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DRUMS OF TOVBALKU
(Draft)

A Conan Story

by Robert E. Howard

I

Three nen squatted beside the water hol e, beneath the sunset sky that painted the desert
unmber and red. Two were Ghanatas, desert warriors, their tatters scarcely concealing their wry
dark franmes. Men called them Gobir and Sai du; they |ooked like vultures as they crouched besi de
the water hole. The third was yell ow haired and gray-eyed; he was called Amalric.

Nearby a canel ground its cud noisily, and a pair of weary horses vainly nuzzled the bare
sand. The nen rmunched dried dates cheerlessly, the desert men intent only on the working of their
jaws, Anmalric occasionally glancing at the dull red sky, or out across the | evel nobnotony where
the shadows were gathering and deepening. He was first to see the horseman who rode up and drew
rein with a jerk that set the steed rearing.

The rider was a dark-skinned giant. His wide silk pantal oons were gathered in about his bare
ankl es. They were supported by a broad girdle wapped repeatedly about his huge belly; that girdle
al so supported a flaring-tipped scinmtar few nen could wield with one hand. Wth that scimtar the
man was faned wherever the sons of the desert rode. He was Tilutan, the pride of the Ghanata.

Across his saddle bow a |inp shape lay, or rather hung. Breath hissed through the teeth of
the Ghanatas as they caught the gl eam of snooth, white linbs. A girl hung across Tilutan's saddle
bow, face down, her |oose hair flowi ng over his stirrup in a rippling black wave. The gi ant
grinned with a glint of white teeth, and cast her casually onto the sand, where she lay |axly,
unconsci ous. Instinctively Gobir and Saidu turned. toward Amalric, and Tilutan watched himfrom
hi s saddl e. Three Chanatas and an oudander. The entrance of a woman into the scene wought a subde
change in the atnosphere.

Almaric was the only one who was apparendy oblivious to the tenseness. He raked back his
rebel I'i ous yell ow | ocks absendy, and glanced indifferendy at the girl's linp figure. If there was
a nmonentary gleamin his grey eyes, the others did not catch it.

Tilutan swung down from his saddl e, contenptuously tossing the rein to Amalric.

"Tend ny horse,"” he said. "By Jhil, | did not find a desert antelope, but | found this little
filly. She was reeling through the sands, and she fell just as | approached. | dunk she fainted
fromweariness and durst. Get away fromthere, you jackals, and |let ne give her a drink."

The big man stretched her out beside the water hole and began | aving her face and wists,
trickling a few drops between her parched |ips. She noaned presendy and stirred vaguely. Gobir and
Sai du crouched with their hands on their knees, staring at her over Tilutan's burly shoul der
Amalric stood a litde apart fromthem his interest seem ng only casual

"She is comng to," announced Gobir.

Sai du said nodiing, but he licked his lips involuntarily, aninal-like.

Amal ric's gaze travelled inpersonally over the prostrate form fromthe torn sandals to the
| oose crown of glossy black hair. Her only garnent was a silk kirde, girdled at the waist. It left
her arms, neck and part of her bosom bare, and the skirt ended several inches above her knees. On
the parts revealed rested the gaze of the Ghanatas with devouring intensity, taking in the soft
contours, childish in their white tenderness, yet rounded w th buddi ng wonanhood.

Anmal ri ¢ shrugged his shoul ders.

"After Tilutan, who?" he asked carel essly.

A pair of lean heads turned toward him bl oodshot eyes rolled at the question, then the
Ghanatas turned and nutually stared at one another. Sudden rivalry crackled electrically between
t hem

"Cast the dice," urged Amalric. "No need to fight." His hand cane from under his worn tunic,
and he threw down a pair of dice before them A clawlike hand seized them

"Aye!" agreed CGobir. "We cast - after Tilutan, the wi nner!"

Amalric cast a glance toward the giant who still bent above his captive, bringing |life back
into her exhausted body. As he | ooked, her |ong-lashed Iids parted. Deep violet eyes stared up
into the leering face bewi |l deredly. An explosive exclamation of gratification escaped the thick
lips of Tilutan. Wenching a flask fromhis girdle, he put it to her nouth. She drank the wi ne
mechani cally. Amalric avoi ded her wanderi ng gaze. He was one man and the three Ghanatas were al
his mat ch.

CGobir and Sai du bent above the dice; Saidu cupped themin his palm breathed on them for
I uck, shook and threw. Two vulture-like heads bent over the spinning cubes in the dimlight. And
Amalric drew and struck with the same notion. The edge sliced through a duck neck, severing the
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wi ndpi pe, and Gobir fell across the dice, spurting blood, his head hanging by a shred.

Si mul t aneousl y, Saidu, with the desperate qui ckness of a desert man, shot to his feet and
hacked ferociously at the slayer's head. Amalric barely had tinme to catch the stroke on his lifted
sword. The whistling scinmtar beat the straight blade down on Amalric's head, staggering him He
rel eased his sword and threw both arns about Sai du, dragging himinto close quarters where his
scimtar was usel ess. Under the desert man's rags, the wiry frame was |ike steel cords.

Tilutan, conprehending the matter instandy, had cast the girl down and risen with a roar. He

rushed toward the struggling pair like a charging bull, his great scimtar flamng in his hand.
Amal ric saw himcom ng, and his flesh turned cold. Saidu was jerking and wenchi ng, handi capped by
the scimtar he was still seeking futilely to turn against his antagonist. Their feet tw sted and

stanmped in the sand, their bodi es ground agai nst one another. Amalric smashed his sandal heel down
on the Ghanata's bare instep, feeling bones give way. Saidu how ed and pl unged convul sively, and
Amal ric gave a desperate heave. The pair |urched drunkenly about, just as Tilutan struck with a
rolling drive of his broad shoulders. Amalric felt the steel rasp the under part of his arm and
chug deep into Saidu' s body. The Ghanata gave an agoni zed scream and his convul sive start tore
hinself free of Amalric's grasp. Tilutan roared a ferocious oath and, wenching his steel free,
hurl ed the dying nman aside. Before he could srike again, Amalric, his skin crawing with the fear
of that great curved blade, had grappled with him

Despair swept over himas he felt the strength of the warrior. Tilutan was w ser than Sai du
He dropped the scimtar and with a bellow, caught Amalric's throat with both hands. The great
fingers locked like iron, and Amalric, striving vainly to break their grip, was borne down, with
the Ghanata's great weight pinning himto the earth. The snaller man was shaken |ike a rat in the
jaws of a dog. His head was snmashed savagely against the sandy earth. As in a red m st he saw the

furious face of his opponent, lips withed back in a bestial grin of hate, teeth glistening. An
i nhuman snarling slavered fromhis thick throat.

"You want her, you dog!" the Ghanata nouthed, insane with rage and lust. "Arrrrghhh! | break
your back! | tear out your throat! | - ny scimtar! | cut off your head and make her kiss it!"

A final ferocious smash of Amalric's head agai nst the hard-packed sand, and Tilutan half-
lifted himand hurled himdown in an excess of bestial passion. Rising, the man ran, stooping |like
an ape, and caught up his scinitar where it lay |like a broad crescent of steel in the sand.
Yelling in ferocious exultation, he turned and charged back, brandishing the blade on high.
Amalric rose slowy to neet him dazed, shaken, sick fromthe manhandling he had received.

Tilutan's girdl e had become unwound in the fight, and now the end dangl ed about his feet. He
tripped, stunbled, fell headlong, throwing out his arns to save hinself. The scimtar flew from
hi s hand.

Amal ric, gal vanized, caught up the scimtar and took a reeling step forward. The desert swam
darkly to his gaze. In the dusk before himhe saw Tilutan's face suddenly ashy. The wi de nouth
gaped, the whites of the eyeballs rolled up. The giant froze on one knee and a hand, as if
i ncapabl e of further notion. Then the scinmitar fell, cleaving the round, shaven head to the chin,
where its downward course was checked with a sickening jerk.

Amalric had a diminpression of a face divided by a widening red line, fading in the
t hi ckeni ng shadows. Then darkness caught himw th a rush.

Sonet hi ng soft and cool was touching Amalric's face with gentle persistence. He groped
blindly and his hand cl osed on sonething warm firmand resilient. Then his sight cleared and he
| ooked into a soft oval face, framed in lustrous black hair. As in a trance he gazed unspeaki ng,
hungrily dwelling on each detail of the full red lips, dark violet eyes, and al abaster throat.
Wth a start he realized the vision was speaking in a soft nusical voice. The words were strange,

yet possessed an illusive faniliarity. A small white hand hol ding a dripping bunch of silk was
passed gently over his throbbing head and face. He sat up dizzily.
It was night, under the star-splashed skies. The canel still nmunched its cud; a horse

whi nnied restlessly. Not far away lay a hulking dark figure with its cleft head in a horrible
puddl e of blood and brains. Amalric | ooked up at the girl who knelt beside him talking in her
gentle, unknown tongue. As the mists cleared fromhis brain, he began to understand her. Harking
back into hal f-forgotten tongues he had | earned and spoken in the past, he remenbered a | anguage
used by a scholarly class in a southern province of Koth.

"Who are you, girl?" he demanded, prisoning a small hand in his own hardened fingers.

"I am Lissa." The name was spoken with al most the suggestion of a lisp. It was |like the
rippling of a slender stream

"I amglad you are conscious. | feared you were not alive."

"Alittle nore and | wouldn't have been," he nmuttered, glancing at the grisly sprawl that had
been Tilutan. She paled, refusing to follow his gaze. Her hand trenbled, and in their nearness,
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Amal ric thought he could feel the quick throb of her heart.

"It was horrible," she faltered. "Like an awful dream Anger -and blows - and bl ood--"

"It mght have been worse,” he grow ed.

She seened sensitive to every changing inflection of his voice or nbod. Her free hand stole
timdly to his arm

"I did not nmean to offend you. It was very brave for you to risk your life for a stranger
You are noble as the knights about which | have read."

He cast a quick glance at her. Her wide clear eyes met his, reflecting only the thought she
had spoken. He started to speak, then changed his mind and said another thing. "Wat are you doing
in the desert?"

"I came from Gazal ," she answered. "I - | was running away. | could not stand it any | onger.
But it was hot and |lonely and weary, and | saw only sand, sand - and the bl azing blue sky. The
sands burned nmy feet, and ny sandals were worn out quickly. I was so thirsty, ny canteen was soon
enpty. And then | wished to return to Gazal, but one direction | ooked |like another. | did not know
which way to go. | was terribly afraid, and started running in the direction in which I thought
Gazal to be. | do not renmenber much after that. | ran until | could run no further, and | nust
have lain in the burning sand for a while. | remenber rising and staggering on, and toward the
| ast | thought | heard someone shouting, and saw a huge man on a bl ack horse riding toward ne, and
then | knew no nore until | awoke and found nyself Iying with ny head in that nman's lap, while he
gave me wine to drink. Then there was shouting and fighting--" She shuddered. "Wen it was al
over, | crept to where you lay like a dead nan, and | tried to bring you to--"

"Why?" he demanded

She seened at a | oss. "Wiy," she floundered, "why, you were hurt - and - why, it is what
anyone woul d do. Besides, | realized that you were fighting to protect me fromthese nmen. The
peopl e of Gazal have always said that the desert people were w cked and woul d harmthe hel pl ess."

"That's no exclusive characteristic," nuttered Amalric. "Were is this Gazal ?"

"It can not be far," she answered. "I wal ked a whole day - and then | do not know how far the
warrior carried nme after he found ne. But he nust have discovered nme about sunset, so he could not
have cone far."

"I'n what direction?" he demanded.

"I do not know. | travelled eastward when | left the city."

"City?" he nmuttered. "A day's travel fromthis spot? | had thought there was only desert for
a thousand miles."

"Gazal is in the desert,"” she answered. "It is built am dst the palns of an oasis."

Putting her aside, he got to his feet, swearing softly as he fingered his throat, the skin of
whi ch was brui sed and | acerated. He exam ned the three CGhanatas in turn, finding no sign of life
in them Then, one by one, he dragged them a short distance out into the desert. Somewhere the
jackal s were yelping. Returning to the water hole where the girl squatted patiently, he cursed to
find only the black stallion of Tilutan with the canmel. The other horses had broken their tethers
and bolted during the fight.

Anmalric went to the girl and proffered her a handful of dried dates. She nibbled at them
eagerly, while the other sat and watched her, his chin on his fists, an increasing inpatience
t hrobbing in his veins.

"Way did you run away?" he asked abruptly. "Are you a slave?"

"W have no slaves in Gazal," she answered. "Ch, | was weary - so weary of the eterna
monotony. | w shed to see sonmething of the outer world. Tell ne, fromwhat | and do you cone?"

"I was born in the western hills of Aquilonia," he answered.

She cl apped her hands |ike a delighted child.

"I know where it is! | have seen it on the naps. It is the western-nost country of the
Hybori ans, and its king is Epeus the Sword-wi el der!"

Amal ric experienced a distinct shock. His head jerked up and he stared at his fair conpanion.

"Epeus? Wiy, Epeus has been dead for nine hundred years. The king's nanme is Vilerus."

"Ch, of course," she said, rather enbarrassedly. "I amfoolish. O course, Epeus was king
nine centuries ago, as you say. But tell ne - tell nme all about the world!"

"Why, that is a big order," he answered nonplussed. "You have not travelled?"

"This is the very first time that | have ever been out of sight of the walls of Gazal," she
admtted to him

H s gaze was fixed on the curve of her white bosom He was not interested in her adventures
at the nonent, and Gazal mi ght have been Hell for all he cared.

He started to speak, then changing his mnd caught her roughly in his arnms, his nuscles
tensing for the struggle he expected. But he encountered no resistance. Her soft, yielding body
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| ay across his knees, and she | ooked up at himsonewhat in surprize, but wthout fear or
enbarrassnent. She might have been a child subnitting to a new kind of play. Sonething about her
direct gaze confused him |f she had screamed, wept, fought, or smled know ngly, he would have
known how to deal w th her

"Who in Mtra's nane are you, girl?" he asked roughly. "You are neither touched with the sun
nor playing a gane with ne. Your speech shows you to be no ignorant country |lass, innocent in
i gnorance. Yet you seemto know nothing of the world and its ways."

"I am a daughter of Gazal," she answered helplessly. "If you saw Gazal, perhaps you would
under st and. "

He lifted her and placed her on the sand. Rising, he brought a saddl e bl anket and set it out
for her.

"Sleep, Lissa," he said, his voice harsh with conflicting enotions. "Tonorrow | nmean to see
Gazal ."

At dawn they started westward. Amalric had lifted Lissa onto the canel, show ng her how to
mai ntai n her bal ance. She clung to the seat with both hands, show ng no knowl edge what ever of
canel s, which again surprized the young Aquilonian. A girl raised in the desert, she had never
bef ore been on a canel, nor, until the preceding night, had she ever ridden or been carried on a
horse. Amalric had manufactured a sort of cloak for her, and she wore it wi thout question, not
aski ng whence it came, accepting it as she accepted all things he did for her, gratefully but
blindly, wthout asking the reason. Amalric did not tell her that the silk that shielded her from
the sun had once covered the skin of her abductor

As they rode she again begged himto tell her sonething of the world, like a child asking for
a story.

"I know Aquilonia is far fromthis desert," she said. "Stygia |lies between, and the Lands of
Shem and other countries. Howis it that you are here, so far from your honel and?"

He rode for a space in silence, his hand on the camel's guide-rope.

"Argos and Stygia were at war," he said abruptly. "Koth becane enbroil ed. The Kot hians urged
a simultaneous invasion of Stygia. Argos raised an arny of nercenaries, which went into ships and
sail ed southward along the coast. At the sane tine, a Kothic arnmy was to invade Stygia by | and.
was one of that mercenary arny. We net the Stygian fleet and defeated it, driving it back into
Kheni. We should have | anded, |ooted the city, and advanced al ong the course of the Styx - but our
adm ral was cautious. Qur |eader was Prince Zapayo da Kova, a Zingaran. W cruised southward unti
we reached the jungle-clad coasts of Kush. There we | anded, and the ships anchored, while the arny
pushed eastward al ong the Stygian frontier, burning and pillaging as we went. It was our intention
to turn northward at a certain point and strike into the heart of Stygia to forma juncture with
t he Kot hi c host which was supposed to be pushing down fromthe north. Then word came that we were
betrayed. Koth had concluded a separate peace with the Stygians. A Stygian arny was pushing
sout hward to intercept us, while another already had cut us off fromthe coast.

"Prince Zapayo, in desperation, conceived the nad i dea of marching eastward, hoping to skirt
the Stygi an border and eventually reach the eastern | ands of Shem But the army fromthe north
overtook us. W turned and fought. Al day we fought, and finally they gave before us, their
retreat turning into rout. But the next day the pursuing army cane up fromthe west, and crushed
between the hosts, our arny ceased to be. W were broken, annihilated, destroyed. There were few
left to flee. But when night fell, | broke away with my conpani on, a C merian naned Conan, a
brute of a man with the strength of a bull.

"We rode southward into the desert, because there was no other direction in which we night
go. Conan had been in this part of the world before, and he believed we had a chance to survive.
Far to the south we found an oasis, but Stygian riders harried us, and we fled again, fromoasis
to oasis, fleeing, starving, thirsting, until we found ourselves in a barren, unknown | and of
bl azi ng and enpty sand. W rode until our horses were reeling, and we were half delirious. Then
one night we saw fires and rode up to them taking a desperate chance that we m ght nake friends.
As soon as we cane within range, a shower of arrows greeted us. Conan's horse was hit and it

reared, throwing its rider. H's neck nust have broken like a twig, for he never noved. | got away
in the darkness, sonehow, though ny horse died under ne. | had only a glance at the attackers.
They were tall, |lean brown nmen, wearing strange, barbaric garnents. | wandered on foot through the
desert, and fell in with those three vultures you saw yesterday. They were jackals - Ghanatas -

menbers of a robber tribe of mxed bl ood. The only reason they didn't rmurder ne was because | had
not hi ng they wi shed. For a nonth | have been wandering and thieving with them because there was
nothing else | could do."

"I did not know it was like that," Lissa murnured faintly. "They said there were wars and
cruelty out in the world, but it seenmed |like a dreamand far away. Listening to you speak of
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treachery and battle seems alnost |ike seeing it."

"Do no enenies ever come agai nst Gazal ?" he denmanded. She shook her head. "Men ride w de of
Gazal . Sonetines | have seen black dots noving in lines along the horizon, and the old nen said
they were arnies noving to war. But they never cone near to Gazal ."

Anmalric felt a dimstirring of uneasiness. This desert, seenmingly enpty of life, neverthel ess
contai ned sone of the fiercest tribes on earth - the Chanatas, who ranged far to the east; the
masked Ti bu, whom he believed dwelt further to the south; and sonewhere off to the southwest |ay
the sem -nythical enmpire of Tonbal ku, ruled by a wild and barbaric race. It was strange that a
city in the mdst of this savage | and should be left so conpletely alone that one of its
i nhabitants did not even know t he neani ng of war.

When he turned his gaze el sewhere, strange thoughts assailed him Ws the girl touched by the
sun? Was she a denmon in womanly form come out of the desert to lure himto sone cryptic doon? A
gl ance at her clinging childishly to the high peak of the canmel saddle was sufficient to dispe
t hese breedi ngs Then again doubt assailed him Was he bew tched? Had she cast a spell on hinP

Westward they forged steadily, halting only to nibble dates and drink water at ni dday.
Amalric fashioned a frail shelter out of his sword and sheath and the saddl e bl ankets to shield
her fromthe burning sun. Weary and stiff fromthe tossing, bucking gait of the canel, she had to
be lifted down in his arns. As he felt again the vol uptuous sweetness of her soft body, he felt a
hot throb of passion sear through him and he stood nomentarily notionless, intoxicated with the
near ness of her, before he laid her down in the shade of the nmakeshift tent.

He felt a touch of alnobst anger at the clear gaze with which she met his, at the docility
wi th which she yielded her young body to his hands. It was as if she were unaware of things which
m ght harm her; her innocent trust shaned himand pent a helpless wath within him

As they ate, he did not taste the dates he nunched; his eyes burned on her, avidly drinking
in every detail of her lithe young figure. She seenmed as unaware of his intentness as a child.
When he lifted her to place her again on the canel, and her arnms went instinctively about his
neck, he shuddered. But he lifted her up on her nount, and they took up the journey once nore.

It was just before sundown when Lissa pointed and cried out: "Look! The towers of Gazal!"

On the desert rimhe saw them - spires and minarets, rising in a jade-green cluster against
the blue sky. But for the girl, he would have thought it the phantomcity of a mirage. He gl anced
at Lissa curiously. She showed no signs of eager joy at her honeconing. |nstead, she sighed, and
her slim shoul ders seened to droop

As they approached, the details swamnore plainly into view Sheer fromthe desert sands rose
the wall which enclosed the towers. And Anmalric saw that the wall was crunbling in many pl aces.
The towers, too, he saw, were much in disrepair. Roofs sagged, broken battlenents gaped, spires
| eaned drunkenly. Panic assailed him was it a city of the dead to which he rode, guided by a
vanpi re? A quick glance at the girl reassured him

No demon could lurk in that divinely nolded exterior. She glanced at himwith a strange and
wi stful questioning in her deep eyes, turned resolutely toward the desert, then, with a deep sigh,
set her face toward the city, as if gripped by a subtle and fatalistic despair.

Now t hrough the gaps of the jade-green wall, Amalric saw figures nmoving within the city. No
one hailed themas they rode through a broad breach in the wall, and came out into a broad street.
Close at hand, limed in the sinking sun, the decay was nore apparent. Grass grew rank in the
streets, pushing through shattered paving; grass grewrank in the small plazas. Streets and courts
Iikewise were littered with rubbish of masonry and fallen stones.

Domes rose, cracked and di scol ored. Portals gaped, vacant of doors. Everywhere ruin had laid
his hand. Then Analric saw one spire untouched; a shining red cylindrical tower which rose in the
extreme sout heastern corner of the city.

It shone anong the ruins, and Amalric pointed to it.

"Way is that tower less in ruins than the others?" he asked. Lissa turned pale; she trenbled
and caught his hand convul sively.

"Do not speak of it!" she whispered. "Do not |ook toward it -do not even think of it!"

Anmalric scow ed; the naneless inplication of her words sonmehow changed the aspect of the
mysterious tower. Now it seened |like a serpent's head rearing anong ruin and desol ation

The young Aquilonian | ooked warily about him After all, he had no assurance that the people
of Gazal would receive himin a friendly manner. He saw people noving |eisurely about the streets.
They halted and stared at him and for some reason his flesh crawl ed. They were nen and wonmen with
kindly features, and their |ooks were mild. But their interest seenmed so slight -so vague and
i npersonal . They nmde no novenent to approach himor to speak to him It m ght have been the nost
common thing in the world for an arnmed horsenman to ride into their city fromthe desert; yet
Amal ric knew that was not the case, and the casual manner in which the people of Gazal received
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hi m caused a faint uneasiness in his bosom

Li ssa spoke to them indicating Amalric, whose hand she lifted |ike an affectionate child.
"This is Amalric of Aquilonia, who rescued ne fromthe desert people and has brought ne hone."

A polite murnur of wel cone rose fromthe people, and several of them approached to extend
their hands. Amalric thought he had never seen such vague, kindly faces. Their eyes were soft and
mld, wthout fear and without wonder. Yet they were not the eyes of stupid oxen; rather, they
were the eyes of people wapped in dreans.

Their stare gave hima feeling of unreality; he hardly knew what was said to him H's mnd
was occupi ed by the strangeness of it all; these quiet, dreany people in their silken tunics and
soft sandals, noving with aimess vagueness anong the discolored ruins. A |lotus paradise of
illusion? Sormehow, the thought of that sinister red tower struck a discordant note.

One of the nen, his face snmooth and unlined, but his hair silver, was saying: "Aquilonia?
There was an invasion - we heard - King Bragorus of Nenedia - how went the war?"

"He was driven back," answered Amalric briefly, resisting a shudder. N ne hundred years had
passed since Bragorus | ed his spearnen across the marches of Aquil onia.

Hi s questioner did not press himfurther; the people drifted away, and Lissa tugged at his
hand. He turned, feasted his eyes upon her; in a realmof illusion and dream her soft firm body
anchored his wandering conjectures. She was no dream she was real; her body was sweet and
tangi bl e as cream and honey.

"Come, let us go to rest and eat."

"What of the people?" he demurred. "WIIl you not tell them of your experiences?"

"They woul d not heed, except for a few m nutes,” she answered. "They would listen a little,
and then drift away. They hardly know | have been gone. Cone!"

Analric led the horse and canel into an enclosed court where the grass grew high, and water
seeped froma broken fountain into a marble trough. There he tethered them and then turned to
Li ssa. Taking his hand, she I ed himacross the court into an arched doorway. N ght had fallen. In
the open space above the court, the stars were clustering, etching the jagged pinnacl es.

Through a series of dark chanbers Lissa went, noving with the sureness of |ong practice.

Amal ric groped after her, guided by her little hand in his. He found it no pleasant adventure. The
scent of dust and decay hung in the thick darkness. At times, what felt |like broken tiles
underfoot caused himto nove carefully. At other tines there was the softness of worn carpets. His
free hand touched the fretted arches of doorways. Then the stars gl eamed t hrough a broken roof,
showi ng hima dim w nding hallway hung with rotting tapestries. They rustled in a faint w nd, and
their noise was Li ke the whispering of witches, causing the hair to stir next his scalp.

Then they cane into a chanber dimy lighted by the starshine stream ng through open w ndows.
Li ssa rel eased his hand, funbled an instant, and produced a faint |ight of sone sort. It was a
gl assy knob which glowed with a gol den radi ance. She set it on a marble table and indicated that
Amal ric should recline on a couch thickly littered with silks. Goping into sone nysterious
recess, she produced a gold vessel of wine and others containing food unfanmiliar to Amalric. There
were dates, but the other food, which he did not recognize, was pallid and insipid to his taste.
The wi ne was pl easant to the palate, but no nore heady than dish water

Seated on a marbl e seat opposite him Lissa nibbled daintily.

"What sort of place is this?" he denanded. "You are |like these people - yet strangely
unl i ke. "

"They say | amlike our ancestors," answered Lissa. "Long ago they canme into the desert and
built this city over a great oasis which was in reality only a series of springs. The stone they
took fromthe ruins of a nuch older city - only the red tower--" her voice dropped and she gl anced
nervously at the star-franed windows - "only the red tower stood there. It was enpty - then

"Qur ancestors, who were called Gazali, once dwelt in the southern part of Koth. They were
noted for their scholarly wisdom But they sought to revive the worship of Mtra which the
Kot hi ans had | ong ago abandoned, and the king drove them from his ki ngdom They canme sout hward,
many of them priests, scholars, teachers, scientists, along with their Shemtish sl aves.

"They reared Gazal in the desert; but the slaves revolted al nbst as soon as the city was
built and, fleeing, mxed with the wild tribes of the desert. They were not treated badly, but
word came to themin the night - a word which sent themfleeing madly fromthe city into the
desert.

"My people dwelt here, learning to manufacture their food and drink fromsuch material as was
at hand. Their learning was a marvel. When the slaves fled, they took with them every canel, horse
and donkey in the city. There was no comunication with the outer world. There are whol e chanbers
in Gazal that are filled with naps and books and chronicles. But they are all nine hundred years
old, at the least, for it was nine hundred years ago that nmy people fled fromKoth. Since then, no
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man of the outside world has set forth in Gazal. And the people are slowy vani shing. They have
become so dreamy and introspective that they have neither human passions nor anbitions. The city
falls into ruins and none noves hand to repair it. Horror--" she choked, and shuddered, "when
horror came upon them they could neither flee nor fight."

"What do you nean?" he whispered, a cold wind blowing on his spine. The rustling of rotten
hangi ngs down nanel ess bl ack corridors stirred dimfear in his soul

She shook her head, rose, and canme around the narble table. She laid hands on his shoul ders.
Her eyes were wet and shone with horror and a desperate yearning that caught at his throat.
Instinctively, his armwent around her lithe form and he felt her trenble.

"Hold ne!" she begged. "I amafraid! Ch, | have dreanmed of such a man as you. | amnot |ike
my people; they are dead nen wal king forgotten streets; but | amalive. | amwarm and sentient.
hunger and thirst and yearn for life. | cannot abide the silent streets and ruined halls and dim
peopl e of Gazal, though |I have never known anything else. That is why | ran away - | yearned for

life--"

She was sobbi ng uncontrollably in his arms. Her hair streamed over his face; her fragrance
made himdizzy. Her firmbody strained against him She was |ying across his knees, her arns
| ocked about his neck. Straining her to his breast, he crushed her lips with his. Eyes, |ips,
cheeks, hair, throat, breasts, he showered with hot kisses, until her sobs changed to panting
gasps. The passion that slunmbered in her woke in one overpowering wave. The glow ng gold ball,
struck by his groping fingers, tunbled to the floor and was extingui shed. Only the starshine
gl eaned through the wi ndows.

Lying in Amalric's arns on the sil k-heaped couch, Lissa opened her heart and whi spered her
dreans and hopes and aspirations, childish, pathetic, terrible.

“I'I'l take you away," he nuttered. "Tonorrow. You are right. Gazal is a city of the dead; we
will seek life and the outer world. It is violent, rough, and cruel, but it is better than this
living death--"

The ni ght was broken by a shuddering cry of agony, horror and despair. Its tinbre brought out
cold sweat on Amalric's skin. He started upright fromthe couch, but Lissa clung to him
desperately.

"No, no!" she begged in a frantic whisper. "Do not go! Stay!"

"But nurder is being done!" he exclained, funbling for his sword. The cries seened to cone
fromacross an outer court. Mngled with themthere was an indescribable tearing, rending sound
They rose higher and thinner, unbearable in their hopel ess agony, then sank away in a | ong,
shudderi ng sob.

"I have heard nmen dying on the rack cry out like that!" nuttered Amalric, shaking with
horror. "What devil's work is this?"

Li ssa was trenbling violently in a frenzy of terror. He felt the wild pounding of her heart.

"It is the Horror of which |I spoke!" she whispered. "The Horror which dwells in the red
tower. Long ago it came - and some say it dwelt there in the lost years and returned after the
bui l ding of Gazal. It devours human beings. Wiat it is, no one knows, since none have seen it and
lived to tell. It is a god or a devil. That is why the slaves fled; why the desert people shun
Gazal. Many of us have gone into its awful belly. Eventually, all will have gone, and it will rule
over an enpty city, as nen say it ruled over the ruins fromwhich Gazal was reared."

"Why have the people stayed to be devoured?" he denanded.

"I do not know," she whi npered; "they dream-"

"Hypnosis,” nmuttered Amalric; "hypnosis coupled with decay. | sawit in their eyes. This
devil has them nesnerized. Mtra, what a foul secret!"

Li ssa pressed her face against his bosomand clung to him

"But what are we to do?" he asked uneasily.

"There is nothing to do," she whispered. "Your sword woul d be hel pless. Perhaps it will not
harmus. It has taken a victimtonight. W nust wait |ike sheep for the butcher."

"I"l'l be dammed if | will!" Amalric exclainmed, galvanized. "W will not wait for norning
We'll go tonight. Make a bundle of food and drink. 1'll get the horse and canel and bring themto
the court outside. Meet ne there!™

Si nce the unknown nonster had already struck, Amalric felt that he was safe in | eaving the
girl alone for a few nmnutes. But his flesh craw ed as he groped his way down the w nding corridor
and through the bl ack chanbers where the swinging tapestries whispered. He found the beasts
huddl ed nervously together in the court where he had left them The stallion whinnied anxiously
and nuzzled him as if sensing peril in the breathless night.

He saddl ed and bridled and hurriedly |l ed them through the narrow opening onto the street. A
few mnutes later he was standing in the starlit court. And even as he reached it; he was
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electrified by an awful scream which rang shudderingly upon the air. It came fromthe chanber
where he had left Lissa

He answered that piteous cry with a wild yell; drawing his sword, he rushed across the court
and hurled hinself through the wi ndow. The gol den ball was gl owi ng again, carving out black
shadows in the shrinking corners. Silks lay scattered on the floor. The nmarble seat was upset. But
t he chanber was enpty.

A sick weakness overcane Amalric and he staggered against the narble table, the dimlight
wavi ng dizzily to his sight. Then he was swept by a mad rage. The red tower! There the fiend would
bear his victimn

He darted across the court, found the streets and raced toward the tower which glowed with an
unholy |ight under the stars.

The streets did not run straight. He cut through silent black buildings and crossed courts
whose rank grass waved in the night w nd.

Ahead of him clustered about the crinmson tower, rose a heap of ruins where decay had eaten
nmore savagely than at the rest of the city. Apparently none dwelt anbng them They reel ed and
tunbl ed, a crunbling mass of quaking nmasonry, with the red tower rearing up anong themlike a
poi sonous red flower from charnel -house ruin.

To reach the tower he woul d be forced to traverse the ruins. Recklessly, he plunged into the
bl ack mass, groping for a door. He found one and entered, thrusting his sword ahead of him Then
he saw such a vista as nmen sonetinmes see in fantastic dreanms. Far ahead of himstretched a | ong
corridor, visible in a faint, unhallowed glow, its black walls hung with strange shud-dersone
tapestries. Far down it he saw a receding figure - a white, naked, stooped figure, |urching al ong,
draggi ng sonething the sight of which filled himw th sweating horror. Then the apparition
vani shed fromhis sight, and with it vanished the eery glow. Anmalric stood in the soundl ess dark
seei ng not hing, hearing nothing; thinking only of that stooped white figure that dragged a |inp
human bei ng down a | ong, black corridor.

As he groped onward, a vague menory stirred in his brain -the menory of a grisly tale nunbl ed
to himover a dying fire in the skull-heaped, devil-devil hut of a black witchman - a tale of a
god which dwelt in a crinson house in a ruined city and which was worshi pped by darksone cults in
dank jungles and along sullen dusky rivers. And there stirred, too, in his nmind an incantation
whi spered in his ear in awed and shuddering tones, while the night had held its breath, the lions
had ceased to roar along the river, and the very fronds had ceased their scraping one agai nst the
ot her.

d | amonga, whispered a dark wind down the sightless corridor. Al amonga whispered the "dust
that ground beneath his stealthy feet. Sweat stood on his skin and the sword shook in his hand. He
stol e through the house of a god, and fear held himby its bony hand. The bouse of the god - the
full horror of the phrase filled his nind. Al the ancestral fears and the fears that reached
beyond ancestry and prinordial race-menory crowded upon him horror cosm ¢ and unhuman si ckened
him H's weak humanity crushed himin its realization as he went through the house of darkness
that was the house of a god.

About himshinmered a glow so faint that it was scarcely discernible; he knew that he was
approaching the tower itself. Another instant and he groped his way through an arched door and
stunbl ed upon strangely spaced steps. Up them he went and, as he clinbed, that blind fury which is
manki nd's | ast defence agai nst diabolismand all the hostile forces of the universe, surged in
him and he forgot his fear. Burning with terrible eagerness, he clinbed up and up through the
thick, evil darkness until he cane into a chanber lit by a weird gl ow

And before himstood a white, naked figure. Amalric halted, his tongue cleaving to his
palate. It was a naked white nman, to all appearance, who stood there, gazing at himw th nmighty
arns fol ded on an al abaster breast. The features were classic, cleanly carven, with nore than
human beauty. But the eyes were balls of luminous fire, such as never |ooked from any human head
In those eyes, Amalric glinpsed the frozen fires of the ultimate hells, touched by awful shadows.

Then before himthe formbegan to growdimin outline - to waver. Wth a terrible effort, the
Aqui | oni an burst the bonds of silence and spoke a cryptic and awful incantation. And as the
frightful words cut the silence, the white giant halted - froze -again his outlines stood out
clear and bol d agai nst the gol den background.

"Now fall on, damm you!" cried Amalric hysterically. "I have bound you into your human shape!
The bl ack wi zard spoke truly! It was the master word he gave ne! Fall on, Olamonga -till you
break the spell by feasting on ny heart, you are no nore than a man |ike ne!"

Wth a roar that was like the gust of a whirlwind, the creature charged. Amalric sprang aside
fromthe clutch of those hands whose strength was nore than that of a giant. A single tal oned
finger, spread wide and catching in his tunic, ripped the garnent fromhimlike a rotten rag as
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the nonster plunged by. But Amalric, nerved to nore than human qui ckness by the horror of the
fight, wheeled and drove his sword through the thing's back, so that the point stood out a foot
fromthe broad breast.

A fiendish how of agony shook the tower; the nonster whirled and rushed at Amalric, but the
youth sprang aside and raced up the stairs to the dais. There he wheel ed and, catching up a marble
seat, hurled it down upon the horror that was |unbering up the stairs. Full in the face the
massive m ssile struck, carrying the fiend back down the steps. He rose, an awful sight, streamng
bl ood and again essayed the stairs. In desperation, Amalric lifted a jade bench whose wei ght
wrenched a groan of effort fromhim and hurled it.

Beneath the inpact of the hurtling bulk, Olamonga pitched back down the stair and |ay anopng
the marbl e shards, which were flooded with his blood. Wth a |ast, desperate effort, he heaved
hinsel f up on his hands, eyes glazing, and throw ng back his bl oody head, voiced an awful cry.

Amal ric shuddered and recoiled fromthe abysmal horror of that scream And it was answered. From
somewhere in the air above the tower a faint nedley of fiendish cries came back |ike an echo. Then
the mangl ed white figure went |inp anong the bl ood-stained shards. And Analric knew t hat one of
the gods of Kush was no nore. Wth the thought cane blind, unreasoning horror

In a fog of terror he rushed down the stair, shrinking fromthe thing that lay staring on the
floor. The night seened to cry out against him aghast at the sacrilege. Reason, exultant over his
triunph, was submerged in a flood of cosnmic fear

As he put foot on the head of the steps, he halted short. Up fromthe darkness Lissa came to
him her white arnms outstretched, her eyes pools of horror and revul sion.

"Amalric!" It was a haunting cry. He crushed her in his arnmns.
"I saw It," she whinpered - "dragging a dead man through the corridor. | screaned and fl ed;
then when | returned, | heard you cry out and knew you had gone to search for ne in the red tower--

"And you came to share ny fate," his voice was alnpbst inarticulate. Then, as she tried to
peer in trenbling fascination past him he covered her eyes with his hands and turned her about.
Better that she should not see what lay on the crinson floor. As he half led, half carried her
down the shadowed stairs, a glance over his shoul der showed himthat a naked white figure lay no
| onger anong the broken marble. The incantation had bound O lamonga into his human formin life,
but not in death. Blindness nonentarily assailed Amalric; then, galvanized into frantic haste, he
hurried Lissa down the stairs and through the dark ruins.

He did not slacken pace until they reached the street where the canel and stallion huddl ed
agai nst one another. Quickly he placed the girl on the canel and swung up on the stallion. Taking

the | ead-line, he headed straight for the broken wall. A few minutes |ater he breathed gustily.
The open air of the desert cooled his blood; it was free of the scent of decay and hi deous
antiquity.

There was a smal |l water-pouch hanging fromhis saddl e bow They had no food, and his sword
was in the chanber of the red tower. He had not dared touch it. Wthout food and unarned, they
faced the desert, but its peril seemed less grimthan the horror of the city behind them

Wt hout speaking they rode. Anmlric headed south; somewhere in that direction there was a
wat er hole. Just at dawn, as they nounted a crest of sand, he | ooked back toward Gazal, unreal in
the pink light. And he stiffened as Lissa, sharing his vision, cried out. Froma breach in the
wal | rode seven horsenen; their steeds were black, and the riders were cloaked in black from head
to foot. Horror swept over Amalric as he realized there had been no horses in Gazal. Turning, he
urged their nmounts on

The sun rose, red, and then gold, and then a ball of white-beaten flane. On and on the
fugitives pressed, reeling with heat and fatigue, blinded by the glare. They noistened their lips
with water fromtine to time, and behind them at an even pace, rode seven black dots. Evening
began to fall, and the sun reddened and | urched toward the desert rim And a cold hand clutched at
Amalric's heart. The riders were closing in. As darkness came on, so cane the black riders.
Amalric glanced at Lissa, and a groan burst fromhim H's stallion stunbled and fell. The sun had
gone down, the noon was blotted out suddenly by a bat-shaped shadow. In the utter darkness the
stars glowed red, and behind himAmalric heard a rising rush as of an approaching wi nd. A black
speedi ng clunp bul ked agai nst the night, in which glinted sparks of awful |ight.

"Ride girl!" he cried despairingly. "Go on - save yourself; it is me they want!"

For answer she slid down fromthe canel and threw her arms about him

"I will die with you!"

Seven bl ack shapes | ooned against the stars, racing |ike the wind. Under the hoods shone
balls of evil fire. Jaw bones seenmed to clack together. Suddenly, a horse swept past Analric, a
vague bulk in the unnatural darkness. There was the sound of an inpact as the unknown steed
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caronmed anpong the onconi ng shapes. A horse screaned in frenzy, and a bull-like voice bellowed in a
strange tongue. From sonewhere in the night a clanmor of yells answered.

Somre sort of violent action was taking place. Horse's hoofs stanped and clattered. There was
the inmpact of savage bl ows, and the sane stentorian voice was cursing lustily. Then the noon
abruptly cane out and lit a fantastic scene.

A man on a gi ant horse whirled, slashed and snote apparently at thin air, and from anot her
direction swept a wild horde of riders, their curved swords flashing in the noonlight. Away over
the crest of a rise, seven black figures were vanishing, their cloaks floating out |ike the w ngs
of bats.

Anmalric was swanped by wild nen who | eaped fromtheir horses and swarned around him Sinewy,
naked arns pinioned him fierce brown, hawk-like faces snarled at him Lissa screaned. Then the
attackers were thrust right and left as the man on the great horse reined through the crowd. He
bent fromhis saddle and glared closely at Amalric.

"The devil!" he roared. "Amalric the Aquil onian!"

"Conan!" Amalric exclained bewil|lderedly. "Conan! Alive!"

"More alive than you seemto be," answered the other. "By Crom man, you look as if all the
devils in this desert had been hunting you through the night. Wat things were those pursuing you?
I was riding around the canp nmy nmen had pitched to nmake sure no enemes were in hiding, when the
moon went out like a candle, and then | heard sounds of flight. | rode towards the sounds and, by
Crom | was anong those devils before | knew what was happening. | had ny sword in my hand and
| aid about me - by Crom their eyes blazed like fire in the dark! I know ny edge bit them but
when the nmoon cane out, they were gone like a puff of wind. Were they nen or fiends?"

"Choul s sent up fromHell," shuddered Amalric. "Ask me no nore; there are sone things that
cannot be discussed. "

Conan did not press the matter, nor did he ook incredulous. H's beliefs included night
fiends, ghosts, hobgoblins and dwarfe.

"Trust you to find a woman, even in a desert,"” he said, glancing at Lissa, who had crept to
Amalric and was clinging close to him glancing fearfully at the wild figures which henmed them
in.

"Wne!" roared Conan. "Bring flasks! Here!" He seized a |leather flask fromthose who thrust
it out to him and placed it in Amalric's hand. "G ve the girl a swig and drink sone yourself," he
advi sed. "Then we'll put you on horses and take you to the canp. You need food, rest and sl eep.
can see that."

A richly caparisoned horse was brought, rearing and prancing, and willing hands hel ped
Amalric into the saddle. Then the girl was handed up to him and they noved off sout hward,
surrounded by the wiry brown riders in their picturesque sem - nakedness. Conan rode ahead, humm ng
a riding song of the nercenaries.

"Who is he?" whispered Lissa, her arnms about her |over's neck; he was hol ding her on the
saddle in front of him

"Conan, the Cimerian," nuttered Analric. "The man | wandered with in the desert after the
defeat of the nmercenaries. These are the nen who struck himdown. | left himlying under their
spears, apparently dead. Now we neet hi mobviously in comand of, and respected by them"

"He is a terrible man," she whi spered

He smiled. "You never saw a white-skinned barbarian before. He is a wanderer and a pl underer
and a slayer, but he has his own code of norals. | don't think we have anything to fear fromhim"

In his heart he was not sure. In a way, it mght be said that he had forfeited Conan's
conr adeshi p when he had ridden away into the desert, |eaving the C mrerian sensel ess on the
ground. But he had not known that Conan was alive. Doubt haunted Amalric. Savagely loyal to his
conmpani ons, the Cinmerian's wild nature saw no reason why the rest of the world should not be
pl undered. He lived by the sword. And Amalric suppressed a shudder as he thought of what might
chance did Conan desire Lissa.

Later on, having eaten and drunk in the canp of the riders, Amalric sat by a small fire in
front of Conan's tent; Lissa, covered with a silken cloak, slunbered with her curly head on his
knees. And across fromhimthe firelight played on Conan's face, interchanging |ights and shadows.

"Who are these nen?" asked the young Aquilonian. "The riders of Tonbal ku," answered the
C merian. "Tonbal ku!" exclainmed Amalric. "Then it is no nmyth." "Far fromit!" agreed Conan. "When
my accursed steed fell with me, | was knocked sensel ess, and when | recovered consci ousness the
devils had ne bound hand and foot. This angered nme, so | snapped several of the cords they had
tied me with, but they rebound themas fast as | could break them- never did | get a hand
entirely free. But to themmny strength seened renarkabl e--"

Amal ric gazed at Conan unspeaki ng. The man was tall and broad as Tilutan had been, without
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the dead man's surplus flesh. He could have broken the Ghanata's neck with his naked hands. "They
decided to carry me to their city instead of killing me out of hand," Conan went on. "They thought
a man like ne should be a long tine in dying by torture, and so give themsport. Wll, they bound
me on a horse w thout a saddle, and we went to Tonbal ku

"There were two kings of Tonbal ku. They took nme before them- one a | ean, brown-skinned devi
naned Zehbeh, the other a big, hulking black who dozed on his ivory-tusk throne. They spoke a
dialect | could understand a little, it being nuch Iike that of the western Mandi ngo who dwel| on
the coast. Zehbeh asked one of his priests what should be done with me, and the priest cast dice

made of sheep bone, and said I should be flayed alive before the altar of Jhil. Everyone cheered
and that woke the other Kking.
"I spat at the priest and cursed himroundly, and the kings as well, telling themthat if |

were to be skinned, by Crom | wanted a good belly-full of wi ne before they began. Then | dammed
them for thieves and cowards and sons of harlots.

"At this the black king roused and sat up to stare at ne. Then he rose and shouted: "Amral"
and | knew him - Sakunbe, a Suba fromthe Black Coast, a fat adventurer | had known well in the
days when | was a corsair along the coast. He trafficked in ivory, gold dust and slaves, and woul d
cheat the devil out of his eye-teeth. Well, he knew ne and descended from his throne and enbraced
me for joy - the fat, snelly devil - and took ny cords off with his own hands. Then he announced
that | was Anra, the Lion, his friend, and that no harm should conme to ne. Then foll owed nuch
di scussi on because Zehbeh and his priest, Daura, wanted ny |life. But Sakunbe yelled for his witch-
finder, Askia, and he canme, all feathers and bells and snake-skins - a w zard of the Bl ack Coast,
and a son of the devil if there ever was one.

"Askia pranced and made incantations, and announced that Sakunbe was the chosen of Ajujo, the
Dark One, and all the bl ack people of Tonbal ku shouted, and Zehbeh backed down.

"The bl acks in Tonbal ku are the real power. Several centuries ago, the Aphaki, a Shenitish
race, pushed into the southern desert and established the ki ngdom of Tonbal ku. They mi xed with the
desert blacks and the result was a brown, straight-haired race. They are the dom nant caste in
Tonbal ku, but they are in the mnority, and Sakunbe is the real ruler of Tonbal ku. The Aphak
worship Jhil, but the blacks worship Ajujo the Dark One, and his kin. Askia cane to Tonbal ku with
Sakunbe and revived the worship of Ajujo, which was crunbling because of the Aphaki priests. Askia
made bl ack magi ¢ which defeated the wi zardry of the Aphaki, and the blacks hailed himas a prophet
sent by the dark gods. Sakunmbe and Askia wax as Zehbeh and Daura wane.

"Well, as | am Sakumbe's friend, and Askia spoke for me, the blacks received me with great
appl ause. Sakunbe had Kordofo, the general of the horsenen, poisoned, and gave nme his place, which
delighted the bl acks and exasperated the Aphaki

"You will Iike Tonmbal ku! It was nade for men like us to loot! There are half a dozen powerful
factions plotting and intriguing against each other - there are continual brawls in the taverns
and streets, secret nurders, nutilations and executions. And there are wonen, gold, wine - al
that a mercenary wants! By Crom Anmalric, you could not have cone at a better time! | amhigh in
favor and power! Wiy, what's the matter? You do not seem as enthusiastic as | renenber you having
once been in such matters."

"l crave your pardon, Conan," apologized Amalric. "I do not lack interest, but weariness and
want of sleep overcones ne."

But it was not of gold, wonen and intrigue that the Aquilonian was thinking, but of the girl
who slunbered on his |lap. There was no joy in the thought of taking her into such a welter of
intrigue and bl ood as Conan had described. A subtle change had cone over Amalric, alnost w thout
hi s know edge.

End
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