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    Fantastical Tales – The Ultimate Collection of Sword & Sorcery Action-Adventures, Time Travel & Mythical Worlds gathers, in one compass, the breadth of Robert E. Howard’s imagination across his most enduring cycles and select stand-alone masterpieces. Represented here are the Conan, Kull, Solomon Kane, Bran Mak Morn, Turlogh Dubh O’Brien, and James Allison sagas, alongside further tales of prehistory, the haunted present, and distant planets. The contents span genres and text types central to Howard’s oeuvre: short stories and novellas, a full-length novel, narrative poems, and an essay of mythic history. The purpose is both panoramic and focused: to showcase the range, coherence, and lasting force of Howard’s storytelling vision.

Howard’s narratives first reached readers in the lively marketplace of early twentieth-century pulp magazines, notably Weird Tales, where adventure, horror, and fantasy intersected. This collection reflects that original diversity while bringing the material together by saga and theme for clarity. It includes variant titles as they have circulated in publication history, preserving both forms where appropriate. The Hyborian Age offers a foundational essay in pseudo-history; Cimmeria and Solomon Kane’s Homecoming contribute poetic keystones; The Hour of the Dragon presents Howard’s only Conan novel; and Almuric, serialized in 1939, extends his reach into science fantasy. The result is a single-author panorama of distinctive modes and settings.

The Conan the Barbarian sequence, introduced here with Cimmeria and The Hyborian Age, unfolds within a meticulously imagined, pre-recorded epoch. Conan—Cimmerian wanderer, mercenary, pirate, general, and eventual ruler—moves through intrigue and wilderness alike. The Phoenix on the Sword and The Scarlet Citadel establish the heroic and political dimensions; Queen of the Black Coast, Beyond the Black River, and The People of the Black Circle display seafaring, frontier, and highland canvases; Red Nails and The Tower of the Elephant exemplify claustrophobic peril and audacious theft. The Hour of the Dragon crowns the series’ longer design, while tales such as A Witch Shall Be Born and Black Colossus test iron against sorcery.

Across these Conan adventures, Howard’s unifying themes take vivid shape: the cyclic contest between barbarism and civilization, the moral starkness of frontier life, and the shock of the uncanny erupting into human schemes. The prose is swift and muscular, yet attentive to atmosphere—ruins, jungles, deserts, and bustling cities are rendered as living forces. The Slithering Shadow (Xuthal of the Dusk), Shadows in Zamboula (Man-Eaters of Zamboula), and The Devil in Iron amplify the weird element, while Rogues in the House and The God in the Bowl present urban labyrinths of treachery. Throughout, action is guided by a clear sense of fate, will, and the price of mastery.

The Kull saga transports us to the pre-Cataclysmic Thurian Age, where an Atlantean outsider ascends the throne of Valusia. The Shadow Kingdom stands as an early landmark of the subgenre, blending palace intrigue with uncanny menace. The Mirrors of Tuzun Thune contemplates perception and reality, distilling Howard’s philosophical undertow into concentrated narrative. Kings of the Night forms a rare, deliberate bridge across ages, binding Kull’s world to later histories. The King and the Oak, a related poem, adds a lyrical counterpoint to these meditations on kingship, identity, and the fragile masks of power, complementing the swift violence with reflective depth.

Solomon Kane embodies Howard’s stern conscience—an English Puritan swordsman whose wanderings carry him from European byways to African interiors and other haunted margins. Red Shadows, Skulls in the Stars, Rattle of Bones, The Moon of Skulls, The Hills of the Dead, The Footfalls Within, and Wings in the Night combine relentless pursuit with supernatural trial. Kane’s absolute sense of justice confronts ambiguous worlds, producing tales that balance swashbuckling momentum with moral gravity. Solomon Kane’s Homecoming, a poem, folds the persona into a compact meditation on exile and return. Together these works demonstrate Howard’s capacity for historical color without sacrificing momentum or menace.

In Bran Mak Morn, Howard explores the tragic heroism of a Pictish king resisting annihilation by encroaching empires. Worms of the Earth and Kings of the Night unite historical texture with elemental dread, articulating themes of ancestral memory and the costs of survival. The Children of the Night, set in a later age, shows how legends persist and unsettle the present. These pieces illuminate Howard’s sense of cultural twilight—moments when peoples and beliefs stand on the brink, and where sorcery, rumor, and the hard edge of steel shape destiny. The result is a stark, elegiac variant of sword-and-sorcery grounded in historical imagination.

Turlogh Dubh O’Brien extends Howard’s historical reach to the storm-lit fringes of the Dark Ages. An Irish outcast navigating perilous coasts and forgotten strongholds, Turlogh moves through tales where grim honor collides with the remnants of elder cults. The Dark Man and The Gods of Bal-Sagoth show Howard at a junction of saga, seafaring romance, and weird adventure. The tone is flinty and uncompromising, yet threaded with wonder: lost islands flicker back to life; gods and idols loom in the mist; the past presses on the present with inexorable weight, provoking feats of courage and grim resolve.

Time and identity flow differently in the James Allison cycle, where a modern narrator relives ancestral incarnations and recovers memories of remote ages. The Valley of the Worm and The Garden of Fear open onto primordial landscapes and titanic struggles, framing the idea that heroism and peril recur across millennia. Related threads appear in People of the Dark, which likewise turns on the pull of former lives. Complementing these are Spear and Fang, a tale of prehistory; The Voice of El-Lil, a lost-city adventure; and Black Canaan, a story of the American South in which regional tensions entwine with the weird. Throughout, atavism becomes revelation.

Almuric demonstrates Howard’s gift for transposing his adventure sensibility into science fantasy. An Earthman is cast onto a savage alien world where strength, endurance, and quick wits determine survival, and where strange societies evolve under harsh suns. The novel’s emphasis on direct action intersects with careful, adventurous world-building. Witch from Hell’s Kitchen, by contrast, shows Howard’s feel for contemporary settings and the weirdly perilous urban night, underscoring the range of environments his protagonists navigate. Taken together, these works confirm how readily Howard moved from prehistoric valleys to extraterrestrial plains to city streets without losing narrative urgency.

Certain hallmarks bind this diverse body of work. Howard’s prose carries a bardic cadence—terse, rhythmic, and propulsive—yet breathes with descriptive intensity. Landscapes are characters; civilizations rise and crumble; oaths matter; iron clashes with the unknown. The poems deepen mood and myth, while The Hyborian Age models a method of world-building that has remained influential. Cross-saga resonances—such as Kings of the Night—reveal a coherent, layered mythos spanning invented epochs and recorded history. Across decades of readership, these tales have shaped the contours of modern fantasy and adventure, proving that speed and clarity can coexist with atmosphere and wonder.

The present compilation aims at both completeness within its chosen cycles and clarity for new and returning readers. It preserves well-known alternate titles and groups works by saga to honor their internal rhythms. Readers may approach chronologically by publication context, follow each character’s arc as presented here, or range freely to compare Howard’s modes—poem to essay, short story to novel, historical to science fantasy. However approached, the collection offers a single vantage on a writer whose imaginative horizons spanned continents, centuries, and stars, and whose heroes stride, think, and contend in worlds at once perilous and profoundly alive.
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    Robert E. Howard (1906–1936) was an American writer whose vigorous, image‑rich prose helped define twentieth‑century pulp fantasy. Best known as the creator of Conan the Barbarian, he also forged enduring heroes such as Kull of Atlantis, the Puritan avenger Solomon Kane, Bran Mak Morn of the Picts, the Gaelic wanderer Turlogh Dubh O’Brien, and the reincarnation‑haunted narrator James Allison. Publishing primarily in pulp magazines, he blended adventure, horror, and historical color into a distinctive mode later labeled sword‑and‑sorcery. His hybrid imagination extended to poetry, including Cimmeria, and to pseudo‑history in The Hyborian Age, where myth and ethnology underpin a grand prehistory for his most famous cycle.

Raised in small Texas towns during the oil‑boom era, Howard developed as a writer through voracious reading rather than formal literary instruction. He absorbed chronicles of antiquity, sagas, frontier lore, and popular adventure fiction, then recast them in compressed, hard‑driving narratives. From early on he aimed at professional publication in the pulps, training himself to meet their exacting demands for pace and atmosphere. Equally drawn to poetry and to stark, violent imagery, he cultivated a thematic tension between civilization and barbarism that would organize much of his fiction. Later correspondence with fellow weird‑tale writers sharpened his historical interests and widened the intellectual frame of his invented worlds.

In 1925 he sold his first professional story, Spear and Fang, marking the start of a swift apprenticeship that soon yielded more ambitious cycles. With Kull he explored the psychology of rulership and the hollowness of decadence, most notably in The Shadow Kingdom and The Mirrors of Tuzun Thune, and in the poem The King and the Oak. Kings of the Night links Kull to later themes of doomed peoples and heroic resistance. These works meld dreamlike introspection with sudden violence, establishing the tone, settings, and moral unease that would define his mature vision and influence subsequent writers of heroic fantasy.

Howard’s breakthrough came with Conan, introduced in The Phoenix on the Sword and swiftly expanded in tales such as The Scarlet Citadel, The Tower of the Elephant, Black Colossus, Queen of the Black Coast, A Witch Shall Be Born, The Devil in Iron, and Red Nails, culminating at novel length in The Hour of the Dragon. The framing essay The Hyborian Age and the lyric Cimmeria gave this cycle unusual depth, linking stories across a coherent, invented prehistory. Combining relentless action with glimpses of lost cities, sorcery, and fatalistic humor, the Conan saga set the template for fast‑paced epic adventure in magazine form.

Parallel to Conan, Howard refined other protagonists that let him range across centuries. The Puritan wanderer of Red Shadows, Skulls in the Stars, Rattle of Bones, The Moon of Skulls, The Hills of the Dead, The Footfalls Within, Wings in the Night, and the poem Solomon Kane’s Homecoming pursues evil with austere zeal. Bran Mak Morn, seen in Worms of the Earth, The Children of the Night, and Kings of the Night, embodies the tragic defiance of the Picts. Turlogh Dubh O’Brien strides through The Dark Man and The Gods of Bal‑Sagoth, while the James Allison tales The Valley of the Worm and The Garden of Fear dramatize ancestral memory.

His range extended beyond any single hero. In science‑fantasy he wrote Almuric; in horror and dark adventure, People of the Dark, Black Canaan, The Voice of El‑Lil, and Witch from Hell’s Kitchen. Within the Hyborian cycle he produced feats like The Frost Giant’s Daughter, The God in the Bowl, Rogues in the House, Shadows in the Moonlight, The Slithering Shadow, The People of the Black Circle, Shadows in Zamboula, The Pool of the Black One, Beyond the Black River, The Black Stranger, and Jewels of Gwahlur. Regular work in Weird Tales and debate with contemporaries about history and barbarism refined his themes.

Howard’s final years were intensely productive, yielding late masterworks such as Red Nails, the frontier‑shaded Beyond the Black River, and the full‑length The Hour of the Dragon. He died by his own hand in 1936 at age thirty, leaving a substantial body of manuscripts and magazine texts. Posthumous collections steadily broadened his readership, and his characters migrated into comics, film, and games, ensuring cultural visibility far beyond the pulps. Today he is recognized as a foundational architect of sword‑and‑sorcery and a major voice of American popular fiction, his energy, world‑building, and brooding historical imagination continuing to shape fantasy’s mainstream.
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    Robert E. Howard’s career unfolded during the interwar decades, when inexpensive pulp magazines provided mass entertainment to a United States grappling with rapid modernization, the aftershocks of World War I, and, from 1929 onward, the Great Depression. Born in Texas in 1906 and publishing chiefly between 1925 and 1936, Howard wrote for the burgeoning weird-adventure market centered on magazines like Weird Tales. The stories gathered here range widely in setting—from prehistoric vistas to imagined epochs and historical frontiers—yet they share concerns shaped by the era: hard-edged survival, skepticism toward “civilization,” and a fascination with the rise and fall of cultures, filtered through the brisk demands of the pulp marketplace.

Howard helped define what later critics would term “sword and sorcery,” though the phrase itself was coined by Fritz Leiber in 1961, decades after these stories appeared. Working for pulps meant writing compact, fast-paced narratives paid by the word, often as standalone pieces that nevertheless hinted at a larger world. Editorial gatekeeping, notably by Weird Tales editor Farnsworth Wright, influenced what reached readers; for example, “The Frost-Giant’s Daughter” was rejected and first appeared under the variant title “Gods of the North” in 1934. Such conditions shaped tone, structure, and the immediate, visceral energy characteristic of the collection.

The Hyborian Age framework and the poem “Cimmeria” arose in the early 1930s as Howard’s solution to a historical problem: how to achieve the color and plausibility of history without being constrained by documented chronology. His pseudo-prehistory mirrors contemporary popular enthusiasm for archaeology and lost civilizations, heightened worldwide by discoveries like the 1922 opening of Tutankhamun’s tomb. Tales such as “The Tower of the Elephant” and “Jewels of Gwahlur” rework the treasure-hunt and lost-city motifs familiar from nineteenth-century adventure fiction, but place them in a synthetic past that allowed Howard to mix cultural elements while exploring the cyclical life of empires.

A central debate of the interwar years—whether civilization represents progress or decay—runs through the Conan cycle. Howard and H. P. Lovecraft openly argued the point in their correspondence, a discourse echoed in stories where decadent cities contrast with vigorous frontier cultures. “Red Nails” depicts a city exhausted by its own internecine struggles; “Black Colossus” and “The Scarlet Citadel” consider the fragility of kingdoms; “The Phoenix on the Sword” introduces a barbarian-turned-king tasked with governing a sated realm. Such narratives resonate with a period disillusioned by war and wary of social collapse, yet still attracted to spectacular displays of power and pageantry.

American frontier mythology, well established by the early twentieth century, profoundly informs “Beyond the Black River” and other borderland episodes in the Conan sequence. Howard, raised in Texas, absorbed tales of boomtowns and rough justice that colored his depictions of law’s uncertain reach and the costs of expansion. “Beyond the Black River” in particular recasts the frontier as a site where the veneer of order meets implacable wilderness. Written amid the Great Depression, its mood of precarious survival and hard pragmatism reflects an era in which institutions felt fallible and personal resilience was prized over theory or ceremony.

Urban corruption and modern anxieties find analogues in the Hyborian tales set in cities. “Rogues in the House” turns on political bribery, double-dealing, and the sudden collapse of carefully arranged schemes, echoing contemporary American concerns about machine politics and municipal graft. “The God in the Bowl,” framed around a murder in a house of antiquities, channels suspicion toward both elite collectors and the opaque networks that move wealth and artifacts. While these settings are fantastic, their preoccupations—crime, secrecy, fragile legitimacy—speak to readers accustomed to headlines about scandal and the uneven application of law.

The Solomon Kane saga turns from invented epochs to early modern history, set against the backdrop of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, when European maritime powers expanded across Africa and the Atlantic. Stories like “Red Shadows,” “The Hills of the Dead,” and “Wings in the Night” deploy the swashbuckling idiom popularized in adventure literature, yet their Puritan protagonist underscores the moral absolutism associated—rightly or wrongly—with that religious tradition. Kane’s travels mirror early modern routes of exploration and conflict, allowing Howard to stage encounters at cultural frontiers while engaging enduring pulp motifs of haunted jungles, remote outposts, and contested faith.

These global adventures also bear the imprint of the racial ideologies prevalent in early twentieth-century America. The Jim Crow era shaped popular culture’s assumptions, and pulps often trafficked in stereotypes that are now widely condemned. Works such as “Black Canaan” and “Shadows in Zamboula” reflect that milieu, mixing sensational menace with exoticism and caricature. Recognizing this context neither excuses the language nor its effects; rather, it situates the material within the systems of representation and readership that magazines cultivated. Modern editions and scholarship frequently address these aspects directly, framing them as subjects of critical scrutiny within Howard’s larger corpus.

Kull of Atlantis predates Conan in publication and mood, debuting in Weird Tales in 1929. His tales—“The Shadow Kingdom,” “The Mirrors of Tuzun Thune,” and the poem “The King and the Oak”—are more brooding and philosophical, concerned with identity, perception, and the instability of thrones. The conspiratorial atmosphere of “The Shadow Kingdom,” with hidden enemies undermining power from within, aligns with late-1920s fears about subversion and unseen forces. Meanwhile, “The Mirrors of Tuzun Thune” meditates on reality and illusion, reflecting a broader contemporary fascination with psychology, the occult, and the edges of materialist certainty.

The Bran Mak Morn cycle relocates those concerns to a reimagined Roman Britain, where imperial order confronts indigenous persistence. “Worms of the Earth” and “Kings of the Night” use the Picts—drawn from classical references and nineteenth-century antiquarian speculation—to dramatize the costs of conquest and the resentments of subjugated peoples. Between the wars, Britain’s own imperial reflections and excavations in Roman sites fed popular interest in this period. Howard’s choice of the Picts as protagonists reverses the usual vantage point, offering a bleak view of empire from the margins, and linking his invented prehistories to documented episodes of historical expansion and resistance.

Turlogh Dubh O’Brien connects Howard’s imagination to medieval Irish saga traditions that had been widely disseminated in English translation by the late nineteenth century. Stories such as “The Dark Man” and “The Gods of Bal-Sagoth” fold Gaelic heroism into the lost-world and pirate-adventure formulas familiar to pulp readers. These tales reflect the period’s romanticized vision of Celtic antiquity while also participating in magazine culture’s appetite for hybridity—melding historical backdrops with sorcery and spectacle. Howard’s interest in warrior societies, oath-bound honor, and clan memory here intersects with a transatlantic literary fascination for bardic pasts and storm-tossed seas.

The James Allison stories—“The Valley of the Worm” and “The Garden of Fear”—draw on popular early twentieth-century engagements with occultism, Theosophy, and spiritualist ideas about reincarnation. Framed as memories of past lives reaching into remote prehistory, they allowed Howard to traverse vast temporal scales without strict archaeological constraint. Such premises resonated with readers immersed in magazine discussions of anthropology, evolutionary timelines, and mythic survivals. By staging ancestral recollection as visceral adventure, these narratives bridged speculative ethnology and pulp action, embodying a widespread cultural curiosity about deep time, racial origins narratives, and the violent contingencies imagined to shape primordial worlds.

Almuric represents Howard’s foray into planetary romance, a form energized by earlier newspaper-serial and magazine successes and encouraged by the rise of science-fiction pulps after 1926. Published posthumously in 1939, it transposes the sword-and-sorcery ethos to an alien environment, reflecting the era’s enthusiasm for aviation, exploration, and speculative technology, even as the tale remains committed to personal combat and frontier survival. Its cross-genre posture exemplifies pulp venues where scientific marvels and archaic codes coexisted, and where readers could encounter both ray-guns and broadswords in contiguous pages—an elasticity that helped sustain Howard’s readership across fantastical subfields.

The broader collection also includes tales keyed to archaeology, Orientalist adventure, and deep antiquity. “The Voice of El-Lil,” “People of the Dark,” and several Conan pieces—“The Tower of the Elephant,” “Jewels of Gwahlur,” “The Slithering Shadow”—revisit the vogue for excavation narratives and the museum culture that curated relics from Egypt, Mesopotamia, and beyond. Following the 1920s wave of “Egyptomania,” popular magazines often framed artifacts as conduits to curses or cosmic knowledge. Howard harnessed that imagery to explore how treasure, ritual, and forbidden knowledge entangle with power, without tying his plots to the strict chronologies that bound historical adventure writers.

Howard’s stylistic range included poetry integral to his worlds, notably “Cimmeria” and “Solomon Kane’s Homecoming.” The interwar pulps accommodated verse more readily than later mass markets, and readers encountered ballads and sonnets alongside fiction. These poems anchor tone and ethos: Cimmeria’s bleak grandeur feeds the Hyborian mood, while Kane’s verse affirms a somber, duty-driven worldview linked to early modern Protestant self-conception. The coexistence of poetry and action-adventure reflects a literary climate still hospitable to romantic diction, martial rhetoric, and compressed myth-making—traits that help explain the mnemonic quality of names, places, and mottos across the collection.

Publication history and visual culture also shaped reception. Weird Tales’ sensational covers—often by artists like Margaret Brundage in the mid-1930s—marketed Howard’s stories as exotic, erotic, and dangerous, priming audiences for high drama. Serialization influenced narrative rhythm: “The Hour of the Dragon” (1935–36) stands out as Howard’s full-length Conan novel, engineered to deliver climaxes compatible with magazine installments. Some pieces appeared posthumously or in variant forms, and crossovers such as “Kings of the Night” knit separate cycles together, fostering a proto-shared-universe effect that encouraged fans to map connections across eras and heroes.

Amid these frames, certain recurring preoccupations reflect the era’s intellectual and social shifts. Industrialization and urbanization intensified fascination with physical vigor and the cult of the athlete—interests Howard shared, as seen in the disciplined ferocity of combat throughout “The People of the Black Circle,” “The Devil in Iron,” and “The Pool of the Black One.” The stories’ frequent skepticism toward courts, priests, and bureaucrats echoes interwar disenchantment with institutions. Yet the texts also register the period’s appetite for spectacle—colossal architecture, elaborate rites, glittering jewels—balancing critique with the pageantry that pulps promised for a few cents a month.
Urban “weird menace” and crime strands occasionally surface around the collection’s edges, illustrating the pulp magazines’ porous genre borders. A tale like “Witch from Hell’s Kitchen,” with its metropolitan unease, reflects contemporary anxieties about immigrant quarters, sensationalist crime reporting, and the occult trappings that periodicals sometimes draped over detective plots. Although distinct from the historical and prehistoric canvases of Conan, Kull, or Bran Mak Morn, such pieces participate in the same marketplace logic: fast-moving, high-stakes narratives that translate social fears—about hidden cults, vice districts, or corrupt patrons—into confrontations fit for a stoic, action-competent protagonist.
Taken together, these works offer a commentary on their publishing age as much as on imagined epochs. They reenact interwar debates about decadence and vigor, empire and rebellion, faith and skepticism, while converting contemporary fascinations—archaeology, reincarnation, frontier myth, and global exploration—into narrative engines. Later readers have repeatedly reinterpreted the collection: 1960s–70s paperback revivals reframed Howard as a progenitor of a named subgenre; comics, pastiches, and film adaptations broadened the audience; and scholarship has interrogated race, gender, and imperial discourse in the stories. Read with context, the collection reveals both the power and the limits of the cultural currents that shaped its creation.
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    Conan: World-Building and Origins (Cimmeria; The Hyborian Age)
A stark poem evokes Conan’s ancestral homeland as a place of iron skies, granite peaks, and restless fate, setting the collection’s elegiac undertone. A companion pseudo-history charts the rise and fall of imaginary kingdoms, framing the saga’s cycles of barbarism and civilization. Together they establish the mythic geography and fatalistic philosophy driving Conan’s journeys.
Conan: The Thief of Cities (The God in the Bowl; The Tower of the Elephant; Rogues in the House)
Conan navigates vaults, mansions, and labyrinthine streets where theft, murder, and political scheming collide with the occult. Investigations and heists spiral into confrontations with inhuman powers and treacherous patrons. The tone blends hardboiled suspense with brutal, kinetic set pieces, highlighting the hero’s cunning as much as his strength.
Conan: Tempest of Sorcery and Survival (The Frost Giant’s Daughter; Shadows in the Moonlight; The Slithering Shadow)
Cast into desolate snows, haunted isles, and drug-drenched desert cities, Conan battles entities that blur desire, nightmare, and doom. These tales emphasize sensory immediacy and fever-dream peril, forcing raw, instinctive choices under supernatural pressure. The mood is hallucinatory and primal, pairing swift violence with uncanny wonder.
Conan: War and Rebellion in the South (Black Colossus; A Witch Shall Be Born)
Swept onto battlefields and into usurped thrones, Conan rises from mercenary to commander while confronting sorcerous tyrannies. These stories stage massed warfare and personal ordeal side by side, showing how fate catapults a free-sword into legend. Their tone is martial and relentless, underscored by the fragility of kingdoms.
Conan: Seafaring and Lost Realms (Queen of the Black Coast; The Pool of the Black One; Jewels of Gwahlur)
As pirate and adventurer, Conan braves black coasts, eerie islands, and ruin-choked jungles in quests that bind romance, plunder, and peril. Treasure hunts reveal ancient traps and gods that exact a price on hubris and desire. The tales are swashbuckling yet shadowed by tragic grandeur and the pull of the unknown.
Conan: Eastern Intrigues and Sorcerers (The People of the Black Circle; The Devil in Iron; Shadows in Zamboula)
Kidnappings, resurrected horrors, and nocturnal manhunts drag Conan into a web of mountain tribes, island ruins, and decadent desert cities. Diplomatic facades give way to wizardry and vengeance as alliances shift beneath masked authority. The tone marries exotic pageantry to ruthless momentum and sardonic wit.
Conan: Borderlands and the Savage Frontier (Beyond the Black River; The Black Stranger)
On the edges of empire, forts and colonies buckle under raids, treachery, and the inexorable press of the wild. Conan becomes a survivalist tactician amid forests and storm-lashed coasts, where civilization is a thin palisade against older powers. The atmosphere is grim, propulsive, and steeped in frontier dread.
Conan: Red Nails
In a remote, walled city poisoned by vendetta, Conan and a formidable ally fight through corridors of ritualized cruelty and ancient spite. The narrative compresses civilizational decay into a tense, near-claustrophobic arena of shifting loyalties. It is both a blistering action tale and a cool autopsy of decadence.
Conan: The King of Aquilonia Cycle (The Phoenix on the Sword; The Scarlet Citadel; The Hour of the Dragon)
Crowned at last, Conan defends his realm against conspirators and necromancers whose plots spill across borders and graves alike. The arc elevates the hero from agile rogue to burdened ruler, linking personal valor to the destiny of a kingdom. The tone is grand-epic—courtly intrigue fused with continent-spanning, necromantic war.
Kull of Atlantis: Philosophy and Intrigue (The Shadow Kingdom; The Mirrors of Tuzun Thune; The King and the Oak)
Kull’s reign in Valusia pits the introspective king against hidden enemies and the unstable nature of reality itself. Palace treachery, shapeshifting threats, and metaphysical temptation test a ruler who doubts the masks of power. Poetic and meditative, these pieces join brooding inquiry to sudden, decisive violence.
Kings of the Night (Kull & Bran Mak Morn)
A Pictish ruler summons aid across ages, drawing a legendary Atlantean king into a desperate war for survival. Time-folding heroism meets iron-age fatalism as spectral memory becomes martial force. The tone is rousing and uncanny, binding mythic kingship to a people’s last stand.
Solomon Kane: The Puritan Adventurer—Early Gothic Tales (Red Shadows; Skulls in the Stars; Rattle of Bones; The Footfalls Within)
Driven by stern conviction, a wandering Puritan confronts brigands, specters, and sacrilege in fog-bound villages and forsaken shrines. These tightly wound episodes balance moral absolutism with worldly cunning as justice clashes with corruption. The atmosphere is nocturnal and lean, favoring swift duels and palpable dread.
Solomon Kane: Africa Cycle and Homecoming (The Moon of Skulls; The Hills of the Dead; Wings in the Night; Solomon Kane’s Homecoming)
Venturing into Africa, Kane meets lost cities, uncanny predators, and beleaguered communities that throw his creed against the raw edge of survival. The tales mix breakneck pursuits with uneasy reckonings about power and prophecy, while the poem captures the wanderer’s melancholic restlessness. The tone is adventurous and elegiac, threaded with otherworldly menace.
Bran Mak Morn: Doom of the Picts (Worms of the Earth; The Children of the Night)
Beset by empire, a Pictish king turns to forbidden allies and subterranean forces, paying a moral price for tactical victory. A modern-day narrator’s violent vision of atavistic memory underscores the saga’s theme of ancestral echoes. These tales are bleak and potent, blending anti-imperial bite with cosmic unease.
Turlogh Dubh O’Brien: Exile and Lost Islands (The Dark Man; The Gods of Bal-Sagoth)
An Irish outcast is thrust into conflicts shaped by grim idols, shipwrecks, and embattled island kingdoms. Pagan relics and human passions collide as battle-lines shift between devotion, ambition, and survival. The mood is salt-sprayed, doom-tinged, and fiercely romantic.
James Allison: Reincarnated Memories (The Valley of the Worm; The Garden of Fear)
A modern narrator relives primal incarnations, confronting monstrous foes and forbidden territories in vast prehistoric theaters. Memory becomes myth as cyclical time forges a lineage of courage and terror. The prose is sweeping and elemental, exalting endurance against cosmic odds.
Almuric
A feral earthman is hurled to an alien world where tribal law and brutal honor shape every contest. He must wrest a place amid clan warfare and enigmatic rulers, redefining strength through culture-spanning trials. The result is sword-and-planet vigor—muscular, direct, and world-built through combat and courtship.
Prehistory, Reincarnation, and Lost Cities (People of the Dark; Spear and Fang; The Voice of El-Lil)
These tales pivot on ancestral echoes and encounters with forgotten civilizations—rivalry reborn in shadowed caverns, primordial tribal struggle, and a perilous expedition under a god’s whisper. Each pits stark survival against ritual terror and the archaeology of myth. The tone is pulpy and haunted, where memory sharpens into fate.
American Gothic and Witchcraft (Black Canaan; Witch from Hell’s Kitchen)
In swamps and city shadows, vendettas, charismatic sorcery, and bare-knuckle violence erupt into supernatural reckoning. The stories fuse crime-narrative urgency with folklore-inflected dread. Their atmosphere is tense and combustible, revealing buried hatreds and ancestral fears stalking modern ground.
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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 savagesthe Pictscarrying on continual warfare with tribes of savagesthe 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 southeastthe 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-apeshuge 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 menthemselves, 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 Borisome 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 beingthe 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 HyboriansAquilonia, 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 kingdomspeople 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 seaVilayetand 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 wereshort, 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- featuredat 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 historyhe 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 assertionthough scarcely in the way he meant.

Arus was fortunate in being thrown in with a chief of more than usual intelligenceGorm 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 unbutchereda 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 lifesuch 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 scenethe 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 honorclad 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 savagerythe 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 implementsagricultural 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 barbarityabove 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 tributeonce at leastto divert invasion of his kingdom. Brythunia was reduced in a series of whirlwind wars, and preparations were made to subjugate the ancient rival at lastNemedia.

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 themthe 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 expansionwars 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 imperialistsintolerant 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 Gorman 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
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