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THE fisherman loosened his knife in its scabbard. The
gesture was instinctive, for what he feared was nothing a
knife could slay, not even the saw-edged crescent blade of
the Yuetshi that could disembowel a man with an upward
stroke. Neither man nor beast threatened him in the solitude
which brooded over the castellated isle of Xapur.

He had climbed the cliffs, passed through the jungle that
bordered them, and now stood surrounded by evidences of
a vanished state. Broken columns glimmered among the
trees, the straggling lines of crumbling walls meandered off
into the shadows, and under his feet were broad paves,
cracked and bowed by roots growing beneath.

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

That he was where he was proved that he was less dully
incurious than most of his people. Men seldom visited
Xapur. It was uninhabited, all but forgotten, merely one
among the myriad isles which dotted the great inland sea.
Men called it Xapur, the Fortified, because of its ruins,
remnants of some prehistoric kingdom, lost and forgotten



before the conquering Hyborians had ridden southward.
None knew who reared those stones, though dim legends
lingered among the Yuetshi which half intelligibly suggested
a connection of immeasurable antiquity between the
fishermen and the unknown island kingdom.

But it had been a thousand years since any Yuetshi had
understood the import of these tales; they repeated them
now as a meaningless formula, a gibberish framed to their
lips by custom. No Yuetshi had come to Xapur for a century.
The adjacent coast of the mainland was uninhabited, a
reedy marsh given over to the grim beasts that haunted it.
The fisherman's village lay some distance to the south, on
the mainland. A storm had blown his frail fishing craft far
from his accustomed haunts and wrecked it in a night of
flaring lightning and roaring waters on the towering cliffs of
the isle. Now, in the dawn, the sky shone blue and clear; the
rising sun made jewels of the dripping leaves. He had
climbed the cliffs to which he had clung through the night
because, in the midst of the storm, he had seen an appalling
lance of lightning fork out of the black heavens, and the
concussion of its stroke, which had shaken the whole island,
had been accompanied by a cataclysmic crash that he
doubted could have resulted from a riven tree.

A dull curiosity had caused him to investigate; and now
he had found what he sought, and an animal-like uneasiness
possessed him, a sense of lurking peril.

Among the trees reared a broken dome-like structure,
built of gigantic blocks of the peculiar ironlike green stone
found only on the islands of Vilayet. It seemed incredible
that human hands could have shaped and placed them, and


