THE DARK LAND

In her great bed in the tower roomof Joiry Castle, Jirel of Joiry lay very
near to death. Her red hair was a blaze upon the pillow above the
bone-whi t eness of her face, and the lids lay heavily over the yellow fire of
her eyes. Life had gushed out of her in great scarlet spurts fromthe

pi ke-wound deep in her side, and the whi spering wonen who hovered at the door
were telling one another in hushed nurnurs that the Lady Jirel had |ed her

| ast battle charge. Never again would she gallop at the head of her shouting
men, sw nging her sword with all the ferocity that had gi ven her nane such

wei ght anong the savage warrior barons whose |ands ringed hers. Jirel of Joiry
lay very still upon her pillow.

The great two-edged sword which she wielded so recklessly in the heat of
conbat hung on the wall now where her yellow eyes could find it if they
opened, and her hacked and battered arnmor lay in a heap in one corner of the
roomjust as the wonmen had flung it as they stripped her when the grave-faced
nmen-at-arnms came shuffling up the stairs bearing the linmp formof their [|ady,
heavy in

her mail. The room held the hush of death. Nothing in it stirred. On the bed
Jirel's white face lay notionl ess anong the pill ows.

Presently one of the wonen noved forward and gently pulled the door to agai nst
t hei r wat chi ng.

"It is unseemy to stare so," she reproved the others. "Qur |ady woul d not
desire us to behold her thus until Father Gervase has shriven her sins away."
And the coi fed heads nodded assent, murnurous anong thenmselves. In a nonment or
two nore a comotion on the stairs forced the nassed watchers apart, and
Jirel's serving-maid came up the steps holding a kerchief to her reddened eyes
and | eadi ng Fat her Gervase. Someone pushed open the door for them and the
cromd parted to | et themthrough

The serving-maid stunbled forward to the bedsi de, nmopping her eyes blindly.
Behi nd her sonething obscurely wong was happeni ng. After a nonent she
realized what it was. A great stillness had fallen stunningly upon the crowd.
She lifted a bewi |l dered gaze toward the door. CGervase was staring at the bed
in the bl ankest amazenent.

"My child," he stanmered, "where is your |ady?"

The girl's head jerked round toward the bed. It was enpty.

The sheets still lay exactly as they had covered Jirel, not pushed back as one
pushes the bl ankets on arising. The holl ow where her body had lain still held
its shape among the yet warm sheets, and no fresh bl ood spattered the floor
but of the Lady of Joiry there was no sign

CGervase's hands closed hard on his silver crucifix and under the fringe of
gray hair his face crunpled suddenly into grief.

"Qur dear | ady has dabbled too often in forbidden

things," he nmurnmured to hinself above the crucifix. "Too

often "

Behi nd himtrenbling hands signed the cross, and awed whi spers were already
passi ng the word back down the crowded stairs: "The devil hinself has snatched
Jirel of Joiry body and soul out of her death-bed."

Jirel remenbered shouts and screans and the din of battle, and that stunning

i mpact in her side. Afterward nothing but dimess floating thickly above a
bedrock of savage pain, and the nurnmur of voices fromvery far away. She
drifted bodil ess and serene upon a dark tide that was ebbing seaward, pulling
her out and away while the voices and the pain receded to infinite distances,
and faded and ceased.

Then somewhere a |ight was shining. She fought the realization weakly, for the
dark tide pulled seaward and her soul desired the peace it seemed to promni se

with a | onging beyond any words- to tell. But the light would not |let her go.
Rebel | i ous, struggling, at |ast she opened her eyes. The |ids responded
sluggishly, as if they had already forgotten obedience to her will. But she

could see under the fringe of |ashes and she |lay notionless, staring quietly



while life fl owed back by slow degrees into the body it had so nearly left.
The light was a ring of flanmes, |eaping gol den against the dark beyond t hem
For a while she could see no nore than that circlet of fire. Gadually
perception returned behind her eyes, and reluctantly the body that had hovered
so near to death took up the business of living again. Wth full conprehension
she stared, and as she realized what it was she | ooked upon, incredulity
warred with bl ank amazement in her dazed m nd

Before her a great immge sat, nonstrous and mmjestic upon a throne. Throne and
i mage were black and shining. The figure was that of a huge man,

wi de- shoul dered, tremendous, many times life size. H's face was bearded,

harsh, with power and savagery, and very regal, haughty as Lucifer's m ght
have been. He sat upon his enormous bl ack throne staring arrogantly into

not hi ngness. About Ms head the flanes were | eapi ng. She | ooked harder
unbel i evi ng. How coul d she have cone here? Wat was it, and where? Bl ank-eyed,
she stared at that flam ng crown that circled the huge head, flaring and

| eapi ng and casting queer bright shadows over the majestic face bel ow t hem

Wt hout surprise, she found that she was sitting up. In her stupor she had not
known t he magni tude of her hurt,

and it did not seemstrange to her that no pain attended the notion, or that
her pike-torn side was whol e agai n beneath the doeskin tunic which was all she
wore. She could not have known that the steel point of the pike had driven the
| eather into her flesh so deeply that her wonmen had not dared to renpve the
garment | est they open the wound afresh and their [ady die before absol ution
cane to her. She only knew that she sat here naked in her doeskin tunic, her
bare feet on a fur rug and cushi ons heaped about her. And all this was so
strange and inexplicable that she made no attenpt, to understand.

The couch on which she sat was | ow and broad and bl ack, and that fur rug in
whose richness her toes were rubbing luxuriously was black too, and huger than
any beast's pelt could be outside dreans.

Bef ore her, across an expanse of gl eam ng black floor the mghty inmage rose,
crowned with flame. For the rest, this great, black, dimlighted room was
enpty. The flame-refl ections danced eerily in the shining floor. She lifted
her eyes, and sawwith a little start of surprise that there was no ceiling.
The walls rose i mensely overhead, term nating in jagged abruptness above

whi ch a dark sky arched, sown with dimstars.

This much she had seen and realized before a queer glittering in the air in
front of the inmage drew her roving eyes back. It was a shinmrer and dance |ike
t he dance of dust motes in sunshine, save that the particles which glittered
in the darkness were nulticol ored, dazzling. They swirled and swarned before
her puzzled eyes in a queer dance that was sonehow taking shape in the |ight

of the flames upon the image's head. A figure was formng in the mdst of the

rai nbow shimrer. A man's figure, a tall, dark-visaged, heavy-shoul dered nan
whose outlines anong the dancing- notes took on rapid formand solidarity,
strengt hening by nonents until in a last swirl the gaily colored dazzle

di ssipated and the man hinsel f stood w de-legged before her, fists planted on
his hips, grinning darkly down upon the spell bound Jirel

He was the image. Save that he was of flesh and blood, life size, and the
statue was of black stone and gigantic,

there was no difference. The same harsh, arrogant, majestic face turned its
grimsmle upon Jirel. Fromunder scowing black brows, eyes that glittered
blackly with little red points of intolerable brilliance blazed down upon her
She coul d not nmeet that gaze. A short black beard outlined the harshness of
his jaw, and through it the white flash of his snmle dazzled her

This much about the face penetrated even Jirel's dazed amazenent, and she
caught her breath in a sudden gasp, sitting up straighter among her cushi ons
and staring. The dark stranger's eyes were eager upon the long, lithe lines of
her upon the couch. Red sparkles quickened in their deeps, and his grin

wi dened.

"Wl come,” he said, in a voice so deep and rich that involuntarily a little
burr of answer rippled along Jirel's nerves. "Wl cone to the dark |and of



Romme. "

"Who brought me here?" Jirel found her voice at |last. "And why?"

"I didit," he told her. "l-Pav, king of Rorme. Thank me for it, Jirel of
Joiry. But for Pav you had |lain anong the wornms tonight. It was out of your
deat h-bed | took you, and no power but mne could have nended the pike-hole in
your side or put back into you the bl ood you spilled on Triste battlefield.
Thank ne, Jirel!"

She | ooked at himlevelly, her yellow eyes kindling a little in rising anger
as she net the laughter in his.

"Tell me why you brought me here.™

At that he threw back his head and | aughed hugely, a bull bell ow of savage
anusenment that rang in deep echoes fromthe walls and beat upon her ears with
t he sound of organ notes. The room shook with his laughter; the little flames
around the imge's head danced to it.

"To be ny bride, Joiry!" he roared. "That | ook of defiance ill becones you,
Jirel! Blush, |ady, before your bridegroom™

The bl ankness of the girl's amazenent was all that saved her for the nonment
fromthe upsurge of nurderous fury which was beginning to seethe bel ow the
surface of her consciousness. She could only stare as he | aughed down at her
enjoying to the full her nmute amaze.

"Yes," he said at last, "you have traveled too often in forbidden |ands, Jire
of Joiry, to be ignored by us who live in them And there is in you a hot and
savage strength which no other wonman in any land | know possesses. A force to
match my own, Lady Jirel, None but you is fit to be nmy queen. So | have taken
you for nmy own."

Jirel gasped in a choke of fury and found her voice again.

"Hel | -dwel i ng madman!" she spluttered. "Black beast out of nightmares! Let ne
waken fromthis crazy dream"

"It is no dream" he smiled infuriatingly. "As you died in Joiry Castle

sei zed you out of your bed and snatched you body and soul over the space-curve
that parts this land fromyours. You have awakened in your own dark ki ngdom O
Queen of Rome!" And he swept her an ironical salute, his teeth glittering hi

t he darkness of his beard.

"By what right " blazed Jirel.

"By a lover's right," he nocked her. "lIs it not better to share Romme with ne
than to reign among the worns, mny |ady? For death was very near to you just
now. | have saved your lovely flesh froma cold bed, Jirel, and kept your hot

soul rooted there for you. Do | get no thanks for that?"

Yell ow fury blazed in her eyes.

"The thanks of a sword-edge, if | had one," she flared. "Do you think to take
Joiry like some peasant wench to answer to your whinms? |'mJoiry, man! You
nmust be nad!"

"I"m Pav," he answered her sonberly, all mrth vanishing hi a breath fromhis
heavy voice. "I'mking of Rorme and lord of all who dwell therein. For your
savageness | chose you, but do not try ne too far, Lady Jirel!"

She | ooked up into the swart, harsh face staring down on her, and quite
suddenly the nearest thing she had ever known to fear of a human bei ng cane
coldly over her; perhaps the fear that if any man alive could tame her
fierceness, this man could. The red prickles had gone out of his eyes, and
somet hing hi her shuddered a little fromthat black, unpupiled stare. She
vei |l ed the hawk-yell ow of her own gaze and set her lips hi a straight |ine.

"I shall call your servants," said Pav heavily. "You nust be clothed as befits
a queen, and then | shall show you your | and of Rome."

She saw the bl ack glare of his eyes flick sidewise as if in search, and in the
instant that his gaze sought themthere appeared about her in the enpty air

t he nobst curious phenonenon she had ever seen. Queer, shinmmrering bl ue-nesses
swam shoul der-hi gh all around her, blue and trans~ lucent |ike hot flanes, and
like flames their outlines flickered. She never saw themclearly, but their
touch upon her was |like the caress a flame mght give if it bore no heat:

swi ft, brushing, light.



Al'l about her they seethed, nmoving too quickly for the eyes to follow al

over her the quick, flickering caress ran. And she felt queerly exhausted as
they noved, as if strength were somehow drai ning out of her while the blue

fl ames danced. Wen their bew | dering mnistrations ceased the strange

weari ness abated too, and Jirel in blank surprise | ooked down at her own | ong,
| ovel y body sheathed in the nost exquisite velvet she had ever dreaned of. It
was bl ack as a starless night, softer than down, rich and lustrous as it

nol ded her shining curves into scul ptured beauty. There was a sensuous del i ght
in the soft swirl of it around her feet as she noved, in the dark caress of it
upon her flesh when notion stirred the silken surfaces agai nst her skin. For
an instant she was lost in pure fem nine ecstasy.

But that lasted only for an instant. Then she heard Pav's deep voice saying,
"Look!" and she lifted her eyes to a room whose outlines were nelting away

i ke smoke. The great inmage faded, the gleam ng floor and the jagged, roofless
wal I s turned translucent and msty, and through their nelting surfaces
nmount ai ns began to loomin the distance, dark trees and rough, uneven | and.

Bef ore the echoes of Pav's deeply vibrant "Look!" had shivered wholly into

sil ence al ong her answering nerves, the room had vani shed and they two stood
alone in the mdst of the dark |and of Rome.

It was a dark land indeed. As far as she could see, the air swallowed up every
trace of color, so that in sonmber grays and bl acks the | andscape stretched
away under her

eyes. But it had a curious clarity, too, in the dark, translucent air. She
could see the distant mountains black and cl ear beyond the black trees. Beyond
them too, she caught a gleamof still black water, and under her feet the
ground was bl ack and rocky. And there was a curiously circumnscribed air about
t he place. Sonmehow she felt closed in as she stared, for the horizon seened
nearer than it should be, and its dark circle bound the little world of
grayness and bl ackness and clear, dark air into a cl oseness she could not
account for.

She felt prisoned in and a little breathless, for all the wide country
spreading so clearly, so darkly about her. Perhaps it was because even out at
the far edge of the sky everything was as distinct in the transparent darkness
of the air as the rocks at her very feet, so that there was no sense of

di stance here at all.

Yes, it was a dark land, and a strange | and, forbidding, faintly nightmarish
in the color-swallowing clarity of its air, the horizons too near and too
clear in the narrowness of their circle.

"This," said Pav beside her, in his nerve-tingling voice that sent
unconquerable little shudders of answer al ong her resoundi ng nerves, "this is
your |and of Rome, O Queen! A land wider than it |ooks, and one well befitted
to your strength and loveliness, ny Jirel. A strange land, too, by all earthly
standards. Later you rnust |earn how strange. The illusion of it-"

"Save your breath, King of Rome," Jirel broke in upon his deep-voiced speech
"This is no land of mine, and holds no interest for me save in its way out.
Show me the gate back into my own world, and | shall be content never to see
Rome or you again."

Pav's big hand shot out and gripped her shoul der un-gently. He swung her round
inaswrl of velvet skirts and a toss of fire-colored hair, and his dark
bearded face was savage with anger. The little red dazzles danced in his
unpupi |l ed bl ack eyes until she could not focus her own hot yell ow gaze upon
them and dropped her eyes fromhis in hel pless fury.

"You are mine!" he told her in a voice so deep and | ow

that her whole body tingled to its vibration. "I took you out of Joiry and
your death-bed and the world you knew, and you are mine fromthis nonment on
Strong you rmay be, but not so strong as |, Jirel of Joiry, and when | command,

hencef orth obey!"

Blind with fury, Jirel ripped his hand away and fell back one step in a swrl
of black skirts. She tossed her head up until the curls upon it |eaped |like
flames, and the scorching anger in her voice licked up in matching flanmes, so



hotly that her speech as broken and breathl ess as she choked in a

hal f - whi sper.

"Never touch me again,, you black hell-dweller! Before God, you'd never have
dared if you'd left ne a knife to defend nyself with! | swear |1'Il tear the
eyes out of your head if | feel the weight of your hand on me again! Yours,
you filthy wi zard? You'll never have me-never, if | must die to escape you! By
nmy nane | swear it!"

She choked into silence, not for |lack of words but because the nounting fury
that seethed up in her throat drowned out all further sound. Her eyes were

bl azing yell ow with scorching heat, and her fingers flexed |ike claws eager
for bl ood.

The King of Romme grinned down at her, thunbs hooked in his belt and derision
gleam ng whitely in the whiteness of his snile. The little beard jutted al ong
his jaw, and red lights were flickering in the fathom ess darkness of his
eyes.

"You think so, eh, Joiry!" he nocked her, deep-voiced. "See what | could do!"
He did not shift a nuscle, but even through her blinding fury she was aware of
a sudden altering in him a new power and command. Hi s red-gl eam ng eyes were
hot upon hers, and with sick anger she realized anew that she coul d not
sustain that gaze. There was sonething frightening in the unpupiled bl ackness
of it, the blazing, unbearable strength that beat out fromit in heavy
command. It was a conmand all out of proportion to his novel ess silence, a
conmand that wenched at her intolerably. She nust obey -she nust.

Suddenly a fresh wave of soul -scorchi ng heat surged

over her, blindingly, terribly, in such a burst that the whole dark |and of
Rome bl azed into nothi ngness and she lost all grip upon reality. The rocky
ground swirled sidew se and vani shed. The dark world di ssol ved around her. She
was not flesh and bl ood but a white-hot incandescence of pure rage. Through
the furnace heat of it, as through a shimer of flanme, she saw the body t hat
her own viol ence had wenched her out of. It stood straight in its gown of

vel vety bl ackness, facing Pav's unnoving figure defiantly. But as she watched,
a weakening canme over it. The stiffness went out of its poise, the high red
head drooped. Hel pl essly she watched her own forsaken body noving forward step
by reluctant step, as if the deserted flesh itself resented the subjection so
forced upon it. She saw herself come to Pav's feet. She saw her bl ack-sheat hed
body bend subnissively, ripple pliantly to its knees. In a stillness beyond
any ultimate climax of incarnate fury, she saw herself abased before Pav, her
head bowed, her body curving into lines of warm surrender at his feet.

And she was afraid. For from somewhere a power was beating of such intol erable
magni tude that even the inferno of her fury was abashed before it. Her body's
obedi ence lost all significance in the rush of that terrible force. She would
have thought that it radiated from Pav had it been possible for any human
creature to sustain such an incredible force as that she was so fleetingly
awar e of.

For the briefest instant the know edge of that power was all around her
terrifyingly, thunderously. It was too tremendous a thing to endure in her
state of unbodied vulnerability. It scorched her like strong flanme. And she
was afraid-for Pav was the center of that inferno's mght, and he could be no
human t hi ng who radi ated such an infinity of power. Wat was he? Wat could he
be?

In that instant she was horribly afraid-soul -naked in the furnace bl ast of
somet hing too trenendous . . . too terrible.

Then the nonent of separation ceased. Wth a rush and a dazzle she was back in
her kneeling body, and the know edge of that power faded from about her and
the hum liation of her pose burned again hotly in her throat.

Li ke a spring rel eased she | eaped to her feet, starting back and blazing into
Pav's smiling face so hotly that her whol e body seened i ncandescent with the
rage that flooded back into it. That nonment of terror was fuel to feed the

bl aze, for she was not naked now, not bodiless and undefended fromthe force
she had so briefly sensed, and anger that she had been exposed to it, that she



had felt terror of it, swelled with the fury of her abasement before Pav. She
turned eyes like two pits of hell-blaze upon her tornenter. But before she
coul d speak

"I admt your power," said Pav in a somewhat surprised voice. "I could conquer
your body thus, but only by driving out the blaze that is yourself. | have
never known before a nortal creature so conpounded that ny will could not
conquer his. It proves you a fit mate for Pav of Romme. But though | could
force you to ny command, | shall not. |I desire no woman agai nst her will. You
are a little human thing, Jirel, and your fullest strength against nmne is
like a candle in the sun-but in these |last few mnutes | have | earned respect
for you. WIl you bargain with ne?"
"I"d bargain sooner with the Devil,
or nust | die to be free?"

Sonberly he | ooked down at her. The smle had vani shed from Ms bearded nout h,
and a dark majesty was broodi ng upon the swarthy face turned down to hers. His
eyes flashed red no | onger. They were black with so deep a bl ackness that they
seened two hol es of fathonm ess space -two windows into infinity. To look into
them sent sonmething in Jirel sick with sudden vertigo. Sonehow, as she stared,
her white-blazing fury cooled a little. Again she felt subtly that here was no
human thing into whose eyes she gazed. A quiver of fright struggled up through
her fadi ng anger. At |ast he spoke.

"What | take | do not lightly give up. No, there is in you a heady viol ence
that | desire, and will not surrender. But | do not wi sh you agai nst your
will."

"Gve me a chance then, at escape," said Jirel. Her boiling anger had died

al nost whol ly away under his sonber, dizzying gaze, in the menory of that
instant when inferno itself had seenmed to beat upon her fromthe power

of his command. But there had not abated in her by any fraction of |essening
purpose the determination not to yield. Indeed, she was strengthened agai nst
him by the very know edge of his nore than human power-the thing which in her
unbodi ed nakedness had burned |ike a furnace bl ast agai nst the defensel ess
soul of her was terrible enough even in retrospect to steel all her resolution
agai nst surrender. She said in a steady voice,

"Let me seek through your |and of Rome the gateway

back into ny owmn world. If | fail "

"You cannot but fail. There is no gateway by which you could pass."

"I amunarned," she said desperately, grasping at straws in her determ nation
to find some excuse to | eave him "You have taken nme hel pl ess and weaponl ess

i nto-your power, and |I shall not surrender. Not until you have shown yourself
nmy roaster-and | do not think you can. Gve ne a weapon and |let ne prove
that!"

Pav sm|ed down on her as a nman smiles on a rebellious child.

she whi spered hotly. "WIIl you let me go,

"You have no idea what you ask," he said. "I amnot" -he hesitated-"perhaps
not wholly as | seemto you. Your greatest skill could not prevail against
ne. "

"Then let me find a weapon!" Her voice trenbled a little with the anxiety to
be free of him to find sonehow an escape fromthe intol erabl e bl ackness of
his eyes, the conpul sion of his presence. For every noment that those terrible
eyes beat so hotly upon her she felt her resistance weaken nmore, until she
knew that if she did not |eave himsoon all strength would nmelt away in her

and her body of its own will sink once nore into surrender at his feet. To
cover her terror she blustered, but her voice was thick. "G ve ne a weapon!
There is no man alive who is not sonmehow vul nerable. | shall |earn your

weakness, Pav of Romme, and slay you with it. And if | fail-then take ne."
The smile faded slowy from Pav's bearded |ips. He stood in silence, |ooking
down at her, and the fathonl ess darkness of his eyes radi ated power |ike heat
in such insupportable strength that her own gaze fell before it and

she stared down at her velvet skirt-hemon the rocks. At |ast he said,

"Go, then. If that will content you, seek sone neans to slay nme. But when you
fail, remenber-you have prom sed to acknow edge me your lord."



"If I fail!" Relief surged up in Jirel's throat. "// | fail!"

He smiled again briefly, and then somehow all about his magnificent dark
figure a swirl of rainbow dazzle was dancing. She stared, half afraid, half in
awe, watching the tall, black tangibility of himnmelting easily into that

mul ticol ored whirling she had seen before, until nothing was |left but the
dazzling swirl that slowed and faded and dissi pated upon the dark air-and she
was al one.

She drew a deep breath as the last of the rainbow shimrer faded into nothing.
It was a heavenly relief not to feel the unbearable power of himbeating
unceasi ngly agai nst her resistance, not to keep tense to the breaki ng-point

all the strength that was in her. She turned away fromthe spot where he had
vani shed and scanned the dark | and of Romme, telling herself resolutely that
if she found no gateway, no weapon, then death itself must open the way out of
Rome. There was about Pav's terrible strength sonething that set the nerves
of her humanity shuddering against it. In her nmoment of soul -nakedness she had
sensed that too fully ever to surrender. The inferno of the thing that was Pav
bur ni ng upon her unbodi ed consci ousness had been the burning of sonething so
alien that she knew with every instinct in her that she would die if she nust,
rather than submit. Pav's body was the body of a man, but it was not-she
sensed it intuitively-as a man alone that he desired her, and from surrender
to the dark intensity of what |ay beyond the flesh her whol e soul shuddered
away.

She | ooked about hel pl essly. She was standi ng upon stones, her velvet skirts
sweepi ng bl ack jagged rock that sloped down toward the distant |ine of trees.
She coul d see the shimrer of dark water between them and above and beyond
their swaying tops the black mountains | oonmed. Nowhere was there any sign of

t he great chanber where the image sat. Nowhere could she see anything but de-
serted rocks, enpty neadows, trees where no birds sang. Over the world of
grayness and bl ackness she stood staring.

And again she felt that sense of inprisonnment in the horizon's dark, close
bounds. It was a curiously narrow | and, this Romme. She felt it intuitively,

t hough there was no visible barrier closing her in. In the clear, dark air
even the nountains' distant heights were distinct and col orl ess and bl ack.

She faced them specul atively, wondering how far away their peaks lay. A dark

t hought was shadowi ng her mind, for it cane to her that if she found no escape
from Rorme and from Pav the nountains al one offered that final escape which
she was deternmined to take if she must. From one of those high, sheer cliffs
she coul d | eap.

It was not tears that blurred the black heights suddenly. She stared in
bewi | dernent, lifted dazed hands to rub her eyes, and then stared again. Yes,
no m stake about it, the whole panoranma of the |land of Rorme was nelting |ike
m st about her. The dark trees with their glint of |ake beyond, the rocky
foreground, everything faded and thinned snokily, while through the vanishing
contours those far nountains | oomed up near and cl ear overhead. Dizzy with

i nconmpr ehensi on, she found herself standing am d the shreds of dissipating

| andscape at the very foot of those nountains which a nmonent before had | ooned
hi gh and far on the edge of the horizon. Pav had been right indeed- Romme was
a strange | and. What had he said-about the illusion of it?

She | ooked up, trying to remenber, seeing the dark slopes tilting over her
head. Hi gh above, on a | edge of outcropping stone, she could see gray creepers
droppi ng down the rocky sides, the tips of tall trees waving. She stared
upward toward the | edge whose face she could not see, wondering what |ay
beyond t he vi ne-festooned edges. And:

In a thin, dark fog the nountainside nelted to her gaze. Through it, |oom ng
darkly and nore darkly as the fog thinned, a | evel plateau edged with vines
and thick with heavy trees came into being before her. She stood at the very
edge of it, the dizzy drop of the nountain falling sheer

behi nd her. By no path that feet can tread could she have come to this
forested pl ateau.

One gl ance she cast backward and down from her airy vantage above the dark



| and of Romme. It spread out below her in a wi de horizon-circle of black rock
and bl ack waving tree-tops and colorless hills, clear in the clear, dark air
of Romme. Nowhere was anything but rock and hills and trees, clear and
distinct out to the horizon in the color-swallowi ng darkness of the air. No
sight of man's occupancy anywhere broke the sonberness of its |andscape. The
great black hall where the i mage burned m ght never have existed save in
dreans. A prison land it was, narrowWy bound by the tight circle of the sky.
Sonet hi ng insistent and i nexplicable tugged at her attention then, breaking
of f abruptly that scanning of the | and bel ow. Not understandi ng why, she
answered the conpulsion to turn. And when she had turned she stiffened into
rigidity, one hand halting in a little futile reach after the knife that no

| onger swung at her side; for anong the trees a figure was approachi ng.

It was a wonan-or could it be? Wiite as | eprosy agai nst the bl ackness of the
trees, with a whiteness that no shadows touched, so that she seened |ike sone
creature out of another world reflecting in dazzling pallor upon the
background of the dark, she paced slowy forward. She was thin-deathly thin,
and wapped in a white robe |ike a w nding-sheet. The black hair |lay upon her
shoul ders as snakes might lie.

But it was her face that caught Jirel's eyes and sent a chill of sheer terror
down her back. It was the face of Death itself, a skull across which the
white, white flesh was tightly drawn. And yet it was not without a certain
stark beauty of its own, the beauty of bone so finely forned that even in its
deat h' s-head nakedness it was | ovely.

There was no col or upon that face anywhere; \Wite-Ilipped, eyes shadowed, the
creature approached with a |eisured swaying of the |Iong robe, a I|eisured

swi nging of the long black hair lying in snake-strands across the thin white
shoul ders. And the nearer the-the wonan?-cane

the nore queerly apart fromthe |and about her she seemed. Bone-white,

unt ouched by any shadow save in the sockets of her eyes, she was shockingly
detached from even the darkness of the air. Not all of Romme's dim
color-veiling atnmosphere could nask the staring whiteness of her, al nost
blinding in its unshadowed purity.

As she came nearer, Jirel sought instinctively for the eyes that should be
fixed upon her fromthose nmurky hollows in the scarcely fleshed skull. If they
were there, she could not see them An obscurity clouded the di msockets where
al one shadows clung, so that the face was abstract and sightless-not blind,

but nmore as if the wonan's thoughts were far away and intent upon sonething so
absorbi ng that her surroundings held nothing for the hidden eyes to dwell on
She paused a few paces fromthe waiting Jirel and stood quietly, not noving.
Jirel had the feeling that from behind those shadowy hol |l ows where the

dar kness clung |ike cobwebs a close and critical gaze was anal yzing her, from
red head to velvet-hidden toes. At last the bloodless Iips of the creature
parted and fromthem a voice as cool and hollow as a tonmb fell upon Jirel's
ears in queer, reverberating echoes, as if the woman spoke fromfar away in
deep caverns underground, com ng in echo upon echo out of the depths of unseen
vaults, though the air was clear and enpty about her. Just as her shadow ess
whi t eness gave the illusion of a reflection fromsone other world, so the

voi ce seemed al so to conme from echoing distances. Its holl owness said slowy,
"So here is the mate Pav chose. A red wonman, eh? Red as his own flanme. Wat
are you doing here, bride, so far fromyour bridegroom s arns?"

"Seeking a weapon to slay himwith!" said Jirel hotly. "I amnot a woman to be
t aken against her will, and Pav is no choice of mne."

Again she felt that hidden scrutiny fromthe pits of the veiled eyes. \Wen the
cool voice spoke it held a note of incredulity that sounded clearly even in
the holl owness of its echo fromthe deeps of invisible tonbs.

"Are you mad? Do you not know what Pav is? You actually seek to destroy hin®"
"Either himor nyself," said Jirel angrily. "I know only that | shall never
yield to him whatever he may be."

"And you came-here. Wy? How did you know? How did you dare?" The voice faded
and echoes whi spered down vaults and coverns of unseen depth ghostily, "-did



you dare-did you dare-you dare....'
"Dare what?" denanded Jirel uneasily. "I came here

because- because when | gazed upon the nountains, sud

denly the world dissolved around nme and | was-was

here.” .

This time she was quite sure that a | ong, deep scrutiny swept her fromhead to
feet, boring into her eyes as if it would read her very thoughts, though the
cloudy pits that hid the woman's eyes reveal ed not hi ng. Wen her voice sounded
again it held a queer mngling of relief and amusenent and stark incredulity
as it reverberated out of its hollow, underground pl aces.

"I's this ignorance or guile, wonan? Can it be that you do not understand even
the secret of the land of Romme, or why, when you gazed at the nmountains, you
found yourself here? Surely even you nust not have inmagi ned Roorme to be-as it
seens. Can you possi bly have cone here unarmed and al one, to my very

mountai n-to nmy very grove -to my very face? You say you seek destruction?" The
cool voice murrmured into |aughter that echoed softly fromunseen walls and
caverns in dimnishing sounds, so that when the wonan spoke again it was to
the echoes of her own fading mrth. "How well you have found your way! Here is
death for you-here at ny hands! For you must have known that | shall surely
kill you!"

Jirel's heart |eaped thickly under her velvet gown. Death she had sought, but
not death at the hands of such a thing as this. She hesitated for words, but
curiosity was stronger even than her sudden jerk of reflexive terror, and
after a monent she contrived to ask, in a voice of rigid steadiness,

"\Why 2"

Again the long, deep scrutiny from eyel ess sockets. Under it Jirel shuddered,
somehow not daring to take her

gaze fromthat |eprously white, skull-shaped face, though the sight of it sent
little shivers of revul sion along her nerves. Then the bl oodl ess |ips parted
again and the cool, hollow voice fell echoing on her ears,

"I can scarcely believe that you do not know. Surely Pav nust be wi se enough
in the ways of wonen-even such as |-to know what happens when rivals neet. No,
Pav shall not see his bride again, and the white witch will be gueen once
nore. Are you ready for death, Jirel of Joiry?"

The [ ast words hung hollowly upon the dark air, echoing and re-echoing from
invisible vaults. Slowly the arms of the corpse-creature lifted, trailing the
white robe in great pale wings, and the hair stirred upon her shoul ders like
living things. It seened to Jirel that a |light was beginning to glinmer

t hrough the shadows that clung |ike cobwebs to the skull-face's sockets, and
somehow she knew chokingly that she could not bear to gaze upon what was
dawning there if she must throw herself backward off the cliff to escape it

In a voice that strangled with terror she cried,

"Vait!"

The pal e-wi nged arnms hesitated in their lifting;, the Iight which was dawni ng
behi nd the shadowed eye-sockets for a nmonent ceased to brighten through the
veiling. Jirel plunged on desperately,

"There is no need to slay ne. | would very gladly go if | knew the way out."
"No," the cold voice echoed fromreverberant distances. "There woul d be the
peril of you always, existing and waiting. No, you must die or nmy sovereignty
is at an end."

"Is it sovereignty or Pav's love that | peril, then?" demanded Jirel, the
words tunbling over one another in her breathless eagerness |est unknown magic
silence her before she could finish

The corpse-witch laughed a cold little echo of sheer scorn

"There is no such thing as love," she said, "-for such as I."

"Then," said Jirel quickly, a feverish hope beginning to rise behind her
terror, "then let me be the one to slay. Let

me slay Pav as | set out to do, and leave this |and kingless, for your rule

al one. "

For a dreadful nonment the half-lifted arms of the figure that faced her so



terribly hesitated in mdair; the |light behind the shadows of her eyes
flickered. Then slowy the winged arns fell, the eyes dimed into cloud-filled
hol | ows agai n. Blind-faced, inpersonal, the skull turned toward Jirel. And
curiously, she had the idea that cal culation and malice and a dawni ng idea
that spelled danger for her were form ng behind that expressionless nask of
white-fl eshed bone. She could feel tensity and peril in the air-a subtler
danger than the frank threat of killing. Yet when the white witch spoke there
was not hing threatening in her words. The holl ow voi ce sounded as coolly from
its echoing caverns as if it had not a nmonment before been threatening death.
"There is only one way in which Pav can be destroyed,"

she said slowy. "It is a way | dare not attenpt, nor would
any not already under the shadow of death. | think not
even Pav knows of it. If you " The hollow tones hesitated for the briefest

instant, and Jirel felt, like the breath

of a cold wind past her face, the certainty that there was

a deeper danger here, in this unspoken offer, than even

inthe witch's scarcely stayed death-magic. The cool voice

went on, with a tingle of malice in its echoing.

"I'f you dare risk this way of clearing ny path to the throne of Romme, you may
go free."

Jirel hesitated, so strong had been that breath of warning to the
danger - accust omed keenness of her senses. It was not a genuine offer-not a
true path of escape. She was sure of that, though she could not put her finger
on the flaw she sensed so strongly. But she knew she had no choi ce.

"I accept, whatever it is," she said, "ny only hope of w nning back to ny own
| and again. What is this thing you speak of ?"

"The-the flane," said the witch half hesitantly, and again Jirel felt a

sidel ong scrutiny fromthe cobwebbed sockets, alnost as if the woman scarcely
expected to be believed. "The flanme that crowns Pav's inmage. If it can

be quenched, Pav-dies." And queerly she | aughed as she said it, a cool little
ripple of scornful anmusenent. It was sonehow |like a blowin the face, and
Jirel felt the blood rising to her cheeks as if in answer to a tangible slap
For she knew that the scorn was directed at herself, though she could not
guess why.

"But how?" she asked, striving to keep bewi | dernent out of her voice.

"Wth flane," said the white witch quickly. "Only with flane can that flame be
guenched. | think Pav nmust at |east once have nmade use of those little blue
fires that flicker through the air about your body. Do you know t henf"

Jirel nodded nutely.

"They are the mani festations of your own strength, called up by him | can
explain it no nore clearly to you than that. You nmust have felt a nonmentary
exhaustion as they noved. But because they are essentially a part of your own
human vi ol ence, here in this |land of Rome, which is stranger and nore alien

than you know, they have the ability to quench Pav's flame. You will not
understand that now. But when it happens, you will know why. | cannot tel
you.

"You must trick Pav into calling forth the blue fire of your own strength, for
only he can do that. And then you nust concentrate all your forces upon the
flame that burns around the image. Once it is hi existence, you can contro
the blue fire, send it out to the imge. You nmust do this. WIIl you? WII
you?"

The tall figure of the witch | eaned forward eagerly, her white skull-face
thrusting nearer in an urgency that not even the veiled, inpersona
eye-sockets could keep from showi ng. And though she had inparted the
information that the flane held Pav's secret life in a voice of holl ow

rever berant nockery, as if the statement were a contenptuous lie, she told of
its quenching with an intensity of purpose that proclainmed it unm stakable
truth. "WIIl you?" she denanded again in a voice that shook a little with
namel ess vi ol ence.

Jirel stared at the white-fleshed skull in growi ng disquiet. There was a



danger here that she could feel alnpst tangi-bly. And somehow it centered upon
this thing which the corpse-witch was trying to force her into prom sing.
Sonehow she was increasingly sure of that. And rebellion suddenly flaned
within her. If she nust die, then let her do it now, neeting death face to
face and not in some obscurity of cat's-paw witchcraft in the attenpt to
destroy Pav. She would not pronise.

"No," she heard her own voice saying in sudden violence. "No, | will not!"
Across the skull-white face of the witch convul sive fury swept. It was the
rage of thwarted malice, not the disappointnment of a plotter. The holl ow voice
choked behind grinning lips, but she lifted her arns |ike great pale w ngs
again, and a glare of hell-fire | eaped into being anong the shadows that clung
i ke cobwebs to her eye-sockets. For a nonment she stood towering, white and
terrible, above the earthwoman, in a tabl eau agai nst the bl ack woods of
unshadowed bone-whiteness, dazzling in the dark air of Rome, terrible beyond
words in the power of her gathering nagic.

Then Jirel, rigid with horror at the light brightening so om nously anmpong the
shadows of these eyel ess sockets, saw terror sweep suddenly across the

convul sed face, quenching the anger in a cold tide of deadly fear

"Pav!" gasped the chill voice hollowy. "Pav cones!"

Jirel swng round toward the far horizon, seeking what had struck such fear
into the leprously white skull-face, and with a little gasp of reprieve saw
the black figure of her abductor enormous on the distant skyline. Through the
clear dark air she could see himplainly, even to the sneering arrogance upon
his bearded face, and a flicker of hot rebellion went through her. Even in the
know edge of his black and terrible power, the human insol ence of himstruck
flame fromthe flint of her resolution, and she began to burn with a
deep-seat ed anger agai n which not even his terror could quench, not even her
amazenent at the incredible size of him

For he strode anong the tree-tops like a col ossus, gigantic,
heaven- shoul dering, swinging in | eague-long strides across the dark |and
spread out panorana-like under that

hi gh | edge where the two wonen stood. He was nearing in great

di stance-devouring steps, and it seened to Jirel that he dimnished in stature
as the space between them | essened. Now the treetops were creamng |ike black
surf about his thighs. She saw anger on his face, and she heard a little gasp
behi nd her. She whirled in quick terror, for surely nowthe witch would slay
her with no nore del ay, before Pav could cone near enough to prevent.

But when she turned she saw that the pale corpse-creature had forgotten her in
the frantic effort to save herself. And she was working a magic that for an
instant wi ped out fromJirel's wondering m nd even her own peril, even the

m racul ous oncom ng of Pav. She had poised on her toes, and nowin a swirl of
shroud-1i ke robes and snaky hair she began to spin. At first she revol ved

| aboriously, but in a few noments the jerky whirling began to smooth out and
qui cken and she was revolving without effort, as if she utilized a force
outside Jirel's understanding, as if sone invisible whirlw nd spun her faster
and faster in its vortex, until she was a blur of shining, unshadowed
whi t eness wapped in the dark snakes of her hair-until she was nothing but a
pal e m st against the forest darkness- until she had vani shed utterly.

Then, as Jirel stared in dunb bew | dernment, a little chill w nd that sonehow
seened to blow fromimeasurably far distances, fromcool, hollow, underground
pl aces, brushed her cheek briefly, without ruffling a single red curl. It was

not a tangible wind. And fromenpty air a hand that was bone-hard dealt her a
stinging blowin the face. An incredibly tiny, thin, far-away voice sang in
her ear as if over gulfs of measurel ess vastness,

"That for watching ny spell, red woman! And if you do not keep our bargain,
you shall feel the weight of ny magi c. Renenber!”

Then in a great gush of wind and a tranple of booted feet Pav was on the | edge
besi de her, and no nore than life-size now, tall, black, magnificent as
before, radiant with arrogance and power. He stared hotly, with fathonl ess

bl ackness in his eyes, at the place where the mst that was the witch had



faded. Then he | aughed cont enpt uously.

"She is safe enough-there,"” he said. "Let her stay. You should not have cone
here, Jirel of Joiry."

"I didn't cone," she said in sudden, childish indignation against everything
that had so nystified her, against his insolent voice and the arrogance and
power of him against the necessity for owing to himher rescue fromthe
witch's magic. "I didn't cone. The-the nmountain cane! Al | did was | ook at
it, and suddenly it was here."

H s deep bull-bell ow of |aughter brought the blood angrily to her cheeks.
"You must learn that secret of your |land of Rome," he said indulgently. "It
is not constructed on the lines of your old world. And only by slow degrees,
as you grow stronger in the nmagic which | shall teach you, can you learn the
full measure of Rome's strangeness. It is enough for you to know now t hat

di stances here are neasured in different terns fromthose you know. Space and
matter are subordinated to the power of the mind, so that when you desire to
reach a place you need only concentrate upon it to bring it into focus about
you, succeeding the old | andscape in which you stood.

"Later you nmust see Romme in its true reality, wal k through Rorme as Rome
really is. Later, when you are my queen."

The ol d hot anger choked up in Jirel's throat. She was not so afraid of him
now, for a weapon was in her hands which even he did not suspect. She knew his
vul nerability. She cried defiantly,

"Never, then! 1'd kill you first."

H s scornful laughter broke into her threat.

"You could not do that," he told her, deep-voiced: "I have said before that
there is no way. Do you think I could be m staken about that?"

She glared at himw th hot, yell ow eyes, indiscretion hovering on her |ips.
Al most she blurted it out, but not quite. In a choke of anger she turned her
face away, going prickly and hot at the deep | aughter behind her

"Have you had your fill of seeking weapons agai nst ne?" he went on, still in
that voice of m ngling condescensi on and arrogance.

She hesitated a nonent. Sonehow she nust get them both back into the hall of
the image. In a voice that trenbled she said at |ast,

"Yes."

'*Shall we go back then, to ny palace, and prepare for the cerenony which wll
make you queen?"

The deep voice was still shuddering al ong her nerves as the nountain behind
them and the great dark world below nelted together in a mrage through which
as through a veil, a flame began to glow, the flane about an image's head-an

i mge gigantic in a great black hall whose unroofed walls closed round themin
magi cal swiftness. Jirel stared, realizing bewilderedly that wi thout stirring
a step she had sonehow come again into the black hall where she had first
opened her eyes.

A qual m of renenbrance canme over her as she recalled how fervently she had
sworn to herself to die somehow, rather than return here into Pav's power. But
now she was arnmed. She need have no fear now. She | ooked about her

Bl ack and enornous, the great image | oomed up above them both. She lifted a
gaze of new respect to that |eaping diademof flame which crowned the face
that was Pav's. She did not understand what it was she must do now, or clearly
how to do it, but the resolve was hot in her to take any way out that m ght
lie open rather than subnit to the dark power that dwelt in the big, black man
at her side.

Hands fell upon her shoul ders then, heavily. She whirled in a swirl of velvet
skirts into Pav's arnms, tight against his broad breast. Hi s breath was hot in
her face, and upon her life the beating of savage suns burned the intol erable
bl ackness of his eyes. She could no nore neet their heat than she could have
stared into a sun. A sob of pure rage choked up in her throat as she thrust
hard wi th both hands agai nst the broad bl ack chest to which she was crushed.
He | oosed her without a struggle. She staggered with the suddenness of it, and
then he had seized her wist in an iron grip, tw sting savagely. Jirel gasped



in a wench of pain and dropped hel plessly to one knee. Above her the heavy
and om nous voice of Romme's king said in its deep-

est, most velvety burr, so that she shook to the very depths in that drum beat
of savage power,

"Resi st me again and-things can happen here too dreadful for your brain to
grasp even if | told you. Beware of ne, Jirel, for Pav's anger is a terrible
thi ng. You have found no weapon to conquer me, and now you rust submit to the
bargai n you yoursel f proposed. Are you ready, Jirel of Joiry?"

She bent her head so that her face was hidden, and her nmouth curved into a
twist of fiercely smling anticipation

"Yes," she said softly.

Then abruptly, amazingly, upon her face a cold wind blew, heavy with the odor
of chill holl owness underground, and in her ears was the thin and tiny

col dness of a voice she knew, echoing fromreverberant vaults over gulfs

unt hi nkabl e,

"Ask himto clothe you in bridal dress. Ask him Ask himnow"

Across the screen of her menory flashed a face like a white-fleshed skull to
whose eye-sockets cobwebby shadows clung, whose pale mouth curled in a smle
of bitter scorn, maliciously urging her on. But she dared not disobey, for she
had st aked everything now on the acconplishnment of the witch's bargain.
Dangerous it mght be, but there was worse danger waiting here and now, in
Pav' s space-bl ack eyes. The thin shrill ceased and the tonmb-snelling w nd
faded, and she heard her own voi ce saying,

"Let me up, then. Let me up-l amready, Only am| to have no bridal dress for
nmy weddi ng? For black ill becones a bride."

He could not have heard that thin, far-calling echo of a voice, for his dark
face did not change and there was no suspicion in his eyes. The iron clutch of
his fingers | oosened. Jirel swng to her feet lithely and faced himwth
downcast eyes, not daring to unveil the yellow triunph that bl azed behind her
| ashes.

"My weddi ng gown," she rem nded him still in that voice of strangled
gent | eness.

He | aughed, and his eyes sought in enpty air. It was

the nost inperiously regal thing conceivable, that assured glance into
enptiness for what, by sheer know edge of his own power, nust materialize in
answer to the king of Rorme's questing. And all about her, glowing into

exi stence under the sun-hot bl ackness of Pav's eyes, the soft blue flanmes were
suddenl y |i cki ng.

Weakness crawl ed over her as the bl ueness seethed about her body, brushing,
caressing, light as fire-tongues upon her, murrmurous with the soft flickering
sounds of quiet flanme. A weariness |like death was settling into her very
bones, as if life itself were draining away into the caressing mnistrations
of those blue and heatl ess flames. She exulted in her very weakness, know ng
how much of her strength nust be incarnate, then, in the flames which were to
guench Pav's flame. And they woul d need strength -all she had.

Then again the cold wind blew fromhollow tonbs, as if through an opened door
and upon the intangible breath of it that did not stir one red curl upon her
cheek, though she felt its keenness clearly, the thin, small echo of the
corpse-witch's voice cried, tiny and far over spaces beyond neasurenent,
"Focus them on the Fl ame-now, now Quickly! Ah- fool!"

And the ghost of a thin, cool laugh, stinging with scorn, drifting through the
nmeasur el ess voi ds. Reeling with weakness, Jirel obeyed. The derision in that
tiny, far-away voice was |like a spur to drive her, though ready anger surged
up in her throat against that strange scorn for which she could find no
reason. As strongly as before she felt the breath of danger when the
corpse-wi tch spoke, but she ignored it now, knowi ng in her heart that Pav nust
die if she were ever to know peace again, let his dying cost her what it

m ght .

She set her teeth in her red underlip and in the pain of it drove all her
strength into a strong focusing upon the flanme that burned around the great



i mged Pav's head. What woul d happen she did not know, but in the fog of her
weakness, stabbed by her bitten lip's pain, she fought with all the force she
had to drive those flanes curling

i ke caresses about her body straight toward the flame-crown on the inmage's
maj esti c brow

And presently, in little tentative thrusts, the blue tongues that |icked her
so softly began to turn away fromthe velvety curves of her own body and reach
out toward the image. Sick with weakness as the strength drai ned out of her
into the pulling names, she fought on, and in an arc that |engthened and
stretched away the flanes began to forsake her and reach flickeringly out
toward the great black statue that |oomed overhead.

From far away she heard Pav's deep voice shouting on a note of sudden panic,
"Jirel, Jirel! Don't! Cnh, little fool, don't do it!"

It seemed to her that his voice was not that of a man afraid for his own life,
but rather as if it was peril to herself he would avert. But she could pay him
no heed at all now. Nothing was real but the sharp necessity to quench the

i mge's flame, and she poured all the strength that was left to her into the
rai nbow of flickering blueness that was arching up toward the image.

"Jirel, Jirel!" the deep voice of Pav was storming from
somewhere in the fog of her weakness. "Stop! You don't
know "

A blast of cold wind drowed the rest of his words, and:

"S-s-s! Go on!" hissed the corpse-witch's voice tinily in her ear. "Don't
listen to him Don't let himstop you! He can't touch you while the bl ue
flames burn! Go on! Go on!"

And she went on. Half fainting, wholly blind nowto everything but that
stretching arc of blue, she fought. And it |engthened as she poured nore and
nore of her strength into it, reached up and out and grew by | eapi ng degrees
until the blue flanes were mingling with the red, and over that blazing crown
a dimess began to fall. From somewhere in the blind nist of her exhaustion
Pav' s voice shouted with a note of despair in its shudderingly vibrant depths,
"Ch, Jirel, Jirel! Wat have you done?"

Exultation surged up in her. The hot reserves of her anger against himfl ooded
over and strength Iike wi ne boiled up through her body. In one trenendous

bur st of

fierce energy she hurled every ounce of her new y-won power against the flane.
Triunphantly she saw it nicker. There was a nonent of guttering twilight; then
abruptly the Iight went out and red flane and blue vanished in a breath. A
crashi ng darkness like the weight of falling skies dropped thunderously about
her .

Sick to the very soul with reactionary weakness as the trenendous effort

rel axed at | ast, she heard fromreeling distances Pav's voice call wordlessly.
Al'l about her the dark was heavy, with a crushing weight that somehow nade her
whol e body ache as if with the pressure of deep seas. In the heaviness of it

she scarcely realized that the voice was shouting at all; but even through the
di mess of her failing senses she knew that there was something trenmendously
wong with it. In a mghty effort she rallied herself, |istening.

Yes-he was trying to speak, trying to tell her something that she knew
intuitively was of infinite inportance. But his voice was ceasing to be a
human voi ce, beconming |less and less articulate and nore and nore a mighty
roaring like the voice of incal culable power. In such a voice a typhoon m ght
speak, or a dynano nore tremendous than any nan ever made.

"Jirel-Jirel-why did you . . ." So much she nade out before the words rushed
together and nelted into that thunderous roar which was the very voice of
infinity itself. The darkness was full of it-one with it-intol erable viol ence
upon her ears, intolerable pressure of the black dark upon her body.

Through the roaring void a keen wind blew hollow with the smell of tonbs.
Jirel, trying to whirl to face it, found herself incapable of notion, a finite
and agoni zed thing in the mdst of crashing black thunder whose sound was
torment in her brain, whose weight was crushing her very atons in upon



t hensel ves until consciousness flickered within her like a guttering candle
flane.

But there was no need to turn. Directions had ceased to be. The wind snote her
turned cheek, but before her, as if through an opened door from which col dness
streamed, she was aware of a white-shrouded figure float-

i ng upon the bl ackness; an unshadowed figure, staringly white, not touched by
anyt hi ng the bl ackness could nmuster against it. Even through the terrible
roaring of pure power the corpse-witch's voice struck | ow and cool in its echo
fromreverberant caverns; even through the blinding dark her skull-face

gl eaned, the cobwebbed eyes lurid in the depths of their clinging shadows with
alight that glowed fromdeep within the | eprosy-white skull. The witch was

| aughi ng.

"Ofool!" she lilted in a hollow ripple of scorn as cool as caverns

under ground. "Poor, presunptuous fool! Did you really think to bargain with us
of the outer worlds? Did you really believe that Pav-Pav!-could die? No- in
your little human brain how could you have known that all the Romme you saw
was illusion, that Pav's human body was no real thing? Blind, hot, earthly
worman, with your little hates and vengeances, how could you have rei gned queen
over a Romme that is Darkness itself-as you see it now? For this roaring night
whi ch engul fs you, w thout dinmensions, without form lightless, inchoate- this
is Ronme! And Romme is Pav. The land that you wal ked through, the nmountains
and pl ains you sawall these were no | ess Pav than the human body he assuned.
Nor was his height and bl ack-bearded arrogance any nore Pav hinself than were
the rocks and trees and bl ack waters of Romme. Pav is Romme, and Romme is
Pav-one terrible whole out of which all you saw was w ought.

"Yes, shudder, and presently, when | amthrough with you-die. For no human
thing could live in the Rorme that is real. Wen in your foolish vengeance you
guenched the flame that burned on the inage's head, you seal ed your own doom
Only in the power of that flame could the illusion of the Iand of Romme hol d
itself steady about you. Only that flame in its tangible |light held Rorme and
Pav in the senblance of reality to you, or kept the weight of the Dark from
crushi ng your puny soul in the soft white flesh you call a body. Only the
sound of ny voice does it now. Wen | cease to speak, when the breath of ny

t omb- breeze ceases to bl ow around you--then you die."

The cool voice broke into soft and scornful |aughter

whi | e darkness reel ed about Jirel and the roaring was a tumult unbearable in
her very brain. Was it indeed the voice of what had been Pav? Then the | ow,
chill voice echoed on

"But before you die I would have you | ook upon what you sought to slay. |
woul d have you see the Darkness that is Pav and Romme, clearly and visibly, so
that you m ght understand what manner of |over | had. And you thought to rival
me! Do you think, in your pride of human endurance, you could so nmuch as gaze
for one instant upon the inferno that is--Pav!"

In that one ringing word the chill w nd ceased, the voice echoed into silence
fromits heights of scorn, and in the darkness, black upon the black, with no
sense that human fl esh possesses-neither sight nor hearing nor touch-yet with
hi deous clarity, she saw

She saw the Darkness. It was tremendous beyond the power of any hunman
perceptions to endure save in the brief flash she had of it. A thunderous

Dar kness whose roar was vaster than anything like mere sound. The inferno of
it was too hot to bear. The human Pav's eyes had bl azed |i ke bl ack suns,

i ntol erably, but that had been only a reflection of this infinite mght. This
Dar kness was the incarnate blaze, and all her consciousness reeled and was in
agony before it.

She thought she could not endure to | ook-even to exist so near to that
terrible heat of darkness, but no closing of eyes could shut it out. In the
fleeting instant while she saw -through cl osed eyes and nunbed senses,
conscious in every fiber of the blaze so close-a vibration fromthe great
Thi ng that was beyond shape and size and matter shivered through her in a
scorch of heat too hot to touch her flesh, though her soul shuddered fainting



away. It was not anything like a voice, but there was intelligence init. And
in her brain she received dimy what it said.

"Sorry-woul d have had you-coul d have | oved you- but go nowgo instantly,
before you die. "

And sonehow, in a way that left her mnd blank with the trenendous power of
it, that infinite force was comrandi ng obedi ence even out of the stunning

Dar k. For

t he Darkness was Romme, and Romme was Pav, and the commrand ran |ike a shudder
of dark lightning fromedge to edge, expelling her fromits heart in an

expl osi on of bl ack inferno.

Instantly, blindingly, in the nunbing shock of that thunderous power, the

dar kness ceased to engul f her. Light

in a dazzle that stunned her very brain burst all around.

She was spun by forces so nighty that their very trenendousness saved her from
destruction, as an insect m ght

pass unharned through a tornado. Infinity was a whirl poo

around her, and

Fl agst ones pressed cool and snmooth against her bare feet. She blinked dizzily.
Joiry's chapel walls were rising grayly about her, famliar and dun in the dim
light of dawn. She stood here in her doeskin tunic upon the flagstones and
breathed in deep gusts, staring about her with dazed eyes that dwelt |ike
lingering caresses upon the familiar things of hone.



