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1

IN THE CAREER OF EVERY SORCERER comes a time when he must assay the price that sorcery shall exact of him and choose, if it be not too late, whether the Art be worth the price. Sometimes this choice appears early, as in the case of a certain sorceress who dedicated herself to her Art at the age of fourteen years, renouncing the joys of liberally offered love, the diversions and dominion of society, and public paeans for her great beauty, in order to cloister herself under the frequently unpleasant tutelage of a succession of arid masters of sorcery. On concluding her apprenticeship with the then-customary duel, she mounted an ass, who had but an hour before been her most recent master, and rode to Noroison, where sat King Proteus, to claim her former master’s territory; and Proteus, impressed by her ability and affected by her beauty, granted her this boon, though the territory was one he desired himself, situated on a powerful Nexus and with several Nodes of the Stone’s power rising there. He offered her the honor of marriage as well, which she refused, displeasing him; but the boon was granted and he could not withdraw it without risking a challenge and a duel, which risks the King forbore to undertake, with a view to the ass who had once been this sorceress’s master. So the sorceress dwells there still, uncompanioned in her pastoral realm, served by her creatures, warding her secrets, feeding her knowledge, and waiting.

And sometimes the choice appears late, as in the case of a certain mighty Prince, who commanded all the Elements and held a Source alone, as only Primas, Proteus, and Panurgus have done before in the history of the worlds, and who has lately discovered, in his prime of potency and pride, that there is something he values more, though the discovery shall gall and gnaw his heart and cause him much pain hereafter. He has ransomed his blood with his sorcery, and this seems a surpassingly high price; he thinks, as he rides through an untrodden wood, of precedents in which others have sacrificed blood for sorcery, and cannot but wonder if he has not been a fool; he bites his lip and grinds his teeth, self-doubting. But lurking in memory are the commentaries on those who have bought sorcery for blood: and the truth of the matter is that they have paid as high as he, or higher; for vengeance and Fortuna have already turned on most, and they are dead or worse. It is as if, he thinks, an un-expounded natural law acts to balance, somehow, blood and power; but there is no profit to him in philosophy now, and he turns his mind to matters of planning and defense.

And sometimes the choice only seems to appear, as in the case of a certain prodigiously talented young sorcerer, who has thrown his lot in with his recently-found, dispossessed father, and who enters now his father’s demesnes in company with that gentleman; he congratulates himself, as he rides, on choosing well, and on having chosen both blood and power in one sweep, but he disregards the lady riding behind him and it has not occurred to him that the price he pays to perfect his Art may not be as simple as supporting his defeated sire. The young sorcerer has forgotten, in the momentary exhilaration of the filial bond, that his father had already renounced much of his power, in vows taken all too lightly, and given it to the lady, his daughter; and therefore she holds that power already, though she uses it not; and thus he has made only a down-payment on the Art he would claim, with high principal and interest yet to come due.

And sometimes there is no choice. The lady who rides behind her brother has been heaped with power and wealth, none of her desiring; rather than choosing, she must accept, for, try as she may, she cannot refuse; and she must pay regardless of her own desires, and make the best of everything bestowed upon her.


2

BESIDE THE SCATTERED COALS OF A dying fire, two people sat on their heels and one stood. Above them in the night sky were few stars—so few they might be counted, were anyone so inclined. The place was neither here nor there, or perhaps as much there as here: it lay between two realms, no-man’s-land in the truest sense. The ground rolled, nowhere level, a rippling maze of low mounds, hard and dry, punctuated irregularly by tufts of dry grass. The air was as empty as the land: arid, waterless, windless, without warmth. The people, like the place, were between: they were resting in a moment between one movement and another, between to and from, between be and become.

“We can’t go. They can barely walk,” said one, rubbing at her red-edged eyes. She was leading two horses, salt-flecked weary animals; a third, taller and fresher, followed them. “Papa? Dewar?”

The two men were staring at each other, with none of their attention to spare for her. One nodded once and said, “ ’Tis a bold resolution, and I’ll not test its limits; for though blood’s strong-binding, ’tis bounded by the heart. Come then, and welcome.”

“If you will have me there,” said Dewar, offering a last demurrer. “Sorcerers are not known for keeping company, as gentlemen do. Blood may carry weakness as well as strength, Prospero.”

“In but little time I’ll be no more a sorcerer,” said Prospero, “so there’s an end to’t, and the tragedy’s a comedy, rounded with reunion. Hah!” He rose to his feet, slapped dust and ashes from his knees. “How go the horses, Freia?”

Dewar, released from scrutiny, the hanging tension of the moment resolved, let his heels roll from under him and sat back with a slow exhalation, closing his eyes. At his boot-toes, scattered coals from the fire with which he’d Summoned Prospero brightened with his breath and subsided, dimmer than before.

“They’re too tired to go, Papa.”

“They can walk, and so should we. They’ve had fodder and water?”

“We didn’t have much left, and they’ve eaten it all.”

“The more reason to begone: but let us consider ourselves as well as the beasts; this is mortal weary country to cross, and some refreshment will shorten the distance. Dewar’s near-dazed with working.”

The truth was that they were all tired. Dewar was tired and hungry from the exertion of Summoning Prospero, and Prospero was tired and straining to keep a smooth surface over his agitation, and Freia was tired and unsure where she stood in the world. Before they went anywhere, it seemed wise that they should eat. So they stirred up the embers of the fire, which Prospero had nearly extinguished in his precipitous involuntary arrival, and wordlessly shared a meal from Prospero’s saddlebags; the horses were given a portion of Hurricane’s ration of grain. Then, at Prospero’s urging, they walked slowly away from the site of their late reunion.

“I’ve never felt fearful in these hinterlands, nor had reason to, yet I’m apprehensive,” said the Prince. “There’s a safer place for us all to rest. Dewar, I know thy sorcery’s drained thee; an thou canst sleep a-horseback, Hurricane will bear thee.”

Dewar stretched, his joints creaking and snapping. “I can walk a ways,” he said.

Prospero nodded, and so they went.

The resting-place was four hours’ plod distant, in grey-skied darkness, through the hillocked desert and the dry grassland that fringed it. No visible blaze marked the route, but Prospero guided them confidently through the waste, leading Hurricane. Dewar stumbled from time to time, and Freia walked by him and lent him her shoulder to steady him. The horses Epona and Torrent trailed behind, lag-footed, but willing to follow Hurricane from habit.

There were no clear-cut roads to or from Argylle; tracks, paths, streambeds, and sometimes no marks at all on the landscape showed their direction. The grassland was a thin band where Prospero led them across; it sloped up steeply, broken by black, glossy lines of outcropping rock, to scrubby trees and thin-leaved, resilient bushes. The slope came to a peak, and the other side, less steep and wetter-smelling, held fewer bushes, larger trees, lusher grass, and none of the linear outcrops. There Prospero stopped to make a light at the top of his staff. Color returned to the world, the trees’ long dark-olive needles and red-veined black bark startling the monochrome-lulled eye. Long, black, columnar shadows swayed and fell back drunkenly as he guided them onward.

Freia paced along steadily, nearly light-footed, and Prospero’s staff swung in time to his longer steps. Dewar concentrated on getting there, pushing through bushes and slogging up hills. He felt himself to be dangerously overtired; he reached, with his sorcerer’s senses, for the Fire of Landuc’s Well to sustain him, and could not fasten on it, yet he would not demand respite of Prospero. When at last, at a mud-daubed log hut, Prospero said, “Here ’tis,” Dewar went in and lay down without speaking. A single long sigh, and his body slumped on the hard-packed dirt floor.

“Asleep already,” Freia said, and adjusted his cloak around him. He had slept in the instant.

“Aye,” her father said. He touched her head, stroked it. “Puss, make up a fire. I’ll see to the horses. Thou’rt showing wear thyself.”

“You sleep too, Papa. You don’t look well.”

“ ’Tis worry wears me. Let it not weary thee. Sleep.” He kissed her and went out.

Freia built and lit the fire on the rough stone hearth and waited for Prospero to come back, gnawing her grimy fingernails, dozing and starting herself awake. She trembled from time to time, exhaustion’s grip, but refused to rest until she knew he was indeed still with them. She had not seen him for so long—three years in Argylle and then the uncounted captivity in Landuc—that she had forgotten parts of him, how angry he could become, and how suddenly calm. Her head clamored with things she had to say, though she was too tired to tell her father anything now. It would be enough that he was there. Anyway, Dewar, even sleeping, was an intruder, and she wanted to talk to Prospero alone, at home in the evening firelight after supper, so Freia held her words in and looked forward to the time when she could let them out.

Returning, Prospero was unsurprised to find her waking and forbore to chide her. He smoothed her tangled hair again. “Time to rest,” he told her softly.

She nodded, another tired shiver running through her.

They shook out their cloaks without speaking again and lay down, and Prospero put her between him and dreamless Dewar, thinking to keep her warmer so.

Under the spreading, clogged canopy of the forest, as they rode on together, toward and away in every step, Freia’s mood lightened; Prospero’s darkened. Dewar rode between them on the invisible track that Prospero followed, watching his father’s straight back. Prospero had his sword again, the blood-stained one he’d surrendered to Gaston on the battlefield; Dewar wondered briefly how he’d gotten it, and concluded that either it had been returned to the Prince in Landuc or Prospero had purloined it somehow. The sorcerer shrugged and looked around him.

These were old trees; the forest ground was free of undergrowth beneath them, with a scattering of delicate greenery over many years’ accumulation of dead needles. The smallest trunks might be circled by three men’s arms; the largest were four times as large, or larger, silently alive and thriving on their own litter. There were no branches protruding from the trunks for most of their height, or so it appeared; only a few bright green tufts dotted the rough black bark far below the radiating boughs that interwove between the trees. Prospero was leading them along a slope, swerving up or down around the trees, trying to neither climb nor descend. From time to time their steps coincided with deer-trails, but there was nothing else: no cuttings, no gradings, no human mark on the wood.

Prospero rode half-attentively, choosing their way by instinct and habit, the greater part of his thoughts fixed resolutely on the future. Despite his defeat in war, he had thus far been able to conceal Argylle’s location and its nature from the Emperor Avril, but on his return to Landuc he might no longer be able to do so: the bargain he had made to free his daughter demanded he yield all. Therefore Argylle’s defensibility must be assured. He did not mean to allow Landuc to have the Spring; in all honesty he could make a case for it being impossible, leading inevitably to the mutual destruction of the realms, of vast Pheyarcet and the Spring’s small environs. But Avril, who understood nothing more of sorcery than a trained organ-grinding monkey understood of harmony, could not be relied upon to see this distinction. Prospero considered the grim possibilities of this and planned.

Dewar rode preoccupied by the problem of the Well. He could sense its hot pulse here, weak and distant, ebbing exponentially as they travelled away from it: a disturbing, dizzy sensation, now that he attended to it. It had been stronger in the desert area, strong enough to support his Summoning Prospero; here, it was only a trace of itself, a memory of what it might have been at one time. This Spring of Prospero’s, he surmised, banished the Well. The antithetical Sources, Water and Fire, could not meet or mix. Could it be, Dewar posited to himself, that only the Well’s present unnaturally quiet state (which had prevailed since King Panurgus’s death) permitted the Spring to arise and flourish? They were undoubtedly now in an area that had once been only the Well’s, though the Well had been but a small presence here, its power withdrawn inward by Panurgus to sustain the inner realm and leaving a vacuum-like waste at this outer edge of Pheyarcet, not unlike the artificial Limen dividing the Well’s Pheyarcet from the Stone of Morven’s Phesaotois. Dewar could not perceive the Spring, but he began reckoning, recasting old formulae and equations in his mind, and soon he saw nothing of the wood around him, wholly self-absorbed.

Freia rode or walked, collecting new spring greens to eat, some distance back from the other two, in such a turmoil of emotion that she could not be sure what she thought or felt. She was happy to be going home, truly home to stay, with her father, at last. The enormous joy she had felt when Prospero appeared still reverberated in her heart. Yet her joy was dulled by manifold griefs: by her anguish at having caused him such trouble, by the terror and misery his wrath had struck into her, and by her own private burden of woe. His storming frightened her. She had not expected it, had never imagined he might be angry with her for escaping Landuc, for returning home, for finding him. She ought to have stayed in Landuc and waited for him, the Emperor’s prisoner, but she had been half-maddened by captivity and desperation, and the few words she had had then of Prospero had been inconclusive. She ought to have stayed, she chided herself, she ought to have stayed, and Prospero would have fetched her home soon and she could have found the poisonous fungus she’d craved. She had failed him by mistrusting in his return. How could she have thought he would not return for her? Now she could not remember what he had said, what she had said, when he had seen her in the Palace; she remembered only that he had been curt, and that she had wanted to go home with him so much that her heart might have burst. Prospero had gone, and had not come again; Dewar had come, and she had gone with Dewar.

Now Dewar rode before her, at times beside Prospero, at times behind him. Prospero wanted him to come home with them to Argylle. This too bewildered Freia—despite the help he’d given her, Dewar was a foreigner, one of the Landuc people of whom Prospero had always spoken so harshly. What would he do there? When would he leave her father’s side, so that she could talk to Prospero alone and tell him of her journey with her gryphon, tell him what violent Golias had done, and be comforted? She tried to imagine Dewar in the cave with them and failed; it was their place, not his. There were two chairs, two beds, two goblets. She and Prospero, she decided, would go there and have supper, and after supper it would be cool enough for a fire (for spring season was still young), so they would sit together at the hearth.… Freia gazed at Prospero’s blue-cloaked back and dreamt of what they would say.

Utrachet greeted them outside the walls, which were two courses higher than when Freia had last seen them. Prospero sent his son and daughter on ahead to the gate and spoke privately with the Castellan; Freia watched them over her shoulder, afraid Prospero would vanish again.

A light but steady rain had gusted in from the southeast early that morning, now carrying a fresh-earth smell from the ploughed and planted fields. Freia and Dewar left the horses with a woman at the paddock outside the half-built walls and, as Prospero had directed, went through the clumps of mist and rain to the stone house above the river where they had stopped before.

In a flat, beaten-down grassed area within the walls, a whirling vortex of naked and near-naked children played some game of speed or pursuit. Distracted by the arrival of the travellers, the vortex broke into confused eddies, coalesced briefly into staring faces, and then, with a few high-pitched shrieks, began moving again after they had passed. People Dewar didn’t know greeted them both in the strange local language, sober as if Prospero’s mood had already touched everyone; Freia returned the greetings soft-voiced, almost shy, and answered questions scantly or not at all.

She had nothing to say to Dewar, either, as they waited for Prospero together. Dewar took a book from his bag and sat near a window, reading. Freia looked out the window, but there was only the scaffolding and walls; the rain and mist hid the forest, so she sat with her head on her folded arms, her eyes on Dewar without watching him. Prospero himself joined the two, in the low-roofed upper room with the long table, as they were brought a cold luncheon by two young women. With a nod, he accepted the wine his daughter poured for him. She poured for Dewar too after a moment’s hesitation.

The rain thinned as they ate, then halted. The wind backed to the northwest, dried, and began to break the clouds and scatter them.

“There’s no ground to delay the blow,” Prospero said when he had picked at a platter of meat and a plate of winter-kept fruit and cheese. “This night I’ll accomplish what be needful and on the morrow hie to Landuc with—”

“Father—” The word tasted so odd that Dewar had to stop after saying it.

It was odd to Prospero too; they stared at one another a moment before both smiled with embarrassment.

“I read that treaty,” he went on, his smile fading. “I wondered how you intended to comply with it.”

“I’ve sworn already. Shall kindle a bonfire of books and trinkets, fine instruments o’ the Art and sorcerer’s toys,” Prospero said gruffly.

Dewar nodded and steeled himself. “I don’t mean to be impertinent, sir, but it seems a terrible waste that all your life’s work be destroyed,” he said, and caught a look from Freia: startled and grateful.

“I cannot call it all,” replied Prospero; “I have left to me what would make, should make, shall make a lesser man content enough.”

“Papa, don’t,” Freia said. “You love your books. All you do is sorcery.”

“Have told thee not to speak of’t, baggage.”

“Father,” said Dewar, hoping the storm rumbling in Prospero’s voice could be averted, “all know you to be the Master of Elements, of Elementals; none has ever approached your knowledge of the subject. That so much of learning, of your original, definitive work, be cast away, is—”

“ ’Tis the terms of my vow!” Prospero shouted, pounding the table and addressing them both, “and I’ll not hear another word from you!”

Dewar held his tongue. Freia, to her brother’s surprise, did not.

“Papa,” she said in her sweetest, smallest voice, and got up and went around the table to him. She put her arms around his broad shoulders, her cheek against his hair.

He growled, “Cease this; thy pity strangles me.”

“Papa,” Freia repeated. “Could one or two books not be forgotten?”

“Nay,” he said curtly.

“A few pages?”

“Nay.”

“Suppose I took away—”

“Nay.”

“Papa, you are difficult to help.” She hugged him.

He drummed his fingers and then patted her arm. “And thou’rt a stubborn and persistent wench.” Further surprising Dewar, the Prince looked up at his daughter, fond, not angry, and squeezed her hand. “Nay. It cannot be, child. I have given my word; I have told thee greater ill should follow, harm to thee belike and thy brother, and I be forsworn, and I shall not be forsworn. Thy scheming’s for naught, but kindly meant, and kindly taken.”

Dewar saw his moment and spoke. “What about copying,” he said softly.

“Na—” Prospero began, and Freia looked up, wide-eyed.

“Of course! A copy’s not the original,” said she. “Papa, is it not so? You didn’t say—”

“Silence,” he commanded her, and removed her arms from his neck. She sat beside him. “ ’Pon my honor I’ll be harried to death by you, a brace of cannibal hounds,” he said after a moment, glaring at her and then at Dewar. “Shall I rend out my lights and liver, and—”

“Prospero,” Dewar said, “if it is your preference that all your lore be forever lost, so be it. But I’d ward it well and it would not be forgotten, a life’s labor wasted, if you give me what you deem the most important parts and let me copy them. Surely there’s time for some. I shortened your journey hither by Summoning you.”

Prospero’s glare did not drop, but the expression in his eyes altered slightly.

“Prospero, it is your very life’s work I would preserve. Would I ask otherwise? No. It is an exceptional idea, for an exceptional time, a time no one would ever have thought we might see, when an honorable sorcerer is robbed of his sorcery by an Art-blind clerk’s cheat! Yet still you have a will, Prospero, and you can thwart Avril’s theft in a small way.”

Prospero studied him, his son, his heir in more vital ways than his daughter. The notion of letting the boy even look at the books was to be vigorously, instantly denied, and yet—it was truly not Prospero’s will that they be burned. Better to burn them than let them fall to Oriana’s hands, or Esclados’s. But his son, his own son—his daughter was worthless for sorcery; she must have an earthier destiny—he was an able young fellow, and disliked Avril, and his alliance would be useful. And Prospero’s pride reminded him that sorcery comparable to his would likely never be seen again in this age of the world, and why not let his name live on, in some small way?

“So be’t,” he said.

Dewar breathed again, his head pounding with disbelief.

“Come with me instanter,” Prospero said, rising, “for there’s but scant time for such a labor as thou shalt have. Come. Son,” he added, glancing back, and Dewar jumped up, and followed him out.

Freia watched them go.

Pens, ink, paper, lamp, and words.

Prospero had selected the texts for Dewar to copy. Dewar, surreptitiously browsing when the Prince had left him, gleaned a few others Prospero hadn’t indicated. The places were marked with slips of paper, the books piled on the floor and table beside the sorcerer, and now Dewar wrote.

Oh, the books were beautiful; at first he wasted minutes at a time raging silently at their imminent loss. Prospero’s life-work, centuries of sorcerous research and information collected from other sorcerers, was set out in neat, legible, unvarying pen-work. He had employed the Art in dozens of disciplines, and as Dewar comprehended the scope of his father’s erudition, his respect for the man grew, as did his pain at the loss of so much knowledge. Among the books of sorcery which Dewar could not copy were anatomical dissections, physiological treatises, herbals; books of medicine and music and cookery, books of venery and poetry and trade; building-plans, geographies, celestial and oceanic charts; scores of volumes treating every branch of the Art; and the books were only a part of the whole treasure. Dewar looked at, but dared not touch, ingenious devices of polished brass and steel, gems glinting in their oiled works, stored under crystal domes; draped circles and ovals on the walls, which must be Mirrors for Summonings and Ways; a pair of disused orreries, high on the shelves, enamelled in brilliant colors, their sharp-edged hoops and lines blurred by dust; stacked trays of crystal lenses and metal lozenges and disks; four sturdy scales and their sets of brass weights; shelves of bottles, crocks, jars, and boxes, with neat-written paper labels naming each herb, distillation, or unguent contained therein.

Dewar did open cautiously one slender drawer in an ebony cabinet of uncountable drawers, from thumb-sized to large bins at the bottom, for it was unlocked, unwarded. In the drawer lay shells, hundreds of pale spindle-shaped sea-shells, and as he closed it in puzzlement he saw that each drawer was labelled with a tarnished silver plate. He opened another and held the light near it, first glancing over his shoulder. Cyclones, Aestival, these: conical brown-and-cream spiralled shells, their ends stoppered with red wax. Another drawer held Clouds, Cumulus, Autumnal, Nocturnal: small mussels, thumbnail-sized and mated, moon-white on one paired edge, fading through indigo to black at the other. Zephyrs; Boreal Blizzards; Sciroccos; Fair Sunsets; Wet Dawns: tiny winkles, each differently striped and scratched; spiny white whelks, colder than ice to the fingertip’s touch; large fat sand-brown land-snails, near-meaningfully scribbled in white; tight-closed whole scallops, stained every hue from palest gold to dark storm-crimson; thumbprint-sized cowries, polished to watery purple, their toothed mouths, like the rest, sealed with red wax. Dewar moved away reluctantly; then he turned, and looked again at the first drawer, just to know. Clouds, Cirrostratus, Vernal, Diurnal.

His heart aching with envy and admiration, he sat down to work.

Though the sorcery books on the table were but Prospero’s own pick of the harvest, meagre to compare, yet they were rich beyond Dewar’s dreams. There were clean, precise diagrams in dozens of colors. There were doodles here and there in the margins, which proved to be not doodles but miniature notated force-diagrams, Prospero’s innovation which Dewar despaired of duplicating. Prospero hadn’t stayed to watch his son work, and so Dewar could not ask him about the diagrams he imperfectly understood. He copied them as well as he could, deciding not to waste time puzzling over them now, and his pen raced on across the pages. Freia brought him food and smoky, stimulating tea. He thanked her the first three or four times, spoke to her, and then forgot her; the food appeared, the plates vanished, the pots of tea refilled themselves, and Dewar saw nothing but black ink looping, rising, falling on white leaves.

Scudamor and Utrachet were counting swords, bows, and arrows, armor, spears, and shields, setting aside the damaged ones. All had been stacked helter-skelter in an old thatch-roofed long-house usually used for winter food storage, dumped there by the remains of Prospero’s army and untouched since. Prospero had commanded that the weapons be set in good order for use again, and thus these two were picking through splintering pikes, nicked swords, and shields with broken straps. All the Argylle-made weapons that they had brought with them had been taken in Landuc on Prospero’s surrender; these were mostly things that had been seized by the prisoners when they escaped from Perendlac.

Freia wanted a bow, and so she found her way to the warehouse where the Seneschal and the Castellan were taking inventory. She hesitated in the doorway, but Scudamor saw her and smiled at her.

“Welcome, Lady,” he said. “How may we serve you?” When the Seneschal spoke, Utrachet turned from a basket of vexatious arrows which had been forty-six and forty-nine the first two times he’d counted them; he smiled and bowed as well.

“What are you doing with the bows and swords?” she asked.

“Lord Prospero commands that they be tallied,” Utrachet said. “He wishes to know how many there are of each thing.”

“There is only one of each thing,” Scudamor said, “but of each class of thing, there are many.”

“Twig-splitting,” said Utrachet; Scudamor laughed. “Lady, I’ll guess you desire a bow.”

“How did you guess that?” Freia wondered, tipping her head to one side and eyeing the bows that hung on the wall.

“Because you have none,” he said, grinning, “and it’s turned fine bright weather for the hunt.”

“I have lost my good crossbow,” she said, not smiling. “They took it from me, in Landuc, and I need a bow of light pull, because my arms are grown watery in idleness.” She crouched in front of a basket of arrows and began taking them out one by one, squinting along them.

Scudamor nodded. “It is an evil place,” he said. “May we never hear of it again.”

“Prospero thinks we shall,” Utrachet said, “and for that we must have the walls around us.”

“I don’t like those walls,” Freia said, pushing aside the arrow-basket. “They shut things out. There is nothing here to shut out, or in, not like Landuc, where they have only walls; everyone in Landuc is shut out, or in. These are poor arrows.”

“They are from Landuc,” said Utrachet. “There are some of our own arrows, Lady, somewhere in this burrow; and the bow I made that Miruin’s daughter got too tall to use.”

“Utrachet told me of the walls in Landuc,” Scudamor said. “Our walls will be better.”

“There are no good walls,” Freia disagreed, standing.

“Ours have doors in them,” said Scudamor firmly. “And they are made well.”

“We don’t need walls,” said Freia. “Please show me Sherlon’s bow and the arrows. I am going to hunt something for Prospero for supper.”

They went all three to the back of the warehouse, and among a clutter of discarded children’s bows and tools Utrachet found Sherlon’s bow, which Freia tested; the string snapped, so they found a new bowstring for it, and Scudamor rummaged out a basket of shorter Argylle hunting-arrows. Freia chose sixteen, put them in an oiled leather quiver, and thanked Scudamor and Utrachet for finding them and the bow. The bow was a lighter pull than she wanted, but it would do for small game, and small game was all she meant to take. She had already provided herself with a knife and a net, some thongs and a water-bottle, and thus kitted she set off for the forest.

Utrachet and Scudamor returned to their counting. Utrachet’s arrows were forty-seven, and he tagged them so and turned to arrowheads.

“The Lady’s much altered,” Scudamor said in an undertone to a tangle of bowstrings.

“It is that place, Landuc,” Utrachet said. “It changed us all that were there.”

“You, not.”

“Yes, me too: for now I know that to be a pard in Argylle is better than to be a man in Landuc, and to be a man in Argylle is the sum of joy. But it is a hard way to get wisdom. She has changed. Lord Prospero must mend her. All changes in his hands.”

Freia’s path took her past a pack of children excitedly building rock-and-mud walls in the dirt, which walls meandered and ambled without closing on themselves. They sat back on their heels and looked at her, nudging one another; Freia glanced at them and one of the older, less-shy ones piped, “Best of the day to you, Lady.”

It caught her off-guard; she said, “Thank you—keep well,” and hurried on. The children nonplussed her, as ever; she didn’t know what to say to the bigger ones, although the smaller ones, carried about and petted and cuddled, were more approachable, though given to alarming noises and incomprehensible demands. But playing in the mud was difficult to understand as well. What was the point of it? Had she played in the mud the way the Argylle children did, modelling buildings and walls with sticks and soil? She didn’t remember it. What would it be like to be so small, a suckling grub, and to become larger? She could not conceive of being other than she was. Her earliest memories were green and quiet, looking into grass, at flowers, at insects, studying the shapes of leaves; in the background ran Prospero’s voice, a comforting wordless bass rumble. The Argylle children always seemed to be running everywhere, imitating the adults, giggling and rolling about like cubs and pups, engaged in enjoyable but alien play.

Crossing the puddled, bare-dirt square, passing the roofed-over fountain in the middle, she caught Prospero’s eye, and he shouted at her from the staging where he was talking to some nearly naked, grimy men from the wall-crews. Freia hesitated, and Prospero waved at her impatiently: Come here, she guessed, and so she changed her path and stood at the bottom of the staging. Prospero, cloakless, wearing a padded, plain vest over a smoke-blue shirt with its laced sleeves rolled above his elbows, climbed down a ladder from the top of the wall.

“Now whither goest thou,” said he, his hands on his hips, looking down at her.

“Hunting.”

“Did I not say to thee, tend thy brother as he writes?”

“I made him ink and tea, and he has paper,” Freia said. “He needs nothing more.”

Prospero shook his head. “His work beareth great weight of consequence; thy sport’s but petty play thereto. Go thou, stay his wants, however trifling they be they’re of much moment to us now.”

“Papa, please, I do promise I’ll be gone only the day—”

“No larking i’ the wood for thee! Not today, not these twelve most precious days to come. Let nothing stay his hand from its work of preservation! Be thou devoted to his progress only. I enjoin thee, put by thy unmaidenly pursuits and be a true lady; serve him, forgo thy toys and whims. So would Lady Miranda do; so would I have thee do as well.”

Freia shifted from one foot to the other. Protest was useless; she knew Prospero’s tone of finality and command. No appeal would move him.

“Freia?”

“Very well, Papa,” she said, low-voiced, and turned away, walked toward the clutter of coracles and rafts, to row one over the water to the island. She was dazed, in a fresh turmoil of confusion and unfathomable pain. What did Prospero want of her? When she passed a group of women with baskets and babies going out to sow seeds in the fields, one of them, Dazhur, greeted her merrily and begged her to come with them, but Freia shook her head, called back “I may not,” and went on to the boats.

There on the riverbank she paused a moment, struck by a thought that had not before occurred to her: she could not have had supper with Prospero in their cozy cave, as she had so wanted to do. Prospero had removed most of the furnishings from there—everything but his sorcery books and tools, and the heavy table and chairs—to the square stone house on the mainland, and now Dewar was in the cave, copying the books. She had not brought him there when they had come to Argylle together the first time: Prospero had, now.

Rowing, a sudden spasm of startling anger boiled up in her, and she thought to throw the bow and arrows into the river outside the framework of hide and wood; but she still had them when she arrived at the cave where Dewar looked only at the book and paper before him. She dropped Sherlon’s bow and the arrows in a corner.

Three of the women she’d just seen were round-bellied with children. Still she had not had an opportunity to tell Prospero about what Golias had done to her, nor about what she had done to herself in the strange place Dewar had taken her: the memory of it all felt nearly like a delirious dream, now, but she knew it had been no dream, and that she carried no other legacy from Golias than that of nightmare. The marks on her body were gone, except for the scar across her chest, which would fade. Freia sat down outside the cave, against the rock face, clasped her knees with her arms, and crept her thoughts away from the chasms of pain and fear that riddled them.

On the third day, Freia found her brother asleep and left him there. She went to Prospero, who had accelerated the work on the city walls and other structures and was rushing about, over-seeing the construction.

“Papa, how long should Dewar sleep?”

“Sleep?” repeated Prospero. “Doth sleep?”

“His head’s on a book and his eyes are closed. I think he’s asleep.”

“Sooth, ’less ’a learns the book by osmosis. Wake him; can sleep when ’tis finished. When I’m finished,” Prospero added in an undertone. “Wake him; give him tile-tree leaves, a decoction of a handful in a quart of water boiled to half-a-pint. The white crock on the third shelf, behind the tall blue cordial-bottles.”

She nodded. “Yes, Papa. I want to talk to you about something tonight—”

“Puss, needs must finish these walls. I’ve a mind they’ll be needed.”

“After dinner—” Freia began, in a small voice.

“Freia, thou hast no sense of time,” Prospero snapped; “the hours are precious, and there’ll be none beyond to accomplish what I must do now. I’ll sup as I work, with the men. Go thou, mind thy brother’s pen moves on; ’tis vital to us as these walls.”

“But I—”

“Art deaf? He dallies in dream as we speak! Go!”

Freia went.


3

HARVEST-TIME HAD COME TO AIË.

Seed-heavy golden grasses nodded on the slopes below the ideally proportioned temple, where Odile of Aië lived with such attendants as pleased her. Yellow and scarlet leaves flashed bright, then dried to crackling brown, fluttering on the branches and twigs of the mauve-grey thickets around the cleared lands. The pigs that lived in the forests rooted urgently for nuts and fungi and anything edible, knowing that the fair days would soon end, that the season of cold and fear would soon be on them, when they’d become winter food to their fellow-woodlings, the wolves of Aië, running before teeth that would slice hamstring and slash throat. Smaller prey was hard to find in Aië in the snow; most of the lesser animals hibernated or hid themselves well from the wolves. Hart and hind dined on the year’s late bounty too, desperately, and mated and danced and fought in full knowledge that the wolves’ jaws might tear throat and belly in a month’s time. Stags whetted their antlers on stones.

In the fields, cattle dragged sheaf-laden travois through the stubble toward the low, thatch-roofed stone barns. Other cattle were lifting the sheaves from the field and loading the travois that returned empty from the barn. Among all the animals, a lone human figure could be seen, a bent young-looking woman whose task it was to bind the sheaves; she labored blank-eyed with weariness, but not daring to rest, gathering the scattered stalks and tying them with a straw twist, stooping and straightening, again and again, her arms criss-crossed with red: the marks of her mistress’s displeasure. The grain was cut by horses pulling awkward mowing blades, like scythes on clumsy rough-rounded wheels. Some of the more agile dogs supervised this work and helped with the sharpening, running on a treadmill that drove the grindstone to sharpen the wheeled scythe.

The shepherd-dogs began keeping the sheep closer to the fold at night and watched them jealously during the day: counting. Two of the rams, newcomers comprehending for the first time the full scope of their condition, attempted to break away. They killed three dogs before being pulled down themselves, and the wolves watched from the undergrowth and laughed.

From the steps of the temple, from time to time, one of the white-gowned maids might gaze over at the laboring beasts, but dared say no word to any. On the mistress’s errands, the maids came and went, sometimes (but rarely) beyond the bounds of Aië itself. From time to time in any season, the mistress, Odile herself, might walk abroad at twilight, followed by her white maiden-fowl, and the animals would fawn and kneel, trembling with their fear: it was ill with them, true, but they knew it could be worse. The wolves would come from the forest then, and the coarse-bristled swine and the deer, and all of them would bow to her and quiver beneath her gaze. She was capricious. Sometimes she selected one and changed it again: wolf to sheep, pig to dog, hart to man (oh, brief, happy reprieve, worsening the affliction) to hart again, or to cow or ass or anything that pleased her, that day, that hour.

She changed many of them afresh after the sorcerer swept away from Aië again on his black horse that was no less than a true horse. Each creature in those days knew greater dread than before; a chained dog became a chained bear, and the yellow-eyed wolves tore it apart as she watched, perhaps amused, and played further games with her subjects, bestowing and removing favors whimsically, unpredictably. Some had (the few survivors) memories of her rages many years ago when the cold-eyed sorcerer had left the temple after his long sojourn, but more recalled the night that the sorceress’s son had fled Aië, and of the punishments visited on them after, conspirator and innocent alike. The maids had had more liberty in those days, and one had whispered to a spit-dog, who had told the other dogs, who’d told the sheep and cattle and a wolf, who’d spread word in the wood, that the boy might free them all someday: their only chance. When the boy, joining their number for a few days, had stood transformed, chained and terrified, they had despaired, every soul, but Odile had relented and in the end the boy escaped her. The panting wolves had lagged in their pursuit; he had outrun the deer, and had taken refuge in a thorn-thicket impossible for even the strongest boar to penetrate. For that, they had all suffered.

Now the tall sorcerer had come and gone again, and Odile was restless, her cruelties quicker and cruder than usual. The subjects of Aië abased themselves before her and received her anger on dumb, but not insensible, heads. Through the summer she shut herself away in her sanctum, dedicated to her sorcery, brooding indolence displaced by passion-fed activity.

She transformed various of them to horses, then back again, seeking some particular look. At last two suited her. A maid worked in the stables, grooming the horses and preparing their tack and a little-used high-wheeled black phaeton. The maid said nothing, but they all knew: Odile was going to travel. None of them could recall such a thing happening before. Odile never left Aië, her seat of power and pride, had never stirred from the precincts of her black-pillared temple from the hour of her possessing it and gathering its forces in her hands. Never, indeed, did she leave, until one night, in the hour before moonrise, she swept down the wide steps and stepped into the carriage held by the maid and took up the reins of the two black horses. A ball of fire followed her, lighting her way. The beasts crept forward on their bellies, bowing in farewell. The sorceress turned and her fingertips grazed the head of the silent maid who had prepared the carriage and horses: now a bird bobbed away from the carriage and crouched with the others.

Odile of Aië stung the horses with her whip and set out on the Road.

Dewar’s pen moved on. On his surrender, Prospero had gotten eighteen days from the Emperor, concerned not so much to complete his vow as to complete his walls. The Prince had reckoned eight days’ travel from the Palace to the Spring, six days to work and one to burn the books, and then three to return to Landuc by leaving the Spring’s domain at a desperate pace and opening a Way as soon as he’d entered the Well’s influence. Then, by the terms of his surrender, would Prospero be at the Emperor’s command, stripped of earthly wealth and sorcerous power and every title save that inalienable one of Panurgus’s son. But Dewar had Summoned him less than a day into his journey back to Argylle, they had spent another three going from the desert to the city, and thus Prospero had twelve days to build his walls, Dewar twelve days to copy his father’s words and save what he could from the fire.

The tile-tree leaves kept him bolt-awake. His hand cramped and he sent Freia for hot water and a towel to rub it back to flexibility. He sent her for cold water, too, to splash on his face. At his curt, preoccupied commands she mixed ink for him and found more pens, filled the lamps and trimmed their wicks, gathered all the paper and parchment there was in Argylle, sharpened quills, and bound the loose pages together with red thread when he handed her a stack saying “This is done.”

Freia said nothing more to him than “Ink,” “Tea,” or “Here.” From the shore of the island, where Dewar scratched away in the cave where she’d once lived with Prospero alone, she watched as Prospero’s walls rose and trees were felled, conspicuously idle in a beehive of industry. She said nothing to Utrachet or Scudamor either, the few times she saw them, nor to anyone else. The whole population of Argylle was an army of workers obeying Prospero’s commands, digging, raising, lowering, chopping, chiseling; the work went on night and day, drums beating and pulley-crews chanting, and the walls went up.

On the seventh day of the twelve, they began felling trees on the island. Freia flew at Prospero, argued with him furiously, and was hotly rebuffed. Father and daughter didn’t speak to one another after that, and Prospero oversaw the building of the walls with trees from his island as his son scribbled on, oblivious of the alterations around him. Freia had slept outdoors on the island, under a favorite tree; now she slept in the cave, outside the sphere of Dewar’s lamplight, in the corner where her bed had stood before Prospero had moved the beds out to the first house he had had his men build on the mainland.

A curious alchemy began to work on Freia. The pressure of Prospero’s changes heated her sad heart and aching soul, reforming the pain there to the first true anger she had ever felt. She seethed with hot energy, but, confined to the island to serve Dewar, could do nothing, could not run through the dark forest and cool herself with distance and exercise, so she sat pulled into a clenched knot and raged within. She could not be angry at Prospero; he was the primum mobile of her existence. She could not be angry at Dewar; was he not helping Prospero, had he not helped her as well? Thus she directed her anger at the Argyllines, who did Prospero’s bidding and ravaged her world and changed it. Prospero had made them, but they were intruders and aliens who did not belong; and left with nothing to hate but them, Freia hated them as well as she could: which was not very satisfying and not very well done, by the standards set in Landuc, but sufficed to disturb her peace and make her unhappy and ill.

She slept in wrath and awoke wrathful, and her brother sat staring red-eyed at the books and papers, writing like a madman at the table she and her father had used for every meal, for cutting cloth, for counting seeds, for kneading bread, for her lessons, for everything, for years.

Dewar was blind to all save books and words. He had no means to follow the time, and so he wrote as if every page he turned might be the last he’d see of the knowledge his father had spent a lifetime assembling. But it never was; he turned page after page and wrote page after page and the time passed word by word.

The flyleaf of the book said, in Prospero’s neat hand, “On the Quickening of Life in the Inanimate. Toward the Reshaping of the Animate (after the manner of Aië).”

This book was one that Dewar had added to the pile himself, after Prospero had left him; the word “Aië” had caught his eye, and he began looking through it furtively to find what Prospero said of the place. Freia never looked at what he had written, so he did not think she would notice; and Prospero had not returned since he had left him to the copying.

His eye strayed on the words to shape a human form and he was caught.

It was a journal, of a sort, written in tight-clustered lines; scattered throughout were references to other notebooks by number. He flipped to the beginning.


In this book I note effects of mine early efforts in creating a folk native to this place to dwell and serve here.

I. Caliban (added later, in a darker ink)

That man is shaped of mortal matter is evident for in decay the Elements sunder; to Water and Earth, Air and Fire being lost with the breath and spark of life. Moreover the infant man is shaped in the womb of what matter the woman taketh in, thus be she starved so be her offspring, and be she well-nourished so be the issue taken of her body and of her body made.

Yet man is ill-shapen for many things and I would have a more durable and essential creature here, thus have I worked in stone and clay, made a creature man-shaped and infused it with a Sammead.

It moveth well through earth and upon it, but lacketh much wit, being dull and cowardly, and though it be strong and easily bent to my will I do not deem it a success, for it cannot bear the full light of the sun. Moreover its appearance is loathsome to me, which I regret mightily, my sculpting of its form being indifferently done. It hath a great terror of water for which I cannot account. Yet it labors unceasingly once compelled to do so, though its labor of necessity be done in dark of night or deepest shade. I do not consider this creature much good and I shall destroy it when I have made some further study of it.



Dewar skimmed onward, past Prospero’s observations of the creature’s behavior.


Though I am still dissatisfied with Caliban I have found it to be of great use to me. It delveth most excellent well and I therefore set it to enlarge my cell here to more commodious aspect. That accomplished well and to my satisfaction I have made it understand the pattern of the works within the earth which it was my intention to shape with sorcery. The creature’s digging and burrowing are so fluently done as to suit it right well for this labor, and I have ordered it to commence thereon.



What works within the earth? Interesting. Dewar made a note in his mind to investigate this, and paged onward.


Caliban continues his labors below. Quarrels with Ariel when they encounter. Disaffinity of Earth and Air.



Well, but that was obvious, thought Dewar; any apprentice would have guessed it. Caliban wasn’t terribly interesting. Where were the Prince’s notes on Aië? He flicked pages.


My discontent is great enough to have set me to another attempt. His surly nature ill-pleaseth me and other things (not least his uncomely shape), therefore shall I next attempt to form a female being, which shall be more tractable and docile as females are. I take a different approach (see notes in Vol CL) which is slower to show result but perhaps better suited. My own haste hath undermined my building of Caliban; this creature will I better make.



Dewar stared at this passage, which was boldly written at the top of a page, as if Prospero had turned over a new leaf and begun this thought fresh. A female shape. Sweat pricked Dewar’s hands. He turned pages, reading a few lines on each.


The skeleton is complete. I must use greener wood for the ribs; felled the smaller apple tree and bent its wood thereto, steaming and forming them; truly Water is ever the means by which Earth is shaped, more so than Air.

[…]

Today the fourth failure in carving the jaw. It goeth ever awry in my hands.

[…]

A coating of beeswax to the joints was all that was lacking to the skull; it regardeth me now from the dresser, its jaw at rest from all my work. The wax maketh the movement of the jaw smooth and natural. I am pleased.

[…]

The preliminary experiments on the clay and sand are ill-ended. I must find other matter to work with, some better way of fleshing the bones. Cragiolo by his evidence did use human flesh fresh-killed. I mislike it; and had I men to slay for the work I need not undertake it. Animal flesh?

[…]

Today’s labor’s a most repulsive carcase-mess, half-animate and corrupt, that I needs must blast with fire. Animal flesh serveth not; for the base essence of the creatures lingereth. It must be done with clay.

[…]

A fool was I not to think of it, but Cragiolo’s errors misled me; his notes seem to show blood as much a culprit in his early failures as dead flesh, but ’twas blood alone kept his works from utter barrenness. This morn I did admix as much of mine own blood as I dared let into the white earth, reddening it; ’twas not sufficient and I put a deep entrancement on a young gryphon that hath harried the horses earlier, then bled the beast for the rest. It is but a small portion and it will do no harm as my blood dominates, and as the beast is an admixture of Earth and Air it will provide reconciliation of the two, which do not naturally compound. A fine dovetailing of purposes in circumstance.

The wet clay cannot be let to dry; I have worked rapidly and as nicely as I could and shaped and placed the organs and vessels of the body in the cavities, then molded muscles and flesh on the skeleton, exerting all my skill to shape a human form. I did not care to make the creature bare-nobbed and bald-felled as Caliban, and so I pressed grasses to the body for hair.

I must rest an hour or two before the sun rises and I take the final step.

It went most excellent well. I am pleased; at least, no flaws can I see. As noted the body stirred as I infused it with vitality; the transformation to flesh was uncanny to see, coming from within the torso and not from the extremities as I had looked for. The blood-clay paled and flushed with the color of live flesh, first over-ruddy and then full natural; I waited until the hands and feet were ready and then drew the body from the Spring where I had submerged it as described in Vol CLXIII. It did not breathe. Fearing failure after such success I knelt to test whether breath stirred; there was no breath nor pulse. I seized the head and moved it back to open the passages, then blew past lips clay-cold and dead to inspire life as is done to new-born babes and the drowned.

The breath took; the creature—she?—trembled once mightily, gasped, and her lips touched mine again as she clutched at air. I saw the eyes move beneath the lids, then open. The pupils shrank at the light. Verily it was a wonder to see them turn in synchrony and fix on me.

I rose and completed the spell; the creature watched me dumbly, bestirring little, beginning to move more surely as I concluded, touching her body. I was full weary when I finished but drew in the Spring’s flow to sustain me.

I shaped as fair a creature as I durst, not desiring to make a paragon, yet I observe that in mutation the form hath grown smoother, the lips softer and the eyes’ shape somewhat altered, the coloring of the skin delicate and pleasing. The hair hath darkened to a shade not unlike mine own, due I warrant to the dominance of my blood, and hath curled. I cannot account for the curl, but it is a full comely effect.

The creature—she—touched my face when I smiled; the fingers are sensitive and light, and the touch was well-controlled, not clawing or rough. I permitted her to finger my beard, my cheek, my throat and ear, and then she touched her own smooth chin, then mine again, most cunningly and visibly comprehending that we differ. She touched my mouth and then her own, then mine again, parting my lips, parting her own, and her brows came together—a charming expression of perplexity, full human and genuine.

I stroked her hair and forehead, and she leaned to the touch, turning to try to see my hand touching her; I took her chin, examined her face—I erred somewhat, the chin is not symmetrical, though the jaw is small and the cheekbones finely shaped, and the flesh floweth smoothly over them. Her expression was serious and her gaze intent on me. I took her hand and moved its fingers; all articulated perfectly, and the joints of wrist and elbow pivot smoothly and easily within the flesh. I moved her shoulders; she was docile and made no opposition as I circled the arms to be sure the joints were mobile, for that I met such difficulty with the scapulae. There is no impairment. The back is nicely shaped, the spine neat and fine, the throat graceful and the torso handsomely feminine.

I desired to know whether she was able to walk, and thus I stood and, holding her hands, tugged upward. At first she sat, not comprehending, and then looked at my legs, the vague perplexity again upon her brow. I spoke encouragement, but she did not rise, though she flexed her feet. I knelt again to assure myself that her legs would bend, and moved them and her feet and toes and she again was docile and unresisting. Then did I lift her bodily to her legs, and she made a startled cry and swayed, letting her knees bend, would have fallen but that I caught her and supported her. Well: she could not walk, then, and must learn, and so I shifted my hold on her and took her wholly in my arms to carry her forthwith. She was frightened now, whimpering, and grabbed at me as if afraid of falling, and I must soothe and coo to her as to a babe until she was quiet.

I bore her to the cave and set her in the chair, and she would not release me until I had spoken to her gently again; as I spoke she watched my mouth and eyes, the sound reassuring her so that she let me take her arms from my neck. I was famished with hunger by then and must sup, and set honey forth and bread, slicing the bread and spreading the honey, eating without nicety. She watched this—never did she take her eyes from me—and I seeing this dipped my finger in honey and offered it to her, to see what she might make of it. She looked at it; I licked my finger and offered it again to her, touching her lips, and she licked cautiously and then with interest, finding it much to her liking. I sat on the stool beside her to try it again, and she put her fingers in the crock and got a great gob of wax and honey in them.

I did not stop her; she sought to remove her hand, but the neck was too narrow, and so she drew the hand forth without the wax, all coated well with honey now. And then she most violently surprised me: she did offer me her honey-covered hand. Is it possible that a human creature uncultivated, in basest natural state, understands generosity? Or is a human creature by nature generous? ’Tis counter to my observance of the coarser run of man. I thanked her and licked a finger clean, not to fail in courtesy, and then gave her her hand back so that she might lick it herself. This she did, honey dripping on her legs and breast, and I ate more bread and we watched one another the while.

Full weary was I from my long working, for this making hath taken me five days, and I desired to sleep, but must not let her wander alone. Therefore I rose, took a cloth and wet it and wiped the honey from her, then lifted her again. She was not so frightened this time; I set her in the bed I had made in hopes of success enough to need it, where I have kept the bones of the skeleton well-wrapped until they were required, and I laid a sleep over her with the coverlet and now go to mine own rest.



Dewar looked at the corner where Freia had been sleeping as he worked through the nights, sometimes distracting his attention by whimpering or crying out in her dreams. Her bedding was neatly stowed there in a wicker basket, a fur spread over the top.

To have transmuted earth to flesh and living bone … Dewar was stunned. He would never have guessed. Prospero had surpassed every sorcerer in the history of the Art. He had constructed an intelligent creature indistinguishable from the natural. He had no need of Aië. Odile was a rank dabbler by comparison. Aië. What said Prospero of Aië? Dewar sought through the text, paused again to read snatches.

He flipped through the close-written pages wherein Prospero told of teaching his creation to speak, to walk, to eat, to bathe. A passage caught his eye:


… then did I say to her, Hast thou a name? And she looked in the glass I had set before us and touched her image, then mine, then her own again. This is Papa, she said, putting her hand over my reflected face. I took her hand and placed it on my head saying, Nay, here is Prospero, that is but the image of him, no real man. Prospero is what I am called, what thou and all others call me. How art thou called?

I did wish to discover, if she hath some sense of name for herself innately.

She said, Child, and I said, Nay, child is but a label for thee, not a name, and I curst myself that I had not addressed this subject with her instanter she could speak somewhat, for she drinketh swift and thirsty of such knowledge as I set before her and thereby hath diluted her original state. Maid, she said, Nay, said I, maid is but a label also. I am Prospero, my name; I am a man, a Prince, a sorcerer. All these are labels save Prospero. I am, she said. I am not-Prospero.

So all that is not Her, is Prospero, and all that is Prospero, is not Her. The self needeth no label for it knoweth all, that which is itself and that which is not itself.

How shall I call thee, then? I ask her. She maketh no answer, as if not comprehending, and beholdeth me owlish, all eyes and ears. ’Twas in my mind to name her Miranda, for Gonzalo’s bright daughter, though she’s but an irregular, discolored image: yet meseems perhaps ’twere insult, to so use the dearest of names. How to call thee? I ask again, of myself more than her, for she hath no answer, methinks; yet again doth she astonish me, and saith, I am not Prospero, what am I?

Right quickly say I, Thou art thyself, and who art thou?

Freia, says she, and I did not understand at first and said, A maid? And she said, That is a label, I am Freia.

So hath she a name, but I am unsure whence it cometh, or how she knew it, and it is most exhausting to question her, for she learneth apace and betimes giveth answer far distant from the question to my mind.

[…]

… sensitive to smallest pressures, and though this maketh her biddable and complaisant, she cannot endure displeasure long. An she trespass again, I must have done quickly, and give her comfort anon, lest it canker her tender heart.



Dewar was nearly at the end of the book; the last pages were in his fingers, and the word Aië had not leapt forth at him. His eye rested at the top of the final leaf and he read:


… hath swum to the mainland, with but a knife and her good bow and some arrows. I am sore wroth and loth to pursue her lest we do one another harm.

The creature is so willful and contrary I will not have her here, and in her heat she is best off in the wild. In all men doth lie concealed a beast, but in her ’tis by her base nature more like to dominate. Meseems she goeth to seek a mate, and shall find none here, I know, therefore shall bide alone away or return to reconcile herself to me.

—Later. Mine anger abated, I feared lest she come to instant harm. I Summoned vision of her this night and looked upon her as she slept in the grasses by a mothflower bush. She is uninjured, placid in repose, and I gazed to be sure she had taken no harm and then dismissed the sight.

I have mused upon the business and I know myself better; I have fed her wantonness subtly, overfond and indulgent, and there is a piece of me, animal and rude, that straineth for her maidenhead even as she pants in first heat of lust. Poor fool, that knoweth not herself. Did I not shape her sweet body with my own hands, to please my own taste? I do not want a wife; and I ought to have destroyed her after some few days or months, but I cannot, now. Though half-beast in her blood and shaped of wood and clay, she hath grown too human, unlike vild Caliban, a creature of will and whim and desire, and were cold murder to do away with her now.

This is an unreliable way of making men and taketh overmuch of me, and I am weary of it. I shall investigate the methods of the Countess of Aië, but better creatures would I have than those she keepeth by her.



There came a step outside the door. Dewar slammed the book shut, put it in the pile of books to be reshelved, and had his pen in hand as Freia entered with a wooden bowl of cooked meat and grain. She set it wordlessly beside him; he did not look up, but he could not keep from watching her sidelong. Prospero had truly transformed the lowest class of being to the highest. There was nothing to her to divulge that she was not human-born, that her bones had been wood and her flesh blood-clay ensouled with breath and life, and that she was nothing more than a curious experiment Prospero had kept about the place from sentiment.

Freia went out again, glancing back; their eyes met for an instant. Dewar said nothing, but watched her as he would a wild animal caught unawares at its business, and she dropped her gaze and left.
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