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THE DEVIL I N I RON

A Conan Story

by Robert E. Howard
originally published 1934

1.

The fisherman | oosened his knife in its scabbard. The gesture was instinctive, for what he
feared was nothing a knife could slay, not even the saw edged crescent blade of the Yuetshi that
coul d di sembowel a man with an upward stroke. Neither man nor beast threatened himin the solitude
whi ch brooded over the castellated isle of Xapur.

He had clinbed the cliffs, passed through the jungle that bordered them and now stood
surrounded by evi dences of a vani shed state. Broken columms gli mered anong the trees, the
straggling lines of crumbling walls meandered off into the shadows, and under his feet were broad
paves, cracked and bowed by roots grow ng beneat h.

The fisherman was typical of his race, that strange people whose origin is lost in the gray
dawn of the past, and who have dwelt in their rude fishing huts al ong the southern shore of the
Sea of Vilayet since tinme imenorial. He was broadly built, with I ong, apish arms and a nighty
chest, but with lean loins and thin, bandy legs. H s face was broad, his forehead | ow and
retreating, his hair thick and tangled. A belt for a knife and a rag for a loin cloth were all he
wore in the way of clothing.

That he was where he was proved that he was | ess dully incurious than nmost of his people. Mn
seldomvisited Xapur. It was uninhabited, all but forgotten, nerely one anong the nyriad isles
whi ch dotted the great inland sea. Men called it Xapur, the Fortified, because of its ruins,
remmants of some prehistoric kingdom |ost and forgotten before the conquering Hyborians had
ri dden sout hward. None knew who reared those stones, though dimlegends |ingered anond the Yuetshi
which half intelligibly suggested a connection of imeasurable antiquity between the fishers and
t he unknown i sl and ki ngdom

But it had been a thousand years since any Yuetshi had understood the inmport of these tales;
they repeated them now as a neaningless formula, a gibberish framed to their Iips by custom No
Yuet shi had cone to Xapur for a century. The adjacent coast of the mainland was uninhabited, a
reedy marsh given over to the grimbeasts that haunted it. The fisher's village |ay some di stance
to the south, on the mainland. A stormhad blown his frail fishing craft far fromhis accustomnmed
haunts and wecked it in a night of flaring |lightning and roaring waters on the towering cliffs of
the isle. Now, in the dawn, the sky shone blue and clear; the rising sun nade jewels of the
dripping | eaves. He had clinbed the cliffs to which he had clung through the night because, in the
m dst of the storm he had seen an appalling lance of |ightning fork out of the black heavens, and
the concussion of its stroke, which had shaken the whole island, had been acconpanied by a
cataclysmc crash that he doubted could have resulted froma riven tree.

A dull curiosity had caused himto investigate; and now he had found what he sought, and an
ani mal -1 i ke uneasi ness possessed him a sense of |urking peril

Among the trees reared a broken donelike structure, built of gigantic blocks of the peculiar
ironlike green stone found only on the islands of Vilayet. It seened incredible that human hands
coul d have shaped and placed them and certainly it was beyond human power to have overthrown the
structure they formed. But the thunderbolt had splintered the ton-heavy bl ocks |like so nuch gl ass,
reduced others to green dust, and ripped away the whol e arch of the done.

The fisherman clinbed over the debris and peered in, and what he saw brought a grunt from
him Wthin the ruined dome, surrounded by stone dust and bits of broken masonry, lay a nan on a
gol den bl ock. He was clad in a sort of skirt and a shagreen girdle. Hi s black hair, which fell in
a square nmane to his massive shoul ders, was confined about his tenples by a narrow gold band. On
his bare, nuscul ar breast lay a curious dagger with a jewel ed pormel, a shagreen-bound hilt, and a
broad, crescent blade. It was nuch like the knife the fisherman wore at his hip, but it |acked the
serrated edge and was nade with infinitely greater skill.

The fisherman |usted for the weapon. The man, of course, was dead; had been dead for many
centuries. This dome was his tonb. The fisherman did not wonder by what art the ancients had
preserved the body in such a vivid likeness of life, which kept the muscular linbs full and
unshrunken, the dark flesh vital. The dull brain of the Yuetshi had roomonly for his desire for
the knife with its delicate, waving lines along the dully gl eanm ng bl ade.

Scranbling down into the dome, he lifted the weapon fromthe man's breast. As he did so, a
strange and terrible thing came to pass. The nuscul ar, dark hands knotted convul sively, the lids
flared open, revealing great, dark, magnetic eyes, whose stare struck the startled fisherman |like
a physical blow He recoiled, dropping the jewel ed dagger in his peturbation. The nman on the dais
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heaved up to a sitting position, and the fishernan gaped at the full extent of his size, thus
reveal ed. His narrowed eyes held the Yuetshi, and in those slitted orbs he read neither
friendliness nor gratitude; he sawonly a fire as alien and hostile as that which burns in the
eyes of a tiger.

Suddenly the man rose and towered above him nenace in his every aspect. There was no roomin
the fisherman's dull brain for fear, at least for such fear as mght grip a nan who has just seen
the fundamental |aws of nature defied. As the great hands fell to his shoul ders, he drew his saw
edged kni fe and struck upward with the same notion. The bl ade splintered agai nst the stranger's
corded belly as against a steel columm, and then the fisherman's thick neck broke like a rotten
twig in the giant hands.

2

Jehungir Agha, lord of Khawarizm and keeper of the costal border, scanned once nore the
ornate parchnment scroll with its peacock seal and | aughed shortly and sardonically.

"Wl [ ?" bluntly demanded his counsell or Ghaznavi .

Jehungi r shrugged his shoul ders. He was a handsone man, with the merciless pride of birth and
acconpl i shrment .

"The king grows short of patience," he said. "In his own hand he conplains bitterly of what
he calls ny failure to guard the frontier. By Tarim if | cannot deal a blowto these robbers from
the steppes, Khawarizm may own a new |lord."

Gnhaznavi tugged his gray-shot beard in meditation. Yezdigerd, king of Turan, was the
m ghti est nmonarch in the world. In his palace in the great port city of Aghrapur was heaped the
pl under of enpires. H's fleets of purple-sailed war gall eys had nade Vil ayet an Hyrkani an | ake.
The dar k- ski nned people of Zanmora paid himtribute, as did the eastern provinces of Koth. The
Shemites bowed to his rule as far west as Shushan. Hi s arnies ravaged the borders of Stygia in the
south and the snowy | ands of the Hyperboreans in the north. H s riders bore torch and sword
westward into Brythunia and Ophir and Corinthia, even to the borders of Nenmedia. Hi s gilt-hel nmeted
swordsnen had tranpl ed hosts under their horses' hoofs, and walled cities went up in flames at his
command. In the glutted slave markets of Aghrapur, Sultanapur, Khawarizm Shahpur, and Khorusun,
worren were sold for three small silver coins -- blonde Brythunians, tawny Stygi ans, dark-haired
Zanori ans, ebon Kushites, olive-skinned Shenmites.

Yet, while his swift horsemen overthrew armes far fromhis frontiers, at his very borders an
audaci ous foe plucked his beard with a red-dripping and snoke-stai ned hand.

On the broad steppes between the Sea of Vilayet and the borders of the easternnost Hyborian
ki ngdonms, a new race had sprung up in the past half-century, forned originally of fleeing
crimnals, broken nmen, escaped slaves, and deserting soldiers. They were nmen of many crimes and
countries, some born on the steppes, sone fleeing fromthe kingdons in the West. They were called
_kozak_, which neans wastrel

Daelling on the wild, open steppes, owning no | aw but their own peculiar code, they had
becone a peopl e capabl e even of defying the G and Mnarch. Ceasel essly they raided the Turani an
frontier, retiring in the steppes when defeated; with the pirates of Vilayet, nen of nmuch the sane
breed, they harried the coast, preying off the merchant ships which plied between the Hyrkani an
ports.

"How am | to crush these wol ves?" demanded Jehungir. "If | follow theminto the steppes,
run the risk either of being cut off and destroyed, or of having themelude me entirely and burn
the city in my absence. O late they have been nore daring than ever."

"That is because of the new chief who has risen among them" answered Ghaznavi. "You know
whom | nean.”

"Aye!" replied Jehungir feelingly. "It is that devil Conan; he is even wilder than the
_kozaks_, yet he is crafty as a nmountain lion."

"It is more through wild animal instinct than through intelligence,"” answered Ghaznavi. "The

other _kozaks_are at |east descendants of civilized nen. He is a barbarian. But to dispose of him
woul d be to deal thema crippling blow"

"But how?" demanded Jehungir. "He has repeatedly cut his way out of spots that seened certain
death for him And, instinct or cunning, he has avoided or escaped every trap set for him"

"For every beast and for every man there is a trap he will not escape,” quoth Ghaznavi. "Wen
we have parleyed with the _kozaks_for the ransom of captives, | have observed this man Conan. He
has a keen relish for wonmen and strong drink. Have your captive Cctavia fetched here."

Jehungi r cl apped his hands, and an inpressive Kushite eunuch, an inmage of shining ebony in
sil ken pantal oons, bowed before himand went to do his bidding. Presently he returned, |eading by
the wist a tall, handsone girl, whose yellow hair, clear eyes, and fair skin identified her as a
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pur e- bl ooded nmenber of her race. Her scanty silk tunic, girded at the waist, displayed the

mar vel ous contours of her magnificent figure. Her fine eyes flashed with resentnment and her red
i ps were sul ky, but subnission had been taught her during her captivity. She stood w th hanging
head before her master until he notioned her to a seat on the divan beside him Then he | ooked
inquiringly at Ghaznavi .

"We nust lure Conan away fromthe _kozaks ," said the counsellor abruptly. "Their war canp is
at present pitched somewhere on the | ower reaches of the Zaporoska River -- which, as you well
know, is a wlderness of reeds, a swanpy jungle in which our |ast expedition was cut to pieces by
those masterl ess devils."

"I amnot likely to forget that," said Jehungir wyly.

"There is an uninhabited island near the mainland," said Ghaznavi, "knhown as Xapur, the
Fortified, because of some ancient ruins upon it. There is a peculiarity about it which rmakes it
perfect for our purpose. It has no shoreline but rises sheer out of the sea in cliffs a hundred
and fifty feet tall. Not even an ape could negotiate them The only place where a nan can go up or
down is a narrow path on the western side that has the appearance of a worn stair, carved into the
solid rock of the cliffs.

"I'f we could trap Conan on that island, alone, we could hunt himdown at our |eisure, with
bows, as nmen hunt a lion."

"As well wish for the noon," said Jehungir inpatiently. "Shall we send hima nessenger,
bidding himclinb the cliffs and await our coni ng?"

"In effect, yes!" Seeing Jehungir's | ook of anmazenent, Ghaznavi continued: "W wll ask for a
parley with the kozaks in regard to prisoners, at the edge of the steppes by Fort CGhori. As
usual, we will go with a force and encanp outside the castle. They will conme, with an equal force,
and the parley will go forward with the usual distrust and suspicion. But this time we will take
with us, as if by casual chance, your beautiful captive." Cctavia changed color and |istened with
intensified interest as the counsellor nodded toward her. "She will use all her wiles to attract
Conan's attention. That should not be difficult. To that wild reaver, she should appear a dazzling
vision of loveliness. Her vitality and substantial figure should appeal to himnore vividly than
woul d one of the doll-Ilike beauties of your seraglio."

Cctavia sprang up, her white fists clenched, her eyes blazing and her figure quivering with
outraged anger.

"You would force ne to play the trollop with this barbarian?" she exclained. "I will not! |
am no market-block slut to smirk and ogle at a steppes robber. | amthe daughter of a Nenedi an
lord--"

"You were of the Nenedian nobility before ny riders carried you off,"'
cynically. "Now you are nerely a slave who will do as she is bid."

"I will not!" she raged.

"On the contrary,"” rejoined Jehungir with studied cruelty, "you will. | like Ghaznavi's plan.
Conti nue, prince anong counsellors.”

"Conan will probably wish to buy her. You will refuse to sell her, of course, or to exchange

returned Jehungir

her for Hyrkanian prisoners. He may then try to steal her, or take her by force -- though | do not
think even he woul d break the parley truce. Anyway, we nust be prepared for whatever he night
attenpt.

"Then, shortly after the parley, before he has tinme to forget all about her, we will send a
messenger to him under a flag of truce, accusing himof stealing the girl and demandi ng her
return. He may kill the nessenger, but at least he will think that she has escaped.

"Then we will send a spy -- a Yuetishi fisherman will do -- to the _kozak_ canp, who will
tell Conan that Cctavia is hiding on Xapur. If | know nmy nman, he will go straight to that place."

"But we do not know that he will go alone," Jehungir argued.

"Does a man take a band of warriors with him when going to a rendezvous with a wonan he
desires?" retorted Ghaznavi. "The chances are all that he _will_ go alone. But we will take care
of the other alternative. W will not await himon the island, where we mi ght be trapped
oursel ves, but anong the reeds of a marshy point, which juts out to within a thousand yards of

Xapur. If he brings a large force, we'll beat a retreat and think up another plot. If he cones
alone or with a snall party, we will have him Depend upon it, he will cone, renenbering your
charnming slave's smles and neani ng gl ances."

"I will never descend to such shanme!" Cctavia was wild with fury and humiliation. "I will die
first!™

"You will not die, ny rebellious beauty," said Jehungir, "but you will be subjected to a very
pai nful and huniliating experience."
He cl apped his hands, and Cctavia palled. This time it was not the Kushite who entered, but a
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Shenite, a heavily nuscled man of nedi um height with a short, curled, blue-black beard.

"Here is work for you, Glzan," said Jehungir. "Take this fool, and play with her awhile. Yet
be careful not to spoil her beauty."

Wth an inarticulate grunt the Shemte seized Octavia's wist, and at the grasp of his iron
fingers, all the defiance went out of her. Wth a piteous cry she tore away and threw herself on
her knees before her inplacable nmaster, sobbing incoherently for nercy.

Jehungir dism ssed the disappointed torturer with a gesture, and said to Ghaznavi: "If your
pl an succeeds, | will fill your lap with gold."

3.

In the darkness before dawn, an unaccustomed sound di sturbed the solitude that slunbered over
the reedy marshes and the misty waters of the coast. It was not a drowsy waterfow nor a waking
beast. It was a human who struggl ed through the thick reeds, which were taller than a nman's head.

It was a woman, had there been anyone to see, tall, and yellow haired, her splendid |inbs
mol ded by her draggled tunic. Cctavia had escaped in good earnest, every outraged fiber of her
still tingling fromher experience in a captivity that had becone unendurabl e.

Jehungir's nastery of her had been bad enough; but with deliberate fiendi shness Jehungir had
given her to a nobl eman whose nane was a byword for degeneracy even in Khawarizm

Cctavia's resilient flesh cram ed and quivered at her nmenories. Desperation had nerved her
climb fromJelal Khan's castle on a rope nmade of strips fromtorn tapestries, and chance had | ed
her to a picketed horse. She had ridden all night, and dawn found her with a foundered steed on
the swanpy shores of the sea. Quivering with the abhorence of being dragged back to the revolting
destiny planned for her by Jelal Khan, she plunged into the norass, seeking a hiding place from
the pursuit she expected. When the reeds grew thinner around her and the water rose about her
t hi ghs, she saw the dimgloom of an island ahead of her. A broad span of water |ay between, but
she did not hesitate. She waded out until the | ow waves were | appi ng about her waist; then she
struck out strongly, swimring with a vigor that pronised unusual endurance.

As she neared the island, she saw that it rose sheer fromthe water in castlelike cliffs. She
reached themat |ast but found neither |edge to stand on below the water, nor to cling to above.
She swam on, following the curve of the cliffs, the strain of her long flight beginning to weight
her linmbs. Her hands fluttered al ong the sheer stone, and suddenly they found a depression. Wth a
sobbi ng gasp of relief, she pulled herself out of the water and clung there, a dripping wite
goddess in the dimstarlight.

She had conme upon what seemed to be steps carved in the cliff. Up them she went, flattening
hersel f agai nst the stone as she caught a faint clack of nuffled oars. She strained her eyes and
t hought she nmade out a vague bul k noving toward the reedy point she had just quitted. But it was
too far away for her to be sure in the darkness, and presently the faint sound ceased and she
continued her clinb. If it were her pursuers, she knew of no better course than to hide on the
i sland. She knew that nost of the islands off that nmarshy coast were uninhabited. This mght be a
pirate's lair, but even pirates would be preferable to the beast she had escaped.

A vagrant thought crossed her nmind as she clinbed, in which she nentally conpared her forner
master with the kozak chief with whom-- by conpul sion -- she had shanmefully flirted in the
pavillions of the canp by Fort Ghori, where the Hyrkanian |ords had parleyed with the warriors of
the steppes. Hi s burning gaze had frightened and huniliated her, but his cleanly el enental
fierceness set himabove Jelal Khan, a nonster such as only an overly opulent civilization can
produce.

She scranbl ed up over the cliff edge and | ooked tinmidly at the dense shadows whi ch confronted
her. The trees grew close to the cliffs, presenting a solid nass of blackness. Sonething whirred
above her head and she cowered, even though realizing it was only a bat.

She did not |ike the | ooks of those ebony shadows, but she set her teeth and went toward
them trying not to think of snakes. Her bare feet made no sound in the spongy | oam under the
trees.

Once anong them the darkness closed frighteningly about her. She had not taken a dozen steps
when she was no | onger able to | ook back and see the cliffs and the sea beyond. A few steps nore
and she becane hopel essly confused and | ost her sense of direction. Through the tangl ed branches
not even a star peered. She groped and floundered on, blindly, and then came to a sudden halt.

Sonewher e ahead there began the rhythmical booming of a drum It was not such a sound as she
woul d have expected to hear in that time and place. Then she forgot it as she was aware of a
presence near her. She could not see, but she knew that sonething was standi ng beside her in the
dar kness.

Wth a stifled cry she shrank back, and as she did so, sonething that even in her panic she
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recogni zed as a human arm curved about her waist. She screaned and threw all her supple young
strength into a wild lunge for freedom but her captor caught her up like a child, crushing her
frantic resistance with ease. The silence with which her frenzied pleas and protests were received
added to her terror as she felt herself being carried through the darkness toward the distant

drum which still pulsed and nmuttered.

4.

As the first tinge of dawn reddened the sea, a small boat with a solitary occupant approached
the cliffs. The nman in the boat was a picturesque figure. A crinson scarf was knotted about his
head; his wi de silk breeches, of flam ng hue, were upheld by a broad sash, which |ikew se
supported a scimtar in a shagreen scabbard. His gilt-worked | eat her boots suggested the horseman
rather than the seaman, but he handled his boat with skill. Through his w dely open white silk
shirt showed his broad, nuscul ar breast, burned brown by the sun

The nuscl es of his heavy, bronzed arns rippled as he pulled the oars with an al nost feline
ease of notion. Afierce vitality that was evident in each feature and notion set himapart from
the conmon nen; yet his expression was neither savage nor sonber, though the snoldering blue eyes
hinted at ferocity easily wakened. This was Conan, who had wandered into the armed canps of the
_kozaks_ with no other possession than his wits and his sword, and who had carved his way to
| eader shi p anbng t hem

He paddl ed to the carven stair as one fanmiliar with his environs and noored the boat to a
projection of the rock. Then he went up the worn steps w thout hesitation. He was keenly alert,
not because he consciously suspected hidden danger, but because al ertness was a part of him
whetted by the wild existence he foll owed.

What Ghaznavi had considered animal intuition or some sixth sense was nerely the razor-edged
faculties and savage wit of the barbarian. Conan had no instinct to tell himthat nen were
wat ching himfroma covert anong the reeds of the nainland.

As he clinbed the cliff, one of these nmen breathed deeply and stealthily lifted a bow
Jehungir caught his wist and hisssed an oath into his ear. "Fool! WIIl you betray us? Don't you
realize he is out of range? Let himget upon the island. He will go looking for the girl. W wll
stay here awhile. He nay_ have sensed our presence or guessed our plot. He may have warriors
hi dden somewhere. W will wait. In an hour, if nothing suspicious occurs, we'll rowup to the foot
of the stair and wait himthere. If he does not return in a reasonable tine, some of us will go
upon the island and hunt himdown. But | do not wish to do that if it can be hel ped. Sone of us
are sure to die if we have to go into the bush after him | had rather catch himwith arrows from
a safe distance."

Meanwhi | e, the unsuspecting _kozak_ had plunged into a forest. He went silently in his soft
| eat her boots, his gaze sifting every shadow i n eagerness to catch sight of the splendid, tawny-
hai red beauty of whom he had dreamed ever since he had seen her in the pavilion of Jehungir Agha
by Fort Ghori. He woul d have desired her even if she had di spl ayed repughance toward him But her
cryptic smles and gl ances had fired his blood, and with all the | aw ess viol ence which was his
heritage he desired that white-skinned, golden-haired woman of civilization

He had been on Xapur before. Less than a nonth ago, he had held a secret conclave here with a
pirate crew. He knew that he was approaching a point where he could see the mysterious ruins which
gave the island its nane, and he wondered if he could find the girl hiding anong them Even with
the thought, he stopped as though struck dead.

Ahead of him anong the trees, rose something that his reason told himwas not possible. _It
was a great dark green wall, with towers rearing beyond the battlenents.

Conan stood paralyzed in the disruption of the faculties which denoralizes anyone who is
confronted by an inpossible negation of sanity. He doubted neither his sight nor his reason, but
somet hi ng was nonstrously out of joint. Less than a nonth ago, only broken ruins had showed anobng
the trees. What human hands coul d rear such a manmoth pile as now nmet his eyes, in the few weeks
whi ch had el apsed? Besi des, the buccaneers who roaned Vilyet ceasel essly woul d have | earned of any
wor k goi ng on on such stupendous scale and woul d have infornmed the _kozaks .

There was no explaining this thing, but it was so. he was on Xapur, and that fantastic heap
of towering masonry was on Xapur, and all was madness and paradox; yet it was all true.

He wheel ed to race back through the jungle, down the carven stair and across the blue waters
to the distant canp at the nouth of the Zaporoska. In that nonent of unreasoning panic, even the
thought of halting so near the inland sea was repugnant. He would | eave it behind him would quit
the arned canps and the steppes and put a thousand niles between himand the blue, nysterious East
where the nost basic |aws of nature could be set at naught, by what diabolismhe could not guess.

For an instant, the future fate of kingdoms that hinged on this gay-clad barbarian hung in
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the balance. It was a small thing that tipped the scales -- nerely a shred of silk hanging on a
bush that caught his uneasy glance. He leaned to it, his nostrils expanding, his nerves quivering
to a subtle stimulant. On that bit of torn cloth, so faint that it was |ess with his physica
faculties than by sone obscure instinctive sense that he recognized it, lingered the tantalizing
perfume that he connected with the sweet, firmflesh of the wonman he had seen in Jehugir's
pavilion. The fisherman had not lied, then; she was_ here! Then in the soil he saw a single track
in the loam the track of a bare foot, |ong and slender, but a man's, not a woman's, and sunk
deeper than was natural. The concl usi on was obvi ous; the man who nade that track was carrying a
burden, and what should it be but the girl the _kozak was seeking?

He stood silently facing the dark towers that | ooned through the trees, his eyes slits of
bl ue balefire. Desire for the yellow haired wonan vied with a sullen, prinordial rage at whoever
had taken her. H s human passion fought down his ultra-human fears, and dropping into the stalking
crouch of a hunting panther, he glided toward the walls, taking advantage of the dense foliage to
escape detection fromthe battl enents.

As he approached, he saw that the walls were conposed of the sane green stone that had forned
the ruins, and he was haunted by a vague sense of famliarity. It was as if he | ooked upon
sonet hing he had never before seen but had dreanmed of or pictured nentally. At |ast he recognized
the sensation. The walls and towers followed the plan of the ruins. It was as if the crunbling
I ines had grown back into the structures they originally were.

No sound di sturbed the norning quiet as Conan stole to the foot of the wall, which rose sheer
fromthe luxuriant growth. On the southern reaches of the inland sea, the vegetation was al nost
tropical. He saw no one on the battlenents, heard no sounds within. He saw a nmssive gate a short
distance to his left and had no reason to suppose that it was not | ocked and guarded. But he
bel i eved that the wonan he sought was sonmewhere beyond that wall, and the course he took was
characteristically reckless.

Above him vine-festooned branches reached out toward the battlenents. He went up a great
tree like a cat, and reaching a point above the parapet, he gripped a thick Iinb with both hands,
swung back and forth at armis length until he had gai ned nomentum and then let go and catapulted
through the air, landing catlike on the battlenents. Crouching there, he stared down into the
streets of a city.

The circunference of the wall was not great, but the nunber of green stone buildings it
contai ned was surprising. They were three or four stories in height, mainly flat-roofed,
reflecting a fine architectural style. The streets converged |like the spokes of a wheel into an
oct agon-shaped court in the centre of the town, which gave upon a lofty edifice, which, with its
donmes and towers, dom nated the whole city. He saw no one noving in the streets or | ooking out of
the wi ndows, though the sun was already com ng up. The silence that reigned there m ght have been
that of a dead and deserted city. A narrow stone stair ascended the wall near him down this he
went .

Houses shoul dered so closely to the wall that hal fway down the stair, he found hinself wthin
arms length of a window and halted to peer in. There were no bars, and the silk curtains were
caught back with satin cords. He | ooked into a chanber whose walls were hidden by dark vel vet
tapestires. The fl oor was covered with thick rugs, and there were benches of polished ebony and an
ivory dais heaped with furs.

He was about to continue his descent, when he heard the sound of someone approaching in the
street bel ow. Before the unknown person could round a corner and see himon the stair, he stepped
qui ckly across the intervening space and dropped lightly into the room drawing his scimtar. He
stood for an instant statue-like; then, as nothing happened, he was noving across the rugs toward
an arched doorway, when a hangi ng was drawn asi de, revealing a cushioned al cove fromwhich a
sl ender, dark-haired girl regarded himw th | angui d eyes.

Conan gl ared at her tensely, expecting her nonentarily to start scream ng. But she nerely
snot hered a yawn with a dainty hand, rose fromthe al cove, and | eaned negligently against the
hangi ng which she held with one hand.

She was undoubtedly a nenber of a white race, though her skin was very dark. Her square-cut
hair was bl ack as m dnight, her only garment a wi sp of silk about her supple hips.

Presently she spoke, but the tongue was unfamliar to him and he shook his head. She yawned
again, stretched lithely and, w thout any show of fear or surprise, shifted to a | anguage he did
understand, a dial ect of Yuetshi which sounded strangely archaic.

"Are you | ooking for soneone?" she asked, as indifferently as if the invasion of her chanber
by an arned stranger were the nost comon thing imagi nabl e.

"Who are you?" he denmanded
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"l am Yateli,'
now. Who are you?"

"I am Conan, a _hetman_ anong the _kozaks_," he answered, watching her narrowWy. He believed
her attitude to be a pose and expected her to try to escape fromthe chanber or rouse the house.
But, though a velvet rope that m ght be a signal cord hung near her, she did not reach for it.

"Conan," she repeated drowsily. "You are not a Dagonian. | suppose you are a nercenary. Have
you cut the heads off many Yuetshi?"

"I do not war on water rats!" he snorted.

"But they are very terrible," she murnmured. "I remenber when they were our slaves. But they
revolted and burned and slew. Only the magi ¢ of Khosatral Khel has kept themfromthe walls--" she
paused, a puzzled |ook struggling with the sleepiness of her expression. "I forgot," she nuttered.
"They _did_ clinmb the walls, last night. There was shouting and fire, and the people calling in
vai n on Khosatral." She shook her head as if to clear it. "But that cannot be," she murnured,
"because | amalive, and | thought | was dead. Oh, to the devil with it!"

She canme across the chanber, and taking Conan's hand, drew himto the dais. He yielded in
bewi | derment and uncertainty. The girl sniled at himlike a sleepy child; her long silky |ashes
drooped over dusky, clouded eyes. She ran her fingers through his thick black locks as if to
assure herself of his reality.

"It was a dream" she yawned. "Perhaps it's all a dream | feel like a dreamnow. | don't
care. | can't renmenber sonething -- | have forgotten -- there is sonething | cannot understand,
but I grow so sleepy when | try to think. Anyway, it doesn't matter."

"What do you nean?" he asked uneasily. "You said they clinbed the walls |ast night? Wo?"

"The Yuetshi. | thought so, anyway. A cloud of snoke hid everything, but a naked,
bl oodst ai ned devil caught me by the throat and drove his knife into my breast. Oh, it hurt! But it
was a dream because see, there is no scar." She idly inspected her snboth bosom and then sank
upon Conan's | ap and passed her supple arns about his nassive neck. "I cannot renenber," she
mur mur ed, nestling her dark head against his mighty breast. "Everything is dimand msty. It does
not matter. You are no dream You are strong. Let us live while we can. Love ne!"

He cradled the girl's glossy head in the bend of his heavy arm and kissed her full red lips
wi th unfeigned relish.

"You are strong," she repeated, her voice waning. "Love ne -- love --" The sl eepy nurnur
faded away; the dusky eyes closed, the long | ashes droopi ng over the sensuous cheeks; the supple
body rel axed in Conan's arns.

He scow ed down at her. She seemed to partake of the illusion that haunted this whole city,
but the firmresilience of her |inbs under his questing fingers convinced himthat he had a |iving
human girl in his arns, and not the shadow of a dream No |ess disturbed, he hastily laid her on
the furs upon the dais. Her sleep was too deep to be natural. He decided that she must be an
addi ct of some drug, perhaps like the black |Iotus of Xuthal

Then he found sonething el se to nake hi mwonder. Among the furs on the dais was a gorgeous
spotted skin, whose predoni nant hue was golden. It was not a clever copy, but the skin of an
actual beast. And that beast, Conan knew, had been extinct for at l|east a thousand years; it was
the great gol den | eopard which figures so proninently in Hyborian | egendry, and which the ancient
artists delighted to portray in pignents and marbl e.

Shaki ng his head in bew |l dernent, Conan passed through the archway into a w nding corridor.
Sil ence hung over the house, but outside he heard a sound which his keen ears recogni zed as
sonet hing ascending the stair on the wall fromwhich he had entered the building. An instant |ater
he was startled to hear sonething land with a soft but weighty thud on the floor of the chanber he
had just quitted. Turning quickly away, he hurried along the twi sting hallway until sonething on
the floor before himbrought himto a halt.

It was a human figure, which lay half in the hall and half in an opening that obviously was
normal |y conceal ed by a door, which was a duplicate of the panels of the wall. It was a nan, dark
and lean, clad only in a silk loincloth, with a shaven head and cruel features, and he lay as if
death had struck himjust as he was energing fromthe panel. Conan bent above him seeking the
cause of his death, and discovered himto be nerely sunk in the sane deep sleep as the girl in the
chamber.

But why should he select such a place for his slunbers? Wiile neditating on the matter, Conan
was gal vani zed by a sound behind him Sonething was noving up the corridor in his direction. A
qui ck gl ance down it showed that it ended in a great door, which nmight be | ocked. Conan jerked the
supi ne body out of the panel entrance and stepped through, pulling the panel shut after him A
click told himit was |ocked in place. Standing in utter darkness, he heard a shuffling tread halt
just outside the door, and a faint chill trickled along his spine. That was no human step, nor

' she answered languidly. "I nmust have feasted late last night, | am so sleepy
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that of any beast he had ever encountered.

There was an instant of silence, then a faint creak of wood and netal. Putting out his hand
he felt the door straining and bending inward, as if a great weight were being steadily borne
against it fromthe outside. As he reached for his sword, this ceased and he heard a strange,
sl obbering nouthing that prickled the short hairs on his scalp. Scimtar in hand, he began backing
away, and his heels felt steps, down which he nearly tunbled. He was in a narrow staircase | eading
downwar d.

He groped his way down in the bl ackness, feeling for, but not finding, sone other opening in
the walls. Just as he decided that he was no longer in the house, but deep in the earth under it,
the steps ceased in a | evel tunnel

5.

Al ong the dark, silent tunnel Conan groped, nmonentarily dreading a fall into sone unseen pit;
but at last his feet struck steps again, and he went up themuntil he cane to a door on which his
fumbling fingers found a netal catch. He canme out into a dimand lofty room of enornous
proportions. Fantastic colums marched about the nottled walls, upholding a ceiling, which, at
once translucent and dusky, seemed |ike a cloudy midnight sky, giving an illusion of inpossible
height. If any light filtered in fromthe outside, it was curiously altered.

In a brooding twilight, Conan noved across the bare green floor. The great roomwas circul ar,
pi erced on one side by the great, bronze valves of a giant door. Opposite this, on a dais against
the wall, up to which I ed broad curving steps, there stood a throne of copper, and when Conan saw
what was coiled on this throne, he retreated hastily, lifting his scinitar

Then, as the thing did not nove, he scanned it nore closely and presently nounted the gl ass
steps and stared down at it. It was a gigantic snake, apparently carved of sone jadelike
subst ance. Each scale stood out as distinctly as in real life, and the iridescent colors were
vividly reproduced. The great wedge-shaped head was half submerged in the folds of its trunk; so
neither the eyes nor jaws were visible. Recognition stirred in his mnd. The snake was evidently
meant to represent one of those grimnonsters of the marsh, which in past ages had haunted the
reedy edges of Vilayet's southern shores. But, |ike the golden |eopard, they had been extinct for
hundreds of years. Conan had seen rude images of them in mnature, anong the idol huts of the
Yuet shi, and there was a description of themin the Book of Skelos , which drew on prehistoric
sour ces.

Conan adnmired the scaly torso, thick as his thigh and obviously of great |ength, and he
reached out and laid a curious hand on the thing. And as he did so, his heart nearly stopped. An

icy chill congealed the blood in his veins and lifted the short hair on his scalp. Under his hand
there was not the snoboth, brittle surface of glass or netal or stone, but the yielding, fibrous
mass of a _living_ thing. He felt cold, sluggish life flow ng under his fingers.

Hi s hand jerked back in instinctive repulsion. Swmrd shaking in his grasp, horror and
revul sion and fear al nost choking him he backed away and down the gl ass steps with painful care,
glaring in awmful fascinastion at the grisly thing that slunbered on the copper throne. It did not
nove.

He reached the bronze door and tried it, with his heart in his teeth, sweating with fear that
he should find hinself locked in with that slinmy horror. But the valves yielded to his touch, and
he glided though and cl osed them behind him

He found hinmself in a wide hallway with lofty, tapestried walls, where the |ight was the sane
twilight gloom It nade distant objects indistinct, and that nmade hi m uneasy, rousing thoughts of
serpents gliding unseen through the dimess. A door at the other end seened niles away in the
illusive light. Nearer at hand, the tapestry hung in such a way as to suggest an opening behind
it, and lifting it cautiously he discovered a narrow stair |eading up

Wil e he hesitated he heard, in the great roomhe had just left, the sane shuffling tread he
had heard outside the | ocked panel. Had he been followed through the tunnel ? He went up the stair
hastily, dropping the tapestry in place behind him

Emergi ng presently into a twisting corridor, he took the first doorway he cane to. He had a
twofol d purpose in his apparently aimess prowing; to escape fromthe building and its nysteries,
and to find the Nenedian girl who, he felt, was inprisoned sonewhere in this palace, tenple, or
what ever it was. He believed it was the great donmed edifice at the center of the city, and it was
likely that here dwelt the ruler of the town, to whoma captive woman woul d doubt| ess be brought.

He found hinmself in a chanber, not another corridor, and was about to retrace his steps, when

he heard a voice which cane from behind one of the walls. There was no door in that wall, but he
| eaned cl ose and heard distinctly. And an icy chill crawled slowy along his spine. The tongue was
Nenedi an, but the voice was not human. There was a terifying resonance about it, |ike a bel
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tolling at m dnight.

"There was no life in the Abyss, save that which was incorporated in ne," it tolled. "Nor was
there light, nor notion, nor any sound. Only the urge behind and beyond |ife guided and inpelled
me on ny upward journey, blind, insensate, inexorable. Through ages upon ages, and the changel ess
strata of darkness | clinbed--"

Ensorcel l ed by that belling resonance, Conan crouched forgetful of all else, until its
hypnoti c power caused a strange replacenent of faculties and perception, and sound created the
illusion of sight. Conan was no | onger aware of the voice, save as far-off rhythm cal waves of
sound. Transported beyond his age and his own individuality, he was seeing the transnutation of
the being nmen call ed Khosatral Khel which crawled up from N ght and the Abyss ages ago to clothe
itself in the substance of the material universe.

But human fl esh was too frail, too paltry to hold the terrific essence that was Khosatra
Khel. So he stood up in the shape and aspect of a man, but his flesh was not flesh; nor the bone,
bone; nor bl ood, blood. He becanme a bl aspheny against all nature, for he caused to |ive and think
and act a basic substance that before had never known the pulse and stir of ani mate bei ng.

He stal ked through the world as a god, for no earthly weapon could harmhim and to hima
century was like an hour. In his wanderings he canme upon a primtive people inhabiting the island
of Dagonia, and it pleased himto give this race culture and civilization, and by his aid they
built the city of Dagon and they abode there and worshi pped him Strange and grisly were his
servants, called fromthe dark corners of the planet where grimsurvivals of forgotten ages yet
|urked. H's house in Dagon was connected with every other house by tunnels through which his
shaven- headed priests bore victins for the sacrifice.

But after many ages, a fierce and brutish people appeared on the shores of the sea. They
call ed thensel ves Yuetshi, and after a fierce battle were defeated and enslaved, and for nearly a
generation they died on the altars of Khosatral

Hi s sorcery kept themin bonds. Then their priest, a strange, gaunt nman of unknown race,
pl unged into the wilderness, and when he returned he bore a knife that was of no earthly
substance. It was forged of a neteor, which flashed through the sky like a flam ng arrow and fel
in a far valley. The slaves rose. Their saw edged crescents cut down the nmen of Dagon |ike sheep,
and agai nst that unearthly knife the magi c of Khosatral was inpotent. Wile carnage and sl aughter
bel | oned t hrough the red snoke that choked the streets, the grimest act of that grimdrama was
played in the cryptic done behind the great daised chanber with its copper throne and its walls
mottled like the skin of serpents.

From that dome, the Yuetshi priest energed alone. He had not slain his foe, because he w shed
to hold the threat of his |oosing over the heads of his own rebellious subjects. He had |eft
Khosatral |ying upon the golden dais with the nystic knife across his breast for a spell to hold
hi m sensel ess and inani mate until doonsday.

But the ages passed and the priest died, the towers of deserted Dagon crunbled, the tales
becane dim and the Yuetshi were reduced by plagues and fam nes and war to scattered remants,
dwel ling in squal or along the seashore.

Only the cryptic done resisted the rot of tine, until a chance thunderbolt and the curiosity

of a fisherman lifted fromthe breast of the god the magic knife and broke the spell. Khosatra
Khel rose and lived and waxed m ghty once nore. It pleased himto restore the city as it was in
the days before its fall. By his necromancy he lifted the towers fromthe dust of forgotten

mllenia, and the folk which had been dust for ages noved in |life again.

But fol k who have tasted of death are only partly alive. In the dark corners of their souls
and minds, death still lurks unconquered. By night the people of Dagon noved and | oved, hated and
feasted, and renenbered the fall of Dagon and their own slaughter only as a di mdream they noved
in an enchanted mist of illusion, feeling the strangeness of their existence but not inquiring the
reasons therefor. Wth the com ng of day, they sank into deep sleep, to be roused again only by
the com ng of night, which is akin to death.

Al this rolled in a terrible panorama before Conan's consci ousness as he crouched beside the
tapestried wall. H's reason staggered. Al certainty and sanity were swept away, |eaving a shadowy
uni verse through which stole hooded figures of grisly potentialities. Through the belling of the
voice, which was like a tolling of triunph over the ordered | aws of a sane planet, a human sound
anchored Conan's nmind fromits flight through spheres of nmadness. It was the hysterical sobbing of
a woman.

I nvoluntarily he sprung up

Jehungir Agha waited with growi ng inpatience in his boat anbng the reeds. Mre than an hour
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passed, and Conan had not reappeared. Doubtless he was still searching the island for the girl he
thought to be hidden there. But another surm se occurred to the Agha. Suppose the _hetman_ had
left his warriors near by, and that they should grow suspicious and cone to investigate his |ong
absence? Jehungir spoke to the oarsnen, and the long boat slid fromanong the reeds and gli ded
toward the carven stairs.

Leaving half a dozen nen in the boat, he took the rest, ten mghty archers of Khawarizm in
spired helnmets and tiger-skin cloaks. Like hunters invading the retreat of the lion, they stole
forward under the trees, arrows on strings. Silence reigned over the forest except when a great
green thing that nmight have been a parrot swirled over their heads with a | ow thunder of broad
wi ngs and then sped off through the trees. Wth a sudden gesture, Jehungir halted his party, and
they stared incredulously at the towers that showed through the verdure in the distance.

"Tarim" nuttered Jehungir. "The pirates have rebuilt the ruins! Doubtless Conan is there. W
must investigate this. Afortified tow this close to the mainland! -- Cone!"

Wth renewed caution, they glided through the trees. The gane had altered; from pursuers and
hunters they had becone spi es.

And as they crept through the tangled gowh, the man they sought was in peril nore deadly
than their filigreed arrows.

Conan realized with a crawling of his skin that beyond the wall the belling voice had ceased.
He stood notionless as a statue, his gaze fixed on a curtai ned door through which he knew that a
cul minating horror would presently appear

It was dimand msty in the chanber, and Conan's hair began to |lift on his scalp as he
| ooked. He saw a head and a pair of gigantic shoulders grow out of the twilight doom There was no
sound of footsteps, but the great dusky formgrew nore distinct until Conan recogni zed the figure
of a man. He was clad in sandals, a skirt, and a broad shagreen girdle. H s square-cut nmane was
confined by a circle of gold. Conan stared at the sweep of the nonstrous shoul ders, the breadth of
swel ling breast, the bands and ridges and clusters of muscles on torso and |inbs. The face was
wi t hout weakness and without nercy. The eyes were balls of dark fire. And Conan knew that this was
Khosatral Khel, the ancient fromthe Abyss, the god of Dagoni a.

No word was spoken. No word was necessary. Khosatral spread his great arns, and Conan,
crouching beneath them slashed at the giant's belly. Then he bounded back, eyes blazing with
surprise. The keen edge had rung on the m ghty body as on an anvil, reboundi ng without cutting.
Then Khosatral canme upon himin an irresistible surge.

There was a fleeting concussion, a fierce withing and intertwi ning of |inbs and bodies, and
then Conan sprang clear, every thew quivering fromthe violence of his efforts; blood started
where the grazing fingers had torn the skin. In that instant of contact, he had experienced the
ultimate madness of bl asphened nature; no human flesh had bruised his, but netal animted and
sentient; it was a body of living iron which opposed his.

Khosatral | ooned above the warrior in the gloom Once |let those great fingers |ock and they
woul d not | oosen until the human body hung linp in their grasp. In that twilit chanber it was as
if a man fought with a dreamnonster in a nightmare

Fl i ngi ng down his usel ess sword, Conan caught up a heavy bench and hurled it with all his
power. It was such a mssile as few nen could even |ift. On Khosatral's mghty breast it smashed
into shreds and splinters. It did not even shake the giant on his braced legs. Hi s face | ost
sonet hing of its human aspect, a ninbus of fire played about his awesone head, and |i ke a noving
tower he cane on.

Wth a desperate wench Conan ripped a whole section of tapestry fromthe wall and whirling
it, with a nmuscular effort greater than that required for throwing the bench, he flung it over the
giant's head. For an instant Khosatral floundered, snothered and blinded by the clinging stuff
that resisted his strength as wood or steel could not have done, and in that instant Conan caught
up his scimtar and shot out into the corridor. Wthout checking his speed, he hurled hinself
t hrough the door of the adjoining chanber, slammed the door, and shot the bolt.

Then as he wheel ed, he stopped short, all the blood in himseening to surge to his head.
Crouching on a heap of silk cushions, golden hair stream ng over her naked shoul ders, eyes bl ank
with terror, was the worman for whom he had dared so nmuch. He alnobst forgot the horror at his heels
until a splintering crash behind himbrought himto his senses. He caught up the girl and sprang
for the opposite door. She was too helpless with fright either to resist or to aid him A faint
whi nper was the only sound of which she seened capabl e.

Conan wasted no time trying the door. A shattering stroke of his scimtar hewed the |ock
asunder, and as he sprang through to the stair that |oonmed beyond it, he saw the head and
shoul ders of Khosatral crash through the other door. The col ossus was splintering the nassive
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panels as if they were of cardboard.

Conan raced up the stair, carrying the big girl over one shoulder as easily as if she had
been a child. Wiere he was going he had no idea, but the stair ended at the door of a round, doned
chanmber. Khosatral was coning up the stair behind them silently as a wind of death, and as
swiftly.

The chamber's walls were of solid steel, and so was the door. Conan shut it and dropped in
pl ace the great bars with which it was furnished. The thought struck himthat this was Khosatral's
chanmber, where he |l ocked hinself in to sleep securely fromthe nonsters he had | oosed fromthe
Pits to do his bidding.

Hardly were the bolts in place when the great door shook and trenbled to the giant's assault.
Conan shrugged his shoulders. This was the end of the trail. There was no other door in the
chanmber, nor any window. Air, and the strange mi sty light, evidently cane frominterstices in the
dome. He tested the nicked edge of his scimtar, quite cool now that he was at bay. He had done
hi s vol canic best to escape; when the giant canme crashing through that door, he would explode in
anot her savage onslaught with the usel ess sword, not because he expected it to do any good, but
because it was his nature to die fighting. For the nonment there was no course of action to take,
and his cal mess was not forced or feigned.

The gaze he turned on his fair conpanion was as admiring and intense as if he had a hundred
years to live. He had dunped her uncerenoniously on the floor when he turned to cl ose the door,
and she had risen to her knees, mechanically arrangi ng her streaning | ocks and her scanty garnment.
Conan's fierce eyes glowed with approval as they devoured her thick golden hair, her clear, wde
eyes, her milky skin, sleek with exuberant health, the firmswell of her breasts, the contours of
her splendid hips.

A low cry escaped her as the door shook and a bolt gave way with a groan

Conan did not | ook around. He knew the door would hold a little while |onger

"They told ne you had escaped," he said. "A Yuetshi fisher told ne you were hiding here. Wat
i s your nane?"

"Cctavia," she gasped nechanically. Then words came in a rush. She caught at himwth
desperate fingers. "Ch Mtra! what nightneare is this? The people -- the dark-skinned people --

one of them caught ne in the forest and brought ne here. They carried ne to -- to that -- that
_thing . He told ne -- he said -- am| nad? Is this a drean®"

He gl anced at the door which bulged inward as if fromthe inpact of a battering-ram

"No," he said; "it's no dream That hinge is giving way. Strange that a devil has to break
down a door like a common nman; but after all, his strength itself is a diabolism"

"Can you not kill hin?" she panted. "You are strong."

Conan was too honest to lie to her. "If a nortal nman could kill him he'd be dead now," he
answered. "I nicked ny blade on his belly."

Her eyes dulled. "Then you nust die, and | nust -- oh Mtra!l" she screaned in sudden frenzy,
and Conan caught her hands, fearing that she would harm herself. "He told ne what he was going to
do to ne!" she panted. "Kill nme! Kill me with your sword before he bursts the door!"

Conan | ooked at her and shook his head.

"I''"l'l do what | can," he said. "That won't be nuch, but it'll give you a chance to get past
hi m down the stair. Then run for the cliffs. | have a boat tied at the foot of the steps. If you

can get out of the palace, you nmay escape himyet. The people of this city are all asleep."

She dropped her head in her hands. Conan took up his scimtar and noved over to stand before
t he echoi ng door. One watching himwoul d not have realized that he was waiting for a death he
regarded as inevitable. H s eyes snoldered nore vividly; his rmuscular hand knotted harder on his
hilt; that was all

The hinges had given under the giant's terrible assault, and the door rocked crazily, held
only by the bolts. And these solid steel bars were buckling, bending, bulging out of their
sockets. Conan watched in an al nost inpersonal fascination, envying the nonster his inhuman

strengt h.
Then, without warning, the bonbardnment ceased. In the stillness, Conan heard other noises on
the | anding outside -- the beat of wings, and a muttering voice that was |ike the whining of w nd

t hrough m dni ght branches. Then presently there was silence, but there was a new feel in the air.
Only the whetted instincts of barbarismcould have sensed it, but Conan knew, without seeing or
hearing himleave, that the master of Dagon no | onger stood outside the door

He gl ared through a crack that had been started in the steel of the portal. The | anding was
enpty. He drew the warped bolts and cautiously pulled aside the saggi ng door. Khosatral was not on
the stair, but far below he heard the clang of a nmetal door. He did not know whether the giant was
plotting new deviltries or had been summoned away by that nmuttering voice, but he wasted no tine

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Rob...20-%20Conan%20-%20The%20DeVil%20in%20Iron.txt (11 of 14) [10/18/2004 5:27:02 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/Robert%20E.%20H oward%20-%20Conan%20-%20The%20Devil %20in%20I ron.txt

in conjectures.

He called to Cctavia, and the new note in his voice brought her up to her feet and to his
side al nost w thout her conscious volition

"What is it?" she gasped.

"Don't stop to talk!" He caught her wist. "Come on!" The chance for action had transfornmed
him his eyes blazed, his voice crackled. "The knife!" he nmuttered, while al nost dragging the girl

down the stair in his fierce haste. "The magi ¢ Yuetshi blade! He left it in the done! I--" his
voi ce di ed suddenly as a clear nental picture sprang up before him That done adjoi ned the great
room where stood the copper throne -- sweat started out on his body. The only way to that donme was

through that roomwi th the copper throne and the foul thing that slunbered in it.

But he did not hesitate. Swiftly they descended the stair, crossed the chanber, descended the
next stair, and came into the great dimhall with its nysterious hangi ngs. They had seen no sign
of the colossus. Halting before the great bronze-val ved door, Conan caught Cctavia by her
shoul ders and shook her in his intensity.

"Listen!" he snapped. "lI'mgoing into the roomand fasten the door. Stand here and listen; if
Khosatral cones, call to nme. If you hear ne cry out for you to go, run as though the Devil were on
your heels -- which he probably will be. Make for that door at the other end of the hall, because

1"l be past helping you. I'mgoing for the Yuetshi knife!"

Bef ore she could voice the protest her lips were fram ng, he had slid through the val ves and
shut them behind him He |owered the bolt cautiously, not noticing that it could be worked from
the outside. In the dimtwlight his gaze sought that grimcopper throne; yes, the scaly brute was
still there, filling the throne with its |oathsone coils. He saw a door behind the throne and knew
that it led into the dome. But to reach it he must nount the dais, a few feet fromthe throne
itself.

A wind bl owi ng across the green floor would have made nore noise than Conan's slinking feet.
Eyes glued on the sleeping reptile he reached the dais and nounted the gl ass steps. The snake had
not noved. He was reaching for the door

The bolt on the bronze portal clanged and Conan stifled an awful oath as he saw Cctavia cone
into the room She stared about, uncertain in the deeper gloom and he stood frozen, not daring to
shout a warning. Then she saw his shadowy figure and ran toward the dais, crying: "I want to go
with you! I'mafraid to stay alone -- _oh! " She threw up her hands with a terrible screamas for
the first tinme she saw the occupant of the throne. The wedge-shaped head had lifted fromits coils
and thrust out toward her on a yard of shining neck.

Then with a snooth, flowing notion, it began to ooze fromthe throne, coil by coil, its ugly
head bobbing in the direction of the paralyzed girl.

Conan cl eared the space between himand the throne with a desperate bound, his scimtar
swinging with all his power. And with such blinding speed did the serpent nove that it whipped
about and net himin full mdair, lapping his |linbs and body with half a dozen coils. Hs half-
checked stroke fell futilely as he crashed down on the dais, gashing the scaly trunk but not
severing it.

Then he was writhing on the glass steps with fold after slinmy fold knotting about him

twisting, crushing, killing him H's right armwas still free, but he could get no purchase to
strike a killing blow, and he knew one bl ow nust suffice. Wth a groani ng convul si on of nuscul ar
expansi on that bulged his veins alnpbst to bursting on his tenples and tied his nuscles in
qui vering, tortured knots, he heaved up on his feet, lifting alnost the full weight of that forty-
foot devil.

An instant he reeled on wi de-braced legs, feeling his ribs caving in on his vitals and his
sight growing dark, while his scimtar gl eaned above his head. Then it fell, shearing through the

scal es and flesh and vertebrae. And where there had been one huge, withing cable, now there were
horribly two, lashing and flopping in the death throes. Conan staggered away fromtheir blind
strokes. He was sick and dizzy, and bl ood oozed fromhis nose. Groping in a dark m st he clutched
Cct avi a and shook her until she gasped for breath.

"Next time | tell you to stay sonewhere," he gasped, "you stay!"

He was too dizzy even to know whet her she replied. Taking her wist |ike a truant schoolgirl,

he | ed her around the hideous stunps that still |oonmed and knotted on the floor. Sonmewhere, in the
di stance, he thought he heard nen yelling, but his ears were still roaring so that he could not be
sure.

The door gave to his efforts. If Khosatral had placed the snake there to guard the thing he
feared, evidently he considered it anple precaution. Conan half expected sonme other nonstrosity to
|l eap at himwi th the opening of the door, but in the dinmrer |ight he saw only the vague sweep of
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the arch above, a dully gl eanmng block of gold, and a hal f-noon glimer on the stone.

Wth a gasp of gratification, he scooped it up and did not linger for further exploration. He
turned and fled across the roomand down the great hall toward the distant door that he felt |led
to the outer air. He was correct. A few ninutes later he energed into the silent streets, half
carrying, half guiding his conpanion. There was no one to be seen, but beyond the western wall
there sounded cries and npbaning wails that nmade Cctavia trenble. He | ed her to the southwestern
wal | and without difficulty found a stone stair that nounted the ranpart. He had appropriated a

thick tapestry rope in the great hall, and now, having reached the parapet, he | ooped the soft,
strong cord about the girl's hips and | owered her to the earth. Then, naking one end fast to a
merlon, he slid down after her. There was but one way of escape fromthe island -- the stair on

the western cliffs. In that direction he hurried, sw nging w de around the spot from which had
cone the cries and the sound of terrible blows.

Cctavia sensed that grimperil lurked in those |eafy fastnesses. Her breath came pantingly
and she pressed close to her protector. But the forest was slient now, and they saw no shape of
menace until they enmerged fromthe trees and glinpsed a figure standing on the edge of the cliffs.

Jehungi r Agha had escaped the doomthat had overtaken his warriors when an iron giant sallied
suddenly fromthe gate and battered and crushed theminto bits of shredded flesh and splintered
bone. When he saw the swords of his archers break on that manlike juggernaut, he had known it was
no human foe they faced, and he had fled, hiding in the deep woods until the sounds of slaughter
ceased. Then he crept back to the stair, but his boatmen were not waiting for him

They had heard the screans, and presently, waiting nervously, had seen, on the cliff above
them a bl ood-sneared nonster waving gigantic arnms in awful triunph. They had waited for no nore.
When Jehungir cane upon the cliffs, they were just vani shing anong the reeds beyond earshot.
Khosatral was gone -- had either returned to the city or was prowing the forest in search of the
man who had escaped hi moutside the walls.

Jehungir was just preparing to descend the stairs and depart in Conan's boat, when he saw the
_hetman_ and the girl emerge fromthe trees. The experience which had congeal ed his bl ood and
al nost bl asted his reason had not altered Jehungir's intentions towards the _kozak_ chief. The
sight of the man he had cone to kill filled himw th gratification. He was astonished to see the
girl he had given to Jelal Khan, but he wasted no tinme on her. Lifting his bow he drew the shaft
to its head and | oosed. Conan crouched and the arror splintered on a tree, and Conan | aughed.

"Dog!" he taunted. "You can't hit nme! | was not born to die on Hyrkanian steel! Try again,
pig of Turan!"

Jehungir did not try again. That was his last arrow. He drew his scinmtar and advanced,
confident in his spired hel met and cl ose-meshed mail. Conan met himhalfway in a blinding whirl of
swords. The curved bl ades ground together, sprang apart, circled in glittering arcs that blurred
the sight which tried to follow them OCctavia, watching, did not see the stroke, but she heard its
choppi ng i npact and saw Jehungir fall, blood spurting fromhis side where the Cmerian's stee
had sundered his mail and bitten to his spine.

But Cctavia's scream was not caused by the death of her former master. Wth a crash of
bendi ng boughs, Khosatral Khel was upon them The girl could not flee; a npaning cry escaped her
as her knees gave way and pitched her groveling to the sward.

Conan, stooping above the body of the Agha, nade no nove to escape. Shifting his reddened
scimtar to his left hand, he drew the great half-blade of the Yuetshi. Khosatral Khel was
towering above him his arns |ifted like rmauls, but as the bl ade caught the sheen of the sun, the
gi ant gave back suddenly.

But Conan's bl ood was up. He rushed in, slashing with the crescent blade. And it did not
splinter. Under its edge, the dusky nmetal of Khosatral's body gave way |ike common flesh beneath a
cl eaver. Fromthe deep gash flowed a strange ichor, and Khosatral cried out like the dirging of a
great bell. His terrible arns flailed down, but Conan, quicker than the archers who had died
beneath those awful flails, avoided their strokes and struck again and yet again. Khosatral reeled
and tottered; his cries were awful to hear, as if netal were given a tongue of pain, as if iron
shri eked and bel | owed under torment.

Then, wheeling away, he staggered into the forest; he reeled in his gait, crashed through
bushes, and caromed off trees. Yet though Conan followed himw th the speed of hot passion, the
wal | s and towers of Dagon | ooned through the trees before the man cane with dagger-reach of the
gi ant.

Then Khosatral turned again, flailing the air with desperate bl ows, but Conan, fired to
beserk fury, was not to be denied. As a panther strikes down a bull npose at bay, so he plunged
under the bludgeoning arnms and drove the crescent blade to the hilt under the spot wheer a hunan's
heart woul d be.
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Khosatral reeled and fell. In the shape of a man he reeled, but it was not the shape of a man
that struck the |l oam Were there had been the |ikeness of a human face, there was no face at all,
and the netal linbs nelted and changed . . . Conan, who had not shrunk from Khosatral |iving,

recoil ed bl enching for Khosatral dead, for he had witnessed an awful transmutation; in his dying

t hroes Khosatral Khel had beconme again the thing that had crawl ed up fromthe Abyss mllennia
gone. Gagging with intol erabl e repugnance, Conan turned to flee the sight; and he was suddenly
aware that the pinnacles of Dagon no |longer glimered through the trees. They had faded |i ke snoke
-- the battlenents, the crenellated towers, the great bronze gates, the velvets, the gold, the
ivory, and the dark-haired wonen, and the nen with their shaven skulls. Wth the passing of the

i nhuman intellect which had given themrebirth, they had faded back into the dust which they had
been for ages uncounted. Only the stunps of broken columms rose above crunbling walls and broken
paves and shatterd donme. Conan agai n | ooked upon the ruins of Xapur as he renenbered them

The wild hetrman_ stood |like a statue for a space, dimy grasping sonmething of the cosnmic
tragedy of the fitful ephenera called manki nd and the hooded shapes of darkness which prey upon
it. Then as he heard his voice called in accents of fear, he started, as one awakening froma
dream gl anced again at the thing on the ground, shuddered and turned away toward the cliffs and
the girl that waited there.

She was peering fearfully under the trees, and she greeted himwith a half-stifled cry of
relief. He had shaken off the di mnonstrous visions which had nonentarily haunted him and was his
exuberant self again.

"Where is _he_?" she shuddered.

"Gone back to Hell whence he crawled,” he replied cheerfully. "Wiy didn't you clinb the stair
and nake your escape in ny boat?"

"I wouldn't desert--" she began, then changed her m nd, and anended rather sulkily, "I have
nowhere to go. The Hyrkani ans woul d ensl ave ne again, and the pirates woul d--"

"What of the _kozaks_?" he suggest ed.

"Are they better than the priates?" she asked scornfully. Conan's admration increased to see
how wel | she had recovered her poise after having endured such frantic terror. Her arrogance
amused him

"You seened to think so in the canp by Ghori,
smles then."

Her red lips curled in disdain. "Do you think | was enanored of you? Do you dreamthat |
woul d have shamed nyself before an al e-guzzling, neat-gorging barbarian unless | had to? My master
-- whose body lies there -- forced ne to do as | did."

"Ch!" Conan seened rather crestfallen. Then he |l aughed with undi m nished zest. "No matter
You belong to ne now. Gve ne a kiss."

"You dare ask--" she began angrily, when she felt herself snatched off her feet and crushed
to the _hetnman's_ nuscul ar breast. She fought himfiercely, with all the supple strength of her
magni ficent youth, but he only | aughed exuberantly, drunk with the possession of this splendid
creature withing in his arns.

He crushed her struggles easily, drinking the nectar of her lips with all the unrestrained
passion that was his, until the arns that strained against themnelted and tw ned convul sively
about his nmassive neck. Then he | aughed down into the clear eyes, and said: "Wy should not a
chief of the Free People be preferable to a city-bred dog of Turan?"

he answered. "You were free enough with your

She shook back her tawny |ocks, still tingling in every nerve fromthe fire of his kisses.
She did not | oosen her arns fromhis neck. "Do you deem yourself an Agha's equal ?" she chal | enged.
He | aughed and strode with her in his arns toward the stair. "You shall judge," he boasted.

"Il burn Khawarizm for a torch to light your way to ny tent."

End
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