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forefinger of her right hand,
strewing the powder over their
bubbling dinner.

“We’ll have no trouble reaching
the village tomorrow,” he said.

She smiled. “You must be tired
of such a small audience as 1.”

“Not so tired, but at least I
won’t have to procure our meals
from old Trif any more.”

“The misbegotten scum,” she
muttered, her mood shifting
abruptly. “You and I worked long
enough for those few provisions; he
owes us more than a pair of
chickens and a slab of mutton.”

“I won’t argue with that, but I'll
be pleased to avoid such danger in
the future and earn our fare in a
less exciting manner.”

“There is no danger for you,”
she said firmly.

His fingers struck a discord.
“You are far more certain of that
than 1.”

“What has a witch to fear?”

“A real witch, who could
summon a spirit to his aid or form
an invisible barrier about his body
with the wave of a hand, would
have nothing at all to fear. But real
witches do not exist, else they’d rule
the world and folk would not
merely believe in them but would
know, without doubt. I am not a
real witch, no matter what you say,
Mizella, and I can die as easily as
any man. I dodge a bit faster,
nothing else.”
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Mizella lifted a skeptical
eyebrow. ‘“Trif knows you can’t be
killed.”

“I've been lucky. But I have
only one pair of eyes. If Trif and the
others weren’t cowards who dare
slay only sleeping men, they would
post a guard in the kitchen. I fear
that, Mizella. If I keep returning to
the inn, they will either desert the
place from fear or gather up the
courage to wait for me with naked
swords. One or the other. They
won’t be able to bear my visits
much longer. I've had enough of
them; 1 won’t go back again.”

“Not even for Trif's gold?”

“No. Least of all for that, for he
keeps it in his bedchamber. I'm not
greedy enough to take that
chance.”

“I wish I could have seen his
face the moment after we vanished
into thin air,” said Mizella. She
stirred the stew so vigorously that it
slopped over, making the fire hiss
and crackle. ‘I wonder if he fell on
his knees and cried out to the Holy
Ones, begging forgiveness for his
evil deeds. Perhaps even now he
lives in terror of your return, not to
steal a bit of meat from the kitchen
but to steal the heart and liver from
his body.”” She turned angry eyes to
her companion. “I wish you would
kill him!”’

Alaric ‘grimaced and glanced
away. He didn’t like to see Mizella
this way, commanding him to be an
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Phyllis Eisenstein established herself as a superior storyteller
with two earlier stories, “Born to Exile,” August 1971 and

“Inn of the Black Swan,” November 1972. Below is the third in this
very well received series about Alaric, a young minstrel with

a talent for teleportation.

The Witch and the Well

by PHYLLIS EISENSTEIN

Moonlight, Alaric thought,
stripped ten years from Mizella’s
life; it blurred the crow’s-feet at the
corners of her eyes and softened the
rough, red skin of her hands as well
as any lotion. By moonlight she
stirred a pot of stew and added
twigs to the fire beneath it,
humming tunelessly all the while.

Alaric plucked at his lute with
unconscious skill, drawing from it
an aimless, melancholy air to fit his
melancholy thoughts. Just before
sunset he had climbed a thick-
boled oak and, hanging high in the
air amid the waxy, dark-green
leaves of summer, he scanned the
horizon and finally sighted a
village of some hundred houses
among the low hills to the north. It
was the very first sign of human life
— barring a weather-beaten

farmhouse that sheltered only a
family of foxes — that they "had

‘encountered since leaving the

perpetual twilight of the great
forest. A village meant copper and
silver, fresh-baked bread, a mat-
tress of straw instead of twigs, and
a roof to ward off the elements and
the morning dew; yet the young
minstrel felt no elation in himself,
no pleasure at the prospect of
meeting other human beings. That
one other human being for whom
he cared would not be there — he
had only the memory of her, and a
favor of black silk fancifully
embroidered, that could not fill the
emptiness of his heart.

He glanced up at Mizella, who
was warm and willing flesh and
blood. She was crushing fragrant
herbs between the thumb and





