JI REL MEETS MAG C

Over @uischard's fallen drawbridge thundered Joiry's warrior |ady, sword

swWi ngi ng, voice shouting hoarsely inside her helnmet. The scarlet plune of her
crest rippled hi the wind. Straight into the massed defenders at the gate she
pl unged, careering through themby the very inpetuosity of the charge, the
wei ght of her nighty warhorse opening up a gap for the men at her heels to

wi den. For a while there was tumult unspeakabl e there under the archway, the
yells of fighters and the clang of nmail on nmail and the screams of stricken
men. Jirel of Joiry was a shouting battle-nmachi ne fromwhich Guischard' s nen
reel ed in bl oody confusion as she whirled and sl ashed and slew in the narrow
confines of the gateway, her great stallion's iron hoofs weapons as potent as
her own whistling bl ade.

In her full arnmor she was inpregnable to the men on foot, and the horse's
arnor protected himfromtheir vengeful blades, so that alone, alnost, she

nm ght have won the gateway. By sheer weight and inpetuosity she carried the
battl e through the defenders under the arch. They gave way before the m ghty
war horse and his scream ng rider

Jirel's swinging sword and the stallion's tranpling feet cleared a path for
Joiry's men to follow, and at last into Quischard' s court poured the

steel -cl ad hordes of Quischard' s conquerors.

Jirel's eyes were yellow wi th bl ood-1ust behind the hel met bars, and her voice
echoed savagely fromthe steel cage that confined it, "Graud! Bring ne
Graud! A gold piece to the man who brings me the wi zard G raud!"

She waited inpatiently in the courtyard, reining her excited charger in

m ncing circles over the flags, unable to disnobunt alone in her heavy arnor
and di sdai nful of the threats of possible arbalesters in the arrowslits that
| ooked down upon her from Guischard's frowning gray walls. A crossbow shaft
was the only thing she had to fear in her inpregnable nail.

She waited in nmounting inpatience, a form dable figure in her bloody arnor,
the great sword |ying across her saddl ebow and her eager, angry voice echoing
hoarsely fromthe helnet, "G raud! Mke haste, you varlets! Bring ne Graud!"
There was such bl oodythirsty inpatience in that hollowy booning voice that
the men who were returning fromsearching the castle hung back as they crossed
the court toward their lady in reluctant twos and threes, failure el oquent
upon their faces.

"What!" screamed Jirel furiously. "You; Gles! Have you brought me G raud?
Wat ki nl Where is that wizard Graud? Answer ne, | say!"

"We've scoured the castle, ny lady," said one of the nen fearfully as the
angry voi ce paused. "The w zard is gone."

"Now God defend me!" groaned Joiry's lady. "God hel p a poor woman served by
fools! Did you search anong the slain?"

"W searched everywhere, Lady Jirel. Graud has escaped us."

Jirel called again upon her Maker in a voice that was bl asphenmy in itself.
"Hel p me down, then, you hell-spawned knaves," she grated. "I'Il find him
nysel f. He nust be here!"

Wth difficulty they got her off the sidling horse. It took two men to handl e
her, and a third to steady the charger. Al the while they straggled with
straps and buckl es she cursed themhollowy, energing linb by linb fromthe
casing of steel and swearing with a soldier's fluency as the arnor canme away.
Presently she stood free on the bl oody flagstones, a slim straight |ady, keen
as a blade, her red hair a flame to match the flane of her yellow eyes. Under
the arnor she wore a tunic of link-mail fromthe Holy Land, supple as silk and
al nrost as light, and a doeskin shirt to protect the m|Kky whiteness of her

ski n.

She was a creature of the wildest paradox, this warrior |ady of Joiry, hot as
ared coal, chill as steel, satiny of body and iron of soul. The set of her
chin was firm but her nouth betrayed a tenderness she woul d have died, before
adm tting. But she was ragi ng now.

"Foll ow me, then, fools!" she shouted. "I'Il find that Cod-cursed w zard and



split his head with this sword if it takes ne until the day | die. | swear it.

['"l'l teach himwhat it costs to anmbush Joiry men. By heaven, he'll pay with
his life for ny ten who fell at Massy Ford | ast week. The foul spell-brewer!
He'll learn what it means to defy Joiry!"

Breathing threats and curses, she strode across the court, her men follow ng
reluctantly at her heels and casting nervous glances upward at the gray towers
of Quischard. It had always borne a bad nane, this om nous castle of .the

wi zard G raud, a place where queer things happened, which no man entered

uni nvited and whence no prisoner had ever escaped, though the screans of
torture echoed often fromits walls. Jirel's nmen would have foll owed her
straight through the gates of hell, but they storned Guischard at her heels
with terror in their hearts and no hope of conquest.

She al one seemed not to know fear of the dark sorcerer. Perhaps it was because
she had known things so dreadful that nortal perils held no terror for
her-there were whispers at Joiry of their |ady, and of things that had
happened there which no man dared think on. But when CGuischard fell, and the
wi zard's defenders fled before Jirel's mighty steed and the onrush of Joiry's
nmen, they had plucked up

heart, thinking that perhaps the om nous tales of G raud had been gossip only,
since the castle fell as any ordinary lord' s castle mght fall. But nowthere
wer e whi spers agai n, and nervous gl ances over the shoul der, and nen huddl ed
together as they re-entered GQuischard at their lady's hurrying heels. A castle
fromwhich a wizard nmight vanish into thin air, with all the exits watched,
must be a haunted place, better burned and forgotten. They foll owed Jirel
reluctantly, half ashaned but fearful

In Jirel's storny heart there was no roomfor terror as she plunged into the
gl oom of the archway that opened upon Cuischard's great central hall. Anger
that the man mi ght have escaped her was a torch to light the way, and she
paused in the door with eager anticipation, sweeping the corpse-strewn hall at
a glance, searching for sone clue to explain how her quarry had di sappear ed.
"He can't have escaped," she told herself confidently. "There's no way out. He
nmust be here sonmewhere.” And she stepped into the hall, turning over the
bodi es she passed with a careless foot to nmake sure that death had not robbed
her of vengeance.

An hour |ater, as they searched the | ast tower, she was still telling herself
that the wi zard could not have gone wi thout her know edge. She had taken
speci al pains about that. There was a secret passage to the river, but she had
had that watched. And an underwater door opened into the noat, but he could
not have gone that way wi thout meeting her nmen. Secret paths and open, she had
found themall and posted a guard at each, and Graud had not left the castle
by any door that led out. She clinbed the stairs of the last tower wearily,

her confi dence shaken

An iron-barred oaken door closed the top of the steps, and Jirel drew back as
her men lifted the heavy cross-pieces and opened it for her. It had not been
barred fromw thin. She stepped into the little round roominside, hope fading
conpletely as she saw that it too was enpty, save for the body of a page-boy
lying on the uncarpeted floor. Blood had nmade a congeal i ng pool about him and
as Jirel |ooked she saw sonet hing which roused her flaggi ng hopes.

Feet had trodden in that blood, not the numiled feet of armed nmen, but the
tread of shapel ess cloth shoes such as surely none but G raud would have worn
when the castle was besieged and falling, and every man's hel p needed. Those
bl oody tracks led straight across the roomtoward the wall, and in that wall-a
wi ndow.

Jirel stared. To her a window was a narrow slit deep in stone, nade for the
shooting of arrows, and never covered save in the col dest weather. But this

wi ndow was broad and | ow, and instead of the usual animal pelt for hangings a
curtain of purple velvet" had been drawn back to disclose shutters carved out
of somet hing that mnight have been ivory had any beast alive been huge enough
to yield such great unbroken sheets of whiteness. The shutters were unl atched,
swi nging slightly ajar, and upon themJirel saw the smear of bl oody fingers.



Wth a little triunphant cry she sprang forward. Here, then, was the secret
way G raud had gone. What |ay beyond the wi ndow she could not guess. Perhaps
an unsuspected passage, or a hidden room Laughing exultantly, she swung open
the ivory shutters.

There was a gasp fromthe nmen behind her. She did not hear it. She stood quite
still, staring with incredul ous eyes. For those ivory gates had opened upon no
dark stone hiding-place or secret tunnel. They did not even reveal the

aft ernoon sky outside, nor did they admit the shouts of her nen still subduing
the Iast of the defenders in the court below Instead she was | ooki ng out upon
a green woodl and over which brooded a violet day |like no day she had ever seen
before. In paral yzed amazenent she | ooked down, seeing not the bloody flags of
the courtyard far below, but a npbssy carpet at a level with the floor. And on
t hat noss she saw the nmark of bl ood-stained feet. This w ndow m ght be a nagic
one, opening into strange |ands, but through it had gone the man she swore to
kill, and where he fled she nust follow

She lifted her eyes fromthe tracked noss and stared out again through the

di mess under the trees. It was a lovelier |and than anything seen even in
dreans; so lovely that it nade her heart ache with its strange, unearthly en-
chant ment - gr een woodl and hushed and brooding in the hushed violet day. There
was a prom se of peace there, and forgetful ness and rest. Suddenly the harsh,
shouting, noisy world behind her seened very far away and chill. She noved
forward and |l aid her hand upon the ivory shutters, staring out.

The shuffle of the scared nen behind her awakened Jirel fromthe enchant nent
that had gripped her. She turned. The dreamy nmagic of the woodl and | oosed its
hol d as she faced the nmen again, but its nmenmory |ingered. She shook her red
head a little, neeting their fearful eyes. She nodded toward the open w ndow.
"G raud has gone out there," she said. "G ve nme your dagger, Gles. This sword
is too heavy to carry far."

"But | ady-Lady Jirel-dear |ady-you can't go out there-Saint Cuilda save us!

Lady Jirel!™
Jirel's crisp voice cut short the babble of protest.
"Your dagger, Gles. I've sworn to slay Graud, and slay himl shall, hi

what ever | and he hides. Gles!"

A man-at-arns shuffled forward with averted face, handing her his dagger. She
gave himthe sword she carried and thrust the |ong-bladed knife into her belt.
She turned again to the wi ndow. Green and cool and |ovely, the woodl and | ay
wai ting. She thought as she set her knee upon the sill that she nust have
explored this violet cal meven had her oath not driven her; for there was an
enchant nent about the place that drew her irresistibly. She pulled up her

ot her knee and junped lightly. The npbssy ground received her without a jar.
For a few nmoments Jirel stood very still, watching, listening. Bird songs
trilled intermttently about her, and breezes stirred the | eaves. From very
far away she thought she caught the echoes of a song when the wind blew and
there was sonething subtly irritating about its sinple nelody that seenmed to
seesaw endl essly up and down on two notes. She was glad when the wi nd died and
the song no longer shrilled in her ears.

It occurred to her that before she ventured far she nmust mark the wi ndow she
had entered by, and she turned

curiously, wondering how it |ooked fromthis side. Wiat she saw sent an

inexplicable little chill down her back. Behind her lay a heap of noldering
ruins, noss-grown, crunbling into decay. Fire had bl ackened the stones in ages
past. She could see that it rmust have been a castle, for the original |ines of

it were not yet quite lost. Only one |ow wall renmained standing now, and in it
opened t he wi ndow t hrough whi ch she had cone. There was sonethi ng hauntingly
fam liar about the lines of those moldering stones, and she turned away with a
vague unease, not quite understanding why. A little path wound away under the
| ow hangi ng trees, and she followed it slowy, eyes alert for signs that

G raud had passed this way. Birds trilled drowsily in the | eaves overhead,
gueer, unrecogni zable songs like the music of no birds she knew. The viol et
[ight was cal mand sweet about her



She had gone on in the bird-haunted quiet for many m nutes before she caught
the first hint of anything at odds with the perfect peace about her. A whiff
of wood-snoke drifted to her nostrils on a vagrant breeze. Wen she rounded

t he next bend of the path she saw what had caused it. A tree lay across the
way in a snmother of shaking | eaves and branches. She knew that she nust skirt
it, for the branches were too tangled to penetrate, and she turned out of the
path, following the trunk toward its broken base.

She had gone only a few steps before the sound of a curious sobbing came to
her ears. It was the gasp of choked breathing, and she had heard sounds I|ike
that too often before not to know that she approached death in sone form or
anot her. She |l aid her hand on her knife-hilt and crept forward softly.

The tree trunk had been severed as if by a blast of heat, for the stunp was
charred black and still smoking. Beyond the stunp a queer tableau was being
enacted, and she stopped quite still, staring through the | eaves.

Upon the noss a naked girl was |ying, gasping her life out behind the hands in
whi ch her face was buried. There was no m staking the death-sound in that
failing breath,

al t hough her body was unmarked. Hair of a strange green-gold pallor streaned
over her bare white body, and by the fragility and tenuosity of that body
Jirel knew that she could not be wholly hunman.

Above the dying girl a tall wonan stood. And that woman was a nagnet for
Jirel's fascinated eyes. She was generously curved, sleepy-eyed. Black hair
bound her head sl eekly, and her skin was like rich, dark, creamy velvet. A

vi ol et robe wapped her carelessly, |eaving arns and one curved shoul der bare,
and her girdl e was a snake of something like purple glass. It mght have been
carved from sonme vast jewel, save for its size and unbroken clarity. Her feet
were thrust bare into silver sandals. But it was her face that held Jirel's
yel | ow gaze.

The sl eepy eyes under heavily drooping |ids were purple as gens, and the
darkly crinmson nouth curled in a snile so hateful that fury rushed up in
Jirel's heart as she watched. That |azy purple gaze dwelt al oofly upon the
gasping girl on the noss. The woman was saying in a voice as rich and deep as
t hi ck-piled vel vet,

"-nor will any other of the dryad folk presune to work forbidden magic in ny
woodl ands for a long, long while to cone. Your fate shall be a deadly exanple
to them Irsla. You dared too greatly. None who defy Jarisnme live. Hear ne,
Irslal”

The sobbing breath had sl owed as the woman spoke, as if life were slipping
fast fromthe dryad-girl on the noss; and as she realized it the speaker's arm
lifted and a finger of white fire | eaped from her outstretched hand, stabbing
the white body at her feet. And the girl Irsla started |ike one shocked back
into life.

"Hear me out, dryad! Let your end be a warning to-"

The girl's quickened breath slowed again as the white brilliance left her, and
again the woman's hand rose, again the |ight-blade stabbed. From behind her
shi el di ng hands the dryad gasped.

"Ch, mercy, nercy, Jarisne!l Let ne die!"

"When | have finished. Not before. Life and death are mine to command here,
and | am not yet done with you. Your stolen magic-"

She paused, for Irsla had slunped once nore upon the nbss, breath scarcely
stirring her. As Jarisne's light-dealing hand rose for the third tinme lire!

| eapt forward. Partly it was intuitive hatred of the |azy-eyed woman, partly
revolt at this cat-and-nouse play with a dying girl for victim She swung her
armin an arc that cleared the branches fromher path, and called out in her
clear, strong voice

"Have done, woman! Let her die in peace.”

Slowy Jarisne's purple eyes rose. "They met Jirel's hot yellow glare. Al nost
physical inpact was in that first neeting of their eyes, and hatred fl ashed
between theminstantly, like the flash of blades-the instinctive hatred of
total opposites, born enenies. Each stiffened subtly, as cats do in the



i nstant before conbat. But Jirel thought she saw in the purple gaze, behind
all its kindling anger, a faint disquiet, a nanmel ess uncertainty.

"Who are you?" asked Jarisne, very softly, very dangerously.

Sonet hing in that unsureness behind her angry eyes pronpted Jirel to answer

bol dl y.

"Jirel of Joiry. | seek the wizard Graud, who fled ne here. Stop tormenting
that wetched girl and tell ne where to find him | can make it worth your
while."

Her tone was inperiously mandatory, and behind Jarisme's drooping lips an
answering flare of anger |ighted, alnost drowning out that faint unease.

"You do not know ne," she observed, her voice very gentle. "I amthe sorceress
Jarisme, and high ruler over all this land. Did you think to buy ne, then

ear t h- wonman?"

Jirel smled her sweetest, nost poisonous snile

"You will forgive nme," she purred. "At the first glance at you |I did not think
your price could be high. "

A petty nmalice had inspired the speech, and Jirel was sorry as it left her
lips, for she knew that the scorn which blazed up in Jarisne's eyes was
justified. The sorceress made a contenptuous gesture of dism ssal

"I shall waste no nore of ny tine here," she said. "Get back to your little

| ands, Jirel of Joiry, and tenmpt ne no further."

The purple gaze rested briefly on the notionless dryad at her feet, flicked
Jirel's hot eyes with a glance of scorn which yet did not wholly hide that
curious uncertainty in its depths. One hand slid behind her, oddly as if she
were seeking a door-latch in enpty air. Then like a heat-shinrer the air
danced about her, and in an instant she was gone.

Jirel blinked. Her ears had deceived her as well as her eyes, she thought, for
as the sorceress vani shed a door closed softly sonmewhere. Yet | ook though she
woul d, the green glade was enpty, the violet air untroubled. No Jarisne
anywhere-no door. Jirel shrugged after a nonment's bew | dernent. She had mnet
magi ¢ before.

A sound fromthe scarcely breathing girl upon the noss distracted her, and she
dropped to her knees beside the dying dryad. There was no mark or wound upon
her, yet Jirel knew that death could be only a matter of nmoments. And dinly
she recalled that, so |l egend said, a tree-sprite never survived the death of
its tree. Gently she turned the girl over, wondering if she were beyond hel p.
At the feel of those gentle hands the dryad's |ids quivered and rose.

Br ook- brown eyes | ooked up at Jirel, with green swinming in their deeps like

| eaf -reflections in a woodl and pool

"My thanks to you," faltered the girl in a ghostly murmur. "But get you back
to your home now before Jarisnme's anger slays you."

Jirel shook her red head stubbornly.

"I must find Graud first, and kill him as |I have sworn to do. But | wll
wait. Is there anything | can do?"

The green-reflecting eyes searched hers for a noment. The dryad nmust have read
resolution there, for she shook her head a little.

"I must die-with ny tree. But if you are determ ned- hear ne. | owe you-a
debt. There is a talisman-braided in nmy hair. Wien |-amdead-take it. It is
Jarisme's sign. Al her subjects wear them It will guide you to her-

and to Graud. He is ever beside her. | know. | think it was her anger at
you--that made her forget to take it fromme, after she had dealt nme ny death.
But why she did not slay you-lI do not know Jarisne is quick-to kill. No
matter -listen now I|f you must have G raud-you nust take a risk that no one
here-has ever taken-before. Break this talisman-at Jarisnme's feet. | do not
knowwhat wi |l happen then. Something-very terrible. It rel eases powers -even
she can not control. It may-destroy you too. But -it is-a chance. My

you- have-al |l good-"

The faltering voice failed. Jirel, bending her head, caught only neani ngl ess
murmurs that trailed away to nothing. The green-gold head dropped suddenly
forward on her sustaining arm Through the forest all about her went one | ong,



quivering sigh, as it an intangible breeze ruffled the trees. Yet no | eaves
stirred.

Jirel bent and kissed the dryad's forehead, then laid her very gently back on
the nbss. And as she did so her hand in the nasses of strangely colored hair
canme upon sonet hing sharp and hard. She renenbered the talisman. It tingled in
her fingers as she drew it out-an odd little jagged crystal sparkling with
curious aliveness fromthe fire burning in its heart.

When she had risen to her feet, |eaving the dead dryad |ying upon the noss

whi ch seemed so perfectly her couch, she saw that the inner brilliance
streaming in its wedge-shaped pattern through the crystal was pointing a

qui vering apex forward and to the right. Irsla had said it would gui de her
Experinental ly she twi sted her hand to the left. Yes, the shaking |light
shifted within the crystal, pointing always toward the right, and Jarisne.

One | ast long gl ance she gave to the dryad on the nbss. Then she set off again
down the path, the little magical thing stinging her hand as she wal ked. And
as she went she wondered. This strong hatred which had flared so instinctively
bet ween her and the sorceress was hot enough to burn any trace of fear from
her m nd, and she renenbered that | ook of uncertainty in the purple gaze that
had shot such hatred at her. Why? Why had she not been

slain as Irsla was slain, for defiance of this queer land' s ruler?

For a whil e she paced unheedi ngly al ong under the trees. Then abruptly the
foliage ceased and a broad neadow | ay before her, green in the clear, violet
day. Beyond the meadow the slimshaft of a tower rose dazzlingly white, and
toward it in steady radiance that magi cal talisnman pointed.

Fromvery far away she thought she still caught the echoes of that song when
the wind blew, an irritating nonotony that made her ears ache. She was gl ad
when the wind died and the song no | onger shrilled in her ears.

Qut across the neadow she went. Far ahead she coul d make out purple nmountains
like | ow clouds on the horizon, and here and there in the distances clunps of
woodl and dotted the nmeadows. She wal ked on nore rapidly now, for she was sure
that the white tower housed Jarisnme, and with her Graud. And she nust have
gone nmore swiftly than she knew, for with al nost magi cal speed the shining
shaft drew nearer.

She coul d see the arch of its doorway, bluely violet within. The top of the
shaft was battl emented, and she caught splashes of col or between the teeth of
the stone scarps, as if flowers were massed there and spilling bl ossons

agai nst the whiteness of the tower. The singsong nusic was | ouder than ever,
and nmuch nearer. Jirel's heart beat a bit heavily as she advanced, wondering
what sort of a sorceress this Jarisne nmight be, what dangers |lay before her in
the path of her vows fulfillment. Now the white tower rose up over her, and
she was crossing the little space before the door, peering in dubiously. Al
she coul d see was di mess and viol et mist.

She |l aid her hand upon the dagger, took a deep breath and stepped boldly in
under the arch. In the instant her feet left the solid earth she saw that this
violet mist filled the whole shaft of the tower, that there was no floor

Enpti ness engulfed her, and all reality ceased.

She was falling through clouds of violet blankness, but in no recognizable
direction. It mght have been up, down, or sidew se through space. Everything
had vani shed in

the viol et nothing. She knew an endl ess nmonment of vertigo and rushing notion;
then the di zzy enptiness vanished in a breath and she was standing in a
gaspi ng surprise upon the roof of Jarisne's tower.

She knew where she was by the white battlenents ringing her round, banked with
strange blossons in nuted colors. In the center of the circul ar, marbl e-paved
pl ace a | ow couch, cushioned in glowing yellow, stood in the mdst of a heap
of furs. Two people sat side by side on the couch. One was G raud

Bl ack-robed, dark-visaged, he stared at Jirel with a flicker of disquiet in
his small, dull eyes. He said nothing.

Jirel dismssed himwith a glance, scarcely realizing his presence. For
Jarisme had |lowered fromher lips a long, silver flute. Jirel realized that



t he queer, maddeni ng nusic nust have come fromthat gleaming length, for it no
| onger echoed in her ears. Jarisne was holding the instrument now in mdair,
regarding Jirel over it with a purple-eyed gaze that was sonehow t hought f ul
and a little apprehensive, though anger glowed in it, too.

"So," she said richly, in her slow, deep voice. "For the second tine you defy
ne."

At these words G raud turned his head sharply and stared at the sorceress

i npassive profile. She did not return his gaze, but after a noment he | ooked
qui ckly back at Jirel, and in his eyes too she saw that flicker of alarm and
with it a sort of scared respect. It puzzled her, and she did not |ike being
puzzl ed. She said a little breathlessly,

"I'f you like, yes. Gve nme that skul king potion-brewer beside you and set ne
down again outside this dammed tower of trickery. |I came to kill your pet
spel | monger here for treachery done ne in my own world by this creature who
dared not stay to face ne."

Her perenptory words hung in the air like the echoes of a gong. For a while no
one spoke. Jarisme snmiled nore subtly than before, an insolent, slow snile
that made Jirel's pulses hammer with the desire to smash it down the woman's
| ush, creany throat. At last Jarisne said, in a voice as rich and deep as

t hi ck-piled vel vet,

"Hot words, hot words, soldier-woman! Do you really imagi ne that your earthly
squabbl es matter to Jarisnme?"

"What matters to Jarisnme is of little nonent to ne," Jirel said
contenmptuously. "All | want is this skul ker here, whom| have sworn to kill."
Jarisme's slow smile was naddeni ng. "You demand it of me-Jarisme?" she asked
with soft incredulity. "Only fools offend nme, wonman, and they but once. None
comands nme. You will have to learn that."

Jirel smiled thinly. "At what price, then, do you value your pet cur?"

Graud half rose fromthe couch at that last insult, his dark face darker with
a surge of anger. Jarisne pushed him back with a |azy hand.

"This is between your-friend-and ne," she said. "I do not think, soldier"-the
appel I ati on was the deadliest of insults in the tone she used-"that any price
you could offer would interest ne."

"And yet your interest is very easily caught." Jirel flashed a contenptuous
gl ance at Graud, restive under the woman's restraini ng hand.

Jarisme's rich pallor flushed a little. Her voice was sharper as she said,
"Do not tenpt me too far, earthling."

Jirel's yell ow eyes defied her. "I amnot afraid."

The sorceress' purple gaze surveyed her slowy. When Jarisme spoke again a
tinge of reluctant admiration |lightened the slow scorn of her voice.

"No-you are not afraid. And a fool not to be. Fools annoy ne, Jirel of Joiry."
She laid the flute down on her knee and lazily lifted a ringless hand. Anger
was glowing in her eyes now, blotting out all trace of that little haunting
fear. But G raud caught the rising hand, bendi ng, whispering urgently in her
ear. Jirel caught a part of what he said, "-what happens to those who tanper
with their own destiny-" And she saw the anger fade fromthe sorceress' face
as apprehension brightened there again. Jarisnme |ooked at Jirel with a |ong,
hard | ook and shrugged her anpl e shoul ders.

"Yes," she nurnured. "Yes, Graud. It is w sest so."
And to Jirel, "Live, then, earthling. Find your way back to your own land if
you can, but | warn you, do not trouble ne again. | shall not stay ny hand if

our paths ever cross in the future.”

She struck her soft, white pal nms together sharply. And at the sound the
roof-top and the violet sky and the banked flowers at the parapets whirled
around Jirel in dizzy confusion. Fromvery far away she heard that clap of
perenmptory hands still echoing, but it seened to her that the great, smokily
col ored bl ossoms were undergoi ng an inexplicable transformation. They quivered
and spread and thrust upward fromthe edges of the tower to arch over her

head. Her feet were pressing a nossy ground, and the sweet, earthy odors of a
garden rose about her. Blinking, she stared around as the world slowy



st eadi ed.

She was no |longer on the roof-top. As far as she could see through the tangled
stens, great flowering plants sprang up in the gl oam ng of a strange,
enchanted forest. She was conpletely submerged in greenery, and the illusion
of under-water filled her eyes, for the violet light that filtered through the
| eaves was di ffused and broken into a submarine di mmess. Uncertainly she began
to grope her way forward, staring about to see what sort of a miracle had
enf ol ded her.

It was a bower in fairyland. She had conme into a tropical garden of great,

nmut ed bl oons and jungle silences. In the diffused light the fl owers nodded

sl eepily among the | eaves, hypnotically lovely, hypnotically soporific with
their soft colors and drowsy, never-ending notion. The fragrance was

over poweri ng. She went on slowy, treading noss that gave back no sound. Here
under the canopy of |leaves was a little separate world of color and silence
and perfunme. Dream |y she nade her way anmpong the flowers.

Their fragrance was so strongly sweet that it went to her head, and she wal ked
in a waking dream Because of this curious, scented trance in which she went
she was never quite sure if she had actually seen that notion anmong the

| eaves, and | ooked cl oser, and made out a huge, incredible serpent of violet
transparency, a giant replica of

the snake that girdled Jarisne's waist, but nmiracul ously alive, miracul ously
supple and gliding, mraculously twisting its soundl ess way anmong the bl ossons
and staring at her with inpassive, purple eyes.

While it glided al ong beside her she had other strange visions too, and could
never renenber just what they were, or why she caught fanmiliar traces in the
tiny, laughing faces that peered at her fromanong the flowers, or half
believed the wild, inpossible things they whispered to her, their |aughing
nmout hs brushing her ears as they | eaned down anpbng the bl ossons.

The branches began to thin at |last, as she neared the edge of the enchanted

pl ace. She wal ked sl oWy, half conscious of the great transparent snake like a
living jewel writhing al ong soundl essly at her side, her mnd vaguely troubled
inits dream by the fading renenbrance of what those little, nerry voices had
told her. Wien she cane to the very edge of the bowery jungle and broke out
into clear daylight again she stopped in a daze, staring round in the
brightening light as the perfumes slowy cleared from her head.

Sanity and realization returned to her at last. She shook her red head dizzily
and | ooked round, half expecting, despite her returning clarity, to see the
great serpent gliding across the grass. But there was nothing. O course she
had dreaned. O course those little |laughing voices had not told her

t hat -t hat -she clutched after the vanishing tags of remenbrance, and caught
not hi ng. Ruefully she | aughed and brushed away the clinging nmenories, |ooking
round to see where she was.

She stood at the crest of a little hill. Below her the flower-fragrant jungle
nodded, a little patch of enchanted greenery clothing the slopes of the hill
Beyond and bel ow green neadows stretched away to a far-off |line of forest

whi ch she thought she recogni zed as that in which she had first nmet Jarisne.
But the white tower which had risen in the mdst of the meadows was magically
gone. Where it had stood, unbroken greenery |lay under the violet clarity of

t he sky.

As she stared round in bew | dernment a faint prickling

stung her palm and she gl anced down, renenbering the talisman clutched in her
hand. The quivering light was streamng in a | ong wedge toward sonme point
behi nd her. She turned. She was in the foothills of those purple nmountains she
had glinpsed fromthe edge of the woods. Hi gh and shimrering, they rose above
her. And, hazily in the heat-waves that danced anong their heights, she saw
the tower.

Jirel groaned to herself. Those peaks were steep and rocky. Well, no help for
it. She nmust clinb. She growed a soldier's oath in her throat and turned
wearily toward the rising slopes. They were rough and deeply slashed with
ravines. Violet heat beat up fromthe reflecting rocks, and tiny, brilliantly



colored things scuttled fromher path -orange lizards and coral red scorpions
and little snakes |ike bright blue jewels.

It seened to her as she stunbl ed upward anong t he broken stones that the tower
was clinmbing too. Time after time she ganed upon it, and tine after tine when
she Iifted her eyes after a grueling struggle up steep ravines, that nocking

flicker of whiteness shimered still high and unattai nable on sone di stant
peak. It had the mistiness of unreality, and if her talisman's gui de had not
poi nted steadily upward she woul d have thought it an illusion to | ead her
astray.

But after what seemed hours of struggle, there cane the time when, glancing
up, she saw the shaft rising on the topnost peak of all, white as snow agai nst

the clear violet sky. And after that it shifted no nore. She took heart now,
for at |ast she seened to be gaining. Every |aborious step carried her nearer
that lofty shining upon the nountain's highest peak

She paused after a while, [ooking up and wi ping the noisture from her forehead
where the red curls clung. As she stood there sonething anong the rocks noved,
and out from behind a boulder a long, slinking feline creature canme. It was
not |ike any beast she had ever seen before. Its shining pelt was fabul ously
gol den, brocaded w th queer

patterns of darker gold, and down against its heavy jaws curved two fangs
whiter than ivory. Wth a grace as gliding as water it paced down the ravine
toward her.

Jirel's heart contracted. Sonehow she found the knife-hilt in her hand, though
she had no recollection of having drawn it. She was staring hard at the |lovely
and terrible cat, trying to understand the haunting famliarity about its
eyes. They were purple, like jewels. Slowy recognition dawned. She had net
that purple gaze before, insolent under sleepy lids. Jarisnme's eyes. Yes, and
the snake in her dream had watched her with a purple stare too. Jarisne?

She cl osed her hand tightly about the crystal, know ng that she must concea
fromthe sorceress her one potent weapon, waiting until the time came to turn
it against its maker. She shifted her knife so that light glinted down the

bl ade. They stood quite still for a nmoment, yell ow eyed woman and fabul ous,
purpl e-eyed cat, staring at each other with hostility el oquent in every |ine
of each. Jirel clenched her knife tight, warily eyeing the steel-clawed paws
on whi ch the gol den beast went so softly. They could have ripped her to

ri bbons before the bl ade struck hone.

She saw a queer expression flicker across the sonber purple gaze that mnet

hers, and the beautiful cat crouched a little, tail jerking, lip tw tched back
to expose shining fangs. It was about to spring. For an intermni nable nonment
she waited for that hurtling golden death to launch itself upon her, tense,
rigid, knife steady in her hand. .

It sprang. She dropped to one knee in the split second of its |eaping,
instinctively hiding the crystal, but thrusting up her dagger in defense. The
great beast sailed easily over her head. As it hurtled past, a peal of
derisive laughter rang in her ears, and she heard quite clearly the sound of a
sl amm ng door. She scrambled up and whirled in one notion, knife ready. The
defile was quite enpty in the violet day. There was no door anywhere. Jarisne
had vani shed.

Alittle shaken, Jirel sheathed her blade. She was not afraid. Anger burned
out all trace of fear as she renenbered the scorn in that ringing | augh. She

t ook up her

course again toward the tower, white and resolute, not |ooking back

The tower was drawi ng near again. She toiled upward. Jarisnme showed no further
sign of her presence, but Jirel felt eyes upon her, purple eyes, scornful and
sl eepy. She could see the tower clearly, just above her at the crest of the

hi ghest peak, up to which a long arc of steps curved steeply. They were very
ol d, these steps, so worn that nmany were little nore than irregularities on
the stone. Jirel wondered what feet had worn them so, to what door they had
originally Ied.

She was panting when she reached the top and peered in under the arch of the



door. To her surprise she found herself staring into a broad, semcircular
hal | way, whose walls were lined with innumerabl e doors. She renenbered the

vi ol et nothingness into which she had stepped the last tinme she crossed the
sill, and wondered as she thrust a tentative foot over it if the hall were an
illusion and she were really about to plunge once nmore into that cloudy abyss
of falling. But the floor was firm

She stepped inside and paused, |ooking round in sone bew | dernment and
wondering where to turn now. She could snell peril in the air. A npbst she
could taste the magic that hovered like a nist over the whole enchanted pl ace.
Little warning prickles ran down her back as she went forward very softly and
pushed open one of those innunerable doors. Behind it a gallery stretched down
m | es of haze-shrouded extent. Arrowstraight it ran, the arches of the
ceiling maki ng an endl ess parade that nelted into violet distance. And as she
stood | ooki ng down the cloudy vista, sonething Iike a puff of snoke obscured
her vision for an instant-snoke that eddied and billowed and rolled away from
t he shape of that gol den cat which had vani shed in the nmountain ravine.

It paced slowmy down the hall toward her, graceful and |ovely, nuscles
rippling under the brocaded gol den coat and purple eyes fixed upon her hi a
scornful stare. Jirel's hand went to the knife in her belt, hatred choking up
in her throat as she net the purple eyes. But in the corridor a voice was
echoing softly, Jarisne's voice, saying,

"Then it is war between us, Jirel of Joiry. For you have defied my nercy, and
you must be puni shed. Your punishment | have chosen-the sinplest, and the
subtlest, and the nost terrible of all punishnments, the worst that could
befall a human creature. Can you guess it? No? Then wonder a while, for | am
not prepared yet to administer it fully ... or shall | kill you now? Eh-h-h?
The curious, long-drawn query nelted into a purring snarl, and the great cat's
liplifted, a flare of nurderous light flam ng up in the purple eyes. It had
been pacing nearer all the while that |ight voice had echoed in the air. Now
its roar crescendoed into a crashing thunder that rang fromthe walls, and the
steel springs of its golden body tightened for a leap straight at Jirel's
throat. Scarcely a dozen paces away, she saw the brocaded beauty of it
crouchi ng, taut and poi sed, saw the powerful body quiver and tighten-and
spring. In instinctive panic she | eaped back and slanmed the door in its face.
Derisive laughter belled through the air. A cloud of thin snoke eddi ed through
the crack around the door and puffed in her face with all the insol ence of a
bl ow. Then the air was clear again. The red mi st of murder swam before Jirel's
eyes. Blind with anger, breath beating thickly in her throat, she snatched at
t he door again, ripping the dagger fromher belt. Through that furious haze
she glared down the corridor. It was enpty. She closed the door a second tine
and | eaned against it, trenbling with anger, until the m st had cleared from
her head and she could control her shaking hand well enough to replace the
dagger.

When she had calmed a little she turned to scan the hall, wondering what to do
next. And she saw that there was no escape now, even had she wi shed, for the
door she had entered by was gone. All about her now cl osed the door-studded
wal I's, enigmatic, inprisoning. And the very fact of their presence was an

i nsult, suggesting that Jarisne had feared she would flee if the entrance were
left open. Jirel forced herself into cal nmess again. She was not afraid, but
she knew herself in deadly peril

She was revol ving the sorceress' threat as she cast about for some indication
to gui de her next step. The sinpl est

and subtlest and nost terrible of punishments-what could it be? Jirel knew
much of the ways of torture-her dungeons were as bl ood-stained as any of her
nei ghbors' -but she knew too that Jarisme had not nmeant only the pain of the
flesh. There was a subtler nenace in her words. It would be a fem nine
vengeance, and nore terrible than anything iron and fire could inflict. She
knew t hat. She knew al so that no door she could open now would lead to
freedom but she could not stay quiet, waiting. She glanced along the rows of



dark, identical panels. Anything that magic could contrive mght |ie behind
them In the face of peril nore deadly than death she could not resist the
tenmptation to pull open the nearest one and peer within.

A gust of wind blewin her face and rattled the door. Dust was in that w nd,
and bitter cold. Through an inner grille of iron, |ocked across the opening,
she saw a dazzle of whiteness |ike sun on snow in the instant before she

sl ammed the door shut on the piercing gust. But the incident had whetted her
curiosity. She noved along the wall and opened anot her

This time she was | ooking through another |ocked grille into a di nmess of gray
snoke shot through with flame. The snell of burning rose hi her nostrils, and
she could hear faintly, as fromvast distances, the sound of groans arid the
shivering echo of screams. Shuddering, she closed the door

When she opened the next one she caught her breath and stared. Before her a
thick crystal door separated her from bottom ess space. She pressed her face
to the cold glass and stared out and down. Nothi ngness net her gaze. Dark and
silence and the blaze of unwi nking stars. It was day outside the tower, but
she | ooked into fathom ess night. And as she stared, a | ong streak of |ight

fl ashed across the blackness and faded. It was not a shooting star. By
straining her eyes she could make out sonmething like a thin sliver of silver
flashing across the dark, its flamng tail fading behind it in the sky. And
the sight made her ill with sudden vertigo. Bottom ess void reeled around her
and she fell back into the hallway, slanmm ng the door upon that terrifying

gli npse of starry nothi ngness.

It was several minutes before she could bring herself to try the next door
When she did, swinging it open tinorously, a famliar sweetness of flower
perfune floated out and she found hersel f gazing through a grille of iron bars
deep into that drowsy jungle of blossoms and scent and sil ence which she had
crossed at the nountain's foot. A wave of renenbrance washed over her. For an
i nstant she could hear those tiny, |aughing voices again, and she felt the
presence of the great snake at her side, and the wild, mrth-ridden secrets of
the little gray voices rang in her ears. Then she was awake again, and the
menory vani shed as dreans do, |eaving nothing but tantalizing fragnents of
forgotten secrets drifting through her nmind. She knew as she stared that she
could step straight into that flowery fairyland again if the bars woul d open
But there was no escape fromthis magical place, though she m ght | ook through
any nunber of opening doors into far |ands and near

She was begi nning to understand the significance of the hall. It must be from
here that Jarisme by her magi cal know edge journeyed into other |ands and
times and worlds through the doors that opened between her domain and those
strange, outland places. Perhaps she had sorcerer friends there, and paid them
visits and brought back greater know edge, stepping fromworld to world, from
century to century, through her enchanted doorways. Jirel felt certain that
one of these enigmatic openings woul d give upon that mountain pass where the
golden cat with its scornful purple eyes had sprung at her, and vani shed, and
| aughed backward as the door slanmed upon it, and upon the woodl and gl ade
where the dryad died. But she knew that bars would cl ose these places away
even if she could find them

She went on with her explorations. One door opened upon a steany fern-forest
of gigantic growths, out of whose deeps floated nmusky, reptilian odors, and

t he di stant sound of beasts bellowi ng hollowy. And another upon a gray

desert stretching flat and lifeless to the horizon, wan under the light of a
dimred sun.

But at |ast she came to one that opened not into alien |ands but upon a
stairway wi nding down into solid rock whose walls showed the mark of the tools
that had holl owed them No sound came up the shaft of the stairs, and a gray

I ight darkened down their silent reaches. Jirel peered in vain for sone hint
of what lay below. But at |ast, because inactivity had palled upon her and she
knew that all ways were hopel ess for escape, she entered the doorway and went
slowy down the steps. It occurred to her that possibly she nmight find Jarisne
bel ow, engaged in some obscure magic in the | ower regions, and she was eager



to come to grips with her eneny.

The Iight darkened as she descended, until she was groping her way through
obscurity round and round the curving stairs. \Wien the steps ended at a depth
she coul d not guess, she could tell that she had emerged into a | ow roofed
corridor only by feeling the walls and ceiling that net her exploring hands,
for the thickest dark hid everything. She made her slow way al ong the stone
hal I, which wound and twi sted and di pped at unexpected angles until she | ost
all sense of direction. But she knew she had gone a | ong way when she began to
see the faint gleamof |ight ahead.

Presently she began to catch the faraway sound of a fam liar song-Jarisne's
nmonot onous little flute nelody on two notes, and she was sure then that her
intuition had been true, that the sorceress was down here sonewhere. She drew
her dagger in the gl oomand went on nore warily.

An arched openi ng ended the passage. Through the arch poured a bl aze of
danci ng white |um nance. Jirel paused, blinking and trying to nmake out what
strange place she was entering. The room before her was filled with the
baffling glitter and shinmer and mirage of reflecting surfaces so
bewi | deringly that she could not tell which was real and which mirror, and

whi ch dancing light. The brilliance dazzled in her face and dinmred into
twilight and bl azed again as the mrrors shifted. Little currents of dark
shivered through the chaos and brightened into white sparkle once nore. That
nonot onous musi ¢ came to her through the quivering lights and reflections, now
strongly, now faintly in the distance.

The whol e pl ace was a chaos of blaze and confusion. She could not know if the
roomwere small or large, a cavern or a palace hall. Queer reflections danced
t hrough the dazzle of it. She could see her own inage | ooking back at her from
a dozen, a score, a hundred noving planes that grotesquely distorted her and
then flickered out again, casting a blaze of light in her blinded eyes.
Dizzily she blinked into the reeling wlderness of planes.

Then she saw Jarisme in her violet robe watching her froma hundred identica
gol den couches reflected upon a hundred surfaces. The figure held a flute to
its lips, and the nusic pulsed fromit in perfect time with the pul sing of the
sorceress' swelling white throat. Jirel stared round in confusion at the
nmyriad Jarismes all piping the interm nabl e nonotones. A hundred sensual
dreany faces turned to her, a hundred white arns dropped as the flute left a
hundred red nmouths that Jarisne nmight smile ironic wel cone a hundredfold nore
scornful for its multiplicity.

When the nusic ceased, all the flashing dazzle suddenly stilled. Jirel blinked
as the chaos resolved itself into shining order, the hundred Jari snes merging
i nto one sl eepy-eyed woman | oungi ng upon her gol den couch in a vast

crystal -wal | ed chanber shaped like the semicircular half of a great, round,
donmed room Behind the couch a veil of violet mist hung like a curtain
shutting off what would have formed the other half of the circular room

"Enter," said the sorceress with the graci ousness of one who knows herself in
full command of the situation. "I thought you might find the way here. | am
preparing a cerenony which will concern you intinmately. Perhaps you would |ike

to watch? This is to be an experinent, and for that reason a greater honor is
to be yours than you can ever have known before; for the conpany | am
assenbling to watch your punishnent is a nore distinguished one than you coul d
understand. Cone here, inside the circle."

Jirel advanced, dagger still clenched in one hand, the

ot her cl osed about her bit of broken crystal. She saw now that the couch stood
in the center of a ring engraved in the floor with curious, cabalistic
synmbol s. Beyond it the cloudy violet curtain swayed and eddied within itself,
a vast, billowing wall of nist. Dubiously she stepped over the circle and
stood eyeing Jarisnme, her yellow gaze hot with rigidly curbed enmotion. Jarisne
smled and lifted the flute to her |ips again.

As the irritating two notes began their seesawi ng tune Jirel saw sonething
amazi ng happen. She knew then that the flute was a magi ¢ one, and the song
magi cal too. The notes took on a formthat overstepped the boundaries of the



aural and partook in sone inexplicable way of all the other senses too. She
could feel them taste them snell them see them In a queer way they were
visible, pouring in twos fromthe flute and dashing outward like little
needl es of light. The walls reflected them and those reflections becane
swifter and brighter and nore numerous until the air was full of flying
slivers of silvery brilliance, until shimers began to dance anong them and
over them and that bew ldering shift of mrrored planes started up once nore.
Again reflections crossed and dazzled and multiplied in the shining air as the
flute poured out its flashing double notes.

Jirel forgot the sorceress beside her, the nusic that grated on her ears, even
her own peril, in watching the pictures that shinrered and vani shed in the
mrrored surfaces. She saw fl ashes of scenes she had glinpsed through the
doors of Jarisnme's hallway. She saw stranger places than that, passing in

i nstant-brief snatches over the silvery planes. She saw jagged bl ack nountai ns
wi th purple dawns rising behind themand stars in unknown figures across the
dark skies; she saw gray seas flat and notionl ess beneath gray clouds; she saw
snoot h meadows rolling horizon-ward under the glare of double suns. Al these
and many nore awke to the magic of Jarisne's flute, and nelted again to give
way to others.

Jirel had the strange fancy, as the nusic went on, that it was audible in

t hose | ands whose brief pictures were flickering across the background of its
visible notes. It

seened to be piercing i measurabl e distances, ringing across the cloudy seas,
echoi ng under the double suns, calling insistently in strange |ands and far,
unknown pl aces, over deserts and nountains that man's feet had never trod,
reaching other worlds and other tines and crying its two-toned nonot ony

t hrough the darkness of interstellar space. All of this, to Jirel, was no nore
than a vague realization that it nust be so. It nmeant nothing to her, whose
world was a flat plane arched by the heaven-pi erced bowl of the sky. Magic,
she told herself, and gave up trying to understand.

Presently the tenpo of the fluting changed. The sane two notes still shrilled
endl essly up and down, but it was no longer a clarion call ringing across
borderl ands into strange worlds. Now it was slower, statelier. And the notes
of visible silver that had darted crazily against the crystal walls and

refl ected back again took on an order that ranked theminto one shining plane.
Upon that plane Jirel saw the outlines of a famliar scene gradually take
shape. The great door-lined hall above mrrored itself in faithful replica

bef ore her eyes. The nusic went on changel essly.

Then, as she wat ched, one of those innunerable doors quivered. She held her
breath. Slowy it swung open upon that gray desert under the red sun which she
had seen before she closed it quickly away behi nd conceal i ng panels. Again as
she | ooked, that sense of utter desol ation and weari ness and despair cane over
her, so uncannily dreary was the scene. Now the door stood wi de, its |ocked
grille no longer closing it, and as the nmusic went on she could see a dazzle
like a jagged twist of lightning begin to shinrer in its aperture. The gl eam
strengt hened. She saw it quiver once, twice, then sweep forward with blinding
speed through the open doorway. And as she tried to followit with her eyes
anot her novi ng door distracted her.

This time the steany fern-forest was reveal ed as the panels swung back. But
upon the threshold sprawl ed sonmething so frightful that Jirel's free hand flew
to her lips and a screambeat up in her throat. It was bl ack-shapel ess and
black and sliny. And it was alive. Like a heap of putrescently shining jelly
it heaved itself over the door-

sill and began to flow across the floor, inching its way along |like a vast
bl i nd aneba. But she knew without being told that it was horribly wi se,
horribly old, Behind it a black trail of slime sneared the fl oor

Jirel shuddered and turned her eyes away. Another door was sw ngi ng open
Through it she saw a place she had not chanced upon before, a country of bare
red rock strewn jaggedly under a sky so darkly blue that it m ght have been

bl ack, with stars glinmering hi it nmore clearly than stars of earth. Across



this red, broken desert a figure canme striding that she knew could be only a
figment of magic, so tall it was, so spidery-thin, so grotesquely human
despite its bul bous head and vast chest. She could not see it clearly, for
about it like a robe it clutched a veil of blinding light. On those incredibly
long, thin legs it stepped across the door-sill, drew its dazzling garnent

cl oser about it, and strode forward. As it neared, the |ight was so blinding
that she could not | ook upon it. Her averted eyes caught the motion of a
fourth door.

This time she saw that flowery ravine again, dimin its underwater illusion of
di ffused light. And out fromanong the flowers withed a great
serpent-creature, not of the transparent crystal she had seen in her dream

but iridescently scaled. Nor was it entirely serpent, for fromthe thickened
neck sprang a head which could not be called wholly unhuman. The thing carried
itself as proudly as a cobra, and as it glided across the threshold its
single, many-faceted eye caught Jirel's in the reflection. The eye fl ashed
once, dizzyingly, and she reeled back in sick shock, the violence of that

gl ance burning through her veins like fire. When she regai ned control of
hersel f many ot her doors were standi ng open upon scenes both famliar and
strange. During her daze other denizens of those strange worlds nust have
entered at the call of the magic flute.

She was just hi tine to see an utterly indescribable thing flutter into the
hall froma world which so violated her eyes that she got no nore than a
glinpse of it as she flung up outraged hands to shut it out. She did not | ower
that shield until Jarisne's anused voice said in an undertone,

"Behol d your audi ence, Jirel of Joiry," and she realized that the nusic had
ceased and a vast silence was pressing against her ears. Then she | ooked out,
and drew a |long breath. She was beyond surprise and shock now, and she stared
with the dazed incredulity of one who knows herself in a nightnare.

Ranged outside the circle that enclosed the two wonen sat what was surely the
strangest conpany ever assenbl ed. They were grouped with a queer irregularity
whi ch, though neaningless to Jirel, yet gave the inpression of definite
purpose and design. It had a symmetry so strongly marked that even though it
fell outside her range of conprehension she could not but feel the Tightness
of it.

The light-robed dweller in the red barrens sat there, and the great black bl ob
of shapeless jelly heaved gently on the crystal floor. She saw others she had
wat ched enter, and nany nore. One was a feral e creature whose robe of peacock
i ri descence sprang from her shoulders in great drooping wi ngs and fol ded round
her like a bat's leathery cloak. And her nei ghbor was a fat gray slug of
nonster size, palpitating endl essly. One of the crowd | ooked exactly like a

tall white lily swaying on a stalk of silver pallor, but fromits chalice
poured a light so om nously tinted that she shuddered and turned her eyes
away.

Jarisme had risen fromher couch. Very tall and regal in her violet robe, she
rose agai nst the back-drop of m st which veiled the other half of the room As
she Iifted her arns, the incredible conpany turned to her with an eager
expectancy. Jirel shuddered. Then Jarisne's flute spoke softly. It was a
different sort of music fromthe clarion that called themtogether, fromthe
stately mel ody which wel comed them t hrough the opening doors. But it harped
still on the two seesawing notes, with low, rippling sounds so different from
the other two that Jirel narveled at the range of the sorceress' ability on
the two notes.

For a few noments as the song went on, nothing happened. Then a notion behind
Jarisme caught Jirel's eye. The curtain of violet mst was swaying. The nusic
beat at it and it quivered to the tune. It shook within itself, and pal ed and
thi nned, and frombehind it a |ight began

to glow. Then on a |last |ow nobnotone it dissipated wholly and Jirel was
staring at a vast globe of quivering light which | ooned up under the
stupendous arch that soared outward to formthe second half of the chanber.

As the last clouds faded she saw that the thing was a huge crystal sphere,



ri sing upon the coils of a translucent purple base in the shape of a serpent.
And in the heart of the gl obe burned a still flane, living, animate, instinct
with a life so alien that Jirel stared in utter bewildernent. It was a thing
she knew to be alive-yet she knew it could not be alive. But she recognized
even in her daze of inconprehension its relation to the tiny fragnment of
crystal she clutched in her hand. In that too the still flame burned. It stung
her hand faintly in rem nder that she possessed a weapon which coul d destroy
Jarisme, though it mght destroy its wielder in the process. The thought gave
her a sort of desperate courage.

Jarisme was ignoring her now She had turned to face the great globe with
lifted arms and shining head thrown back. And fromher lips a piercingly sweet
sound fluted, m dway between hum and whistle. Jirel had the wild fancy that
she coul d see that sound arrowi ng straight into the heart of the vast sphere
bul ki ng so high over themall. And in the heart of that still, living flanme a
little glow of red began to quiver

Through the trenmbling air shrilled a second sound. Fromthe comer of her eye
Jirel could see that a dark figure had noved forward into the circle and
fallen to its knees at the sorceress' side. She knew it for Graud. Like two
bl ades the notes quivered in the utter hush that |lay upon the assenbly, and in
t he gl obe that red gl ow deepened.

One by one, other voices joined the chorus, queer, uncanny sounds sone of
them fromthroats not shaped for speech. No two voi ces bl ended. The chorus
was one of single, unrelated notes. And as each voice struck the gl obe, the
fire burned nore crimson, until its still pallor had flushed wholly into red.
H gh above the rest soared Jaris-me's knife-keen fluting. She lifted her arns
hi gher, and the voices rose in answer. She | owered them and the bl ade-1like
nmusi ¢ swooped down an alnost visible arc to a | ower

key. Jirel felt that she could all but see the notes spearing straight from
each singer into the vast sphere that dwarfed themall. There was no nelody in
it, but a sharply definite pattern as alien and unm stakable as the symretry
of their grouping in the room And as Jarisnme's arns rose, lifting the voices
hi gher, the flame burned nore deeply red, and paled again as the voices fell
Three times that stately, violet-robed figure gestured with lifted arms, and
three times the living flame deepened and pal ed. Then Jarisme's voi ce soared
in a high, triunphant cry and she whirled with spread arns, facing the
conpany. In one caught breath, all voices ceased. Silence fell upon themlike
a blow. Jarisme was no |onger priestess, but goddess, as she fronted themin
that dead stillness with exultant face and bl azing eyes. And in one notion

t hey bowed before her as corn bows under wi nd. Alien things, shapel ess
nmonsters, facel ess, eyel ess, unrecogni zabl e creatures from unknowabl e

di mensi ons, abased thenselves to the crystal floor before the splendor of
light in Jarisme's eyes. For a nmonment of utter silence the tableau held. Then
the sorceress' arns fell.

Ri pplingly the conmpany rose. Beyond Jarisnme the vast gl obe had pal ed again
into that living, quiet flame of golden pallor. |Imense, brooding, alive, it

| oomed up above them Into the strained stillness Jarisme's | ow voice broke.
She was speaking in Jirel's native tongue, but the air, as she went on
quivered thickly with something |ike waves of sound that were pitched for

ot her organs than human ears. Every word that left her |ips nade another wave
t hrough the thickened air. The assenbly shi mered before Jirel's eyes in that
broken clarity as a nmeadow qui vers under heat waves.

"Worshi ppers of the Light," said Jarisnme sweetly, "be welcomed fromyour far
dwellings into the presence of the Flame. W who serve it have called you to

t he worship, but before you return, another sort of cerenony is to be held,
which we have felt will interest you all. For we have called it truly the

si mpl est and subtlest and nost terrible of all punishments for a human
creature.

"It is our purpose to attenpt a reversal of this woman's physical and nental
self in such a way as to cause her body to becone rigidly notionless while her
m nd- her soul -1 ooks eternally backward along the path it has travel ed. You who



are human, or have known humanity, w |l understand what deadly torture that
can be. For no human creature, by the laws that govern it, can have led a life
whose intimate review is anything but pain. To be frozen into eterna
reflections, reviewing all the futility and pain of life, all the pain that

t houghtl ess or intentional acts have caused others, all the spreading
consequences of every act-that, to a human being, would be the nost dreadful

of all torments."

In the silence that fell as her voice ceased, Graud laid a hand on Jarisne's
arm Jirel saw terror in his eyes.

"Remenber," he uttered, "remenber, for those who tanmper with their known
destiny a nore fearful thing may come than-"

Jarisme shrugged off the restraining hand inpatiently. She turned to Jirel
"Know, earthling," she said in a queerly strained voice, "that in the books of
the future it is witten that Jarisne the Sorceress nust die at the hands of
the one human creature who defies her thrice-and that human creature a wonan.
Twi ce | have been weak, and spared you. Once in the forest, once on the

roof -top, you cast your puny defiance in nmy face, and | stayed ny hand for
fear of what is witten. But the third tine shall not come. Though you are ny
appoi nted slayer, you shall not slay. Wth my own nagic | break Fate's
sequence, now, and we shall see!™

In the blaze of her purple eyes Jirel saw that the noment had come. She braced
hersel f, ringers closing about the fragment of crystal in her hand uncertainly
as she hesitated, wondering if the time had come for the breaking of her
talisman at the sorceress' feet. She hesitated too |ong, though her waiting
was only a split second in duration. For Jarisne's nagic was nore supremnely
sinmple than Jirel could have guessed. The sorceress turned a bl azing purple
gaze upon her and sharply snapped her plunp fingers in the earthwoman's face.
At the sound Jirel's whole world turned inside out about her. It was the
sheerest physical agony. Everything vani shed as that terrible shift took

pl ace. She felt her own body being jerked inexplicably around in a reversa
like nothing that any living creature could ever have experienced before. It
was a backward-facing in a direction which could have had no exi stence unti
that instant. She felt the newness in the second before sight canme to her-a
breat hl ess, soundl ess, new born now in which she was the first dweller,
created sinmultaneously with the new pl ane of being. Then sight broke upon her
consci ousness.

The thing spread out before her was so stupendous that she woul d have screaned
i f she had possessed an animate ' body. Al life was open to her gaze. The
sight was too i mreasurable for her to grasp it fully-too vast for her human
consci ousness to | ook upon at all save in flashing shutter-glinpses without
relation or significance. Mdtion and immobility existed sinmultaneously in the
thing before her. Endless activity shuttling to and fro-yet the whol e vast
panorama was frozen in a tineless cal mthrough which a mghty pattern ran
whose very imensity was enough to strike terror into her soul. Threaded
through it the backward trail of her own life stretched. As she gazed upon it
such floods of conflicting enoti on washed over her that she could not see
anything clearly, but she was fiercely insisting to her inner consci ousness

t hat she woul d not-woul d not-I ook back, dared not, could not-and all the while
her sight was running past days and weeks al ong the path which | ed inexorably
toward the one scene she could not bear to think of.

Very remotely, as her conscious sight retraced the backward way, she was aware
of overl apping planes of existence in the stretch of Iimtless activity before
her. Shapes ot her than human, scenes that had no nmeaning to her, quivered and
shifted and boiled with changing lives-yet lay nmotionless in the mghty
pattern. She scarcely heeded them For her, of all that panoranic

i npossi bility one scene al one had neani ng-the one scene toward whi ch her sight
was raci ng now, do what she would to stop it-

t he one scene that she knew she could never bear to see again.

Yet when her sight reached that place the pain did not begin at once. She
gazed alnost calmy upon that little interval of darkness and flaring light,



the glare of torches shining upon a girl's bent red head and on a man's | ong
body spraw ed notionl ess upon flagstones. In the deepest stillness she stared.
She felt no urge to | ook farther, on beyond the scene into the past. This was
the climax, the center of all her life-this torch-lit nmonent on the
flagstones. Vividly she was back again in the past, felt the hardness of the
cold flags agai nst her knees, and the nunmbness of her heart as she stared down
into a dead man's face. Tunel essly she dwelt upon that |ong-ago heartbreak

and wi thin her something swelled unbearably.

That somet hing was a nounting enption too great to have name, too conplexly

bl endi ng agony and grief and hatred and | ove-and rebellion; so strong that al
the rest of the stupendous thing before her was blotted out in the gathering
storm of what seethed in her innernpst consciousness. She was aware of nothing
but that overwhelmng enotion. And it was boiling into one great unbearable
expl osi on of violence in which rage took precedence over all. Rage at life for
permtting such pain to be. Rage at Jarisnme for forcing her into menory. Such
rage that everything shook before it, and nelted and ran together in a heat of
rebel I i on, and-sonething snapped. The panorana reel ed and shivered and
col l apsed into the dark of sem -oblivion

Through the clouds of her hal f-consciousness the agony of change stabbed at
her. Hal f understandi ng, she wel coned it, though the piercing anguish of that
reversal was so strong it dragged her out of her daze again and wung her anew
in the grinding pain of that change which defied all natural |aws. In heedl ess
i npati ence she waited for the torture to pass. Exultation was welling up in
her, for she knew that her own viol ence had nelted the spell by which Jarisne
hel d her. She knew what she rmust do when she stood free again, and conscious
power flowed intoxicatirigly through her

She opened her eyes. She was standing rigidly before the great fire-quickened
gl obe. The anmazi ng conpany was grouped around her intently, and Jarisne,
facing her, had taken one angry, incredul ous step forward as she saw her own
spel | break. Upon that tableau Jirel's hot yell ow eyes opened, and she | aughed
in grimexultation and swung up her arm Violet I[ight glinted upon crystal

In the instant Jarisme saw what she intended, convul sive terror w ped al

ot her expression fromher face. A cry of mingled inarticul ateness thundered up
fromthe transfixed crowmd. Graud started forward from anong them frantic
hands cl awi ng out toward her

"No, no!" shrieked Jarisne. "Wait!"

It was too late. The crystal dashed itself fromJirel's down-swi nging arm the
light init blazing. Wth a splintering crash it struck the floor at the
sorceress' sandal ed feet and flew into shining fragments.

For an instant nothing happened. Jirel held her breath, waiting. Graud had
flung hinmself flat on the shining floor, reaching out for her in a |ast
desperate effort. Hi s hands had flown out to seize her, and found only her
ankles. He clung to themnow with a paralyzed grip, his face hi dden between
his arms. Jarisne cowered notionless, arns clasped about her head as if she
were trying to hide. The notley throng of watchers was rigid in fatalistic
quiet. In tense silence they waited.

Then in the great gl obe above themthe pale flanme flickered. Jarisne's

gaspi ngly caught breath sounded loud in the utter quiet. Again the flane
shook. And again. Then abruptly it went out. Darkness stunned themfor a
nmonent; then a low nmuttering roar runbled up out of the stillness, |ouder and
deeper and stronger until it pressed unbearably upon Jirel's ears and her head
was one great aching surge of sound. Above that roar a sharply crackling noise
broke, and the crystal walls of the roomtrenbled, reeled dizzily -split open
in long jagged rents through which the violet day poured in thin fingers of
[ight. Overhead the shattering sound of falling walls roared |oud. Jarisne's
magi ¢ tower was crunbling all around them Through the |ong, shiver-

ing cracks in the walls the pale violet day poured nore strongly, serene in

t he chaos.

In that clear light Jirel saw a notion anong the throng. Jarisne had risen to
her full height. She saw the sl eek black head go up in an odd, defiant,



desperat e poi se, and above the soul -shaking tumult she heard the sorceress

VOi ce scream

"Urda! Urda-slal"

In the mdst of the roar of the falling walls for the briefest instant a

deal thy silence dropped. And out of that silence, |ike an answer to the
sorceress' cry, came a Noise, an indescribable, intolerable |oudness Iike the
crack of cyclopean thunder. And suddenly in the sky above them visible

t hrough the crumbling crystal walls, a |ong black wedge opened. It was like a
strip of darkest midnight splitting the violet day, a mdnight through which
stars shone unbearably near, unbearably bright.

Jirel stared up in dunb surprise at that streak of starry night cleaving the
daylit sky. Jarisme stood rigid, arnms outstretched, defiantly fronting the

t hunder ous dark whose apex was draw ng nearer and nearer, driving downward
like a vast celestial spear. She did not flinch as it reached toward the
tower. Jirel saw the darkness sweep forward |ike a racing shadow. Then it was
upon them and the earth shuddered under her feet, and fromvery far away she
heard Jari sme scream

When consci ousness returned to her, she sat up painfully and stared around.
She | ay upon green grass, bruised and aching, but unharned. The viol et day was
serene and unbroken once nore. The purpl e peaks had vani shed. No | onger was
she hi gh among nmountai ns. | nstead, the green nmeadow where she had first seen
Jarisnme's tower stretched about her. In its dissolution it nust have returned
toits original site, flashing back along the magical ways it had travel ed as
the sorceress' mmgi c was broken. For the tower too was gone. Alittle distance
away she saw a heap of narble blocks outlining a rough circle, where that
white shaft had risen. But the stones were weathered and cracked |ike the old,
ol d stones of an ancient ruin.

She had been staring at this for many minutes, trying to focus her bew | dered
m nd upon its significance, before the sound of groaning which had been goi ng
on for sone time inpressed itself on her brain. She turned. Alittle way off,
Graud lay in a tangle of torn black robes. O Jarisne and the rest she saw no
sign. Painfully she got to her feet and staggered to the wi zard, turning him
over with a disdainful toe. He opened his eyes and stared at her with a cl oudy
gaze into which recognition and realization slowy crept.

"Are you hurt?" she demanded.

He pulled hinmself to a sitting position and flexed his |inbs experinentally.
Finally he shook his head, nore in answer to his own investigation than to her
gquery, and got slowy to his feet. Jirel's eyes sought the weapon at his hip.
"I amgoing to kill you now," she said calmy. "Draw your sword, w zard."

The little dull eyes flashed up to her face. He stared. Whatever he saw in the
yel | ow gaze nmust have satisfied himthat she meant what she said, but he did
not draw, nor did he fall back. Atight little snle drew his mouth askew, and
he lifted his black-robed arnms. Jirel saw themrise, and her gaze followed the
gesture automatically. Up they went, up. And then in the queerest fashion she
lost all control of her own eyes, so that they followed sone invisible upward
[ ine which drew her on and on skyward until she was rigidly staring at a fixed
point of invisibility at the spot where the lines of Graud' s arns woul d have
crossed, where they extended to a neasurel ess distance. Sonehow she actually
saw t hat point, and could not | ook away. Gipped in the magic of those lifted
arms, she stood rigid, not even realizing what had happened, unable even to
think in the novel ess magi ¢ of G raud.

Hs little nocking chuckl e reached her fromimeasurably far away.

"Kill me?" he was laughing thickly. "Kill ne, Graud? Wiy, it was you who
saved ne, Joiry! Wy else should | have clung to your ankles so tightly? For |
knew t hat when the Light died, the only one who could hope to live would be
the one who slewit-nor was that a certainty,

either. But | took the risk, and well | did, or I would be with Jarisne nowin
t he outer dark whence she called up her no-god of the void to save her from
oblivion. | warned her what would happen if she tanpered with Fate. And

woul d rather-yes, much rather-be here, in this pleasant violet |and which



shall rule al one now Thanks to you, Joiry! Kill ne, eh? | think not!"

That thick, nocking chuckle reached her renotely, penetrated her nagic-stilled
mnd. It echoed round and round there, for a long while, before she realized
what it nmeant. But at |ast she renenbered, and her nmind woke a little fromits
inertia, and such anger swept over her that its heat was an actual pain.

G raud, the runaway sorcerer, laughing at Joiry! Holding Jirel of Joiry in his
spel I'! Mocking her! Blindly she wenched at the bonds of magic, blindly urged
her body forward. She could see nothing but that non-exi stent point where the
l[ifted arms would have crossed, in nmeasurel ess distances, but she felt the
dagger-hilt in her hand, and she |lunged forward through invisibility, and did
not even know when the bl ade sank hone.

Sight returned to her then in a stunning flood. She rubbed dazed eyes and
shook herself and stared round the green neadow in the violet day

unconpr ehendi ngly, for her mnd was not yet fully awake. Not until' she | ooked
down did she renenber.

Graud lay there. The black robes were furled like wi ngs over his quiet body,
but red in a thick flood was spreading on the grass, and fromthe tangl ed
garments her dagger-hilt stood up. Jirel stared down at him enotionless, her
whol e body still alnbst asleep fromthe power of the dead man's magic. She
could not even feel triunph. She pulled the blade free automatically and wi ped
it on his robes. Then she sat down besi de the body and rested her head in her
hands, forcing herself to awaken

After a long while she | ooked up again, the old hot light rising in her eyes,
life flushing back into her face once nmore. Shaking off the last shreds of the
spell, she got to her feet, sheathing the dagger. About her the violet-nisted
meadows were very still. No living creature noved anywhere in sight. The trees
were notionless in the unstirring

air. And beyond the ruins of the marble tower she saw the opening in the woods
out of which her path had conme, very |ong ago.

Jirel squared her shoul ders and turned her back upon her vow fulfilled, and

wi t hout a backward gl ance set off across the grass toward the tree-hid ruins
whi ch held the gate to hone.



