there,” he said, without taking his eyes from the pair
         across the room, “that the Red Hawk is responsible? Seven caravans would be a large bite for a bandit to chew.”
      

      
      Abuletes snorted. “Who else could it be? Kezankian hillmen never raid far from the mountains. That leaves the Red Hawk. And
         who knows how many men she has? Who knows anything of her, even what she looks like? I’ve heard she has five hundred rogues
         who obey her like hounds the huntsman.”
      

      
      Conan opened his mouth for an acid retort, and at that moment the situation at the fortuneteller’s table flared. The Iranistani
         laid a hand on her arm. She shook it off. He clutched at her cloak, whispering urgent words, hefting a clinking purse in his
         other hand.
      

      
      “Find a boy!” she spat. Her backhand blow to his face cracked like a whip.
      

      
      The Iranistani rocked back, his face livid. “Slut!” he howled, and a broad-bladed Turanian dagger appeared in his fist.

      
      Conan crossed the room in two pantherish strides. His big hand clamped the bicep of the Iranistani’s knife arm and lifted
         the man straight up out of his chair. The Iranistani’s snarl changed to open-mouthed shock as he tried to slash at the big
         youth and his knife dropped from suddenly nerveless fingers. Conan’s iron grip had shut off the blood to the man’s arm.
      

      
      With contemptuous ease, Conan hurled the man sprawling on the floor between the tables. “She doesn’t want your attentions,”
         he said.
      

      
      “Whoreson dog!” the Iranistani howled. Left-handed, he snatched the Turanian coiner’s Ibarri sword-knife and lunged at Conan.

      
      Hooking his foot around the Iranistani’s toppled chair, Conan swung it into the man’s path. The Iranistani tumbled, springing
         up again even as he fell, but Conan’s booted toe took him under the chin before he could rise above a crouch. He flipped backward
         to collapse at the feet of the coiner, who retrieved the sword-knife with a covetous glance at the Iranistani’s purse.
      

      
      Conan turned back to the pretty fortuneteller. He thought he saw a dagger disappearing beneath her capacious cloak. “As I
         saved you an unpleasantness,” he said, “perhaps you will let me buy you some wine.”
      

      
      Her lip curled. “I needed no help from a barbar boy.” Her eye flickered to his left, and he dove to his right. The scimitar
         wielded by one of the other Iranistanis bit into the table instead of his neck.
      

      
      He tucked his shoulder under as he dove, rolling to his feet and whipping his broadsword free of its shagreen sheath in the
         same motion. The two Iranistanis who had been sitting alone faced him with scimitars in hand, well apart, knees slightly bent
         in the stance of experienced fighters. The tables around the three had emptied, but otherwise the denizens of the tavern took
         no notice. It was a rare day that at least one man did not give his death rattle on that sawdust-covered floor.
      

      
      “Whelp whose mother never knew his father’s name!” one of the long-nosed men snarled. “Think you to strike Hafim so and walk
         away? You will drink your own blood, spawn of a toad! You will—”
      

      
      Conan saw no reason to listen to the man’s rantings. Shouting a wild Cimmerian battle cry, he whirled his broadsword aloft
         and attacked. A contemptuous smile appeared on the dark visage of the nearer man, and he lunged to spit the muscular youth
         before the awkward-seeming overhand slash could land. Conan had no intention of making an attack that left him so open, though.
         Even as the Iranistani moved, Conan dropped to the right, crouching with his left leg straight out to the side. He could read
         death-knowledge in the man’s dark bulging eyes. As the gleaming blue blade of the scimitar passed over his left shoulder his broadsword was
         pivoting, slashing through the leather jerkin, burying itself deep in the Iranistani’s ribs.
      

      
      Conan felt the blade bite bone; beyond the man choking on his own blood he saw the second Iranistani, teeth bared in a rictus,
         rushing at him with scimitar extended. He threw his shoulder into the pit of the dying man’s stomach, straightening to lift
         the Iranistani and hurl him at his companion. The sword tearing free of the body held it up enough that it fell sprawling
         at the other man’s racing feet. The second Iranistani leaped over his friend, curved blade swinging. Conan’s slash beat the
         scimitar aside, and his backhand return ripped out the man’s throat. Blood spilling down his dirty chest, the Iranistani tottered
         back with disbelieving eyes, pulling an empty table over when he fell.
      

      
      Conan caught sight of Semiramis heading up the stair, one of the Kothian’s big hands caressing a nearly bare buttock possessively
         as he followed. With a grimace, he wiped his blade clean on the baggy pantaloons of one of the dead men. Be damned to her,
         if her eyes had not shown her she already had a better man. He turned back to the table of the red-haired woman. It was empty.
         He cursed again, under his breath.
      

      
      “This one’s dead, too,” Abuletes muttered. The fat tavern keeper knelt beside the first man Conan had confronted, his hands
         like plump spiders as they slipped the silver chain from about the dead man’s neck. “You broke his neck. Hanuman’s stones,
         Conan. That’s three free-spenders you’ve done me out of. I’ve half a mind to tell you to take your custom elsewhere.”
      

      
      “Now you have it all,” Conan said sourly, “and you don’t have to give them any of your watered wine. But you can bring me
         a pitcher of your best. Kyroian. On them.”
      

      
      He settled at a table against the wall, thinking rough thoughts about women. At least the red-haired wench could have shown
         a little gratitude. He had saved her from a mauling, if nothing worse. And Semiramis. … Abuletes plonked down a rough earthenware
         pitcher in front of him and stretched out a grubby hand. Conan looked significantly at the last of the dead Iranistanis being
         hauled away by the two scruffy men who earned coppers fetching and carrying around the tavern. He had seen all three of the
         dead men’s purses disappear beneath Abuletes’ filthy apron. After a moment the tavern keeper shuffled his feet, wiped his
         fat hands on his apron, and left. Conan settled down to serious drinking.
      

   
      
      III

      
      The tables that had emptied during the fight refilled quickly. No one had given more than a passing glance to the dead men
         as they were removed; the level of shouted laughter and raucous talk had never decreased. The half-naked courtesan briefly
         considered the breadth of Conan’s shoulder with lust-filled eyes, then passed on from his grim face.
      

      
      His troubles, Conan decided by the time he had emptied four wooden tankards of the sweet wine, would not be settled by the
         amounts he normally stole. Had he been a man of means the auburn-haired baggage would not have gone. Semiramis would not have
         thought it so important to ply her trade. But golden goblets lifted from the halls of fat merchants, pearl necklaces spirited
         from the very bedsides of sleek noblewomen, brought less than a tenth their value from the fences in the Desert. And the art
         of saving was not in him. Gambling and drinking took what remained from wenching. The only way to sufficient gain was one
         grand theft. But what? And from where?
      

      
      There was the palace, of course. King Tiridates had treasures beyond counting. The king was a drunkard—he had been so since
         the days when the evil mage Yara was the true power in Zamora—but in justice he should willingly part with some portion of
         his wealth for the man who had brought Yara and the Elephant Tower down. If he knew that man’s deeds, and if he were of a
         mind to part with anything to a barbarian thief. But the debt was owed, to Conan’s mind, and collecting on it—albeit without
         Tiridates’ knowledge or consent—would not be theft at all.
      

      
      Then there was Larsha, the ancient, accursed ruins not far from Shadizar. The origin of those toppled towers and time-eroded
         walls was shrouded in the depths of time, but everyone agreed there was treasure there. And a curse. A decade before, when
         Tiridates was still a vigorous king, he had sent a company of the King’s Own inside those walls in the full light of day.
         Not one had returned, and the screams of their dying had so panicked the king’s retinue and bodyguard that they had abandoned
         him. Tiridates had been forced to flee with them. If any had tried to penetrate that doom-filled city since, none had ever
         returned to speak of it.
      

      
      Conan did not fear curses—had he not already proven himself a bane of mages?—as he did not fear to enter the very palace of
         the king. But which? To remove sufficient wealth from the palace would be as difficult as removing it from the accursed ruins.
         Which would give him the most for his labors?
      

      
      He became aware of eyes on him and looked up. A dark, hook-nosed man wearing a purple head-cloth held by a golden fillet stood
         regarding him. A purple silk robe hung from the watcher’s bony shoulders. He leaned on a shoulder-high staff of plain, polished
         wood, and, though he bore no other weapon and was plainly not of the Desert, there was no fear of robbery—or anything else—in
         his black eyes.
      

      
      “You are Conan the Cimmerian,” he said. It was not a question. “It is said you are the best thief in Shadizar.”

      
      “And who are you,” Conan said warily, “to accuse an honest citizen of thievery? I am a bodyguard.”

      
      The man took a seat across from him without asking. He held his staff with one hand; Conan saw that he regarded it as a weapon.
         “I am Ankar, a merchant dealing in very special merchandise. I have need of the best thief in Shadizar.”
      

      
      With a confident smile Conan sipped his wine. He was on familiar ground, now. “And what special merchandise do you wish to
         acquire?”
      

      
      “First know that the price I will pay is ten thousand pieces of gold.”

      
      Conan set his mug down before he slopped wine over his wrist. With ten thousand … by the Lord of the Mound, he would be no
         longer a thief, but a man with a need to guard against thieves. “What is it you wish stolen?” he said eagerly.
      

      
      A tiny smile touched Ankar’s thin lips. “So you are Conan the Thief. At least that is settled. Know you that Yildiz of Turan
         and Tiridates have concluded a treaty to stop the depredations against trade along their common border?”
      

      
      “I may have heard, but there’s no loot in treaties.”

      
      “Think you so? Then know that gifts were exchanged between the kings in token of this pact, which is to last for five years.
         To Tiridates Yildiz sent five dancing girls bearing a golden casket, on the lid of which are set five stones of amethyst,
         five of sapphire and five of topaz. Within the casket are five pendants, each containing a stone the like of which no man
         has ever seen.”
      

      
      Conan was tiring of the strange man’s supercilious air. Ankar took him for a rude, untutored barbarian, and perhaps he was,
         but he was not a fool. “You wish me to steal the pendants, not the casket,” he said, and was pleased to see Ankar’s eyes widen.
      

      
      The self-named merchant took his staff with both hands. “Why do you say that, Cimmerian?” His voice was low and dark.

      
      “The casket you describe could be duplicated for far less than what you offer. That leaves the pendants.” He measured the
         other’s age and added with a laugh, “Unless it’s the dancing girls you want.”
      

      
      Ankar did not join in, continuing to watch Conan with hooded eyes. “You are not stupid—” He stopped abruptly.

      
      Conan angrily shut off his laughter. Not stupid—for a barbarian. He would show this man a thing or three of barbarians. “Where
         are these pendants?” he growled. “If they’re in the treasure room, I will need time for planning and—”
      

      
      “Tiridates basks in the reflected glory of a more powerful monarch. The casket shows that Yildiz has concluded a treaty with
         him. It is displayed in the antechamber before his throne room, so that all who approach him may see.”
      

      
      “I will still need time,” Conan said. “Ten days for preparations.”

      
      “Impossible! Make fewer preparations. Three days.”

      
      “Fewer preparations and you’ll never see those pendants. And my head will decorate a pike above the West Gate. Eight days.”

      
      Ankar touched the tip of his tongue to thin lips. For the first time he appeared uncertain. His eyes clouded as if he had
         lost himself in his thoughts. “Fi … four days. Not a moment more.”
      

      
      “Five days,” Conan insisted. “A moment less, and Tiridates will keep his pendants.”

      
      Ankar’s eyes dimmed again. “Five days,” he said finally.

      
      “Done.” Conan suppressed a grin. He meant to have those pendants in his hand that very night, but had he told this Ankar that,
         when he put the pendants in the man’s hands, Ankar would think it nothing out of the ordinary. By negotiating for ten days
         and settling for five as the absolute minimum, he would be thought a miracle worker when he produced the pendants on the next
         morn. He had seen each reaction from men before. “There was mention of ten thousand gold pieces, Ankar.”
      

      
      The swarthy man produced a purse from beneath his robe and slid it halfway across the table. “Twenty now. A hundred more when
         you tell me your plan. The balance when you hand me the pendants.”
      

      
      “A small part beforehand for a payment of ten thousand,” Conan grumbled, but inside he was not displeased at all. The twenty
         alone equalled his largest commission before this, and the rest would be in hand on the morrow.
      

      
      He reached for the purse. Of a sudden Ankar’s hand darted to cover his atop the gold-filled pouch, and he started. The man’s
         hand was as cold as a corpse’s.
      

      
      “Hear me, Conan of Cimmeria,” the dark man hissed. “If you betray me in this, you will pray long your head did in truth adorn
         a pike.”
      

      
      Conan tore his hand free from the other’s bony grip. He had to restrain himself from working the hand, for those icy fingers
         had seemed to drain the warmth from his own. “I have agreed to do this thing,” he said hotly. “I am not so civilized as to
         break the honor of my word.”
      

      
      For a moment he thought the hook-nosed man was going to sneer, and knew that if he did he would rip the man’s throat out.
         Ankar contented himself with a sniff and a nod, though. “See that you remember your honor, Cimmerian.” He rose and glided
         away before Conan could loose a retort.
      

      
      Long after the dark man was gone the muscular youth sat scowling. It would serve the fool right if he kept the pendants, once
         they were in hand. But he had given his word. Still, the decision as to where to gain his wealth had been settled. He upended
         the pouch, spilling thick, milled-edge roundels of gold, stamped with Tiridates’ head, into his palm, and his black mood was
         whisked away.
      

      
      “Abuletes!” he roared. “Wine for everyone!” There would be time enough for frugality when he had the ten thousand.

      
      The man who called himself Ankar strode out of the Desert, trailed to the very end of the twisting, odoriferous streets by
         human jackals. They, sensing something of the true nature of the man, never screwed their courage tight enough to come near
         him. He, in turn, spared them not a glance, for he could bend men’s minds with his eye, drain the life from them with a touch
         of his hand. His true name was Imhep-Aton, and many who knew him shuddered when they said it.
      

      
      At the house he had rented in Hafira, one of the better sections of Shadizar, the door was opened by a heavily muscled Shemite,
         as large as Conan, with a sword on his hip. A trader in rare gems—for as such he was known among the nobles of the city—needed
         a bodyguard. The Shemite cowered away from the bony necromancer, hastening to close and bolt the door behind him.
      

      
      Imhep-Aton hurried into the house, then down, into the basement and the chambers beneath. He had chosen the house for those
         deep buried rooms. Some works were best done in the bowels of the earth, where no ray of sun ever found its way.
      

      
      In the anteroom to his private chamber two lush young girls of sixteen summers fell on their knees at his entrance. They were
         naked but for golden chains at wrist and ankle, waist and neck, and their big, round eyes shone with lust and worshipful adoration.
         His will was theirs, the fulfillment of his slightest whim the greatest desire of their miserable lives. The spells that kept them so killed in a year or two, and that he found a pity, for it necessitated the constant acquisition of
         new subjects.
      

      
      The girls groveled on their faces; he paused before passing into his inner chamber to lay his staff before the door. Instantly
         the wooden rod transmuted into a hooded viper that coiled and watched with cold, semi-intelligent eyes. Imhep-Aton had no
         fear of human intruders while his faithful myrmidon watched.
      

      
      The inner room was barren for a mage’s work-chamber—no piles of human bones to stoke unholy fires, no dessicated husks of
         mummies to be ground into noxious powders—but what little there was permeated the chamber with bone-chilling horror. At either
         end of a long table, thin, greasy plumes of smoke arose from two black candles, the tallow rendered from the body of a virgin
         strangled with her mother’s hair and made woman after death by her father. Between them lay a book bound in human skin, a
         grimoire filled with secrets darker than any outside of Stygia itself and a glass, fluid-filled simulation of a human womb,
         within which floated the misshapen form of one unborn.
      

      
      Before the table Imhep-Aton made arcane gestures, muttered incantations known to but a handful human. The homunculus twitched
         within the pellucid womb. Agony twisted its deformed face as the pitiful jaws creaked painfully open.
      

      
      “Who calls?”

      
      Despite the gurgling distortion of that hollow cry, there was an imperiousness to it that told Imhep-Aton who spoke across
         the countless miles from ancient Khemi, in Stygia, through another such monstrosity. Thoth-Amon, master mage of the Black
         Ring.
      

      
      “It is I, Imhep-Aton. All is in readiness. Soon Amanar will be cast into the outer dark.”

      
      “Then Amanar still lives. And the One Whose Name May Not Be Spoken yet profanes the honor of Set. Remember your part, and
         your blame, and your fate, should you fail.”
      

      
      Sweat dampened Imhep-Aton’s forehead. It had been he who brought Amanar into the Black Ring. He remembered once seeing a renegade
         priest given to Set in a dark chamber far beneath Khemi, and swallowed bile.
      

      
      “I will not fail,” he muttered, then forced strength into his words so the homunculus could hear and transmit. “I will not
         fail. That which I came to secure will be in my hands in five days. Amanar and the One Whose Name May Not Be Spoken will be
         delivered into the power of Set.”
      

      
      “That you are given this chance of redemption is not of my will. If you fail. …”

      
      “There will be no failure. An ignorant barbarian thief who knows no more of reality than a gold coin will—”
      

      
      The horrible, hollow voice from the twisted shape in the glass vessel cut him off. “I care naught for your methods. Set cares
         naught. Succeed, or pay.”
      

      
      The grotesque mouth snapped shut, and the homunculus curled tighter into a fetal ball. The communication was ended.

      
      Imhep-Aton scrubbed damp palms down the front of his purple robe. Some measure of what had been sucked out of him these minutes
         past, he could regain at the expense of the two girls awaiting his desires. But they knew their place in the scheme of things,
         if not the brevity of that place. There was little to be gained from such. Not so the thief. The Cimmerian thought himself
         Imhep-Aton’s equal, if not, from some strange barbarian perspective, his superior. The mere fact that he was alive would remind
         the mage of this time when he stank with fear-sweat. Once the pendants were safely in hand this Conan would find not gold,
         but death, as his payment.
      

   
      
      IV

      
      The alabaster walls of Tiridates’ palace stood five times the height of a man, and atop them guardsmen of the King’s Own marched
         sentry rounds in gilded half-armor and horsehair-crested helms. Within, when the sun was high, peacocks strutted among flowers
         from lands beyond the ken of man, the hours were struck on silver gongs, and silken maids danced for the pleasure of the drunkard
         king. Now, in the purple night, ivory towers with corbeled arches and golden-finialed domes pierced the sky in silent stillness.
      

      
      Conan watched from the shadows around the plaza that surrounded the palace, counting the steps of guards as they moved toward
         each other, then away. His boots and cloak were in the sack slung at his side, muffling any clank of the tools of his trade.
         His sword was strapped across his back, the hilt rising above his right shoulder, and the Karpashian dagger was sheathed on
         his left forearm. He held a rope of black-dyed raw silk, on the end of which dangled a padded graponel.
      

      
      As the guards before him met once more and turned to move apart, he broke from the shadows. His bare feet made almost no sound
         on the gray paving stones of the plaza. He began to swing the graponel as he ran. There would be little time before the guards
         reached the ends of their rounds and turned back. He reached the foot of the pale wall, and a heave of his massive arm sent
         the graponel skyward into the night. It caught with a muted click. Tugging once at the rope to test it, he swarmed up the
         wall as another man might climb a stair.
      

      
      Wriggling flat onto the top of the wall, he stared at the graponel and heaved a sigh of relief. One point had barely caught
         the lip of the wall, and a scrape on the stone showed how it had slipped. A finger’s breadth more. … But he had no time for
         these reflections. Hurriedly he pulled the sable rope up, and dropped into the garden below. He hit rolling, to absorb the fall, and came up in rustling bushes against the wall.
      

      
      Above, the guards came closer, their footsteps thudding on the stone. Conan held his breath. If they noticed the scrape, an
         alarm would surely be raised. The guards came together, muttered words were exchanged, and they began to move apart. He waited
         until the sounds of their going had faded, then he was off, massive muscles working, in a loping stride past ferns that towered
         above his head and pale-flowered vines that rustled where there was no breeze.
      

      
      Across the garden a peacock called, like the plaintive cry of a woman. Conan cursed whoever had wandered out to wake the bird
         from its roosting. Such noises were likely to draw the guards’ attentions. He redoubled his pace. There was need to be inside
         before anyone came to check.
      

      
      Experience had taught him that the higher he was above a ground-level entrance, the more likely anyone who saw him was to
         think he had a right there. If he were moving from a lower level to a higher, he might be challenged, but from a higher to
         a lower, never. An observer thought him servant or bodyguard returning from his master to his quarters below, and thought
         no more on it. It was thus his practice to enter any building at as high a level as he could. Now, as he ran, his eyes searched
         the carven white marble wall of the palace ahead, seeking those balconies that showed no light. Near the very roof of the
         palace, a hundred feet and more above the garden, he found the darkened balcony he sought.
      

      
      The pale marble of the palace wall had been worked in the form of leafy vines, providing a hundred grips for fingers and toes.
         For one who had played on the cliffs of Cimmeria as a boy, it was as good as a path. As he swung his leg over the marble balustrade
         of the balcony, the peacock cried again, and this time its cry was cut off abruptly. Conan peered down to where the guardsmen
         made their rounds. Still they seemed to notice nothing amiss. But it would be well to get the pendants in hand and be away
         as quickly as possible. Whatever fool was wandering about—and perhaps silencing peacocks—must surely rouse the sentries given
         time.
      

      
      He pushed quickly through the heavy damask curtains that screened the balcony and halfway across the darkened room before
         he realized his mistake. He was not alone. Breath caught in a canopied, gauze-hung bed, and someone stirred in the sheets.
      

      
      The Karpashian dagger appeared in his fist as he gathered himself and sprang for the bed. Silken gauze as fine as spun cobwebs
         ripped away before him, and he grappled with the bed’s occupant, his wild charge carrying them both onto the marble mosaic
         floor. Abruptly he became aware that the flesh he wrestled with, though firm, was yielding beneath his iron grip, and there was a sweet scent of flowery perfume. He tore away the silk sheets to see more clearly who it was that struggled
         so futilely against him.
      

      
      First bared were long, shapely legs, kicking wildly, then rounded hips, a tiny waist, and finally a pretty face filled with
         dark, round eyes that stared at him fearfully above the fingers he locked instantly over her mouth. She wore a silver-mounted
         black stone that dangled between her small, shapely breasts, and beyond that was concealed only by dark, waist-long hair.
      

      
      “Who are you, girl?” He loosened his grip to let her speak, but kept his hand poised in case she took it into her head to
         scream.
      

      
      She swallowed, and a small, pink tongue licked her ripe lips. “I am called Velita, noble sir. I’m only a slave girl. Please
         do not hurt me.”
      

      
      “I won’t hurt you.” He cast a quick eye around the tapestry-draped bedchamber for something convenient to bind her with. She
         could not be left free to raise an alarm. It came to him that these were not the sleeping quarters of a slave girl. “What
         are you doing here, Velita? Are you meeting someone? The truth, now.”
      

      
      “No one, I swear.” Her voice faltered, and her head dropped. “The king chose me out, but in the end he preferred a youth from
         Corinthia. I could not return to the zenana. I wish I were back in Aghrapur.”
      

      
      “Aghrapur! Are you one of the dancing girls sent by Yildiz?”

      
      Her small head tossed angrily. “I was the best dancer at the court of Yildiz. He had no call to give me away.” Suddenly she
         gasped. “You do not belong here! Are you a thief? Please! I will be yours if you free me from this catamite king.”
      

      
      Conan smiled. The idea had amusement value, this stealing of a dancing girl from the king’s palace. Slight as she was, she
         would be no inconsiderable burden to carry over the palace wall, but he had pride of his youth and strength.
      

      
      “I’ll take you with me, Velita, but I have no desire to own slaves. I’ll set you free to go where you will, and with a hundred
         pieces of gold, as well. This I swear by Crom, and by Bel, god of thieves.” A generous gesture, he reflected, but he could
         well afford it. It would still leave nine thousand nine hundred for himself, after all.
      

      
      Velita’s lower lip trembled. “You aren’t making sport of me, are you? Oh, to be free.” Her slender arms snaked around him
         tightly. “I will serve you, I swear, and dance for you, and—”
      

      
      For a moment he enjoyed the pleasant pressure of her firm breasts against his chest, then drew himself back to the matter
         at hand.
      

      
      “Enough, girl. Help me obtain what I came for, and you need do no more. You know the pendants that came with you to Tiridates?”

      
      “Surely. See, here is one.” She pulled the silver chain from around her neck and thrust it into his hands.
      

      
      He turned it over curiously. His time as a thief had given him some knowledge in the value of such things. The silver mounting
         and chain were of good workmanship, but plain. As for the stone. … An ebon oval as long as the top joint of his forefinger,
         it had the smooth feel of a pearl, but was not. Red flecks seemed to appear near the surface and dart into great depths. Abruptly
         he tore his gaze from the pendant.
      

      
      “What are you doing with this, Velita? I was told they were displayed in a golden casket in the antechamber of the throne
         room.”
      

      
      “The casket is there, but Tiridates likes us to dance for him wearing them. We wear them this night.”

      
      Conan sat back on his heels, replacing his dagger in its sheath. “Can you fetch the other girls here, Velita?”

      
      She shook her head. “Yasmeen and Susa are with officers of the guard, Consela with a steward, and Aramit with a counselor.
         As the king has little interest in women, the others take their pleasure. Does … does this mean you will not take me with
         you?”
      

      
      “I said I would,” he snapped. He hefted the pendant on his palm. Ankar would likely not pay any part of the ten thousand for
         one pendant, but to gather the other four from women scattered throughout the palace, each in the company of a man, was clearly
         impossible. Reluctantly he replaced the silver chain about her neck. “I will take you away, but I fear you must remain another
         night yet.”
      

      
      “Another night? If I must, I will. But why?”

      
      “Tomorrow night at this hour I will come again to this room. You must gather the pendants here, with the other girls or without.
         I cannot carry more than one of you over the wall, but I’ll not harm them, I promise.”
      

      
      Velita worried her lower lip with small, white teeth. “They care not, so long as their cage be gold,” she muttered. “There’s
         risk in what you ask.”
      

      
      “There is. If you cannot do it, say so. I’ll take you away tonight, and get what I can for the single piece.”

      
      For a moment longer she knelt frowning among the tangled sheets. “You risk your life, I but a whipping. I will do it. What—”

      
      He planted a hand over her mouth as the door of the darkened room opened. A mailed man entered, the red-dyed crest of a captain
         on his helm, blinking in the dimness. He was even taller than Conan, though perhaps a finger less broad of shoulder.
      

      
      “Where are you, wench?” the captain chuckled, moving deeper into the room. Conan waited, letting him come closer. “I know
         you’re here, you hot-bodied little vixen. A chamberlain saw you flee red-faced hence from our good king’s chambers. You need
         a true man to assuage your—What!”
      

      
      Conan launched himself at the large man as the other jumped back, clawing for his sword. One of the Cimmerian’s big hands
         clutched the captain’s sword wrist, the other seized his throat beneath a bearded chin. He could afford no outcry, not even
         such as the man might make after a dagger was lodged twixt his ribs.
      

      
      Chest to chest the two big men stood, feet working for leverage on the mosaic arabesques of the floor. The guardsman’s free
         hand clubbed against the back of Conan’s neck, and again. The Cimmerian released his grip on the man’s throat, throwing that
         arm around the Zamoran to hold him close. At the same instant he let go the sword wrist, snaked his hand under that arm and
         behind the other’s shoulder to grab the bearded chin. His arms corded with the strain of forcing the helmeted head back. The
         tall soldier abandoned his attempt to reach his sword and suddenly grasped Conan’s head with both his hands, twisting with
         all his might.
      

      
      Conan’s breath rasped in his throat, and the blood pounded in his ears. He could smell his own sweat, and that of the Zamoran.
         A growl built deep in his throat. He forced the man’s head back. Back. Abruptly there was an audible snap, and the guardsman
         was a dead weight sagging on his chest.
      

      
      Panting, Conan let the man fall. The helmeted head was at an impossible angle.

      
      “You’ve killed him,” Velita breathed. “You’ve … I recognize him. That’s Mariates, a captain of the guard. When he’s found
         here. …”
      

      
      “He won’t be,” Conan answered.

      
      Quickly he dragged the body out onto the balcony and dug his rope out of the sack at his side. It would stretch but halfway
         to the ground. Hooking the graponel over the stone balustrade at the side of the balcony, he let the dark rope fall.
      

      
      “When I whistle, Velita, unloose this.”

      
      He bound the dead guardsman’s wrists with the man’s own swordbelt, and thrust his head and right arm through the loop they
         formed. When he straightened, the man dangled down his back like a sack. A heavy sack. He reminded himself of the ten thousand
         pieces of gold.
      

      
      “What are you doing?” she asked. “And what’s your name? I don’t even know that.”

      
      “I’m making sure the body isn’t found in this room.” He stepped over the rail and checked the graponel again. It wouldn’t
         do to have it slip here. Clad in naught but the pendant, Velita stood watching him, her big dark eyes tremulous. “I am Conan
         of Cimmeria,” he said proudly, and let himself down the rope hand over hand.
      

      
      Almost immediately he felt the strain in his massive arms and shoulders. He was strong, but the Zamoran was no feather, and
         a dead weight besides. His bound wrists dug into Conan’s throat, but there was no way to shift the burden while dangling half a hundred feet in the
         night air.
      

      
      With a mountaineer’s practiced eye he studied distances and angles, and stopped his descent in a stretch of the carven wall
         free of balconies. Thrusting with his powerful legs he pushed himself sideways, walking two steps along the wall, then swinging
         back beyond the point where he began. Then back the other way again. He stepped up the pace until he was running along the
         wall, swinging in an ever greater arc. At first the dead Zamoran slowed him, but then the extra weight added to his momentum,
         taking him closer to his goal, another balcony below and to the right of the first.
      

      
      He was ten paces from the niveous stone rail. Then five. Three. And he realized he was increasing his arc too little on each
         swing now. He could not climb back up the rope—the guardsman’s wrists were half-strangling him—nor could he continue to inch
         his way closer.
      

      
      He swung back to his left and began his sideways run toward the balcony. It was the last time, he knew as he watched his goal
         materialize out of the dark. He must make it this time, or fall. Ten paces. Five. Three. Two. He was going to fall short.
         Desperately he thrust against the enchased marble wall, loosed one hand from the rope, stretched for the rail. His fingers
         caught precariously. And held. Straining, he hung between the rope and his tenuous grasp on the stone. The dangling body choked
         his burning breath in his throat. Shoulder joints cracking, he pulled himself nearer. And then he had a foot between the balusters.
         Still clutching the rope he pulled himself over the rail and collapsed on the cool marble, sucking at the night air.
      

      
      It was an illusory haven, though. Quickly he freed himself from the Zamoran and bent back over the rail to whistle. The rope
         swung as the graponel fell free. He drew it up with grateful thanks that Velita had not been too terrified to remember, and
         stowed it in his sack. There was still Mariates to deal with.
      

      
      Mariates’ sword belt went back about the officer’s waist. There was naught Conan could do about the abrasions on the man’s
         wrists. On the side away from Velita’s balcony, he rolled the dead man over the rail. From below came the crashing of broken
         branches. But no alarm.
      

      
      Smiling, Conan used the cavern marble foliage to make his way to the ground. Evidence of Mariates’ fall was plain in shattered
         boughs. The captain himself lay spreadeagled across an exotic shrub, the loss of which Conan thought the dilettante king might
         regret more than the loss of a soldier. And best of all, of the several balconies from which the man could have fallen, Velita’s
         was not one.
      

      
      Swiftly Conan made his way back through the garden. Once more the guards’ paces were counted, and once more he went over the
         wall easily. As he reached the safety of the shadows around the plaza, he thought he heard a shout from behind, but he was not sure, and he
         did not linger to find out. Boots and cloak were on in moments, sword slung at his hip.
      

      
      As he strode through pitchy streets at once broader and less odoriferous than those of the Desert, he thought that this might
         be almost his last return to that squalid district. After tomorrow night he would be beyond such places. From the direction
         of the palace, a gong sounded in the night.
      

   
      
      V

      
      Conan woke early the morning after his foray into the palace. He found the common room empty except for Abuletes, counting
         his night’s take at the bar, and two skinny sweepers in rags. The fat tavernkeeper eyed Conan warily and put a protective
         arm about the stacked coins.
      

      
      “Wine,” Conan said, fishing out the necessary coppers. For all his celebration the night before there were still six of the
         dark man’s gold coins in his purse. “I don’t steal from friends,” he added, when Abuletes drew the money down the bar after
         him in the crook of his arm.
      

      
      “Friends! What friends? In the Desert, a brother in blood is no friend.” Abuletes filled a rough earthenware mug from a tap
         in a keg and shoved it in front of Conan. “But perhaps you think to buy friends with the gold you were throwing about last
         night. Where did that come from, anyway? Had you aught to do with what happened at the palace in the night? No, that couldn’t
         be. You were spending like Yildiz himself before ever it happened. You’d better watch that, showing your gold so free in the
         Desert.”
      

      
      The tavernkeeper would have gone on, but Conan cut him short. “Something happened at the palace?” He was careful to drink
         deep of the thin wine for punctuation, as if the question were casual.
      

      
      “And you call a king’s counselor dead something, plus others to the king’s household and a dozen guardsmen besides, then it
         did.”
      

      
      “A dozen!”

      
      “So I said, and so it was. Dead guardsmen at every hand, Yildiz’s gifts to Tiridates taken, and never a one who saw a hair
         of those who did it. Never a one in all the palace.” Abuletes rubbed his chins with a pudgy hand. “Though there’s a tale about
         that a pair of the sentries saw a man running from the palace. A big man. Mayhap as big as you.”
      

      
      “Of course it was me,” Conan snorted. “I leaped over the wall, then leaped back again with all that on my back. You did say all the gifts were taken, didn’t you?” He emptied his mug and thumped
         it down before the stout man. “Again.”
      

      
      “Five gemstones, five dancing girls and a golden casket.” Abuletes twisted the tap shut and replaced the mug on the bar. “Unless
         there’s more than that, they took all. I’ll admit you couldn’t have done it. I admit it. But why are you so interested now?
         Answer me that.”
      

      
      “I’m a thief. Someone else has done the hard part on this. All I have to do is relieve him of his ill-gotten goods.” Relieve
         whom, he wondered. Ankar had had no other plan beyond himself. Of that he was certain. That left guardsmen gone wrong, stolen
         away with the treasure and the slave girls after slaying their comrades, or slain themselves after letting someone else into
         the palace to do the theft.
      

      
      Abuletes hawked and spat on a varicolored rag, and began to scrub the bartop. “Was me,” he said absently, “I’d have naught
         to do with this. Those who did this thing aren’t of the Desert. Those who rob kings aren’t to be crossed. Necromancers, for
         all you know. There was no one seen, remember. Not a glimpse of a hair.”
      

      
      It could have been a mage, Conan thought, though why a mage, or anyone else, would go through the danger of stealing five
         dancing girls from the palace, he could not imagine. Too, magicians were not so thick on the ground as most men believed,
         and he was one who should know.
      

      
      “You begin to sound worried for me, Abuletes. I thought you said there were no friends in the Desert.”

      
      “You spend freely,” the tavernkeeper said sourly. “That’s all there is. Don’t think there’s more. You stay out of this, whatever
         it is. Whoever’s behind this is too big for the likes of you. You’ll end with your throat cut, and I’ll be out a customer.”
      

      
      “Perhaps you’re right. Bel! I’m for a breath of air. This sitting around talking of other men’s thefts gives me a pain in
         the belly.”
      

      
      He left the fat tapster muttering darkly to himself and found his way to the street. The air in the Desert was anything but
         fresh. The stench of rotting offal blended with the effluvia of human excrement and vomit. The paving stones, where they had
         not been ripped up to leave mudholes, were slick with slime. From the dim depths of an alley, barely wide enough for a man
         to enter, the victim of a robbery moaned for help. Or the bait for a robbery. Either was equally likely.
      

      
      Conan strode the crooked streets of that thieves’ district purposefully, though he was not himself sure of what that purpose
         was. A swindler with tarnished silver embroidery on his vest waved a greeting as he passed, and a whore, naked but for gilded
         brass bells and resting her feet in a doorway, smiled at the broadshouldered youth as she suddenly felt not so tired after
         all. Conan did not even notice them, nor the “blind” beggar in black rags, tapping his way down the street with a broken stick,
         who eased his dagger back under his soiled robes after a glance at the grim set of Conan’s jaw, or the three who followed
         him through the winding streets, the edges of their headcloths drawn across their faces, white-knuckled hands gripping cudgels
         beneath their dingy cloaks, before the size of his arms and the length of his sword made them take another turning.
      

      
      He tried telling himself that the pendants were beyond his reach now. He had naught beyond glimmers of suspicion who had taken
         them, no idea at all where they were. Still, ten thousand pieces of gold was not a thing a man gave up on easily. And there
         was Velita. A slave girl. She would be happy with any master who was kind to her. But he had promised, sworn, to free her.
         By Bel and by Crom he had sworn it. His oath, and ten thousand pieces of gold.
      

      
      Suddenly he realized he was out of the Desert, near the Sign of the Bull Dancer, on the Street of the Silver Fish. A tree-lined
         sward of grass ran down the center of the broad avenue. Slave-borne sedan chairs vied in number with pedestrians, and there
         was not a beggar in sight. This place was far from the Desert, yet he had friends—or at least acquaintances—here. The tavern
         hoarding, a slender youth in a leathern girdle, vaulting between the needle horns of a great black bull, creaked in the breeze
         as he went in.
      

      
      Taverns, Conan reflected as he searched for a certain face, were much alike, in the Desert or out. Rather than footpads and
         cutpurses, plump merchants in purple silk and green brocade occupied the tables, but only the methods of stealing were different.
         In place of a coiner was a slender man holding a pomander before his prominent nose. He did not make the money he passed,
         rather buying it through the back door of the king’s mint. The panderers dressed like noblemen, in scarlet robes, with emeralds
         at their ears, and some of them were indeed noblemen, but they were panderers no less. The prostitutes wore gold instead of
         gilt, rubies instead of spessartine, but they were just as naked, and they sold the same wares.
      

      
      Conan spotted the man he wanted, Ampartes, a merchant who cared little if the king’s duties had been paid on the goods he
         bought, alone at a table against the wall. Whatever happened in Shadizar, Ampartes soon knew of it. The chair across the table
         from the plump merchant groaned in protest as Conan’s bulk dropped into it, a sound not far from that which rose in Ampartes’
         throat. His oily cheek twitched as his dark eyes rolled to see who had noted the Cimmerian’s arrival. He tugged at his short,
         pointed beard with a beringed hand.
      

      
      “What are you doing here, Conan?” he hissed, and blanched as if in fear the name might have been overheard. “I have no need
         of … of your particular wares.”
      

      
      “But I have need of yours. Tell me of what happened in the city last night.”
      

      
      Ampartes’ voice rose to a squeak.

      
      “You … you mean the palace?”

      
      “No,” Conan said, and hid a smile at the relief on the merchant’s face. He grabbed a pewter goblet from the tray of a passing
         serving girl, a hand’s breadth strip of crimson silk low on her hips her only garb, and filled it from Ampartes’ blue-glazed
         flagon. The girl gave him a coy smile, then tossed her blonde head with a snort and hurried on sulkily when he did not give
         her a second glance. “But anything else unusual. Anything at all.”
      

      
      For the next two hours the merchant babbled in his relief that Conan was not involving him in the palace theft. Conan learned
         that on the night before in Shadizar a dealer in rare wines had strangled his mistress on discovering her with his son, and
         a gem merchant’s wife had put a dagger in her husband’s ribs for no reason that anyone knew. A nobleman’s niece had been taken
         by kidnappers, but those who knew said her ransom, to come from her inheritance, would pay her uncle’s debts. Thieves had
         entered the homes of five merchants and two nobles. One noble had had even his sedan chair and the robes from his back taken
         on the High Vorlusian Way, and a slave dealer’s weasand had been slit outside his own auction house, some said for the keys
         to his strongbox, others for not checking the source of his merchandise, thus selling an abducted noblewoman into Koth. A
         merchant of Akif, visiting a most specialized brothel called The House of the Lambs of Hebra, had. …
      

      
      “Enough!” Conan’s hand cracked on the tabletop. Ampartes stared at him open-mouthed. “What you’ve told me so far could happen
         on any night in Shadizar, and usually does. What occurred out of the ordinary? It doesn’t have to do with gold, or theft.
         Just so it’s strange.”
      

      
      “I don’t understand what you want,” the oily man muttered. “There’s the matter of the pilgrims, but there’s no profit there.
         I don’t know why I waste my time with you.”
      

      
      “Pilgrims?” Conan said sharply. “What was unusual about these pilgrims?”

      
      “In Mitra’s name, why would you want to know about. …” Ampartes swallowed as Conan’s steel blue eyes locked his. “Oh, very
         well. They were from Argos, far to the west, making a pilgrimage to a shrine in Vendhya, as far to the east.”
      

      
      “I need no lessons in geography,” Conan growled. “I’ve heard of these lands. What did these pilgrims do that was out of the
         ordinary?”
      

      
      “They left the city two full glasses before cock crow, that’s what. Something about a vow not to be inside a city’s walls
         at dawn, I understand. Now where’s your profit in that?”
      

      
      “Just you tell me what I want to hear, and let me worry about profit. What sort of men were these pilgrims?”
      

      
      Ampartes threw him an exasperated look. “Zandru’s Bells, man! Do you expect me to know more about a mere band of pilgrims
         than that they exist?”
      

      
      “I expect,” Conan said drily, “that on any given day you’ll know which nobles lost how much at dice, who slept with whose
         wife, and how many times the king sneezed. The pilgrims? Rack your brains, Ampartes.”
      

      
      “I don’t. …” The plump merchant grunted as Conan lay his left arm on the table. The forearm sheath was empty, and the Cimmerian’s
         right hand was below the table’s edge. “They were pilgrims. What more is there to say? Hooded men in coarse robes that showed
         not a hair of them. No better or worse mounted than most pilgrims. The bodies of five of their number who’d died on the way
         were packed in casks of wine on camels. Seems they’d made another vow, that all who started the pilgrimage would reach the
         shrine. Mitra, Conan, who can say much of pilgrims?”
      

      
      Five bodies, Conan thought. Five dancing girls. “There were fighting men with these pilgrims? Armed men?”

      
      Ampartes shook his head. “Not so much as a dagger in evidence, is what I heard. They told the sergeant at the Gate of the
         Three Swords that the spirit of their god would protect them. He said a good sword would do a better job, and wearing a soldier’s
         boots wasn’t enough.”
      

      
      “What about a soldier’s boots?”

      
      “For the love of … now I’m supposed to know about boots?” He spread his hands. “All right. All I know is one of them was wearing
         a pair of cavalryman’s halfboots. His robe was caught on his stirrup leather so one showed.” His tone became sarcastic. “Do
         you want to know what they looked like? Red, with some sort of serpent worked in the leather. Strange, that, but there it
         is. And that, Conan, is every last thing I know about those accursed pilgrims. Will you satisfy my curiosity now? What in
         the name of all the gods does a man like you want with pilgrims?”
      

      
      “I’m seeking a religious experience,” Conan replied, sheathing his dagger. He left the merchant laughing till tears ran down
         his fleshy cheeks.
      

      
      As Conan hurried across Shadizar to the stable where his horse was kept, he knew he was right. Not only the five bodies in
         casks told him, but also the Gate of the Three Swords. That gate let out to the northeast, toward the caravan route that ran
         from Khesron through the Kezankian Mountains to Sultanapur. Vendhya might only be a name to him, but he knew it was reached
         by leaving through the Gate of the Black Throne and traveling southeast through Turan and beyond the Vilayet Sea. As soon
         as he could put saddle to horse, he would be off through the Gate of the Three Swords after Velita, the pendants, and his
         ten thousand pieces of gold.
      

   
      
      VI

      
      The man in field armor contrasted sharply with the others in Tiridates’ private audience chamber. From greaves over his halfboots
         to ring mail and gorget, his armor was plain and dark, so as not to reflect light when on campaign. Even the horsehair crest
         on the helmet beneath his arm was russet rather than scarlet. He was Haranides, a captain of cavalry who had risen without
         patron or family connections. Now the hawk-nosed captain was wondering if the rise had been worth it.
      

      
      Of the four others in the ivory-paneled room, only two were worthy of note. Tiridates, King of Zamora, slouched on the Minor
         Throne—its arms were golden hunting leopards in full bound, the back a peacock feathered in emeralds, rubies, sapphires and
         pearls—as if it were a tavern stool, a golden goblet dangling from one slack hand. His amethystine robe was rumpled and stained,
         his eyes but half-focused. With his free hand he idly caressed the arm of a slender blonde girl who knelt beside the throne
         in naught but perfume and a wide choker of pearls about her swanlike neck. On the other side of the throne a youth, equally
         blonde and slender and attired the same, sulked for his lack of attention.
      

      
      The other man worth marking, perhaps more so than the king, stood three paces to the right of the throne. Graying and stooped,
         but with shrewd intelligence engraved on his wizened face, he wore a crimson robe slashed with gold, and the golden Seal of
         Zamora on its emeralded chain about his neck. His name was Aharesus, and the seal had fallen to him with the death of Malderes,
         the previous chief king’s counselor, the night before.
      

      
      “You know why you are summoned, captain?” Aharesus said.

      
      “No, my lord Counselor,” Haranides replied stiffly. The counselor watched him expectantly, until at last he went on. “I can
         suspect, of course. Perhaps it has to do with the events of last night?”
      

      
      “Very good, captain. And do you have any glimmering why you, instead of some other?”
      

      
      “No, my lord Counselor.” And this time, in truth, he had not a flickering of an idea. He had returned to the city only shortly
         after dawn that very morning, coming back from duty on the Kothian border. A hard posting, but what could be expected for
         a man with no preferment?
      

      
      “You are chosen because you were not in Shadizar this year past.” Haranides blinked, and the counselor chuckled, a sound like
         dry twigs scraping together. “I see your surprise, captain, though you conceal it well. An admirable trait in a military man.
         As you were not in the city, you could not be part of any … plot, involving those on duty in the palace last night.”
      

      
      “Plot!” the captain exclaimed. “Pardon, my lord, but the King’s Own has always been loyal to the throne.”

      
      “Loyalty to his fellows is another good trait for a military man, captain.” The counselor’s voice hardened. “Don’t carry it
         too far. Those who had the duty last night are even now being put to the question.”
      

      
      Haranides felt sweat trickling down his ribs. He had no wish to join those men enjoying the attentions of the king’s torturers.
         “My lord knows that I’ve always been a loyal soldier.”
      

      
      “I reviewed your record this morning,” Aharesus said slowly. “Your return to the city at this juncture was like a stroke from
         Mitra. These are parlous times, captain.”
      

      
      “Their heads,” the king barked abruptly. His head swung in a muddled arc between the captain and the counselor. Haranides
         was shocked to realize that he had forgotten the king was present. “I want their heads on pikes, Aharesus. Stole my … my tribute
         from Yildiz. Stole my dancing girls.” Tiridates directed a bleary smile at the slave girl, then jerked his gaze back to Haranides.
         “You bring them back to me, do you hear? The girls, the pendants, the casket. And the heads. The heads.” With a belch the
         king sagged back into a sodden lump. “More wine,” he muttered. The blonde youth darted away and returned with a crystal vessel
         and a fawning smile.
      

      
      The captain’s sweating increased. It was no secret Tiridates was a drunkard, but being witness to it could do him no good.

      
      “The insult to the honor of the king is, captain, paramount, of course,” Aharesus said with a careful glance at the king,
         who had his face buried in the goblet of wine. “On a wider view, however, what must be considered is that the palace was entered
         and the Chief King’s Counselor murdered.”
      

      
      “My lord counselor thinks that was the reason for it all, and the other just a screen?”

      
      The Counselor gave him a shrewd look. “You’ve a brain, captain. You may have a future. Yes, it makes no sense otherwise. Some
         foreign power wished the Counselor dead for some purpose of their own. Perhaps Yildiz himself. He has dreams of an empire, and Malderes often thwarted those plans.” Aharesus fingered the golden seal on his chest
         thoughtfully. “In any case, it’s doubtful that Yildiz, or whoever is responsible, would send his own people into the very
         palace. One of those being questioned screamed the name of the Red Hawk before he died.”
      

      
      “She’s just a bandit, my lord Counselor.”

      
      “And a man babbles when he’s dying. But she’s a bandit who will dare much for gold, and we have no other way to search. Until
         one of those being questioned loosens his tongue.” The chill in his tone promised the questioning would continue until many
         tongues were loosened; Haranides shivered. “You, captain, will take two companies of cavalry and hound this Red Hawk. Run
         her to ground and bring her here in chains. We’ll soon find if she had aught to do with this business.”
      

      
      Haranides took a deep breath. “My lord Counselor, I must have some idea of where to look. This woman brigand ranges the entire
         countryside.” Incongruously, one of the slaves giggled. Tiridates had both fair heads clutched to his chest.
      

      
      The stooped counselor flickered an eye at the king and pursed his lips briefly. “Before dawn this morning, captain, a party
         claiming to be pilgrims departed Shadizar by the Gate of the Three Swords. I believe these were the Red Hawk’s men.”
      

      
      “I will ride within the hour, my lord Counselor,” Haranides said with a bow. He suspected the guards at that gate were among
         those under the question. “With your permission, my lord Counselor? My King?”
      

      
      “Find this jade, captain,” Aharesus said, “and you will find yourself a patron as well.”

      
      He waved a bony hand in dismissal, but as the captain turned to go Tiridates lurched unsteadily to his feet, pushing the two
         pale-skinned slaves sprawling at his feet.
      

      
      “Find my pendants!” the drunken King snarled. “Find my casket and my dancing girls! Find my gifts from Yildiz, captain, or
         I’ll decorate a pike with your head! Now, go! Go!”
      

      
      With a sour taste in his mouth, Haranides bowed once more and backed out of the audience chamber.

      
      The garden of Imhep-Aton’s rented dwelling was pleasant, a cool breeze rustling in the trees and stirring the bright-colored
         flowers, but the mage took no pleasure in it. He had had some idea that Conan could deliver the pendants before the five days
         he had bargained for—the necromancer had some knowledge of thieves, and the way their minds worked. But never had he expected
         the Cimmerian to revert to his barbarism and turn the palace into a charnel house. The chief king’s counselor, in Set’s name!
      

      
      He cared not what Zamorans died, or how, but the fool had set the city on its ear with these murders. Now Imhep-Aton must
         worry that the thief would be run to earth before the prize was delivered into his bony hands.
      

      
      The mage whirled as his muscular Shemite servant came into the garden, his lean face so twisted that the big man quailed.

      
      “I did as you commanded, master. To the word.”

      
      “Then where is the Cimmerian?” The thaumaturge’s voice was deceptively gentle. If this cretin had bungled as well.…

      
      “Gone, master. He has not been seen at the tavern since this morning, early.”

      
      “Gone!”

      
      The brawny Shemite half-raised his hands as if to shield himself from the other’s anger. “So I was told, master. He sent a
         message to some wench at the tavern that he would be away some time, that he was riding to the northeast.”
      

      
      Imhep-Aton’s scowl deepened. Northeast? There was nothing to the.… The caravan route from Khesron to Sultanapur. Could the
         barbarian be thinking of selling the pendants in the very country from which they came? Obviously he had decided to work for
         himself. But, Set, why the dancing girls? He shook his vulturine head angrily. The savage’s reasons were of no account.
      

      
      “Prepare horses and sumpter animals for the two of us at once,” he commanded. “We ride to the northeast.” The Cimmerian would
         pay for this betrayal.
      

   
      
      VII

      
      The Well of the Kings lay some days to the east and west of Shadizar, surrounded by huge, toppled slabs of black stone, worn
         by rain and wind. Some said they were the remains of a wall, but none knew when or by whom it could have been built, as none
         knew what kings had claimed the well.
      

      
      Conan walked his horse between the slabs and into the stunted trees, to the well of rough stones, and dismounted. On the other
         side of the well, back under the trees, four swarthy men in dirty keffiyehs squatted, watching him with dark eyes that shifted
         greedily to his horse. He flipped back the edge of his Khauranian cloak so they could see his sword, and heaved on the hoist
         pole to lift a bucket of water from the depths. Other than his cloak, he was covered only by a breechclout, for he liked to
         travel unencumbered.
      

      
      The four moved closer together, whispering darkly without looking away from him. One, the leader by the deference the others
         showed, wore rusting ring mail, his followers breastplates of boiled leather. All had ancient scimitars at their hips, the
         sort a decent weapons dealer sold for scrap. Behind them Conan could see a woman, naked and bound in a package, wrists and
         elbows secured behind her back, knees under her chin, heels drawn in tight to her buttocks. She raised her head, tossing back
         a mane of dark red hair, and stared at him in surprise, tilted green eyes above a dirty twist of cloth for a gag. The fortuneteller.
      

      
      Conan emptied the bucket in a worn stone trough for his horse, and drew up another for himself. The last time he had helped
         this woman, she had shown not even the gratitude to warn him of the two Iranistanis’ attack. Besides, he had Velita to find.
         He dashed water in his face, though it made little difference in the gritty heat, and upended the rest of the bucket over
         his head. The four men gabbled on.
      

      
      So far he had tracked the pilgrims by questioning those passersby who would let an armed man of his size approach them. Enough
         had glimpsed something to keep him on this path, but in the last day he had seen only an old man who threw rocks and ran to
         hide in the thorn scrub, and a boy who had seen nothing.
      

      
      “Have you fellows seen anything of pilgrims?” he said, levering up yet another bucket of water. “Hooded men on horseback,
         with camels?”
      

      
      The leader’s sharp nose twitched. “An we did, what’s for us?”

      
      “A few coppers, if you can tell me where they are.” There was no reason to tempt this lot. After a day when he could be traveling
         away from the men he sought, he had no time to waste killing vultures. He put on a pleasant smile. “If I had silver or gold,
         I’d not be out chasing pilgrims. I’d be in Shadizar, drinking.” He dried his hands on his cloak, just in case.
      

      
      “What do you want with those pilgrims?” the sharp-nosed man wanted to know.

      
      “That’s my affair,” Conan replied. “And theirs. Yours is the coppers, if you’ve seen them.”

      
      “Well, as to that, we have,” sharp-nose said, dusting off his hands and getting up. He started toward Conan with his hand
         out. “Let’s see the color of your coins.”
      

      
      Conan dug into the leather pouch at his belt with his right hand, and sharp-nose’s grin turned nasty. A short dagger with
         a triangular blade appeared in his fist. Laughing wickedly, the other three pulled their scimitars and rushed forward to join
         the kill.
      

      
      Without pausing a beat Conan snatched up the bucket left-handed and smashed it down on the man’s head, blood and water flying
         in all directions. “No time!” he shouted. He plucked the dagger from its forearm sheath, and of a sudden its hilt was sticking
         from the throat of the foremost attacker. Even as it struck Conan was unlimbering his broadsword. “Bel strike you!” He leaped
         across the collapsing man, who was clutching the dagger in his throat with blood-covered hands. “I’ve no time!” A sweeping
         slash of the broad blade, and the third man’s torso sank to the ground where his head was already spinning. “No time, curse
         you!” The last man had his scimitar raised high when Conan lunged with a two-handed grip and plunged his blade through leather
         breastplate, chest and backbone. Black eyes filmed over, and the man toppled to one side with his hands still raised above
         his head.
      

      
      Conan put a foot on the leather armor and tugged his sword free, wiping it clean on the man’s dingy keffiyeh before he sheathed
         it. The dagger was retrieved from its temporary home in a brigand’s throat and cleaned in the same way. The woman watched
         him wide-eyed, starting away as much as her bonds allowed when he came near, but he only cut the cords and turned away, sheathing
         his dagger.
      

      
      “If you don’t have your own horse,” he said, “you can have one of these vermin’s. The rest are mine. You can have the weapons,
         if you want. They’ll fetch something for your trouble.” But not much, he thought. Still, he owed her nothing, and the horses,
         poor as they were likely to be, would be a help if he had to pursue those accursed pilgrims far.
      

      
      The red-haired woman rubbed her wrists as she walked to the dead men, unashamed of her nakedness. She was an ivory-skinned
         callimastian delight, all curves and long legs and rounded places. There was a spring to her walk that made him wonder if
         she was a dancer. She picked up one of the scimitars, ran a contemptuous eye along its rust-pitted blade, and suddenly planted
         a bare foot solidly in the ribs of one of the dead men.
      

      
      “Pig!” she spat.

      
      Conan went about gathering the horses, five of them, one noticeably better than the rest, while she kicked and reviled each
         body in turn. Abruptly she whirled to face him, feet well apart, fist on rounded hip, scimitar swinging free. With her tousled
         hair in an auburn mane about her head, she had the air of a lioness brought to human form.
      

      
      “They took me unawares,” she announced.

      
      “Of course,” Conan said. “I suppose the black is yours? Best of the lot.” He braided the reins of the other four, hairy plains
         animals two hands shorter at the shoulder than his own Turanian gray, and fastened them to his high-pommeled saddle. “Best
         for you would be to go straight back to Shadizar. It’s dangerous out here for a woman alone. What possessed you to try it
         in the first place?”
      

      
      She took a quick step toward him. “I said they took me unawares! They’d have died on my blade, else!”

      
      “And I said of course. I can’t take you back to the city. I seek men who took something that … that belongs to me.”

      
      A pantherine howl jerked him around, and he tumbled backwards between the horses just in time to avoid decapitation by her
         curved blade. “Derketo take you!” she howled, thrusting at him under a horse’s belly. He rolled aside, and the blade gouged
         the packed earth where his head had been.
      

      
      Scrambling on his back, he tried at once to avoid her steel and the hooves of the horses, now dancing excitedly as she moved
         swiftly around them trying to stab him. The roiling of them brought him suddenly looking out from under a shaggy belly at
         her as she pulled back her scimitar for yet another thrust. Desperately his legs uncoiled, propelling him out to tackle her
         around the knees. They went down in a heap together on the hard ground, and he found his arms full of female wildcat, clawing
         and kicking and trying to jerk her sword arm loose. Her soft curves padded her firm muscle, and she was no easy packet to
         hold.
      

      
      “Have you gone mad, woman?” he shouted. For an answer she sank her teeth into his shoulder. “Crom!”
      

      
      He hurled her away from him. She rolled across the ground and bounded to her feet. Still, he saw wonderingly, gripping the
         rusty sword.
      

      
      “I need no man to protect me!” she spat. “I’m not some pampered concubine!”

      
      “Who said you were?” he roared.

      
      Then he had to jerk his sword free of its scabbard as she rushed at him with a howl of pure rage. Her green eyes burned, and
         her face was twisted with fury. He swung up his sword to block her downward slash. With a sharp snap the rusty scimitar broke,
         leaving her to stare in disbelief at the bladeless hilt in her hands.
      

      
      Almost without a pause she hurled the useless hilt at his face and spun to dash for the dead men by the well. Their weapons
         still lay about them. Conan darted after her, and as she bent to snatch another scimitar, he swung the flat of his blade with
         all his strength at the tempting target thus offered. She lifted up on her toes with a strangled shriek as the steel paddle
         cracked against her rounded nates. Arms windmilling, she staggered forward, her foot slipping in a pool of blood, and screaming
         she plunged headfirst over the crude stone wall of the well.
      

      
      Conan dived as she went over; his big hand closed on flesh, and he was dragged to his armpits into the well by the weight
         of her. He discovered he was holding the red-haired wench by one ankle while she dangled over the depths. An interesting view,
         he thought.
      

      
      “Derketo take you!” she howled. “Pull me up, you motherless whelp!”

      
      “In Shadizar,” he said conversationally, “I saved you a mauling. You called me a barbar boy, let a man near take my head off,
         and left without a word of thanks.”
      

      
      “Son of a diseased camel! Spawn of a bagnio! Pull me up!”

      
      “Now here,” he went on as if she had not spoken, “all I did was save you from rape, certainly, perhaps from being sold on
         the slave block. Or maybe they’d just have slit your throat once they were done with you.” She wriggled violently, and he
         edged further over the rim to let her drop another foot. Her scream echoed up the stone cylinder. She froze into immobility.
      

      
      “You had no thought of saving me,” she rasped breathlessly. “You’d have ridden off to leave me if those dogs hadn’t tried
         you.”
      

      
      “All the same, if I had ridden on, or if they’d killed me, you’d be wondering what you’d fetch at market.”

      
      “And you want a reward,” she half wept. “Derketo curse you, you smelly barbar oaf!”

      
      “That’s the second time you’ve called me that,” he said grimly. “What I want from you is an oath, by Derketo since you call
         on the goddess of love and death. An oath that you’ll never again let an uncivil word pass your lips toward me, and that you’ll never again raise
         a hand against me.”
      

      
      “Hairy lout! Dung-footed barbar! Do you think you can force me to—”

      
      He cut her off. “My hand is getting sweaty. I wouldn’t wait too long. You might slip.” Silence answered him. “Or then again,
         I might grow tired of waiting.”
      

      
      “I will swear.” Her voice was suddenly soft and sensuously yielding. “Pull me up, and I’ll swear on my knees to anything you
         command.”
      

      
      “Swear first,” he replied. “I’d hate to have to toss you back in. Besides, I like the view.” He thought he heard the sound
         of a small fist smacking the stone wall of the well in frustration, and smiled.
      

      
      “You untrusting ape,” she snarled with all her old ferocity. “Very well. I swear, by Derketo, that I’ll speak no uncivil word
         to you, nor raise a hand against you. I swear it. Are you satisfied?”
      

      
      He hoisted her straight up out of the well, and let her drop on the hard ground with a thud and a grunt.

      
      “You. …” She bit her lip and glared up at him from the ground. “You didn’t have to be so rough,” she said in a flat tone.
         Instead of answering, he unfastened his swordbelt, propping the scabbard against the well. “What … what are you doing?”
      

      
      “You spoke of a reward.” He stepped out of his breechclout. “Since I doubt a word of thanks will ever crack your teeth, I’m
         collecting my own reward.”
      

      
      “So you’re nothing but a ravisher of women after all,” she said bitterly.

      
      “That was close to an uncivil word, wench. And no ravishment. All you need to do is say, ‘stop,’ and you’ll leave this place
         as chaste as a virgin for all of me.”
      

      
      He lowered himself onto her, and though she beat at his shoulders with her fists and filled the air with vile curses the word
         ‘stop’ never once passed her lips, and soon her cries changed their nature, for she was a woman fully fledged, and he knew
         something of women.
      

      
      After, he regained his clothes and his weapons while she rummaged among the dead men’s things to cover herself. Her own garments,
         she said, had been ripped to shreds. He noted that this time she inspected the weapons carefully before selecting one, but
         he had no worries at turning his back on her even after she had belted it on. When she had been turning the air blue, not
         one of her curses had been directed at him. If she could keep her oath then, he was sure she would keep it now.
      

      
      Once he had filled his goatskin waterbags, he swung into his saddle.

      
      “Hold a moment,” she called. “What’s your name?” She had clothed herself in flowing pantaloons of bright yellow and an emerald
         tunic that was far too tight across the chest, though loose elsewhere. A braided gold cord held her auburn mane back from her face. He had seen her dig it out from the purse of one of the dead men.
      

      
      “Conan,” he said. “Conan of Cimmeria. And you?”

      
      “My name is Karela,” she said proudly, “of whatever land I happen to be standing on. Tell me, these pilgrims you seek, they
         have something of great value? I don’t see you as a holy man, Conan of Cimmeria.”
      

      
      If he told her about the pendants, she would no doubt want to go with him. From the way she had handled her sword he was sure
         she could pull her weight, but even so he did not want her along. Let her get a sniff of ten thousand pieces of gold, and
         he would have to sleep with both eyes open, oath or no. He was sure of that, too.
      

      
      “Valuable only to a man in Shadizar,” he said casually. “A dancing girl who ran away with these pilgrims. Or maybe they stole
         her. Whatever, the man’s besotted with her, and he’ll pay five gold pieces to have her back.”
      

      
      “Not much for a ride in this country. There are harder bandits about than these dog stealers.” She nodded to the bodies, where
         Conan had dragged them, well away from the water.
      

      
      “I seek pilgrims, not bandits,” he laughed. “They won’t put up much fight. Farewell, Karela.” He turned to ride away, but
         her next words made him draw rein.
      

      
      “Don’t you want to know where these pilgrims of yours are?”

      
      He stared at her, and she looked back with green eyes innocently wide. “If you know where they are, why didn’t you speak of
         it before? For that matter, why speak of it now? I can’t see you volunteering help to me.”
      

      
      “Those jackals … made a fool of me.” She grimaced, but the open look returned to her face quickly. “I was mad, Conan. I wanted
         to take it out on anyone. You saved my life, after all.”
      

      
      Conan nodded slowly. It was barely possible. And just as possible she would send him off chasing hares. But he had nothing
         else to go on besides picking a direction out of the air. “Where did you see them?”
      

      
      “To the north. They were camped beyond some low hills. I’ll show you.” She vaulted easily into the saddle of her big black.
         “Well, do you want me to show you, or do you want to sit here all day?”
      

      
      Short of dangling her down the well again, he could think no way of making her talk. He moved his black cloak to clear the
         leather-wrapped hilt of his sword, and motioned her to ride past. “You lead,” he said.
      

      
      “I know,” she laughed as she dug her heels into her mount’s ribs. “You like the view.”

      
      He did that, he thought wryly, but he intended to watch Karela with an eye to treachery. Trailing the robbers’ horses, he
         rode after her.
      

   
      
      VIII

      
      For the rest of that day they rode north, across rolling countryside sparsely covered with low scrub. When they camped at nightfall,
         Conan said, “How much farther?”
      

      
      Karela shrugged; her heavy round breasts shifted beneath the tight green tunic. “We’ll reach it some time after dawn, if we
         break camp early.”
      

      
      She began to pile dry twigs from the scrub for a fire, but he scattered them. “No need to advertise our presence. What makes
         you think they’ll still be there?”
      

      
      Tucking flint and steel back in her pouch, she gave him an amused smile. “If they’ve gone, at least you’ll be closer than
         you were. Who is this man in Shadizar who wants his slave girl back?”
      

      
      “If we’re riding early, we’d better turn in,” he said, and she smiled again.

      
      He wrapped himself in his cloak but did not sleep. Instead he watched her. She was wrapped in a blanket she had carried on
         her horse, and had her head pillowed on her high-pommeled saddle of tooled red leather. He would not have put it past her
         to try sneaking off with the horses in the night, but she seemed to settle right into sleep.
      

      
      Purple twilight deepened to black night, and scudding clouds crossed stars like diamonds on velvet, but Conan kept his eyes
         open. A gibbous moon rose, and at its height the Cimmerian thought he felt eyes on him from the surrounding night. Easing
         his narrow-bladed dagger from its forearm sheath, he loosed the bronze brooch that held his cloak and snaked into the night
         on his belly. Thrice he circled the camp in silence, always feeling the eyes, but he saw no one, nor any sign that anyone
         had ever been there. And then, abruptly, the feeling was gone. Once more he crawled all the way around the camp, but there
         was still nothing. Disgusted with himself, he got up and walked back to his cloak. Karela still slept. Angrily he wrapped
         himself in the black wool. It was the woman. Waiting for her treachery was making him see and feel what just was not there.
      

      
      While the sun was but a red rim shining above the horizon Karela woke, and they rode north again. Slowly the land changed,
         the low rollings becoming true hills. Conan was beginning to wonder what the men he sought would be doing so far to the north
         of the caravan route, when suddenly Karela kicked her horse into a gallop.
      

      
      “There it is,” she cried. “Just over those next hills.”

      
      Hurriedly he galloped after her. “Karela, come back! Karela!” She hurried on, disappearing around a hill. Fool woman, he thought.
         If the pilgrims were still there, she would have them roused.
      

      
      As he rounded the hill, he slowed his mount to a walk. She was nowhere in sight, and he could no longer hear the sounds of
         her horse running.
      

      
      “Conan!”

      
      Conan’s head whipped around at the shout. Karela sat her horse atop a hill to his right. “Crom, woman! What are you—”

      
      “My name is Karela,” she shouted. “The Red Hawk!”

      
      She let out a shrill whistle, and suddenly mounted men in a motley collection of bright finery and mismatched armor were boiling
         through every gap in the hills. In a trice he was the center of a shoulder-to-shoulder ring of brigands. Carefully he folded
         his hands on the pommel of his saddle. So much as a twitch toward his sword would put iron-tipped quarrels through his body
         from the four crossbows he could see, and there might be more.
      

      
      “Karela,” he called, “is this the way you keep your oath?”

      
      “I’ve said no uncivil word to you,” she replied mockingly, “and I haven’t raised my hand against you. Nor will I. I’m afraid
         the same can’t be said of my men. Hordo!”
      

      
      A burly, black-bearded man with a rough leather patch over his left eye forced his horse through the circle to confront Conan.
         A jagged scar ran from under the patch and disappeared in the thatch of his beard. That side of his mouth was drawn up in
         a permanent sneer. His ring mail had once belonged to a wealthy man—there were still traces of gilt left—and large gold hoops
         stretched his ears. A well-worn tulwar hung at his side.
      

      
      “Conan, she called you,” the big man said. “Well, I’m Hordo, the Red Hawk’s lieutenant. And what I want to know, what we all
         want to know, is why we shouldn’t cut your miserable throat right here.”
      

      
      “Karela was leading me,” Conan began, and cut off as Hordo launched a fist the size of a small ham at him. The big man’s single
         eye bulged as Conan caught his fist in mid-swing and stopped it dead.
      

      
      For a moment the two strained, arm to arm, biceps bulging, then Hordo shouted, “Take him!” The ring of bandits closed in.

      
      Dozens of hands clutched at Conan, tearing away his cloak, ripping loose his sword, pulling him from the saddle. But their
         very numbers hampered them somewhat, and he did not go easily. His dagger found a new home in ribs clothed in dirty yellow—in
         the press he never saw the face that went with them—a carelessly reached arm was broken at the elbow, and more than one face
         erupted in blood and broken teeth from his massive fists. The numbers were too many, though, and rough hands at last managed
         to bind his wrists behind him and link his ankles with a two-foot hobble of rawhide. Then they threw him to the stony ground,
         and those who had boots began to apply them to his ribs.
      

      
      Finally Hordo chased them back with snarled threats, and bent to jerk Conan’s head up by a fistful of hair. “We call her the
         Red Hawk,” he spat. “You call her mistress, or my lady. But don’t ever sully her name with your filthy mouth again. Not as
         you live.”
      

      
      “Why should he live at all?” snarled a weasel-faced man in dented half-armor and a guardsman’s helmet with the crest gone.
         “Hepakiah’s choking to death on his own blood from this one’s dagger right now.” He grimaced suddenly and spat out a tooth.
         “Cut his throat, and be done!”
      

      
      With a grin Hordo produced a wavy-bladed Vendhyan dagger. “Seems Aberius has a good idea for a change.”

      
      Suddenly Karela forced her horse through the pack around Conan, her green cat-eyes glaring down at him. “Can’t you think of
         something more interesting, Hordo?”
      

      
      “Still keeping your oath?” Conan snarled. “Fine payment for saving you from the slave block, or worse.” Hordo’s fist smashed
         his head back into the ground.
      

      
      “No man ever had to save the Red Hawk,” her lieutenant growled. “She’s better than any man, with sword or brains. See you
         remember it.”
      

      
      Karela laughed sweetly. “Of course I am, good Conan. If anything happens to you, it will be at the hands of these good men,
         not mine. Hordo, let’s take him to camp. You can decide what to do with him at leisure.”
      

      
      The scar-faced man shouted orders, and quickly a rope was passed around Conan, under his arms. The bandits scrambled to their
         saddles, Hordo himself clutching the rope tied to Conan, and they started off at a trot, the horses’ hooves spraying dirt
         and gravel in Conan’s face.
      

      
      Conan gritted his teeth as he was dragged. With his arms behind him, he was forced to skid along on his belly. Sharp rocks
         gashed his chest, and hardpacked clay scraped off patches of skin as large as his hand.
      

      
      When the horses skidded to a halt, Conan spat out a mouthful of dirt and sucked in air. He ached in every muscle, and small
         trickles of blood still oozed from those scrapes that dust had not clotted. He was far from sure that whatever they had planned
         for him would be better than being dragged to death.
      

      
      “Hordo,” Karela exclaimed in delight, “you have my tent up.”
      

      
      She leaped from the saddle and darted into a red-striped pavilion. It was the only tent in the camp lying in a hollow between
         two tall, U-shaped hills. Rumpled bedrolls lay scattered around half-a-dozen burned-out fires. Some of the men ran to stir
         these up, while others dug out stone jars of kil, raw distilled wine, and passed them around with raucous laughter.
      

      
      Conan rolled onto his side as Hordo dismounted beside him. “You’re a bandit,” the big Cimmerian panted. “How would you like
         a chance at a king’s treasure?”
      

      
      Hordo did not even look at him. “Get those stakes in,” he shouted. “I want him pegged out now.”

      
      “Five pendants,” Conan said, “and a jewel-encrusted casket. Gifts from Yildiz to Tiridates.” He hated letting these men know
         what he was after—at best he would have a hard time remaining alive to claim a share of what he thought of as his own—but
         otherwise he might not live to collect even a share.
      

      
      “Stir your stumps,” the bearded outlaw shouted. “You can drink later.”

      
      “Ten thousand pieces of gold,” Conan said. “That’s what one man is willing to pay for the pendants alone. Someone else might
         pay more. And then there’s the casket.”
      

      
      For the first time since arriving in the hollow Hordo turned to Conan, his one eye glaring. “The Red Hawk wants you dead.
         She’s done good by us, so what she wants is what I want.”
      

      
      A score of bandits, laughing and already half-drunk, came to lift Conan and bear him to a cleared space where they had driven
         four stakes into the hard ground. Despite his struggles they were too many, and he soon found himself spread-eagled on his
         back, wet rawhide straps leading from his wrists and ankles to the stakes. The rawhide would shrink in the heat of the sun,
         stretching his joints to the breaking point.
      

      
      “Why doesn’t Hordo want you to have a chance at ten thousand pieces of gold?” Conan shouted. Every man but Hordo froze where
         he stood, the laughter dying in their throats.
      

      
      With a curse the scar-faced brigand jumped forward. Conan tried to jerk his head aside, but lights flared before his eyes
         as the big man’s foot caught him. “Shut your lying mouth!” Hordo snarled.
      

      
      Aberius lifted his head to stare cold-eyed at the Red Hawk’s lieutenant, a ferret confronting a mastiff. “What’s he talking
         about, Hordo?”
      

      
      Conan shook his head to clear it. “A king’s treasure. That’s what I’m talking about.”

      
      “You shut—” Hordo began, but Aberius cut him off.

      
      “Let him talk,” the pinch-faced brigand said dangerously, and other voices echoed him. Hordo glared about him, but said nothing.

      
      Conan allowed himself a brief smile. A bit longer, and these cut-throats would turn him loose and bind Hordo and Karela in
         his place. But he did not intend to let them actually steal the pendants he had worked so hard for. “Five pendants,” he said,
         “and a golden casket encrusted with gems were stolen from Tiridates’ very palace not half a fortnight gone. I’m on the track
         of those trifles. One man’s already offered me ten thousand pieces of gold for the pendants alone, but what one man offers
         another will top. The casket will bring as much again, or more.”
      

      
      The men encircling him licked their lips greedily, and shuffled closer. “What makes them worth so much?” Aberius asked shrewdly.
         “I never heard of pendants worth ten thousand gold pieces.”
      

      
      Conan managed a chuckle. “But these were gifts from King Yildiz to King Tiridates, gems that no man has ever seen before.
         And the same on the casket,” he embroidered.
      

      
      Abruptly Karela burst through the close-packed circle of men, and they edged back from the rage on her face. Gone were the
         makeshift garments she had acquired at the Well of the Kings. Silver filigreed breastplates of gold barely contained her ivory
         breasts, and a girdle of pearls a finger wide hung low on her hips. Red thigh boots covered her legs, and the tulwar at her
         side had a sapphire the size of a pigeon’s egg on the pommel.
      

      
      “The dog lies,” she snarled. The men took another step back, but there was raw greed on their faces. “He seeks no gemstones,
         but a slave girl. He told me so himself. He’s naught but a muscle-bound slave catcher for some besotted fool in Shadizar.
         Tell them you lie, Conan!”
      

      
      “I speak the truth.” Or some of it, he thought.

      
      She whirled on him, knuckles white on the hilt of her sword. “Spawn of a maggot! Admit you lie, or I’ll have you flayed alive.”

      
      “You’ve broken half your oath,” he said calmly. “Uncivil words.”

      
      “Derketo take you!” With a howl of rage she planted the toe of one red boot solidly in his ribs. He could not contain a grunt
         of pain. “Think of something lingering, Hordo,” she commanded. “He’ll admit his lies soon enough then.” Suddenly she spun
         on her heel, drawing her sword till a hand-breadth of razor-sharp blue steel showed above the worked leather scabbard. “Unless
         one of you has a mind to challenge my orders?”
      

      
      A chorus of protests rose, and to Conan’s amazement more than one gnarled and scarred face was filled with fear. With a satisfied
         nod Karela slammed the tulwar back into its sheath and strode away toward her tent. Men half-fell in their haste to get out
         of her way.
      

      
      “The second part of your oath,” Conan shouted after her. “You struck me. You’re foresworn before Derketo. What vengeance will
         the goddess of love and death take on you, and on any who follow you?”
      

      
      Her stride faltered for an instant, but she went on without turning. The doorflap of the red-striped pavilion was drawn behind
         her.
      

      
      “You’ll die easier, Conan,” Hordo said, “if you watch your tongue. I’ve a mind to rip it out of you now, but some of the lads
         might want to hear if you babble more of this supposed treasure.”
      

      
      “You act like whipped curs around her,” Conan said. “Have none of you ever thought for yourselves?”

      
      Hordo shook his shaggy head. “I’ll tell you a tale, and if you make me speak of it again I’ll skewer your liver. From whence
         she came no one knows, but we found her wandering naked as a babe, and little more than one she was, in years, but with that
         sword she now wears clutched in her fist. He that led us then, Constanius by name, thought to have his sport with her, then
         sell her. He was the best of us with a sword, but she killed him like a fox killing a chicken, and when two who were close
         to him tried to take her, she killed them, too, and just as quick. Since then we’ve followed her. The looting she leads us
         to has always been good, and no man who did as he was told has ever been taken. She commands, and we obey, and we’re satisfied.”
      

      
      Hordo went away then, and Conan listened to the others talking as they drank around the fires. Amid coarse laughter they discussed
         what sport would be had of him. Hot coals were much talked of, and the uses of burning splinters, and how much of a man’s
         skin might be removed and yet leave him living.
      

      
      The sun blazed higher and hotter. Conan’s tongue swelled in his mouth with thirst, and his lips cracked and blackened. Sweat
         dried on his body till no more came, and the sun scored his flesh. Aberius and another fish-eyed rogue staggered over and
         amused themselves by pouring water on the ground beside his head, betting on how close they could come to his mouth without
         letting a drop fall where he could reach it. Even when the clear stream was so close he could feel the coolness of it on his
         cheek, Conan refused to turn his head toward it. He would not give them so much satisfaction.
      

      
      In time the other man left, and Aberius squatted at Conan’s head with the clay waterbottle cradled in his arms. “You’d kill
         for water, wouldn’t you?” the weasel-faced man said softly. He glanced warily over his shoulder at the other bandits, still
         drinking and shouting of what tortures they would inflict on the big Cimmerian, then went on. “Tell me about this treasure,
         and I’ll give you water.”
      

      
      “Ten—thousand—gold—pieces,” Conan croaked. The words scraped like gravel across his dry tongue. Aberius licked his lips eagerly.
         “More. Where is this treasure? Tell me, and I’ll convince the others to set you free.”
      

      
      “Free—first,” Conan managed.

      
      “Fool! The only way you’ll get free at all is with my help. Now, tell me where to find—” He squawked suddenly as Hordo’s big
         hand snatched him into the air by the scruff of his neck.
      

      
      The one-eyed brigand shook the rat of a man, Aberius’ feet dangling above the ground. “What are you doing?” Hordo demanded.
         “He’s not for talking with.”
      

      
      “Just having a little sport,” Aberius laughed weakly. “Just taunting him.”

      
      “Taunting,” Hordo spat. He threw the smaller man sprawling in the dust. “It’s more than taunting we’ll do to him. You get
         back to the rest.” He waited while Alberius scrambled, half-crawling, to where the other brigands watched laughing, then turned
         back to Conan. “Make peace with your gods, barbar. You’ll have no time later.”
      

      
      Conan worked his mouth for enough moisture to get out a few painful words. “Letting her do you out of the gold, Hordo.”

      
      “You don’t learn, do you, barbar?”

      
      Conan had just time to see the booted foot coming, then the world seemed to explode.

   
      
      IX

      
      When the Cimmerian regained consciousness, it was black night and the fires were burning low. A few brigands still squatted
         in muttered conversation, passing their stone jars of kil, but most were sprawled in drunken snoring. There was a light in the pavilion—Conan watched Karela’s well-curved silhouette
         on the striped tent wall—but even as he watched it was extinguished.
      

      
      The rawhide cords had tightened until they dug into his wrists. Feeling was almost gone from his hands. If he remained there
         much longer he would not be able to fight even were he to get free. His massive arms corded. There was no give to his bonds.
         Again he pulled, his body knotting down to the rippled-iron muscles of his stomach with the strain. Again. Again. Blood stained
         his wrists from the cutting rawhide, and wet the ground. Again he pulled. Again. And there was a slackness to the cord at
         his left wrist. No more than a fingers-breadth, but it was there.
      

      
      Suddenly he froze. The feeling that had come in the camp with Karela, of eyes on him, was back. And more than back, for his
         senses told him the watcher was coming closer. Warily he looked around. The men by the low-burning fire had sunk into sodden
         mounds, making as much noise asleep as they had awake. The camp was still. Yet he could still feel those eyes approaching.
         His hackles rose, for he was sure the bearer of those watching eyes now stood over him, staring down, but there was nothing
         there.
      

      
      Angrily he began to jerk at the rawhide binding his left wrist, harder and harder despite the quickened flow of blood and
         the burning pain that circled his wrist. If there was something standing above him—and he had seen enough in his life to know
         that there were many things not visible to the eye—he would not lie for it like a sheep at slaughter.
      

      
      Rage fueled his muscles, and suddenly the stake tore free of the ground. Immediately he rolled to his right, clutching that
         cord in both hands and pulling with all his might. Slowly the second stake pulled out of the hard-packed earth.
      

      
      Conan’s bones creaked as he sat up. The lacerated flesh of his wrists had swollen to hide the cords. Diligently he worked
         to loose them, then freed his ankles. The craining in him for water was enough to send another man for the nearest waterbag,
         but he forced himself to work some suppleness back into his stiffened muscles before he moved. When he rose, if he was not
         at full strength he was nonetheless a formidable opponent.
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