PHYLLISEISENSTEIN
THEISLAND IN THE LAKE

LONG AGO, IN THE MORNING of time, the people lived in awarm and green place,
where the sun had cared for them sincefirst they opened their eyes. And life

was swest in that place, in the care of that good and generous sun. But the

people were wanderersin their hearts, and at last they turned their backs on

that green place, and on that good sun, and set out into the Great Night to find

another home,

Their journey was long, for the darkness was vast, and homelands were astiny
andlogt in it asflowers on the grassy plain. But the Pole Star had looked upon
them in that darkness, and finding them worthy, he claimed them for his own, and
guided them safe to this sun and this place. Y et when they cameto their new
home, it was not aland such asthey had known before. No, it was aland strange
and beautiful, aland where magic grew in every meadow, and flowed in every
river, and breathed in the very wind. And foolishly, they destroyed that magic,
and made the land over in the image of their old home, which they had left so

far behind in the Great Night. And they were happy in their new home, not
understanding what they had done.

But the Pole Star, who loved them in spite of their folly, preserved that magic

in afew hidden places, and laid anet of his own power over land and sea, that
the magic might be protected and perpetuated, forever living. And the Pole Star
gave the knowledge of that magic to those who choseto dwell in his own favored
domain, to hold and to use to ease their hardships. For they are wanderers, as
the people were once wanderers every one, and the Pole Star has claimed them
before dl others. And the Sign of that gift isthe promise of the sun--that no

matter how grest the night grows, there will aways be adawn.

--Song of the World's Beginning

(among the People of the North)

Alaric the mingtrel paused at the crest of the hill. To hisleft and right, a

line of hills stretched asfar asthe eye could see, but before him, to the

west, the land doped downward gently to abroad, flat plain. Upon that plain
lay anirregular grid of ocher fidlds, their grain dl regped, only the ydlow
stubble of barley, whesat, and oats|eft to dry in the last warm days of the
year. The two dozen dwellings of the peasants who worked those fields were
clustered together into avillage near the center of that grid, Alaric could

just make out their sone walls and thatched roofs, and the stone fences of the
anima pensthat flanked them. Farther on, much too far from thevillageto bea
comfortable wak for fetching water, was the lake, shining like burnished slver
under the autumn sun. The Lake of Desth.

The day had been hot, even so late in the year, and Alaric was stripped to the
walg, hisface shaded by the wide-brimmed hat he had plaited from the sparse
wayside grass. Slung over one shoulder was his knapsack, with only acloak and a



shirt and some scraps of bread inside; over the other was hislute, the

mingrel's boon companion. The strange and magicd north lay far behind him--the
great glacid waste, the lodestone mountains, the witchcraft of awoman who read
men's souls and of her dixir that healed the dying and could even raise the

dead. Lately, he had moved through less exctic lands, through arid hills cloaked
in scrub, their infrequent streams shalow and meandering over pebbly beds,

their scattered inhabitants scrabbling to draw aliving from the parched soil.

Y et in those lands he had heard again and again of abountiful plain besidea
mirror-bright lake, a place where astrong lord ruled and enemies had never
conquered. A place where the people used water from that lake astheir
wespon--water that killed what it touched.

Thefirg time he heard thetde, Alaric knew that aminstrel whose stock in
trade was legend and wonders would be afool to passit by.

He could have reached it earlier in the year. He could have used hiswitch's
power to legp from horizon to horizon, from village to village, tracking the

place down in amatter of days. But he had walked instead, as an ordinary man
would walk, because this was the south, where the cry of witch made folk strike
out at what they feared. And he had walked, too, because he wasin no great
hurry to see what lay beyond the next hill aslong asthere were listenersfor

his songs before it. Barely nineteen summersold, he had lost everything in his
life, or abandoned it, and now nothing called him to one place over another.
Nothing but curiogity.

Thetrack hefollowed to the hilltop had been broad and rutted, but overgrown,
asif little used in recent times. Asit descended among the fields, though, it
became ared road, cleared of weeds and graded smooth. It led directly to the
village and on pagt, to the lake shore, where it became a stone causaway linking
that shore with anidand in the very center of thewater. Theidand wasa

small one, and occupied entirely by asingle building, ahigh-walled fortress

with pennons flying from its many turrets--the fortress of the lord of the Lake

of Desth.

Alaric had not even reached the village when he saw two stocky, middle-aged men
and aboy of nine or ten walking toward him. They were dark-haired and
sun-browned, dressed in deeveless gray tunics and breeches, and they strode
fearlesdy toward the stranger. Before they were near enough to ask his

business, he hdted, doffed his plaited hat, and bowed low. The lute did from

his shoulder, and he caught it with one curled arm and strummed a chord as he
held it againgt hisbare chest.

"Greetings, good sird™ hecaled. "Alaric the mingrel, a your service with
songs for every mood and every season!™

They hdted afew steps away, and the men smiled, but the boy just stared at the
Iute, wide-eyed, asif it were some unknown animdl.

"A long time sinceamingrd camethisway," said the shorter of the men; he
had the guttural accent Alaric had become accustomed to in these western lands.



Helaid an arm across the boy's shoulders. "Not since before my son was born.”

Alaric answered the man's smile with his own. "So much the better for me.
Thirsty folk drink deep and are usudly kind to the water-bearer.”

The man laughed then. "Wdll, | suppose there will be quite afew thirsty folk,
when they discover that water has arrived. | hope your water is sweet, my
friend.”

"Always" sad Alaric.

"We have both kinds of water here," said the boy. " Sweet from the springs and
bitter inthe lake."

Hisfather laughed again, and the other man joined him. "The child isalittle
young to understand figures of speech. But hetells the truth. And you should be
warned-- don't try to drink the bitter water of our lake. It would ruin your
voice, and therest of you, forever."

"I've heard something like that," said Alaric.

"Good," said the man. "'l wouldn't want to think that the tale has died in recent
years. For it'sastrue asit ever was. Anyone who touches that water, who so
much asdipsahandinit, hardly hastimeto regret the act.”

"And yet they say you tossit a your enemies. Can you avoid touching it
yourselves when you do that?'

"We have pumps,” said the boy, "and specid clothing.”

Hisfather shook his shoulder gently, asif to slence him. "We have been here a
long time, mingtrdl," he said. "We know how to live with the water in the Lake
of Death."

Alaric glanced at thelake, at theidand inits center. " seethat.”

The man nodded. "My Lord Gazian livesthere. Come now, mingrd. | an the
headman of thisvillage, and Taskol ismy name. And these aremy son Y osat and
my brother Adeen. Come to our home and sing for us, and welll reward you
according to your merits.”

Alaric grinned. "Then | look forward to afine reward. But should | not pay my
respectsto Lord Gazian first of al?' He gestured toward the fortress.

"Oh, he'sabusy man. He wouldn't have timeto hear aminstrel until much later
inthe day. Y ou can sing for the village this afternoon and for him this

evening." And when Alaric dill hesitated, he added, "1 think you should prove
yourself to lesser folk before being allowed to entertain such agreat man,

don't you?'



Alaric srummed achord on hislute, and then another. "Are you perhaps afraid
hell keep meto himsdf and not let you listen if | go to hiscastlefirgt?”

Taskol shrugged. "He isaman who likes the best of things. And he deserves
them, of course, for he kegps us safe. But as headman, | must look out for my
villagers, in my own smdl way. Surely you understand.”

"l don't wish to offend such agreat man," said Alaric.
"I will escort you to him mysdlf thisevening,” said the headman.

Alariclooked a him for along moment. There had been trouble once or twicein
hislife over such matters of courtesy. Not so long ago, menat-arms had been
sent to terrorize a peasant family that had kept Alaric from their lord for a

single night. But looking at the village headman, at his son and his brother,

Alaric saw no uneasiness, no Sgn of fear of the man who lived in the middle of
the Lake of Death. "l would liketo rest my legs alittle before crossing that
causeway," hesad a last.

"Indeed you shdll," said Taskal. "I wager you've walked afair distance today."
Alaric nodded.

"And some aewould not go amiss, would it?"

"Indeed it would not."

The heedman's hut was the largest of the village, and the only one with adoor

of wood rather than hard-tanned leather, though the wood was old and weathered.
Inside, there was hardly any wood at all. Where settee and chairs might have
stood in another household, this one offered stone stools and a stone bench,
roughly shaped and thickly cushioned with straw mats. Even the bed in the corner
had not the Simplest wooden frame to raise it above the hard-packed earthen
floor; it wasamere straw pallet, though athick one, draped with awoolen
blanket. Of dl the furniture, only the tabletop was made of wood, as westhered
asthe door, and resting on stone pillarsinstead of legs. And in thefireplace,

dried dung smoldered beneath the big cookpot. There was plenty of straw and
stone and dung around the Lake of Degth, Alaric redlized, but not asingletree,

Taskol'swife brought ae, and when the minstrel had quenched histhirst, he sat
outdoors on another straw-cushioned stone bench and entertained the village with
songs of the ice-choked Northern Sea and the deer-riding nomads who hunted on
its shores. Nearly ahundred listeners crowded the space beside the headman's
home, standing, sitting on the stone wall that penned his sheep and cows,
squatting on the dusty ground--the whole of the village, Alaric guessed, from

the eldest graybeard to the smallest babe in arms. He made them laugh first,

with the tale of the herder boy who discovered that his deer could speak and was
disbelieved until he reveded some of the embarrassing human secretsthat the
deer knew; and then he made them gasp at the tale of the nomad who tried to save
his people from starvation by hunting the huge and terrible Grandfather of All



Bears. Afterward, when the crowd had dispersed with many an appreciative word,
Taskol served him fresh bread and new butter and admitted that his skill was
great enough for the lord of the Lake of Degth.

"But remind him, please, that we of the village like music, too," hesaid. "So
that he does not keep you entirely to himsdf.”

Alaric savored the crusty, still-warm bread. "1 will dowhat | can,” he said
between bites.

"l suppose | must deliver you to him, then. If you are ready..."
"Isthere bread like thison theidand?" asked the mingtrel.
"Thereisthe best of everything on theidand,” the heedman replied.

Alaric downed alast draft of deto clear the butter from histhroat, then drew
the dark shirt from his knapsack and dipped it on. "l am ready."

The lake shore was a broad, barren margin, marked at the water's very edge with
athick pae crug, like hardened foam. The causeway, made of fine, squared
blocks of stone so white it dazzled the eye, began well before this crust and

rose smoothly till, where it entered the water, it stsood aman-height high above
the surface. Broad enough to accommodate two wagons abreast, it ran
arrow-straight to theidand, broken by two gaps, each spanned by aheavy,
iron-banded drawbridge. At the very gate of the fortresswas athird bridge,
guarded by a spearman in bossed leasther armor. Taskol identified Alaric to the
man, and the two were admitted.

Inside the gate was a courtyard large enough to hold half the housesin the
village

"Thisisadrong citadd," Alaric said, looking up at the high, crendated

walls. Only ahandful of armed men stood at the crendations, scanning the world
beyond the lake. At any other castle, there would be dozens. "It's given you
safety for quite along time, | would think.”

"For my lifetime, and my grandfather's, and more," said Taskol. "No oneliving
remembers the last time we had to lock oursalvesinsde these walsfor asiege.
Of course, thelakeisour true defender.”

"I would hateto fdl off that causeway."

Taskol nodded. "Sowould|."

"Has anyone?"

"Not lately."

Alaric glanced over his shoulder. Beyond the gate, the lake lapped gently at the



pure white sides of the raised stone road. "What would happen if someone did?!

"No one could save him. Within afew heartbegts, the flesh would begin to shred
from his bones, and then the bones themsel ves would begin to dissolve. It'san

ugly sght.”
Alaric shuddered. "Y ou've seen it?"

"When | was achild, we chased afox off the causeway. It floated, for a short
time, while the water worked on it." He shook his head. ""Poor haplessfox.
Normally, animas stay away from the lake. They know whét it holds."

Looking up at thewallsagain, the mingrel said, "How strangeto live
surrounded by...that." Then he smiled adow smile. "I'll makeasong of it, if
| can."

Taskol smiled back. "I think that would not displease my lord.” He pointed to
the doorway of the keep, at the far end of the courtyard. "I imagine he awaits
hisdinner just now. If | introduce you, he might invite meto stay for the

"By al means, then, introduce me."

Thegreat hall of the keep was not so large as some Alaric had visited, but it

was one of the most luxurious, at least at first glance. High, narrow windows
admitted the afternoon sunlight, showing the wals hung with tapestries, the

stone floor scattered with carpets and furniture of velvet and fine-carved wood.
Only on closer ingpection, as he waked the length of the chamber, did he see

that the carpets were worn amost to their backingsin many places, the

tapestries were moth-eaten, the velvets thinnapped and shiny, and the fine woods
dry and cracked. Theriches of the citadel were of an earlier generation, and

had not been renewed. He redlized that more than afew seasons must have passed
since that overgrown road had known much traffic.

Y et there was newer wedth here, even so. Thetrestle table at the far end of

the room, ancient asit appeared, was heavy laden with fresh bread, meats, and
vegetables, with butter, cheese, and ade. And the two men who sat behind it were
dressed well enough, in supple leather, light wool, and golden chains. They

looked like brothers, both dark and strong-jawed, though one was much older than
the other.

Taskol bent the knee before them, and Alaric imitated him.

"My lord," said Taskal, "I beg to present Alaric the mingtrdl, lately comeinto
our land to offer his songsfor our pleasure.”

The older of the two men pushed his chair back and roseto hisfeet. "It has
been long and long sinceaminstrel cameto thisland. Y ou are welcome, sir.”
But he said the words gravely, without any smile. Hewas atal man, and broad
with muscle, though his hair was touched with gray and there were deep lines



carved about his mouth and across his forehead, and dark pouches beneath his
eyes. "Asyou see, we are dining. Join us, mingtrel, and afterward show us your
wares. We would welcome something new." He sat clown again. Then he added,
"Stay, too, Taskol. Y ou threshed the grain that made this bread.”

Taskol bowed. "I thank you, my lord."

He and the minstrel took places on abench at one end of the table, and they ate
well of the viands spread before them. From time to time, other leather-clad men
entered the hall, made their obei sances, and sat to the med, but none of them
stayed long, and none of them wore gold. Alaric recognized one asthe guard of
the gate.

Two young serving women cleared the table and set out more deto sgnd theend
of dinner. They eyed Alaric curioudy but said nothing, only hurried off when

they were done, to adoor that stood at acorner of the hal, between two
tapestries. They did not close themsdlves away behind it, though, but stayed in
the open doorway, looking a him, and other men and women crowded there with
them, half adozen or more. The castle servants, Alaric thought, waiting for
whatever novelty the stranger was about to provide.

Lord Gazian waved at him to proceed. Pushing his bench away from thetable,
Alaric sttled the lute on his lap. There was a song he had been working on for
quite some time, and he thought it was ready for Singing now--atae of darkness
for haf the year and light for the rest, of blossoms growing from the very ice

at the pole of the world and spawned by seeds falen from above the sky, from
whoseleaves acuring dixir could be made. In the song, ayoung man fought
storms and monsters and the Northern Seaitself to reach those blossoms, for his
beloved lay ill, and not even the wisest hedler knew another way to keep her
from death. When he had won through and saved her, and they had celebrated their
wedding in thefina verse, the listeners at the doorway clapped their hands and
chattered among themselves until their lord cast asingle dark glancein their
direction.

"A well-sung song," hesaid, "but | like not the subject matter. Sing of
something red, mingrd."

Alaric dmogt said that the elixir was red enough, though the monsterswere
inventions, but he caught himself and bowed his head. He had no proof, just his
word, and he had learned over the yearsthat it was rarely healthy to contradict
anobleman, even with proof. He sang another song, acomic one of squabbling
neighbors and stolen sheep, and of aman who wasfooled into counting his sheep
three times and reckoning a different number at each. Before he was done, the
folk at the doorway were laughing, and even Lord Gazian himsdf had smiled a
little.

"Y ou have much skill," he said. "And your songs are...interesting. Y ou could

make your fortunein some large and powerful household, but instead you've come
here to these remote and sparsely peopled lands.” He sat forward, leaning his
elbows on the table, the cup of ae between hishands. "What bringsyou to us,



mingrd ?'

Alaric bowed again. "Nothing, my lord, but a boundless desire to see the world
and add to my stock of songs. Those songs are my fortune, and an easier oneto
carry than any gold.”

The younger man spoke for the first time. ™Y ou are brave to come here, Sir
mingtrel. Unless Taskol has not told you of thelake..." He looked narrowly at
the headman.

"| had aready heard, in far-distant places, and hetold me aswell," said the
mingirel. "But | think | am less brave than the folk who live here. | would not
wish to try this lake during astorm, when the deadly waves splash high."

"These stout walls protect us," said Lord Gazian. "And we take care. It has been
many ayear since one of our own was claimed by thelake."

"Still, I see high couragein living here. Y ou and your people have dl my
admiration.”

"Enough admiration,” said the younger man. "Sing another song.”

Gazian looked at his companion for amoment, and Alaric saw aflicker of anger
pass between them before the lord of the castle turned back and said, " Go ahead,
another song.”

Another song led to another, and at last the sunlight in the high windows
reddened and faded, and tripod oil lampswerelit to tekeits place. Findly,
Alaric pleaded weariness after along day of waking and said that he would sing
again the next day, if desired.

Lord Gazian nodded and rose abruptly from his place a the table. ™Y ou have our
thanks, mingtrd, for this afternoon’s entertainment. My brother will seethat

you are made comfortable for the night." He nodded to the younger man and,
without waiting for any acknowledgement, crossed the room to a tapestry-fringed
archway in thefarther wall. Stairswere visble beyond the arch, and ina
moment, he had climbed out of sight.

The younger man rose, when his brother had gone, and he came around the table to
gand above the mingtrd. "Y ou Sng well, young mingirel. What was your name?’

"Alaric, my lord."

The man's mouth tightened for amoment. "1 am not known aslord," he said. Then
he made a peremptory gesture toward the doorway that was still crowded with
servants, and the two young women came scurrying. "Make him apalet in the
kitchen," he said, and turned away. With a swift stride, he went out to the
courtyard.

Alaric glanced a Taskal. "Have | insulted him?' he asked.



Taskol shrugged. "Master Demirchi isthe heir. But while his brother lives,
thereisonly onelord here--we haven't room for morein our littleland. I'm
sorry, mingre; | should have thought to warn you. We cdl him sir.”

"I will do that, then, and hope heforgives astranger. Though I've never before
met aman who didn't like being addressed above his station. What would he have
doneif | had called him majesty?"

Taskol laughed and shook his head and led the way to the kitchen, while the
serving women trailed behind.

The kitchen was asmall room, dominated by a greet fireplace and crowded with
worn trestle tables and deeply grooved butchers blocks, with cauldrons and
platters and roasting spits. It was aso awarm room, but now that darkness had
fallen and cool night air had begun to dide through the high windows of the

keep, that warmth was pleasant enough. The kitchen servants made Alaric apdlet
near the embers of the hearthfire, and they left afew choicetidbitsfrom

dinner on atable nearby, in case he woke hungry in the middle of the night.

Taskol packed afew of thosetidbitsinto a sack, to take hometo hisfamily,
before he bade Alaric good night. Then he and the servants put out the lamps and
left the mingtrel to deep hisfirst deep surrounded by the Lake of Degth.

Alariclay on hisback for atime, staring up at the kitchen's single window,

far above hisreach. He could see afew starsthere, for the red glow of the
embers was not enough to drown them out. The window was much too high, hetold
himself, to be touched by the waves, even in the wildest sorm. And there was no
storm tonight, just agentle autumn breeze. Still, he thought that if thiswere

his castle, he would shutter the windows, just to be sure. Findly, he got up

and took his pallet out to the empty hall and set it where therewasawall
between himsalf and that kitchen window, and dl the other windows werefar
away. Onelamp Hill lit theroom, leaving heavy shadowsin dl the corners, but
Alaric had no fear of shadows. Hefell adeep, an arm crooked protectively about
hislute, both of them wrapped againgt the gentle autumn breeze in hiswell-worn
cloak.

When he woke to atouch on his shoulder, the lamp no longer burned, and dawn
twilight showed through the windows. He knuckled deep from his eyes and blinked
up at the man who leaned over him. It was Lord Gazian, wearing adressing gown
of fine, palewool that gave his body aghostly cast in the dimness.

"My lord?' said Alaric.
"Will you come upgtairs, mingtrel? There is someone who would hear you sing.”

Odd though the time was, Alaric rose, knowing that no good could come of
reluctance. Carrying hislute close againgt his body, he followed the master of

the lake through the arch and up the narrow, winding stairway beyond. At the

third landing, they turned off the stair and waked aong a curving corridor

that was marked every ten paces by anarrow window. Through each window, Alaric



could see the lake below; the water reflecting the soft, gray-pink color of the
eastern sky. They had passed four windows, making nearly ahdf-circle, before
Lord Gazian halted at adoor on the inner wall. He eased it open.

The room was small, though richly hung with tapestries, and crowded by abed, a
chair, and some low chests. A bedside table held asmall oil lamp, atray of

tiny pastries, and acup. And the bed itsalf, wide enough for three men, held a
boy of no more than seven summers, propped up on bolsters and covered with a
light blanket. Even in the candldlight, Alaric could see that the boy wasill--
hisface was pae, with a sheen of moisture, and his dark eyes were sunk deep
above his hollow cheeks. He said nothing when the lord of the castle and Alaric
entered, though his gaze followed them to the side of his bed.

Lord Gazian sat down on the edge of the mattress and gently stroked the damp
dark hair away from the child's forehead. "I've brought the minstrel for you.”
He nodded at Alaric.

"Thank you, Father," said the boy inasmal, soft voice. Helooked a Alaric.
"I'm sorry to get you up o early. Itisearly, isntit?'

"Alittle" said Alaric. "But | don't mind."

"Sometimes he doesn't degp wll," said hisfather, resting one large hand on

the boy's shoulder. "And last night the servants told him about you, and he
hardly dept at dl for asking when you would come upgtairs.”

"My nursesingsto me," said the boy. "But they told me you sing much better.”

"I anflatered," said the mingtrel. "Do you like songs about magic?'

"Oh, yes."

"About knights and dragons and fair maidens?'

The boy's eyes widened. "Isthat what you sing about?’

"Sometimes. For specid listeners™

"Please," breathed the boy.

"Very well." Alaric sat down on the foot of the bed and balanced hislute on his
knee. "Thisisthetade of aboy who grew up to fight dragons." And helaunched
into an old favoritein more familiar lands--the song of the youth who found an
enchanted sword in ahollow tree, asword that itsalf became histeacher. By the
time hefinished, with the young man daying his monster and winning the hand of
aking's daughter, and the kingdom as well, the boy's mouth hung open in wonder,

and therewas abit of color in his cheeks.

"Oh, another, please, mingrd," he begged.



Alariclooked at Lord Gazian, who nodded.

Inthe end, he sang of magical adventures until the boy's nurse came with his
morning medl.

"Y ou mustn't stop in the middlel™ the boy cried. The color in his cheekswas
hectic now, and his eyes were very bright.

"The child must eat,” said the nurse, as she set the tray on the bed. Shewasa
stout woman, old enough to be Alaric's grandmother, and the expression on her
face was stem. She pointed to the tray of pastries, al untouched. "He's eaten
nothing since yesterday noon, not even one dainty, and you have excited him on
an empty stomach, aswell askeeping him from deep.”

"l didn't want to deep,” said the boy.

She propped him up farther on his bolsters. "Y ou must deep. And you must est.
How can you ever get well if you don't deegp and edt, | ask?' Shelifted acover
from abowl of porridge and dipped up a spoonful for him.

Heturned his head away fromiit.

"Eat alittle, my son," said hisfather. He glanced a Alaric. "I'm sure the
mingtrel would say the same.”

"Indeed," said Alaric. "I'll be eating this very porridge downgtairs shortly,
andit smdlsexcdlent."

The boy frowned, but then he nibbled at the edge of the spoon and findly
swalowed the whole amount.

"A littlemore," said the nurse, with another spoonful.

The boy looked up at Alaric. "What isyour name, minstrel ?*
"Alaric.

"MineisOgpir."

Alaric bowed. "Greetings, Ospir."

"Will you come back later?

"If your father wishesit. Thedecison lieswith him."
"Father?'

Lord Gazian caught the boy's small hand for amoment. "If you will promiseto
eat your porridge, and to try to deep, I'll bring the minstrel back later."



The boy sighed. "Very well, Father."

"Good child," said the lord of the castle, and he stood up. "Till later.” And he
gestured Alaric toward the door.

They were hdfway down the stairs before Alaric asked, "My lord, what ailsthe
boy?"

Lord Gazian kept walking. "No one knows, minstrel. He has beensickly for most of
hislife. Heisagood boy, though, and a patient one." When they reached the

foot of the steps, with the archway to the great hall before them, he stopped

and turned back to Alaric. "Thank you, mingtrdl, for being kind to him."

"My lord, | am hereto serve you. It would be poor service indeed to be unkind
to your son."

Thelord of the castle nodded and stepped through the arch.

They broke their fast with more than porridge--with eggs and bread spread thick
with butter, with dices of fat mutton and grilled fowl, and with adrink made

of soured milk that Alaric found not as attractive as plain, clear water. But

water therewasin plenty--from a spring, servants explained, that rose from

deep within theidand and never failed.

"How dtrange," Alaric said, "that pure water should flow in the midst of the
Lake of Death."

"Thisland isfull of such springs," said Master Demirchi. " There would be no
fidldswithout them." Unlike hisliege and brother, he wasfully dressed for the
day, in leather and soft, thin wool. "And without thefields, we would dl be
elsawhere." He picked a his plate of mutton and eggs. "But | think afew people
would come here anyway, just to carry off some of our deadly watersfor a
weapon. We are especidly rich in that weapon, are we not, my brother?”

Lord Gazian cast him asour glance. "Don't ask again," he said.

Demirchi nodded toward Alaric. "The minstrel hastraveled the world. Spesk to
him about it."

"l don't wish to speak about it. I've made my decison.”

Demirchi peered with ditted eyes at Alaric. "How much gold do you think an
outsider would pay for afew seded containers of water from the Lake of Death?”

Alaric looked from one man to the other. "1 don't know, Sir. Perhapsit istoo
dangerousto transport € sewhere.”

"Nonsense," said Demirchi. "We know how to ded withit."

"We have no need of outsiders gold,” said Lord Gazian.



With two fingers, Demirchi lifted the gold chain that hung at histhroat. "This

may be enough for you, but it won't buy new carpetsfor thisroom, or furniture,

or wegpons. | want anew sword; must | trade my only chain for it when a cask of
water would suffice?'

Gazian st the flats of both hands on the table. I will not sell death, and
that's an end to it. When you rule here, if you rule, you may decide otherwise,
Till then, we will leave off spesking of it."

"My brother, you are not thinking to our advantage.”

Gazian looked a him for along moment, and then he said, "I knowyou have many
respons bilities to attend to today. | would not keep you from them.”

Demirchi made a disgusted noise and then stood up and strode from the room.

Thelord of the castle and the visiting minstrdl were both quiet for atime,
egting. Shortly after Demirchi left, acouple of other men camein and sat down
to partake of the meal, and seeing the frown that lingered on their lord's face,
they said little and excused themsdlves quickly. Alonewith Gazian again, Alaric
was unsure of what to do. At last, he said, "Shall | sing for you, my lord?!

Gaxzian looked up from the remnants of hismeal. Therewastirednessin his eyes,
inthe dope of hisshoulders. Y ou must be weary, mingtrel, from waking so
early. Thereisan empty chamber upstairs, just beyond my son's room. Perhaps
you would like to take your pallet up there and deep abit more. Tell one of

the servants| said to help you with it. Y ou can sing again later."

"Youarekind, my lord."

He shook hishead. "I think not, but | thank you for being so willing this
morning. Go on. Rest.”

"Asyouwill," said Alaric.

Rather than disturb the servants, who al seemed busy enough, Alaric took the
pallet upstairs himself. Half a dozen steps past young Ospir's door was another;
he pushed it open.

At firgt he thought he must be in the wrong chamber, for thisonewas not at al
empty. llluminated by asingle narrow window, it wasfully threetimesthe sze
of the boy's bedchamber, and richly furnished. The floor was dmost entirely
covered by asinglelarge carpet, and the wails were hung partly with tapestries
and partly with thick velvet curtains. A velvet settee stood in the center of

the carpet, with apair of findy carved tables flanking it and a needlework
footstool beforeit. On one wall was afireplace of white sone, and againgt the
other was awide bed made up with fine pillows and quilts.

Alaric backed out the door, to seeif he had missed the room he was supposed to



find. But this one was indeed beside the boy's, and the corridor ended ina
blank wall after it.

Inside again, helaid his pallet on the floor beside the settee and made a

circuit of the room. The fireplace contained no trace of wood or dung or ash,
just anaked grate. The carpet, the tapestries, the settee and tables were worn
much as the furnishings of the great hall wereworn, but al were covered with a
thin layer of dust. The bed was dusty, too, and stale-smedlling, asif the
bedclothes had not been aired in along time.

Therewas achest at the foot of the bed, half covered by the quilt, with no

lock to keep acurious mingtre out. Alaric turned the quilt back and lifted the
wooden lid. Immediately, the sweet scents of cedar and lavender wafted up at
him, the one lining the chest, the other sprinkled over the contents as dried
blossoms. A woman's clothing was packed inside--linen and lace and embroidery,
al heavily creased from lying long undisturbed. Alaric closed thelid again,

and draped the quiilt back over it. Whoever's clothes they were, he thought, she
had not worn them in quite sometime.

He moved his palet nearer the window and looked out for amoment. It wasa
beautiful view, if oneignored its deadliness-the lake shining like polished

metd, the fields sporead out in agolden array, the sky clear and cloudless
abovetheline of hills on the horizon. Heimagined her, whoever shewas,

gtting on thewindowsi Il and gazing out, perhagps with embroidery in her hands.
And then he redlized he was thinking of other castles, other hands, other
embroidery left far behind, and he turned his mind away from them. No one had
sat on thiswindowsl lately, for it was as dusty aseverything seinthe

room. He lay down on the pallet and closed hiseyes. He wastired, asLord
Gazian had known, and hefdll adeep quickly.

A rough hand on his arm brought him out of jumbled dreams of the past. For a
moment he thought L ord Gazian must be shaking him, and then he looked up and
recognized Ospir's nurse.

"What are you doing here, mingtrel?" she demanded.

Y awning, he stretched hisarms out above his head. "L ord Gazian told me to deep
here"

"Did he?' Sheloomed over him, hands on her hips, suspicion on her faceand in
her voice. Then, less sharply, she said, "Well, | supposeif you had come here
without permission, you would have closed the door. But to send you to her
room." She clucked her tongue.

"Whoseroomisit?' asked Alaric.

"Hislady's, of course. What other room would be so near the boy's 7"

"ers,”



"Not aroom likethis" she said indignantly. "Mineis on the other side, and
befitting my gation. Thisisafiner chamber than even Lord Gazian'sown.”

"But Lord Gazian'slady doesn't livein this chamber,” said Alaric.

The corners of the nurse's mouth turned down. " She died giving my lord an heir.”
And she nodded toward the wall behind which Ospir lay.

"And Lord Gazian never took another wife?'

She shook her head. "None could compare to her. Heloved her, minstrel.” She
laid ahand on the back of the settee and stroked the worn velvet. "Many wasthe
timethey sat here together, and | brought them dinner, just the two of them
herein thisroom. It s;ems so long ago. | ar the room sometimes, just for the
memory of her. Poor lady."

Alaric sighed, thinking how often love led to unhappinessin the red world. Far
more often thanin song. "A sad tde" he sad.

She looked a him sharply. "One you could put to music, | suppose, just onetae
among many. | heard about your tales from the other servants. Fanciesand lies,
most of them, it seems”

"Some. Others have abit of truth to them.”

"A smdl hit, I'd think. But the boy likesthem--I'll say that for you."

"That pleasesme," said the mingtrel. He glanced out the window, saw that the
sun was high; he had dept most of the morning away. "'Is he awake now?"

She had aready turned toward the door, but she paused at his question. "Yes.
Why do you ask?'

"I thought | would visit him before going downdairs, if he were avake."
"Hisundeiswith him."

"Master Demirchi?"

"He has only the one uncle.”

Alaric pushed his covering cloak asde and got to hisfeet. "'l wastold

yesterday that Demirchi wasthe heir. But you just said it was the boy. Surdly
thisland isn't large enough for two."

The nurse lowered her voice. "No one expects the boy to live out the winter. He
has never been well, not since his babyhood, and two years ago my lord decided
that another heir must be named.”

"Poor child," murmured Alaric.



"Heisagood boy," said the nurse.

"Will Magter Demirchi stay long with him now?"
"He never saysvery long."

"Then | will wait."

Hislute under one arm, he followed the nurse to the door of Ospir's room and
stood outside as the woman dipped in. He caught aglimpse of Demirchi Sitting
on the bed, holding the boy's hand, and then the nurse closed the door again.
Shortly, Demirchi came out.

"Heiseager for your songs, mingrel," he said, "but | beg you not to tire him.
He haslittle strength these days."

Alaric bowed. "It must be hard to liein bed for so much time, sir. | only
desreto makeit abit easier for him."

Demirchi nodded. "Wewill seeyou later in the great hal?!
"Of course, dr. | amn hereto sing for dl who will listen.”
"At dinner, then." Hewalked off down the corridor.

Inside the room, Ospir greeted Alaricin hissmall, soft voice. "Thank you for
coming back so soon.”

"I had some porridge and took anap, which | hope you did aswell, and now | am
reedy for alittle moremusc.”

"He ate and dept,” said the nurse. "He has been agood child thismorning.”

"And my uncle cameto vist," said Ospir. "l wish he had stayed longer. He
aways makes me laugh. But you are here, and that makes up for hisgoing.”

Alaric sat down on the edge of the bed. "Well, I will try to make you laugh,
too, if your nurse does not mind."

The woman waved ahand, asif in permission, and Alaric began along,
complicated song about awolf who tried to trick eight sheep into leaving their
fold to run away with him. By the time he was done, the boy was laughing, and
the nursewas aswell. But in the midst of his laughter, Ospir began to cough, a
deep, hollow cough; and when he could not stop, his nurse had to help him sit
up, and she rubbed histhin chest until &t last the spasms passed. By that time

he was hdf-fainting, and as hefell back on the pillow, atrickle of blood

gtarted from acorner of his mouth. The nurse swabbed his swesty forehead and
wiped the blood away with adamp cloth.



"| think you should go now, minstrd.”

"No," gasped the boy, hisvoice smaler than ever. "Please.” He closed hiseyes,
and hewas so pae, and his breathing became so shdlow, that Alaric thought he
must be dying that very moment.

"Shouldn't we cdll hisfather.?' he asked the nurse.

Then Ospir's eyes opened, and the look in them was beseeching. "'l be all
right,” hewhispered. "Please sing.”

The nurse nodded to Alaric. " Something more serious.”

And so Alaric returned to songs of knights and fair maidens, of sorcerersand
mongters, and of lands beyond the horizon. He sang softly, though, and after a
time he left a song unfinished, because he knew the boy dept.

The nurse walked with him into the corridor and closed the door gently between
them and the child.

"I'm sorry,” said Alaric. "l didn't know."

The nurse shook her head. "He has had congestion of the lungs before, but never
50 bad. They die sometimes, after the blood comes. And heisvery weak, poor
child." Shelooked down at her hands, which were clenched in the voluminous
fabric of her skirt. "'l shdl cdl hisfather now."

Alarictralled after her to the great hal, where Lord Gazian sat talking with

two men in bossed armor. When informed of his son's condition, he directed the
two to find his brother, and then he went upstairs. Master Demirchi camein from
the courtyard a short time later and went up, too. Neither man asked Alaric to
comeaong.

He went to the kitchen for atime, and listened to the talk among the servants.
None was surprised that the child was so gravely ill; they had been expecting

his death for two years dready. They speculated on how long the mourning period
would be, and then they asked Alaric to Sing, because there might not be much
snging alowed when the household was in mourning. Findly, Alaric went

upstairs, though unbidden, to see what he could see.

The door to the boy's chamber stood gar, and inside both Gazian and Demirchi
sat on the bed, on opposite sides, and the nurse hovered near. That |ft little
space for another visitor, so he did not attempt to enter. He could see, though,
that the boy was awake, with one hand held by hisfather and the other by his
uncle. None of them seemed to notice Alaric standing in the corridor.

Silently, he dipped on down the passageway to Ospir's mother's chamber.
Entering, he shut the door quietly but firmly, and then he bolted it. Helaid
hislute on the settee.



The drange and magicd north lay far behind him, and init the dixir so
powerful that it brought the dead back to life. He had never intended to return
there, never intended to revisit Kata the witch, who brewed that eixir, but now
he knew that he must.

A heartbest later, he stood on a mountainside above the northern valey that was
now her home. Theair about him was suddenly crisp with the northern autumn, and
he shivered alittle as he scanned the valley floor. He looked past the

harvested fields and the peasant dwellings, past the greet fortress that guarded

al and the people who walked its battlements and strolled in and out through

its gate. Helooked, finally, to the shore of theriver that had created the

vdley, and there he saw the tent, figured al over with the symbol of the

sacred Pole Star, that belonged to Kata. A moment later, he was thrusting aside
its entrance flap and stepping into her firdit domain.

She sat cross-legged by thefire, agrinding stone upon her lap, apestlein her
hand, the bags and bundles that held her possessions piled dl around her. Her
thick, dark braids brushed her knees as she bent over her work, the smooth
muscles of her dender arms flexed beneath their load of |eather bracdets. When

shelooked up, and her eyes met his, there was not the dightest trace of
surprisein her face.

"Gredtings, my Alaric," she said in the soft, lilting accent of the north. "Y ou
returnto us."

He shook his head. "No. | only cometo ask afavor.”

She amiled alittle. "If you wish afavor, you must give onein return.”
He sat down beside her. "Thisisnot for mysdlf. Itisfor achild.”
One of her eyebrowsrose. "Whose child?’

"Not mine. The child of my hog, far to the south. Heissick, perhaps near
desth, and | would help him."

"Ah, soft-hearted Alaric. Has your softness not found you enough trouble in your
life? Had you stayed in the north, you would have become hard, aswe are hard.”

"l amwhat | am, lady. Will you give methedixir?

She brushed fine dark powder from her stone into a square of mudin, twisted the
cloth into a sack, and tied its mouth with astrip of Snew. "These arethe

leaves you helped us bring back from the Great Waste. Shdl | withhold from you
your share of what | make of them? It would be ungrateful of me."

"You arefair, lady. Y ou have aways been fair to me."

"How old isthe child?'



"Seven, | beieve, and smdl for hisage.”

She dipped into abag and pulled out aceramic flask the size of her fist and
sedled with wax. She dso found a spoon made of horn. " Give him two spoonfuls
diluted in acup of wine each day till thedixirisgone. If it can help him at

al, that will be enough.”

Alaric took the flask and the spoon. "Thank you, lady. Now, what favor can |
offer youin return?'

She caught hiswrigt. "Only one, my Alaric.”

He shook hishead. "I can't say."

"Y ou will never find what you seek."

"| have given up seeking, lady."

Shelooked long into hiseyes. "No," she said a last. "Don't fool yoursdlf,
mingtrel. Y ou will never give up. Songsand travel will never be enough for you.
Oneday, | think, you will go back to your past, you will not be ableto resist

it any longer. | hopeit does not disappoint you too badly."

"l have nothing to go back to," said Alaric, and the words werethick in his
throat.

"Those are only words, my mingtre." Shelet go of hiswrig. "Isthere awoman
in this place you've come from.? The mother of the child, perhaps.?"

"No. No woman."

She smiled again and stroked his cheek with onefinger. "I find that hard to
believe, pretty boy."

He smiled back. "I've only been there two days.”

"Then thereis dill plenty of time. Tell me about thisplace" shesad. "Tell
me about al your wanderings snce you left us™”

Helooked down at the flask and the spoon. "Lady, | cannot. The child might die
while | entertained you. Y ou must understand.,.”

She nodded dowly. "I do understand. And you must dso understand that you will
aways be welcome among us. Always.”

"Farewdl," he whispered.
Aningtant later he was back in the chamber next to Ospir's.

Lord Gazian, Demirchi, and the nurse were still in the tiny bedroom, and Ospir



was gill bresthing, though laborioudy, when Alaric dipped in. Demirchi was
thefirst to look up a him. "Not now, mingtrel," he murmured.

"I have an dixir which | picked up in my travels," Alaric said, showing the
flask. "It has provenitsef in the past in any number of graveillnesses, and |
believethat it might help the boy."

Demirchi glanced &t theflask. "Areyou aheder aswell asaminsire, Master
Alaic.?"

"I've used it mysalf more than once. | know its power."

Demirchi shook his head sharply. "We want no unknown dixirsfor the boy."
Lord Gazian looked up then. "Y ou've taken it?' he said.

"Yes, my lord," said Alaric.

"Had you afever?'

"A high one, my lord."

"And so hasmy son. Bring your dixir here."

Alaric sgqueezed by Demirchi and the nurse to stand beside the lord of the
cadtle.

"Giveittome" said Gazian.

Alaric handed over the flask. "Two spoonfuls should be given each day inacup
of wing" he said. He held the horn spoon up. "Thisisthe measure.”

Gazian perforated the wax seal with his sheath knife and sniffed of the dixir.
"It hasapungent smdl," hesad. "Harsh. Like cloves. Isit bitter?"

"Not inwine, my lord," said Alaric.
"Fetch somewine," Gazian said to Demirchi.

"Brother, what do we know of this stuff?' said Demirchi. "It might be
jpoi sonous.”

"l will tagteit if youwish," said Alaric.
"Thewine, brother," said Gazian.

"Let megetit, my lord," the nurse said suddenly, and before anyone could
object, she hurried from the room.

Inavoice bardy audible, Ospir murmured, "I will takeit, Father."



"Good boy," said Gazian, caressing his son's cheek.

The nurse returned shortly with acarafe and acup. Alaric measured the éixir
and mixed it with the wine, and then he spooned out amouthful and swallowed it
infull sght of the others.

"Wheat proof isthis?' said Demirchi. "One spoonful of dilute poison might be
harmless to agrown man, and a cup of it deadly to aweakened child.”

Lord Gazian looked at his son. "We have nothing better to try," he said. "Come,
my child, drink.” And he held the cup to Ospir'slips.

It took some time to finish the cup, for the wine was strong for such ayoung
child, and the dixir, Alaric knew, made it taste odd, but at |ast he drank it
al. Then he closed his eyes and whispered, "May the mingtrel sng for me?"

Gazian nodded to Alaric.

The mingtrel chose alullaby of many soft, sweet verses, and by the time he was
finished, Ospir was degping.

Lord Gazian gestured for dl but the nurseto leave, and out in the corridor, he
sad, "If your dixir hdpshim, you will be well-rewarded, minstrel."

"If it hepshim, that will be reward enough, my lord," said Alaric.

Gazian took hisarm. "Come down to the hal and sing for us now. | have need of
diverson."

The remainder of the afternoon was arestless one. For atime, Alaric sang, and
thelord of the castle and his brother listened. And for atime, other men

joined them and the group played at a game with colored stones on an octagonal
board. Master Demirchi got up often and went to the foot of the stairway, but
Gazian dways cdled him back, saying that word would be sent if there were
anything to know. The household dined, though Lord Gazian ate little, and then
Alaric sang again. Night fdll, and at last the master of the Lake of Degth
digpatched aservant to his son's room, but the servant could only report that

the boy was deeping till.

Lord Gazian looked at his brother. " Perhaps you should see to the mourning
ceremonies, in case they become necessary.”" He rose heavily from hischair. "'l
will be on the postern balcony, not to be disturbed...unless there is some word
from above."

Demirchi inclined hishead. "Asyou wish."

"Come, mingtrel. | would listen to more music, if you can.”

"I can, my lord."



Alaric followed him up the gairs, to the second landing thistime, through a
doorway, and down abroad, shallow flight of steps. At the bottom was a door
heavier than any he had seen e'sewherein the castle, oak dmost solid withiron
banding, and fastened shut by two great horizonta beams. Gazian unbarred it
with one hand, the beams swinging easily on well-oiled pivots, and pulled it
open. Beyond lay abalcony open to the night sky.

There were no lamps on the bal cony, but the moon rode low on the horizon,
cadting its slver gleam upon a space three paces deep and adozen wide, with a
hip-high wal guarding itsrim. Lord Gazian went to that wall and leaned upon it
with both forearms, and when Alaric joined him there, he saw that the surface of
the water lay only a couple of man-heights below. The waves were cam beneath
the moon, but apale mist was rising from them, swirling in the gentle breeze,
Alaric stepped back from thewall.

"No need to be afraid, mingtrel," said Lord Gazian. "The waves never comethis
high"

"Themig," said Alaric.

Gazian shook hishead. "Harmless." Helooked out over the water. "Though they
say the ghosts of everyone who ever died inthisland arein that mist. They say
the lake holds them prisoner, and they wander over its surface every night,
trying to escape. I've seen them mysdlf, whatever they are--vaguefiguresin the

distance, writhing. Sometimes I've even heard them moan. Or perhapsit wasjust
thewind.”

Alaric looked where he was|ooking and saw only mist, thicker here and thinner
there.

"l wonder, sometimes," Gazian sad, "if my lady wifeisamong them. And | wonder
if shewill be happy if our sonjoins her.”

Alaric sad nothing.

Gazian glanced a him over one shoulder. "He degpslong. Isit the deep that
comes before death?’

"Thedixir dwayshbringsdeep,” sad Alaric.

"It may betoo late for your dixir, mingre."

"l hope not."

Hesghed. "1 have not much hope left in me. Once, | had hoped to see him grow
up strong to care for my people after me. | can no longer remember when anyone

gtill thought that was possible.” His head sank down between hisarms. "Sing,
Magter Alaric. Sing of hope.”



And Alaric sang, as the moon glimmered on the deadly waters and the mist writhed
and twisted above them. He sang of quests successful and of love affirmed. And
asthe moon rose ever higher, he thought, once or twice, that he too could see
vaguefiguresinthe mig, asif hismusic had raised them. Later, Lord Gazian
dismissed him, with permission to use hislady's old bedchamber once more.

In the morning, before breaking fast, Alaric tapped at Ospir's door to make sure
the nurse administered another dose of elixir. She woke the boy to do so, but he
went to deep dmost immediately afterward. For the brief moments hiseyeswere
open, he did not seem to recognize either her or the mingtrdl.

Inthe great hdl, dl the day was as restless as the previous afternoon had

been. Halfway through, Lord Gazian sent his brother out on some errand to keep
him from going to the stairway so often. He himsdlf saw to dl themyriad

details of lifein the castle, but offhandedly. He spurned the game of colored
stones and dismissed the men who would play it with him. And he hardly listened
when Alaric sang, pacing instead, back and forth acrossthe hdl, even going out
to the courtyard and up onto the battlements. He stayed on the battlements for
quite sometime, looking out toward the village of his pessants. He wasthere
when a servant came running through the great hall with word that Ospir was
awake, hungry and thirsty, and asking for the minstrel.

Gazian raced up the stairway. Alaric and a servant with atray of broth and
bread followed at a more demure pace.

They found the boy sitting up, supported by hisbolsters, hisnursesarm, and
hisfather's strong hands. The nurse gestured peremptorily for thetray and,
choosing the cup of broth, held it to the boy'slips. He drank greedily.

"Not so fast, my darling,” she said. "Small spsat first." She moved the cup
away from his mouth.

"But | an sothirsty,” hesaid.
"Drink againinamoment.”

He saw Alaric stlanding in the doorway. "Sing for me, please mingtrel. | dreamed
you sang for me."

"Asyou wish, young magter,” Alaric replied. And as the boy drank more broth and
even atealittle bread, Alaric sang of knightsand fair maidens and
fire-bresthing mongers.

Over the next few days, as he continued to drink the dixir, the boy improved
dramaticaly. Hisfever vanished, his paenesswas replaced by hedlthy color,

his eyes brightened, his cheekslost their sunken look. By the time the flask

was empty, he could even stand up, though hislegs were weak and shaky after so
much timein bed. But his smadll, soft voice was stronger, and his laugh was

clear and unmarred by any coughing. Three dayslater, heinssted upon going
downgtairsto the great hdl, so that he could dine with hisfather and uncle;



he even walked part of the way.

Seeing him Sitting so straight upon his cushioned bench, the servants and the
men in bossed lesther made much of him, and he answered them like alittle lord,
gracioudy, hisface glowing with the attention. But his nurse would not let him
stay long, for fear of overtiring him, and as soon as the meal was done, his
father carried him back upgtairs, laughing with him, laughing loud and long.

That night, Alaric sang him to deep, as had become his habit.

"How can | reward you, minstrel?* Lord Gazian asked for the dozenth time as he
and hisbrother and Alaric sat by lamplight in the great hall.

Alaric just shook his head and strummed hislute. He had aready politely

refused Gazian's own gold chain as being a gift that would only be stolen from

him somewhere a ong the road. He understood how rare such wealth was near the
Lake of Death and he, who could stedl al the gold he wished, did not want to
carry off any of their poor treasures. "I have everything | want--good food, a

soft place to deep, music, and listenerswho likewhat | offer.”

"But you wander the world, never knowing where your next mea will come from,
never knowing even whether you will deep with aroof over your head.”

"Mingrels are born wanderers, my lord. We don't mind deeping in the open or
hunting game for our suppers.”

"A homdesslife. Not one most men would choose.™

Alaric shrugged. "Intruth, | have athousand homes, for wherever folk are good
hosts, there | fed welcome. Ashere”

"Do you indeed fed welcome here, Magter Alaric?!
"l do."

Lord Gazian leaned forward. "Then stay with us. Make your life here. The boy
would likethat, | know, and | would aswell."

"Thisisakind offer, my lord."

"And there would be no need to sing every night, only when you wished it. Y ou
would be asamember of my own family, like a second younger brother.”

Alaric glanced at Demirchi, who was lounging back in his chair, playing with his
gold chain. "That istoo high for me," said the mingre. "Y ou have a brother
dready."

"Cdl it what you will," said Gazian. "Thisismy desire.

Alaric drew another chord from the lute. ™Y ou overwhelm me, my lord."



"Will youdoit?'

"I mugt think. Thisisagrest decison. | have acertain sort of life, and
giving it up would be hard."

"Thisisawedthy land, said Gazian, "and a safe one, asyou know."

"Wesdlthy?' muttered Demirchi. Helooked at Alaric from benesth lowered eydlids.
"Surely our young minstrel has seen wedlthier. He's traveled the world and seen
cadtlesfull of gold, haven't you, lad?'

"Occasondly,” said Alaric.

"Our wedth isour grain and livestock,” said Gazian. "That isthe only wedth
that matters. Therest ismeredisplay.”

"And will you sill be saying that when we aredl sitting on the floor because
our chairs are broken?' asked Demirchi.

"Y ou exaggerate, my brother."

Demirchi snorted. "The peasants dready St on sone. And you won't even sell a
little of our surplusgrain to buy uswood."

Gazian looked a him. "Thelord who sellshisgrainisafool. I'vetold you |
will not flirt with famine.”

"There hasn't been afamine since our great-grandfather's day.”
"And you can promise me there never will be, isthat it?"
"Brother--"

"Enough. | won't hear you try to win the mingtrel to your side with thesetired
old arguments. If you want wood, go trade your own gold chain for afine chair
a some greet town. | won't stop you."

Demirchi made no reply to that, only frowned at his brother and fingered the
chan.

Alaric looked from one of them to the other. "I am sorry to be the cause of such
aquarrd, my masters,' he said softly.

Demirchi straightened in hischair. "It isan old quarrd, mingdrel," he said,

and then hisfrown twisted into asardonic smile. "One | never win. But that

does not make me give up. Perhaps when we, too, are sitting on stone benches, my
brother will findly think again about our wedlth." Heroseto hisfeet. "Now |

shall bid you good night, brother, and you, Master Alaric. | hope you will stay

with us, mingrd, for every time he seesyou, my brother will remember that
thereisaworld beyond thislake." He bowed dightly and left by way of the



stairway to the upper floors.

Lord Gazian looked at his own gold chain for amoment after his brother had
gone. Then heraised hiseyesto Alaric's. "Are we too poor for you, minstrel ?*

Alaric smiled. "I have sung at great houses and small, to listeners clothed in
velvet and listeners clothed in rags. There was not much differencein their
enjoyment. Just in the food they offered. And your food is excdlent, my lord.”

Gazian nodded. "And our enjoyment is high. It dwayswould be. Think hard on
your decison, Alaric.”

"l will, my lord. | promise.”

"Now...perhaps one last song before we deep?”

"Of course, my lord.”

And he sang of along dark journey to adistant land where asip of the water
could make oneimmorta, aslong as one never left. The youth who made the
journey stayed many centuries and was happy, but he went out at last, homesick
for the place of hisbirth, and crumbled to dust as soon as he passed the land's
enchanted border.

When the song was done, Gazian said, "Isthat what you think of my offer? That
someday you would regret staying?'

Alaric shook his head. "It isonly asong, my lord."

"The boy wants you to stay. And he needs you. He is not completely well yet.
What if hefdlsill again? Only you know whereto find the élixir. He has been
ill so much of hislifel”

Alaic did hishand dong the strings of hislute, diciting only the faintest
murmur of sound. Then he said, "'l could draw you amap. But it isalong, hard
journey. And no promise that a the end the maker of the dixir would give any
to astranger.”

"So much the more do we need you."

"l need timeto think, my lord.”

Gazian leaned toward him and gripped hisarm. ™Y ou will be abrother to me. |
swear it."

Alaric smiled. "Itisnot arepdlent offer, my lord. But | need alittletime.”

"Of course," said Gazian, letting go of him. "1 ook forward to your answer,
whenever you are ready with it."



Alaric bowed to him, bade him good-night, and went upstairs.

Helay awakefor awhile, consdering the offer. It was not the best he had ever
had, nor thewordt. It had certain attractions, not the least the quality of the

food. But he had eaten good food elsewhere. And he had met kind people
elsawhere. And he had never stayed. He had not decided what to tell Lord Gazian
by thetime hefdl adeep.

He awoke to the sound of someone entering the room and to light, though not the
light of morning. It wasasmadl ail lamp, and Master Demirchi hdd it high.

Outs de the chamber window, the Sky was till black as midnight.

"Mingtrd?' said Demirchi.

Alaricsat uponhispdlet. "Yes?'

"My lord and brother wishes to see you on the postern balcony.”

"Isit Ospir?"

"No. Will you come?'

Alaric pushed his cloak aside and reached for hislute. "Of course.”

Demirchi led the way down the stair and out the great iron-banded door. A low
half-moon illuminated the |ake and the stone ba cony. The lake was misty, the

bal cony was empty.

"HEll be here shortly,” said Demirchi. "Y ou were quicker to wake and gather
yourself together than we presumed.”

"Very well," said Alaric, and he played achord on the lute.

Demirchi went to the stone railing and looked out over the lake. ™Y ou wouldn't
think that something so beautiful could be so deadly,” he said.

"No," said Alaric. Themist swirled, so heavy in some places that the surface of
the water was hidden. Peering at it, Alaric now had no trouble imagining shapes
in the wind-stirred whiteness--buildings, trees, even human figures moving upon
the water. "My lord Gazian saysthere are ghosts on thelake. Inthe mist."

"Oh, yes. | seethem often. But they never come near the castle.”

Alaric stepped closer to therailing. "Do the people of the village also see
them?'

"] don't know," said Demirchi. "I've never asked. Ah, look at that onethere. A
woman with her arms stretched out to us.”

Alaicfallowed theline of hispointing finger. "Where?'



"Farther to theright.”
Alaric squinted into the migt. "I don't quite --"

At that moment, he felt atremendous blow on the back of hishead, an impact so
sudden and sharp that it pushed him beyond pain and into a moonless, starless,
insensate dark. But he was there, it seemed, for only an instant, wrapped in the
thick black velvet of nothing; and then, abruptly, he was enveloped in water,

and his mouth and nose were filled with the thick bitterness of brine. He
swallowed the vile stuff, bresthed it in, choked, and flailed hisarmsand legs

in panic. His struggles brought him to the surface, coughing and gasping.

Through burning eyes he saw Lord Gazian's castle looming above him, the postern
bal cony jutting out over the deadly water. He fought the terror that told him

his skin was stripping away from his bones, running like wax mdting from a
candle. With horrible clarity, he knew where he was and where he wanted to be.

In hisown specia way, he legped.
And tumbled into the cold, fresh water of theriver besde K atals tent.

In amoment, he was pulling himsalf up itsgrassy bank, sopping haf in and haf
out of thewater, vomiting and coughing and drawing grest ragged breaths of air.
Then herolled back into theriver to rinse himsdlf again. By thetime he

findly crawled out of the water, Katawaswaiting for him, aburning brand held
highin one hand.

"What isdl thiscommotion?' she sad.

Hetried to Strip off hiscdothes, thinking that they might still bear some

trace of the deadly water, and when she moved to help him, he thrust her away,
fearful of harming her with itstouch. "It will kill you," hetold her. "Maybe

it haskilled me dready." The wet shirt came off at last.

"What are you talking about? Are you wounded?' She held the torch close and
peered at him.

"| fel into the Lake of Degth. The water will eat the flesh from your bonesin
afew heartbeats. They spray it at their enemies.” He had his trews off now and
was shivering in the northern breeze. He clutched himsdlf with crossed arms.

Katagripped his shoulder hard, and when hetried to pull away, she dapped his
face and gripped him again. "Thisflesh lookswell enough to me."

Helooked at his shaking hands, hisarms, his chest.
"Not amark onyou,” shesaid. "Now come sit by thefire."
Insde her warm tent, Alaric's shivering subsided. Katathrust the brand into

thefire, girring it to abright blaze, and inspected him again, more closdly.
Again shefound no sgnsof damage.



"There are substances which can dissolve flesh," she said, running her hands
firmly over hisarms and torso, "'but they make it dippery first, and your flesh
isnot. Tell me, doesthis Lake of Death have a scent? Pungent? Sharp? Making
the eyes tream?’

Alaric shook his head.

"And what isthe taste of it?"

"Sdty and bitter.”

"Open your mouth." Shelit asplint and held it near hisface. ™Y our tongueis
norma, and theinside of your mouth. Isyour throat painful ?"

"No. But it made my eyesbum.”
"Any brinewould do that. Isyour vison harmed?
"I don't think so. And the burning isless now."

Kata dropped the splint into the fire. "This deadly lake water would seem not so
deadly then."

"Butitis. It must be. They dl said s0."
Katalooked a him sharply. "Isthismy Alaric spesking?'

He heditated, remembering Taskol's cautions, Demirchi's desire to sell the water
asawegpon. "It has kept their enemies away for generations.”

Kata nodded, then she dipped into one of her bags and pulled out along-handled
bronze ladle. "Bring me asample of thiswater, Alaric. | would examineit
clody."

Alaric took theladle, but he said, "Thiswill not reach the water, lady, not
from any safe place.”

"Then wewill giveit alonger handle." Under the bundles on one side of her
tent she found a spare support pole, aslong as Alaric wastall. "Will this
auffice?'

Outside, they bound the pole to the ladle with strong sinew.

"Y ou must promise meto be very careful, lady,” Alaric said, the pole set on his
shoulder like apike, the bowl of theladleresting in hishand.

"Of course"

Naked, he traveled to the lake shore near the place where the causeway began.



The mist was thick there, and the shore deserted, as he expected. He flitted to
apot adozen paces dong the stoneroad, and lying flat on his ssomach,
sretching hisarm downward to its limit, he was able to scoop up asmal amount
of water. He climbed to hisfeet carefully, waited afew momentsfor the ladle

to stop dripping, and returned to the north.

Kataheld a ceramic bowl while he poured the contents of the ladleinto it. Then
they went ingde her tent.

"No, thereisno odd scent,” she said, after sniffing at the liquid. "Nor the
oilinessthat would mark some of the more powerful flesh-dissolvers.” Shefound
athin strip of leather and dangled one end into the bowl. She moved it around,
dirring the water. "A few heartbesats, you say."

"That'swhat they told me."

She pulled the strip out and peered at it closely. Then she dunked it again, for
alonger time, and pulled it out. "1 see nothing.”

"| don't know that thisisafair test,” said Alaric.
"Leather isskin, isit not?"

"Cured skin. Perhaps that makesit proof against the deadliness, | wastold the
people have ways of carrying it, even of pumping it."

"No doubt,” said Kata, and she thrust her finger into the bowl.
"No!" said Alaric.

"My Alaric, thisisabrine, nothing more." She stirred it with her finger.

"Look." Sheraised her unharmed finger from the bowl. And then shelicked it and
nodded. "A strong brine and a bitter one. Sdltier by far than the Northern Sea,
and with more salts than just the one we put on our food. But a pleasant enough
bath, I think, if you hadn't feared it would kill you. That was aclumsy thing,

my Alaric, filling into alake you so feared.”

"l didn't fal," hesaid. "1 was pushed. By someone who believed the water would
kill me. I know he believed it."

"Ah." She set the bowl down by thefire. "Wdll, | suppose they must, and their
enemies, too. What strange beliefs there are in the south, with no proof behind
them!”

He sghed. "Wdll, the water will prove deadly enough to something. | had my lute
when | went in. And | didn't think to bring it north with me. So it
floats...somewherein the [ake."

"And it won't survive the wetting."



"No. | shdl haveto find another.”

"Y ou've donethat before."

"Yes. Yes" Hedared into thefire, but hisinner eye saw the Lake of Death
instead. He thought back over the time he had been in Lord Gazian's castle. He
thought about Gazian himsdf, and Ospir and Demirchi. Especialy Demirchi. And
he wondered if Demirchi had paused on the sairsto listen to hislast song, and
to the conversation that followed it. Or perhaps he had not needed to hear them.
Perhaps his decison had been made while he played with hisgold chain. "I must
go back," he said at last.

"To aplace wherethey tried to kill you?"

"I mug.”

"For revenge, my Alaric? That isnot like you."

"No. To protect someone."

They dried his clothes over Katasfire, and amoment after he put them on, he
was back in histemporary bedchamber in Lord Gazian's castle. Dawn had not yet
come.

He dipped into Ospir's room. The boy was deeping soundly, and the nurse was
dozing in the chair at thefoot of the bed. Gently, Alaric touched her shoulder,
and when she opened her eyes, he made asign for her to follow him.

In the corridor, the door closed between themselves and Ospir, he said, "Why
were you S0 eager to fetch the wine the first night we gave the boy the dixir?"

Shefrowned. "1, Master Alaric? | only wanted to bring it so that the boy could
drink."

"Lord Gazian had ordered his brother to fetch it."
"But hewas ddlaying, Master Alaric.”

"He would have gone in another moment, you know that. Or my lord would have
given you the order. But you didn't wait."

"Madter Alaric--"

"With dl that talk of poison, were you afraid of what Master Demirchi might
fetch?'

Her eyes becamewary. "1 would never say anything like that!"

"But | think you must know that Master Demirchi did not want the boy to live.
Does not want the boy to live."



The woman hesitated. "He was happy to be the heir, everyone knows that.”
"But the boy isno longer ill. Demirchi will not bethe heir.”

"Master Alaric--"

He gripped her shoulder hard. "Tell me the truth, woman. Don't you think
Demirchi knows that you suspect him? Or do you try to ingratiate yourself with
him by your slence?’

She shook her head. "I don't know what you mean.”

"And you |eft the two of them together many atime, didn't you, so that Demirchi
could put hisevil powdersin the boy's cup, hisbowl, his pastries?’

"The boy loves him, and he lovesthe boy. What isthistak of evil powders?’
"Or perhaps you put them there yoursdlf.”

"I?No!"

"Shall | tell Lord Gazian why his son has been so sick for so many years ?*
"Y ou would not accuse me!”

"I would tell the truth. And because | saved the boy'slife, hewould believe
m"

Tears started in the woman's eyes. "Oh, Master Alaric, don't accuse me. What
could | do?| am only aservant, and heis my lord's brother. He could throw me
into the lake! 1 never wished the boy ill. | love him dearly."

"But not as much asyour own life."

The tears overflowed down her cheeks. "No, not as much." She covered one side of
her face with her hand. "Y ou are an outsider. Y ou don't know. It isaterrible
desth."

"l doknow," hesaid softly. "Hekilled me that way."

Her mouth dropped open.

"Yes" said Alaric. "l am dead. And | am part of the mist on the lake now. But |
know how to enter the castle. Go tell Master Demirchi that | wish to seehimon
the postern balcony. Now."

She shook her head. "He degps. | cannot disturb him."

"Yes, you can,” said Alaric and, letting go of her abruptly, he vanished.



The balcony was deserted when, in the next heartbesat, he appeared there. The
iron-banded door was closed and barred from the inside--he checked it to be
aure, flitting in and out in an ingtant. He sat down, then, on the hip-high

wall, one knee drawn up, his crossed armsresting on it. He waited. Shortly, he
heard the sound of the bars being drawn. The door svung inward, revealing
Demirchi.

"Comeout, Magter Demirchi,” hesaid, amiling.

Demirchi stood where hewas.

"Now | know without any doubt that there are ghostsin the mist,” said Alaric.
"They thank you for sending me to them, for they liked my singing and wanted the
singer among them forever."

"No," said Demirchi.

"Yes," sad Alaric. "The flesh stripped off my bones quite cleanly, and then
even my bones dissolved. And my lute, too, poor thing. But | shall seek its
ghost shortly, and we will make ghostly music on thelake. Y ou will heer it at
night, Demirchi, and remember what you did.”

Demirchi gripped the edge of the door. "Go away," he said hoarsely.

"Oh, I will never go away now. Y ou have made certain of that. | will vist you
often, mostly at night, but perhaps in the daytime, too. And perhaps | will

bring my ghost friendswith me. And together, tomorrow or the next day or the
next, wewill tell Lord Gazian how you killed me, and how you tried to kill his
son. | imagine such ghost testimony would be believed, don't you?!

"You can't comeingde," said Demirchi. "The ghosts must stay on the lake!™
"But you know I've already beeninside. Y ou can't keep me out. Unless..."
"Unlesswha?'

"Unlessyou and | can make abargain.”

"What sort of bargain?’

Alaric drew hisother leg up and sat tailor-fashion on thewall. ™Y ou must swear
that you will never try to harm the boy again. That'ssmple, isn'tit?Y our

promisein return for mine not to bother you and not to tell Lord Gazian.”

Demirchi took one small step forward, still clinging to the door. "How do | know
you will keep your promise?’

"Y ou have only my word. And | will have only yours. Isthat not enough? 1 won't
befar, of course. I'll know if you forswear yourself. And don't think you can



evade me by persuading someone else to do the deed. I'll know where the
responsibility lies. Ghosts dways know things like that. Y ou would be amazed at
what the ghosts of thislake know."

Demirchi took another step forward. "Y ou don't look like aghost.”

Alaric shrugged. "I suppose that's because I'm new. Perhaps later I'll fadeinto
the mist. Or perhapsthe other ghostswill learn from me how to become...more
subgantid.”

Abruptly, Demirchi legped, arms outstretched. But Alaric wastoo quick this
time, and vanished, regppearing at the far end of the bacony.

Demirchi'sthighs struck the stonerailing, and his momentum, unchecked by his
intended target, carried him over the edge. He screamed once before he splashed
into the water. But after the gplash not a sound came from him, not acough or a
gaxp or the dightest audible hint of limbsflaling in water.

Alaricleaned over therailing and saw him by moonlight, floating half

submerged, face upward, motionless. Even if he had been struggling, there was no
way he could climb back to the overhanging bacony, and the shore was along
swim away, especialy for someone who had feared the water so much that he
surely had never learned to swim. Resigning himself to being wet again, Alaric
used hiswitch's power to reach Demirchi. Treading water, he gripped the man's
arms, and in another moment, they were both back on the balcony.

Demirchi sagged limply in Alaric's grasp, and Alaric eased him to the stone
floor. "Wake up, Master Demirchi!" he said sharply, knedling over him and
dapping hisface. But Demirchi did not wake, and at last Alaric put ahand on
the great vein of his neck and then bent to press an ear against his chest. He
found no heartbest.

"Ishe dead?' came asmall, soft voice from nearby.

Alaric looked up and saw Ospir in the doorway, clutching the curved handle of
the gresat iron and oaken door with both hands. "How long have you been standing
there?'

Ospir edged forward dightly. "I heard what you said to my nurse. | listened a
the bottom of the door, where it doesn't quite meet the floor. And then |

followed him and stood at the next landing.” He peered down a Demirchi. "Heis
dead, isn't he? Hewasin the water. But he looks all right. I've heard the

water makesyou look horrible"

"Yes, he'sdead. But the water didn't kill him, Ospir. Hisfear of it did. Would
you like to know a secret?"

The boy nodded.

"Thewater isharmless. It tastes bad, but touching it won't hurt you.”



"That isn't what Father says."

"No. Itisn't." Alaric climbed dowly to hisfeet. Water dripped down hisarms,
his back, hislegs, joining the puddle in which Demirchi lay. The boy clung to
the door, two paces from that puddle, and did not try to move closer. Alaric
wanted to reach out to him, to caressthat smal dark head, to give him comfort
at the dght of death. But he did not. "Well, you must believe your father," he
sadfindly. "Heisagood man. Not like your uncle.”

The boy looked up a him. ™Y ou said hetried to kill me."

"Y es. He made you very sick. But he won't be able to do that anymore, and you'll
bewdI from now on."

"Hedid bring me things. Sweets. Were they bad for me?
"Hiswere. But you'll have others now, and they won't hurt you."

The boy heaved agreat sigh. 'l did like him. | did. Why did he want to kill
me?'

"Because he wanted to be lord of thisland after your father. And that isyour
right, aslong asyou are dive."

"I liked him very much:" For amoment, Ospir'svoice was astiny as at the depth
of hisillness. "Wasthat wrong, Master Alaric?"

"No, Ospir, it'snot wrong to like people.”
"l likeyou."
"Andl, you."

Ospir stretched one hand out toward Alaric, then pulled it back without touching
him."Y oureredly aghost, aren't you?"

"What do you think?'

"Y ou gppeared and disappeared. Only aghost can do that. Or one of the magic
people from your songs."

Alaric looked down at Demirchi's body for amoment, and then he nodded. "Yes, |
am aghost. And now | must leave the castle, because dawn will come soon.”

"Oh, don't go!"
"I must. But if you look out on thelake a night, and you see the mist swirling

above the water, you'll be seeing me. Never doubt that, Ospir. Y ou'll always be
seeing me. And | will never let any of the other ghosts harm you. Not even his"



He amiled at the boy onelast time. "Farewdll, future lord of the Lake of
Degath."

"Oh, won't you sing just one more song?"

Alaric shook hishead. "Ask your nurseto sing.”

"Shescrying.”
"Then tel her for me that she should sing instead.” And he vanished.

But he did not go far, just to the shore of the lake, just beyond the wavering
mist. From there, the castle was ghostly, wreathed in wispy whiteness, the
postern bacony invisible. Walking at the verge, besdethe crust of sdts, he
began to circle the lake. He had not gotten more than a quarter of the way
around when he saw ghogisin the mist. Not vague, distant figuresthat might as
eadly have been imaginary asredl, but solid bodies of flesh and bone, dressed
in thin white wool, moving across the surface of the water not ascore of paces
from the shore. There were four of them, and al were shorter than he.

"l seeyou," hesad. "You might aswel come here"

After some hesitation, one of the bodies began to move toward him, and one by
onethe othersfollowed. Their feet seemed to dide over the water's surface,

and when they were closer, he redlized that they walked on that surface on wide
wooden boards that were strapped to their feet like huge sanddls, like the

webbed frameworks that the people of the north used for walking on top of snow.
When they grounded at the verge, he recognized Y osat, Taskol's son, and three of
the other village boys who had listened to him sing beside the headman's home.

"So you are the ghosts of thelake," he said, watching them unfasten the boards
from their feet. "Do your parents know what gamesyou play a night?’

"Our fathers gave usthese foot-rafts,” said Y osat.
"Arent you afraid of the water? The deadly water."
The boys looked at one another and shuffled uneasily.

"Soyou dl know," said Alaric. "It's only the people of theidand who don't
know. And outsders.”

"Y ouwon't tell anyone, will you?' said Y osat, his voice anxious.

"1?0Oh, | won't be ableto tell anyone. I'm aghogt, too, killed this very night

by the terrible water. Y ou'll hear about me tomorrow, I'd guess. And if,
someday, some mingrel happensto sing of this place, why, folk will marve at
water that strips the flesh from aman's bones and then dissolves those bonesto
nothing. It'savery good tale. | wouldn't changeit for anything." Hereached
out to grip the boy's shoulder. "I would ask you to tell your father farewell



for me, but | think perhaps you would do better not to let him know we saw each
other."

Y osat nodded. "Thank you, minstrel.”

"But thereisonething | will ask-- afavor from you in return for that favor
fromme."

"Anything." And the others murmured their agreement.

"Therésaboy on that idand. Hewas sick for along time, but he'swell now.
Vigt him. Play with him. He needsfriends." He smiled. "Perhaps someday you
might even show him how to play ghogt." Then he turned and, with awave of his
hand, walked into the night.

When he could no longer see them, looking back over his shoulder when their
pale, moonlit shapes had been swallowed up by darkness and distance--he vanished
in search of daylight, afireto dry hisclothes by, and anew Iute.



