HEL L SGARDE

Jirel of Joiry drewrein at the edge of the hill and sat awhile in silence,
| ooki ng out and down. So this was Hell sgarde. She had seen it many tines in
her mind' s eye as she sawit now fromthe high hill in the yellow |ight of

sunset that turned every pool of the marshes to shining glass. The |ong
causeway to the castle stretched out narrowly between swanps and reeds up to
the gate of that grimand eery fortress set alone anong the quicksands. This
same castle in the marshes, seen at evening fromthe high hilltop, had haunted
her dreans for many ni ghts now.

"You'll find it by sunset only, my lady," GQuy of Garlot had told her with a
sidelong grin marring his conely dark face. "M sts and wilderness ring it
round, and there's magic in the swanps about Hel |l sgarde. Magic-and worse, if

| egends speak truth. You'll never come upon it save at evening."

Sitting her horse now on the hilltop, she renmenbered the grin in his black
eyes and cursed himin 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 | eaves rustled. She huddl ed her shoul ders together a little under the tunic
of link-mail she wore and prodded her horse forward down the hill

Quy of Garlot-Cuy of Garlot! The hoofbeats thunped out the refrain all the way
downhill. Black Guy with his thinly smling lips and his slanted dark eyes and
hi s unnatural coneliness-unnatural because Guy, within, was ugly as sin
itself. It seemed no design of the good God that such sinful ness should wear
Quy's dark beauty for a fleshly garnent.

The horse hesitated at the head of the causeway which stretched between the
mar sh pools toward Hel |l sgarde. Jirel shook the reins inpatiently and sniled a
one-sided snile dowward at his tw tching ears.

"I go as loath as you," she told him "I go w ncing under spurs too, ny
pretty. But go I must, and you too." And she cursed Guy again in a lingering
whi sper as the sl ow hoofbeats reverberated upon the stone arches of the
causeway.

Beyond it | ooned Hellsgarde, tall and dark against the sunset. Al around her
lay the yellow light of evening, above her in the sky, below her in the nmarshy
pool s beneath which qui cksands qui vered. She wondered who | ast had ridden this
deserted causeway in the yellow gl ow of sunset, under what dreadful

conpul si on.

For no one sought Hellsgarde for pleasure. It was Guy of Garlot's slanting
grin that drove Jirel across the marshes this evening-Gy and the know edge
that a score of her best nen-at-arms lay shivering tonight in his dripping
dungeons with no hope of |life save the hope that she mght buy their safety.
And no riches could tenpt Black Guy, not even Jirel's smoothly curving beauty
and the prom se of her full-lipped smle. And Garlot Castle, high on its rocky
nmount ai n peak, was inpregnable against even Jirel's masterfully planned
attacks. Only one thing could tenpt the dark lord of Garlot, and that a thing
wi t hout a nane.

"It lies in Hellsgarde, my lady," he had told her with that hateful snooth
civility which his sleek grin so belied. "And it is indeed Hell-guarded.
Andred of Hell sgarde died defending it two hundred years ago, and | have
coveted it

all ny life. But I love living, my lady! | would not venture into Hell sgarde
for all the wealth in Christendom If you want your nen back alive, bring ne
the treasure that Andred died to save."

"But what is it, coward?"

@Quy had shrugged. "Wo knows? Whence it cane and what it was no man can say
now. You know the tale as well as I, ny lady. He carried it in a |eather
casket locked with an iron key. It mnmust have been small-but very precious.
Preci ous enough to die for, in the end-as | do not propose to die, ny |ady!
You fetch it to me and buy twenty lives in the bargain."

She had sworn at himfor 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 remenbered 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
pool s of the marsh, and she could |l ook up at the castle now w t hout being

bl i nded by the dazzle beyond. A nmist had begun to rise in level layers from
the water, and the snell of it was not good in her nostrils.

Hel | sgar de- Hel | sgarde and Andred. She did not want to renmenber the hideous old
story, but she could not keep her mind off it this evening. Andred had been a
big, violent nan, passionate and willful and very cruel. Men hated Mm but
when the tale of his dying spread abroad even his enemies pitied Andred of

Hel | sgar de.

For the runmor of his treasure had drawn at |ast besi egers whom he coul d 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 | oosen his lips, though they tried very terribly to make hi m speak
He was a powerful man, stubborn and brave. He lived a | ong while under
tornment, but he would not betray the hiding-place of his treasure.

They tore himlinmb fromlinb at |last and cast his di smenbered body into the
qui cksands, and cane away enpty-handed. No one ever found Andred's treasure.
Since then for two hundred years Hell sgarde had lain enpty. It was a di smal

pl ace, full of msts and fevers fromthe marsh, and Andred did not lie easy in
t he qui cksands where his nurderers had cast him D snenbered and scattered

br oadcast over the marshes, yet he would not lie quiet. He had treasured his
nmysterious wealth with a | ove stronger than death itself, and | egend said he
wal ked Hel | sgarde as jealously in death as in life.

In the two hundred years searchers had gone fearfully to ransack the enpty
hall s of Hellsgarde for that casket- gone, and vani shed. There was magic in

t he marshes, and a man coul d conme 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 fool hardy as to venture upon
the way Jirel rode tonight.

She was draw ng near the gateway. There was a broad platformbefore it, just
beyond the place where Andred's draw bridge had once barred the approach to
Hel | sgarde. Long ago the gap in the causeway had been filled in with rubble by
searchers who woul d reach the castle on horseback, and Jirel had thought of
passi ng the night upon that platformunder the gate arch, so that dawn m ght
find her ready to begin her search

But-the m sts between her and the castle had thickened, and her eyes m ght be
pl ayi ng her fal se-but were not those the shapes of nmen drawn up in a double
row before the doorway of Hell sgarde? Hell sgarde, that had stood enpty and
haunt ed t hese two hundred years? Blinking through the dazzle of sun on water
and the thickening of the nists, she rode on toward the gateway. She could
feel the horse trenmbling between her knees, and with every step she grew nore
and nore reluctant to go on. She set her teeth and forced hi m ahead
resolutely, swallow ng her own terror

They were the figures of nen, two rows of them waiting notionless before the
gate. But even through the mi st and the sun-dazzle she could see that
somet hi ng was wong. They were so still-so unearthly still as they faced

her. And the horse was shying and trenbling until she could scarcely force him
f orwar d.

She was quite near before she saw what was w ong, though she knew that at
every forward step the obscure frightful ness about these guardsnmen grew
greater. But she was al nbst upon them before she realized why. They were al
dead.

The captain at their front stood slunped down upon the great spear that
propped himon 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

| ay agai nst the shaft which transfixed him



And so stood all the rest, behind himin a double row, reeling drunkenly upon
the spears driven through throat or chest or shoulder to prop themon their
feet in the hideous senblance of life.

So the conpany of dead nen kept guard before the gateway of Hellsgarde. It was
not unfitting-dead nmen guarding a dead castle in the barren deadl ands of the
swanp.

Jirel sat her horse before themfor a long monment in silence, feeling the
sweat gather on her forehead, clenching her hands on the pormmel of the saddle.
So far as she knew, no other living person in decades had ridden the |ong
causeway to Hellsgarde; certainly no living man had dwelt in these haunted
towers in generations. Yet-here stood the dead nen reeling against the spears
whi ch had slain them but would not let themfall. Wy?-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 enpty ruin, quite another to face a double row of stand

i ng dead nmen 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 wi | derness sonething had slain them here, sonething

had made a jest of death as it propped themon their dead

feet with their dead faces toward the causeway al ong which

she nmust cone riding. Had that sonething expected her?

Coul d the dead Andred have known "

She caught herself with a little shudder and shrugged beneath the nmail,

cl enching her fingers on the ponmrel, swallow ng hard. (Remenber your
nmen-remenber Guy of Garlot-renenber that you are Joiry!) The nenory of CQuy's
conely face, bright with nockery, put steel into her and she snapped her chin
up with a nurnured oath. These men were dead-they could not hinder her.

Was that notion anong the ghastly guard? Her heart |eaped to her throat and
she gripped the saddl e between nervous knees with a reflex action that nade

t he 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 disl odged his precarious bal ance? There was no breeze. But with a
curious little sigh fromcollapsing 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 fromhis nmouth to snake across the paverment 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 notion, no
sound. Not even a ripple upon the mrroring waters lying so wi dely around her
bel ow t he causeway, light draining fromtheir surfaces. Sky and water were
paling as if all life receded fromabout her, leaving only Jirel on her
trenbling horse facing the dead men and the dead castle. She scarcely dared
nove | est the thunp of her mount's feet on the stones disl odge the bal ance of
anot her man. And she thought she could not bear to see notion again anong

t hose notionl ess ranks. She could not bear it, and yet-and yet if sonething
did not break the spell soon the screans gathering in her throat would burst
past her lips and she knew she woul d never stop scream ng

A harsh scrapi ng 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
| eaped and fell and | eaped again in a frenzied poundi ng agai nst the mail of
her tunic.

For beyond the nmen the great door of Hell sgarde was sw ngi ng open. She gri pped
her knees agai nst fee saddle

until her thighs ached, and her knuckl es were bone-white upon the pomel. She
made no nove toward the great sword at her side. Wiat use is a sword agai nst
dead nen?

But it was no dead nan who | ooked out under the arch of the doorway, stooped
beneath his purple tunic with the heartening glow of firelight from beyond
reddeni ng his bowed shoul ders. There was sonethi ng odd about his pale, pinched



face upturned to hers across the double line of dead defenders between t hem
After a noment she recogni zed 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
weari ness, but he carried no hunp. Yet it was the face of a cripple if she had
ever seen one. H's back was straight, but could his soul be? Wuld the good
God have put the sign of deformity upon a human creature without cause? But he
was human-he was real. Jirel sighed fromthe bottom of her |ungs.

"Good evening to you, ny lady," said the hunchback (but he was not hunped) in
the flat, ingratiating voice of a cripple.

"These-did not find it good," said Jirel shortly, gesturing. And the nman

gri nned.

"My master's jest," he said

Jirel |ooked back to the rows of standing dead, her heart

quieting a little. Yes, a man mght find a grimsort of

hunor in setting such a guard before his door. If a living

man had done it, for an understandi ng 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 ?" denanded Jirel flatly. She was beginning to dislike the fellow s
si del ong unct uousness.

"Why, that ny lord' s fanmily 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
l[ift fromher, but this would conplicate matters. She had not known t hat
Andred | eft descendants, though it m ght well be so. And if they lived here,

t hen

be sure they woul d al ready have ransacked the castle from keep to dungeon for
t hat namel ess treasure which Andred had died to save and had not yet forsaken
were runor true. Had they found it? There was only one way to learn that."

"I amnighted in the marshes," she said as courteously as she coul d manage.
"WIl your master give ne shelter until norning?"

The hunchback's eyes-(but he was no hunchback, she rmust stop thinking of him
so!)-his eyes slid very quickly, yet very conprehensively, fromher tanned and
red-1ipped face downward over the lifting curves of her under the nolding

chain-mail, over her bare brown knees and slim steel-greaved |egs. There was
a deeper unctuousness in his voice as he said:
"My nmaster will make you very welconme, lady. Ride in."

Jirel kicked her horse's flank and guided him snorting and trenbling, through
the gap in the ranks of dead men which the falling soldier had left. He was a
battl e-charger, he was used to dead nmen; yet he shuddered as he m nced through
these li nes.

The courtyard within was warmwith the Iight of the great fire in its center
Around it a cluster of loutish men in |eather jerkins | ooked up as she passed.
"Wat, Piers-up, nmen!" snapped the man with the hunchback's face. "Take ny

| ady' s horse. "

Jirel hesitated a nonent before she swung fromthe saddl e, her eyes dubi ous
upon the faces around her. She thought she had never seen such brutish nen

bef ore, and she wondered at the |ord who dared enploy them Her own followers
wer e tough enough, reckless, hard fellows w thout fear or scruple. But at

| east they were nen. These louts around the fire seemed scarcely nore than
beasts; let greed or anger stir themand no man alive could control their

wi | dness. She wondered with what threats of punishment the lord Alaric held
sway here, what sort of man he must be to draw his guard fromthe very dregs
of humanity.

The two who took her horse stared at her under shaggy beetl e-brows. She

fl ashed them a poi son gl ance as she

turned to follow the purple cloak of her guide. Her eyes were busy. Hell sgarde



had been a strong fortress in Andred's day; under Alaric it was well nanned,
but she thought she sensed a queer, hovering sullenness in the very air as she
foll oned her gui de across the courtyard, down a passageway, under an arch into
the great hall.

The shadows of two hundred haunted years hovered under the |ofty roof-beans.

It was cold here, danp with the breath of the swanps outside, dark with two
centuries of ugly legend and the terrible tradition of nurder. But Alaric
before the fire in his scarlet tunic seened pleasantly at home. The great

bl aze. roaring up the chimey from six-foot |ogs drove back the chill and the
dark and the danp a little in a senmicircle about the fireplace, and in that
semcircle a little conpany of brightly clad people sat silent, watching Jire
and her guide cross the echoing flags of the great hall toward them

It was a pl easant scene, warmand firelit and bright with color, but even at a
di stance, sonething was wong- sonething in the posture of the people
crouchi ng before the blaze, something in their faces. Jirel knew a nonment of
wild wonder if all this were real. Did she really wal k a haunted ruin enpty
two hundred years? Were the people flesh and bl ood, or only the bright shadows
of her own inmgination that had so desperately | onged for conpanionship in the
haunt ed marsh?

But no, there was nothing illusive about Alaric in his high-backed chair, his
face a pale oval watching her progress. A hunped dwarf |eaned above his

shoul der, fingers suspended over his lute-strings as he stared. On cushi ons
and | ow benches by the fire a handful of wonmen and girls, two young boys in
bright blue, a pair of greyhounds with the firelight scarlet in their
eyes-these nmade up the rest of the conpany.

Jirel's narrow yel l ow gaze sumrmed them up as she crossed the hall. Striding
snoot hly in her thigh-1ength hauberk, she knew she was a figure on which a
man's eyes must linger. Her supple height, the pleasant snooth curves of her
under mail, the long, shapely | egs bare beneath the linked netal of her
hauberk, the swi nging of the |ong sword

whose wei ght upon its belt pulled in her waist to tigerish slimess-Alaric's
eyes mssed nothing of all these. Deliberately she tossed the dark cl oak back
over her shoulders, letting the firelight take the sleek mailed curves of her
in a bright glimrer, flash fromthe shining greaves that clasped her cal ves.

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 wonen at
his feet-well, let them know too.

She swaggered to a halt before Alaric, resting a hand on her sword-hilt,
tossi ng back the cloak that had swirled about her as she swng 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 hal f expected on the evidence of the
men-at-arnms 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 sonething oddly wong with his features, a queer cast upon them
that made himseem akin to the purple-clad courtier hovering at Jirel's el bow,
to the grinning jester who peered across the chair-back. Wth a little tw st
of the heart she saw what it was. There was no physical |ikeness 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
woul d have sworn that each of the trio went |inping through Iife 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.

H s at |east was honest and of the flesh. But theirs must be of the spirit,
for surely, she thought again, God in H s wi sdom does not for nothing mark a
whol e and healthy man with a cripple's face. It was a deformty of the soul

t hat | ooked out of the eyes neeting hers.

And because the thought frightened her she swng her shoulders until the cape
swirled wide, and flashed her white teeth hi a smle nore boldly reckless than
the girl behind it felt.



"You must not crave the conpany of strangers, sir- you keep a di scouragi ng
guard before your gate!"

Alaric did not smle. "Honest travelers are wel cone here," he said very

snoot hly. "But the next robbers who ride our causeway will think twi ce before
they stormthe gates. W have no gall ows here where thieves may swing in
chains, but | think the guard before my castle will be warning enough to the
next raiders who come."

"Agrisly sort of warning," said Jirel. And then, with belated courtesy, "I am
Jirel of Joiry. | missed ny way in the marsh tonight-1 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 uneasi ness. "W keep a small court here at Hell sgarde,” went on
Alaric's voice. "Danara, Ettard, |soud, Mrgaine-all of you, make our guest

wel cone! "

Jirel swng round with a swirl of her long cloak to face the wonen, wondering
at the subtle slight to their dignity, for Alaric nmade no effort to introduce
t hem separatel y.

She thought they crouched a little on their |low seats by the fire, |ooking up
with the queer effect of wonen peering fearfully from under | owered brows,

t hough she could not have said why they seemed so, for they net her eyes
squarely. And upon these faces too lay that strange shadow of deformty, not
so definitely as upon the men's, but visible in the firelight. Al of them
were thin creatures with big eyes showi ng a rat her shocking space of whiteness
around the staring irises. Their cheek-bones were sharp in the firelight, so

t hat shadows stood hollowy beneat h.

The woman who had risen when Alaric said "Damara"” was as tall as Jirel
strongly nade under her close green gown, but her face too had that queer
hol | ow | ook and her eyes stared too whitely under w de-open lids. She said in
a tight voice

"Sit down by the fire and warm yourself, lady. W dine in a few m nutes."

Jirel sank to the | ow cushi oned stool she dragged forward, one |eg doubl ed
under her for instant rising, her

sword-hilt and sword-hand free. There was sonething wong here. She could fee
it inthe air.

The two dogs growed a little and shifted away from her on the floor, and even
t hat was-w ong. Dogs had fawned on her always-until now. And the firelight was
so red in their eyes...

Looki ng away uneasily fromthose unnaturally red eyes, she saw the boys
features clearly for the first tine, and her heart contracted a little. For
naked evil was upon these two young faces. The others wore their shadow of
deformty elusively, a thing nore sensed than seen. It nmight be only a trick
of her legend-fed inmagination that put evil there. But the two young | ads 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 stunbled
into, where the very children and dogs wore evil |ike a garnent?

She drew a deep breath and gl anced around the circle of still faces that

wat ched her wordl essly, with an intentness |ike 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 determ ned casual ness:

"You have dwelt here | ong?"

She coul d have sworn a | ook went round the semicircle before the fire, a

swi ft, amused glance fromface to face as if they shared a secret. Yet not an
eye wavered fromhers. Only the two boys | eaned together a little, and the

| ook of evil brightened upon their w cked young faces. Alaric answered after
the briefest possible pause:

"Not long. Nor will we stay |ong-now." There was a subtle nenace in it, though
Jirel could not have said why. And again that feeling of know edge shared ran
like a strong current around the circle, a little quiver as if a dreadful



anusenment were alnost stirring in the air. But not a face changed or turned.
The eyes were still eager-al nost avid-upon the bright, strong face of Jire
with the firelight warnm ng her golden tan and touching her red curls to flane
and trenbling upon the soft curve of her under-lip. For all the bright clothes
of the conpany 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 fathomthis strange interest, for it was queer Alaric had not asked
anything at all about her coming. A worman alone in this w lderness at night
was sufficiently unusual to arouse interest, yet no one seened concerned to
ask how she had cone there. Wy, then, this concerted and deep interest in the
si ght of her?

To conquer the little trenor she could not quite ignore she said boldly:
"Hel | sgarde of the Marshes has an ugly reputation, nmy lord. | wonder you dare
dwel|l here-or do you know the old tale?"

Unm stakably this time that quiver of anusenment flashed around the circle,

t hough not an eye left hers. Alaric's voice was dry as he answered:

"Yes-yes, we know the tale. W are-not afraid."

And suddenly Jirel was quite sure of a strange thing. Sonmething in his voice
and his words told her very surely that they had not cone in spite of the
terrible old | egend, but because of it.

No normal people would deliberately seek out a haunted and bl ood-stained ruin
for a dwelling-place, yet there could be no nistaking the inplication in
Alaric's voice, in the unspoken mrth at her words that ran |like a whisper
around the circle. She remenbered those dead nen at the door. Wat norma
person could nake a joke so grisly? No, no-this conmpany was as definitely
abnormal as a conpany of dwarfs or nonsters. One could not sit with themlong
even in silence without sensing that. The | ook of abnormality upon their faces
did not lie-it was a sure sign of a deformty of the soul

The conversation had stopped again. To break the nerve-racking silence Jire
sai d:

"W hear many strange tales of Hellsgarde"-and knew she was tal king too much,
but coul d not stop-anything was better than that staring silence-"tal es of
treasure and

-and-is it true that one can cone upon Hellsgarde Castle only in the sunset-as
| did?"

Al aric paused deliberately for a nmonent before he answered with as deliberate
evasi veness, "There are stranger tales than that of Hell sgarde-and who can say
how much of truth is in then? Treasure? There may well be treasure here. Many
have conme seeking it-and renai ned, for ever."

Jirel remenbered the dead nmen at the door, and she shot Alaric a yellow glare
that woul d have clanged like the neeting of blades with his stare-had he net
it. He was | ooking up into the shadows of the ceiling, and he was sniling a
little. Did he suspect her errand? He had asked no questions. . . . Jirel
renmenbered GQuy of Garlot's smile as he sent her on this quest, and a nurderous
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 noment into a
[ uxury of pitcuring that conmely smle smashed in by the handl e of her sword.
They were wat ching her. She cane back with a jerk and said at random

"How col d the marshes are after sunset!" And she shivered a little, not unti
that nmoment realizing the chill of the great hall

"We find it-pleasant,"” nurnured Al aric, watching her

The others were watching too, and again she sensed that ripple of subtle
anusenent 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
pur pose that bound themtogether with al nbst one mind, so that thoughts seened
to flow soundl essly frombrain 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, anong these queer, abnormal people who watched her with an
avi d and unwaveri ng eagerness. Wll, she had been in peril before, and hewed
her way out again.

A slovenly wench in a ragged snock tiptoed clunsily out of the shadows to
murnur in Damara's ear, and Jirel felt with conscious relief the renoval of at
| east one pair of staring eyes as the wonman turned to nod. Jirel's gaze

was scornful on the girl. A queer household they kept here -the besti al
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 |l oosening of the tension in her own nmind. The very fact that the

t hought of food pleased them made the whol e group seem nore normal . And
yet-she saw it hi a nmonent-this was not even a normal eagerness. There was
something a little horrid about the gleamin every eye, the avid hunger on
every face. For alittle while the thought of food supplanted herself in their
interest, and that terrible battery of watchful ness 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

pl anks 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 nake way. It seened a witless sort of fastidiousness to Jirel
particularly since they let thensel ves be served by such shanmeful ly unkenpt

| ackeys. Ot her househol ds dined all together, fromlord to stable hands, at
the I ong T-shaped tables where the salt divided nobl esse from peasantry. But
perhaps Alaric dared not allow those beast-wild nen of his even that
famliarity. And she was conscious of a tiny disappointnent that the conpany
of these staring, strange-faced people was not to be | eavened even by the
brutish earthiness of their retainers. The nen-at-arnms seened scarcely human,
but at least it was a normal, open sort of brutality, sonething she could
under st and.

When the table was ready Alaric seated her at his right hand, beside the two
evil -faced youngsters who sat preternaturally quiet. Young | ads of that age
were scufflers and squirners at table in the conpany she knew. It was anot her
count of eeriness against themthat they scarcely noved save to reach for

f ood.

Who were they? she wondered. Alaric's sons? Pages or squires from sone nobl e
fam | y? She glanced around the table in deepening bew | derment, | ooking for
signs of kinship on the shadowed faces, finding nothing but that tw st of
deformty to link the conmpany together. Alaric had made no attenpt to

i ntroduce any of them and she could not guess what rel ationship bound them
all together in this close, unspoken conmuni on. She net the eyes of the dwarf
at Alaric's el bow and | ooked qui ckly away again, angry at his little
conprehendi ng grin. He had been watching her

There was no conversation after the neat was brought in. The whol e conmpany
fell upon it with such a starved eagerness that one night think they had not
dined in weeks before now. And not even their food tasted right or normal.

It | ooked well enough, but there was a subtle seasoning about it that nade
Jirel gag and | ay down her knife after the first taste-a flavor al nost 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 swall owed. Everything
stank of it, the roast, the bread, the few vegetables, even the bitter w ne.
After a brave effort, for she was hungry, Jirel gave up and nmade not even the
pretense of eating. She sat with her arms folded on the table edge, right hand
hangi ng near her sword, watching the ravenous conpany 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 .

Al aric sat back at last in his high-backed chair, w ping his dagger on a
norsel of bread.



"You do not hunger, Lady Jirel ?" he asked, tilting a brow at her still-heaped
trencher. She could not help her little grimce as she glanced down.

"Not now," she said, with wy hunor.

Alaric did not smle. He | eaned 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

gl anced obliquely at Jirel, with a hint of a one-sided smle, as he wi ped the
kni fe again and sheathed it.

If he neant her to understand that the dogs were included in this queer closed
circle of his, she caught it. Cbviously there had been a message in that act
and snile.

When the table had been cleared away and the | ast glimrer of sunset had faded
fromthe high, narrow slits of the windows, a sullen fellowin frieze went
around the hall with a long pole-torch, lighting the cressets.

"Have you visited Hell sgarde before, ny lady?" inquired Alaric. And as Jire
shook her head, "Let nme show you the hall then, and ny forefathers' arms and
shi el ds, Who knows?-you may find quarterings of your own anmong our

escut cheons. "

Jirel shuddered at the thought of discovering even a rempote kinship with

Hel | sgarde's dwel lers, but she laid her hand reluctantly on the arm he offered
and let himlead her awmay fromthe fire out under the echoing vaults of the
hal | where cressets brought the shadows to life.

The hall was as Andred's nurderers nust have left it two centuries ago. What
shields and arnor had not fallen fromthe walls were thick with rust in the
danp air of the marshes, and the tatters of pennons and tapestries had | ong
ago taken on a uniformcol or of decay. But Alaric seened to savor the danmp and
.the desol ation as a normal man m ght savor luxury. Slowy he | ed her around
the hall, and she could feel the eyes of the conpany, who had resuned their
seats by the fire, follow her all the way with one unw nking 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 nurnur of Alaric's voice
poi nting out the vanished glories of Hellsgarde Castle.

They paused at the side of the big roomfarthest fromthe fire, and Alaric
said in an unctuous voice, his eyes seeking Jirel's with curious insistence:
"Here on this spot where we stand, |ady, died Andred of Hellsgarde two hundred
years ago."

Jirel |ooked down involuntarily. Her feet were planted

on the great blotch of a spreading stain that had the rough outline of a beast
wi th questing head and paws out-spraw ed. It was a broad stain, black and
splattered upon the stone. Andred must have been a big man. He had bl ed
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 whirlw nd 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 bl ackness, while the whole great hall was black and
vocal and bewildering with stormw nd, as if he had been waiting avidly for
this nmoment all evening a man's arm seized Jirel in a grip like death and a
nmout h canme down upon hers in a nore savagely violent and intinmate kiss than
she had ever known before. It all burst upon her so quickly that her

i mpressi ons confused and ran together into one gust of terrible anger agai nst
Al aric as she struggl ed hel pl essly against that iron armand ravenous nout h,
while the stormw nd shrieked in the darkness. She was consci ous of nothing
but the arm the nouth, the insolent hand. She was not pressed against a man's
body, but the strength of the armwas |ike steel about her

And in the same nonment of the seizure the armwas draggi ng her violently
across the floor with irresistible force, never slackening its crushing grip,
the kiss in all its revolting intimacy still ravagi ng her muted nmouth. It was



as if the kiss, the crush of the arm the violence of the hand, the how of
the wind and the drag across the roomwere all but manifestations of a single
vortex of violence.

It could not have | asted nore than seconds. She had an inpression of big,
square, Wi de-spaced teeth against her |ips and the queer viol ence behind them
mani fest not primarily in the savageness of the kiss or the enbrace, or the
wild drag across the room but nore as if all these were mere incidents to a
burni ng vehenmence behind themthat beat |ike heat all around her

Choking with inmpotent fury, she tried to struggle, tried

to scream But there was no chest to push for |everage and no body to arch
away from and she could not resist. She could only nmake dunmb ani mal sounds in
her throat, sealed in behind the storm ng violation of that nouth.

She had scarcely time to think, it happened so quickly. She was too stunned by
t he vi ol ence 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

i npression of walls closing in around her, as if she were being dragged out of
the great open hall into a narrow closet. It was sonmehow as if that viol ence
beating all about her were confined and nade nore 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
bl own out all together. It was as if tine had noved faster for her than for
them In another instant soneone nust have thrown brush on the fire, for the
great blaze in the cavern of the chimey roared up with a gush of |ight and
sound, for a noment 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 nuted [ips. It was gone now as
if it had never been. Walls did not enclose her; there was no wi nd, there was
no sound in the great hall

Al aric stood over the black blotch of Andred's bl ood at the other side of the
hal I . She thought she nmust have known subconsciously after the first noment
that it was not he whose |ips ravaged her brui sed nouth. That flam ng
vehemence was not in him No, though he had been the only man near her when

t he dark cl osed down, he was not the man whose outrageous kiss still throbbed
on her nout h.

She lifted an unsteady hand to those bruised Iips and stared around her
wi I dl'y, gasping for |l ost breath, half sobbing with fury.

The others were still around the fire, half the width of the roomaway. And as
the Iight fromthe replenished

bl aze | eaped up, she saw the bl ankness of their nomentary surprise vanish
before one | eaping flame of avid hope that for an instant lit every face
alike. Wth long running strides Alaric reached her side. In her dazed
confusion she felt his hands on her arnms 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 himoff 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 enotion
she had heard from himhe denanded with al nost desperate eagerness.

"What was it? What happened? Was it-was it "

But he seened scarcely to dare nane the thing his whole soul |onged for,

t hough the trenble 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 swamin her brain, drooping her lids
to hide the calculation that came up like a flanme behind her yell ow eyes. For
the first time she had a | everage over these mnysterious people. She knew
something they frantically desired to know, and she nust make full use of the
know edge she scarcely knew she had.

"H happened?" The stamrer was not entirely feigned. "There was a-a w nd, and



dar kness-1 don't knowit was all over so quickly." And she glanced up into the
gloomwi th not wholly assuned 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 tonmb's walls; yet they had
vani shed nmore lightly than mist in the glow of the fire. But that nouth upon
hers, those big, squarely spaced teeth against her |ips, the crush of the
brutal armnothing could have been nore tangible. Yet there had been only the

arm the nouth, the hand. No body. . . . Wth a sudden shudder that nade the
goose-flesh ripple along her |inbs she remenbered that Andred had been di snem
bered before they flung himinto the quicksands. . . . Andred

She did not know she had said it aloud, but Al aric 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 nuch before Alaric whirled on himangrily, yet

with curious deference.

"Silence! Wait! . . . Lady Jirel, you asked nme if the | egends of Hellsgarde
are true. Now !l tell you that the tale of Andred is. W believe he still wal ks
the halls where his

treasure lies hid, and we-we " He hesitated, and Jire

saw a strong | ook of cal cul ati on dawn upon his face. He went on snoothly, "W
believe there is but one way to find that treasure. Only the ghost of Andred
can |l ead us there. And Andred's ghost has been-elusive, until now "

She coul d have sworn that he had not meant to say just that when he began to
speak. She was surer of it when she sawthe little flicker of comunication
ripple around the circle of faces closing her in. Anuserment at a subtle jest
in which she did not share ... it was on every face around her, the

hol | ow cheeked wonen's white-ri med staring eyes brightened, the men's faces
twitched a little with concealed mrth. Suddenly she felt snothered by
abnormality and mystery and that subtle, perilous amusenent without reason
She was mnore shaken by her terrifying experience than she woul d have cared to
admt. She had little need to feign weakness as she turned away fromthem
toward the fire, eager to escape their terrible company even though it neant
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

si mul t aneously, and eager agreenent was bright upon every face. Even the two
dogs had thrust thenselves forward anong the legs of the little

crowmd around Jirel, and their shadowed eyes, still faintly aglowas if with
borrowed firelight, followed the conversation fromface to face as if they too
under st ood. 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 whi ch-which
is necessary if we are to find the treasure.” Again, at that word, Jire

t hought she felt a little current of amusenent ripple fromlistener to
listener. Alaric went on in his snooth voice, "W are fortunate to find one
who has the gift of summoning Andred's spirit to Hellsgarde. | think there
nmust be in you a kindred fierceness which Andred senses and seeks. W nust
call himout of the dark agai n-and we nust 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. "W would

i ndeed,"” murrmured the evil-faced boy at her elbow "And we will not wait rmnuch
| onger. . "

"But-CGod's Mercy!" said Jirel, "-are all the | egends wong? They say Andred's
spirit swoops down with sudden death on all who trespass in Hell sgarde. Wy do
you talk as if only | could evoke it? Do you want to die so terribly? | do
not! I won't endure that again if you kill me for it. 1'Il have no nore of



Andred's ki sses!"

There was a pul se of silence around the circle for a nonent. Eyes net and

| ooked away again. Then Al aric said:

"Andred resents only outsiders in Hellsgarde, not his own kinsmen and their
retai ners. Moreover, those | egends you speak of are old ones, telling tales of
| ong-ago trespassers in this castle.

"Wth the passage of years the spirits of the violent

dead draw farther and farther away fromtheir death-

scenes. Andred is | ong dead, and he revisits Hell sgarde

Castle less often and less vindictively as the years go by.

W have striven a long while to draw hi m back-but you

al one succeeded. No, |ady, you nust endure Andred's viol ence once again, or
"Or what ?" demanded Jirel coldly, dropping her hand to her sword.

"There is no alternative." Alaric's voice was inflexible. "W are many to your
one. W will hold you here until Andred cones again."

Jirel laughed. "You think Joiry's men will let her vanish

wi thout a trace? You'll have such a storm ng about Hellsgarde walls as
"I think not, lady. What soldiers will dare follow when

a braver one than any of themwas vani shed in Hellsgarde? No, Joiry, your nen
wi Il not seek you here.

You "

Jirel's sword flaned in the firelight as she sprang backward, dragging it
clear. The bl ade flashed once-and then arms |ike iron pinioned her from

behi nd. For a dreadful nmoment she thought they were Andred's, and her heart
turned over. But Alaric sniled, and she knew. It was the dwarf who had slipped
behi nd her at an unspoken nessage fromhis master, and if his back was weak
his arms were not. He had a bear's grip upon her and she could not wench
herself free

Struggl i ng, sobbing curses, kicking hard with her steel-spurred heels, she
could not break his hold. There was a nurmnurous babble all around her of that
strange, haunting tongue again, "L'vraista! Tai g hasta vrai! E vraist' ta
lau!" And the two devil -faced boys dived for her ankles. They clung |ike
ghoul i shly grinning apes, pinning her feet to the floor. And Alaric stepped
forward to wench the sword from her hand. He nurnured sonething in their
gueer speech, and the crowd scattered purposefully.

Fi ghting hard, Jirel was scarcely aware of their intention before it was
acconpl i shed. But she heard the sudden splash of water on blazing |ogs and the
tremendous hissing of steamas the fire went out and darkness fell like a

bl anket upon the shadowy hall. The crowd had nelted away fromher into the
dark, and now the grip on her ankles suddenly ceased and the great arns that
hel d her so hard heaved in a m ghty sw ng.

Choking with fury, she reeled into the darkness. There was nothing to stop
her, and those mi ghty arnms had

thrown her hard. She fell and slid hel plessly across bare flagstones in bl ack
dark, her greaves and enpty scabbard cl angi ng upon stone. \Wen she cane to a
hal t, bruised and scratched and breathless, it was a noment before she could
col l ect her senses enough to scranble up, too stunned even for curses.

"Stay where you are, Jirel of Joiry," Alaric's voice said calmy out of the

bl ackness. "You cannot escape this hall -we guard every exit with drawn
swords. Stand still-« and wait."

Jirel got her breath and | aunched into a bl asphenous survey of his ancestry
and possi ble progeny with such vehenmence that the dark for several mnutes

t hrobbed with her fury. Then she recalled Alaric's suggestion that violence in
herself might attract a kindred violence in that strange force call ed Andred,
and she ceased so abruptly that the silence was |ike a blow upon the ears.

It was a silence full of tense waiting. She could al nost feel the patience and
the anticipation that beat out upon her fromthe circle of invisible jailers,
and at the thought of what they awaited her blood ran chilly. She | ooked up
blindly into the darkness overhead, certain for a |ong and dreadful noment



that the fam liar blast of stormw nd was gathering there to churn the night
i nto chaos out of which Andred's arm woul d reach. ..

After a while she said in a voice that sounded unexpectedly small in the
dar kness:
"Y-you might throwne a pillow |I'mtired of standing and this floor's cold."

To her surprise footsteps noved softly and quite surely across stone, and
after a monent a pillow hurtled out of the darkness to thunp softly at her
feet. Jirel sank upon it thankfully, only to stiffen an instant |later and

gl are 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 huddl ed her shoul ders together a
little and tried not to think.

The darkness was enor nous 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 stormw nd shoul d conme whoopi ng through the hall again;
suppose the bodil ess arm should seize her and the mouth come raveni ng down
upon her lips once nore. . . . Coldness crept down her spine.

Yes, and suppose it did cone 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
ni ght and brave a death which | egend whi spered fearfully of, sinply that they
m ght possess it. It-did they know, then, what lay in Andred' s terribly

guar ded box? What conceivable thing could be so precious that men woul d dare
this to have it?

And what hope at all for her? If the nmonstrous thing called Andred did not
cone toni ght-then he would come again some other night, sooner or later, and
all nights would find her isolated here as bait for the nmonster that haunted
Hel | sgarde. She had boasted w t hout hope when she said her nen would foll ow.
They were brave nmen and they | oved her-but they loved living nmore. No, there
was not a man in Joiry who would dare foll ow where she had fail ed. She
renenbered GQuy of Garlot's face, and |l et violence come flooding up in her for
a nonent. That handsome coward, goading her into this that he m ght possess

t he nanel ess thing he coveted. . . . Well, she would ruin his conely face for
himwith the cross-hilt of her sword- if she lived. If she lived! She was
forgetting.

Slowy the stars wheeled by the arrowslit w ndows 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 m ght be Andred roaring down
out of the night....

Wl |, her captors had nade one mistake. How nuch it mght avail her she did
not know, but they thought they had disarnmed her, and Jirel hugged her
greave-sheathed legs in the darkness and sniled a w cked snile, know ng they
had not .

It nust have been after m dnight, and Jirel dozing un-

easily with her head on her knees, when a long sigh fromthe darkness made her
start awake. Alaric's voice, heavy with weariness and di sappoi ntment, spoke in
hi s namel ess | anguage. It occurred to Jirel to wonder briefly that though this
seened to be their nother tongue (for they spoke it under stress and anong

t hensel ves), yet their speech with her had no taint of accent. It was

st range- but she was beyond wondering | ong about the nonstrous fol k anong whom
she had fallen.

Foot st eps approached her, wal king unerringly. Jirel shook herself awake and
stood up, stretching cranped linbs. Hands seized her arnms 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 endl ess ni ght hours
dragged by. She stunbl ed al ong between her captors, making no effort to
resist. This was not the tinme to betray her hidden weapon, not to these people



who wal ked the dark like cats. She would wait until the odds were evener

No one troubled to strike a light. They went swiftly and unhesitatingly

t hrough the bl ackness, and when stairs rose unexpectedly underfoot Jirel was
the only one who stunbled. 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 t hat she was al one.

G opi ng, she made out the narrow confines of her prison. There was a cot, a
jug of water, a rough door through whose chinks Iight began to glimrer even as
she ran questing hands across its surface. Voices spoke briefly outside, and
in a nonent she understood. Alaric had summoned one of his apish men to watch
her while he and his people slept. She knew it rmust be a man-at-arnms and not
one of Alaric's conpany, for the fellow had brought a lantern with him She
wondered if the guardsnen knew how unerringly their masters wal ked the

dar kness-or if

they cared. But it no |onger seemed strange to her that Al aric dared enpl oy
such brutish nmen. She knew well enough now with what ease he could contro
them he and his night-sight and his terrible fearl essness.

Silence fell outside. Jirel smled a thin smile and | eaned into the nearest
corner, drawi ng up one knee. The long, thin-bladed knife she carried between
greave and leg slid noiselessly fromits sheath. She waited with feline

pati ence, her eyes upon the lighted chinks between the door's planks.

It seened a |l ong while before the guard ceased his nuffled pacing, yawned
loudly, tested the bar that fastened the door fromw thout. Jirel's thin smle
wi dened. The man grunted and-she had prayed he woul d-settled down at |ast on
the floor with his back agai nst the panels of her door. She knew he neant to
sleep awhile in the certainty that the door could not be opened wi thout 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 slunber reached her ears, and
she licked her lips and murmured, "Gentle Jesu, let himnot wear mail!" and

| eaned to the door. Her knife was thin enough to slide easily between the
panels. ... He was not wearing mail-and the bl ade was razor-keen. He nust
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
nmust never have awakened. In a nmoment bl ood began to gush through the panels
of the door in heavy spurts, and Jirel snmiled and w thdrew her knife.

It was sinmple enough to lift the bar with that narrow bl ade. The difficulty
was i n opening the door against the dead wei ght of the man outside, but she
acconpl i shed that too, without too nmuch noise-and then the lantern sat waiting
for her and the hall was long and enpty in the hal f-dark. She could see the
arch of the stairway and knew t he 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 stornmblast to Cone shrieking down
above her bent shoul ders.

There was no way out. She knew that. Other castles had posterns and w ndows
fromwhich a fugitive m ght escape, but quicksands surrounded Hel | sgarde and
the only path to freedom!lay al ong the causeway where Alaric's guard woul d be
wat ching tonight. And only in nminstrels' romances does a | one adventurer
escape through a guarded courtyard and a guarded gate.

And t oo-she had conme here for a purpose. It was her duty to find that small
treasured box which al one would buy the twenty |ives depending on her. She
woul d do that, or die. And perhaps, after all, it was fortunate that the
castl e had not been enpty when she came. Wthout Alaric, it m ght never have
occurred to her to dare the power of Andred' s ghost in order to reach her
goal. She realized nowthat it mght well be the only way she woul d ever
succeed. Too many searchers in the past had ransacked Hel |l sgarde Castle to

| eave her nuch 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 cl ai mher again-or
to seek himout deliberately and challenge himto the duel. The end woul d be

t he sane-she nust 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 |east 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 noving with her across the cold flags was so
tenuous a defense against the dark. One gust of Andred's stormw nd woul d puff
it out and the darkness woul d smash in upon her like a blow. And there were

ot her ghosts here than Andred's--snmall, 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 | ogs of the

fireplace, past the crunmbling ruins of arnor and tapestry, toward the one spot
where she thought she night be surest of sunmoning up the dreadful thing she
sought .

It was not easy to find. She ranged back and forth for many mnutes with her
little circle of light before a corner of that great black splotch she hunted
nmoved into the light; beast-shaped, dark as nurder 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 woul d come again. She had her underlip firmy between her teeth as she

st epped upon that stain, and she was hol ding her breath without realizing it.
She nust have stood there for a full nminute, feeling the goose-flesh shudder

al ong her linbs, before she could nerve herself for the thing she nust do
next. But she had conme too far to fail herself now. She drew a deep breath and
blew out the lifted lantern

Dar kness crashed upon her with the inpact of a physical blow alnmost squeezing
the breath from her body. And now suddenly fright was past and the famliar

wi ny exultation of tension before battle rushed along her |inbs and she | ooked
up into the darkness defiantly and shouted to the great vaults of the ceiling,
"Come out of Hell, dead Andred! Cone if you dare, Andred the Damed!"

W nd-w nd and storm and viol ence! It snatched the words fromher |ips and the
breath fromher throat in one tremendous whirling gust that came rushing out
of nowhere. And in the instant of its coming, while the wild challenge stil
echoed on her lips, a ravenous nouth cane 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 arma blow that sent her reeling but
would not let her fall, for that terrible drag again was sweepi ng her across
the floor with a speed that ran faster than tinme itself.

She had ducked her head instinctively when she felt the arm seize her, but not
soon enough. The heavy nout h had

hers, and again the square, w de-set teeth were bruising her lips and the

vi ol ence of the nonstrous 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 nore
clearly what was happening to her. As before, the whole violent fury of the
attack burst upon her at once-the nouth seized hers and the arm swept her

al nrost off her feet in the same instant. In that instant the unslackening grip
around her shoul ders rushed her across the dark floor, blinded in the

bl ackness, deafened by the raving wind, nuted and dazed by the terrible
vehemence of the mouth and the pain of her iron-clawed arm But she could
sense dimy again that walls were closing around her, closer and closer, like
atonb's walls. And as before she was aware of a trenmendous 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 al



but parts of that vortex.

And it was indeed a vortex-it was somehow spinning and narrowing as if the
whol e force that was Andred were concentrating into one tornado-whirl of
savage power. Perhaps it was that feeling of narrowi ng and vortexing rotation
whi ch made walls seemto draw cl ose about her. It was all too dimy sensed a
thing to put clearly into words, and yet it was terribly real. Jirel
breat hl ess and brui sed and stunned with pain - and viol ence, still knew
clearly that here in the mdst of the great open hall walls were draw ng
prison-tight about her.

Savagel y she slashed at the arm around her shoul ders, at the steel-fingered
hand di gging her armto the bone. But the angle was an awkward one and she was
too dazed to know if she cut flesh or sinply stabbed at disenbodi ed 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 stunbling knees touched stone. She groped

dizzily with her free hand and felt walls dripping-danp, close around her. The

forward notion had ceased, and the power which was Andred

whirled in one concentrated cone of violence that stopped her breath and sent

t he darkness reeling around her

Through the haze of her confusion she knew that this, then, nust be his own

pl ace to which he had dragged her, a place of stone and danp and dar kness

somewher e outside-for they had reached it too quickly for it to be a rea

pl ace-and yet it was tangible. . . . Stone walls cold agai nst her hands, and

what were these round and slipping things underfoot?-things that rattled a

little as she stunbl ed anong t hem bones? Dear God, the bones of other seekers

after treasure, who had found what they sought? For she thought the

treasure-box nust be here, surely, if it were anywhere at all-here in this

dar kness unreachabl e save through the very heart of the whirlw nd.

Her senses were failing and the whirl that was like the whirl in a tornado S

heart seenmed to create a vacuum whi ch drew her out of her body in one thin,

protesting wisp of self that had no strength to fight..

Sonmewhere a | ong way off was her body, hanging linp in the clutch of the iron

arm gasping for breath under a kiss that nmade reality faint about her, stil

struggling feebly in sonme tonb-snelling, narrow place where stone walls

dri pped and bones turned underfoot-the bones of those who had conme before

her....

But she was not there. She was a wispy waith rooted only tenuously in that

fainting body, a waith 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 sidewi se-the stone walls were a prison no

| onger, for she was nmoving up al ong the great expanding whirl that sucked her

out of her body, up and out around w dening circles into night-tinme distances

where space and tune were not.

Somewhere infinitely far away a foot that was not hers stunbl ed over sonething

smal | and square, and a body that was not hers slid to its knees anpbng wet,

rattling bones, and a bosomthat was not hers bruised itself on the corner of

that square sonething as the tenantl ess body fell forward anmong bones upon a

wet stone floor. But upon the w dening whorls of the vortex the wi sp that was

Jirel rebelled in its spinning. She nust go back-she rnust renenber-there was

somet hi ng- sonet hi ng.

For one fleeting instant she was in her body again, crunpled down upon the

stones, arms sprawl ed about a small square thing that was slimy to the touch

A box-a wet |eather 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

t he danp anong the bones, with viol ence ravening down to seize her again.

Dimy, as her senses left her for the second time, she

heard a dog bark, high and hysterically, fromfar above.

And anot her dog answered, and then she heard a man's

voi ce shouting in a tongue she did not know, a wild, exult



ant shout, choking with triunph. But after that the dizziness of the whirlw nd
whi ch snat ched her out of her body

made everything blur, until-unti

Queerly, it was nusic that brought her back. A lute's strings singing as if
madness itself swept wild chords across them The dwarfed jester's |ute,
shrieking with music that wakened her out of nowhere into her own fallen body
in the danpness and the dark where that hard box-corner bruised her bosom

And the whirlw nd was-uncoiling-fromabout her. The walls w dened until she
was no |longer aware of their prison closeness and the snmell of danp and decay
faded fromher 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 sonehow,

strangely, it did not touch her now. No, there was something outside it-sone
strange force against which it battled-a force that-that

She was in the dark hall again. Sonehow she knew it. And the wild lute-nusic
shrilled and sang, and in sone queer way-she saw. It was dark still-but she
saw. For a luminous gl ow was generating itself hi a ring around her and by its
ghostlight she was aware-scarcely through sight -of famliar faces spinning
past her in a wide, whirling

ring. A wtch 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 |um nous on

their faces. There was a wild bark, and one of the greyhounds | oped by her and
away, firelight fromno earthly flame glaring in its eyes, its tongue lolling
in a canine grin of ecstasy. Round and round her through that | um nous gl ow
whi ch was scarcely light the mad circle spun. And ever the lute-strings wailed
and sang with a wilder nusic than strings can ever have sung before, and the
terrible joy on every face-yes, even upon the dogs'-was nore frightening than
even Andred's nenace had been

Andred-Andred. . . . The power of his vol cano-force spun above her now, with a
strength that stirred the red hair against her cheeks and a raving of w nd

t hrough which the lute music screamed high. But it was not the full force that
had overwhel med her. For this mani ac dance that spun round and round through
the dark was building up a climx of cunul ative strength that she could fee

as she knelt there, hugging the slinmy box. She thought the very air sang with
tension and stress. That circle was reeling counterw se to the spin of
Andred's vortexing force, and Andred was weakeni ng. She could feel him

sl ackeni ng above her in the dark. The nusic shrieked | ouder above the failing
stormw nd and the fearful joy upon those faces whirling past told her why.
Sonehow t hey were overpowering him Something in the dwarf's mad | ute-strings,
something in the spinning of then: dance was breaki ng 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 gl ance
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 nmade joy so vivid there. Jirel's
brai n had al nost

ceased recording sensation in the bew | dernent of what she watched.

When the dance ended she scarcely knewit. Lulled into a dizzy trance by the
mad spi nning of the dancers, she was al nost noddi ng on her knees in their
center, feeling her brain whirl with their whirling-feeling the notion sl ow
about her so inperceptibly that nothing but the whirl itself registered on her
m nd. But the dancers were slackening- and with them the whirl above. The

wi nd no | onger raved through the dark; it was a slow sigh now, grow ng softer
and gentler as the circle of dancers ceased to spin. . . .

And then there was a great, soft, puffing sigh fromthe darkness above her
that bl ew out her awareness |ike a candle-flane.



Dayl i ght fingering through the arrowslits touched Jirel's closed lids. She
awoke painfully, blinking in the light. Every nuscle and bone of her supple
body ached fromthe buffeting of last night's stormand viol ence, and the cold
stones were hard beneath her. She sat up, groping by instinct for her knife.
It lay alittle distance off, rusting with last night's blood. And the
casket -t he casket!

Panic swelling in her throat quieted in an instant as she saw that precious,
mol ding thing lying on its side at her elbow A little thing, its iron hinges
rusty, its leather whitened and eaten with rot fromtwo centuries in a

nanel ess, dripping place; but safe, unopened. She picked it up, shaking it
experimentally. And she heard the softest shifting within, a sound and wei ght
like finest flour noving 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 |ast

ni ght's dancers lay sprawl ed. Dead? No, slow breathing stirred them as they

I ay, and upon the face of the nearest-it was Damara -was a | ook 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 al nost obscene satisfaction upon their faces as Alaric's
drugged conpany wore now. Renenbering that obscure lusting she had seen in
their eyes last night, she

wonder ed what nanel ess satiety they had achieved in the dark after her own
consci ousness went out. .

A footfall sounded upon stone behind her and she spun hal f-way round, rising
on one knee and shifting the knife-hilt firmer in her fist. It was Alaric, a
little unsteady on his feet, |ooking down upon her with a sort of half-seeing
abstraction. Hs scarlet tunic was dusty and runpled 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 | ooked down at her with a visible effort at
focusing his attention

"I"1l 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 amazenent over white teeth. He was
not watching her. H's eyes had shifted focus and he was staring blindly into
some delightful menmory that had blotted out Jirel's very existence. And upon
his face that | ook of al nbst obscene satiety relaxed every feature until even
hi s sword-gash nmouth hung | oose.

" B- but " Jirel blinked and clutched at the ml dewed

box she had risked her life for. He came back into focus for an inpatient
instant to say carel essly:

"Ch-that! Take the thing."

"You-you know what it is? | thought you wanted
He shrugged. "1 could not have explained to you last night what it was |
wanted of -Andred. So | said it was the treasure we sought-you coul d understand
that. But as for that rotting little box-I don't know or care what lies
inside. |1've had-a better thing. . . ." And his renenbering eyes shifted again
to escape hers and stare blissfully into the past.

"Then why di d you-save ne?"

"Save you?" He | aughed. "W had no thought of you or your treasure in what
we-di d-1ast night. You have served your purpose-you may go free."

" Served-what purpose?”

Impatiently for an instant he brought hinmself wholly back out of his
renenbering dreamto 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. | think
Andred m ght not have cone 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 himfor a long instant, a little chill creeping down her
spi ne, before she said in a shaken whi sper



"\What - are you?" And for a nonent she al nbst hoped he woul d not answer. But he
smled, and the | ook of deformty deeped upon his face.

"A hunter of undeath," he said softly. "A drinker of undeath, when | can find
it. ... My people and | lust after that dark force which the ghosts of the

vi ol ent dead engender, and we travel far sonetinmes between-feast-ings." His
eyes escaped hers for an instant to stare gloatingly into the past. Still

| ooking 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-fee

- dar kness-spreadi ng through every vein nore sweetly than w ne, nore

intoxicating. ... To be drunk on undeath -a joy al nost 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 linmbs. Wth an effort she

tore her gaze away. The obscene ecstasy that Alaric's inward-I|ooking eyes

dwelt upon was a thing she would not see even in retrospect, through another's

words and eyes. She scranbled to her feet, cradling the | eather box in her

arm averting her eyes from his.

"Let me go, then," she said in a | owered voice, obscurely enbarrassed as if

she had | ooked i nadvertently upon sonething indescribable. A aric glanced up

at her and smil ed.

"You are free to go," he said, "but waste no tine returning with your men for

vengeance agai nst the force we

i nposed on you." His snmile deepened at her little twitch of acknow edgment,

for that thought had been in her mind. "Nothing holds us now at Hell sgarde. W

will |eave today on-another search. One thing before you go-we owe you a debt

for luring Andred into our power, for | think he would not have come w t hout

you. Take a warning away with you, lady."

"What is it?" Jirel's gaze flicked the nman's briefly and fell again. She woul d

not look into his eyes if she could help it. "Wat 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

| onger, staring down in bew |l dernent at the small box under her arm before

she turned to follow Alaric into the outer air.

Last night was a nmenory and a nightnmare to forget. Not even the dead nmen stil

on their ghastly guard before the door could mar her triunmph now.

Jirel rode back across the causeway in the strong |ight of norning, noving

like a rider in a mrage between blue skies and blue reflecting waters. Behind

her Hell sgarde Castle was a vision swimrmng anong the mirroring pools of the

marsh. And as she rode, she renenbered.

The vortex of violence out of which she had snatched this box |ast night-the

power and terror of the thing that had treasured it so long . . . what |ay

wi t hi n? Somet hing akin to-Andred? Al aric might not know, but he had guessed.
Hi s warning still sounded in her ears.

She rode awhile with bent brows, but presently a wicked little snile began to

thin the red lips of Joiry's sovereign lady. Well . . . she had suffered nmuch

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 dreanmed so | uxuriously

of doing. No . . . she would have a better vengeance.

She would hand hima little iron-bound | eather box.



