THE TONER OF THE ELEPHANT
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Torches flared murkily on the revels in the Maul, where the thieves of the
East held carnival by night. In the Maul they could carouse and roar as they
i ked, for honest people shunned the quarters, and watchnen, well paid with
stained coins, did not interfere with their sport. Al ong the crooked, unpaved
streets with their heaps of refuse and sl oppy puddl es, drunken roisters
staggered, roaring. Steel glinted in the shadows where rose the shril

| aught er of women, and the sounds of scufflings and strugglings. Torchlight
licked luridly from broken wi ndows and w det hrown doors, and out of those
doors, stale snells of wine and rank sweaty bodi es, clanor of drinking jacks
and fists hamrered on rough tables, snatches of obscene songs, rushed like a
blow in the face

In one of those dens nerrinent thundered to the | ow snoke-stained roof, where
rascal s gathered in every stage of rags and tatters -- furtive cutpurses,
| eering kidnappers, quick-fingered thieves, swaggering bravos with their
wenches, strident-voiced wonen clad in tawdry finery. Native rogues were the

dom nant el enent -- dark-skinned, dark-eyed Zanorians, with daggers at their
girdles and guile in their hearts. But there were wolves of half a dozen
outland nations there as well. There was a gi ant Hyperborean renegade,
taciturn, dangerous, with a broadsword strapped to his gaunt frame -- for nen

wore steel openly in the Maul. There was a Shenitish counterfeiter, with his
hook nose and curl ed bl ue-bl ack beard. There was a bol d-eyed Brythuni an wench,
sitting on the knee of a tawdry-haired GQunderman -- a wandering mercenary

sol dier, a deserter fromsone defeated arny. And the fat gross rogue whose
bawdy jests were causing all the shouts of mrth was a professional kidnapper
cone up fromdistant Koth to teach woman-stealing to Zanorians who were born
wi th nore know edge of the art than he could ever attain. This man halted in
his description of an intended victim s charnms and thrust his nmuzzle into a
huge tankard of frothing ale. Then blowing the foamfromhis fat |ips, he
said, "By Bel, god of all thieves, I'lIl show them how to steal wenches; |'l]
have her over the Zanorian border before dawn, and there'll be a caravan
waiting to receive her. Three hundred pieces of silver, a count of Ophir

prom sed me for a sleek young Brythunian of the better class. It took ne
weeks, wandering anong the border cities as a beggar, to find one | knew woul d
suit. And she is a pretty baggage!

He bl ew a sl obbery kiss in the air.

"I know |l ords in Shem who would trade the secret of the El ephant Tower for
her," he said, returning to his ale.

A touch on his tunic sleeve made himturn his head, sclowing at the
interruption. He saw a tall, strongly made youth standi ng beside him This
person was as much out of place in that den as a grey wolf anong mangy rats of
the gutters. H s cheap tunic could not conceal the hard, rangy lines of his
powerful frame, the broad heavy shoul ders, the massive chest, |ean waist, and
heavy arns. Hi s skin was brown fromoutland suns, his eyes blue and

snol deri ng; a shock of tousled black hair crowned his broad forehead. From his
girdle hung a sword in a worn | eather scabbard.

The Kot hian involuntarily drew back; for the man was not one of any civilized
race he knew.



"You spoke of the El ephant Tower," said the stranger, speaking Zanorian wth
an alien accent. "l1've heard nmuch of this tower; what is its secret?"

The fellow s attitude did not seemthreateni ng, and the Kothian's courage was
bol stered up by the ale and the evident approval of his audience. He swelled
with self-inportance.

"The secret of the El ephant Tower?" he exclainmed. "Wy any fool knows that
Yara the priest dwells there with the great jewel nen call the El ephant's
Heart, that is the secret of his magic."

The barbarian digested this for a space.

"I have seen this tower," he said. "It is set in a great garden above the
| evel of the city, surrounded by high walls. |I have seen no guards. The walls
woul d be easy to clinmb. Wiy has not sonebody stolen this secret genf"

The Kot hi an stared wi de-nmouthed at the other's sinplicity, then burst into a
roar of derisive mirth, in which the others joined.

"Harken to this heathen!" he bellowed. "He would steal the jewel of Yara! --
Harken, fellow, " he said, turning portentously to the other, "I suppose you
are sonme sort of a northern barbarian--"

"I ama Cnmrerian," the outlander answered, in no friendly tone. The reply and
the manner of it neant little to the Kothian; of a kingdomthat lay far to the
south, on the borders of Shem he knew only vaguely of the northern races.

"The give ear and learn wi sdom fellow " said he, pointing his drinking jack
at the disconfited youth. "Know that in Zanora, and nore especially in this
city, there are nore bold thieves than anywhere else in the world, even Koth.
If nortal man coul d have stolen the gem be sure it would have been filched
| ong ago. You speak of clinbing the walls, but once having clinbed, you would
qui ckly wi sh yourself back again. There are no guards in the garden at night

for a very good reason -- that is no human guards. But in the watch chanber,
inthe lower part of the tower, are armed nen, and even if you passed those
who roamthe gardens by night, you nust still pass through the soldiers, for

the gemis kept somewhee in the tower above."

"But if a man _could_ pass throught the gardens,"” argued the C nmerian, "why
could he not cone at the gemthrough the upper part of the tower and thus
avoi d the sol di ers?"

Agai n the Kot hi an gaped at him

"Listen to him" he shouted jeeringly. "The barbarian is an eagle who woul d
fly to the jeweled rimof the tower, which is only a hundred and fifty feet
above the earth, with rounded sides slicker than polished glass!"

The C nmmrerian gl ared about, enbarrassed at the roar of nocking | aughter that
greeted this remark. He saw no particular hunor in it and was too new to
civilization to understand its discourtesies. Cvilized men are nore

di scourt eous than savages because they know they can be inpolite w thout
having their skulls split, as a general thing. He was bew | dered and chagri ned
and doubtl ess woul d have sl unk away, abashed, but the Kot hian chose to goad

hi m further.

"Come, cone!" he shouted. "Tell these poor fellows, who have only been thieves
since before you were spawned, tell them how you would steal the gem™



"There is always a way, if the desire be coupled with courage," answered the
C nmerian shortly, nettled.

The Kot hi an chose to take this as a personal slur. His face grew purple with
anger .

"What!" he roared. "You dare tell us our business, and intinmate that we are
cowards? Get along; get out of ny sight!" And he pushed the G merian
violently.

"WIl you nock ne and then lay hands on nme?" grated the barbarian, his quick
rage | eaping up; and he returned the push with an open-handed bl ow t hat
knocked his tornenter back agai nst the rude-hewn table. Ale splashed over the
jack's lip, and the Kothian roared in fury, dragging at his sword.

"Heat hen dog!" he bellowed. "I'll have your heart for that!"

Steel flashed and the throng surged wildly back out of the way. In their
flight they knocked over the single candle and the den was plunged in

dar kness, broken by the crash of upset benches, drumof flying feet, shouts,
oat hs of people tunbling over one another, and a single strident yell of agony
that cut the din like a knife. Wen a candle was relighted, nost of the guests
had gone out by doors and broken wi ndows, and the rest huddl ed behi nd stacks
of wi ne kegs and under tables. The barbarian was gone; the center of the room
was deserted except for the gashed body of the Kothian. The C nmerian, with
the unerring instinct of the barbarian, had killed his man in the darkness and
conf usi on.

2

The lurid lights and drunken revelry fell away behind the G nmerian. He had
di scarded his torn tunic and wal ked through the night naked except for a

| oi ncl oth and his high-strapped sandals. He noved with the suppl e ease of a

great tiger, his steely muscles rippling under his brown skin.

He had entered the part of the city reserved for the temples. On all sides of

himthey glittered white in he starlight -- snow nmarble pillars and gol den
dones and silver arches, shrines of Zanora's nyriad strange gods. He did not
troubl e his head about them he knew that Zanora's religion, like all things

of a civilized, |long-settled people, was intricate and conpl ex and had | ost
nost of the pristine essence in a maze of fornulas and rituals. He had
squatted for hours in the courtyards of the phil osophers, listening to the
argunents of theol ogi ans and teachers, and cone away in a haze of
bewi | dernment, sure of only one thing, and that, that they were all touched in
t he head.

H s gods were sinple and understandable; Cromwas their chief, and he lived on
a great mountain, whence he sent forth doons and death. It was useless to cal
on Crom because he was a gl oony, savage god, and he hated weaklings. But he
gave a man courage at birth, and the will and might to kill his enemnies,

which, in the CGnmrerian's mnd, was all any god shoul d be expected to do.

H s sandal ed feet made no sound on the gl eam ng pave. No watchnen passed, for
even the thieves of the Maul shunned the tenples, where strange doons had been
known to fall on violators. Ahead of him he saw, |oom ng agai nst the sky, The
Tower of the El ephant. He mused, wondering why it was so named. No one seened
to know. He had never seen an el ephant, but he vaguely understood that it was
a nonstrous animal, with a tail in front as well as behind. This a wandering
Shemite had told him swearing that he had seen such beasts by the thousands
in the country of the Hyrkanians; but all nen knew what |iars were the nmen of



Shem At any rate, there were no el ephants in Zanora.

The shimrering shaft of the tower rose frostily in the stars. In the sunlight
it shone so dazzlingly that few could bear its glare, and nen said it was
built of silver. It was round, a slim perfect cylinder, a hundred and fifty
feet in height, and its rimglittered in the starlight with the great jewels
which crusted it. The tower stood anong the waving, exotic trees of a garden
rai sed hi gh above the general |evel of the city. A high wall enclosed this

garden, and outside the wall was a |lower level, |ikew se enclosed by a wall.
No |ights shone forth; there seened to be no windows in the tower -- at |east
not above the level of the inner wall. Only the genms hi gh above sparkl ed

frostily in the starlight.

Shubbery grew thick outside the Iower, or outer wall. The G merian crept

cl ose and stood beside the barrier, neasuring it with his eye. It was high
but he could | eap and catch the coping with his fingers. Then it would be
child's play to swing hinmself up and over, and he did not doubt that he could

pass the inner wall in the sane manner. But he hesitated at the thought of the
strange perils which were said to await within. These people were strange and
mysterious to him they were not of his kind -- not even of the same bl ood as

the nore westerly Brythunians, Nenedians, Kothians, and Aquil onians, he had
heard of whose civilized nysteries in tinmes past. The people of Zanora were
very ancient and, fromwhat he had seen of them very evil.

He t hought of Yara, the high priest, who worked strange doons fromthis
jewel ed tower, and the Gimerian's hair prickled as he remenbered a tale told
by a drunken page of the court -- how Yara had | aughed in the face of a
hostil e prince, and held up a gleam ng, evil gembefore him and how rays shot
blindingly fromthat unholy jewel, to envelop the prince, who screaned and
fell down, and shrank to a withered bl ackened | unp that changed to a bl ack

spi der which scanpered wildly about the chamber until Yara set his heel upon
it.

Yara cane not often fromhis tower of magic, and always to work evil on sone
man or some nation. The king of Zanora feared himnore than he feared death,
and kept hinmself drunk all the tine because that fear was nore than he could
endure sober. Yara was very old -- centuries old, nen said, and added that he
woul d l'ive forever because of the magic of his gem which nmen called the Heart
of the El ephant; for no better reason than this they naned his hold the

El ephant' s Tower.

The Ci mmrerian, engrossed in these thoughts, shrank quickly against the wall.
Wthin the garden soneone was passing, who wal ked with a neasured stride. The
listener heard the clink of steel. So, after all, a guard did pace those
gardens. The C nmerian waited, expecting to hear him pass again on the next
round; but silence rested over the nysterious gardens.

At last curiosity overcane him Leaping lightly, he grasped the wall and swung
hinself up to the top with one arm Lying flat on the broad coping, he | ooked
down into the wi de space between the walls. No shrubbery grew near him though
he saw sonme carefully tri med bushes near the inner wall. The starlight fel

on the even sward, and somewhere a fountain tinkled.

The Cinmmrerian cautiously |owered hinmself down on the inside and drew his
sword, staring about him He was shaken by the nervousness of the wild at
standi ng thus unprotected in the naked starlight, and he noved |ightly around
the curve of the wall, hugging its shadow, until he was even with the
shrubbery he had noticed. Then he ran quickly toward it, crouching |ow, and
al nost tripped over a formthat |ay crunpl ed near the edges of the bushes.



A quick look to the right and | eft showed himno eneny, in sight at |east, and
he bent close to investigate. H s keen eyes, even in the dimstarlight, showed
hima strongly-built man in the silvered arnor and crested hel met of the
Zanorian royal guard. A shield and a spear lay near him and it took but an
instant's exam nation to show that he had been strangl ed. The barbarian

gl anced about uneasily. He knew that this man rmust be the guard he had heard
pass his hiding place by the wall. Only a short tinme had passed, yet in that

i nterval nanel ess hands had reached out of the dark and choked out the
soldier's life.

Straining his eyes in the gloom he saw a hint of notion through the shrubs

near the wall. Thither he glided, gripping his sword. He nmade no nore noise
than a panther stealing through the night, yet the man he was stal ki ng heard.
The Ci nmrerian had a dimglinpse of a huge bulk close to the wall, felt relief

that it was at | east human; then the fell ow wheel ed quickly with a gasp that
sounded like panic, made the first notion of a forward plunge, hand cl utching,
then recoiled as the Cmrerian's bl ade caught the starlight. For a tense

i nstant neither spoke, standing ready for anything.

"You are no soldier,"
nmysel f."

hi ssed the stranger at last. "You are a thief |ike

"And who are you?" asked the Cinmmrerian in a suspicious whisper

"Taurus of Nenedia."

The Cinmerian | owered his sword.

"I"ve heard of you. Men call you a prince of thieves."

A low | augh answered him Taurus was tall as the C nmerian, and heavier; he
was big-bellied and fat, but his every novenent betokened a subtle dynanic
magneti sm which was reflected in the keen eyes that glinted vitally, even in
the starlight. He was barefooted and carried a coil of what |ooked like a
thin, strong rope, knotted at regular intervals.

"Who are you?" he whi spered.

"Conan, a Cinmmrerian," answered the other. "I cane seeking a way to stea
Yara's jewel, that men call the Elephant's Heart."

Conan sensed the man's great belly shaking in laughter, but it was not
deri si ve.

"By Bel, god of thieves!" hissed Taurus. "l had thought only nyself had
courage to attenpt _that_ poaching. These Zanorians call thenselves thieves --
bah! Conan, | like your grit. | never shared an adventure with anyone; but, by

Bel, we'll attenpt this together if you're willing."
"Then you're after the gem too?"

"What else? I've had nmy plans laid for nonths; but you, | think, have acted on
a sudden inpulse, ny friend."

"You killed the sol dier?"

"OfF course. | slid over the wall when he was on the other side of the garden
| hid in the bushes; he heard ne, or thought he heard sonethi ng. When he cane
bl undering over, it was no trick at all to get behind himand suddenly grip
hi s neck and choke out his fool's life. He was |like nost nen, half blind in



the dark. A good thief should have eyes like a cat."
"You nmade one nistake,"” said Conan.

Taurus' eyes flashed angrily.

"I'? 1, a mstake? Inpossible!"

"You shoul d have dragged the body into the bushes.”

"Said the novice to the master of the art. They will not change the guard
until past mdnight. Should any cone searching for himnow and find his body,
they would flee at once to Yara, bellowi ng the news, and give us time to
escape. Were they not to find it, they'd go beating up the bushes and catch us
like rats in a trap.”

"You are right," agreed Conan

"So. Now attend. We waste tine in this cursed discussion. There are no guards
in the inner garden -- human guards, | nmean, though there are sentinels even
nore deadly. It was their presence which baffled me for so long, but I finally
di scovered a way to circunvent them"

"What of the soldiers in the ower part of the tower?"

"dd Yara dwells in the chanbers above. By that route we will come -- and go

| hope. Never nind asking me how. | have arranged a way. We'll steal down
through the top of the tower and strangle old Yara before he can cast any of
his accursed spells on us. At least we'll try; it's the chance of being turned
into a spider or a toad, against the wealth and power of the world. Al good

t hi eves nust know how to take risks."

"I"ll go as far as any nan," said Conan, slipping off his sandals.

"Then follow me." And turning, Taurus |eaped up, caught the wall and drew

hi nsel f up. The man's suppl eness was amazi ng, considering his bul k; he seened
al nost to glide up over the edge of the coping. Conan followed him and |vying
flat on the broad top, they spoke in wary whispers.

"I see no light," Conan nmuttered. The |ower part of the tower seemed nuch I|ike
that portion visible fromoutside the garden -- a perfect, gleaning cylinder

wi th no apparent openings.

"There are cleverly constructed doors and wi ndows," answered Taurus, "but they
are closed. The soldiers breathe air that comes from above."

The garden was a vague pool of shadows, where feathery bushes and | ow,
spreading trees waved darkly in the starlight. Conan's wary soul felt the aura
of waiting nmenace that brooded over it. He felt the burning glare of unseen
eyes, and he caught a subtle scent that made the short hairs on his neck
instinctively bristle as a hunting dog bristles at the scent of an ancient

eneny.

"Fol |l ow me, " whi spered Taurus; "keep behind ne, as you value your life."
Taki ng what | ooked |ike a copper tube fromhis girdle, the Nemedi an dropped
lightly to the sward inside the wall. Conan was cl ose behind him sword ready,
but Taurus pushed hi m back, close to the wall, and showed no inclination to
advance, hinself. His whole attitude was of tense expectancy, and his gaze,

i ke Conan's was fixed on the shadow mass of shrubbery a few yards away. This



shrubbery was shaken, although the breeze had died down. Then two great eyes
bl azed from the wavi ng shadows, and behi nd them other sparks of fire glinted
in the darkness.

"Lions!" muttered Conan

"Aye. By day they are kept in subterranean caverns below the tower. That's why
there are no guards in this garden."

Conan counted the eyes rapidly.

"Five in sight; maybe nore back in the bushes. They'll charge in a nmonent--"
"Be silent!" hissed Taurus, and he noved out fromthe wall, cautiously as if
treading on razors, lifting the slender tube. Low runblings rose fromthe

shadows, and the bl azing eyes noved forward. Conan coul d sense the great
slavering jaws, the tufted tails | ashing tawny sides. The air grew tense --
the Cnmmrerian gripped his sword, expecting the charge and the irrestible
hurtling of giant bodies. Then Taurus brought the nouth of the tube to his
lips and bl ew powerfully. Along jet of yell owi sh powder shot fromthe other
end of the tube and billowed out instantly in a thick green-yellow cl oud that
settled over the shrubbery, blotting out the glaring eyes.

Taurus ran back hastily to the wall. Conan gl ared w t hout understanding. The
thick cloud hid the shrubbery, and fromit no sound cane.

"What is that mist?" the G merian asked uneasily.

"Deat h!" hissed the Nenmedian. "If a wind springs up and blows it back upon us,
we nust flee over the wall. But no, the wind is still and nowit is
di ssipating. Wait until it vanishes entirely. To breathe it is death."

Presently only yellow sh shreds hung ghostily in the air; then they were gone,
and Taurus notioned his conpanion forward. They stole toward the bushes, and
Conan gasped. Stretched out in the shadows lay five great tawny shapes, the
fire fo their grimeyes dimred for ever. A sweetish, cloying scent lingerd in
t he at mosphere.

"They died without a sound!" muttered the C nmrerian. "Taurus, what was that
powder ?"

"I't was made fromthe black |otus, whose blossons wave in the |ost jungles of
Khitai, where only the yellow skulled priests of Yun dwell. Those bl ossomns
stri ke dead any who snell of them"

Conan knelt beside the great forms, assuring hinself that they were indeed
beyond power of harm He shook his head; the nagic of the exotic |ands was
nmysterious and terrible to the barbarians of the north.

"Why can you not slay the soldiers in the tower in the same way?" he asked.

"Because that was all the powder | possessed. The obtaining of it was a feat
which in itself was enough to nake ne fanous anong the thieves of the world.
stole it out of a caravan bound for Stygia, and | lifted it, inits

cl ot h-of -gol d bag, out of the coils of the great serpent which guarded it

wi t hout waking him But come, in Bel's name! Are we to waste the night in

di scussi on?"

They glided through the shrubbery to the gl eam ng foot of the tower, and
there, with a notion enjoining silence, Taurus unwound his knotted cord, on



one end of which was a strong steel hook. Conan saw his plan and asked no
guestions, as the Nenedian gripped the line a short distance bel ow t he hook
and began to swing it about his head. Conan laid his ear to the smooth wal l
and |istened, but could hear nothing. Evidently the soldiers within did not
suspect the presence of intruders, who had made no nore sound than the night
wi nd bl owi ng through the trees. But a strange nervousness was on the
barbari an; perhaps it was the lion snell which was over everything.

Taurus threw the line with a snooth, rippling notion of his mghty arm The
hook curved upward and inward in a peculiar manner, hard to describe, and
vani shed over the jeweled rim It apparently caught firmy, for cautious
jerking and then hard pulling did not result in any slipping or giving.

"Luck the first cast,” murmured Taurus. "I--"

It was Conan's savage instinct which made hi m wheel suddenly; for the death

t hat was upon them made no sound. A fleeting glinpse showed the C nmerian the
gi ant tawny shape, rearing upright against the stars, towering over himfor
the death stroke. No civilized man could have noved hal f so quickly as the
barbari an noved. H s sword flashed frostily in the starlight with every ounce
of desperate nerve and thew behind it, and man and beast went down toget her.

Cursing incoherently under his breath, Taurus bent above the mass and saw his
conpanion's |inbs nove as he strove to drag hinself from under the great

wei ght that lay linply upon him A glance showed the startled Nenedi an that
the Iion was dead, its slanting skull split in half. He laid hold of the
carcass and, by his aid, Conan thrust it aside and cl anbered up, stil

gri ppi ng his dripping sword.

"Are you hurt, nman?" gasped Taurus, still bew ldered by the stunning sw ftness
of that touch-and-go epi sode.

"No, by Crom" answered the barbarian. "But that was as close a call as |'ve
had in a life noways tame. Wiy did not the cursed beast roar as charged?”

"Al'l thing are strange in this garden," said Taurus. "The lions strike
silently -- and so do other deaths. But come -- little sound was nade in that
sl ayi ng, but the soldiers mght have heard, if they are not asleep or drunk
That beast was in sone other part of the garden and escaped the death of the
flowers, but surely there are no nore. We nmust clinb this cord -- little need
to ask a Gnmerian if he can.”

"I'f it will bear ny weight," grunted Conan, cleansing his sword on the grass.

"It will bear thrice my own," answered Taurus. "It was woven fromthe tresses
of dead wonen, which | took fromtheir tonbs at m dnight, and steeped in the
deadly wi ne of the upas tree, to give it strength. i will go first -- then

follow ne closely."

The Nenedi an gripped the rope and, crooking a knee about it, began the ascent;
he went up like a cat, belying the apparent clumsiness of his bulk. The

C nmrerian foll owed. The cord swayed and turned on itself, but the clinbers
were not hindered; both had made nmore difficult clinbs before. The jeweled rim
gilttered high above them jutting out fromthe perpendicular of the wall, so
that the cord hung perhaps a foot fromthe side of the tower -- a fact which
added greatly to the ease of the ascent.

Up and up they went, silently, the lights of the city spreading out further
and further to their sight as they clinbed, the stars above them nore and nore
dinmred by the glitter of the jewels along the rim Now Taurus reached up a



hand and gripped the rimitself, pulling hinmself up and over. Conan paused a
nmonent on the very edge, fascinated by the great frosty jewels whose gl eans

dazzl ed his eyes -- dianonds, rubies, eneralds, sapphires, turquoises,

nmoonst ones, set thick as stars in the shimering silver. At a distance their
di fferent gleanms had seenmed to nerge into a pulsing white glare; but now, at
cl ose range, they shimered with a mllion rainbowtints and |ights,

hypnoti zing himw th their scintillations.

"There is a fabul ous fortune here, Taurus," he whispered; but the Nenmedi an
answered inpatiently, "Come on! If we secure the Heart, these and all other
t hi ngs shall be ours.”

Conan clinmbed over the sparkling rim The level of the tower's top was sone
feet bel ow the genmed | edge. It was flat, conposed of sonme dark bl ue
substance, set with gold that caught the starlight, so that the whol e | ooked
like a wide sapphire flecked with shining gold dust. Across fromthe point
where they had entered there seened to be a sort of chanber, built upon the
roof. It was of the same silvery material as the walls of the tower, adorned
wi th designs worked in snaller gens; its single door was of gold, its surface
cut in scales and crusted with jewels that gleaned like ice.

Conan cast a glance at the pul sing ocean of |ights which spread far bel ow
them then glanced at Taurus. The Nenedi an was drawi ng up his cord and coiling
it. He showed Conan where the hook had caught -- a fraction of an inch of the
poi nt had sunk under a great blazing jewel on the inner side of the rim

"Luck was with us again," he nmuttered. "One would think that our conbined

wei ght woul d have torn that stone out. Follow ne, the real risks of the
venture begin now W are in the serpent's lair, and we know not where he lies
hi dden. "

Li ke stalking tigers they crept across the darkly gleanm ng fl oor and halted
out side the sparkling door. Wth a deft and cautious hand Taurus tried it. It
gave w t hout resistance, and the comnpani ons | ooked in, tensed for anything.
Over the Nemedi an's shoul der Conan had a glinpse of a glittering chanber, the
wal I's, ceiling, and floor of which were crusted with great, white jewels,
which lighted it brightly and which seenmed its only illumnation. It seened
enmpty of life.

"Before we cut off our last retreat,"” hissed Taurus, "go you to the rim and
| ook over on all sides; if you see any soldiers noving in the gardens, or
anyt hi ng suspicious, return and tell me. | will await you within this
chanber . "

Conan saw scant reason in this, and a faint suspicion of his conpanion touched
his wary soul, but he did as Taurus requested. As he turned away, the Nenedian
slipped inside the door and drew it shut behind him Conan crept about the rim
of the tower, returning to his starting point wthout having seen any
suspi ci ous novenent in the vaguely waving sea of |eaves bel ow. He turned

toward the door -- suddenly fromw thin the chanber there sounded a strangl ed
cry.
The Cinmmrerian | eaped forward, electrified -- the gl eanm ng door swung open, and

Taurus stood framed in the cold blaze behind him He swayed and his |ips
parted, but only a dry rattle burst fromhis throat. Catching at the gol den
door for support, he lurched out upon the roof, then fell headl ong, clutching
at his throat. The door swung to behind him

Conan, crouching like a panther at bay, saw nothing in the room behind the
stricken Nenedian, in the brief instant the door was partly open -- unless it



was not a trick of the light which nade it seemas if a shadow darted across
the gleamng floor. Nothing foll owed Taurus out on the roof and Conan bent
above the man.

The Nenedian stared up with dilated, glazing eyes, that somehow held a
terrible bew ldernent. H s hands clawed at his throat, his |lips slobbered and
gurgl ed; then suddenly he stiffened, and the astounded C merian knew that he
was dead. And he felt that Taurus had died without knowi ng what nmanner of
death had stricken him Conan gl ared bew |l deredly at the cryptic gol den door
In that enmpty room with its glittering jeweled walls, death had cone to the
prince of thieves as swiftly and mysteriously as he had dealt doomto the
lions in the gardens bel ow

G ngerly the barbarian ran his hands over the man's hal f-naked body, seeking a
wound. But the only marks of violence were between his shoul ders, high up near
the base of his bull neck -- three small wounds, which |ooked as if three
nails had been driven deep in the flesh and wi thdrawn. The edges of these
wounds were black, and a faint snell as putrefaction was evident. Poisoned
darts? thought Conan -- but in that case the nissles should be still in the
wounds.

Cautiously he stole toward the gol den door, pushed it open, and | ooked inside.
The chanber lay enpty, bathed in the cold, pulsing glow of the myriad jewels.
In the very center of the ceiling he idly noted a curious design -- a black

ei ght-sided pattern, in the center of which four gens glittered with a red
flame unlike the white blaze of the other jewels. Across the roomthere was
anot her door, like the one in which he stood, except that it was not carved in
the scale pattern. Was it fromthat door that death had come? -- and having
struck down its victim had it retreated by the sane way?

C osing the door behind him the G merian advanced into the chanber. Hi s bare
feet made no sound on the crystal floor. There were no chairs or tables in the
chanmber, only three or four silken couches, enbroidered with gold and worked
in strange serpentine designs, and several silver-bound nahogany chests. Sone
were seal ed with heavy gol den | ocks; other |lay open, their carven lids thrown
back, revealing heaps of jewels in a careless riot of splendor to the

C nmerian's astounded eyes. Conan swore beneath his breath; already he had

| ooked upon nore wealth that night than he had ever dreaned existed in all the
worl d, and he grew di zzy thinking of what nust be the value of the jewel he
sought .

He was in the center of the room now, going stooped forward, head thrust out
warily, sword advanced, when again death struck at himsoundlessly. A flying
shadow t hat swept across the gleam ng floor was his only warning, and his
instinctive sidelong leap all that saved his |life. He had a flashing glinpse
of a hairy black horror that swung past himw th a clashing of frothing fangs,
and somet hi ng spl ashed on his bare shoul der that burned |ike drops of liquid
hell -fire. Springing back, sword high, he saw the horror strike the floor
wheel , and scuttle toward himw th appalling speed -- a gigantic black spider
such as nmen see only in nightmare dreans.

It was as large as a pig, and its eight thick hariy |l egs drove its ogreish
body over the floor at headl ong pace; its four evilly gl eam ng eyes shone with
a horrible intelligence, and its fangs dripped venomthat Conan knew, fromthe
burni ng of his shoul der where only a few drops had spl ashed as the thing
struck and missed, was laden with swift death. This was the killer that had
dropped fromits perch in the mddle of the ceiling on a strand of web, on the
neck of the Nemedian. Fools that they were, not to have suspected that the
upper chanbers woul d be guarded as well as the | ower!



These thoughts flashed briefly through Conan's nind as he nonster rushed. He
| eaped high, and it passed beneath him wheel ed, and charged back. This tine
he evaded its rush with a sidew se | eap and struck back like a cat. H s sword
severed one of the hairy legs, and again he barely saved hinself as the
nmonstrosity swerved at him fangs clicking fiendishly. But the creature did
not press the pursuit; turning, it scuttled across the crystal floor and ran
up the wall to the ceiling, where it crouched for an instant, glaring down at
himwith its fiendish red eyes. Then without warning it |aunched itself

t hrough space, trailing a strand of sliny grayish stuff.

Conan stepped back to avoid the hurtling body -- then ducked frantically, just
intine to escape being snared by the flying web-rope. He saw the nonster's
intent and sprang toward the door, but it was quicker, and a sticky strand
cast across the door made hima prisoner. He dared not try to cut it with his
sword; he knew the stuff would cling to the blade; and before he coul d shake
it loose, the fiend would be sinking its fangs into his back

Then began a desperate gane, the wits and qui ckness of the man matched agai nst
the fiendish craft and speed of the giant spider. It no longer scuttled across
the floor in a direct charge, or swng its body through the air at him It
raced about the ceiling and the walls, seeking to snare himin the |ong | oops
of sticky gray web-strands, which it flung with a devilish accuracy. These
strands were thick as ropes, and Conan knew t hat once they wer coil ed about
him his desperate strength would not be enough to tear himfree before the
nonster struck.

Al'l over the chanber went on that devil's dance, in utter silence except for

t he quick breathing of the man, the | ow scuff of his bare feet on the shining
floor, the castanet rattle of the nmonstrosity's fangs. The gray strands lay in
coils on the floor; they were | ooped along the walls; they overlaid the

j ewel -chests and sil ken couches, and hung in dusky festoons fromthe jewel ed
ceiling. Conan's steel-trap quickness of eye and rnuscle had kept him

unt ouched, though the sticky | oops had passed himso cl ose they rasped his
naked hi de. He knew he could not always avoid them he not only had to watch
the strands swinging fromthe ceiling, but to keep his eye on the floor, |est
he trip in the coils that lay there. Sooner or later a gumy |oop would withe
about him pythonlike, and then, wapped |like a cocoon, he would lie at the
nonster's nercy.

The spider raced across the chamber floor, the gray rope waving out behind it.

Conan | eaped high, clearing a couch -- with a quick wheel the fiend ran up the
wal I, and the strand, l|eaping off the floor like a live thing, whipped about
the Cnmrerian's ankle. He caught hinmself on his hands as he fell, jerking

frantically at the web which held himlike a pliant vise, or the coil of a
python. The hairy devil was racing down the wall to conplete its capture.
Stung to frenzy, Conan caught up a jewel chest and hurled it with all his
strength. Full in the mdst of the branching black |egs the nassive nmissile
struck, smashing against the wall with a nuffled sickening crunch. Bl ood and
greeni sh sline spattered, and the shattered mass fell with the burst gem chest
to the floor. The crushed bl ack body lay among the flam ng riot of jewels that
spilled over it; the hairy |legs noved aimesly, the dying eyes glittered redly
anong the tw nkling gens.

Conan gl ared about, but no other horror appeared, and he set hinself to

wor ki ng free of the web. The substance clung tenaciously to his ankle and his
hands, but at |ast he was free, and taking up his sword, he picked his way
anong the gray coils and | oops to the inner door. Wat horrors lay within he
did not know. The Cinmerian's blood was up and, since he had cone so far and
overcome so nuch peril, he was determ ned to go through to the grimfinish of
t he adventure, whatever that mght be. And he felt that the jewel he sought



was not among the many so carel essly strewn about the gl eam ng chamnber.

Stripping off the I oops that fouled the inner door, he found that it, like the
other, was not |ocked. He wondered if the soldiers below were still unaware of
his presence. Well, he was high above their heads, and if tales were to be
bel i eved, they were used to strange noises in the tower above them-- sinister
sounds, and screans of agony and horror

Yara was on his mind, and he was not altogether confortable as he opened the
gol den door. But he saw only a flight of silver steps |eading down, dimy
lighted by what nmeans he could not ascertain. Down these he went sliently,
gripping his sword. He heard no sound and cane presently to an ivory door, set
wi th bl oodstones. He l|istened, but no sound canme fromw thin; only thin w sps
of snoke drifted lazily from beneath the door, bearing a curious exotic odor
unfam liar to the C nmerian. Below himthe silver stair wound down to vani sh
in the di mess, and up that shadow well no sound floated; he had an eery
feeling that he was alone in a tower occupied only by ghosts and phant ons.

3

Cautiously he pressed against the ivory door, and it swung silently inward. On
the shimrering threshold Conan stared like a wolf in strange surroundi ngs,
ready to fight or flee on the instant. He was | ooking into a | arge chanber
with a domed golden ceiling; the walls were of green jade, the floor of ivory,
partly covered with thick rugs. Snoke and exotic scent of incense floated up
froma brazier on a golden tripod, and behind it sat an idol on a sort of

mar bl e couch. Conan stared aghast; the inage had the body of a man, naked, and
green in color; but the head was one of nightmare and madness. Too | arge for

t he human body, it had no attributes of humanity. Conan stared at the wide
flaring ears, the curling proboscis, on either side of which stood white tusks
ti pped with round golden balls. The eyes were closed, as if in sleep

This then, was the reason for the nane, the Tower of the El ephant, for the
head of the thing was much |like that of the beasts described by the Shemitish
wanderer. This was Yara's god; where then should the gem be, but concealed in
the idol, since the stone was called the El ephant's Heart?

As Conan cane forward, his eyes fixed on the notionless idol, the eyes of the
t hi ng opened suddenly! The G merian froze in his tracks. It was no i mage --
it was a living thing, and he was trapped in its chamnber!

That he did not instantly explode in a burst of nmurderous frenzy is a fact
that measured his horror, which paralyzed hi mwhere he stood. A civilized nman
in his position would have sought doubtful refuge in the conclusion that he
was insane; it did not occur to the Cinmerian to doubt his senses. He knew he
was face to face with a denon of the Elder Wrld, and the realization robbed
himof all his faculties except sight.

The trunk of the horror was lifted and quested about, the topaz eyes stared
unseei ngly, and Conan knew the nonster was blind. Wth the thought cane a

t hawi ng of his frozen nerves, and he began to back silently toward the door
But the creature heard. The sensitive trunk stretched toward him and Conan's
horror froze himagain when the being spoke, in a strange, stammering voice
that never changed its key or tinbre. The C nmerian knew that those jaws were
never built or intended for hunman speech

"Who is here? Have you cone to torture ne again, Yara? WII you never be done?
Oh, Yag-kosha, is there no end to agony?"

Tears rolled fromthe sightless eyes, and Conan's gaze strayed to the |inbs



stretched on the marbl e couch. And he knew the nonster would not rise to
attack him He knew the marks of the rack, and the searing brand of the flaneg,
and tough-soul ed as he was, he stood aghast at the ruined deformties which
his reason told himhad once been |linbs as conely as his own. And suddenly al
fear and repul sion went fromhimto be replaced by a great pity. What this
nmonster was, Conan could not know, but the evidences of its sufferings were so
terrible and pathetic that a strange aching sadness cane over the C nmerian

he knew not why. He only felt that he was | ooki ng upon a cosmc tragedy, and
he shrank with shane, as if the guilt of a whole race were laid upon him

"I amnot Yara," he said. "I amonly a thief. I will not harmyou."

"Come near that | may touch you," the creature faltered, and Conan cane near
unfearingly, his sword hanging forgotten in his hand. The sensitive trunk cane
out and groped over his face and shoulders, as a blind nan gropes, and its
touch was light as a girl's hand.

"You are not of Yara's race of devils," sighed the creature. "The clean, |ean
fierceness of the wastel ands marks you. | know your people fromof old, who
knew by another nane in the long, |ong ago when another world lifted its
jewel ed spires to the stars. There is blood on your fingers."

"A spider in the chanber above and a lion in the garden,” nuttered Conan

"You have slain a man too, this night," answered the other. "And there is
death in the tower above. | feel; | know "

"Aye," nuttered Conan. "The prince of all thieves |lies there dead fromthe
bite of a vermn."

"So -- and so!" the strange i nhuman voice rose in a sort of low chant. "A
slaying in the tavern and a slaying on the roof -- | know, | feel. And the
third will make the magi c of which not even Yara dreans -- oh, magic of

del i verance, green gods of Yag!"

Again tears fell as the tortured body was rocked to and fro in the grip of
varied enotions. Conan | ooked on, bew | dered.

Then the convul sions ceased; the soft, sightless eyes were turned toward the
G merian, the trunk beckoned.

"Oman, listen," said the strange being. "I amfool and nmonstrous to you, aml
not? Nay, do not answer; | know. But you would seem as strange to ne, could
see you. There are many worl ds besides this earth, and |life takes many shapes.
I am neither god nor denon, but flesh and blood |ike yourself, though the
substance differ in part, and the formbe cast in different nold.

"I amvery old, O man of the waste countries; long and long ago | came to this
pl anet with others of my world, fromthe green planet Yag, which circles for
ever in the outer fringe of this universe. W swept through space on nighty

wi ngs that drove us through the cosnbs qui cker than |ight, because we had
warred with the kings of Yag and were defeated and outcast. But we could never
return, for on earth our wings withered fromour shoul ders. Here we abode
apart fromearthly life. W fought the strange and terrible forns of life

whi ch then wal ked the earth, so that we becane feared and were not nolested in
the dimjungles of the East where we had our abode.

"We saw men grow fromthe ape and build the shining cities of Valusia,
Kanelia, Commoria, and their sisters. W saw themreel before the thrusts of
t he heathen Atl anteans and Picts and Lenuri ans. W saw the oceans ri se and



engul f Atlantis and Lermuria, and the isles of the Picts, and the shining
cities of civilization. W saw the survivors of Pictdomand Atlantis build
their stone-age enpire and go down to ruin, locked in bloody wars. W saw the
Picts sink into abysmal savagery, the Atl anteans into apedom again. W saw new
savages drift southward in conquering waves fromthe Arctic Circle to build a
new civilization, with new ki ngdons call ed Nenedia, and Koth, and Aquil oni a,
and their sisters. W saw your people rise under a new name fromthe jungles
of the apes that had been Atl anteans. W saw t he descendants of the Lenurians,
who had survived the cataclysm rise again through savagery and ride westward,
as Hyrkanians. And we saw this race of devils, survivors of the ancient
civilization that was before Atlantis sank, come once nore into culture and
power -- this accursed kingdom of Zanora.

"All this we saw, neither aiding nor hindering the immtable cosmc |aw, and
one by one we died; for we of Yag are not imortal, though our lives are as
the lives of planets and constellations. At last | alone was left, dream ng of
old times anong the ruined tenples of jungle-lost Khitai, worshipped as a god
by an ancient yell ow skinned race. Then cane Yara, versed in dark know edge
handed down through the days of barbarism since before Atlantis sank

"First he sat at ny feet and | earned wi sdom But he was not satisfied with
what | taught him for it was white magic, and he wi shed evil lore, to enslave
kings and glut a fiendish anbition. | would teach hi mnone of the black
secrets | had gai ned, through no wi sh of m ne, through the eons.

"But his wi sdom was deeper than | had guessed; with guile gotten anong the
dusky tombs of dark Stygia, he trapped ne into divulging a secret | had not

i ntended to bare; and turning my own power upon ne, he enslaved ne. Ah, gods
of Yag, my cup has been bitter since that hour

"He brought ne up fromthe lost jungles of Khitai where the gray apes danced
to the pipes of the yellow priests, and offerings of fruit and wi ne heaped ny
broken altars. No nore was | a god to kindly junglefolk -- |1 was slave to a
devil in human form"

Again tears stole fromthe unseei ng eyes.

"He pent me in this tower, which at his conmand | built for himin a single
night. By fire and rack he mastered me, and by strange unearthly tortures you
woul d not understand. In agony | would | ong ago have taken ny own life, if I
could. But he kept nme alive -- nmangled, blinded, and broken -- to do his foul
bi ddi ng. And for three hundred years | have done his bidding, fromthis narble
couch, blackening ny soul with cosnic sins, and staining nmy wisdomwth
crimes, because | had no other choice. Yet not all mnmy ancient secrets has he
wested fromne, and ny last gift shall be the sorcery of the Bl ood and the
Jewel .

"For | feel the end of tinme draw near. You are the hand of Fate. | beg of you,
take the gemyou will find on yonder altar."

Conan turned to the gold and ivory altar indicated, and took up a great round
jewel, clear as crimson crystal; and he knew that this was the Heart of the
El ephant .

"Now for the great magic, the mghty magic, such as earth has not seen before,
and shall not see again, though a nmillion nmillion of mllenniunms. By ny
life-blood | conjure it, by blood born on the green breast of Yag, dream ng
far-poised in the great, blue vastness of Space.

"Take your sword, man, and cut out ny heart; then squeeze it so that the blood



will flow over the red stone. Then you go down these stairs and enter the
ebony chanber wheer Yara sits wapped in |lotus dreans of evil. Speak his nane
and he will awaken. Then lay this gem before himand say, 'Yag-kosha gives you
a last gift and a last enchantment.' Then get you fromthe tower quickly; fear
not, your way shall be made clear. The life of man is not the life of Yag, nor
is human death the death of Yag. Let ne be free of this cage of broken, blind
flesh, and I will once nore be Yogah of Yag, norning-crowned and shining, wth
wings to fly, and feet to dance, and eyes to see, and hands to break."

Uncertainly Conan approached, and Yag-kosha, or Yogah, as if sensing his
uncertainty, indicated where he should strike. Conan set his teeth and drove
the sword deep. Blood streamed over the blade and his hand, and the nonster
started convul sively, then lay back quite still. Sure that life had fled, at
least |life as he understood it, Conan set to work on his grisly task and

qui ckly brought forth something that he felt nust be the strange being's
heart, though it differed curiously fromany he had ever seen. Holding the
still pulsing organ over the blazing jewel, he pressed it with both hands, and
a rain of blood fell on the stone. To his surprise, it did not run off, but
soaked into the gem as water is absorbed by a sponge.

Hol di ng the jewel gingerly, he went out of the fantastic chanber and came upon
the silver steps. He did not | ook back; he instinctively felt that some form
of transmutation was taking place in the body on the marble couch, and he
further felt that it was of a sort not to be w tnessed by human eyes.

He cl osed the ivory door behind himand wi thout hesitati on descended the
silver steps. It did not occur to himto ignore the instructions given him He
halted at an ebony door, in the center of which was a grinning silver skull
and pushed it open. He |ooked into a chamber of ebony and jet and saw, on a

bl ack sil ken couch, a tall, spare formreclining. Yara the priest and sorcerer
lay before him his eyes open and dilated with the funes of the yellow | otus,
far-staring, as if fixed on gulfs and nighted abysses beyond hunman ken

"Yara!" said Conan, |like a judge pronounci ng doom "Awaken!"

The eyes cleared instantly and becane cold and cruel as a vulture's. The tall
silken-clad formlifted erect and towered gauntly above the G merian

"Dog!" H's hiss was |like the voice of a cobra. "Wat do you here?"
Conan laid the jewel on the great ebony table.

"He who sent this gem bade ne say, 'Yag-kosha gives a last gift and a | ast
enchantnment.'"

Yara recoiled, his dark face ashy. The jewel was no |onger crystal-clear; its
mur ky dept hs pul sed and t hrobbed, and curious snoky waves of changi ng col or
passed over its snooth surface. As if drawn hypnotically, Yara bent over the
table and gripped the gemin his hands, staring into its shadowed depths, as
if it were a magnet to draw the shuddering soul fromhis body. And as Conan

| ooked, he thought that his eyes nmust be playing himtricks. For where Yara
had risen up fromhis couch, the priest had seened gigantically tall; yet now
he saw that Yara's head woul d scarcely come to his shoul der. He blinked,
puzzled, and for the first tine that night doubted his own senses. Then with a
shock he realized the the priest was shrinking in stature -- was grow ng
smal l er before his very gaze.

Wth a detached feeling he watched, as a nman nmight watch a play; imersed in a
feeling of overpowering unreality, the C nmerian was no | onger sure of his own
identity; he only knew that he was | ooki ng upon the external evidences of the



unseen play of vast Quter forces, beyond his understandi ng.

Now Yara was no bigger than a child, now Iike an infant he spraw ed on the
table, still grasping the jewel. And now the sorcerer suddenly realized his
fate, and he sprang up, releasing the gem But still he dw ndl ed, and Conan
saw a tiny, pigmy figure rushing wildly about the ebony tabletop, waving tiny
arnms and shrieking in a voice that was |ike the squeak of an insect.

Now he had shrunk until the great jewel towered above himlike a hill, and
Conan saw him cover his eyes with his hands, as if to shield themfromthe

gl are, as he staggered about |ike a madnman. Conan sensed that sonme unseen
magnetic force was pulling Yara to the gem Thrice he raced wildly about it in
a narrowing circle, thrice he strove to turn and run out across the table;
then with a screamthat echoed faintly in the ears of the watcher, the priest
threw up his arnms and ran straight toward the bl azing gl obe.

Bendi ng cl ose, Conan saw Yara cl anber up the snooth, curving surface,

i mpossibly, like a man clinbing a glass nountain. Now the priest stood on the
top, still with tossing arnms, invoking what grisly names only the gods know
And suddenly he sank into the very heart of the jewel, as a man sinks into a
sea, and Conan saw the snoky waves cl ose over his head. Now he saw himin the
crimson heart of the jewel, once nore crystal-clear, as a man sees a scene far
away, tiny with great distance. And into the heart cane a green, shining

wi nged figure with a body of a man and the head of an el ephant -- no | onger
blind or crippled. Yara threw up his arms and fled as a nadman flees, and on
his heel s came the avenger. Then, l|ike the bursting of a bubble, the great
jewel vanished in a rainbow burst of iridescent gleans, and the ebony
table-top lay bare and deserted -- as bare, Conan sonehow knew, as the narble
couch in the chanmber above, where the body of that starnge trancosm c being
cal l ed Yag-kosha and Yogah had | ain.

The Cinmerian turned and fled fromthe chanber, down the silver stairs. So
amazed was he that it did not occur to himto escape fromthe tower by the way
he had entered it. Down that w nding, shadowy silver well he ran, and cane
into a larger chanber at the foot of the gleanming stairs. There he halted for
an instant; he had conme into the roomof the soldiers. He saw the glitter of
their silver corselets, the sheen of their jeweled sword-hilts. They sat

sl unped at the banquet board, their dusky plunmes waving sonberly above their
droopi ng hel neted heads; they lay anong their dice and fallen goblets on the
Wi ne-stained, |apis-lazuli floor. And he knew that they were dead. The promni se
had been made, the word kept; whether sorcery or magic or the falling shadow
of great green wings had stilled the revelry, Conon could not know, but his
way had been made clear. And a silver door stood open, framed in the whiteness
of dawn.

Into the waving green gardens cane the C nmerian and, as the dawn w nd bl ew
upon himwi th the cool fragrance of |uxuriant growmhs, he started |like a man
waki ng froma dream He turned back uncertainly, to stare at the cryptic tower
he had just left. Was he bew tched and enchanted? Had he dreaned all that had
seened to have passed? As he | ooked he saw the gl eami ng tower sway against the
crimson dawn, its jewel-crusted rimsparkling in the growing Iight, and crash
i nto shining shards.



