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Days of Iron and Melancholy



Drawn by a supernatural prescience of death, vultures circled the palace all afternoon. Cousin crows nodded in gleeful anticipation atop balcony roosts.

Their patience was rewarded as violence ensued below them with an overture of screams and clashing metal. As a flourish to sixty-or-so heartbeats of merciless carnage, Conan the Cimmerian impaled the head of his erstwhile employer, a degenerate southern prince, upon the tip of a pike. He flung aside his own stifling helm and ring mail and donned a leather war harness taken from one of the slaughtered soldiers who lay strewn about the courtyard. This wasn’t the first occasion he’d turned on an unworthy master—his wrists and ankles bore the scars of crucifixion once endured as punishment for bellicose defiance of tyranny.

That experience in mind, he had decided that his sojourn in Stygia was best concluded before kin of the prince arrived to exact vengeance.

So be it, he thought fiercely, as decreed by Fate! Barbarian nomad, thief, soldier, warlord… and now a freebooter once again.

Conan departed. In his wake, servants cowered in doorways, while several buxom maidens he’d come to know during his brief, fraught tenure as a palace guard waved farewell and blew fond goodbye kisses—then glared at one another.

Vultures and crows descended to partake of the grisly repast.

The Cimmerian strode north, dark mane loose over broad shoulders, blue eyes glinting with grim cheer, leaving a set of bloody tracks behind him. At his back lay orchards, fields, and an expanse of boggy, subtropical forest. Before him, a sweep of arid land, dusty gold at sunset. The tang of alkali and the subtler fragrance of desert flowers filled his nostrils in prophecy of the journey ahead.

*   *   *

Days blazed like the refracting surface of a diamond. Nights chilled his marrow, vaguely reminding him of the gelid winters of his childhood home, where glaciers had ravaged the land and laid it open in places as if by Crom’s carving knife.

It was good.

This high desert lay between southern and northern kingdoms, alternating swathes of hardpan and salt flats, these in turn broken by tors thrust up among barren hills. A land of scrub, bleached bones picked clean by carrion birds and the wild dogs who haunted the gulches. Conan drank spring water in the shadows of cliffs and chewed tough meat of small, skittering lizards that, while fleet, were not so swift as his flung knife. The road he chose was seldom frequented save by deserters from local armies turned to banditry, and occasional foolish merchants seeking shortcuts, who served as prey. It was easy to avoid the rare traveler, and he did so. His recent experiences had soured him on the company of “civilized” men.

Wanderlust kindled within his breast. Agreeable companions for his melancholy were the wild dogs, lizards, and wind soughing in timeless lament.

*   *   *

On the morning of the fourth day, Conan rose from a sweet dream of his mischievous lover Valeria. He stretched and hadn’t yet pulled on his boots, and so missed an asp the color of the pebbles where it coiled.

The serpent struck, sinking its fangs into Conan’s calf, then slithered away, dodging his stomping foot. Chagrined at his carelessness, he cinched a tourniquet fashioned of his balaclava, slashed an X across the wound with his dagger, and squeezed out as much venom as possible. What remained coursed through his veins like molten lead, visiting him with waves of bowel-clenching agony, causing him to fall to the hard ground.

The boiling sun shot up over the horizon and fixed its glare upon his form writhing in the dust. Light stained crimson in his eyes as if filtered through a painted lantern. The world ponderously rolled over like a hulled galleon pitching belly-up, and he dug his fingers into the dirt for purchase. His hair drifted, his legs dangled, and for several terrible moments he feared he’d tumble into the void.

After an indeterminable time, the sun plunged into darkness with a hiss of a torch snuffed in a barrel of water. Stars shimmered, wild and indifferent.

Stone cracked.

A noxious glow spilled from a new crevice in the cliff and a female figure emerged, much taller than any mortal, her long, wizened fingers bejeweled in onyx and zircon, her eyes glowing red deep within her hood. At her bare heel crawled a tarantula, its head a humanoid skull. Large, predatory tarantulas were prevalent in the desert, though none the size of this monster, the length and heft of a pony. As the spider approached, clitter-clattering over gravel, its skull shifted and changed, assuming a succession of visages Conan had known across his journeys—friends, lovers, and foes he’d struck down with his blade or his ax, but each with fangs, a multifaceted gaze, and an insatiable appetite for his soul.

The crone spoke and her words echoed from the jaws of the spider. “O accursed clod of a mortal, to have slain my lizards, to have nearly trampled my poor asp! Know thee not that this land is my domain, and so too all that flies, or creeps, or crawls within its boundaries? O feckless worm! O ingrate to have disturbed me thus!”

Conan struggled to lift his head out of the dirt to regard the stranger and her pet. He could make no answer, stricken dumb as a brute in the throes of extremis, and instead resorted to a groan of misery and defiance.

The crone apprehended his meaning clearly enough and flung up her bony arms. Her tarantula pantomimed this gesture with its bristly forelegs, then crept near to the Cimmerian.

“In the wilderness, my wilderness, man is but meat that yet breathes,” it whispered. “Crom holds no dominion here, barbarian. Nor Mitra, nor Set, nor the Nameless Dark that lurks behind everything. I can aid or dispose of thee in any manner I deem pleasing. The question is, what pleases me? Do I drain thy vital essence and leave thy carcass to feed my children? Or shall I cede to destiny and allow thee to keep an appointment of some import to powers greater than mine own? Evil swells against the boundaries of its prison, nameless and profane. Nay, thou needs must live, if only for a short while longer, even as you fleas measure such things. I shall drain from thee the deadly gift of the asp.”

Conan shuddered as the beast sank its gleaming fangs into the wound in his calf and sucked at his envenomed blood. Possessed by primal fury and a confusing jolt of erotic euphoria, he snatched his bone dagger—a prize he’d taken from the corpse from some wild Pict—and convulsively stabbed his tormenter through the nearest eye.

Fossilized bone hissed as it was scorched and pitted, but the tarantula recoiled. A metallic cacophony shrieked among the stars. The moon hove into view over the black shoulder of the hills, swooped down, and filled his vision with its hell-light. Raving and swearing, Conan stabbed at it too.

The hell-light dimmed.

“You are changed, Cimmerian,” the crone—or perhaps her tarantula—said from the void. “You carry with you the light of the world, the open sky, the shifting sand. You may thank me later.”

He regained consciousness at midday with a gasp, like a swimmer surfacing after a perilous dive. He was sweltering, yet he shivered under a blanket. A heavyset man, bejeweled and garbed in exquisite robes, pressed a damp cloth to his brow.

The man said, “Easy, my brawny friend. I am Khal, a merchant. It is a beautiful day, and you shall live.”

*   *   *

Conan soon learned that Khal commanded several attendants and pack camels freighted with goods bound for Corinthia by way of Shem. Khal’s scouts had discovered the warrior while searching for a campsite. The caravan’s physician tended his wound and plied him with restorative herbs. Grateful, albeit wary, Conan surreptitiously checked to make certain his pouch still bulged with Stygian coin. Then he asked the trader why he’d rendered aid to a vagabond stranger.

“You raved of monsters and goddesses,” Khal said, smiling as he smoothed his goatee. “Surely you beheld the Lady of the Desert and were marked by her. By what miserable excuse could I, a humble pilgrim, not provide succor to a true believer? To one favored by the gods?”

“Or cursed,” Conan said.

“No, no, dear friend.” The merchant gestured to Conan’s scarred wrist. “Not cursed. Fated. For you have survived travails that fell other, equally virile men. The gods are fickle yet adamant in their games. Something else surely awaits you on this road.”

“So spake the crone.”

“A wise man heeds the words of a crone he meets in the desert.”
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