
HELLSGARDE

Jirel of Joiry drew rein at the edge of the hill and sat awhile in silence,
looking out and down. So this was Hellsgarde. She had seen it many times in
her mind's eye as she saw it now from the high hill in the yellow light of
sunset that turned every pool of the marshes to shining glass. The long
causeway to the castle stretched out narrowly between swamps and reeds up to
the gate of that grim and eery fortress set alone among the quicksands. This
same castle in the marshes, seen at evening from the high hilltop, had haunted
her dreams for many nights now.
"You'll find it by sunset only, my lady," Guy of Garlot had told her with a
sidelong grin marring his comely dark face. "Mists and wilderness ring it
round, and there's magic in the swamps about Hellsgarde. Magic-and worse, if
legends speak truth. You'll never come upon it save at evening."
Sitting her horse now on the hilltop, she remembered the grin in his black
eyes and cursed him in a whisper. There was such a silence over the whole
evening world that by instinct she dared not speak aloud. Dared not? It was no
normal silence. Bird-song did not break it, and
no leaves rustled. She huddled her shoulders together a little under the tunic
of link-mail she wore and prodded her horse forward down the hill.
Guy of Garlot-Guy of Garlot! The hoofbeats thumped out the refrain all the way
downhill. Black Guy with his thinly smiling lips and his slanted dark eyes and
his unnatural comeliness-unnatural because Guy, within, was ugly as sin
itself. It seemed no design of the good God that such sinfulness should wear
Guy's dark beauty for a fleshly garment.
The horse hesitated at the head of the causeway which stretched between the
marsh pools toward Hellsgarde. Jirel shook the reins impatiently and smiled a
one-sided smile downward at his twitching ears.
"I go as loath as you," she told him. "I go wincing under spurs too, my
pretty. But go I must, and you too." And she cursed Guy again in a lingering
whisper as the slow hoofbeats reverberated upon the stone arches of the
causeway.
Beyond it loomed Hellsgarde, tall and dark against the sunset. All around her
lay the yellow light of evening, above her in the sky, below her in the marshy
pools beneath which quicksands quivered. She wondered who last had ridden this
deserted causeway in the yellow glow of sunset, under what dreadful
compulsion.
For no one sought Hellsgarde for pleasure. It was Guy of Garlot's slanting
grin that drove Jirel across the marshes this evening-Guy and the knowledge
that a score of her best men-at-arms lay shivering tonight in his dripping
dungeons with no hope of life save the hope that she might buy their safety.
And no riches could tempt Black Guy, not even Jirel's smoothly curving beauty
and the promise of her full-lipped smile. And Garlot Castle, high on its rocky
mountain peak, was impregnable against even Jirel's masterfully planned
attacks. Only one thing could tempt the dark lord of Garlot, and that a thing
without a name.
"It lies in Hellsgarde, my lady," he had told her with that hateful smooth
civility which his sleek grin so belied. "And it is indeed Hell-guarded.
Andred of Hellsgarde died defending it two hundred years ago, and I have
coveted it
all my life. But I love living, my lady! I would not venture into Hellsgarde
for all the wealth in Christendom. If you want your men back alive, bring me
the treasure that Andred died to save."
"But what is it, coward?"
Guy had shrugged. "Who knows? Whence it came and what it was no man can say
now. You know the tale as well as I, my lady. He carried it in a leather
casket locked with an iron key. It must have been small-but very precious.
Precious enough to die for, in the end-as I do not propose to die, my lady!
You fetch it to me and buy twenty lives in the bargain."
She had sworn at him for a coward, but in the end she had gone. For after all,



she was Joiry. Her men were hers to bully and threaten and command, but they
were hers to die for too, if need be. She was afraid, but she remembered her
men in Garlot's dungeons with the rack and the boot awaiting them, and she
rode on.
The causeway was so long. Sunset had begun to tarnish a little in the bright
pools of the marsh, and she could look up at the castle now without being
blinded by the dazzle beyond. A mist had begun to rise in level layers from
the water, and the smell of it was not good in her nostrils.
Hellsgarde-Hellsgarde and Andred. She did not want to remember the hideous old
story, but she could not keep her mind off it this evening. Andred had been a
big, violent man, passionate and willful and very cruel. Men hated Mm, but
when the tale of his dying spread abroad even his enemies pitied Andred of
Hellsgarde.
For the rumor of his treasure had drawn at last besiegers whom he could not
overcome. Hellsgarde gate had fallen and the robber nobles who captured the
castle searched in vain for the precious casket which Andred guarded. Torture
could not loosen his lips, though they tried very terribly to make him speak.
He was a powerful man, stubborn and brave. He lived a long while under
torment, but he would not betray the hiding-place of his treasure.
They tore him limb from limb at last and cast his dismembered body into the
quicksands, and came away empty-handed. No one ever found Andred's treasure.
Since then for two hundred years Hellsgarde had lain empty. It was a dismal
place, full of mists and fevers from the marsh, and Andred did not lie easy in
the quicksands where his murderers had cast him. Dismembered and scattered
broadcast over the marshes, yet he would not lie quiet. He had treasured his
mysterious wealth with a love stronger than death itself, and legend said he
walked Hellsgarde as jealously in death as in life.
In the two hundred years searchers had gone fearfully to ransack the empty
halls of Hellsgarde for that casket- gone, and vanished. There was magic in
the marshes, and a man could come upon the castle only by sunset, and after
sunset Andred's violent ghost rose out of the quicksands to guard the thing he
died for. For generations now no one had been so foolhardy as to venture upon
the way Jirel rode tonight.
She was drawing near the gateway. There was a broad platform before it, just
beyond the place where Andred's draw-bridge had once barred the approach to
Hellsgarde. Long ago the gap in the causeway had been filled in with rubble by
searchers who would reach the castle on horseback, and Jirel had thought of
passing the night upon that platform under the gate arch, so that dawn might
find her ready to begin her search.
But-the mists between her and the castle had thickened, and her eyes might be
playing her false-but were not those the shapes of men drawn up in a double
row before the doorway of Hellsgarde? Hellsgarde, that had stood empty and
haunted these two hundred years? Blinking through the dazzle of sun on water
and the thickening of the mists, she rode on toward the gateway. She could
feel the horse trembling between her knees, and with every step she grew more
and more reluctant to go on. She set her teeth and forced him ahead
resolutely, swallowing her own terror.
They were the figures of men, two rows of them, waiting motionless before the
gate. But even through the mist and the sun-dazzle she could see that
something was wrong. They were so still-so unearthly still as they faced
her. And the horse was shying and trembling until she could scarcely force him
forward.
She was quite near before she saw what was wrong, though she knew that at
every forward step the obscure frightfulness about these guardsmen grew
greater. But she was almost upon them before she realized why. They were all
dead.
The captain at their front stood slumped down upon the great spear that
propped him on his feet, driven through his throat so that the point stood out
above his neck as he sagged there, his head dragging forward until his cheek
lay against the shaft which transfixed him.



And so stood all the rest, behind him in a double row, reeling drunkenly upon
the spears driven through throat or chest or shoulder to prop them on their
feet in the hideous semblance of life.
So the company of dead men kept guard before the gateway of Hellsgarde. It was
not unfitting-dead men guarding a dead castle in the barren deadlands of the
swamp.
Jirel sat her horse before them for a long moment in silence, feeling the
sweat gather on her forehead, clenching her hands on the pommel of the saddle.
So far as she knew, no other living person in decades had ridden the long
causeway to Hellsgarde; certainly no living man had dwelt in these haunted
towers in generations. Yet-here stood the dead men reeling against the spears
which had slain them but would not let them fall. Why?-how?-when? ...
Death was no new thing to Jirel. She had slain too many
men herself to fear it. But the ghastly unexpectedness of
this dead guard! It was one thing to steel oneself to enter
an empty ruin, quite another to face a double row of stand
ing dead men whose blood still ran in dark rivulets, wetly
across the stones at their feet. Still wet-they had died
today, then. Today while she struggled cursing through
the wilderness something had slain them here, something
had made a jest of death as it propped them on their dead
feet with their dead faces toward the causeway along which
she must come riding. Had that something expected her?
Could the dead Andred have known ?"
She caught herself with a little shudder and shrugged beneath the mail,
clenching her fingers on the pommel, swallowing hard. (Remember your
men-remember Guy of Garlot-remember that you are Joiry!) The memory of Guy's
comely face, bright with mockery, put steel into her and she snapped her chin
up with a murmured oath. These men were dead-they could not hinder her. . . .
Was that motion among the ghastly guard? Her heart leaped to her throat and
she gripped the saddle between nervous knees with a reflex action that made
the horse shudder. For one of the men in the row before her was slipping
silently toward the flagstones. Had the spear-butt slid on the bloody tiles?
Had a breeze dislodged his precarious balance? There was no breeze. But with a
curious little sigh from collapsing lungs he folded gently downward to his
knees, to his side, to a flattened proneness on the stones. And a dark stream
of blood trickled from his mouth to snake across the pavement as he lay there.
Jirel sat frozen. It was a nightmare. Only in nightmares could such things
happen. This unbearable silence in the dying sunset, no breeze, no motion, no
sound. Not even a ripple upon the mirroring waters lying so widely around her
below the causeway, light draining from their surfaces. Sky and water were
paling as if all life receded from about her, leaving only Jirel on her
trembling horse facing the dead men and the dead castle. She scarcely dared
move lest the thump of her mount's feet on the stones dislodge the balance of
another man. And she thought she could not bear to see motion again among
those motionless ranks. She could not bear it, and yet-and yet if something
did not break the spell soon the screams gathering in her throat would burst
past her lips and she knew she would never stop screaming.
A harsh scraping sounded beyond the dead guardsmen. Her heart squeezed itself
to a stop. And then the blood began to thunder through her veins and her heart
leaped and fell and leaped again in a frenzied pounding against the mail of
her tunic.
For beyond the men the great door of Hellsgarde was swinging open. She gripped
her knees against fee saddle
until her thighs ached, and her knuckles were bone-white upon the pommel. She
made no move toward the great sword at her side. What use is a sword against
dead men?
But it was no dead man who looked out under the arch of the doorway, stooped
beneath his purple tunic with the heartening glow of firelight from beyond
reddening his bowed shoulders. There was something odd about his pale, pinched



face upturned to hers across the double line of dead defenders between them.
After a moment she recognized what it was-he had the face of a hunchback, but
there was no deformity upon his shoulders. He stooped a little as if with
weariness, but he carried no hump. Yet it was the face of a cripple if she had
ever seen one. His back was straight, but could his soul be? Would the good
God have put the sign of deformity upon a human creature without cause? But he
was human-he was real. Jirel sighed from the bottom of her lungs.
"Good evening to you, my lady," said the hunchback (but he was not humped) in
the flat, ingratiating voice of a cripple.
"These-did not find it good," said Jirel shortly, gesturing. And the man
grinned.
"My master's jest," he said.
Jirel looked back to the rows of standing dead, her heart
quieting a little. Yes, a man might find a grim sort of
humor in setting such a guard before his door. If a living
man had done it, for an understanding reason, then the
terror of the unknown was gone. But the man
"Your master?" she echoed:
"My lord Alaric of Hellsgarde-you did not know?"
"Know what?" demanded Jirel flatly. She was beginning to dislike the fellow's
sidelong unctuousness.
"Why, that my lord's family has taken residence here after many generations
away."
"Sir Alaric is of Andred's kin?"
"He is."
Jirel shrugged mentally. It was God's blessing to feel the weight of terror
lift from her, but this would complicate matters. She had not known that
Andred left descendants, though it might well be so. And if they lived here,
then
be sure they would already have ransacked the castle from keep to dungeon for
that nameless treasure which Andred had died to save and had not yet forsaken,
were rumor true. Had they found it? There was only one way to learn that."
"I am nighted in the marshes," she said as courteously as she could manage.
"Will your master give me shelter until morning?"
The hunchback's eyes-(but he was no hunchback, she must stop thinking of him
so!)-his eyes slid very quickly, yet very comprehensively, from her tanned and
red-lipped face downward over the lifting curves of her under the molding
chain-mail, over her bare brown knees and slim, steel-greaved legs. There was
a deeper unctuousness in his voice as he said:
"My master will make you very welcome, lady. Ride in."
Jirel kicked her horse's flank and guided him, snorting and trembling, through
the gap in the ranks of dead men which the falling soldier had left. He was a
battle-charger, he was used to dead men; yet he shuddered as he minced through
these lines.
The courtyard within was warm with the light of the great fire in its center.
Around it a cluster of loutish men in leather jerkins looked up as she passed.
"Wat, Piers-up, men!" snapped the man with the hunchback's face. "Take my
lady's horse."
Jirel hesitated a moment before she swung from the saddle, her eyes dubious
upon the faces around her. She thought she had never seen such brutish men
before, and she wondered at the lord who dared employ them. Her own followers
were tough enough, reckless, hard fellows without fear or scruple. But at
least they were men. These louts around the fire seemed scarcely more than
beasts; let greed or anger stir them and no man alive could control their
wildness. She wondered with what threats of punishment the lord Alaric held
sway here, what sort of man he must be to draw his guard from the very dregs
of humanity.
The two who took her horse stared at her under shaggy beetle-brows. She
flashed them a poison glance as she
turned to follow the purple cloak of her guide. Her eyes were busy. Hellsgarde



had been a strong fortress in Andred's day; under Alaric it was well manned,
but she thought she sensed a queer, hovering sullenness in the very air as she
followed her guide across the courtyard, down a passageway, under an arch into
the great hall.
The shadows of two hundred haunted years hovered under the lofty roof-beams.
It was cold here, damp with the breath of the swamps outside, dark with two
centuries of ugly legend and the terrible tradition of murder. But Alaric
before the fire in his scarlet tunic seemed pleasantly at home. The great
blaze. roaring up the chimney from six-foot logs drove back the chill and the
dark and the damp a little in a semicircle about the fireplace, and in that
semicircle a little company of brightly clad people sat silent, watching Jirel
and her guide cross the echoing flags of the great hall toward them.
It was a pleasant scene, warm and firelit and bright with color, but even at a
distance, something was wrong- something in the posture of the people
crouching before the blaze, something in their faces. Jirel knew a moment of
wild wonder if all this were real. Did she really walk a haunted ruin empty
two hundred years? Were the people flesh and blood, or only the bright shadows
of her own imagination that had so desperately longed for companionship in the
haunted marsh?
But no, there was nothing illusive about Alaric in his high-backed chair, his
face a pale oval watching her progress. A humped dwarf leaned above his
shoulder, fingers suspended over his lute-strings as he stared. On cushions
and low benches by the fire a handful of women and girls, two young boys in
bright blue, a pair of greyhounds with the firelight scarlet in their
eyes-these made up the rest of the company.
Jirel's narrow yellow gaze summed them up as she crossed the hall. Striding
smoothly in her thigh-length hauberk, she knew she was a figure on which a
man's eyes must linger. Her supple height, the pleasant smooth curves of her
under mail, the long, shapely legs bare beneath the linked metal of her
hauberk, the swinging of the long sword
whose weight upon its belt pulled in her waist to tigerish slimness-Alaric's
eyes missed nothing of all these. Deliberately she tossed the dark cloak back
over her shoulders, letting the firelight take the sleek mailed curves of her
in a bright glimmer, flash from the shining greaves that clasped her calves.
It was not her way to postpone the inevitable. Let Alaric learn in his first
long stare how splendid a creature was Joiry's lady. And as for those women at
his feet-well, let them know too.
She swaggered to a halt before Alaric, resting a hand on her sword-hilt,
tossing back the cloak that had swirled about her as she swung to a stop. His
face, half in the shadow of the chair, tilted up to her leanly. Here was no
burly brute of a man such as she had half expected on the evidence of the
men-at-arms he kept. He was of middle years, his face deeply grooved with
living, his nose a hawk-beak, his mouth a sword-gash.
And there was something oddly wrong with his features, a queer cast upon them
that made him seem akin to the purple-clad courtier hovering at Jirel's elbow,
to the grinning jester who peered across the chair-back. With a little twist
of the heart she saw what it was. There was no physical likeness between
master and men in any feature, but the shadow of deformity lay upon all three
faces, though only the hunchback wore it honestly. Looking at those faces, one
would have sworn that each of the trio went limping through life under the
burden of a crooked spine. Perhaps, Jirel thought involuntarily, with a small
shudder, the master and the courtier as well as the fool did indeed carry a
burden, and if they did she thought she would prefer the jester's to theirs.
His at least was honest and of the flesh. But theirs must be of the spirit,
for surely, she thought again, God in His wisdom does not for nothing mark a
whole and healthy man with a cripple's face. It was a deformity of the soul
that looked out of the eyes meeting hers.
And because the thought frightened her she swung her shoulders until the cape
swirled wide, and flashed her white teeth hi a smile more boldly reckless than
the girl behind it felt.



"You must not crave the company of strangers, sir- you keep a discouraging
guard before your gate!"
Alaric did not smile. "Honest travelers are welcome here," he said very
smoothly. "But the next robbers who ride our causeway will think twice before
they storm the gates. We have no gallows here where thieves may swing in
chains, but I think the guard before my castle will be warning enough to the
next raiders who come."
"A grisly sort of warning," said Jirel. And then, with belated courtesy, "I am
Jirel of Joiry. I missed my way in the marsh tonight-I shall be grateful for
your hospitality."
"And we for your presence, Lady Jirel."
Alaric's voice was oily, but his eyes raked her openly. She felt other eyes
upon her back too, and her red hair stiffened a little at the roots with a
prickling uneasiness. "We keep a small court here at Hellsgarde," went on
Alaric's voice. "Damara, Ettard, Isoud, Morgaine-all of you, make our guest
welcome!"
Jirel swung round with a swirl of her long cloak to face the women, wondering
at the subtle slight to their dignity, for Alaric made no effort to introduce
them separately.
She thought they crouched a little on their low seats by the fire, looking up
with the queer effect of women peering fearfully from under lowered brows,
though she could not have said why they seemed so, for they met her eyes
squarely. And upon these faces too lay that strange shadow of deformity, not
so definitely as upon the men's, but visible in the firelight. All of them
were thin creatures with big eyes showing a rather shocking space of whiteness
around the staring irises. Their cheek-bones were sharp in the firelight, so
that shadows stood hollowly beneath.
The woman who had risen when Alaric said "Damara" was as tall as Jirel,
strongly made under her close green gown, but her face too had that queer
hollow look and her eyes stared too whitely under wide-open lids. She said in
a tight voice:
"Sit down by the fire and warm yourself, lady. We dine in a few minutes."
Jirel sank to the low cushioned stool she dragged forward, one leg doubled
under her for instant rising, her
sword-hilt and sword-hand free. There was something wrong here. She could feel
it in the air.
The two dogs growled a little and shifted away from her on the floor, and even
that was-wrong. Dogs had fawned on her always-until now. And the firelight was
so red in their eyes....
Looking away uneasily from those unnaturally red eyes, she saw the boys'
features clearly for the first time, and her heart contracted a little. For
naked evil was upon these two young faces. The others wore their shadow of
deformity elusively, a thing more sensed than seen. It might be only a trick
of her legend-fed imagination that put evil there. But the two young lads had
the faces of devils, long faces with high cheekbones and slitted, lusterless
eyes. Jirel shuddered a little inwardly. What sort of company had she stumbled
into, where the very children and dogs wore evil like a garment?
She drew a deep breath and glanced around the circle of still faces that
watched her wordlessly, with an intentness like that of-beasts of prey? Her
pride rebelled at that. Joiry was ever the predator, not the prey! She squared
her cleft chin and said with determined casualness:
"You have dwelt here long?"
She could have sworn a look went round the semicircle before the fire, a
swift, amused glance from face to face as if they shared a secret. Yet not an
eye wavered from hers. Only the two boys leaned together a little, and the
look of evil brightened upon their wicked young faces. Alaric answered after
the briefest possible pause:
"Not long. Nor will we stay long-now." There was a subtle menace in it, though
Jirel could not have said why. And again that feeling of knowledge shared ran
like a strong current around the circle, a little quiver as if a dreadful



amusement were almost stirring in the air. But not a face changed or turned.
The eyes were still eager-almost avid-upon the bright, strong face of Jirel
with the firelight warming her golden tan and touching her red curls to flame
and trembling upon the soft curve of her under-lip. For all the bright clothes
of the company around her, she had the sudden feeling that dark robes and dark
eyes
and dark faces hemmed her in-like shadows around a fire.
The conversation had come to a full stop; the eyes never wavered from her. She
could not fathom this strange interest, for it was queer Alaric had not asked
anything at all about her coming. A woman alone in this wilderness at night
was sufficiently unusual to arouse interest, yet no one seemed concerned to
ask how she had come there. Why, then, this concerted and deep interest in the
sight of her?
To conquer the little tremor she could not quite ignore she said boldly:
"Hellsgarde of the Marshes has an ugly reputation, my lord. I wonder you dare
dwell here-or do you know the old tale?"
Unmistakably this time that quiver of amusement flashed around the circle,
though not an eye left hers. Alaric's voice was dry as he answered:
"Yes-yes, we know the tale. We are-not afraid."
And suddenly Jirel was quite sure of a strange thing. Something in his voice
and his words told her very surely that they had not come in spite of the
terrible old legend, but because of it.
No normal people would deliberately seek out a haunted and blood-stained ruin
for a dwelling-place, yet there could be no mistaking the implication in
Alaric's voice, in the unspoken mirth at her words that ran like a whisper
around the circle. She remembered those dead men at the door. What normal
person could make a joke so grisly? No, no-this company was as definitely
abnormal as a company of dwarfs or monsters. One could not sit with them long
even in silence without sensing that. The look of abnormality upon their faces
did not lie-it was a sure sign of a deformity of the soul.
The conversation had stopped again. To break the nerve-racking silence Jirel
said:
"We hear many strange tales of Hellsgarde"-and knew she was talking too much,
but could not stop-anything was better than that staring silence-"tales of
treasure and
-and-is it true that one can come upon Hellsgarde Castle only in the sunset-as
I did?"
Alaric paused deliberately for a moment before he answered with as deliberate
evasiveness, "There are stranger tales than that of Hellsgarde-and who can say
how much of truth is in them? Treasure? There may well be treasure here. Many
have come seeking it-and remained, for ever."
Jirel remembered the dead men at the door, and she shot Alaric a yellow glare
that would have clanged like the meeting of blades with his stare-had he met
it. He was looking up into the shadows of the ceiling, and he was smiling a
little. Did he suspect her errand? He had asked no questions. . . . Jirel
remembered Guy of Garlot's smile as he sent her on this quest, and a murderous
wonder began to take shape in her mind. If Guy had known-if he had
deliberately sent her into this peril-she let herself sink for a moment into a
luxury of pitcuring that comely smile smashed in by the handle of her sword. .
, .
They were watching her. She came back with a jerk and said at random:
"How cold the marshes are after sunset!" And she shivered a little, not until
that moment realizing the chill of the great hall.
"We find it-pleasant," murmured Alaric, watching her.
The others were watching too, and again she sensed that ripple of subtle
amusement running around the circle that closed her out of a secret shared.
They were here for a purpose. She knew it suddenly: a strange, unfathomable
purpose that bound them together with almost one mind, so that thoughts seemed
to flow soundlessly from brain to brain; a purpose that included her now, and
in no pleasant way. Danger was in the air, and she alone here by night in the



deserted marshes, among these queer, abnormal people who watched her with an
avid and unwavering eagerness. Well, she had been in peril before, and hewed
her way out again.
A slovenly wench in a ragged smock tiptoed clumsily out of the shadows to
murmur in Damara's ear, and Jirel felt with conscious relief the removal of at
least one pair of staring eyes as the woman turned to nod. Jirel's gaze
was scornful on the girl. A queer household they kept here -the bestial
retainers, the sluttish wench in her soiled gown.
Not even Joiry's kitchen maids went so slovenly clad.
Damara turned back to the fire. "Shall we dine now?" she asked.
Every face around the fire brightened magically, and Jirel was conscious of a
little loosening of the tension in her own mind. The very fact that the
thought of food pleased them made the whole group seem more normal. And
yet-she saw it hi a moment-this was not even a normal eagerness. There was
something a little horrid about the gleam in every eye, the avid hunger on
every face. For a little while the thought of food supplanted herself in their
interest, and that terrible battery of watchfulness forsook her. It was hike
an actual weight lifted. She breathed deeper.
Frowsy kitchen scullions and a pair of unwashed girls were carrying in the
planks and trestles for the table, setting it up by the fire.
"We dine alone," Alaric was explaining as the group around the fire reshifted
itself to make way. It seemed a witless sort of fastidiousness to Jirel,
particularly since they let themselves be served by such shamefully unkempt
lackeys. Other households dined all together, from lord to stable hands, at
the long T-shaped tables where the salt divided noblesse from peasantry. But
perhaps Alaric dared not allow those beast-wild men of his even that
familiarity. And she was conscious of a tiny disappointment that the company
of these staring, strange-faced people was not to be leavened even by the
brutish earthiness of their retainers. The men-at-arms seemed scarcely human,
but at least it was a normal, open sort of brutality, something she could
understand.
When the table was ready Alaric seated her at his right hand, beside the two
evil-faced youngsters who sat preternaturally quiet. Young lads of that age
were scufflers and squirmers at table in the company she knew. It was another
count of eeriness against them that they scarcely moved save to reach for
food.
Who were they? she wondered. Alaric's sons? Pages or squires from some noble
family? She glanced around the table in deepening bewilderment, looking for
signs of kinship on the shadowed faces, finding nothing but that twist of
deformity to link the company together. Alaric had made no attempt to
introduce any of them, and she could not guess what relationship bound them
all together in this close, unspoken communion. She met the eyes of the dwarf
at Alaric's elbow and looked quickly away again, angry at his little
comprehending grin. He had been watching her.
There was no conversation after the meat was brought in. The whole company
fell upon it with such a starved eagerness that one might think they had not
dined in weeks before now. And not even their food tasted right or normal.
It looked well enough, but there was a subtle seasoning about it that made
Jirel gag and lay down her knife after the first taste-a flavor almost of
decay, and a sort of burning bitterness she could not put a name to, that
lingered on the tongue long after the food itself was swallowed. Everything
stank of it, the roast, the bread, the few vegetables, even the bitter wine.
After a brave effort, for she was hungry, Jirel gave up and made not even the
pretense of eating. She sat with her arms folded on the table edge, right hand
hanging near her sword, watching the ravenous company devour their tainted
food. It was no wonder, she realized suddenly, that they ate alone. Surely not
even the dull palates of their retainers could accept this revoltingly
seasoned meat.
Alaric sat back at last in his high-backed chair, wiping his dagger on a
morsel of bread.



"You do not hunger, Lady Jirel?" he asked, tilting a brow at her still-heaped
trencher. She could not help her little grimace as she glanced down.
"Not now," she said, with wry humor.
Alaric did not smile. He leaned forward to pick up upon his dagger the thick
slab of roast before her, and tossed it to the hearth. The two greyhounds
streaked from beneath the table to growl over it hungrily, and Alaric
glanced obliquely at Jirel, with a hint of a one-sided smile, as he wiped the
knife again and sheathed it.
If he meant her to understand that the dogs were included in this queer closed
circle of his, she caught it. Obviously there had been a message in that act
and smile.
When the table had been cleared away and the last glimmer of sunset had faded
from the high, narrow slits of the windows, a sullen fellow in frieze went
around the hall with a long pole-torch, lighting the cressets.
"Have you visited Hellsgarde before, my lady?" inquired Alaric. And as Jirel
shook her head, "Let me show you the hall then, and my forefathers' arms and
shields, Who knows?-you may find quarterings of your own among our
escutcheons."
Jirel shuddered at the thought of discovering even a remote kinship with
Hellsgarde's dwellers, but she laid her hand reluctantly on the arm he offered
and let him lead her away from the fire out under the echoing vaults of the
hall where cressets brought the shadows to life.
The hall was as Andred's murderers must have left it two centuries ago. What
shields and armor had not fallen from the walls were thick with rust in the
damp air of the marshes, and the tatters of pennons and tapestries had long
ago taken on a uniform color of decay. But Alaric seemed to savor the damp and
.the desolation as a normal man might savor luxury. Slowly he led her around
the hall, and she could feel the eyes of the company, who had resumed their
seats by the fire, follow her all the way with one unwinking stare.
The dwarf had taken up his lute again and struck occasional chords in the
echoing silence of the hall, but except for that there was no sound but the
fall of their feet on the rushless flagstones and the murmur of Alaric's voice
pointing out the vanished glories of Hellsgarde Castle.
They paused at the side of the big room farthest from the fire, and Alaric
said in an unctuous voice, his eyes seeking Jirel's with curious insistence:
"Here on this spot where we stand, lady, died Andred of Hellsgarde two hundred
years ago."
Jirel looked down involuntarily. Her feet were planted
on the great blotch of a spreading stain that had the rough outline of a beast
with questing head and paws out-sprawled. It was a broad stain, black and
splattered upon the stone. Andred must have been a big man. He had bled
terribly on that day two centuries past.
Jirel felt her host's eyes on her face full of a queer anticipation, and she
caught her breath a little to speak, but before she could utter a sound, quite
suddenly there was a riot of wind all about them, shrieking out of nowhere in
a whirlwind gust that came ravening with such fury that the cressets went out
all together in one breath and darkness like a blow fell upon the hall.
In the instant of that blackness, while the whole great hall was black and
vocal and bewildering with storm-wind, as if he had been waiting avidly for
this moment all evening a man's arm seized Jirel in a grip like death and a
mouth came down upon hers in a more savagely violent and intimate kiss than
she had ever known before. It all burst upon her so quickly that her
impressions confused and ran together into one gust of terrible anger against
Alaric as she struggled helplessly against that iron arm and ravenous mouth,
while the storm-wind shrieked in the darkness. She was conscious of nothing
but the arm, the mouth, the insolent hand. She was not pressed against a man's
body, but the strength of the arm was like steel about her.
And in the same moment of the seizure the arm was dragging her violently
across the floor with irresistible force, never slackening its crushing grip,
the kiss in all its revolting intimacy still ravaging her muted mouth. It was



as if the kiss, the crush of the arm, the violence of the hand, the howl of
the wind and the drag across the room were all but manifestations of a single
vortex of violence.
It could not have lasted more than seconds. She had an impression of big,
square, wide-spaced teeth against her lips and the queer violence behind them
manifest not primarily in the savageness of the kiss or the embrace, or the
wild drag across the room, but more as if all these were mere incidents to a
burning vehemence behind them that beat like heat all around her.
Choking with impotent fury, she tried to struggle, tried
to scream. But there was no chest to push for leverage and no body to arch
away from, and she could not resist. She could only make dumb animal sounds in
her throat, sealed in behind the storming violation of that mouth.
She had scarcely time to think, it happened so quickly. She was too stunned by
the violence and suddenness of the attack even to wonder at the absence of
anything but the mouth, the arm, the hand. But she did have the distinct
impression of walls closing in around her, as if she were being dragged out of
the great open hall into a narrow closet. It was somehow as if that violence
beating all about her were confined and made more violent by the presence of
close walls very near.
It was all over so quickly that even as that feeling of closing walls dawned
upon her she heard the little amazed cries of the others as the cressets were
blown out all together. It was as if time had moved faster for her than for
them. In another instant someone must have thrown brush on the fire, for the
great blaze in the cavern of the chimney roared up with a gush of light and
sound, for a moment beating back the darkness in the hall.
And Jirel was staggering alone in the center of the big room. No one was near
her, though she could have sworn upon the cross-hilt of her sword that a split
second before the heavy mouth had crushed her muted lips. It was gone now as
if it had never been. Walls did not enclose her; there was no wind, there was
no sound in the great hall.
Alaric stood over the black blotch of Andred's blood at the other side of the
hall. She thought she must have known subconsciously after the first moment
that it was not he whose lips ravaged her bruised mouth. That flaming
vehemence was not in him. No, though he had been the only man near her when
the dark closed down, he was not the man whose outrageous kiss still throbbed
on her mouth.
She lifted an unsteady hand to those bruised lips and stared around her
wildly, gasping for lost breath, half sobbing with fury.
The others were still around the fire, half the width of the room away. And as
the light from the replenished
blaze leaped up, she saw the blankness of their momentary surprise vanish
before one leaping flame of avid hope that for an instant lit every face
alike. With long running strides Alaric reached her side. In her dazed
confusion she felt his hands on her arms shaking her eagerly, heard him
gabbling in a tongue she did not know:
"G'hasta-est? Tai g'hasta? Tai g'hasta?"
Angrily, she shook him off as the others closed round her in an eagerly
excited group, babbling all together, "G'hasta tai? Est g'hasta?"
Alaric recovered his poise first. In a voice shaking with the first emotion
she had heard from him he demanded with almost desperate eagerness.
"What was it? What happened? Was it-was it ?"
But he seemed scarcely to dare name the thing his whole soul longed for,
though the tremble of hope was in his voice.
Jirel caught herself on the verge of answering. Deliberately she paused to
fight down the dizzy weakness that still swam in her brain, drooping her lids
to hide the calculation that came up like a flame behind her yellow eyes. For
the first time she had a leverage over these mysterious people. She knew
something they frantically desired to know, and she must make full use of the
knowledge she scarcely knew she had.
"H-happened?" The stammer was not entirely feigned. "There was a-a wind, and



darkness-I don't know-it was all over so quickly." And she glanced up into the
gloom with not wholly assumed terror. Whatever that thing had been-it was no
human agency. She could have sworn that the instant before the light flared
up, walls were closing around her as tightly as a tomb's walls; yet they had
vanished more lightly than mist in the glow of the fire. But that mouth upon
hers, those big, squarely spaced teeth against her lips, the crush of the
brutal arm-nothing could have been more tangible. Yet there had been only the
arm, the mouth, the hand. No body. . . . With a sudden shudder that made the
goose-flesh ripple along her limbs she remembered that Andred had been dismem-
bered before they flung him into the quicksands. . . . Andred. ...
She did not know she had said it aloud, but Alaric pounced like a cat on the
one word that left her lips.
"Andred? Was it Andred?"
Jirel recovered herself with a real effort, clenching her teeth to stop their
chattering.
"Andred? He died two hundred years ago!"
"He will never die until " One of the young boys
with the evil faces said that much before Alaric whirled on him angrily, yet
with curious deference.
"Silence! Wait! . . . Lady Jirel, you asked me if the legends of Hellsgarde
are true. Now I tell you that the tale of Andred is. We believe he still walks
the halls where his
treasure lies hid, and we-we " He hesitated, and Jirel
saw a strong look of calculation dawn upon his face. He went on smoothly, "We
believe there is but one way to find that treasure. Only the ghost of Andred
can lead us there. And Andred's ghost has been-elusive, until now."
She could have sworn that he had not meant to say just that when he began to
speak. She was surer of it when she saw the little flicker of communication
ripple around the circle of faces closing her in. Amusement at a subtle jest
in which she did not share ... it was on every face around her, the
hollow-cheeked women's white-rimmed staring eyes brightened, the men's faces
twitched a little with concealed mirth. Suddenly she felt smothered by
abnormality and mystery and that subtle, perilous amusement without reason.
She was more shaken by her terrifying experience than she would have cared to
admit. She had little need to feign weakness as she turned away from them
toward the fire, eager to escape their terrible company even though it meant
solitude in this haunted dark. She said:
"Let me-rest by the fire. Perhaps it-it-he won't return."
"But he must return!" She thought that nearly every voice around her spoke
simultaneously, and eager agreement was bright upon every face. Even the two
dogs had thrust themselves forward among the legs of the little
crowd around Jirel, and their shadowed eyes, still faintly aglow as if with
borrowed firelight, followed the conversation from face to face as if they too
understood. Their gaze turned redly up to Alaric now as he said:
"For many nights we have waited in vain for the force that was Andred to make
itself known to us. Not until you come does he create that vortex which-which
is necessary if we are to find the treasure." Again, at that word, Jirel
thought she felt a little current of amusement ripple from listener to
listener. Alaric went on in his smooth voice, "We are fortunate to find one
who has the gift of summoning Andred's spirit to Hellsgarde. I think there
must be in you a kindred fierceness which Andred senses and seeks. We must
call him out of the dark again-and we must use your power to do it."
Jirel stared around her incredulously. "You would call -that-up again?"
Eyes gleamed at her with a glow that was not of the firelight. "We would
indeed," murmured the evil-faced boy at her elbow. "And we will not wait much
longer.. .."
"But-God's Mercy!" said Jirel, "-are all the legends wrong? They say Andred's
spirit swoops down with sudden death on all who trespass in Hellsgarde. Why do
you talk as if only I could evoke it? Do you want to die so terribly? I do
not! I won't endure that again if you kill me for it. I'll have no more of



Andred's kisses!"
There was a pulse of silence around the circle for a moment. Eyes met and
looked away again. Then Alaric said:
"Andred resents only outsiders in Hellsgarde, not his own kinsmen and their
retainers. Moreover, those legends you speak of are old ones, telling tales of
long-ago trespassers in this castle.
"With the passage of years the spirits of the violent
dead draw farther and farther away from their death-
scenes. Andred is long dead, and he revisits Hellsgarde
Castle less often and less vindictively as the years go by.
We have striven a long while to draw him back-but you
alone succeeded. No, lady, you must endure Andred's violence once again, or
"
"Or what?" demanded Jirel coldly, dropping her hand to her sword.
"There is no alternative." Alaric's voice was inflexible. "We are many to your
one. We will hold you here until Andred comes again."
Jirel laughed. "You think Joiry's men will let her vanish
without a trace? You'll have such a storming about Hellsgarde walls as "
"I think not, lady. What soldiers will dare follow when
a braver one than any of them was vanished in Hellsgarde? No, Joiry, your men
will not seek you here.
You "
Jirel's sword flamed in the firelight as she sprang backward, dragging it
clear. The blade flashed once-and then arms like iron pinioned her from
behind. For a dreadful moment she thought they were Andred's, and her heart
turned over. But Alaric smiled, and she knew. It was the dwarf who had slipped
behind her at an unspoken message from his master, and if his back was weak
his arms were not. He had a bear's grip upon her and she could not wrench
herself free.
Struggling, sobbing curses, kicking hard with her steel-spurred heels, she
could not break his hold. There was a murmurous babble all around her of that
strange, haunting tongue again, "L'vraista! Tai g'hasta vrai! El vraist' tai
lau!" And the two devil-faced boys dived for her ankles. They clung like
ghoulishly grinning apes, pinning her feet to the floor. And Alaric stepped
forward to wrench the sword from her hand. He murmured something in their
queer speech, and the crowd scattered purposefully.
Fighting hard, Jirel was scarcely aware of their intention before it was
accomplished. But she heard the sudden splash of water on blazing logs and the
tremendous hissing of steam as the fire went out and darkness fell like a
blanket upon the shadowy hall. The crowd had melted away from her into the
dark, and now the grip on her ankles suddenly ceased and the great arms that
held her so hard heaved in a mighty swing.
Choking with fury, she reeled into the darkness. There was nothing to stop
her, and those mighty arms had
thrown her hard. She fell and slid helplessly across bare flagstones in black
dark, her greaves and empty scabbard clanging upon stone. When she came to a
halt, bruised and scratched and breathless, it was a moment before she could
collect her senses enough to scramble up, too stunned even for curses.
"Stay where you are, Jirel of Joiry," Alaric's voice said calmly out of the
blackness. "You cannot escape this hall -we guard every exit with drawn
swords. Stand still-• and wait."
Jirel got her breath and launched into a blasphemous survey of his ancestry
and possible progeny with such vehemence that the dark for several minutes
throbbed with her fury. Then she recalled Alaric's suggestion that violence in
herself might attract a kindred violence in that strange force called Andred,
and she ceased so abruptly that the silence was like a blow' upon the ears.
It was a silence full of tense waiting. She could almost feel the patience and
the anticipation that beat out upon her from the circle of invisible jailers,
and at the thought of what they awaited her blood ran chilly. She looked up
blindly into the darkness overhead, certain for a long and dreadful moment



that the familiar blast of storm-wind was gathering there to churn the night
into chaos out of which Andred's arm would reach....
After a while she said in a voice that sounded unexpectedly small in the
darkness:
"Y-you might throw me a pillow. I'm tired of standing and this floor's cold."
To her surprise footsteps moved softly and quite surely across stone, and
after a moment a pillow hurtled out of the darkness to thump softly at her
feet. Jirel sank upon it thankfully, only to stiffen an instant later and
glare about her in the dark, the hair prickling on her neck. So-they could see
in the darkness! There had been too much certainty in those footsteps and the
accurate toss of the pillow to doubt it. She huddled her shoulders together a
little and tried not to think.
The darkness was enormous above her. Age upon age went by, with no sound
except her own soft breathing to
break that quiet pulsing with waiting and anticipation. Her terror grew.
Suppose that dreadful storm-wind should come whooping through the hall again;
suppose the bodiless arm should seize her and the mouth come ravening down
upon her lips once more. . . . Coldness crept down her spine.
Yes, and suppose it did come again. What use, for her? These slinking
abnormalities who were her jailers would never share the treasure with her
which they were so avid to find-so avid that they dared evoke this terror by
night and brave a death which legend whispered fearfully of, simply that they
might possess it. It-did they know, then, what lay in Andred's terribly
guarded box? What conceivable thing could be so precious that men would dare
this to have it?
And what hope at all for her? If the monstrous thing called Andred did not
come tonight-then he would come again some other night, sooner or later, and
all nights would find her isolated here as bait for the monster that haunted
Hellsgarde. She had boasted without hope when she said her men would follow.
They were brave men and they loved her-but they loved living more. No, there
was not a man in Joiry who would dare follow where she had failed. She
remembered Guy of Garlot's face, and let violence come flooding up in her for
a moment. That handsome coward, goading her into this that he might possess
the nameless thing he coveted. . . . Well, she would ruin his comely face for
him with the cross-hilt of her sword- if she lived. If she lived! She was
forgetting. . . .
Slowly the stars wheeled by the arrow-slit windows high up in the darkness of
the walls. Jirel sat hugging her knees and watching them. The darkness sighed
above her with vagrant drafts, any one of which might be Andred roaring down
out of the night....
Well, her captors had made one mistake. How much it might avail her she did
not know, but they thought they had disarmed her, and Jirel hugged her
greave-sheathed legs in the darkness and smiled a wicked smile, knowing they
had not.
It must have been after midnight, and Jirel dozing un-
easily with her head on her knees, when a long sigh from the darkness made her
start awake. Alaric's voice, heavy with weariness and disappointment, spoke in
his nameless language. It occurred to Jirel to wonder briefly that though this
seemed to be their mother tongue (for they spoke it under stress and among
themselves), yet their speech with her had no taint of accent. It was
strange-but she was beyond wondering long about the monstrous folk among whom
she had fallen.
Footsteps approached her, walking unerringly. Jirel shook herself awake and
stood up, stretching cramped limbs. Hands seized her arms from both sides-at
the first grasp, with no groping, though even her dark-accustomed eyes could
see nothing. No one bothered to translate Alaric's speech to her, but she
realized that they had given up their vigil for the night. She was too drugged
with sleep to care. Even her terror had dulled as the endless night hours
dragged by. She stumbled along between her captors, making no effort to
resist. This was not the time to betray her hidden weapon, not to these people



who walked the dark like cats. She would wait until the odds were evener.
No one troubled to strike a light. They went swiftly and unhesitatingly
through the blackness, and when stairs rose unexpectedly underfoot Jirel was
the only one who stumbled. Up steps, along a cold and echoing hall-and then a
sudden thrust that sent her staggering. A stone wall caught her and a door
slammed at her back. She whirled, a hot Norman oath smoking on her lips, and
knew that she was alone.
Groping, she made out the narrow confines of her prison. There was a cot, a
jug of water, a rough door through whose chinks light began to glimmer even as
she ran questing hands across its surface. Voices spoke briefly outside, and
in a moment she understood. Alaric had summoned one of his apish men to watch
her while he and his people slept. She knew it must be a man-at-arms and not
one of Alaric's company, for the fellow had brought a lantern with him. She
wondered if the guardsmen knew how unerringly their masters walked the
darkness-or if
they cared. But it no longer seemed strange to her that Alaric dared employ
such brutish men. She knew well enough now with what ease he could control
them-he and his night-sight and his terrible fearlessness.
Silence fell outside. Jirel smiled a thin smile and leaned into the nearest
corner, drawing up one knee. The long, thin-bladed knife she carried between
greave and leg slid noiselessly from its sheath. She waited with feline
patience, her eyes upon the lighted chinks between the door's planks.
It seemed a long while before the guard ceased his muffled pacing, yawned
loudly, tested the bar that fastened the door from without. Jirel's thin smile
widened. The man grunted and-she had prayed he would-settled down at last on
the floor with his back against the panels of her door. She knew he meant to
sleep awhile in the certainty that the door could not be opened without waking
him. She had caught her own guards at that trick too often not to expect it
now.
Still she waited. Presently the even breath of slumber reached her ears, and
she licked her lips and murmured, "Gentle Jesu, let him not wear mail!" and
leaned to the door. Her knife was thin enough to slide easily between the
panels. ... He was not wearing mail-and the blade was razor-keen. He must
scarcely have felt it, or known when he died. She felt the knife grate against
bone and gave it an expert twist to clear the rib it had grazed, and heard the
man give a sudden, startled grunt in his sleep, and then a long sigh. ... He
must never have awakened. In a moment blood began to gush through the panels
of the door in heavy spurts, and Jirel smiled and withdrew her knife.
It was simple enough to lift the bar with that narrow blade. The difficulty
was in opening the door against the dead weight of the man outside, but she
accomplished that too, without too much noise-and then the lantern sat waiting
for her and the hall was long and empty in the half-dark. She could see the
arch of the stairway and knew the way she had come. And she did not hesitate
on the way down. She had thought it all out carefully in the darkness of the
hall downstairs while she crouched on the
cushion and waited for Andred's ravenous storm-blast to Come shrieking down
above her bent shoulders.
There was no way out. She knew that. Other castles had posterns and windows
from which a fugitive might escape, but quicksands surrounded Hellsgarde and
the only path to freedom lay along the causeway where Alaric's guard would be
watching tonight. And only in minstrels' romances does a lone adventurer
escape through a guarded courtyard and a guarded gate.
And too-she had come here for a purpose. It was her duty to find that small
treasured box which alone would buy the twenty lives depending on her. She
would do that, or die. And perhaps, after all, it was fortunate that the
castle had not been empty when she came. Without Alaric, it might never have
occurred to her to dare the power of Andred's ghost in order to reach her
goal. She realized now that it might well be the only way she would ever
succeed. Too many searchers in the past had ransacked Hellsgarde Castle to
leave her much hope unless great luck attended her. But Alaric had said it:



there was a way-a terrible and deadly perilous way, but the only hope.
And after all, what chance did she have? To sit supinely waiting, a helpless
decoy, until the night when Andred's power swooped down to claim her again-or
to seek him out deliberately and challenge him to the duel. The end would be
the same-she must suffer his presence again, either way. But tonight there was
a bare chance for her to escape with the treasure-casket, or at least to find
it alone and if she lived to hide it and bargain with Alaric for freedom.
It was a forlorn and futile hope, she knew well. But it was not in her to sit
waiting for death, and this way there was at least a bare hope for success.
She gripped her bloody knife in one hand and her lantern in the other and went
on down the stairs, cat-footed and quick.
Her little circle of light moving with her across the cold flags was so
tenuous a defense against the dark. One gust of Andred's storm-wind would puff
it out and the darkness would smash in upon her like a blow. And there were
other ghosts here than Andred's--small, cold things
in the dark just beyond her lantern light. She could feel their presence as
she picked her way across the great hall, past the quenched logs of the
fireplace, past the crumbling ruins of armor and tapestry, toward the one spot
where she thought she might be surest of summoning up the dreadful thing she
sought.
It was not easy to find. She ranged back and forth for many minutes with her
little circle of light before a corner of that great black splotch she hunted
moved into the light; beast-shaped, dark as murder itself upon the flagstones
Andred's life-blood spilled two hundred years ago.
Here once before that ravening ghost had taken her; here if anywhere, surely
he would come again. She had her underlip firmly between her teeth as she
stepped upon that stain, and she was holding her breath without realizing it.
She must have stood there for a full minute, feeling the goose-flesh shudder
along her limbs, before she could nerve herself for the thing she must do
next. But she had come too far to fail herself now. She drew a deep breath and
blew out the lifted lantern.
Darkness crashed upon her with the impact of a physical blow, almost squeezing
the breath from her body. And now suddenly fright was past and the familiar
winy exultation of tension before battle rushed along her limbs and she looked
up into the darkness defiantly and shouted to the great vaults of the ceiling,
"Come out of Hell, dead Andred! Come if you dare, Andred the Damned!"
Wind-wind and storm and violence! It snatched the words from her lips and the
breath from her throat in one tremendous whirling gust that came rushing out
of nowhere. And in the instant of its coming, while the wild challenge still
echoed on her lips, a ravenous mouth came storming down to silence hers and a
great arm smacked down around her shoulders in a blow that sent her reeling as
iron fingers dug agonizingly into her arm-a blow that sent her reeling but
would not let her fall, for that terrible drag again was sweeping her across
the floor with a speed that ran faster than time itself.
She had ducked her head instinctively when she felt the arm seize her, but not
soon enough. The heavy mouth had
hers, and again the square, wide-set teeth were bruising her lips and the
violence of the monstrous kiss made fury bubble up in her sealed throat as she
fought in vain against it.
This time the thing was not such a stunning surprise, and she could sense more
clearly what was happening to her. As before, the whole violent fury of the
attack burst upon her at once-the mouth seized hers and the arm swept her
almost off her feet in the same instant. In that instant the unslackening grip
around her shoulders rushed her across the dark floor, blinded in the
blackness, deafened by the raving wind, muted and dazed by the terrible
vehemence of the mouth and the pain of her iron-clawed arm. But she could
sense dimly again that walls were closing around her, closer and closer, like
a tomb's walls. And as before she was aware of a tremendous force beating
about her, a greater violence than any one manifestation of it upon her body;
for the mouth, the gripping hand, the arm, the sweeping drag itself were all



but parts of that vortex.
And it was indeed a vortex-it was somehow spinning and narrowing as if the
whole force that was Andred were concentrating into one tornado-whirl of
savage power. Perhaps it was that feeling of narrowing and vortexing rotation
which made walls seem to draw close about her. It was all too dimly sensed a
thing to put clearly into words, and yet it was terribly real. Jirel,
breathless and bruised and stunned with pain - and violence, still knew
clearly that here in the midst of the great open hall walls were drawing
prison-tight about her.
Savagely she slashed at the arm around her shoulders, at the steel-fingered
hand digging her arm to the bone. But the angle was an awkward one and she was
too dazed to know if she cut flesh or simply stabbed at disembodied force. And
the grip did not slacken; the storming mouth still held hers in a kiss so wild
and infuriating that she could have sobbed with pure rage.
Those walls were very near . . . her stumbling knees touched stone. She groped
dizzily with her free hand and felt walls dripping-damp, close around her. The
forward motion had ceased, and the power which was Andred
whirled in one concentrated cone of violence that stopped her breath and sent
the darkness reeling around her.
Through the haze of her confusion she knew that this, then, must be his own
place to which he had dragged her, a place of stone and damp and darkness
somewhere outside-for they had reached it too quickly for it to be a real
place-and yet it was tangible. . . . Stone walls cold against her hands, and
what were these round and slipping things underfoot?-things that rattled a
little as she stumbled among them-bones? Dear God, the bones of other seekers
after treasure, who had found what they sought? For she thought the
treasure-box must be here, surely, if it were anywhere at all-here in this
darkness unreachable save through the very heart of the whirlwind. . . .
Her senses were failing and the whirl that was like the whirl in a tornado's
heart seemed to create a vacuum which drew her out of her body in one thin,
protesting wisp of self that had no strength to fight.. . .
Somewhere a long way off was her body, hanging limp in the clutch of the iron
arm, gasping for breath under a kiss that made reality faint about her, still
struggling feebly in some tomb-smelling, narrow place where stone walls
dripped and bones turned underfoot-the bones of those who had come before
her....
But she was not there. She was a wispy wraith rooted only tenuously in that
fainting body, a wraith that reeled out and out in a thin skein to spin on the
whirls of tornado-violence pulling her farther and farther and farther away. .
. . The darkness was slipping sidewise-the stone walls were a prison no
longer, for she was moving up along the great expanding whirl that sucked her
out of her body, up and out around widening circles into night-time distances
where space and tune were not. . . .
Somewhere infinitely far away a foot that was not hers stumbled over something
small and square, and a body that was not hers slid to its knees among wet,
rattling bones, and a bosom that was not hers bruised itself on the corner of
that square something as the tenantless body fell forward among bones upon a
wet stone floor. But upon the widening whorls of the vortex the wisp that was
Jirel rebelled in its spinning. She must go back-she must remember-there was
something-something. . . .
For one fleeting instant she was in her body again, crumpled down upon the
stones, arms sprawled about a small square thing that was slimy to the touch.
A box-a wet leather box thick with fungus, bound with iron. Andred's box, that
for two hundred years searchers had hunted in vain. The box that Andred had
died for and that she would die for too-was dying for now in the darkness and
the damp among the bones, with violence ravening down to seize her again. ...
Dimly, as her senses left her for the second time, she
heard a dog bark, high and hysterically, from far above.
And another dog answered, and then she heard a man's
voice shouting in a tongue she did not know, a wild, exult



ant shout, choking with triumph. But after that the dizziness of the whirlwind
which snatched her out of her body
made everything blur, until-until
Queerly, it was music that brought her back. A lute's strings singing as if
madness itself swept wild chords across them. The dwarfed jester's lute,
shrieking with music that wakened her out of nowhere into her own fallen body
in the dampness and the dark where that hard box-corner bruised her bosom.
And the whirlwind was-uncoiling-from about her. The walls widened until she
was no longer aware of their prison closeness and the smell of damp and decay
faded from her nostrils. In a dizzy flash of realization she clasped the wet
casket to her breast just as the walls faded altogether and she sat up
unsteadily, blinking into the dark.
The whirlwind still raved around her, but somehow,
strangely, it did not touch her now. No, there was something outside it-some
strange force against which it battled-a force that-that
She was in the dark hall again. Somehow she knew it. And the wild lute-music
shrilled and sang, and in some queer way-she saw. It was dark still-but she
saw. For a luminous glow was generating itself hi a ring around her and by its
ghostlight she was aware-scarcely through sight -of familiar faces spinning
past her in a wide, whirling
ring. A witch dance, round and round. . . . Alaric's lined face flashed by,
blazing with exultation; Damara's white-ringed eyes glared blindly into the
dark. She saw the two boys whirl past, the light of hell itself luminous on
their faces. There was a wild bark, and one of the greyhounds loped by her and
away, firelight from no earthly flame glaring in its eyes, its tongue lolling
in a canine grin of ecstasy. Round and round her through that luminous glow
which was scarcely light the mad circle spun. And ever the lute-strings wailed
and sang with a wilder music than strings can ever have sung before, and the
terrible joy on every face-yes, even upon the dogs'-was more frightening than
even Andred's menace had been.
Andred-Andred. . . . The power of his volcano-force spun above her now, with a
strength that stirred the red hair against her cheeks and a raving of wind
through which the lute music screamed high. But it was not the full force that
had overwhelmed her. For this maniac dance that spun round and round through
the dark was building up a climax of cumulative strength that she could feel
as she knelt there, hugging the slimy box. She thought the very air sang with
tension and stress. That circle was reeling counterwise to the spin of
Andred's vortexing force, and Andred was weakening. She could feel him
slackening above her in the dark. The music shrieked louder above the failing
storm-wind and the fearful joy upon those faces whirling past told her why.
Somehow they were overpowering him. Something in the dwarf's mad lute-strings,
something in the spinning of then: dance was breaking down the strength of
Andred's centuries-old violence. She could feel it weakening as she crouched
there with the casket hugged bruisingly to her bosom.
And yet-was it this precious casket that they fought for? No one had a glance
to spare for the crouching girl or the burden she hugged. Every face was
lifted raptly, every eye stared blindly and exultantly into the upper dark as
if the thing that was Andred were visible and-and infinitely desirable. It was
a lust for that thing upon their faces that made joy so vivid there. Jirel's
brain had almost
ceased recording sensation in the bewilderment of what she watched.
When the dance ended she scarcely knew it. Lulled into a dizzy trance by the
mad spinning of the dancers, she was almost nodding on her knees in their
center, feeling her brain whirl with their whirling-feeling the motion slow
about her so imperceptibly that nothing but the whirl itself registered on her
mind. But the dancers were slackening- and with them, the whirl above. The
wind no longer raved through the dark; it was a slow sigh now, growing softer
and gentler as the circle of dancers ceased to spin. . . .
And then there was a great, soft, puffing sigh from the darkness above her
that blew out her awareness like a candle-flame. ...



Daylight fingering through the arrow-slits touched Jirel's closed lids. She
awoke painfully, blinking in the light. Every muscle and bone of her supple
body ached from the buffeting of last night's storm and violence, and the cold
stones were hard beneath her. She sat up, groping by instinct for her knife.
It lay a little distance off, rusting with last night's blood. And the
casket-the casket! ...
Panic swelling in her throat quieted in an instant as she saw that precious,
molding thing lying on its side at her elbow. A little thing, its iron hinges
rusty, its leather whitened and eaten with rot from two centuries in a
nameless, dripping place; but safe, unopened. She picked it up, shaking it
experimentally. And she heard the softest shifting within, a sound and weight
like finest flour moving gently.
A rustle and a sigh from beyond brought her head up, and she stared around her
in the shadows of the halls. In a broad, uneven circle the bodies of last
night's dancers lay sprawled. Dead? No, slow breathing stirred them as they
lay, and upon the face of the nearest-it was Damara -was a look of such
glutted satiety that Jirel glanced away in disgust. But they all shared it.
She had seen revelers asleep after a night of drunken feasting with not half
such surfeit, such almost obscene satisfaction upon their faces as Alaric's
drugged company wore now. Remembering that obscure lusting she had seen in
their eyes last night, she
wondered what nameless satiety they had achieved in the dark after her own
consciousness went out. . . .
A footfall sounded upon stone behind her and she spun half-way round, rising
on one knee and shifting the knife-hilt firmer in her fist. It was Alaric, a
little unsteady on his feet, looking down upon her with a sort of half-seeing
abstraction. His scarlet tunic was dusty and rumpled as if he had slept in it
all night upon the floor and had only just risen. He ran a hand through his
ruffled hair and yawned, and looked down at her with a visible effort at
focusing his attention.
"I'll have your horse brought up," he said, his eyes sliding indifferently
away from her even as he spoke. "You may go now."
Jirel gaped up at him, her lips parting in amazement over white teeth. He was
not watching her. His eyes had shifted focus and he was staring blindly into
some delightful memory that had blotted out Jirel's very existence. And upon
his face that look of almost obscene satiety relaxed every feature until even
his sword-gash mouth hung loose.
"B-but " Jirel blinked and clutched at the mildewed
box she had risked her life for. He came back into focus for an impatient
instant to say carelessly:
"Oh-that! Take the thing."
"You-you know what it is? I thought you wanted "
He shrugged. "I could not have explained to you last night what it was I
wanted of-Andred. So I said it was the treasure we sought-you could understand
that. But as for that rotting little box-I don't know or care what lies
inside. I've had-a better thing. . . ." And his remembering eyes shifted again
to escape hers and stare blissfully into the past.
"Then why did you-save me?"
"Save you?" He laughed. "We had no thought of you or your treasure in what
we-did-last night. You have served your purpose-you may go free."
"Served-what purpose?"
Impatiently for an instant he brought himself wholly back out of his
remembering dream to say:
"You did what we were holding you for-called up
Andred into our power. Lucky for you that the dogs sensed what happened after
you had slipped off to dare the ghost alone. And lucky for us, too. I think
Andred might not have come even to take you, had he sensed our presence. Make
no doubt of it-he feared us, and with good reason."
Jirel looked up at him for a long instant, a little chill creeping down her
spine, before she said in a shaken whisper:



"What-are you?" And for a moment she almost hoped he would not answer. But he
smiled, and the look of deformity deeped upon his face.
"A hunter of undeath," he said softly. "A drinker of undeath, when I can find
it. ... My people and I lust after that dark force which the ghosts of the
violent dead engender, and we travel far sometimes between-feast-ings." His
eyes escaped hers for an instant to stare gloatingly into the past. Still
looking with that unfocused gaze, in a voice she had not heard before from
him, he murmured, "I wonder if any man who has not tasted it could guess the
utter ecstasy of drinking up the undeath of a strong ghost ... a ghost as
strong as Andred's . . . feeling that black power pouring into you in deep
drafts as you suck it down-a thirst that strengthens as you drink-feel
-darkness-spreading through every vein more sweetly than wine, more
intoxicating. ... To be drunk on undeath -a joy almost unbearable."
Watching him, Jirel was aware of a strong shudder that rose in the pit of her
stomach and ran strongly and shakingly along her limbs. With an effort she
tore her gaze away. The obscene ecstasy that Alaric's inward-looking eyes
dwelt upon was a thing she would not see even in retrospect, through another's
words and eyes. She scrambled to her feet, cradling the leather box in her
arm, averting her eyes from his.
"Let me go, then," she said in a lowered voice, obscurely embarrassed as if
she had looked inadvertently upon something indescribable. Alaric glanced up
at her and smiled.
"You are free to go," he said, "but waste no time returning with your men for
vengeance against the force we
imposed on you." His smile deepened at her little twitch of acknowledgment,
for that thought had been in her mind. "Nothing holds us now at Hellsgarde. We
will leave today on-another search. One thing before you go-we owe you a debt
for luring Andred into our power, for I think he would not have come without
you. Take a warning away with you, lady."
"What is it?" Jirel's gaze flicked the man's briefly and fell again. She would
not look into his eyes if she could help it. "What warning?"
"Do not open that box you carry."
And before she could get her breath to speak he had smiled at her and turned
away, whistling for his men. Around her on the floor Jirel heard a rustling
and a sigh as the sleepers began to stir. She stood quiet for an instant
longer, staring down in bewilderment at the small box under her arm, before
she turned to follow Alaric into the outer air.
Last night was a memory and a nightmare to forget. Not even the dead men still
on their ghastly guard before the door could mar her triumph now.
Jirel rode back across the causeway in the strong light of morning, moving
like a rider in a mirage between blue skies and blue reflecting waters. Behind
her Hellsgarde Castle was a vision swimming among the mirroring pools of the
marsh. And as she rode, she remembered.
The vortex of violence out of which she had snatched this box last night-the
power and terror of the thing that had treasured it so long . . . what lay
within? Something akin to-Andred? Alaric might not know, but he had guessed. .
. . His warning still sounded in her ears.
She rode awhile with bent brows, but presently a wicked little smile began to
thin the red lips of Joiry's sovereign lady. Well . . . she had suffered much
for Guy of Garlot, but she thought now that she would not smash hi his
handsome, grinning face with her sword-hilt as she had dreamed so luxuriously
of doing. No . . . she would have a better vengeance. . . .
She would hand him a little iron-bound leather box.


