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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.
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