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    This edition gathers Robert E. Howard’s Conan writings into a single, coherent reading experience, presenting the hero’s exploits across multiple forms and stages of his life. Drawn from the original texts Howard wrote for the pulp era, these works trace Conan from wandering thief and mercenary to battlefield captain and, in certain tales, a crowned ruler. The aim is not merely to compile adventures, but to showcase the range of Howard’s imagination within the Hyborian Age he conceived: a prehistorical stage set for high adventure, supernatural menace, and moral testing. Read together, these pieces reveal the vigor, variety, and unity of Howard’s vision.

The core of Conan’s legend appeared in short fiction first published in the early 1930s, principally in the magazine Weird Tales. Howard wrote rapidly and revised responsively, building a cycle that could be entered at many points without dependence on strict sequence. The stories carry a shared geography, recurrent powers and peoples, and an evolving sense of Conan’s character. Alongside them, Howard composed works that frame and deepen the saga: a vivid poem that evokes Conan’s homeland and a pseudo-historical essay that outlines the world’s long, turbulent epochs. Together, they illuminate the creative foundation beneath the more widely known adventures.

The collection represents several text types: a lyric poem (Cimmeria), a mytho-historical essay (The Hyborian Age), numerous short stories and novellas, and a full-length novel (The Hour of the Dragon). The Phoenix on the Sword introduced Conan in print, already a king confronting conspirators and sorcery. The Scarlet Citadel pursues similar high-stakes peril at the level of kingdoms. Elsewhere, Howard presents Conan as a thief in perilous cities, a reaver along distant coasts, or a hardened fighter on wild frontiers. The range of forms allows Howard to shift scale and tempo, from intimate, nocturnal infiltrations to wars stretching across continents.

Across these works runs a consistent set of themes. Howard contrasts the vigor of the outsider with the decadence of entrenched power, exploring how civilizations rise, soften, and fall. Freedom, endurance, and practical honor guide Conan’s choices more than abstract codes. Sorcery is often seductive and corrupting; its power exacts costs that iron thews alone cannot repay. Yet brute strength is never sufficient: instinct, cunning, and a keen eye for human weakness shape survival. The tension between civilization’s comforts and barbarism’s resilience drives much of the drama, lending philosophical bite to the swiftness of the action.

Howard’s style is unmistakable: swift, muscular prose charged with concrete detail and a rhythm that propels the reader through jungles, deserts, alleys, and thrones. He compresses worldbuilding into sharp images—gem-lit towers, brooding ruins, candlelit courts, and feral coasts—while leaving room for the reader’s imagination to complete the picture. The diction ranges from plainspoken to archaic, heightening atmosphere without slowing momentum. He writes action with tactile clarity, but reserves his most fevered effects for the uncanny: shadows that seem alive, ancient things that outlast memory, and sorceries that terrify as much by suggestion as by spectacle.

The Hyborian Age provides the scaffolding for this imagined prehistory, sketching migrations, cataclysms, and the rise and fall of realms whose heirs populate the stories. It is not a narrative but a map of time, turning adventure settings into echoes of lost empires and syncretic cultures. Within that frame, Conan strides from Zamorian rooftops to Stygian tombs, from the Black Coast to the Himelian fastnesses. The variety is geographic and cultural: courts intrigue in Aquilonia and Nemedia, marketplaces teem in Zamboula, and sorcerous enclaves brood in distant hills. Howard’s world is a mosaic, inviting travel as much as contest.

Individual tales exemplify this breadth of tone and premise without presuming prior reading. The Tower of the Elephant follows a young thief drawn toward a forbidden jewel and an ominous wizard’s redoubt. Queen of the Black Coast sets Conan upon the seas amid fierce camaraderie and sudden peril. Beyond the Black River shifts to a frontier, where survival hinges on quick wits against relentless foes. The Pool of the Black One carries the hero into island-haunted waters. Each story stands alone, offering a clear initial situation that swiftly tightens into a test of courage, resourcefulness, and stamina.

Howard’s capacity for mystery and horror runs through stories like The God in the Bowl, which begins as an investigation into a violent death and spirals toward the uncanny. Rogues in the House entangles Conan with political betrayal, assassination, and a perilous opponent in a confined arena. The People of the Black Circle moves into the realm of sorcerous cabals and contested sovereignties in the East. The Slithering Shadow and Shadows in Zamboula press urban and desert settings into service for nightmarish encounters that blend crime, superstition, and entities not easily named.

The sequence also includes tales of large-scale crisis. Black Colossus pivots on the defense of a realm against a resurrected menace. A Witch Shall Be Born dramatizes the subversion of a kingdom and the endurance of those who resist it. The Devil in Iron and The Black Stranger pit Conan against traps laid by forgotten powers and human opportunists alike. Red Nails tightens into a devastating conflict within a lost city, pairing claustrophobic architecture with escalating vendettas. Jewels of Gwahlur sends Conan into a labyrinth of prophecy and plunder, where sacred trappings veil very human designs.

Two works frame Conan’s kingship and its dangers. The Phoenix on the Sword inaugurates him as a ruler beset by conspirators and otherworldly forces, while The Scarlet Citadel casts him into captivity and ordeal amid continental politics. The Hour of the Dragon, the sole Conan novel by Howard, expands those pressures across many lands, weaving battles, quests, and necromancy into a sustained narrative that reflects both the hero’s resilience and the instability of crowns. Read together, these pieces clarify how Howard could scale his storytelling from nocturnal burglary to dynastic survival without losing urgency.

Cimmeria, the poem, distills the mood of Conan’s ancestral land into concentrated imagery, functioning as an overture to the saga’s temper: brooding, wind-scoured, and resistant to domestication. The Hyborian Age, by contrast, serves as a backstage chronicle that enriches the episodes without dictating their order. Their inclusion emphasizes that Howard’s achievement is as much tonal architecture as plot. He built a stage of history, then set upon it a figure whose choices etch that history with blood, treasure, and scars. The result is a mythology felt in the bones before it is cataloged in annals.

The lasting significance of these works is evident in their endurance and influence. They helped define modern sword-and-sorcery, shaping expectations for heroes who prevail through audacity as much as arms. Conan’s presence has spread through adaptations in comics, film, and games, yet the core resides here: the author’s own words, lean and vivid, in which the Hyborian Age remains immediate and dangerous. By gathering poem, essay, stories, and novel into one volume, this edition foregrounds Howard’s voice and breadth, inviting both newcomers and long-time readers to experience the sweep, texture, and energy of his most famous creation.
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    Robert E. Howard (1906-1936) was an American pulp writer whose vivid imagination and forceful prose helped define modern heroic fantasy. Working during the late 1920s and 1930s, he published primarily in magazines such as Weird Tales, creating Conan the Cimmerian and the prehistorical Hyborian Age. The stories in this collection, from The Phoenix on the Sword and The Tower of the Elephant to Red Nails and The Hour of the Dragon, show the breadth of his sword-and-sorcery fiction. Widely recognized as a foundational figure, Howard fused swashbuckling adventure with horror and antiquarian world-building to leave an enduring mark on popular culture.

Raised in small Texas towns, Howard drew deeply on frontier lore, regional speech, and a lifelong fascination with history and myth. An avid, largely self-directed reader, he absorbed sources from classical chronicles and Norse sagas to travel narratives and boxing lore, then refashioned them into brisk popular fiction. His extensive correspondence with fellow Weird Tales author H. P. Lovecraft sharpened his historical theories and sense of setting, even as the two writers differed strongly in outlook. Howard also wrote verse; Cimmeria - A Poem reveals the melancholic, imagistic side of his art that underpins Conan's world, complementing the vigorous storytelling of his prose.

Howard's professional career began in the mid-1920s with sales to pulp magazines. In the early 1930s he introduced Conan, launching the cycle with The Phoenix on the Sword and The Scarlet Citadel. To support the saga's internal coherence he drafted The Hyborian Age, a faux essay mapping migrations, kingdoms, and cycles of rise and fall, giving the tales a historical texture. Stories such as The Tower of the Elephant and The God in the Bowl show his gift for blending crime, mystery, and the uncanny within exotic cityscapes. Readers responded to the raw energy, swift plotting, and stark moral stakes of these adventures.

From there, the series expanded in scope and mood. The Frost Giant's Daughter (also known as Gods of the North) evokes icy mythic combat; Black Colossus and The People of the Black Circle elevate battlefield strategy and high sorcery to epic scale. In Queen of the Black Coast, seafaring romance frames a meditation on freedom and doom. Rogues in the House, Shadows in the Moonlight (Iron Shadows in the Moon), and The Slithering Shadow (Xuthal of the Dusk) typify his fusion of claustrophobic horror with headlong action, casting Conan as both intruder and survivor amid decadent cults, ancient ruins, and treacherous courts.

Howard kept testing the boundaries of tone and setting. A Witch Shall Be Born confronts tyranny with an unforgettable ordeal; The Devil in Iron and Shadows in Zamboula (Man-Eaters of Zamboula) sharpen the series' grotesque menace. The Pool of the Black One and The Black Stranger explore piracy and wilderness perils, while Beyond the Black River relocates the mythos to a stark frontier, stressing the fragility of settlements before implacable forces. Red Nails distills themes of decadence and tribal feud inside a dying city. The Hour of the Dragon, Conan's only novel-length saga, was serialized and later issued in book form as Conan the Conqueror.

Across these works, recurring ideas shape Howard's vision: the cyclical decay of civilizations; the tension between luxury and vigor; fate's indifference to human schemes. His protagonists rely on will, craft, and courage rather than prophecy. Stylistically, he favors sinewy rhythms, concrete detail, and sudden, cinematic turns, yet moments of lyricism surface, especially in Cimmeria and landscape passages that limn shadowed seas, jungles, and steppe. The Hyborian Age provides a rationalized prehistory that lets him shift from desert intrigue to polar myth or riverine horror without breaking continuity, allowing stories as different as Jewels of Gwahlur (The Teeth of Gwahlur) and Red Nails to coexist.

Howard's life and career were brief; he died in 1936, leaving a substantial body of work that continued to circulate posthumously. Mid-century editions and later paperback revivals brought Conan to wider audiences, and the label sword-and-sorcery came to describe the mode he helped originate. The stories inspired comics, films, and games, as well as scholarly restorations that seek to present his texts as written. Today, the pieces in this collection, from The Phoenix on the Sword through The Hour of the Dragon, remain central touchstones for heroic fantasy, prized for their velocity, atmosphere, and world-building. Howard's Hyborian vision endures as a benchmark for adventure fiction.
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    Robert E. Howard’s Conan cycle emerged from the American pulp era of the 1920s and 1930s, when inexpensive magazines created mass audiences for adventure, horror, and science fiction. Working primarily for Weird Tales, Howard fused archaic adventure with the “weird” to inaugurate what later critics called sword-and-sorcery. Set in a mythical prehistory he termed the Hyborian Age, the tales combine empire, piracy, sorcery, and frontier survival. The collection reflects the interwar climate: economic volatility, cultural nostalgia, and fascination with lost civilizations. It also reveals the industrial modernity behind its production—fast turnarounds, pay-by-the-word incentives, and sensational cover art shaping story length, pacing, and themes.

The Hyborian Age essay sketches a pseudo-historical backdrop spanning migrations, collapses, and resurgences between legendary cataclysms and recorded antiquity. That cyclical view echoed widely discussed theories of civilizational rise and decline current in the interwar years, including those popularized by Oswald Spengler. Stories such as The Phoenix on the Sword and The Scarlet Citadel, which first introduced Conan to Weird Tales readers in the early 1930s, explore rulership, conspiracy, and the fragility of states. Their palace intrigues and coups fit a broader 1930s fascination with unstable regimes, though Howard’s narratives remain grounded in mythic prehistory rather than topical allegory.

Howard wrote from small-town Texas during the oil booms and busts, a region where frontier memory, sudden prosperity, and violent downturns coexisted. That environment informs his recurring opposition of “barbarism” and “civilization.” Beyond the Black River and The Black Stranger, with their border forts, raids, and wilderness hazards, reframe American frontier legend as prehistoric struggle. The emphasis on personal resilience, improvised tactics, and community under siege resonated with Depression-era readers facing uncertainty. The stories neither reproduce a precise historical frontier nor ignore it; rather, they translate its myths—settlement, contested land, perilous freedom—into an imagined past that mirrors modern anxieties about security and change.

Conan’s world-bestriding travels echo interwar interest in global trade routes and imperial rivalries. Queen of the Black Coast turns maritime commerce and piracy into a drama of mobility, plunder, and romantic fatalism. The People of the Black Circle evokes mountain strongholds, caravan corridors, and border intrigues reminiscent of popular Great Game narratives. Howard drew on a tradition of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century adventure—H. Rider Haggard, Rudyard Kipling, and others—while mingling it with his distinct weird-menace sensibility. The result is a setting where empires and hinterlands collide, and where mercenary skill, rather than birth or title, navigates turbulent political geography.

Urban corruption—so prominent in Prohibition-era reportage and gangster films—surfaces in several tales. Rogues in the House stages factional rivalries, bribery, and assassination in a cramped city-state, an echo of contemporary distrust of urban machines and backroom politics. The God in the Bowl entwines theft, murder, and antiquities with bureaucratic investigation, reflecting both the expanding apparatus of modern policing and the pulp appetite for labyrinthine intrigue. These stories adapt interwar urban unease to the Hyborian milieu: sewers, towers, and guildhouses replace speakeasies and precincts, but the tensions—a public hungry for order, institutions riddled with compromise—remain recognizable.

The 1922 discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb ignited global Egyptomania, energizing popular interest in archaeology, museums, and antiquities. Howard channeled that fascination into settings where relics carry power and peril. Jewels of Gwahlur features contested artifacts, temples, and courtiers scheming over ritual prestige, while Stygian episodes across the canon evoke funerary cults and desert empires. The God in the Bowl’s focus on a curator and a mysterious relic underscores anxieties about provenance, sacred theft, and the thin line between scholarship and plunder. Such stories mirror contemporary headlines and museum culture, yet recast these debates in a world where the supernatural remains palpably active.

Interwar audiences were enthralled by reports of “lost cities,” travelogues, and speculative anthropology. Red Nails, The Slithering Shadow (Xuthal of the Dusk), and The Devil in Iron present decaying urban enclaves, ritualized vendettas, and architectural grandeur masking social exhaustion. These tales participate in a broader modern discourse equating overrefined civilization with decadence—a theme running from fin-de-siècle literature through pulp fiction. Howard’s version places readers inside sealed, ornamental worlds whose technology or ritual persists while civic purpose withers. The spectacle is archaeological as well as moral: decorative survivals, drained institutions, and the stubborn persistence of artifacts outliving the societies that made them.

Weird Tales nurtured cross-pollination among horror, fantasy, and science fiction. The Tower of the Elephant, with its alien captive and cosmic vistas, channels contemporary wonder about astronomy and speculative life beyond Earth, filtered through the weird tale’s dread. Howard’s correspondence with H. P. Lovecraft in the early 1930s sharpened debates about cultural vigor and historical decline, and it encouraged cosmic perspectives even in ostensibly heroic narratives. Shadows in the Moonlight (Iron Shadows in the Moon) adds uncanny automata and hypnotic remnants that blur magic and mechanism. Such motifs mirror interwar fascination with machines and the unsettling, quasi-living status objects acquire in modernity.

Stories of campaigning and command track a culture saturated with memories of World War I and apprehensions about new conflicts. Black Colossus centers on mobilization, logistics, and battlefield leadership while preserving pulp spectacle. The Hour of the Dragon (Conan the Conqueror), the sole Conan novel, consolidates these preoccupations—alliances, espionage, and a ruler’s burdens—without allegorizing specific events. Instead, it absorbs the period’s strategic language—mercenaries, fortresses, sudden reversals—into high adventure. Howard’s pragmatic soldiering reflects a readership familiar with uniforms and rationing, but eager to see initiative and individual prowess prevail where institutions falter or prove treacherous.

The collection also exposes racial and ethnographic ideas prevalent in early twentieth-century popular culture. Shadows in Zamboula, The People of the Black Circle, and Beyond the Black River depict regions and peoples through stereotypes common to the era’s adventure fiction, drawing on then-current diffusionist and racial taxonomies. Modern readers rightly critique these portrayals for their hierarchies and caricatures. Historicizing them reveals how pulp markets traded in exoticism and sensationalism while selectively borrowing from travel writing and academic discourse. Acknowledging this context clarifies both the stories’ appeal to contemporary audiences and the ethical challenges they pose in the present.

Cimmeria, the poem that frames Conan’s homeland, participates in broader romantic primitivist currents, including lingering nineteenth-century Celtic revivals and frontier nostalgia. Its imagery of mist, granite, and memory articulates a mood rather than a map—a melancholy counterpoint to industrial modernity’s bustle. In an era when regionalist writing flourished in America and Europe, the poem resonates with attempts to locate authenticity in landscapes imagined as harsh and purifying. That sensibility informs Conan’s characterization across the tales: a figure shaped by austere terrain, suspicious of gilded courts, and guided by instincts sharpened beyond the reach of urban refinement.

The Hyborian Age essay also reflects popular pseudo-histories that connected Atlantis, classical antiquity, and medieval Europe through speculative migrations. Early twentieth-century encyclopedias, atlases, and adventure compendia offered readers sweeping, if unscholarly, syntheses. Howard’s timeline likewise stitches myth and antiquarianism into an internally coherent chronology. Pulp economics encouraged efficiency: The Phoenix on the Sword adapted a prior Kull plot premise, demonstrating how writers retooled material to meet deadlines and editor preferences. Such practices were typical, not deceptive, and they reveal the industrial craft behind the apparent vastness of the Hyborian tapestry.

The magazine ecology mattered. Weird Tales’ editor Farnsworth Wright shaped tone and content through acceptances, rejections, and illustration pairings. Serial publication rewarded cliffhangers and clear set pieces; pay rates encouraged tightly wound action. Margaret Brundage’s covers—famous for striking, often scandal-provocative imagery—framed reader expectations and stirred controversy that boosted sales. Within this system, Conan tales balanced velocity with atmosphere: quick pivots from tavern to throne room, from jungle to crypt. The result is literature inseparable from its medium—designed for dim drugstore racks and parlor lamps, yet robust enough to sustain later reprint cycles and scholarly attention.

Not every text in the Conan corpus appeared in Howard’s lifetime. The God in the Bowl and The Black Stranger were published posthumously; The Frost Giant’s Daughter circulated in altered or delayed forms before restoration. Mid-twentieth-century editors such as L. Sprague de Camp and Lin Carter reorganized and sometimes emended the stories, constructing a chronological “life of Conan” that shaped popular memory. Later editions sought to recover Howard’s original texts. These editorial histories, alongside paperback booms of the 1960s and 1970s, demonstrate how commercial currents, textual scholarship, and fan commitment jointly sustain and reshape a pulp-born canon.

Political preoccupations recur across the collection: succession crises, prisons, and courts in The Scarlet Citadel; moral authority and the burdens of kingship in The Phoenix on the Sword; and continent-spanning conspiracy in The Hour of the Dragon. Interwar readers, accustomed to headlines about coups, authoritarianism, and fragile parliaments, would have recognized the stakes, even absent one-to-one allegory. Howard’s rulers confront the practicalities of governance—taxes, loyalty, logistics—alongside sorcerous threats, implying that the decay of institutions often begins well before the supernatural arrives. The tension between legitimacy and force reflects contemporary anxieties about how states endure or unravel.

Gender in the Conan stories reflects interwar contradictions. Bêlit in Queen of the Black Coast exemplifies charismatic leadership and sexual autonomy within pulp conventions, while A Witch Shall Be Born turns on public morality, spectacle, and the anxieties provoked by powerful women in a patriarchal world. Cover art and editorial taste often emphasized titillation, yet the narratives sometimes grant women strategic agency, political insight, or ritual authority. These portrayals sit within broader 1920s–30s debates about the “modern girl,” changing labor roles, and family norms, refracted through the sensational lenses of sorcery, piracy, and palace melodrama.

Technology and modern systems enter indirectly as themes. Even in prehistory, Howard dramatizes the division of labor, bureaucratic gatekeeping, and the seductive comfort of cities. His letters with contemporaries like Lovecraft foreground debates about whether civilization enervates or elevates. Conan’s skepticism toward luxuries, from jeweled thrones to perfumed courts, mirrors interwar critiques of consumer excess. Yet the tales also prize craft knowledge—navigation, metallurgy, horse-handling—that analogize modern technical skill. This ambivalence, visible from The Tower of the Elephant to The Pool of the Black One, gives the series a durable tension: tools empower, institutions constrain; mastery liberates, decadence corrodes. The collection thus operates as a cultural document across multiple time layers. In its interwar production context, it distills pulp-era obsessions with crime, empire, exploration, and decline; in its imagined prehistory, it reframes modern questions—about power, legitimacy, identity—in mythic terms. Later readers, editors, and artists have variously celebrated its kinetic storytelling, criticized its racial and gender politics, and mined it for new media. From comics to films to scholarly editions, reinterpretation has kept the Hyborian Age alive as both entertainment and archive of the twentieth century’s popular imagination.
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    Foundations of the Hyborian World (Cimmeria - A Poem; The Hyborian Age)
Cimmeria evokes the harsh homeland and mood that shape Conan’s character, marrying rugged landscapes to a tone of melancholy pride. The Hyborian Age outlines the world’s pseudo-history—empires rising, rotting, and falling—providing the grand cyclical frame for the adventures that follow. Together they establish Howard’s signature mix of fatalism, vivid geography, and the tension between barbarism and civilization.
First Blood and Mythic North (The Frost Giant's Daughter / Gods of the North)
In a stark northern aftermath of battle, a young Conan is lured into a pursuit that blurs the border between mortal desire and otherworldly peril. The tale’s icy minimalism and mythic undertow highlight primal impulses and the raw immediacy of Howard’s action. It reads as a crucible for Conan’s instinct, endurance, and suspicion of supernatural seduction.
Thieves, Temples, and Treachery (The God in the Bowl; The Tower of the Elephant; Rogues in the House)
These urban capers move from a murder in a temple-museum to a perilous tower heist and a political double-cross in a city of schemers. Conan’s role as thief and outsider brings him into contact with relics, inhuman mysteries, and treacherous patrons, testing his pragmatism and rough code. The tone is hardboiled and fast-cut, blending swordplay with investigative tension and sudden eruptions of the uncanny.
Black Coast and High Seas (Queen of the Black Coast; The Pool of the Black One)
On the Black Coast, Conan embraces piracy and an intense partnership that propels him through romance, raids, and a brush with an ancient dread ashore. The Pool of the Black One shifts to a remote isle where crew rivalries and a sinister relic force deadly choices. The sea becomes a stage for freedom and fate, mixing swashbuckling momentum with brooding, weird-menace atmospherics.
Lost Cities and Uncanny Ruins (Shadows in the Moonlight / Iron Shadows in the Moon; The Slithering Shadow / Xuthal of the Dusk; Jewels of Gwahlur / The Teeth of Gwahlur; Red Nails)
These stories thrust Conan into isolated ruins and subterranean complexes where traps, false divinities, and exhausted cultures fester. From moonlit islands of iron statues to narcotic dream-cities, from duplicitous oracles to a walled enclave devouring itself, each setting becomes a character steeped in decay. The mood is claustrophobic and macabre, foregrounding themes of decadence, illusion, and the cost of trespassing on the relics of dead ages.
Sorcerers and Eastern Realms (The People of the Black Circle; The Devil in Iron; Shadows in Zamboula / Man-Eaters of Zamboula)
Diplomatic intrigues and mountain sorceries collide as Conan is drawn into Vendhyan and borderland power struggles with formidable magi. A resurrected iron terror and a rigged island snare test his wits on the Vilayet, while a night in Zamboula pits him against predators human and otherwise. The tone mixes espionage, pursuit, and grim humor, emphasizing shifting allegiances and the cold logic with which Conan navigates imperial peripheries.
War, Tyranny, and Command (Black Colossus; A Witch Shall Be Born)
Conan rises to command on the battlefield, facing a revived threat that forces raw instinct into the mold of strategy and leadership. A Witch Shall Be Born turns to tyranny, body doubles, and ordeals in the desert, scrutinizing cruelty, rebellion, and the resilience of the human will. Both tales probe how a barbarian’s directness adapts—without softening—to the responsibilities and compromises of authority.
Frontier and Wilderness Sagas (Beyond the Black River; The Black Stranger)
On the Pictish frontier, survival horror and guerrilla stakes eclipse chivalry as forest, river, and superstition press upon a fragile line of settlements. The Black Stranger braids pursuit, piracy, and colonial tensions along a wild coast where competing claims and older evils converge. Howard’s prose turns lean and pitiless, stressing the fragility of outposts and the necessity of cunning over ceremony.
The King Conan Cycle (The Phoenix on the Sword; The Scarlet Citadel; The Hour of the Dragon / Conan the Conqueror)
As king, Conan faces conspiracies and sorcery that question his legitimacy and resolve, reframing the lone adventurer as a ruler under siege. From captivity and labyrinthine dungeons to continent-spanning campaigns against necromantic power, he must balance ruthless action with statecraft. The arc’s tone is grand and elegiac, crystallizing recurring themes—power earned versus inherited, the rot of decadence, and a leader’s will against the machinery of empire.
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It was gloomy land that seemed to hold

  All winds and clouds and dreams that shun the sun,

  With bare boughs rattling in the lonesome winds,

  And the dark woodlands brooding over all,

  Not even lightened by the rare dim sun

  Which made squat shadows out of men; they called it

  Cimmeria, land of Darkness and deep Night.



  It was so long ago and far away

  I have forgotten the very name men called me.

  The axe and flint-tipped spear are like a dream,

  And hunts and wars are like shadows. I recall

  Only the stillness of that sombre land;

  The clouds that piled forever on the hills,

  The dimness of the everlasting woods.

  Cimmeria, land of Darkness and the Night.
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OF that epoch known by the Nemedian chroniclers as the Pre-Cataclysmic Age, little is known except the latter part, and that is veiled in the mists of legendry. Known history begins with the waning of the Pre-Cataclysmic civilization, dominated by the kingdoms of Kamelia, Valusia, Verulia, Grondar, Thule and Commoria. These peoples spoke a similar language, arguing a common origin. There were other kingdoms, equally civilized, but inhabited by different, and apparently older races.

The barbarians of that age were the Picts, who lived on islands far out on the western ocean; the Adanteans, who dwelt on a small continent between the Pictish Islands and the main, or Thurian Continent; and the Lemurians, who inhabited a chain of large islands in the eastern hemisphere.

There were vast regions of unexplored land. The civilized kingdoms, though enormous in extent, occupied a comparatively small portion of the whole planet. Valusia was the western-most kingdom of the Thurian Continent; Grondar the eastern-most. East of Grondar, whose people were less highly cultured than those of their kindred kingdoms, stretched a wild and barren expanse of deserts. Among the less arid stretches of desert, in the jungles, and among the mountains, lived scattered clans and tribes of primitive savages. Far to the south there was a mysterious civilization, unconnected with the Thurian culture, and apparently pre-human in its nature. On the far-eastern shores of the Continent there lived another race, human, but mysterious and non-Thurian, with which the Lemurians from time to time came in contact. They apparently came from a shadowy and nameless continent lying somewhere east of the Lemurian Islands.

The Thurian civilization was crumbling; their armies were composed largely of barbarian mercenaries. Picts, Atlanteans and Lemurians were their generals, their statesmen, often their kings. Of the bickerings of the kingdoms, and the wars between Valusia and Commoria, as well as the conquests by which the Atlanteans founded a kingdom on the mainland, there were more legends than accurate history.

Then the Cataclysm rocked the world[1q]. Atlantis and Lemuria sank, and the Pictish Islands were heaved up to form the mountain peaks of a new continent. Sections of the Thurian Continent vanished under the waves, or sinking, formed great inland lakes and seas. Volcanoes broke forth and terrific earthquakes shook down the shining cities of the empires. Whole nations were blotted out.

The barbarians fared a little better than the civilized races. The inhabitants of the Pictish Islands were destroyed, but a great colony of them, settled among the mountains of Valusia's southern frontier, to serve as a buffer against foreign invasion, was untouched. The Continental kingdom of the Atlanteans likewise escaped the common ruin, and to it came thousands of their tribesmen in ships from the sinking land. Many Lemurians escaped to the eastern coast of the Thurian Continent, which was comparatively untouched. There they were enslaved by the ancient race which already dwelt there, and their history, for thousands of years, is a history of brutal servitude.

In the western part of the Continent, changing conditions created strange forms of plant and animal life. Thick jungles covered the plains, great rivers cut their roads to the sea, wild mountains were heaved up, and lakes covered the ruins of old cities in fertile valleys. To the Continental kingdom of the Atlanteans, from sunken areas, swarmed myriads of beasts and savages – ape-men and apes. Forced to battle continually for their lives, they yet managed to retain vestiges of their former state of highly advanced barbarism. Robbed of metals and ores, they became workers in stone like their distant ancestors, and had attained a real artistic level, when their struggling culture came into contact with the powerful Pictish nation. The Picts had also reverted to flint, but had advanced more rapidly in the matter of population and war-science. They had none of the Atlanteans' artistic nature; they were a ruder, more practical, more prolific race. They left no pictures painted or carved on ivory, as did their enemies, but they left remarkably efficient flint weapons in plenty.

These stone-age kingdoms clashed, and in a series of bloody wars, the outnumbered Atlanteans were hurled back into a state of savagery, and the evolution of the Picts was halted. Five hundred years after the Cataclysm the barbaric kingdoms have vanished. It is now a nation of savages—the Picts—carrying on continual warfare with tribes of savages—the Atlanteans. The Picts had the advantage of numbers and unity, whereas the Atlanteans had fallen into loosely knit clans. That was the west of that day.

In the distant east, cut off from the rest of the world by the heaving up of gigantic mountains and the forming of a chain of vast lakes, the Lemurians are toiling as slaves of their ancient masters. The far south is still veiled in mystery. Untouched by the Cataclysm, its destiny is still pre-human. Of the civilized races of the Thurian Continent, a remnant of one of the non-Valusian nations dwells among the low mountains of the southeast—the Zhemri. Here and there about the world are scattered clans of apish savages, entirely ignorant of the rise and fall of the great civilizations. But in the far north another people are slowly coming into existence.

At the time of the Cataclysm, a band of savages, whose development was not much above that of the Neanderthal, fled to the north to escape destruction. They found the snow-countries inhabited only by a species of ferocious snow-apes—huge shaggy white animals, apparently native to that climate. These they fought and drove beyond the Arctic circle, to perish, as the savages thought. The latter, then, adapted themselves to their hardy new environment and throve.

After the Pictish-Atlantean wars had destroyed the beginnings of what might have been a new culture, another, lesser cataclysm further altered the appearance of the original continent, left a great inland sea where the chain of lakes had been, to further separate west from east, and the attendant earthquakes, floods and volcanoes completed the ruin of the barbarians which their tribal wars had begun.

A thousand years after the lesser cataclysm, the western world is seen to be a wild country of jungles and lakes and torrential rivers. Among the forest- covered hills of the northwest exist wandering bands of ape-men, without human speech, or the knowledge of fire or the use of implements. They are the descendants of the Atlanteans, sunk back into the squalling chaos of jungle- bestiality from which ages ago their ancestors so laboriously crawled. To the southwest dwell scattered clans of degraded, cave-dwelling savages, whose speech is of the most primitive form, yet who still retain the name of Picts, which has come to mean merely a term designating men—themselves, to distinguish them from the true beasts with which they contend for life and food. It is their only link with their former stage. Neither the squalid Picts nor the apish Atlanteans have any contact with other tribes or peoples.

Far to the east, the Lemurians, levelled almost to a bestial plane themselves by the brutishness of their slavery, have risen and destroyed their masters. They are savages stalking among the ruins of a strange civilization. The survivors of that civilization, who have escaped the fury of their slaves, have come westward. They fall upon that myterious pre-human kingdom of the south and overthrow it, substituting their own culture, modified by contact with the older one. The newer kingdom is called Stygia, and remnants of the older nation seemed to have survived, and even been worshipped, after the race as a whole had been destroyed.

Here and there in the world small groups of savages are showing signs of an upward trend; these are scattered and unclassified. But in the north, the tribes are growing. These people are called Hyborians, or Hybori; their god was Bori—some great chief, whom legend made even more ancient as the king who led them into the north, in the days of the great Cataclysm, which the tribes remember only in distorted folklore.

They have spread over the north, and are pushing southward in leisurely treks. So far they have not come in contact with any other races; their wars have been with one another. Fifteen hundred years in the north country have made them a tall, tawny-haired, grey-eyed race, vigorous and warlike, and already exhibiting a well-defined artistry and poetism of nature. They still live mostly by the hunt, but the southern tribes have been raising cattle for some centuries. There is one exception in their so far complete isolation from other races: a wanderer into the far north returned with the news that the supposedly deserted ice wastes were inhabited by an extensive tribe of ape-like men, descended, he swore, from the beasts driven out of the more habitable land by the ancestors of the Hyborians. He urged that a large war-party be sent beyond the arctic circle to exterminate these beasts, whom he swore were evolving into true men. He was jeered at; a small band of adventurous young warriors followed him into the north, but none returned.

But tribes of the Hyborians were drifting south, and as the population increased this movement became extensive. The allowing age was an epoch of wandering and conquest. Across the history of the world tribes and drifts of tribes move and shift in an everchanging panorama.

Look at the world five hundred years later. Tribes of tawny-red Hyborians have moved southward and westward, conquering and destroying many of the small unclassified clans.

Absorbing the blood of conquered races, already the descendants of the older drifts have begun to show modified racial traits, and these mixed races are attacked fiercely by new, purer-blooded drifts, and swept before them, as a broom sweeps debris impartially, to become even more mixed and mingled in the tangled debris of races and tag-ends of races.

As yet the conquerors have not come in contact with the older races. To the southeast the descendants of the Zhemri, given impetus by new blood resulting from admixture with some unclassified tribe, are beginning to seek to revive some faint shadow of their ancient culture. To the west the apish Atlanteans are beginning the long climb upward. They have completed the cycle of existence; they have long forgotten their former existence as men; unaware of any other former state, they are starting the climb unhelped and unhindered by human memories. To the south of them the Picts remain savages, apparently defying the laws of Nature by neither progressing nor retrogressing. Far to the south dreams the ancient mysterious kingdom of Stygia. On its eastern borders wander clans of nomadic savages, already known as the Sons of Shem.

Next to the Picts, in the broad valley of Zingg, protected by great mountains, a nameless band of primitives, tentatively classified as akin to the Shemites, has evolved an advanced agricultural system and existence.

Another factor has added to the impetus of Hyborian drift. A tribe of that race has discovered the use of stone in building, and the first Hyborian kingdom has come into being—the rude and barbaric kingdom of Hyperborea, which had its beginning in a crude fortress of boulders heaped to repel tribal attack. The people of this tribe soon abandoned their horse-hide tents for stone houses, crudely but mightily built, and thus protected, they grew strong. There are few more dramatic events in history than the rise of the rude, fierce kingdom of Hyperborea, whose people turned abruptly from their nomadic life to rear dwellings of naked stone, surrounded by cyclopean walls – a race scarcely emerged from the polished stone age, who had by a freak of chance, learned the first rude principles of architecture.

The rise of this kingdom drove forth many other tribes, for, defeated in the war, or refusing to become tributary to their castle-dwelling kinsmen, many clans set forth on long treks that took them halfway around the world. And already the more northern tribes are beginning to be harried by gigantic blond savages, not much more advanced than ape-men.

The tale of the next thousand years is the tale of the rise of the Hyborians, whose warlike tribes dominate the western world. Rude kingdoms are taking shape. The tawny-haired invaders have encountered the Picts, driving them into the barren lands of the west. To the northwest, the descendants of the Atlanteans, climbing unaided from apedom into primitive savagery, have not yet met the conquerors. Far to the east the Lemurians are evolving a strange semi-civilization of their own. To the south the Hyborians have founded the kingdom of Koth, on the borders of those pastoral countries known as the Lands of Shem, and the savages of those lands, partly through contact with the Hyborians, partly through contact with the Stygians who have ravaged them for centuries, are emerging from barbarism. The blond savages of the far north have grown in power and numbers so that the northern Hyborian tribes move southward, driving their kindred clans before them. The ancient kingdom of Hyperborea is overthrown by one of these northern tribes, which, however, retains the old name. Southeast of Hyperborea a kingdom of the Zhemri has come into being, under the name of Zamora. To the southwest, a tribe of Picts have invaded the fertile valley of Zingg, conquered the agricultural people there, and settled among them. This mixed race was in turn conquered later by a roving tribe of Hybori, and from these mingled elements came the kingdom of Zingara.

Five hundred years later the kingdoms of the world are clearly defined. The kingdoms of the Hyborians—Aquilonia, Nemedia, Brythunia, Hyperborea, Koth, Ophir, Argos, Corinthia, and one known as the Border Kingdom – dominate the western world. Zamora lies to the east, and Zingara to the southwest of these kingdoms—people alike in darkness of complexion and exotic habits, but otherwise unrelated. Far to the south sleeps Stygia, untouched by foreign invasion, but the peoples of Shem have exchanged the Stygian yoke for the less galling one of Koth.

The dusky masters have been driven south of the great river Styx, Nilus, or Nile, which, flowing north from the shadowy hinterlands, turns almost at right angles and flows almost due west through the pastoral meadowlands of Shem, to empty into the great sea. North of Aquilonia, the western-most Hyborian kingdom, are the Cimmerians, ferocious savages, untamed by the invaders, but advancing rapidly because of contact with them; they are the descendants of the Atlanteans, now progressing more steadily than their old enemies the Picts, who dwell in the wilderness west of Aquilonia.

Another five centuries and the Hybori peoples are the possessors of a civilization so virile that contact with it virtually snatched out of the wallow of savagery such tribes as it touched. The most powerful kingdom is Aquilonia, but others vie with it in strength and mixed race; the nearest to the ancient root-stock are the Gundermen of Gunderland, a northern province of Aquilonia. But this mixing has not weakened the race. They are supreme in the western world, though the barbarians of the wastelands are growing in strength.

In the north, golden-haired, blue-eyed barbarians, descendants of the blond arctic savages, have driven the remaining Hyborian tribes out of the snow countries, except the ancient kingdom of Hyperborea, which resists their onslaught. Their country is called Nordheim, and they are divided into the red- haired Vanir of Vanaheim, and the yellow-haired Aesir of Asgard.

Now the Lemurians enter history again as Hyrkanians. Through the centuries they have pushed steadily westward, and now a tribe skirts the southern end of the great inland sea—Vilayet—and establishes the kingdom of Turan on the southwestern shore. Between the inland sea and the eastern borders of the native kingdoms lie vast expanses of steppes and in the extreme north and extreme south, deserts. The non-Hyrkanian dwellers of these territories are scattered and pastoral, unclassified in the north, Shemitish in the south, aboriginal, with a thin strain of Hyborian blood from wandering conquerors. Toward the latter part of the period other Hyrkanian clans push westward, around the northern extremity of the inland sea, and clash with the eastern outposts of the Hyperboreans.

Glance briefly at the peoples of that age. The dominant of Hyborians are no longer uniformly tawny-haired and grey-eyed. They have mixed with other races. There is a strong Shemitish, even a Stygian strain among the peoples of Koth, and to a lesser extent, of Argos, while in the case of the latter, admixture with the Zingarans has been more extensive than with the Shemites. The eastern Brythunians have intermarried with the dark-skinned Zamorians, and the people of southern Aquilonia have mixed with the brown Zingarans until black hair and brown eyes are the dominant type hi Poitain, the southern-most province. The ancient kingdom of Hyperborea is more aloof than the others, yet there is alien blood in plenty in its veins, from the capture of foreign women – Hyrkanians, Aesir and Zamorians. Only in the province of Gunderland, where the people keep no slaves, is the pure Hyborian stock found unblemished. But the barbarians have kept their bloodstream pure; the Cimmerians are tall and powerful, with dark hair and blue or grey eyes. The people of Nordheim are of similar build, but with white skins, blue eyes and golden or red hair. The Picts are of the same type as they always were—short, very dark, with black eyes and hair. The Hyrkanians are dark and generally tall and slender, though a squat slant-eyed type is more and more common among them, resulting from mixture with a curious race of intelligent, though stunted, aborigines, conquered by them among the mountains east of Vilayet, on their westward drift. The Shemites are generally of medium height, though sometimes when mixed with Stygian blood, gigantic, broadly and strongly built, with hook noses, dark eyes and blue-black hair. The Stygians are tall and well made, dusky, straight- featured—at least the ruling classes are of that type. The lower classes are a down-trodden, mongrel horde, a mixture of negroid, Stygian, Shemitish, even Hyborian bloods. South of Stygia are the vast black kingdoms of the Amazons, the Kushites, the Atlaians and the hybrid empire of Zembabwei.

Between Aquilonia and the Pictish wilderness lie the Bossonian marches, peopled by descendants of an aboriginal race, conquered by a tribe of Hyborians, early in the first ages of the Hyborian drift. This mixed people never attained the civilization of the purer Hyborians, and was pushed by them to the very fringe of the civilized world. The Bossonians are of medium height and complexion, their eyes brown or grey, and they are mesocephalic. They live mainly by agriculture, in large walled villages, and are part of the Aquilonian kingdom. Their marches extend from the Border kingdom in the north to Zingara in the southwest, forming a bulwark for Aquilonia against both the Cimmerians and the Picts. They are stubborn defensive fighters, and centuries of warfare against northern and western barbarians have caused them to evolve a type of defense almost impregnable against direct attack.

Five hundred years laters the Hyborian civilization was swept away. Its fall was unique in that it was not brought about by internal decay, but by the growing power of the barbarian nations and the Hyrkanians. The Hyborian peoples were overthrown while their vigorous culture was in its prime.

Yet it was Aquilonia's greed which brought about that overthrow, though indirectly. Wishing to extend their empire, her kings made war on their neighbors. Zingara, Argos and Ophir were annexed outright, with the western cities of Shem, which had, with their more eastern kindred, recently thrown off the yoke of Koth. Koth itself, with Corinthia and the eastern Shemitish tribes, was forced to pay Aquilonia tribute and lend aid in wars. An ancient feud had existed between Aquilonia and Hyperborea, and the latter now marched to meet the armies of her western rival. The plains of the Border Kingdom were the scene of a great and savage battle, in which the northern hosts were utterly defeated, and retreated into their snowy fastnesses, whither the victorious Aquilonians did not pursue them. Nemedia, which had successfully resisted the western kingdom for centuries, now drew Brythunia and Zamora, and secretly, Koth, into an alliance which bade fair to crush the rising empire. But before their armies could join battle, a new enemy appeared in the east, as the Hyrkanians made their first real thrust at the western world. Reinforced by adventurers from east of Vilayet, the riders of Turan swept over Zamora, devastated eastern Corinthia, and were met on the plains of Brythunia by the Aquilonians who defeated them and hurled them flying eastward. But the back of the alliance was broken, and Nemedia took the defensive in future wars, aided occasionally by Brythunia and Hyperborea, and, secretly, as usual, by Koth. This defeat of the Hyrkanians showed the nations the real power of the western kingdom, whose splendid armies were augmented by mercenaries, many of them recruited among the alien Zingarans, and the barbaric Picts and Shemites. Zamora was reconquered from the Hyrkanians, but the people discovered that they had merely exchanged an eastern master for a western master. Aquilonian soldiers were quartered there, not only to protect the ravaged country, but also to keep the people in subjection. The Hyrkanians were not convinced; three more invasions burst upon the Zamorian borders, and the Lands of Shem, and were hurled back by the Aquilonians, though the Turanian armies grew larger as hordes of steel-clad riders rode out of the east, skirting the southern extremity of the inland sea.

But it was in the west that a power was growing destined to throw down the kings of Aquilonia from their high places. In the north there was incessant bickering along the Cimmerian borders between the black-haired warriors and the Nordheimir; and the Aesir, between wars with the Vanir, assailed Hyperborea and pushed back the frontier, destroying city after city. The Cimmerians also fought the Picts and Bossonians impartially, and several times raided into Aquilbnia itself, but their wars were less invasions than mere plundering forays.

But the Picts were growing amazingly in population and power. By a strange twist of fate, it was largely due to the efforts of one man, and he an alien, that they set their feet upon the ways that led to eventual empire. This man was Arus, a Nemedian priest, a natural-born reformer. What turned his mind toward the Picts is not certain, but this much is history—he determined to go into the western wilderness and modify the rude ways of the heathen by the introduction of the gentle worship of Mitra. He was not daunted by the grisly tales of what had happened to traders and explorers before him, and by some whim of fate he came among the people he sought, alone and unarmed, and was not instantly speared.

The Picts had benefited by contact with Hyborian civilization, but they had always fiercely resisted that contact. That is to say, they had learned to work crudely in copper and tin, which were found scantily in their country, and for which latter metal they raided into the mountains of Zingara, or traded hides, whale's teeth, walrus tusks and such few things as savages have to trade. They no longer lived in caves and tree-shelters, but built tents of hides, and crude huts, copied from those of the Bossonians. They still lived mainly by the chase, since their wilds swarmed with game of all sorts, and the rivers and sea with fish, but they had learned how to plant grain, which they did sketchily, preferring to steal it from their neighbors the Bossonians and Zingarans. They dwelt in clans which were generally at feud with each other, and their simple customs were blood-thirsty and utterly inexplicable to a civilized man, such as Arus of Nemedia. They had no direct contact with the Hyborians, since the Bossonians acted as a buffer between them. But Arus maintained that they were capable of progress, and events proved the truth of his assertion—though scarcely in the way he meant.

Arus was fortunate in being thrown in with a chief of more than usual intelligence—Gorm by name. Gorm cannot be explained, any more than Genghis Khan, Othman, Attila, or any of those individuals, who, born in naked lands among untutored barbarians, yet possess the instinct for conquest and empire-building. In a sort of bastard-Bossonian, the priest made the chief understand his purpose, and though extremely puzzled, Gorm gave him permission to remain among his tribe unbutchered—a case unique in the history of the race. Having learned the language Arus set himself to work to eliminate the more unpleasant phases of Pictish life—such as human sacrifice, blood- feud, and the burning alive of captives. He harangued Gorm at length, whom he found to be an interested, if unresponsive listener. Imagination reconstructs the scene—the black-haired chief, in his tiger-skins and necklace of human teeth, squatting on the dirt floor of the wattle hut, listening intently to the eloquence of the priest, who probably sat on a carven, skin-covered block of mahogany provided in his honor—clad in the silken robes of a Nemedian priest, gesturing with his slender white hands as he expounded the eternal rights and justices which were the truths of Mitra. Doubtless he pointed with repugnance at the rows of skulls which adorned the walls of the hut and urged Gorm to forgive his enemies instead of putting their bleached remnants to such use. Arus was the highest product of an innately artistic race, refined by centuries of civilization; Gorm had behind him a heritage of a hundred thousand years of screaming savagery—the pad of the tiger was in his stealthy step, the grip of the gorilla in his black-nailed hands, the fire that burns in a leopard's eyes burned in his.

Arus was a practical man. He appealed to the savage's sense of material gain; he pointed out the power and splendor of the Hyborian kingdoms, as an example of the power of Mitra, whose teachings and works had lifted them up to their high places. And he spoke of cities, and fertile plains, marble walls and iron chariots, jeweled towers, and horsemen in their glittering armor riding to battle. And Gorm, with the unerring instinct of the barbarian, passed over his words regarding gods and their teachings, and fixed on the material powers thus vividly described. There in that mud-floored wattle hut, with the silk-robed priest on the mahogany block, and the dark-skinned chief crouching in his tiger- hides, was laid the foundations of empire.

As has been said, Arus was a practical man. He dwelt among the Picts and found much that an intelligent man could do to aid humanity, even when that humanity was cloaked in tiger-skins and wore necklaces of human teeth. Like all priests of Mitra, he was instructed in many things. He found that there were vast deposits of iron ore in the Pictish hills, and he taught the natives to mine, smelt and work it into implements—agricultural implements, as he fondly believed. He instituted other reforms, but these were the most important things he did: he instilled in Gorm a desire to see the civilized lands of the world; he taught the Picts how to work in iron; and he established contact between them and the civilized world. At the chiefs request he conducted him and some of his warriors through the Bossonian marches, where the honest villagers stared in amazement, into the glittering outer world.

Arus no doubt thought that he was making converts right and left, because the Picts listened to him, and refrained from smiting him with their copper axes. But the Pict was little calculated to seriously regard teachings which bade him forgive his enemy and abandon the warpath for the ways of honest drudgery. It has been said that he lacked artistic sense; his whole nature led to war and slaughter. When the priest talked of the glories of the civilized nations, his dark-skinned listeners were intent, not on the ideals of his religion, but on the loot which he unconsciously described in the narration of rich cities and shining lands. When he told how Mitra aided certain kings to overcome their enemies, they paid scant heed to the miracles of Mitra, but they hung on the description of battle-lines, mounted knights, and maneuvers of archers and spearmen. They harkened with keen dark eyes and inscrutable countenances, and they went their ways without comment, and heeded with flattering intentness his instructions as to the working of iron, and kindred arts.

Before his coming they had filched steel weapons and armor from the Bossonians and Zingarans, or had hammered out their own crude arms from copper and bronze. Now a new world opened to them, and the clang of sledges re-echoed throughout the land. And Gorm, by virtue of this new craft, began to assert his dominance over other clans, partly by war, partly by craft and diplomacy, in which latter art he excelled all other barbarians.

Picts now came and went freely into Aquilonia, under safe-conduct, and they returned with more information as to armor-forging and sword-making. More, they entered Aquilonia's mercenary armies, to the unspeakable disgust of the sturdy Bossonians. Aquilonia's kings toyed with the idea of playing the Picts against the Cimmerians, and possibly thus destroying both menaces, but they were too busy with their policies of aggression in the south and east to pay much heed to the vaguely known lands of the west, from which more and more stocky warriors swarmed to take service among the mercenaries.

These warriors, their service completed, went back to their wilderness with good ideas of civilized warfare, and that contempt for civilization which arises from familiarity with it. Drums began to beat in the hills, gathering- fires smoked on the heights, and savage sword-makers hammered their steel on a thousand anvils. By intrigues and forays too numerous and devious to enumerate, Gorm became chief of chiefs, the nearest approach to a king the Picts had had in thousands of years. He had waited long; he was past middle age. But now he moved against the frontiers, not in trade, but in war.

Arus saw his mistake too late; he had not touched the soul of the pagan, in which lurked the hard fierceness of all the ages. His persuasive eloquence had not caused a ripple in the Pictish conscience. Gorm wore a corselet of silvered mail now, instead of the tiger-skin, but underneath he was unchanged – the everlasting barbarian, unmoved by theology or philosophy, his instincts fixed unerringly on rapine and plunder.

The Picts burst on the Bossonian frontiers with fire and sword, not clad in tiger-skins and brandishing copper axes as of yore, but in scale-mail, wielding weapons of keen steel. As for Arus, he was brained by a drunken Pict, while making a last effort to undo the work he had unwittingly done. Gorm was not without gratitude; he caused the skull of the slayer to be set on the top of the priest's cairn. And it is one of the grim ironies of the universe that the stones which covered Arus's body should have been adorned with that last touch of barbarity—above a man to whom violence and blood-vengeance were revolting.

But the newer weapons and mail were not enough to break the lines. For years the superior armaments and sturdy courage of the Bossonians held the invaders at bay, aided, when necessary, by imperial Aquilonian troops. During this time the Hyrkanians came and went, and Zamora was added to the empire.

Then treachery from an unexpected source broke the Bossonian lines. Before chronicling this treachery, it might be well to glance briefly at the Aquilonian empire. Always a rich kingdom, untold wealth had been rolled in by conquest, and sumptuous splendor had taken the place of simple and hardy living. But degeneracy had not yet sapped the kings and the people; though clad in silks and cloth-of-gold, they were still a vital, virile race. But arrogance was supplanting their former simplicity. They treated less powerful people with growing contempt, levying more and more tributes on the conquered. Argos, Zingara, Ophir, Zamora and the Shemite countries were treated as subjugated provinces, which was especially galling to the proud Zingarans, who often revolted, despite savage retaliations.

Koth was practically tributary, being under Aquilonia's 'protection' against the Hyrkanians. But Nemedia the western empire had never been able to subdue, although the latter's triumphs were of the defensive sort, and were generally attained with the aid of Hyperborean armies. During this period Aquilonia's only defeats were: her failure to annex Nemedia; the rout of an army sent into Cimmeria; and the almost complete destruction of an army by the Aesir. Just as the Hyrkanians found themselves unable to withstand the heavy cavalry charges of the Aquilonians, so the latter, invading the snow-countries, were overwhelmed by the ferocious hand-to-hand fighting of the Nordics. But Aquilonia's conquests were pushed to the Nilus, where a Stygian army was defeated with great slaughter, and the king of Stygia sent tribute—once at least—to divert invasion of his kingdom. Brythunia was reduced in a series of whirlwind wars, and preparations were made to subjugate the ancient rival at last—Nemedia.

With their glittering hosts greatly increased by mercenaries, the Aquilonians moved against their old-time foe, and it seemed as if the thrust were destined to crush the last shadow of Nemedian independence. But contentions arose between the Aquilonians and their Bossonian auxiliaries.

As the inevitable result of imperial expansion, the Aquilonians had become haughty and intolerant. They derided the ruder, unsophisticated Bossonians, and hard feeling grew between them—the Aquilonians despising the Bossonians and the latter resenting the attitude of their masters – who now boldly called themselves such, and treated the Bossonians like conquered subjects, taxing them exorbitantly, and conscripting them for their wars of territorial expansion—wars the profits of which the Bossonians shared little. Scarcely enough men were left in the marches to guard the frontier, and hearing of Pictish outrages in their homelands, whole Bossonian regiments quit the Nemedian campaign and marched to the western frontier, where they defeated the dark-skinned invaders in a great battle.

This desertion, however, was the direct cause of Aquilonia's defeat by the desperate Nemedians, and brought down on the Bossonians the cruel wrath of the imperialists—intolerant and short-sighted as imperialists invariably are. Aquilonian regiments were secretly brought to the borders of the marches, the Bossonian chiefs were invited to attend a great conclave, and, in the guise of an expedition against the Picts, bands of savage Shemitish soldiers were quartered among the unsuspecting villagers. The unarmed chiefs were massacred, the Shemites turned on their stunned hosts with torch and sword, and the armored imperial hosts were hurled ruthlessly on the unsuspecting people. From north to south the marches were ravaged and the Aquilonian armies marched back from the borders, leaving a ruined and devastated land behind them.

And then the Pictish invasion burst in full power along those borders. It was no mere raid, but the concerted rush of a whole nation, led by chiefs who had served in Aquilonian armies, and planned and directed by Gorm—an old man now, but with the fire of his fierce ambition undimmed. This time there were no strong walled villages in their path, manned by sturdy archers, to hold back the rush until the imperial troops could be brought up. The remnants of the Bossonians were swept out of existence, and the blood-mad barbarians swarmed into Aquilonia, looting and burning, before the legions, warring again with the Nemedians, could be marched into the west. Zingara seized this opportunity to throw off the yoke, which example was followed by Corinthia and the Shemites. Whole regiments of mercenaries and vassals mutinied and marched back to their own countries, looting and burning as they went. The Picts surged irresistibly eastward, and host after host was trampled beneath their feet. Without their Bossonian archers the Aquilonians found themselves unable to cope with the terrible arrow-fire of the barbarians. From all parts of the empire legions were recalled to resist the onrush, while from the wilderness horde after horde swarmed forth, in apparently inexhaustible supply. And in the midst of this chaos, the Cimmerians swept down from their hills, completing the ruin. They looted cities, devastated the country, and retired into the hills with their plunder, but the Picts occupied the land they had over-run. And the Aquilonian empire went down in fire and blood.

Then again the Hyrkanians rode from the blue east. The withdrawal of the imperial legions from Zamora was their incitement. Zamora fell easy prey to their thrusts, and the Hyrkanian king established his capital in the largest city of the country. This invasion was from the ancient Hyrkanian kingdom of Turan, on the shores of the inland sea, but another, more savage Hyrkanian thrust came from the north. Hosts of steel-clad riders galloped around the northern extremity of the inland sea, traversed the icy deserts, entered the steppes, driving the aborigines before them, and launched themselves against the western kingdoms. These newcomers were not at first allies with the Turanians, but skirmished with them as with the Hyborians; new drifts of eastern warriors bickered and fought, until all were united under a great chief, who came riding from the very shores of the eastern ocean. With no Aquilonian armies to oppose them, they were invincible. They swept over and subjugated Brythunia, and devastated southern Hyperborea, and Corinthia. They swept into the Cimmerian hills, driving the black-haired barbarians before them, but among the hills, where cavalry was less effectual, the Cimmerians turned on them, and only a disorderly retreat, at the end of a whole day of bloody fighting, saved the Hyrkanian hosts from complete annihilation.

While these events had been transpiring, the kingdoms of Shem had conquered their ancient master, Koth, and had been defeated in an attempted invasion of Stygia. But scarcely had they completed their degradation of Koth, when they were overrun by the Hyrkanians, and found themselves subjugated by sterner masters than the Hyborians had ever been. Meanwhile the Picts had made themselves complete masters of Aquilonia, practically blotting out the inhabitants. They had broken over the borders of Zingara, and thousands of Zingarans, fleeing the slaughter into Argos, threw themselves on the mercy of the westward-sweeping Hyrkanians, who settled them in Zamora as subjects. Behind them as they fled, Argos was enveloped in the flame and slaughter of Pictish conquest, and the slayers swept into Ophir and clashed with the westward-riding Hyrkanians. The latter, after their conquest of Shem, had overthrown a Stygian army at the Nilus and over-run the country as far south as the black kingdom of Amazon, of whose people they brought back thousands as captives, settling them among the Shemites. Possibly they would have completed their conquests in Stygia, adding it to their widening empire, but for the fierce thrusts of the Picts against their western conquests.

Nemedia, unconquerable by Hyborians, reeled between the riders of the east and the swordsmen of the west, when a tribe of Aesir, wandering down from their snowy lands, came into the kingdom, and were engaged as mercenaries; they proved such able warriors that they not only beat off the Hyrkanians, but halted the eastward advance of the Picts.

The world at that time presents some such picture: a vast Pictish empire, wild, rude and barbaric, stretches from the coasts of Vanaheim in the north to the southern-most shores of Zingara. It stretches east to include all Aquilonia except Gunder-land, the northern-most province, which, as a separate kingdom in the hills, survived the fall of the empire, and still maintains its independence. The Pictish empire also includes Argos, Ophir, the western part of Koth, and the western-most lands of Shem. Opposed to this barbaric empire is the empire of the Hyrkanians, of which the northern boundaries are the ravaged lines of Hyperborea, and the southern, the deserts south of the lands of Shem. Zamora, Brythunia, the Border Kingdom, Corinthia, most of Koth, and all the eastern lands of Shem are included in this empire. The borders of Cimmeria are intact; neither Pict nor Hyrkanian has been able to subdue these warlike barbarians. Nemedia, dominated by the Aesir mercenaries, resists all invasions. In the north Nordheim, Cimmeria and Nemedia separate the conquering races, but in the south, Koth has become a battle-ground where Picts and Hyrkanians war incessantly. Sometimes the eastern warriors expel the barbarians from the kingdom entirely; again the plains and cities are in the hands of the western invaders. In the far south, Stygia, shaken by the Hyrkanian invasion, is being encroached upon by the great black kingdoms. And in the far north, the Nordic tribes are restless, warring continually with the Cimmerians, and sweeping the Hyperborean frontiers.

Gorm was slain by Hialmar, a chief of the Nemedian ALsir. He was a very old man, nearly a hundred years old. In the seventy-five years which had elapsed since he first heard the tale of empires from the lips of Arus – a long time in the life of a man, but a brief space in the tale of nations – he had welded an empire from straying savage clans, he had overthrown a civilization. He who had been born in a mud-walled, wattle-roofed hut, in his old age sat on golden thrones, and gnawed joints of beef presented to him on golden dishes by naked slave-girls who were the daughters of kings. Conquest and the acquiring of wealth altered not the Pict; out of the ruins of the crushed civilization no new culture arose phoenix-like. The dark hands which shattered the artistic glories of the conquered never tried to copy them. Though he sat among the glittering ruins of shattered palaces and clad his hard body in the silks of vanquished kings, the Pict remained the eternal barbarian, ferocious, elemental, interested only in the naked primal principles of life, unchanging, unerring in his instincts which were all for war and plunder, and in which arts and the cultured progress of humanity had no place. Not so with the Aesir who settled in Nemedia. These soon adopted many of the ways of their civilized allies, modified powerfully, however, by their own intensely virile and alien culture.

For a short age Pict and Hyrkanian snarled at each other over the ruins of the world they had conquered. Then began the glacier ages, and the great Nordic drift. Before the southward moving ice-fields the northern tribes drifted, driving kindred clans before them. The y£sir blotted out the ancient kingdom of Hyperborea, and across its ruins came to grips with the Hyrkanians. Nemedia had already become a Nordic kingdom, ruled by the descendants of the Aesir mercenaries. Driven before the onrushing tides of Nordic invasion, the Cimmerians were on the march, and neither army nor city stood before them. They surged across and completely destroyed the kingdom of Gunderland, and marched across ancient Aquilonia, hewing their irresistible way through the Pictish hosts. They defeated the Nordic-Nemedians and sacked some of their cities, but did not halt. They continued eastward, overthrowing a Hyrkanian army on the borders of Brythunia.

Behind them hordes of ALsir and Vanir swarmed into the lands, and the Pictish empire reeled beneath their strokes. Nemedia was overthrown, and the half-civilized Nordics fled before their wilder kinsmen, leaving the cities of Nemedia ruined and deserted. These fleeing Nordics, who had adopted the name of the older kingdom, and to whom the term Nemedian henceforth refers, came into the ancient land of Koth, expelled both Picts and Hyrkanians, and aided the people of Shem to throw off the Hyrkanian yoke. All over the western world, the Picts and Hyrkanians were staggering before this younger, fiercer people. A band of ALsir drove the eastern riders from Brythunia and settled there themselves, adopting the name for themselves. The Nordics who had conquered Hyperborea assailed their eastern enemies so savagely that the dark-skinned descendants of the Lemurians retreated into the steppes, pushed irresistibly back toward Vilayet.

Meanwhile the Cimmerians, wandering southeastward, destroyed the ancient Hyrkanian kingdom of Turan, and settled on the southwestern shores of the inland sea. The power of the eastern conquerors was broken. Before the attacks of the Nordheimr and the Cimmerians, they destroyed all their cities, butchered such captives as were not fit to make the long march, and then, herding thousands of slaves before them, rode back into the mysterious east, skirting the northern edge of the sea, and vanishing from western history, until they rode out of the east again, thousands of years later, as Huns, Mongols, Tatars
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