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The Girl-Prince
 
 
   Once upon a future time, in a spindle-tower held high by antigravity and the will of engineers, a woman slept, a poisoned trap for princes. 
 
   The tower's true meaning had been forgotten by even the most ancient of databanks, and all anyone knew was that the tower was a graveyard for the foolhardy, an unscaleable fable with no discernable prize at the top but the rumor of a woman no one remembered.
 
   The galaxy's bravest and silliest boys threw themselves at the tower for centuries without stop, until one day, on an artificial planet circling an artificial star, a girl-prince came of age. 
 
   Finally allowed to access restricted databanks without parental oversight, the girl-prince stumbled across the story of the tower and was enthralled. She downloaded the information to show to her parents. "I can do this," she told them. "I can save the princess."
 
   "Impossible," said her mother. "Not only does no one know the tower's location, seven thousand princes have lost their lives in quest of that princess."
 
   "Just because others have died does not mean that I will lose my life."
 
   Her father sighed, and said to her mother, "My darling, we have failed. I thought that by having a girl, we would avoid all of this."
 
   "Girls have assailed the tower before, Father," the girl-prince pointed out.
 
   "But we have spent your whole life ensuring your extreme heteronormativity, daughter," said her mother. "My womb was flooded with all the right hormones, we gave you all the right toys, and we told you all the right fairy tales. You should have no desire to gallivant about the universe rescuing people!"
 
   The girl-prince wondered why the desire to rescue things was considered a particularly masculine trait. And even if it weren't, she'd been raised in a galaxy full of strong women, a galaxy which included her own mother. Why had her parents thought she wouldn't notice these things?
 
   She squared her shoulders, raised her chin, and said, "I am both girl and prince--one person, but not merely one thing."
 
   Her father hmphed. "We should have locked you in a tower."
 
   Her mother cried, "Oh, I know! We shall hold a ball, and when you look into the eyes of the right boy-prince, you'll fall in love and forget all about this silly quest."
 
   "I don't want a ball," the girl-prince said. "I want to breach the tower."
 
   Her mother buried her face in her hands, and could be heard muttering, "That damned tower. Have we made such a child that she would risk death on such an obviously Freudian symbol?"
 
   Her parents sent her to her room with its pink-kitten wallpaper while they discussed the situation; whereupon the girl-prince packed her dresses, loaded all her favorite romantic horse novels on her small voidship's computer, and was gone before her parents could officially forbid the quest.
 
   *****
 
   The girl-prince searched for the tower long and hard. She sought the counsel of historians and sneak-thieves, archaeologists and weapons experts, folklorists and physicists. She listened to every rumor of the tower's defenses, and prepared herself for each one, no matter how outlandish, spending a sidereal year of her home planet arming herself with skills and knowledge and equipment. 
 
   Eventually, the girl-prince found a gravitational cartographer who had discovered the tower from a safe distance, though he hadn't dared to publish its location. It was marked on all charts as a very boring black hole.
 
   "And, truthfully, it is a black hole," the cartographer said, looking into the girl-prince's beautiful dark eyes. "The sort that traps souls instead of objects." The girl-prince wished she had six more beautiful dark eyes, so that she could roll them all at once to truly illustrate her contempt. 
 
   Sensing her discomfort but not the cause of it, the cartographer apologized. "Sorry. I didn't mean to get so deep, princess."
 
   Rather than point out that people who announced their depth seldom had any, she just pointed out that she was a girl-prince, not a princess.
 
   "What's the difference?" the cartographer asked.
 
   "One is a sovereign, and the other is a commodity," the girl-prince said, which chagrined the cartographer and his very deep soul--so very deep that he had no trouble with the commercial enterprise of selling the tower's address for a handsome fee.
 
   *****
 
   When the girl-prince found the tower, she was surprised to find it standing alone on an oblong asteroid tumbling alone, disbalanced by the artificial gravity of the tower. The asteroid was surrounded by the wreckage of hundreds of ships that had not been sufficiently cautious of the asteroid's eccentricities. 
 
   The girl-prince studied this situation for some time, and her vigilance revealed a long-held secret of the debris field: a one-person escape pod orbited among the smashed ships. 
 
   The girl-prince pulled back her ship, magnetized her hull, and lured a thick stream of debris away from the asteroid. Once away from the asteroid, she singled out the escape pod and brought it aboard her ship.
 
   Inside the pod, which was of a design long out of date, the girl-prince found the hibernating body of a prince close to her own age. His clothing contained an unfathomably useless number of pockets. His head was shaved in the fashion of the third and most famous emperor of Lampur, an empire that had risen and fallen over a hundred life-spans ago. He was paler than the current human average, with dark lashes lying luxuriantly against his cheeks. The girl-prince, sighed, and wondered if she had narrowly avoided falling in love by being unable to look into his eyes. 
 
   She was unable to revive the prince from his hibernation state. She thought that perhaps she should retreat to known space and find medical care for him, but she could not bring herself to give up the tower. It was like a physical compulsion. Hoping she was not caught in some unimaginable telepathic thrall, she resealed the escape pod, ejected it safely into space, placed a beacon on it for later retrieval, and went on her way.
 
   She landed the voidship within view of the tower. Bleached bones piled high around the perimeter, looking like a white thorn brake from a distance; it was only as the girl-prince drew close that she saw them for what they were: human remains caught in transparent stickyfoam.
 
   Staying well away from the perimeter of the stickyfoam graveyard, she circled the tower once, twice, three times, looking for a weakness in the defense, examining the bodies from afar. Mostly, there were skeletons, though a few bodies moldered in varying states of decomposition. The girl-prince marveled, wondering what sort of engineers had thought to introduce microbes or fungus or some such agent of decay into the tiny micro-environment of the tower. The same capricious engineers, she decided, who created a gravity pocket on an asteroid and then built a spindle-tower that needed anti-gravity to support it.
 
   The local agents of decay were quite finicky, it appeared, eating voidsuits and clothing, human flesh and human hair, but they leaving alone the rock, the tower, and the bones. The girl-prince could think of no reason that they would not eat the bones as well, except perhaps that this barrier acted as a deterrent as well as a trap.
 
   On her third circuit of the tower, a feeble wave from an unsecured hand alerted her that one of the bodies was still alive. She tried to address the hand's owner on every available frequency, but had no luck making contact. The hand fluttered and stopped, fluttered again and stopped, in a pattern that was neither random nor automated.
 
   She fought back an urge to charge in, grapple hooks akimbo, and ascend up to rescue the prince. He had lived for some unknown amount of time in the stickyfoam. She had to assume that the universal forces of irony would not cause him to die when help was so close. 
 
   From her backpack, the girl-prince selected a small robot and sent it bounding off toward the stickyfoam perimeter. Two small nozzles sprouted from the tower's smooth surface and, shooting ropes of stickyfoam at the robot, brought it down with unfeeling efficiency. The robot kicked futilely until the foam hardened; then it kicked no more.
 
   Noting the timing of these events, she sent two more robots after the first in quick succession. The first one was shot down just as before; the second darted close-but-not-too-close, snatched a stickyfoam sample before it hardened, and darted back to the girl-prince. She retreated with the robot and its sample to her voidship to run tests.
 
   Her makeshift laboratory was up to the challenge of the stickyfoam, and in short order, she had a solution. She set some molecules to cook and some microbes to evolve while she dined on dull proteins from ship stores and slept on the voidship's narrow bunk. When the timer on her antistickyfoam concoctions buzzed, she called it a new day, and began afresh her assault on the tower.
 
   The girl-prince dressed again in her heavy-duty miner's voidsuit before spraying a tank of her first potion over herself and her equipment. She strapped on a tank full of the second potion and advanced on the perimeter and the prince.
 
   The tower sprouted its nozzles and aimed; stickyfoam rained over her and slid off, repelled by the structures of the molecules in her first potion. Puddles of stickyfoam hardened at her feet; she left them behind, climbing atop the pile of bones and foam until she reached the prince who might yet live. His free hand did not move at her approach, and she feared that he'd died after all. Nevertheless, she shot at him with her second potion, and watched with grim pleasure as her engineered bacteria dug into a delicious meal of stickyfoam. 
 
   Once released, the prince fell in a heap of others' princely bones towards the asteroid's surface; but the girl-prince was fleet of foot and accomplished with her gravity boots, and she was there to catch him.
 
   *****
 
   The prince lived, though he was emaciated--nearly cadaverous, even--and did not regain consciousness when the girl-prince got him out of the voidsuit that had sustained his life. He'd managed to survive thanks to the ruthlessly efficient air and water recyclers in the suit, though he'd depleted his nutrient packs around the time that the girl-prince had been speaking to the depthless cartographer.
 
   The girl-prince hooked the boy up to her voidship's medical system, but it was outclassed by the level of the boy's malnourishment and atrophy, and told her so. It would be best, the medical system said, to put the boy in stasis and get him to a hospital.
 
   She knew the medical system was correct, though she was reluctant to shut the prince away. She liked the way his dark hair grew to a point at the center of his forehead. She wondered if she had again narrowly avoided falling in love by not being able to look into his eyes, either.
 
   So the girl-prince took once more to the void, where she found the escape pod that she had rescued the day before. She lashed her own pod to the ancient one after placing the new prince in it, and left both princes safe and beaconed, beyond the grasp of the asteroid and the tower. 
 
   *****
 
   The stickyfoam was merely the first barrier. Though it had obviously proven effective over the years, the girl-prince could not have been the only one cautious and smart enough to breach it. So once she had cleared a path to the doorless entrance of the tower with her microbes, she employed the tactic for breaching the tower that she had developed during her investigation: she hooked herself into the previous room using the sort of timer-clip developed for asteroid mining slaves, and deployed one of her stock of small robots developed for derelict space ship exploration to go ahead of her and look around.
 
   The robot was immediately defeated by an electromagnetic pulse. The girl-prince was prepared for this eventuality; EMPs were one of the most common security measures around, and only a fool wouldn't have prepared for one. The girl-prince hadn't known where in the lineup of traps a pulse might be employed, but her both ship and suit were hardened against EMPs, and the backpack that carried her robots and a few other necessities had been constructed to serve double duty as a Faraday cage.
 
   Other princes had not been so wise; a few bodies were scattered inside the tower's door, lying in attitudes that suggested interesting electrical failures in their voidsuits. But these were all very old suit models; present-day voidsuits were all built to withstand coronal ejections and similar radioactive events. 
 
   The girl-prince's timer-clip ticked off the last seconds and released her, and she crept through the blank, white room, picking her way around the fallen princes--noting with interest that the local agents of decay were not active in this room--to the room's single feature: one staircase, leading up.
 
   Once on the first stair, the girl-prince clipped herself again and deployed another robot. The robot climbed the stairs and stopped at the top to beckon her forward. She climbed to the end of her timer-clip tether and waited for it to release her, wondering if the timer-clip notion would ever prove to be useful to her. 
 
   When she finally drew even with the robot, she found another blank white room with another staircase leading up on the other side. The floor between the staircases was studded with an array of princely bodies held down by heavy nets. She urged her little robot onward. It had not traveled far before a heavy net shot from the ceiling and smashed the robot to the floor. Once the robot was down, small hooks emerged from the net's weights to dig into the floor.
 
   This was a trap that could be gotten out of with brute strength or the proper equipment, as evidenced by shredded nets lying here and there around the room. But the greater majority of nets lay over silent, voidsuited lumps spread across the floor.
 
   Just in case there was someone left alive here, the girl-prince tried all the frequencies at her disposal. No one answered. Perhaps there was a communication-jammer in the tower. She wished she had some device that monitored life-signs, but in all her planning, she had not considered the possibility of running into other princes yet alive. And yet, she'd rescued two boy-princes. It didn't seem impossible that she would rescue more souls.
 
   Fewer than a hundred bodies lay in the chamber, but from this distance she could see no signs of life. She would have to check each net. 
 
   The girl-prince had purchased a shadowsuit in the same system that had yielded the cartographer; she'd anticipated using it to achieve invisibility to a variety of sensors sooner or later in the confines of the tower, and so had carried it rolled in the bottom of her backpack. She slipped it on over her voidsuit and activated it. Holding her breath and a knife, she stepped forward into the room.
 
   No nets came careening down onto her head immediately. She considered. If she attempted to move any of the bodies, either to turn them over to see through faceplates or to lift arms to check gauges, the movement would be targeted by the system. 
 
   The antiquity of most of the voidsuits made a detailed examination unnecessary. A cracked faceplate or a blown gasket told her everything she needed to know, and in most other cases, she could peer at the arm gauges. The few princes who had landed facedown atop their arm gauges numbered only six. The girl-prince gave a nervous glance at the smooth white ceiling, wondering where the nets came from and where the motion sensors were, then turned over the wrist of the first of these six.
 
   The net flew much faster than she anticipated. She almost dodged, but one of the weighted grapples clipped her shoulder--hard enough even through the voidsuit's padding to bruise her. She sank to her haunches, breathing hard and rubbing her shoulder, grateful that the grapple hadn't torn the shadowsuit. When she caught her breath, she examined the prince's revealed gauges: empty. Long empty.
 
   Hoping the first was the worst, she went on, but the fourth net caught her, managing to pin her left leg to the floor. Her knife was at the ready, however, and she sawed slowly through the net and continued on.
 
   There were no victories in the net room, no lives to save. Somehow, given the effort she had put forth in checking, she expected more of a reward than the cold comfort of knowing she'd tried.
 
   Once safely across the room, the girl-prince activated the timer-clip and deployed another of her diminishing stock of robots on the stairs. The robot climbed ahead of her for a long way and stopped at the top to whistle an all-clear. She climbed up after, waited for the timer-clip, and when she finally drew even with the robot, ordered it to scooted into the next blank, white room--where it promptly sank through the floor and disappeared from sight.
 
   The girl-prince immediately attached the timer-clip again, this time setting it for a two-hour release. Then she crawled forward, poking the floor before her. In short order, solid floor gave way to liquid: slow ripples spread away from her finger. 
 
   She took a sample of the liquid and stowed it away, and sat back on her haunches to assess the situation. Was she meant to swim? There was no staircase on the other side of the room. Instead, a ladder hung down from the next level, far above the height that even the most athletic prince could reach by surging out of the liquid. And though the liquid was as opaque and as white as the walls of the room, she suspected that the utter absence of bodies here indicated not--as she had first hoped--that no one had died on this level, but that they had sunk to the presumably distant bottom of this bizarre swimming pool.
 
   She lay down on the last step and put her hand out flat over the liquid, intending to see if she could touch the bottom of the pool. It wouldn't be typical of the tower's designers to use a nonlethal deterrent here, but there was always the possibility that the pool was only knee-deep. Wasn't there?
 
   But she hesitated. Something seemed rotten. Was it stickyfoam redux? Did the liquid lure the unsuspecting in with the promise of easy wading, only to eat through their voidsuits, or to suck them under? Or were there Carapellian squid waiting beneath the surface?
 
   The girl-prince held her hand above the surface so long that her arm trembled. In pulling it back, the palm of her glove smacked the surface of the liquid--and instead of rippling, the liquid held firm. The girl-prince jumped to her feet. Of course! It was a shear thickening fluid--a type of oobleck, which became more viscous when agitated, acting like a solid under impact. She could run right across the surface of this fluid, and as long as she didn't stop, she wouldn't sink.
 
   Since she had some time to waste before her timer-clip released her, the girl-prince took off her shadowsuit so she wouldn't render it completely ineffective by covering it in goo, and spent some time feeling around in the oobleck, trying to see if she could reach bottom, or... But she could reach nothing with her arm, and though she had the timer-clip and its sturdy, space-rated tether, she knew that now was not the time to explore the oobleck. She tossed a beacon onto the liquid, watched as it first bounced around and then sank below the surface. She would use the beacon to orient her voidship's cannon beam, and blast a hole in the side of the tower to let out the fluid and discover what--and who--lay hidden beneath.
 
   When the timer-clip released her, the girl-prince didn't pause to even think. She simply ran. And the oobleck held her up. 
 
   When she reached the ladder hanging down, she jumped once--twice--three times before reaching the bottom rung. She clung there for a long while, catching her breath, and then began the climb.
 
   The cautious use of the timer-clip made the journey take forever, but also gave her time to ease her burning arms, for no configuration on her gravity boots gave her enough of a boost to ease the strain. The ladder passed through an increasingly small passage; occasionally, the lights went out, and the girl-prince had to continue on in the unwavering but tiny beam from her helmet. When she came to the trapdoor at the top, she almost didn't believe it. She had begun to think that she would just climb forever, that the tower was actually a wormhole, and an endless one at that.
 
   The narrow passageway was not conducive to setting a robot to scout for her, so she simply set her timer-clip and opened the trapdoor, hoping that she wouldn't be pelted with lasers. 
 
   The room was the same blank whiteness as the other rooms of the tower--but for a splotch of color on a distant wall.
 
   Against the wall was a couch. And on the couch, glowing like an ancient jewel, lay a beautiful woman. Her hair shone a rainbow of colors from blue to blonde, and her silky dress and smooth skin melded in a pattern of skin tones ranging from ebonywood to polar snow. The girl-prince felt monochromatic and plain of a sudden, and desired nothing more to possess this woman--no, to be this woman. She took an involuntary step up the ladder, then another, and another.
 
   The rise and fall of the woman's perfect bosom was a testament to the atmosphere contained in the room. Almost--almost--the girl-prince reached for the snaps to unfasten her helmet, but something held her back. Unbidden, her feet climbed the last rungs of the ladder--and then she stopped, held back by the twined nanofilament ropes attaching her to the timer-clip. She looked down, away from the sleeping woman, and remembered her past actions as though they were in a fable from another land: Oh, yes. I put that there, because this is a trap.
 
   Then girl-prince was looking at the woman again, and for a long moment, she forgot everything about herself, from her name to her favorite novel. She longed only to reach the woman, to stroke her hair, to join her on the couch in tender sleep. 
 
   The girl-prince was spellbound.
 
   *****
 
   When she came to herself again, the girl-prince realized she was half-bent over and walking in a comic parody of a dog running in place while straining against a leash. The woman was gone, and what was here instead amazed her.
 
   At least two dozen princes stood still in a variety of senseless poses, as though frozen in time. Here one had an arm raised as though to dance. There, one was half-bent with lips pursed--as if kissing someone. Another was caught as though removing a ring from his finger. Most of the princes had taken off all or part of their voidsuits, the girl-prince realized--though a couple were still caught in the act of opening their helmets or removing a glove, and one stood stoic and fully dressed for hard vacuum, with an old-fashioned disc-nosed rayblaster aimed at the wall. Thirty princes, she counted, all frozen.
 
   She checked her chronometer. Fifty minutes had passed while she strained, insensate, against the timer-clip. She felt the ache of that straining in her legs and shoulders. She had not managed to take a step beyond the trap-door.
 
   And the timer-clip deserved the credit for why she was not frozen like the other princes. Clearly, whatever device did the freezing did not take effect until a prince was well and truly inside the room.
 
   She had to leave. She really had to. But the timer-clip wouldn't allow her to. A frightening thought came to her: if the sleeping woman returned, would the girl-prince turn into a senseless zombie once more? And how long would the compulsion last this time? Quickly, before she could talk herself out of it, the girl-prince leaned down and added two more hours to the timer-clip.
 
   There. That decision had been made. Now she sat down on the edge of the trap-door to think. There had to be a holographic projector at play. And an emotional resonator. Something that hijacked the brain as well as the eyes. She glanced around at the passion play staged around her. They were like a photo book shuffled out of order--the holographic projector probably moved the image around to avoid having princes bump into one another--but if one could mentally reshuffle them, the princes were arrayed like a series of tableaux vivants. There was the prince just come up the ladder, who first caught sight of the woman; then the prince took off his (or her, for there were several other girl-princes scattered around the room) voidsuit and approached the couch. He (or she) kissed the woman, embraced her--the princes stuck in the attitude of embracing a woman who was not actually there looked acutely uncomfortable—-comforted her, knelt down, proposed marriage...
 
   The only prince who didn't fit the pattern was the one aiming his rayblaster at the wall. The girl-prince squinted, and made out that his finger was on the trigger.
 
   She didn't quite manage to think her next thought before the woman appeared again.
 
   *****
 
   The girl-prince came to herself again, this time on the floor. She had once more been straining against the timer-clip, but she hadn't even been able to make it to her feet and had simply attempted to crawl to the woman on the couch.
 
   The memory of the driving, urgent need to reach the woman faded quickly enough that the girl-prince just felt foolish for having fallen for the emotional resonator again. But there was no fighting that sort of bio-electrical stimulation for the duration of its attacks, she knew. She wondered which neurotransmitter it had exhausted to give her this temporary reprieve, and how long she'd have before it tried a new method of enchantment.
 
   Seventy minutes had passed this time. She was terribly glad that she had reset the timer-clip, and now she reset it again. There was no telling what would happen next, and even though there had been a six-minute lapse between projections last time, a trap as complex as the tower wouldn't rely on a simple pattern. 
 
   It was time to perform some experiments. She could not head back to her voidship, thanks to the trusty timer-clip, but she still had one robot left in her pack. She let it loose in the room, and observing as it approached a prince, slowed, and then halted nearby, and its blinking tail lights stuck on solid amber. She wished she had another robot to verify, but time was acting strangely in this room, as though there were small instances of time dilation peppered throughout. The robot acted like it had approached an event horizon, rather than suffering from mechanical failure. 
 
   Using her helmet's internal cameras, she snapped still pictures for later comparison. Then she set the timer-clip to its maximum span, and hunkered down to wait and to think.
 
   *****
 
   The princes were not frozen; they were just moving very slowly. Each had entered the tower's final room lifespans apart; each now lived out his moment of triumphant rescue in a private world. The ring-giving prince was blinking, about once every fifteen days, she estimated, and a tear coursed its slow, inevitable way down his left cheek with the speed of a glacier. A tear of joy? She wondered, but it didn't matter. 
 
   She wasn't yet certain what sort of device was holding the princes captive in time, and right now that didn't matter, either. She had to get free of the emotional resonator first. And she just didn't know how, other than to wait it out.
 
   The girl-prince knew that she could survive--not healthily or happily, but she could survive--in her voidsuit for nearly forty days, just like the prince she'd rescued from the stickyfoam. It might take that long to hit the random point when her timer-clip would release her while she wasn't being manipulated by the tower. There was an equally good chance that the tower would win that game instead, but the girl-prince had been brought up to be an optimist.
 
   In between bouts of mindless adoration of, and endless crawling toward, the illusory sleeping princess, the girl-prince had time to study the princes arrayed around her. They were not all handsome or beautiful, not all tall; in fact, some of them were clearly products of the random trait selection that came from natural conception. But there were not a few attractive specimens in the bunch, and the girl-prince surprised herself by not falling in love with a single one of them, even in the cases where she could see their eyes. The eyes, after all, were all that it would have taken to fall in love with the first two princes she'd rescued, or so she'd thought at the time. Now... now she didn't know.
 
   She had come to the tower with mixed intentions. She'd been driven by a morbid curiosity combined with a daredevil streak, and the belief that, through sheer force of will she could change the universe for the better. And while she had considered the possibility of rescuing whatever princess might lie sleeping at the top of the tower--or that she would at least reveal that there was no such princess--she had not considered that she would actually save anyone's life. 
 
   She lost count of the number of times her senses had been assaulted by the hologram and the emotional resonator, but her chronometer informed her that three days had passed. She wondered if she was mad yet, trapped as she was; she did not have even the luxury of time-slowing, as the other princes did. Every time the projectors let up she dropped into exhausted sleep, and dreamed of the woman on the couch, of unclipping the timer-clip and slipping into her own private bubble of space-time.
 
   She slipped all too easily from dream to false reality, coming to herself just long enough to remember who she was before everything was consumed once more by the need, the desperate need, to reach the princess. The girl-prince recognized it, and hated it, and found she was crying--and that she had been crying for days. She hadn't realized it before, between the manipulations of the emotional resonator and the water recycling action of her voidsuit.
 
   Her misery came to an end when a flash of light turned the world to shimmering gold. The image of the beautiful woman on the couch disappeared abruptly. With a jolt, the girl-prince realized she was finally free of the emotional resonator. 
 
   The princes still stood in their spheres of slowness, but from the nose of the voidsuited prince's rayblaster, a continuous stream of light played, lovely and bright as it bored a slow hole in the wall. 
 
   The girl-prince sat down heavily and giggled with relief. She laughed until her voidsuit's oxygen rationing alert advised her to stop. She checked her gauges. New oxygen flow had decreased another five percent. Her suit's meager food supplies were gone, though enough nutrients remained in her water cycle to keep her alive for weeks. She took a sip of water and had to force herself to swallow it; in spite of the efficient recycling system, every sip held that faint taste of body matter and suit-oil. 
 
   With rationality restored, the girl-prince finally noticed that the hologram projector had been hiding. Each and every prince was trapped in a slow orbit around a tiny orb of light: Hochberg universes, just like she learned to make in physics class, along with atomic clocks and steam-powered rocket sleds and oobleck. Another Hochberg universe waited for her a few steps beyond the end of her timer-clip tether, between the trap-door and where the image of the sleeping woman had been projected for her.
 
   It was a most diabolical trap.
 
   The girl-prince had been prepared for any trap she could imagine, and one of the items in her supply kit included a can of sensorsol, used to identify archaic laserbeam traps. None of the advisors she had consulted could agree that it was a necessary tool, as laserbeam traps and the like were long out of fashion--if indeed they ever were in fashion, a point over which a number of historians liked to argue. Better overprepared than underprepared, though, and she had carried the can with her since entering this solar system.
 
   She pulled out the can and dispersed its contents around the room, then waited for the manufactured fogbank to settle. The particles that entered each individual Hochberg universe slowed to a crawl, while the particles that stayed in the local time-space of the tower settled to the floor. When the local-time particles were out of the way, the influence of each Hochberg universe was perfectly delineated by a thin layer of particles trapped on the absolute horizon, and would be for some time. She now knew exactly how far the radius of each distortion extended.
 
   She had nearly ten hours before her timer-clip would release, and that was ten hours to think through her next move. She could conceive of a way to free one prince in relatively short order, but she had no method to free them all--nothing in her backpack, nothing even in her voidship. 
 
   After modifying a few of the pieces of mining equipment that had come with her voidsuit, the girl-prince sat very still for another hour, waiting for the ping of her released timer-clip. Now it was time to brood. She might very well kill the prince with this plan--or all of the princes. She might kill herself. She might be overlooking some obvious solution to rescue everyone at once. But in the end, she had to go with the plan. There was no other way.
 
   Her timer-clip released. She took the grapple-gun from her waistbelt and aimed carefully at the free Hochberg universe that had been meant for her. It was a very useful sort of grapple, known to have saved millions of lives in various void-related jobs, being made of a multifunctional substance that could be programmed to act like a magnet towards any one of a hundred generally solid substances--including the omnipresent element of carbon. 
 
   She fired the grapple, and waited.
 
   The firing mechanism was powerful, the distance was short, and the grapple's attraction to the carbon of the tiny universe speeded it through the space-time bubble. It was nowhere as fast as the rayblaster's light beam, but once the grapple passed the absolute horizon, she figured she only had to wait a day or so for the universe to adhere to the grapple. She settled down to wait.
 
   When the moment of contact was imminent, she steered the grapple filament towards one of the princes. She'd chosen the prince with the rayblaster; he had freed her, and she wished to free him in return. But it was more than a sense of parity and fairness; he was the only other prince who had sensed the trap, the only other prince who had not succumbed entirely to the emotional resonator and the holographic projector. He was perhaps the only prince who would, once freed, be able to help her free the rest of the trapped princes. 
 
   Finally, the Hochberg universe bobbed on the end of her filament like a tardigrade fish on a line--and then, still treating the apparatus like a fishing line, she whipped it along towards the blaster-prince's Hochberg universe. This balletic manipulation occurred in extreme slow motion, though once the absolute horizons of the two miniature universes meshed, things began to move faster. The universes jumped towards each other like magnets. Time shifted, sped and slowed then sped again--the blaster-prince was turning, was frozen, then was leaping. He jumped right at her, was knocking her down the trap-door chute and tumbling after. Behind them, an explosion sent a lick of fire down the chute, and the whole tower shuddered.
 
   The girl-prince had enough time while falling to remember what waited at the bottom of the shaft. She was falling head first, and she rather had to; the shaft was too narrow for any sideways falling. Once clear of the shaft, she'd have to angle enough to get her shoulder down first: a good, rolling impact ought to be enough to keep from sinking into the oobleck below. She only hoped the prince behind her would be able to do the same.
 
   The white surface of the pool was coming towards her, and she did manage to get in position for a roll. Her shoulder--her bruised one from the net room--absorbed a great deal of the impact and went immediately numb, in spite of the roll. She forced herself to continue rolling until she got up onto her feet, and then pelted across the chamber. When she reached the safety of the distant staircase, she was amazed that her body had been able to do what she asked. 
 
   She turned to look behind her for the blaster-prince, and he smacked into her again.
 
   This time he didn't manage to tumble her down the stairs. Instead, they landed in a heap, with the top step pressed painfully into her spine and his boot jammed into her neck. 
 
   They disentangled, and spent the next few moments trying various frequencies for communication, and failing--certainly, her suspicions were correct, and the tower jammed all frequencies--in the end, they had to use helmet-to-helmet communication for their first conversation. Through their visors, she finally saw his eyes--a deep and luminous green that shone like lamps from his dark, lustrous skin. 
 
   It was inevitable. She fell in love. Just a little. But that turned out to be enough to last until she got to know him, and like him.
 
   *****
 
   She explained only a little of how she had saved him and how he'd saved her before they retreated from the tower together. Once aboard her voidship, they shared a meal from her supplies, and where once the ship's stores had seemed humble and dull, they were now salted with hunger and the thrill of being alive. The blaster-prince ate well enough, but not with the same desperation as the girl-prince; he had spent only a day of his life traversing the perils of the tower, and only an hour of it in the room at the top.
 
   The blaster-prince had the pierced earlobes of a race that had died off a three generations before; though it broke her heart, the girl-prince showed him this truth in the voidship's databanks. He read the entry of his people's conquest and disappearance several times in silence, before saying, "It is not the outcome I would have wished for, but when a prince embarks on a quest, he dies in the moment of departure. Does he not?"
 
   The girl-prince didn't think so, but then, she was clearly a different sort of prince. She eyed her narrow bed longingly.
 
   "You are tired," the blaster-prince said. "I will sit up here at your console and familiarize myself with the changes in the cosmos that I left behind so many years ago. You rest. And then..." He hesitated.
 
   She yawned. "And then, we will rescue the rest of the princes?"
 
   "Are you asking?"
 
   "I am asking if you will join me. If you do not, I will rescue them alone."
 
   She didn't know him well enough then to know, but the smile he gave her then meant that he had fallen in love with her in turn.
 
   "Yes, I will join you," he said.
 
   "And then we will destroy the tower?"
 
   "Yes," he said. "That, too."
 
   "You don't wish to find out who built the tower, and why?"
 
   He shrugged. "If it was for some purpose beyond the trap it became, it does not matter. Perverted or intact, the tower's purpose will die with it."
 
   "I am glad that you are practical," said the girl-prince, and fell asleep.
 
   When she woke again, they found the remains of the blaster-prince's ship, which was well-equipped to blow a hole in the side of the tower. With the ship's engines, they created a controlled dark plasma field that drew all the Hochberg universes out of the tower, and rescued the princes thereby. Afterwards, they sifted in vain through the oobleck, hoping that some prince was alive in his or her voidsuit at the bottom, but they found only the dead. 
 
   In the end, the remaining princes tore down the tower and destroyed the asteroid that had housed it. The girl-prince and the blaster-prince returned the survivors to their homes, those that still had them, and incinerated the princes who had not survived. 
 
   The girl-prince brought the blaster-prince to her home, where they married. Together they became co-kings, once the girl-prince's parents forgave her for the crime of not waiting to be forbidden to do what she wanted. 
 
   The co-kings and the other living princes erected a monument to the tower's lost. Many came to see this monument, believing it to be a triumphal piece, but left disappointed by the simplicity of the statue and the words inscribed on the pedestal: In memory of the princes we could not save.


 
   
  
 

Currer Bell Comes to America
 
 
   I have to confess: when Dad brought Charlotte Brontë and her sister home, I was actually pretty disappointed.
 
   I mean, it was all over the news--the thing, whatever it was, the event--and even though I didn't even suspect that Dad might be bringing someone home, I was shocked it wasn't someone more... exciting. After all, there was probably some girl in Hawaii in the same situation as me, who had a parent who worked as a Public Affairs Specialist for Customs and Border Protection like me, who was having dinner with Amelia Freaking Earhart tonight. 
 
   Amelia Freaking Earhart! Found out in the Pacific Ocean today! And who do I get? Two tiny women with bad teeth? Seriously, no one--no one at all?-- more exciting showed up in New York today?
 
   "This is my daughter, Taylor," Dad said, putting his hands on my shoulders. "And this is her friend." He hesitated. He'd never been any good at learning my friends' names. "Er, Jessica," he said, relieved to have figured it out. "Girls, this is Miss Charlotte Brontë, and her sister, Miss Anne Brontë."
 
   I stared. Jessica stared. The ladies standing in our foyer stared back.
 
   "Hey," I said.
 
   "Hello," said Jessica.
 
   "How do you do," the little women murmured, and looked at each other.
 
   Man. Little Women. I'd read that at least. Why couldn't have Louisa May Alcott shown up? If we were going to get old writers, anyway, and not, y'know, someone cool.
 
   Of course, to my knowledge, Louisa May Alcott had never been lost at sea. 
 
   "Tay, why don't you and Jess clear out of your room and set up the air mattress for yourselves in the basement for tonight," Dad said, and then he led the Brontës into the kitchen for tea or whatever. I wanted to argue, but whenever I argue, Dad says, "No whining!" and I didn't want Jess to witness that, so I silently went upstairs to pack my jammies and stuff into a backpack.
 
   "Holy crap," Jess whispered on our way up the stairs. She hadn't said anything else since "Hello."
 
   "Holy crap what?" I asked, forcing my voice low so that it wouldn't come out in the angry high pitch Dad was always so accusatory about.
 
   "That was Jane Eyre! Right there, Jane Freaking Eyre." 
 
   "I thought that was Charlotte and whoever Brontë."
 
   "Anne. But it was Charlotte who wrote Jane Eyre, and it was basically about her life. She was a governess, and Jane Eyre was a governess, and Charlotte was in love with her cranky, ugly teacher, and Jane was in love with her cranky, ugly employer--"
 
   "Ohhhhh-kay." I shrugged. In love with ugly teachers? Gross.
 
   "--and he tries to marry her, only he's already married and his wife is locked up in the attic--"
 
   I had my back to Jess at this point, because I was folding my underwear and I don't feel comfortable folding my underwear in front of anyone, so I thought it would be okay to roll my eyes a little. She was being really annoying. But I forgot about the mirror on my dresser right there, so Jess saw the eyeroll, and stopped talking about Charlotte Brontë. 
 
   "You know, you could read a book once in a while, Taylor," she said. I think she meant it snide, but it came out defensive.
 
   "I read!" I pointed to my shelf. "I've read everything on that shelf." There were almost twenty books there. Like Ramona the Pest, which I'd had forever, and the aforementioned Little Women. And Twilight, of course.
 
   Now Jess rolled her eyes, which was totally uncalled for.
 
   Together we stomped all the way down the stairs to the basement, all pissy with each other, and completely forgot to bring down my iPod dock and speakers and sketchbook and all kinds of stuff.
 
   I slumped down in front of the tiny little basement TV and turned it on. Jess stood nearby for a moment, because the TV turned right on to the news story about the thing, the event. Dad watched the news when he used the treadmill, and I always had to switch to good TV when I came down here. 
 
   "All across the world today, the lost came home," the announcer on the 24-hour news channel said just before I flipped over to the Disney channel.
 
   "Geez, Taylor," Jessica said. "The whole world is crazy right now, and you want to watch Bizaardvark." She turned around and went upstairs.
 
   *****
 
   I watched the whole episode with my arms crossed and my eyebrows needled together, stewing and forgetting to actually watch the episode, thinking about how annoying Jessica was. It's not like I wanted to watch Bizaardvark. It's just that it's the only thing on this time of day, and I've seen all the episodes, and they don't surprise me. I know I'm probably a little too old for them.
 
   During the episode, the ceiling creaked from where Dad and Jessica and the Brontës were walking on our kitchen floor. I could hear muffled voices--light, almost refined voices from the Brontë people, and Dad's tenor, and occasionally, Jessica's squeeing. I knew she was a reader, but I didn't think she read that much or if she did, not y'know, old books, so her excitement was kind of weird. It was like she'd showed me a secret second head she'd been growing for the last two years, and what's more, she thought I was lame for not helping the second head pick out hairstyles.
 
   I slumped down in my bean bag, feeling lonely. But even though I thought that maybe Jane Eyre sounded like it might be a little bit interesting, I didn't want to go upstairs and give Jess--or my dad--the satisfaction.
 
   So I flipped back to the news, just for a moment. Maybe I should get more informed about what was going on with the event. Even if I wasn't going upstairs.
 
   A segment on Amelia Earhart was already running. They were playing her first known transmission in 80 years, which was apparently identical to her last one back in 1937. "We are on the line 157 337. We will repeat this message. We will repeat this on 6210 kilocycles. Wait." It was creepy. They played it over still shots of her airplane sitting on this flat little island of grass and sand. I wondered why she'd ever wanted to go to that island, anyway.
 
   Some random fishing boat heard the message, and also heard her next messages, after she and Fred Noonan landed on Howland Island and found the place deserted. The random fishing boat picked them up and gave them to the U.S. Navy, who in turn, gave them to Hawaii, and that's pretty much how Amelia Earhart came back to the world, not aged a day. Crowds in Honolulu cheered, and Amelia Earhart got a parade.
 
   "The worldwide event," the newscaster said, "has been greeted with shock and amazement. People literally cannot believe this is happening. In France, bandleader Glenn Miller finally arrived in Paris; and Antoine de Saint Exupéry--" she stumbled a little over his name "--author of The Little Prince, receives a hero's welcome. Both Miller and Saint Exupéry's planes were believed to have been shot down during World War II." 
 
   The Little Prince. Another writer. I looked up at the ceiling. The creaking had stopped. I heard taps running--in my bathroom, in the half bath downstairs. I turned back to the TV.
 
   "--and out of the Bermuda Triangle, where Christopher Columbus himself noted odd compass bearings and 'strange dancing lights on the horizon,' dozens of ships, boats and aircraft have finally reached their destinations--"
 
   My stomach growled. I crossed my arms tighter, trying to quell it.
 
   "--and in New York, The White Bird completed the longest transatlantic flight, taking 90 years, 227 days and sixteen hours. They set out from Paris on May 8, 1927, attempting be the first plane to fly across the Atlantic Ocean. The crew of the French biplane, Charles Nungesser and François Coli, are now the only surviving World War I veterans."
 
   I was just about to suck it up, go upstairs, and ask Dad about dinner, when the doorbell rang. I ran up to peer into the foyer through the catflap, and it was Kelly, one of Dad's coworkers, holding a bunch of take-out bags with logos of eight different restaurants on them. Dad was just letting her in, taking a few of the bags from her, and giving her a kiss. But not on the cheek.
 
   On the lips.
 
   What?
 
   I scuttled back down the stairs and pulled my cellphone out of my pocket and dialed Mom.
 
   "Taylor?" 
 
   "Mom!" I hissed. "Mom, I think Dad is finally dating someone!"
 
   "Get out of town!"
 
   "Yeah!"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Kelly, uhm, I forget her last name, the one who works with Dad. She just came over with a bunch of take-out, and I thought maybe it was a work thing because of the Brontë sisters, but I think it's not!"
 
   Silence. I wondered if Mom--in spite of being happily remarried for two years now--wasn't taking the news very well. Then, "Taylor, did your Dad get to meet the Brontë sisters?" 
 
   "Yeah. They're staying here."
 
   "Taylor!" Mom squeaked. "Taylor, why are you talking to me? Go talk to them! Ask them about Emily. Oh my god, Wuthering Heights!"
 
   "Ma-ahm," I started.
 
   "No whining, Taylor!"
 
   "Dad kicked me out of my room for them!"
 
   "Charlotte and Anne Brontë are going to sleep in your room?" She sounded way too excited about this. "Taylor, do you have any idea how lucky you are? Hang up the phone right now, miss, and soak in this cultural moment. I love you, and I will talk to you later!" And beep, she was gone.
 
   "Taylor?" Dad's voice called down the stairs. "Dinner's ready."
 
   *****
 
   Dinner was in the formal dining room, using the china that Mom and Dad got for their wedding. Mom gave it to Dad when they divorced because Dad's grandparents had given him the china cabinet, and she would have felt bad about taking that. We'd never used it except for the Christmas when Grandma flew in from Phoenix.
 
   Kelly and Dad had set out the eight different kinds of take-out in serving bowls so it didn't really look like take-out. There were thick-cut French fries and baked potatoes and mashed potatoes, each from three different restaurants. There was also steak, chicken marsala, manicotti, roast beef, Cornish game hens, and fried fish... Some of the food was from the organic grocery store, some from the Authentic English Pub down the street, some from fancy places that I'd only heard of. I stared across the bounty on the table at Jessica, who was folding napkins. Cloth napkins. I didn't know Dad owned cloth napkins. 
 
   Jessica finished folding and came over to me with a little smile. "I'm glad you came up," she whispered. "Don't be mad."
 
   I sighed. Jessica had been my best friend all year. We'd made it through seventh grade together. I couldn't really be mad. I wasn't really mad. Just annoyed. And already over it.
 
   "What's with all the food?" I whispered.
 
   "Kelly says she doesn't know what they would like. They haven't had much to eat since they got here... I guess regular food is really gross to them."
 
   Dad came in with Charlotte Brontë holding onto his arm. They looked kind of funny, for she was very tiny but had big poofy skirts, and seemed like a doll next to my dad, who used to play college football. Anne and Kelly came in together after that. There was a to-do while Dad seated everyone--me next to Charlotte, Jessica next to Anne, Kelly and Dad at the head and the foot of the table.
 
   Then, something even weirder than eating dinner in the dining room happened--Dad said grace. I stared at my folded hands, and waited for it to be over. Heavenly Fathers? Thankful for this bounty? Where had he learned that stuff?
 
   When we all said "Amen" and looked up, Charlotte Brontë was watching me. She had clear hazel eyes, and she was looking at me. Had she seen I had my eyes open during the prayer? If so, why weren't hers closed?
 
   I concentrated on passing around the three kinds of potatoes, making sure to snag at least two kinds for myself.
 
   "So, Miss Brontë," I said. "My mom says I should ask you about Emily and Wuthering Heights."
 
   There was a moment of dead silence, and then Kelly dropped one of the serving spoons onto the floor. Jessica and Kelly both looked horrified. At least Dad didn't look like he cared what I'd asked. In fact, he looked a little confused at everyone else's reaction.
 
   The prettier Brontë said, "She was our sister, and we loved her very much. She, and our brother, and our father, all passed away this year."
 
   Charlotte said, "Not this year, dearest."
 
   I blushed. I couldn't believe Mom had told me to ask about their dead sister. Of course, if you thought about it, even if their sister had been alive when they disappeared, they would be dealing with everyone they knew being dead right now. Which actually made Mom's suggestion even worse, didn't it?
 
   "Sorry," I mumbled, and filled my mouth with fried potatoes. 
 
   The conversation was actually very difficult. Neither of the women wanted to talk that much, and it seemed like Dad and Kelly were working very hard not to scare them too much. Anne occasionally asked what had gone on in the world between 1849--the year they disappeared--and now, and Dad skipped over a whole bunch of wars and stuff. Kelly went on a while about women's rights--suffrage, and liberation, and equal work for equal pay, and at one point, she mentioned the birth control pill, and Jessica and I started squirming. I didn't know Kelly very well, but I kept shooting her mental messages: Don't talk about tampons! And she didn't, so maybe my mental messages worked.
 
   Charlotte and Anne were excited about voting, it turns out, though maybe excited makes it sounds like they jumped out of their chairs and started singing that song about suffragettes from Mary Poppins. But instead they just smiled a little wider, showing their bad teeth, and sat up a little straighter.
 
   Anyway, women's liberation, all the way up to Hillary Clinton, got us through the meal.
 
   After dinner, Dad put me on dish duty--which took forever, because like I'd said, we used almost all the china, which couldn't be put in the dishwasher, and because all of the food had to be boxed back up and stowed in the fridge. In the meantime, Dad assigned Jessica to entertaining the Brontës, because I guess he felt she could be trusted, while Kelly went off to get all the movies that had been made of the Brontë books.
 
   Dad came in to help me finish up with the dishes. "Sorry, Dad," I said.
 
   "What for, kiddo?" he asked, which meant his mind wasn't on me at all, because he only called me kiddo when he forgot how much I hated it.
 
   "Sorry about the Emily thing, and being such a poop about you bringing home the Brontës."
 
   "I know you don't want to share your room--"
 
   "Dad! That's not it. I just--well, they aren't exactly Amelia Earhart."
 
   Dad just looked at me for a moment. Then he said, "I could have brought home someone from their ship that you never even heard of. How would you feel then?"
 
   "That I've never even heard of--?"
 
   "There were a hundred and thirty-six people on their steamer traveling to America--and none of them wrote any books your best friend likes, or that got made into movies."
 
   Oh. He was saying, he could've brought home completely random people from 1849. "I see your point," I said. 
 
   "Maybe you'd have had lower expectations from that, and you'd have learned more," Dad said.
 
   I thought about the calm, sad way Anne explained how Emily was dead. I said, "Dad, they're real people, not educational exhibits!"
 
   Dad looked annoyed, in that way that means I'm right about something he doesn't want me to be right about. But he just finished putting everything away and started dishing out bowls full of rocky road ice cream, and told me to take them to the Brontë sisters.
 
   When Kelly came back, we decided to watch the shortest DVD she brought, which was a version of Jane Eyre. Charlotte and Anne were very agitated about the movie, even though we explained to them pretty thoroughly about moving pictures and film and stuff--I mean, they understood it wasn't magic or anything, and that there weren't tiny people in the box. There were photographs in the world when the Brontës disappeared--not a lot of them, but they existed. Or so they assured us. Plus, their brother had been a portrait painter. It wasn't that hard to understand a machine that could capture images.
 
   In any case, no, it wasn't the moving pictures that freaked the women out; it wasn't even Charlotte's words being spoken on the screen that freaked them out (though she kept muttering about the filmmakers "taking liberties"). It was the kissing!
 
   They begged us to turn it off, and then Kelly had to explain the other parts of women's liberation to them: namely, how it wasn't always married women who wanted to have birth control just to limit family sizes and not always be chained to motherhood or whatever it was that Charlotte said. 
 
   And that's when Dad shooed me and Jess off to the basement. Grown up talk, he said. Like Jess and I hadn't been taking health classes since the fourth grade.
 
   *****
 
   In the morning, Dad had to drive the Brontës back to the city, in part to let them hang out with the other people from 1849 to better process their culture shock, and in part because there were Important People who wanted to meet them. Like, the President's wife.
 
   Jess and I got up and ate scrambled eggs and toast with everyone, and then when they were gone, we watched the rest of Jane Eyre, and then a much longer DVD, a miniseries from one of Anne's book, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. By then it was way past noon, and Jess's mom was texting her nonstop with "Aren't you ready to come home already, especially if the Brontës are gone?"
 
   While we waited for Jessica's mom to come get her, I flipped through the channels, looking for more news on the event, but since no one could explain why it had happened, they were still focused on what had happened. Two hundred ships and seventy planes--no! Three-hundred-and-fifty ships, and two hundred planes! No one knew how many lost ships and planes! But some number had come home, and basically, more than half the major, mysterious disappearances in the world were solved. Even some lost balloonists had come home. And some Aleut kayakers lost a thousand years ago. And a Viking longboat. People that no one even realized were missing, or that no one remembered were missing, anyway, were showing up all around the world.
 
   Geez. Dad could have brought home a Viking! That probably would have been even more educational than the Brontës.
 
   The doorbell rang, and Jess and I thundered into the foyer. Jess's mom was standing outside, her eyes practically glowing. "Well?" she asked us. "What were they like?"
 
   "Kinda confused," Jess said. "But really nice."
 
   Jess's mom hugged herself a little. She taught English at Emerald Center Community College. "If only Jane Austen had been lost at sea," she said dreamily. "Then, maybe… well, anyway. Charlotte and Anne Brontë will certainly do! I can't wait to see what they write. If they write."
 
   "Why wouldn't they write?" I asked. I remembered that the guy who'd written The Little Prince had shown up. I'd liked the movie. Maybe he'd write more books, and they'd make more movies.
 
   Jess's mom looked confused. "Don't you think you might be a little… well, don't you think you might not want to do what you used to do, if you came a hundred and fifty-some years into the future, quite suddenly one day?"
 
   "A hundred and fifty years from now, we'll probably have cell phones implanted in our heads," I said. "And text by typing on our teeth with our tongues." I darted my tongue over my incisors thoughtfully. It seemed awkward, yet… "I kind of like the idea!"
 
   "Yes, but," Jess's mom said, "even if you got the cell phone put into your head, and learned how to type with your tongue, who would you text?"
 
   "I'd have to make new friends," I said, trying to figure out if a QWERTY keyboard could work in your mouth. Twenty-six letters and thirty-some teeth. Wait. How many teeth did I have? I started counting them with my tongue.
 
   "And when you tried to explain to your new friends that you missed, oh, let's say, eating meat? And they thought you were a barbarian, because in the future, everyone's a vegetarian?"
 
   "I see your point," I said, though I'd lost what she was talking about. I had twenty-eight teeth. Twenty-six for letters, and one tooth for a shift key, and one for a function key to get you over to punctuation or numbers or whatever.
 
   "Still, I hope they write something more. Charlotte could finish Shirley at least. Anyway. Tell your father thank you for having Jessica over last night. Was it the experience of a lifetime, Jess?"
 
   "Sure, Mom," Jessica said. She turned to me. "Thanks, Tay. See you Monday."
 
   I bummed around the house alone for half an hour, thought about sketching, didn't, texted Mom, texted Dad. Dad said he'd be home by three, and then we had to go to the hospital.
 
   What for? I texted back.
 
   We need TB tests. I spent some time looking that up on the internet. "Deadly infectious disease--?" That caught the eye. I read about tuberculosis for a bit, then searched the Brontës, and there it was: it was believed that Emily Brontë and her father died of tuberculosis. It was also believed that because everyone in their family died in 1848, the remaining Brontë sisters had felt free to take up their publisher's offer to go on a tour of America. Without their dad, who had free housing from his job, they didn't have any place to live, a tour paid for by their publishers seemed just the ticket. And then of course, their boat never arrived in New York, and people were calling the family the Cursed Brontës, and people went crazy for their books, like people do when a lot of geniuses die at once, or at a young age. Or both.
 
   Then Dad texted he'd be back more like six o'clock, and the TB test could wait tomorrow. Only because I'd done the research was I not worried that my lungs might implode overnight. Not… entirely worried, anyway.
 
   I decided to ride my bike down to the library. I wiped out the whole Brontë section: Agnes Grey, Jane Eyre, The Professor, Wuthering Heights, and two different versions of Shirley (each one started by Charlotte and finished by a different author I'd never heard of).
 
   I biked back home and started reading Jane Eyre, trying not to cough. The tickle in my lungs--that had to be in my head, right? You couldn't catch tuberculosis and then start dying of it in one day.
 
   I was hooked on Jane Eyre right away. Maybe seeing the movie first helped. Maybe learning how to skim the boring parts when I was forced to read Oliver Twist in school helped more. I don't know. But pretty soon, Mr. Rochester's bed was on fire, and Jane was rescuing him in the middle of the night. 
 
   I thought about Charlotte Brontë being totally super-horrified when we got to this part in the movie, where Jane and Rochester stand really close together and tremble and Jane is in her night-gown. I still wasn't sure why this freaked Charlotte out--I mean, she knew what she was writing when she wrote it, didn't she? But still. Maybe it's different, for writers, to see something in their heads and then to see it pulled out and put on a screen. 
 
   Also, the version of the book I'd checked out had this silly long introduction that I skimmed over, but the person who wrote it talked about how people thought the book was really crude and stuff when it first came out, and thought Charlotte Brontë was basically a slut or something. Which was so ridiculous, if you ever met her. 
 
   I heard the front door open and rocketed into the foyer to ask my dad why I needed a TB test, and hadn't he thought about that before he brought people from 1849 home--? But it wasn't just Dad, it was Dad and Kelly and Charlotte and Anne. They all looked exhausted, and I knew better than to start whining right then and there, even though I was going to have to sleep on the air mattress in the basement again.
 
   I helped Dad nuke the leftovers from the night before, and we all had dinner again--much more subdued than the night before, and the night before hadn't exactly been a party. Kelly kept the conversation going for a while, talking about the advances in medicine since the Brontës left the world, even though Anne nodded like she already understood most of this, until I said, "Miss Brontë, ma'am, Miss Charlotte I mean, not Miss Anne, will you finish Shirley?"
 
   Charlotte took her glasses off and rubbed her eyes. "It's already finished," she said. "I finished it on the ship, and have it in my bag. It's probably the only way we'll make enough money to live, with our copyrights expired."
 
   "I know at least one person who'll buy it," I said, meaning to sound encouraging. I was thinking of Jess's mom.
 
   Charlotte smiled at me. Slowly, she began to talk about finishing the book, and drawing Anne out to talk about the book she was working on as well; and that's when they revealed that they had not been known in their time as the Brontës at all. "We had male pseudonyms," Charlotte explained. "I was Currer Bell, and Anne was Acton Bell. But those names are long abandoned, I have discerned."
 
   "It was an open secret by the time we departed Haworth," Anne said. She was looking out the dining room window, at the streetlamps shining through the trees. "I only wish," she said, "that Emily might have come with us on the Richmond. That she could have come through the storm, to the other side of the ocean with us, and been healed of her illness, as I will be." 
 
   I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. She was talking about tuberculosis. I breathed deep, checking if my lungs were already shredding into bloody pulp. I guessed they weren't.
 
   Charlotte grasped her sister's hand, but said nothing to her. She only smiled at me, and Dad, and Kelly. "There have been many shocks in coming here," she said. "Certainly, some have been happy. The shock of learning that Anne will likely live for many years yet--! For both of us--the shock of how much love and appreciation for our works has lasted through the decades… That has been difficult to comprehend, but joyous to experience. But that very love makes us keenly feel the loss of our sister, as well."
 
   After dinner, while Dad and I were cleaning up the kitchen again, I gave him a big hug. He hugged me back tight, and asked, "What's going on, kiddo? You aren't worried about the TB test, are you? It's just routine, when you've been around someone infected. You'll be fine. I'll be fine."
 
   "I know that. I looked it up on the internet." I neglected to tell him about my breathing tests at dinner.
 
   "And I promise, you'll get your bed back tomorrow night. The Brontës were supposed to go to a nice hotel in the city, but they asked to come back with me. They… well, I couldn't very well refuse, could I?"
 
   I shrugged. I didn't mind the Brontës, not really. I figured, when I was older, I was really going to appreciate what Dad had done, even if I couldn't figure out how to fully appreciate it now. Maybe. But I did have a question about-- "So, are you dating Kelly?" I asked.
 
   Dad stammered out some words: "colleagues" and "respect" and "timing." I took that to mean he was dating her, but it was supposed to be a secret or something. I gave up trying to get a straight answer out of him and went into the living room, where Kelly was loading Pride and Prejudice into the DVD player. I was confused. I didn't think either Anne or Charlotte had written Pride and Prejudice--but I didn't say anything. 
 
   Fortunately, Dad came in and asked the dumb question for me. "I didn't think either of you wrote this book," he said, when the title flashed on the screen over the tinkling piano music.
 
   "Neither of us did," Anne said. "It was written by Miss Austen. I found the book very agreeable--"
 
   "When did you read any of Miss Austen's works?" Charlotte interrupted, her forehead puckered with confusion.
 
   "At Thorpe Green. Three of Austen's books were in the library there. I read them all. They're delightful."
 
   Charlotte crossed her arms and sniffed. "I heard the books are crude."
 
   Anne, facing away from her sister slightly, actually rolled her eyes. I bit back a giggle.
 
   We watched the movie, and when the kissing parts came on, neither of the sisters freaked out, which I thought was progress. After the movie was over, Dad sent me upstairs to brush my teeth and wash my face. The sisters murmured quietly to themselves for a time downstairs, before bidding Dad and Kelly good night and coming up to my bedroom.
 
   I stopped in the door of my room on the way down to the basement. "Thanks for staying with us," I said awkwardly. "It's really been educational."
 
   Charlotte blinked like she could barely see me, from where she fluffed my pillows at the head of the bed, and said nothing. 
 
   Anne smiled prettily at me. "It has been an education for us as well. It will be strange, living in this world, but…" She blinked rapidly, and I realized there were tears in her eyes. "Living is in every way superior to the alternative."
 
   I nodded solemnly. 
 
   Charlotte pulled back my flowered curtains and stared out the window. I had turned to go, when she spoke my name. "Taylor," she said, then laughed a little. "Taylor was the surname of a dear friend of ours who emigrated to New Zealand. Taylor, thank you for sharing your room. I think, in the coming weeks, we may come to miss this pleasant place very much. It helps, a little, to have traveled some, before all of this; but even Brussels is as nothing to your big city--or even this small suburb--now." She over-pronounced "suburb" like it was a new word. "It has helped, to have someone share their home."
 
   I smiled crookedly at her. "No problem, Miss Brontë."
 
   "If we write to you, Taylor, will you write us back?"
 
   "Absolutely," I said. "Here, I'll write down my email address." This devolved into a discussion of email, the internet, and a whole host of topics that they were probably not actually ready to learn about.
 
   I said good night, and was on my way out the door when I remembered my sketchbook. I paused, wondering if I should bother them to get it, or--nah. I didn't need to sketch. I probably wouldn't if I got it anyway. I often wanted to sketch more often than I actually did sketch.
 
   Charlotte noticed my hesitation, however. "What is it, Taylor?"
 
   "Oh--nothing--" but my eye was on the spiral bound sketchbook on my desk.
 
   "Oh, do you draw, Taylor?"
 
   It would be hard to deny, with the words SKETCH UNIVERSAL and a photograph of a pencil drawing on the cover. "A little," I said.
 
   "Me, too," Charlotte said. 
 
   "Oh!" I said. "Just like Jane Eyre?"
I could see that set her teeth on edge just a little, but Anne rescued the situation. "There is a little bit of us in our characters, just as there is a little bit of the artist in all her drawings; however, you would never confuse the drawing with the artist, would you, Taylor?"
I blinked. "Of course not."
 
   Anne turned to Charlotte. "See?" she said, and started coughing. 
 
   I backed away a bit because I really was just that worried about tuberculosis, but Charlotte just said, "Oh, yes, time for your medicine," and went over to my desk, where she opened a small bag and took out a number of prescription pill bottles and a bottle of syrup. She fumbled with the child-proof caps, and I had to help her with them.
 
   "'Child-proof,'" she said in disgust.
 
   I kind of laughed, and showed her how to use the other side of the cap so it wasn't child-proof. 
 
   I gathered up my sketchbook while Charlotte gave Anne some pills and helped her with a nebulizer, and was trying to sneak politely out the door to give them some privacy when Charlotte stopped me.
 
   "It's nice to see that all of this--" she pointed around at my ceiling fan, my computer, and my television, "--doesn't mean the death of that." She pointed at the sketchbook I tucked under my arm. 
 
   "Why--why would it?" I asked, a little bit surprised. Everyone knew that my time was better than her time. "I mean, we have more time to be creative now than we did in 1849. I don't have to, um, feed chickens or whatever." Even though I couldn't think of the last time I had actually opened my sketchbook, instead of just carrying it around with the best of intentions.
 
   Charlotte looked confused. Anne laughed into her nebulizer. "We had servants to feed the chickens," Charlotte said.
 
   "Well, sure. But. I mean… Well, I guess I don't know what I mean."
 
   "I understand you, I think," Charlotte said. "You go much faster. I have ridden in your private automobiles, which are far more convenient than either carriages or trains. Tonight, when your father reheated food, in the microwave! Your email you mentioned. These things give you more time in some manner, but perhaps it is only the illusion of time? Making things happen faster doesn't give anyone more time."
 
   "I, uh." I stared around the room, not sure of how to answer any of this, and noticed the large pills Anne was going to have to take. "Let me get you a glass of water." I scurried into my bathroom, filled a paper cup with water, and brought it back.
 
   Charlotte still wanted to talk--she spoke as though she hadn't really quit, and almost as if she were addressing herself. "And, both of these evenings we have spent with you, with the television--they flew by because the television was so busy showing things that other people had imagined, and I scarcely had a moment to imagine anything for myself."
 
   Anne was nodding, and accepted her pills and water.
 
   "Well, goodnight," I said, and bobbed a weird little curtsy--doubly weird because I think I only ever curtsied for pretend when we used to play princesses at recess.
 
   In the basement, on the news channels, they had stopped talking about the event and were talking about something a senator had done. 
 
   I switched over to some other station, where they were talking about the event, with more in-depth analysis, I guess. They showed Amelia Earhart and her co-pilot guy, waving and smiling and looking shocked at an airport in Los Angeles. They showed the Viking people, who I guess weren't Viking raiders but rather a bunch of families that had been on the way to Iceland from Greenland, so actually, having Vikings for a visit might have been boring--plus, they didn't exactly speak English. And then I saw Dad! Guiding Charlotte and Anne into a room where they shook hands with the First Lady! I bounced on my couch a little bit, then ran upstairs, intending to shout, "Dad, I saw you on TV!"
 
   Only, when I bounced into the living room, Dad and Kelly were making out on the couch. They didn't even notice me there, so I turned around as quickly as possible and went back to the basement.
 
   A couple years ago, I probably would have sat there and stewed about the ew-gross-ickiness of the whole thing, but that was before I had to deal with Mom getting married, so I knew resignation was the best policy. And it was good for Dad to have a girlfriend. It showed he was moving on. 
 
   I turned off the TV about the event. I glanced at Jane Eyre, lying face down on the air mattress beside me, but I'd just seen the movie, so I knew what happened next. You really wouldn't expect a book so big and so full of drama to come out of a stiff little lady like Charlotte. Or maybe you would. Mom always says, "You have to watch the quiet ones. Because you can't hear them coming."
 
   I opened my sketchbook instead. When was the last time I'd really drawn something, instead of just thinking I should draw something? The most time I'd spent drawing this month had been doodling horses in the margins of my algebra notebook. 
 
   I thought about the weird paintings Jane Eyre described that she'd made, the ones Rochester hadn't believed she'd made without help. I wondered… I pulled over my copy of the book, and read about a painting of a stormy sea, a sinking ship, and a dead woman's hand emerging from the water. 
 
   Even better, a bird had plucked the bracelet from her wrist and carried it in its beak while it watched the ship sink.
 
   Totally creepy.
 
   I couldn't wait to draw it. 
 
   I set my pencil tip on the paper and began.
 
   
  
 



Rampion in the Belltower
 
 
   On the third day of the plague, no priests emerged from hiding to perform mass consecration and burial, as they had on the previous mornings. The hot sun rose to silence, and silence reigned in the square below, while corpses rotted and pools of blood dried. 
 
   In the shadows, the plague-dead slept.
 
   "I wish I could ring a peal," Rampion said, standing beside her grandfather in the lunette window's tall arch. It was not the first time she had said this since sealing the brass doors of the campanile.
 
   "Perhaps tomorrow, Rampion," the grandfather lied.
 
   "Perhaps, Grandpa," she said, answering lie with lie. Neither of them would ring the bells again. The water was gone, finished that very morning.
 
   "Take me to the western parapet, Ramp," the grandfather said, not adding, "While you can still carry me."
 
   They sat quietly in the shade of the belltower, staring up at the cloudless sky and the wheeling birds until the sun topped the campanile and bathed them with hot, candescent light. 
 
   "I wish it would rain," Rampion said, her voice as high and fragile as a child's. She fanned herself with one hand, and held her heavy hair off her neck with the other. She did not look like a child anymore, but rather like a revenant of her mother. Rampion, inheritor of her mother's dark hair and dark eyes, showed no sign of inheriting her mother's dark arts. Once, the grandfather had prayed that she would not turn to witchery and abandon his belltower. But that was before the plague. Now he wished for many things he had prayed against before.
 
   "I wish you had gone with Simen," he said.
 
   "No. You don't."
 
   "You wouldn't have had to marry him."
 
   She laughed. "Not marry him? When brave, strong Simen rescued me from the blood death, would I have been allowed to be so ungrateful? His mother would have finished sewing my veil before we passed the city walls." Her gallows humor brought tears to the grandfather's eyes. She squeezed his still-strong hands. "I wish I had wings to fly us away from here," she whispered.
 
   He said, "You should not have stayed for me."
 
   She embraced him quickly, and laughed into his ear. "Grandpa, I stayed for the bells!" He could not hide the comfort this gave him, and she smiled. "And when the prince returns for his mother, you and I will ring the bells together. And he'll know we are here, and ride to our rescue!"
 
   The prince had been far from his capital when the blood-plague descended, and the grandfather did not think the young man would risk himself even for his mother. But he had no wish to dash the girl's dream with his cynicism, not when she had stayed for him.
 
   She moved his chair to the slit lancet window in the clavier room, then went to the eastern parapet to stare for a while at the city gate. The gate never opened, despite her fervent prayers. 
 
   *****
 
   When dusk settled, the smoke of the cooking fires rose once more to the high windows of the tower, and the screams of the eaten began again. The grandfather woke from a nap with his hands dancing across his lap. He had dreamed of beating the batons and making the bells sing.
 
   Rampion left the window where she watched the feasts of the plague-dead, and seated herself on the floor beside her grandfather, resting her damp cheek against his benumbed knee. He stroked her hair until she fell into a troubled sleep, watching over the bonfires that stained the night orange.
 
   Near midnight, a sound from the western parapet froze the grandfather's blood. Please, God--. His prayer stopped there. He did not know how to continue, and he was certain that one of the plague-dead had scaled the tower to devour them. The grandfather's muscles gathered and bunched, but the strength faded away before it came; he had not walked in ten years, but sometimes his legs forgot, just for a moment.
 
   Clack, clack. At the entrance to the parapet, the shape of a tall white bird appeared, standing with one wing extended. A stork.
 
   "Hai!" the grandfather cried, but the bird did not fly away. It strode over to him, staring into his face. Then, like Rampion, and Rampion's mother before her, the bird knelt and rested her cheek against his knee.
 
   "Gothel?" he whispered. He reached out, brushing the bird's crest with his fingertips. She turned dark, bright eyes to him, double-clacking her beak. "Oh, my daughter," he said, his voice breaking.
 
   The bird clacked again. He nodded. "I forgot. Storks are mute." He contemplated her feathered head for a moment, then muttered, "Muteness is very inconvenient in a messenger from beyond the grave."
 
   His daughter flew into the rafters and tucked her head beneath one wing to sleep.
 
   *****
 
   Rampion's gasp woke the grandfather. "Careful, Grandpa! There's a bird in the rafters, waiting to peck out our eyes. I will carry you to the room above, and then shoo it out with the broom!"
 
   The grandfather grinned. "Stay your broom, soldier, and live in peace. Storks bring good luck."
 
   "Luck? The only luck that bird could bring right now is a fine stork dinner. Or an egg dinner, if she's laid any."
 
   "Bite your tongue. We'll do no such thing with the Kind Mother and her Little Stork looking down on us." He raised a finger to the ceiling, referencing the two youngest bells of the carillon, installed when he was still an apprentice bell ringer. 
 
   Rampion subsided, then looked around helplessly. It was the time of day to break their fasts, to go down to the well, to drink tisanes, and she did not seem to know what to do with herself. She went to the wide crescent-topped windows and stared down into the square. All was quiet again. "Perhaps I could run to the well," she began, but almost as she spoke, a raven landed below and plucked at the eyes of a body. From the shadows, one of the plague-dead leaped for the raven, caught it, and devoured the bird, feathers and all. Rampion grimaced and drew away, going to sit beside the grandfather and to lean against his shoulder for comfort.
 
   He patted her head and told her of the great fidelity and devoted parenting of storks, and of the day when the great bulk of the two newest bells were installed in the campanile. Then together they recited the names of the twenty-seven bells of the carillon, first in order of tone and weight, then in order of age, and then, taking turns, each by how much they favored the bells' names. Then they fell silent, both thinking determinedly that they would not discuss their burgeoning thirst.
 
   "I wish it would rain," she said. "If it would rain, I could wash my face." She ran her pointer finger alongside her nose, and inspected the oil collected there.
 
   "If it would rain, there would be no bonfires tonight."
 
   "If it rains, we'd better find a way to collect the water. Else we will not last until the prince arrives."
 
   The grandfather glanced at her. "Rampion..." he began, reluctant to destroy her dreaming hope.
 
   "No. Don't say it. He is coming."
 
   "He's a smart man, a wise man. He won't risk coming until the plague runs its course. If he can come, that is. The plague may've taken the whole country, Ramp, perhaps the whole world, like the pestilences centuries ago. Perhaps--"
 
   "Don't say it," she whispered.
 
   "Perhaps," he continued doggedly, "the prince has caught the plague as well."
 
   "Don't say that!" Rampion said, eyes gleaming. "I cannot afford the water to pay for tears."
 
   "I am sorry, Ramp. I am old and I've seen too much of death lately. And I am so worried for you."
 
   "Gilpin will come." She closed her eyes to hold the water in.
 
   "Prince Gilpin," the grandfather corrected.
 
   "Etiquette! At a time like this."
 
   "It borders on treason to forego the respect due your sovereign."
 
   She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. She looked at him searchingly, then fled to the eastern parapet.
 
   From the rafters, the stork shook herself to life in a flutter of white.
 
   "There's something she's not telling me, Gothel," the grandfather said. The stork flew out to the western parapet. "But that is fair. There is much we are not telling her."
 
   *****
 
   When Rampion returned to the clavier room, the grandfather said, "Ramp, perhaps it is time we shared our secrets."
 
   He startled her, but her voice was steady when she asked, "What do you think I'm keeping secret?"
 
   He took a breath and asked. "What lies between you and the prince?"
 
   She said, blushing in a way that belied her answer, "There's nothing! I've only ever seen him on the quarter-days, when he comes to pay your stipend and inspect the bells."
 
   "Have you ever been alone with him?"
 
   "No," she said, and again her voice did not waver. "Well, not more than the time it takes to greet him at the bottom of the stairs and climb here with him. Or, did you think all the times we arrived out of breath meant something sinister?"
 
   He laughed, and her eyes narrowed. "Don't worry," she said. "I've kept myself chaste, and now I will die chaste. But you'll forgive me if I do not, right now, see the value in it."
 
   He laughed again, but said immediately, "Forgive me. You have learned to speak the unvarnished truth. It puts me in mind of your grandmother."
 
   "Hmph." It was not like him to laugh at her; usually he listened to anything she said with respect. It worried her, and she wondered what changed him more, starvation or witnessing the horrors of the blood-death. "So," she said. "You thought I was the prince's mistress, did you?"
 
   "You would not be the first young girl of the city to be seduced by a prince. The prince's grandfather had a hundred by-blows."
 
   She shook her head. "It cannot be easy to raise a royal bastard. It would never be my choice. And I would never leave the campanile. Not for Simen the Butcher, not for Gilpin the Prince." She spoke fiercely, but her eyes were moist. "There's nothing, Grandpa. Just a lot of wishing on my part. He is so kind; when I go down to let him into the tower, we talk for a moment before climbing up. He seems to be interested in what I have to say."
 
   "About the bells?"
 
   "About the bells, your health, what I hear at the well, the places I saw when I traveled with Mother and Father." 
 
   "So you remember somewhat about your father, then?"
 
   This startled her, for they never spoke of her father. "I remember somewhat, yes. I remember his eyes were narrow like mine, and dark. And I remember his voice, and the way he made Mother laugh. I remember the steppes where we lived, and how he loved them, and the ki-yee cries of the sakret falcons he called to him." She stopped abruptly when the stork entered from the west parapet. "Our visitor returns."
 
   "Leave her be, Ramp."
 
   She stared at the bird a moment, half-convinced the bird was here to see her, then looked away. "I'll try not to mind. Now, it is time for you to divulge your secret."
 
   To Rampion's surprise, the stork stepped towards her grandfather, staring at him like he was a fish it wished to catch. Her grandfather appeared frozen, staring back at the bird. "Come now," Rampion said. "I told you truth so sharp it cut me as it left my mouth."
 
   Her grandfather looked away from the bird and shook himself. "Have you ever..." He began, and the stork drew closer, her body drawn up tight as though getting ready to peck him. He said quickly, "I believe this stork is your mother, sent from Heaven to be with us in this trying time."
 
   The stork flew into the rafters. Rampion looked from her grandfather to the stork, who clack-clacked at her once before tucking her head under a wing to rest. She turned back to the old man, took up the edge of her sleeve to wipe the sweat gently from his face, and said, "I do not think you have slept in many days."
 
   "I've napped, here and there."
 
   "Tonight, I'm putting you on your pallet again. You must sleep."
 
   He shook his head, but asked instead, "How many days since the water ran out?"
 
   "Yesterday morning. Do you not remember?"
 
   "Two mornings more, then," he murmured, and her heart paused.
 
   "Are we going to die then?" she asked in a tiny voice.
 
   He turned his fierce light eyes on her, cupped her cheek in his tough old hand, and said, "You've been a good apprentice to me, sweetheart. And I have been a selfish old man. I never meant to trap you in this tower. Your mother..." He looked to the rafters.
 
   "My mother is not a stork," Rampion said fiercely.
 
   "Peace, Ramp. Peace. Before she died, she told me..."
 
   "Told you what?"
 
   "Never mind," he said. "I think, perhaps I could nap for a bit."
 
   She moved him to the pallet, and he slept within moments. 
 
   She went to the eastern parapet and stared for a long time at the city gate. 
 
   She knew what her mother had told him. 
 
   She was a witch, just like her mother. Just like her father, too. She was a witch, to be harrowed and hunted. The promise of a life of peace in the belltower was a beautiful lie, shattered not by the plague alone, but also by what she was at her core. Witch. Enchantress. Sorceress. Devil's consort.
 
   She knelt on the stone of the parapet, hands clasped, and prayed. She prayed for a cool breeze, for water, for an end to the plague, for the arrival of Gilpin, for her own soul. Only when she slid prostrate to the flagstones did her mind quiet. For a moment, in the space between waking dread and sleeping peace, she thought she felt the prince's gentle hands on her waist and his loving voice in her ear. Even as she slept, she knew it was a dream.
 
   *****
 
   Morning bled into hot day, day bled into mad night, and night bled onto the cobbles of the square. The grandfather watched from the lunette, while Rampion's thirst cries pierced the night, louder to her grandfather than the cries of the plague-dead in the square. 
 
   The next night, the grandfather gave in. He let Rampion lay him on his pallet while she still had enough strength to move him. He told her he did not expect to get back up. But when he woke to early morning darkness, he was clear-eyed and clear-minded. The white shape of the stork perched in the rafters above. The noise from the square seemed less. He thought, "Perhaps the plague will run itself out before we die of thirst." But then, perhaps the bells would turn themselves upside down and magically fill with water. There were many opportunities for miracles in the world, and none of them likely.
 
   "Water," came Rampion's moan from the bell room above. "Water!"
 
   "She cries in her sleep," the grandfather said to the stork, who glided on noiseless wings to the narrow stairs leading to Rampion's little room. Gothel looked back and rapped her beak on the stones of the stairs. Clack, clack. 
 
   "Water..."
 
   "Rampion!" The grandfather called. "Awaken, dear heart!"
 
   Clack, clack, clack. Then the insistent rapping of beak against stone again.
 
   "You wake her," the grandfather said. "Your legs work."
 
   Clack.
 
   The old man groaned and rolled off the pallet onto his stomach. Using elbows and hands, he pulled himself across the floor to the stork, stopping several times to pant and curse, head throbbing. The clavier room had for the many years of his confinement seemed small and cramped, but was now immense.
 
   He seemed to fall into a dark well for a moment; when he returned to the world, the darkness outside the windows had turned bright gray. Above, Rampion still cried for water in her sleep.
 
   He hauled himself up the stairs, step by painful step. The journey took forever, and yet it took no time. When he reached Rampion's pallet, he barely had the strength to reach for her. She sat bolt upright at his touch, screaming.
 
   "Ramp," he cried, trying to push himself up, and failing. She stopped screaming, shook herself hard, and even went so far as to slap herself on the cheek. 
 
   "Grandpa?"
 
   "You had a nightmare."
 
   "Every night for a week," she said with asperity.
 
   "This seemed worse."
 
   She smacked her lips. "I'm so thirsty," she whimpered.
 
   "I know." He pushed over onto his back and lay gasping, staring up at the bells. He had not seen them in many a year, not since his legs had failed and he had made the clavier room his home.
 
   "Play the carillon," he said at last.
 
   "What? No. They'll know we're up here."
 
   "Your father came to me in a dream."
 
   "A fever dream. I have dreamed, too. We need water."
 
   "He told me: you must play the carillon."
 
   "Then they'll know we're here!" Her voice shook with fear.
 
   "It's close to dawn, and they do not move much in the day. Mayhap we should have trusted to our stout doors before now, for we do not live without the bells; we merely survive." 
 
   There was a glimmer of joy in her voice when she spoke. "I could play..." The joy died. "No. I can't carry you, and I'm not going to leave you up here alone..." her voice trailed off. He knew: she thought he would die if she left him.
 
   And perhaps he would. The grandfather looked up at his bells, thinking with some peace, At least I'll die in sight of them.
 
   "Play them," he said. "For me, for yourself."
 
   She ran down the stairs without another word, and shortly, the Assumption rang, the oldest bell in the carillon, cast three hundred years before Rampion's birth. Next, the Saint Sebastian was called, then the Crucifixion, and the Kind Mother, all in sequence, and the grandfather recognized the beginning of a piece he had written for Rampion's birthday years before.
 
   As she played, a new note rose beneath the music, a deeper bass note that did not fade and die. It was thunder! A long, promising roll of thunder. The grandfather gave an exultant shout that was lost immediately in the thunder and the bells, then lay still, letting the paean wash over him in waves. He closed his eyes: if the plague-dead broke down the doors and came for them, he had no wish to know. 
 
   The grandfather felt a faint wetness on his face. He opened his eyes: it was raining.
 
   *****
 
   Rampion played one more piece before running out into the rain with a sheet held over her head. She brought the soaked linen up to her grandfather, and they sucked at the corners greedily, twisting the fabric until water dripped into their mouths. It tasted like soap and lavender and life. 
 
   She ran back to set out all their cookpots and bowls, an old barrel left by the men who patched the roof, even their cups and candlestick holders. Then she laid out all of their clothes, draping them on the parapets to be washed clean. 
 
   Then they drank. They drank and drank and drank; as soon as a cup or bowl gained even a few sips, Rampion brought it in and shared it. With a sudden, abundant source of water, they would have made themselves sick, and they knew it. This way, they agreed, was better. 
 
   It rained for an hour. The thunder had died away only a few moments after Rampion stopped playing. But they didn't care. They would live a few more days, at least.
 
   Rampion helped her grandfather downstairs to the clavier room again, made strong by hope as much as water. She settled him in his chair, brought a towel in from the rain and wiped him clean with it, then went back out onto the east parapet to do the same for herself in privacy. She stared out over the rooftops at the city gate for a moment, wondering if it would ever open again.
 
   Back in the clavier room, she found that the stork had returned and lain a flopping trout at her grandfather's feet.
 
   "Fresh from the canal," her grandfather said. "You could have fed us all along, Gothel."
 
   Clack-clack.
 
   "You always did like to sharpen your tongue on me, daughter," he muttered, but he grinned, so pleased was he not to be dying any more.
 
   "Grandpa..." Rampion rebuked, but built a fire in the hearth anyway. Soon the fish was cooking, and she hovered over it, watching the progress avidly. "We'll save the bones for soup," she said, and their stomachs growled in tandem.
 
   Into the silence between them, her grandfather began. "Your father was..."
 
   "He was just a man," Rampion said, staring into the fire without looking up.
 
   "Was he? Was your mother just a woman?"
 
   Rampion hugged herself against the newly-chilly breeze and did not speak.
 
   "Before your mother died, she told me that your father could summon wind with his flute," her grandfather said.
 
   "Stop it, Grandpa."
 
   "You played the carillon and the rain came. You were born among your father's people. Such--gifts--are not rare among them, and I understand that some seek them a-purpose, earning them through a long fast without water."
 
   "I live now with my mother's people," she said. "I know that men and women with such gifts may earn a burning without even lifting a finger." Rampion stood up. "My mother died. And she didn't come back to us as a stork, because if that stork were my mother, she wouldn't have let us starve for seven days. She wouldn't have let us nearly die."
 
   "Not even to give you the ability to save us?" the grandfather asked. "The ability to save the city?"
 
   "It's not witchcraft," Rampion said stubbornly. 
 
   "No one is calling you a witch."
 
   "It wasn't witchcraft," she repeated. "Now, can't we talk of something else? Or maybe nothing at all?"
 
   He subsided. They ate.
 
   The stork brought fish again at noon, and with it a sheaf of greens. Rampion was silent as she sorted and cleaned them.
 
   "What are they?" her grandfather asked.
 
   "Ramps," she said shortly. "I don't want to waste water to boil them, so we'll eat them as salad."
 
   Ramps, also called rampion. "Your mother ate ramps every day that she was pregnant with you," her grandfather said.
 
   "I know!" she snapped.
 
   After she served their meal, she pointed to the two vessels which held their collected water. "It's not enough for a week."
 
   "It will keep us longer than we thought we'd live," the grandfather said. "And you could play the carillon and make it rain again."
 
   "Certainly. I'll make the rain fall, destroy the plague, summon the prince back to the city, and become his princess, all by pounding on a few batons that I have pounded every day for the past five years to no spectacular effect. Certainly!"
 
   The grandfather's face was a masque of sympathy. He said gently, "I didn't understand the half of what your mother was, and I never knew your father, but there is magic in the world, and you have a share in it. I can't explain more than that; I am just a carillonneur, with no magic of my own."
 
   Rampion stared at him for a moment, realizing he loved her too much to understand what she feared. She smiled with only a little bitterness.
 
   "You have a magic," she said. "A grandfather-magic, that makes you magically stubborn and magically persistent."
 
   She ate her half of the trout quickly and went out onto the parapets to watch the city gates and to dry their clothes--and to avoid saying anything further that might hurt her grandfather or herself.
 
   At sunset, the city gates opened, and a small mounted retinue entered the city. 
 
   The prince had returned.
 
   Rampion was frozen for a moment, watching his gules banner snapping in the sunlight. Then she ran to tell her grandfather, turning his chair to watch the armed retinue wend its way through the city streets.
 
   "They've seen battle," Rampion said. "I see a flash of bandage here and there, and their armor looks dented. Is there war on top of all of this?"
 
   The grandfather had no chance to answer. From the shadows of Crookleg Alley, one of the plague-dead leaped onto the neck of one of the horses and gnawed at it furiously. The horse reared, dropping its rider to the muck-covered street, while the men of the retinue turned crossbows on the plague-dead man. A bolt went through the shoulder, another through the head. The plague-dead man dropped away and died the final death.
 
   "I think not war," her grandfather said. "They appear well accustomed to the plague-dead." The retinue wore scarves across their faces and held weapons to the ready. They turned away from the belltower's central square, towards the palace and the still-flying flag of the prince's mother.
 
   "Weren't you going to ring a peal if the prince returned?"
 
   Rampion blushed. "It seems silly, now. Of course he has come for his mother, not me. And it nears sunset. Better he were indoors."
 
   The grandfather thought it might hearten the prince to hear the bells, but he did not say so; he also thought that Rampion did not wish to risk witchcraft again by playing the bells.
 
   *****
 
   They lost track of the prince's party when it moved into the shadows of the taller buildings near the palace; then the stork brought another fish, a dace fresh from the canals, and the carillonneurs were busied with dinner. The sun was fully set when they finished the dace and the last of the ramps; they both went to look into the square again.
 
   "It is harder to bear, now that I feel safe and alive again," the grandfather said, and though Rampion felt neither fully safe nor fully alive, she understood. She put her hand on his shoulder, and he covered her hand with his. They watched together as new actors assembled below to enact the old play: plague-dead crept from shadows, dragging their unwilling prey--rats and cats, men and women, other plague-dead--to cook them over their bonfires.
 
   "Why do we watch?" Rampion asked.
 
   "I owe the innocents my witness," the grandfather said at length. "When I meet them in Heaven, I will be able to say I didn't turn away."
 
   Rampion drew up a chair and sat beside him while he continued to speak, the words coming haltingly and yet sometimes tumbling over one another. "I don't mean for you to think that you have to watch, child," he said, his voice the same strong, rumbling voice she'd loved since he first told her stories in it. "Not everyone need be a witness."
 
   Below them, by the livid light of the largest fire yet, there was a flash of the prince's scarlet livery. The plague-dead had caught a soldier: one of the prince's men. "Oh no," Rampion said, a faint gasp that turned into a moan. She counted two, three, four more soldiers, and then the prince himself, bleeding, broken, dying.
 
   She leaped up, knocking her chair back, and ran to the clavier to pound her fists on the batons, hard and angry. Too many bells, too hard a ringing: a great, muddy clash of music, like discordant thunder. Bell-thunder became real thunder, louder and faster than the first time, and she wondered at it. The clavier-room lit with blue-white light, and Rampion whipped her head back to see lightning striking in the square, and her grandfather's face bone-white in the brightness, his eyes amazed and staring.
 
   She turned back to the keyboard, drawing music out of the bells now instead of dissonance, and lightning struck with each ringing of the Crucifixion. Not each strike of the batons elicited sound anymore; she wondered how many of the thin metal wires had snapped during her first, powerful strikes.
 
   She thought she heard a voice in the cacophony, but attributed it to the madness of the moment, and continued to play, until the stork's hard beak pecked the back of her hands. Rampion stopped the senseless beating of the batons and spun around with her palms out to ward off the bird. The bird danced back, darting behind her grandfather, whose arms were waving frantically.
 
   "Play for rain! Play for rain!" he screamed. Immediately she turned the tune from the heavy martial beat to the light dancing tune she'd used before. Thunder and lightning gave way to a drenching downpour. The clavier room went dark as the bonfires sputtered and died. For the first time since the plague struck, a true night fell over the city.
 
   Rampion let her tune trail off, though it resounded still in her head. She fumbled her way to the banked fire of the hearth to light a lantern. The last notes of the bells faded, leaving behind the sound of rain and the cries of the captives in the square.
 
   "You have saved them," her grandfather said. "But they aren't yet free."
 
   She gave a hiccoughing laugh that was half sob, and ran for the door. She flung the bar there aside and pelted down the stairs. She debarred the doors downstairs frantically in the flickering light of her lantern, and when she finally pushed back the campanile's brass doors, the thunder of their opening echoed around the square like cannon fire. 
 
   She was wet through to the skin in seconds; cold rain poured down in much greater quantities than during her first effort. She tripped across the body of a plague-dead man and screamed, but he did not move. She shined her lantern on him. His skin was black and burned, and his flesh still smoked. Lightning? Her lightning?
 
   She cast the lantern's beam around, and everywhere she saw plague-dead creatures who must have been killed by lightning. The memory of the stentorian measures of her first piece echoed again in her head, and thunder rolled in the distance. She banished those notes immediately, humming the dancing tune to herself; the thunder died away again. 
 
   The first of the plague-dead's captives that she found had already passed beyond; Rampion moved past the young woman in blood-soaked rags, and found another young woman, still tied to a cooking stake but largely unharmed. Her eyes were huge and pleading; when Rampion untied her, she wept. "Help me," Rampion said. "Help me rescue the others." And she did. 
 
   They worked quickly together--the young woman wouldn't leave the circle Rampion's wavering lantern light--and though most of the captives that they untied were nearly insensate, some were aware enough to aid them. The lower rooms of the tower could hold them all, Rampion decided, and she urged them to take refuge there. Most did; some did not, preferring to instead risk further encounters with the plague-dead in the darkness in pursuit of their homes and loved ones.
 
   Through it all, Rampion searched for the scarlet liveries of the prince's men.
 
   The first soldier she found caused her heart to stop for a moment; he was burned, cooked already, and his limbs and face were gnawed past recognition. It was only desperate hope that made Rampion decide that this was not Prince Gilpin at first, but after a moment she realized that his body was the wrong shape entirely, being too blocky.
 
   It was the first young woman rescued by Rampion that found the prince.
 
   "Your Highness!" Rampion heard the woman exclaim, and turned to see her sink into a curtsy. He was an indistinct figure tied to a cooking stake at the far end of the square, and Rampion was bearing a child towards the safety of the campanile while the young woman untied the prince. She heard the low murmur of his voice, and saw the future with sudden, stinging clarity. He would marry this woman, grateful to her for his rescue, while Rampion lived alone in her belltower for all time.
 
   The child cried in Rampion's arms, and she hurried her steps; inside the campanile doors, a soldier and a nun took the boy from her, and she turned immediately back to the chaos and the madness of the square. She passed the prince on the way back; he was aiding one of his soldiers, and the young woman was tripping alongside, looking dazed and far happier than she should.
 
   Rampion was nearly past when the prince's hand shot out and gripped her arm. "Rampion," he said, and stopped. They regarded each other, trying to see faces made indistinct by the shadows and the rain. "That was your playing I heard, before the thunder." He'd always been able to discern her efforts from her grandfather's. 
 
   "Yes, your Highness."
 
   "I owe you a debt, I think." He released her arm and she went on.
 
   When those who lived were secure, the prince ordered the campanile locked; just in time, for the rain, amazingly, had increased in strength, and there was water up to Rampion's ankles flowing through the square before the brass doors were barred again.
 
   She stood for a moment in the stairwell, watching the prince and the strongest of the survivors organize the others into neat rows in the lower rooms of the belltower--the rooms that her grandparents had lived in when her mother was young and her grandfather's legs could still climb stairs. She turned away when she saw they had no need of her and trudged upwards, to tell her grandfather of what had happened in the square.
 
   *****
 
   Rampion had changed into clothes still damp from their earlier washing and fallen asleep against her grandfather's knee when the carillonneur heard a set of footsteps climb the steps to the clavier room.
 
   "My liege," the grandfather said, dropping chin to chest--his best seated bow.
 
   "Johannes," said the prince warmly, wearily.
 
   "It is good to see you alive and well, my liege."
 
   "And you, Johannes," said the prince. He looked down at Rampion, still asleep.
 
   "You are wondering, perhaps, about the bells?"
 
   The prince gave the grandfather an assessing glance. "I remember the rumors about your daughter, before she ran away, and the new rumors when she returned."
 
   "Ah," the old man said, and wondered how he would save his granddaughter from the accusations that most certainly would follow.
 
   "I've dreamed of Rampion often in recent weeks," said the prince. "I wondered what it meant. I think now, perhaps, it was God's message that she would save my life."
 
   Rampion came awake without stirring, her dark eyes opening to look at the prince. He held a hand out to her. "Will you watch the moonrise with me on the parapet?" 
 
   She blushed and took it. "Excuse us, Grandpa," she said. They stepped out onto the eastern parapet, leaving the grandfather alone with his thoughts once more.
 
   They did not stay out as long as he expected, and when they returned, their hands were still joined.
 
   "I beg you to have a seat, my liege," the grandfather said, eyeing them.
 
   "I do not think you should call me liege, Johannes, if I am to call you Grandfather now. Or Grandpa, as Ramp says." The prince's eyes gleamed. The grandfather had always liked his patron's sense of humor, until now.
 
   "I see the way of it," the grandfather said. And he did. Who would be an apprentice carillonneur when she could be a princess? At least the prince would marry the girl. No prince would call his mistress's grandfather "grandpa." 
 
   Seeing the concern on his face, Rampion laughed, as clearly and as joyfully as the ringing of the Saint Barbara, the grandfather's favorite bell of the first octave.
 
   "You'll see, Grandpa," she said.
 
   *****
 
   And they all saw, when the morning dawned. The hard rain kept up all through the night and the next day and the next night: a cold, autumn rain, driving so hard that it flooded the streets and swept away the blood and filth. When the rain stopped and the waters receded, the city was clean and the plague gone. 
 
   The prince ordered a peal to alert the city that all was safe again, and the citizens came forth, those that had not fled before the plague, or contracted it, or been dragged from their homes by the plague-dead. The grandfather took great joy in seeing far more people alive than he had expected. The carillonneurs were not the only ones adept at hiding.
 
   Rampion stayed in the belltower and cared for her grandfather, abandoning her open air summer room beneath the bells for her cozy winter room beneath the clavier at night. The prince joined them for their evening meals; on the third night after his liberation, he brought plans which he and Rampion showed the grandfather together.
 
   "Here is what my architect has thought up," said the prince, pointing to the important part: the belltower.
 
   "You're building a new campanile?" the grandfather asked.
 
   "No, Grandpa," he said. "I'm building a new palace around this campanile. Rampion will not leave the bells, nor should she. They are her tools."
 
   "Then you know," the grandfather said.
 
   "Don't," Rampion said.
 
   The prince raised an eyebrow. "What is there to know? What is there to say?" He leaned down to place an easy kiss on Rampion's temple. "There will be stories for generations about the carillonneurs of this city, but in the end, it will be called the Miracle of the Bells, and my princess will be but a part of the story, cast as savior rather than witch." He spoke tenderly, and the grandfather was well satisfied. He was a good for a man and a wise for a prince.
 
   "Let me put you to bed, Grandpa," Rampion said when he'd left. As she settled the grandfather onto his pallet, she looked to the rafters. "But where is the stork?"
 
   "She left sometime in the night. You're really going to marry him? Be a princess?"
 
   She smiled mistily. "I'm going to marry Gilpin. The rest is meaningless."
 
   "Simen will be sore disappointed when he returns."
 
   "Oh, certainly," she said. "Because Simen had a chance, otherwise." She tucked blankets around his feet. "Simen wouldn't have moved his butcher shop to the belltower."
 
   "Well, I wouldn't have wanted him to. I'm none so sure about this palace, either."
 
   "Sometimes, I think you like to be grumpy for the sake of being grumpy. A week ago, we were dying. Now I am the heroine of the city, a princess in waiting, and you get your wish: I will never leave the bells. What more do you want? What more can you want? Shall I have Gilpin make you a lord, and move you to the countryside?"
 
   "No," the grandfather said, looking at the clavier. "You know where my heart lies."
 
   "That I do," Rampion said. They sat in silence for a moment.
 
   "The stork left because she knew all would be well," the grandfather said at last.
"And all will be well," Rampion said, leaning forward to kiss his forehead. "For a time. For the rest of your lifetime, and for a good deal of mine."
 
   And it was.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Library's Fifth Law
 
 
   It was a mid-week day--one of the ones that starts with a T--and the Librarian could smell children's books in the Receiving Room before she even unlocked the door. Contrary to expectations, children's books--good ones, anyway, the kind children actually wanted to read-- did not smell like candy or diapers or homilies, but more of sandwiches, wet dog, and nettles. It was a distinctive aroma, and one prone to creeping under doors.
 
   But there was another note beneath the scent of sandwiches and above the peppery odor of wet dog--something that lay alongside the nettles, but more tart. The Librarian paused, key in the lock, and sniffed the air. The underlying tang, both mild and sour, was just like the first bite of an early plum.
 
   "Of course!" the Librarian cried. "The library seeds have fruited!"
 
   As though the Library had been holding its breath, a great wind blew throughout, opening every door between the Receiving Room and the atrium; the Librarian followed in its wake.
 
   *****
 
   Fifteen spheres hung on the tree, glowing in the sunlight and looking like tame little red plums. The Librarian stood gazing at them, until Lily the Cataloguer entered the atrium.
 
   "Fruit?" Lilly spoke softly to keep her voice from playing echo in the atrium's high vault. "I didn't think the tree bore fruit."
 
   The Librarian said, "This species bears infrequently and irregularly."
 
   "What sort of tree is it?" 
 
   "The taxonomic nomenclature is Prunus bibliotecae." 
 
   "The library plum?" Lilly translated. Lilly read twelve languages, and she had chosen the work of cataloguing to quiet her mind between creating ardent multi-lingual poems. "I would bet the founder of the Library planted that tree there just because of its name." She smiled as though the thought amused her, and straightened her starched white pinafore.
 
   "It's possible," the Librarian prevaricated, though she was too pleased to feel bad about lying to the cataloguer. The fruiting of this tree was a sure sign of the world's vigor, that laws of library science held sway; if the Library was aware and alive enough to reproduce, then no one need fear that the recent war signaled some global decline into depravity and censorship.
 
   Branches moved softly in unseen winds, and leaves whispered to one another; one ripe, red fruit fell to the bed of soft vermiculite beneath the tree, and the rich, mild-tart perfume of the library seed wafted up, filling the atrium, then overflowing it. A bemused Shelver named Mun-Hee wandered in with a cart full of books to gape at the tree; she was joined by Kateb from Circulation, who was divided his time between staring at the tree and arguing with Mun-Hee over her abandoned shelving run.
 
   Another fruit fell; like a church bell ringing, the scent drew more people to the tree. The atrium roared with the jumbled voices of Library staff and patrons alike, and another dusky fruit fell, compounding the first scent; then another, until all fifteen fruits were aground, and the atrium was packed. No one, the Librarian knew, truly understood why they were here, or what had summoned them--except, perhaps, the Storyteller, who pushed through the crowd to present the Librarian with a porcelain plate and a silver knife. 
 
   A hush fell over the crowd as she took up the first fruit and cut slices for the assembled. The first tasters stepped forward, giving her their eager smiles and their ink-stained hands. They tasted the fruit, and immediately replaced their smiles with expressions of polite disgust and uneasy discomfort. They muttered barely audible thanks and wandered back to their business--disappointed and uncertain.
 
   Two faces--two out of dozens--did not register an expression of suppressed horror when they tasted the fruit; rather, they looked enlightened and pleased. These two were Lilly the Cataloguer and Mun-Hee the Shelver, and their faces shone like morning stars while they waited impatiently through the end of the tasting to hear the truth that they knew the Librarian must now divulge.
 
   The Librarian had pared down the eleventh plum to a final, slender slice when the Storyteller stepped forward, the last of the line to try the fruit. 
 
   "Your tree has finally borne, Librarian," he said, his voice true and strong, his gaze direct. He wore a pin-striped suit smartly, like a much younger man.
 
   "Yes," she said, hesitating. It would be wrong to pass the burden of a seed to so old a man, who had little chance of surviving the journey, no matter how dapperly he dressed.
 
   He smiled more with his eyes than his mouth, saying, "You don't have to share, Genessa, but I have long wished to have a taste."
 
   The Librarian thought her heart might break if she had to send him away, but she returned his smile, steady and strong, and handed him the last slice of the plum. Knobbed fingers that ached no matter how much white salve was rubbed into them, grasped the slice, and slipped it between his lips.
 
   "It's terrible," he said after a moment, "and wonderful, all at once. It is not for me, I'm afraid."
 
   The Librarian hoped she did not look too obviously relieved. The Storyteller shrugged, and leveraged himself into a seat on a nearby bench.
 
   "What was that?" Mun-Hee asked, touching her lips. "Besides being the most wonderful food I have ever tasted."
 
   "That was the seed of the world," the Librarian said, collecting the leftover seeds into a pocket of her pinafore. She stared at Mun-Hee's shining face, wondering how the seeds made their choices. Mun-Hee, who was perhaps as well-read as the Librarian herself, had been building a private collection of books on syntax for years; Kateb was her rival for best Shelver, worked in the Scriptorium in his spare time, copying sacred works that were forbidden the printing press. Both young, both spirited, and both skilled--but why did the fruit take Mun-Hee and not Kateb?
 
   "What does that mean?" Mun-Hee asked.
 
   The Librarian looked to Lilly, to see if she listened. The Cataloguer also stroked her lips, but more abstractedly, though when she saw the Librarian's look, she nodded for her to go ahead.
 
   "When I was a girl," the Librarian said, "I lived in a world where books were not catalogued by their scents, where ultra bright electric lamps lights buzzed overhead, and where there was no magic except what we made inside our own minds. I was born worlds and worlds away, you see, and I left that place when I ate the flesh of a library plum and carried its seed away with me in my pocket."
 
   "Of course," Mun-Hee murmured, without irony, without doubt.
 
   The Librarian smiled. "By now, I'm sure it has probably occurred to both of you that our library is not like other libraries."
 
   Lilly's grinned. "It has occurred to me," she agreed. Mun-Hee nodded, and pointed to the Five Laws inscribed on the door to the Circulation booth. "And apparently, the Library's Fifth Law is the truest one of all?"
 
   The Librarian glanced at the inscription, which she had placed there herself more than six centuries before:
 
 
   1. Books are for use.
 
   2. Every reader her book.
 
   3. Every book its reader.
 
   4. Save the time of the reader.
 
   5. The library is a growing organism.
 
   - Shiyali Ramamrita Ranganathan
 
 
   "Yes," the Librarian said. 
 
   "And this is how the library grows?" Mun-Hee asked.
 
   "The library--our library--all libraries."
 
   "Why wasn't Mr. Bridges here?" Lilly asked suddenly. "Where is Mr. Bridges?"
 
   The Librarian experienced that peculiar faintness that accompanies the blood draining out of one's head. "I don't know," she answered honestly. "Somewhere in the attics?"
 
   "Shouldn't he try the fruit as well?" Lilly asked.
 
   "If he--" the Librarian's voice caught. "If he were meant to taste it, he would be here."
 
   "Genessa," the Storyteller said warningly, from his bench. The Librarian frowned at him.
 
   Lilly whirled to face the old man. "What, Stefano? What do you know?" she demanded.
 
   "I know the whole story of the library seed that created this place," the Storyteller said. "And I know that even if one is not called to taste, a tasting might still occur. You, Genessa, ate of a fruit that was shipped across two oceans to your library, no?"
 
   "Yes," the Librarian said, reluctant but truthful. "I was one of only eight on my continent who was given a taste."
 
   "But the scent didn't bring you to it; you were chosen."
 
   "Mr. Bridges should have a bite," Lilly said, and for the first time, the Librarian saw the core of adamant in the Cataloguer.
 
   "Fine," the Librarian said, picking up a fruit from the pile remaining beneath the tree. "I'll go look for him."
 
   "As will I," Lilly said, and plucked another fruit from the pile.
 
   "Excellent," the Librarian said. The two exited the atrium and parted ways outside.
 
   *****
 
   Deep in the North Stacks, the Librarian hurried up the narrow marble steps to 4A, the fish-and-rosewater-scented interfloor where technology books were shelved. Just as she was about to reach the top of the stairs, a crazy-haired fright with rolling eyes popped his head over the railing. "Thou shalt not pass!" he intoned. He hurried to bar her way. His eyes were bloodshot, and his beard teemed with tree frogs. "These are one-way stairs. You may not ascend!"
 
   Patrons had been complaining for years about an angry ghost in the north stacks--he had become famous, and was known as the Northern Fright. All attempts to locate and exorcise him from the Library had failed. Occasionally, the staff would find bits of his home scattered throughout the Library--a forgotten carrel holding a stack of clothing and a tangle of garter snakes, or a small bathing chamber set up under a stairwell--but he had never revealed himself to the Librarian before.
 
   Libraries attracted frightenings: it was simply their nature. The Librarian did not mind the frights in theory--except when she heard stories about frights interfering with patrons. That was one thing she could not overlook.
 
   "One-way staircases indeed!" she cried, barreling on up the stair and pushing past him. "What utter nonsense!"
 
   The fright stumbled backwards against the wall. "I--I'm sorry," he said, while his beard boiled with tadpoles. "I didn't--didn't realize--"
 
   The Librarian looked closely at him, seeing in his eyes the tears that stood forever on the edge of falling. She imagined his life: drinking only from water coolers deep in the stacks and eating only words read by moonlight; always creeping about the darker corners of the Library; never speaking except to scare the occasional lone patron. Her anger drained away and she felt pity.
 
   She reached out to touch his shoulder, which felt warm and alive before he flinched away. "Here," she said, and pulled a plum from her pocket. "Have a bit of this fruit."
 
   He was poised on the verge of flight until he caught sight of what she held out to him. He snared the plum between crabbed fingers and popped it whole into his mouth.
 
   Juice dripped into his beard to the chagrin of the frogs there, and he closed his eyes, becoming very still. When he looked at the Librarian again, tears spilled from calm eyes. "It is good," he said around the lump of the plum's stone. "But what does it mean?"
 
   "Clean the stone, and bring it to me in my office," the Librarian told him. The fright just stared at her, but she already she was turning to the stairs and climbing, from 4A to 5, 5 to 5a, and on, interfloor to floor to interfloor again. Some levels she had not seen since the day of their eruptions between the original floors of the North Stacks; some levels she had organized and swept and shelved time and again, since the first hours of the Library. 
 
   The Librarian didn't stop climbing until she reached the attics, where the roar of the Library's airshafts filled her ears, and the scents of old chronicles from distant kingdoms jumbled together like too many kinds of pepper. She sneezed.
 
   "Bless you," a voice said. The Librarian rounded the corner, and there was her son, holding a lantern, a notebook and an ancient codex. 
 
   "Thank you, Michael," the Librarian said, and her voice descended into nothingness. She stood still for a long moment, watching him. He checked the imprint of the codex, nodding sharply.
 
   "Just as I thought," Michael said. "There is a word missing from the twelfth edition of De Materia Medica."
 
   The Librarian consulted her memory. "I can think of no significant changes in the 'teen editions."
 
   "I'll compare the relevant passages in the eleventh and thirteenth edition. Shall I send my best guess to the Scriptorium?" Michael asked.
 
   The Librarian stared at her son, into his clear eyes with their unpatterned irises, blank and seemingly without feeling. There had been war some years past, a global war that had touched the Library--though everything touches a Library, everything large and everything small. This war had touched the Librarian as well; her own son had marched in that war. And the war had given him back to her, though this was a kindness for which the Librarian paid daily in the currency of silence.
 
   She should tell him about the stone-fruit.
 
   "Mother? What do you think?"
 
   "Fine," she said, barely remembering to what she was agreeing. "Excuse me. I have a meeting."
 
   "Did you need me for something?"
 
   "No. No, I won't need you," she said. She turned to a shelf at eye level and extracted the first volume she saw. "I came for a book. This one."
 
   And she clutched the book to her chest and started back down the stairs.
 
   "You didn't come to give me one of these?" he called. She turned back. He held a library plum up, letting it bask in the rays of his lantern.
 
   "Lilly's been here," she said flatly.
 
   "The Cataloguer? No."
 
   "Then... where did you get that?"
 
   "When I walked through this atrium this morning, this fell, practically at my feet. I suspect I'm meant to taste this."
 
   "No," she cried, and was surprised at her own vehemence. She coughed. "There are three bearers already. It's unnecessary."
 
   "Who?" he asked, to her surprise. She told him: Lilly, Mun-hee, and the Northern Fright. His face paled and his jaw clenched. "Then I will taste it, too," he said.
 
   She did not stop him. She merely watched as he bit into the fruit. The revulsion was plain on his face; he swallowed convulsively, and threw the fruit away from him, as though it were poison. The Librarian stooped to pick it up, blew off the dust, and greedily consumed the remaining fruit. The skin was bitter, but the flesh was sweet, and from just one taste, a thousand thousand books were born into her heart--books remembered and books not yet known. When the aftertaste of book mold flooded her mouth, complex and familiar, she smiled.
 
   Michael's nose wrinkled while he watched her finish the plum. "It's terrible," he said, and the Librarian knew he used the proper sense of the adjective. "And now I know."
 
   "Know?"
 
   "I should say, I understand. I finally understand the truth behind all those stories you've told me."
 
   The Librarian heard the scuff of a footstep on the stair, and shortly, Lilly clambered into sight. "Mr. Bridges!" she called, holding out a plum to him.
 
   Michael's eyes were iron and pain. "The fruit is not for me," he said, and pushed past her to the stairs, leaving them alone in the half-dusk of the attics.
 
   "What--?"
 
   The Librarian displayed the stone of Michael's plum to Lilly with a sense of gloating relief. "It didn't take." The feeling of relief didn't last long, however; Lilly wore an expression of despair that the Librarian recognized. She couldn't help the next question she asked: "Why have you never told my son that you are in love with him?"
 
   "Why didn't you want to tell him about the library plum?" Lilly returned, and whirled away, without waiting for an answer. 
 
   "Because--" the Librarian said, "he would say--he would say--." She stopped, imagining all the things he might say: hurtful things, true things, damaging things, things about the longevity of Librarians and his long dead father, things like how he didn't even believe in library seeds anyway, even though she'd told him the story since the cradle, even though that cradle was a century and a half in the past.
 
   Or, even worse, he might simply say, "I will taste it," and when he had tasted it, he might say, "I understand. I am leaving."
 
   It was better this way. She'd rather lose the Library itself than send him into danger again. And, as silly as that was--for danger was everywhere, lurking in every proverbial trolleybus that hits the unsuspecting when they cross the street--it remains a mother's prerogative to make such bargains with the universe. 
 
   The universe, of course, has a better lawyer, who finds the loophole in every contract.
 
   *****
 
   Lilly the Cataloguer, Mun-Hee the Shelver and the Northern Fright sat uneasily in chairs borrowed from the study carrels outside her office.
 
   The Librarian regarded them from across her desk, over three smooth-rough shining fruit stones. "These are the seeds of our Library," she said. "Your consumption of the stone-fruit, and more, your enjoyment of it, enables you to leave this world. You will journey across universes, until you come to a place that needs a Library like this one. There, you must plant the seed from your fruit, and from it a Library will grow. And you will be the Librarian." She smiled, as though it were the simplest thing in the world. "That is how this library was made, and how I came here."
 
   "Ridiculous," Michael said from the open doorway.
 
   The three turned. Mun-Hee said, "You don't believe your mother's story?"
 
   "No," Michael said. "I very much believe the story. But it's ridiculous--that you all--" he waved his hands "--would just get up, eat a piece of fruit and leave your lives. What do you owe her?"
 
   "To books and to the Library," Mun-Hee said, "We owe everything."
 
   Emotions fought for dominance on Michael's face; anger won. "Think!" Michael hissed. "Think for yourself. This isn't just a jaunt down to the seashore, or a move to the next town! She wants you all to walk across worlds, through deserts and disaster to plant a silly tree! Are you all crazy?"
 
   The Librarian smiled painfully. "They've tasted of the fruit, Michael; the seed speaks to them."
 
   "Can it speak louder than a human voice?" Michael asked, coming into the room to crouch beside the Cataloguer's chair. He grasped her inky fingers in his. "Lilly. Hear my voice. I love you."
 
   Lilly's lips twisted as she fought against tears. "Michael," she whispered, her eyes flashing around at the witnesses to this declaration. She pulled her fingers from his and ran from the room. He followed.
 
   The Librarian looked after them for a long moment, then turned to face the two left in her office. Mun-Hee's eyes were full of dreams; the Librarian would not diminish the Shelver's joy by lingering on the more frightening parts of cross-world travel, but she would be factual about the perils. "The seed will protect the bearer from harm, but the way is bleak. Worlds without Libraries are dangerous."
 
   "Well, this world has a Library, and it's dangerous," Mun-Hee said.
 
   "This world improves yearly," the Librarian said, and explained about radiation, anarchy, and velociraptors. 
 
   Mun-Hee left to finish shelving her cart of books. Then she would like to say farewell to family and friends, she said, before taking her seed and walking the worlds. She gave a cheery wave, leaving the Librarian alone with the Northern Fright.
 
   He had slouched down in the hard carrel chair that had been pulled into her office for him. He didn't look up through any of the dramas, until after Mun-Hee departed. When she had gone, he asked, "Why me?"
 
   "Why not you?"
 
   "I've frightened your library for six decades, and you've never even spoken to me before."
 
   "You never spoke to me, either," the Librarian said.
 
   He stared at her with washed-out eyes, pain-bright. "These other worlds. Do they... are they really different?"
 
   "As different as day from night. I was born to a world where books smelled only of dust and glue. Where the pursuit of science was the highest--perhaps the only--attainment." She shuddered. "It was horrible."
 
   "Did they have frights on that world?"
 
   "We had the homeless," she replied. "They came to libraries as warm places to sit without being harassed."
 
   He squinted at her. "Doesn't sound any different than us frights."
 
   "It's pretty much the same."
 
   He nodded. "How do you know you won't end up back in a place like where you came from?"
 
   She smiled. "You might. You might not. Here's the secret. Your heart makes the Library. The Library makes the world--but your heart wins the day."
 
   "I don't understand," he said.
 
   "You will. What's your name?"
 
   "It's been so long since anyone asked," he said, "that I don't know even remember how many syllables it had."
 
   She smiled. "I think you'll find your name again," she said. "Out there."
 
   There was a knock on the doorjamb, and there stood Michael, his fingers entwined with Lilly's. They looked sad, defiant. The Librarian's throat clenched, choking on words unspoken.
 
   The Northern Fright slipped away, seeming to dematerialize in order to slide behind the couple and out the door.
 
   Michael renewed his grasp on Lilly's hand and marched to his mother's desk. 
 
   "I love her," he said. "I am going with her."
 
   The Librarian stared at her son, and he stared back; Lilly and the Library held their breaths, waiting to hear the next words.
 
   And nothing was said--nothing real. The silence between the mother and son was double-walled, and the truth was caught in the nether-space between. When the Librarian said in a tiny voice, "That is your decision," Lilly's sigh was inaudible; but the Library's sigh stirred even Michael's close-cropped hair.
 
   *****
 
   The next morning's light shone clear and delicate. The Librarian stood in the atrium with the travelers as they took their leave of the Library that had housed them and taught them and employed them for years. 
 
   Mun-Hee hoisted a rucksack to her back, gave everyone a cheerful smile and a bow, and departed the Library and the world without a backward glance, disappearing into the morning light as if it were thick fog. The Northern Fright brought nothing with him but his beard and its inhabitants. He clutched the library seed in his hand, staring at it a long moment; he gave no smile, no wave, no acknowledgement at all--just turned and walked out of the world.
 
   Lilly and Michael were next. Michael came to the Librarian for a last embrace, and when she held him in her arms, she cried, "No! No, I cannot let you."
 
   Lilly stared. Michael began to speak gently, soothingly.
 
   "No," the Librarian said, stepping out to speak to Lilly. "You can't take Michael with you. It's too dangerous."
 
   Michael snorted.
 
   The Librarian persisted. "It is; the seed protects the bearer, but you, you... Michael, you can't go, it isn't safe."
 
   "I'm an adult," Michael said. "I can choose my danger, and... It's no more dangerous than things I've already faced."
 
   "You've never told me what you faced."
 
   Their conversation stuttered to a stop, while the Librarian twisted the folds of her skirt.
 
    Lilly and the Library held their breaths.
 
   "Don't go," the Librarian said at last. She watched Michael's eyes turn to Lilly, watched them glitter with all the longing and frustration born of years of silence. "Yes," she said eagerly, seeing the way suddenly. "Lilly, don't you go either. Stay here. Stay safe with my son. Keep him safe."
 
   Lilly looked from the earnest eyes of the man beside her to the seed in her palm. "But... there is a world that needs this seed, is there not?" she asked.
 
   "Yes," the Librarian said, reluctant and wishing she knew how to lie; but a lie, after all, is misinformation, and a Librarian could not find it in her heart to spread misinformation. Then, "I will take the seed."
 
   "What? No!" Michael moved to stand between Lilly and the Librarian.
 
   "Yes." The Librarian looked at Lilly over Michael's shoulder. "You love him," she said. "If you love him as much as I do, you won't take him into danger. You'll stay here with him, and take over the Library. It will need a new Librarian, when I'm gone."
 
   "I'll stay," Lilly whispered, holding out the library seed to the Librarian. "I do love him. And I also love this Library."
 
   "Don't be ridiculous, Mother," Michael snapped. "You've already done this once, and you love the Library, and--well, you're too old."
 
   "I'm not dead yet!" the Librarian said. "And I do love this library, yes. But it is a fallacy that we only get one adventure, or only one chance at magic. Or that with age, wanderlust is killed." She smiled, for with seed in hand, she could hear the call of that distant world that needed the Library she held.
 
   "Mother, you don't need to go. You can stay here, Lilly can stay here, I can stay with you both."
 
   "You'd leave a whole world to languish in ignorance? Or would you have one of the women you love choose to be less than the Librarian she is destined to be?"
 
   Michael tried again. "Don't you love me enough to stay?"
 
   The Librarian gently shook her head. "It's time, and this is my duty."
 
   "Mother--"
 
   Lilly came forward and put her hand on Michael's arm, and he subsided, anguish inscribed in the lines around his mouth. "Mother," Michael said again, trying to put all the things he had not said since the great war into that word. The Librarian heard them. She stepped forward and embraced her son, rocking him slightly as she had not rocked him in years.
 
   "It's time," she said. She pressed her cheek to Lilly's, then to Michael's, and walked out of the Library that had been hers for many centuries, with the tears of her son and new daughter mingled on her face.
 
   *****
 
   The journey was long, and the Librarian walked for many days without rest. The seed carried her through, just like last time, keeping her safe from heat and cold and violence, nourishing her solely by its presence in her pocket, while she searched for a place that the seed could grow.
 
   The Librarian carried in her heart the picture of the world she wanted, but no world matched her picture. When she came at last to the edge of a great, frozen waste and an oasis of hot springs--the first water she had seen in days--she wearily, resignedly, planted the seed and watered it, then cast herself down on the warm rocks at the edge of the spring to sleep. 
 
   When she awoke, a sapling grew tall beside her, supple and green. Beneath it sat two wooden boxes.
 
   Her curiosity would not let her pause to drink again or to bathe. She had to open a box. She did, and found books, spines up. Bad packing choice, that; the weight of the books were resting on the front edges of the covers, and if left like that, the spines would degrade quickly. She scanned the titles dubiously. A fairly random assortment; mainly heroic lays and an herbal or two. And--no scent. 
 
   She bit her lip. Books packed carelessly. Books that smelled like dust. 
 
   Worrisome.
 
   When the Librarian looked up from her survey of the first box, she saw a little house beyond the spring that had not been there before; she carried the box into the house, and catalogued and shelved the books there. When she came back out, there was a small boy with wild hair sitting at the edge of the spring, watching a troop of snow monkeys that had arrived to bathe in the waters.
 
   "Who are you?" she asked. Startled, he looked for a place to flee, but she kept her eyes on him and he was unable to hide.
 
   "It's been so long since anyone asked my name," he said, "that I don't know even remember how many syllables it had. Who are you?"
 
   "The Librarian."
 
   "What are you doing?"
 
   "Cataloguing books."
 
   "What's that mean?"
 
   She explained the rules and principles of cataloguing, classification and organization to the degree she thought that a young lad might appreciate, but even that was too much. Before she even got halfway through, he had wrinkled his nose.
 
   "Why bother?" he asked, and wandered into the little house. The Librarian stared after him. Who was he? Was he a fright--or a storyteller in the making? Time would tell. The Librarian was resigned to her fate, even if it included a stripling fright and dusty books.
 
   The snow monkeys stared at her. Their hair was caked with frozen steam, and their pink faces wrinkled in annoyance at her presence. She turned to the next box of books. 
 
   Before she opened it, she heard the sound of distant horns, and cast about her, expecting to see a hunt in the distance. The monkeys never even looked up, and she could see nothing, anyway. She returned her attention to the box. Inside, the books were well packed, though they still smelled like dust. She checked over the titles. Pride and Prejudice. War and Peace. Green Eggs and Ham. Some books came to all libraries with time, she'd found; this Library was perhaps a bit precocious. There were other titles she didn't recognize: The Liralyn. The Odyssey. Dreamhunter. Kilkerran. Kettles and Fettles. 
 
   She looked up to see the boy standing in the doorway.
 
   "Are you gonna catalogue those too?" he asked, stroking a salamander that sat on his wrist.
 
   "I intend to," she said, nodding. She stood with her arms full of books and looked at the boy. "Here. I have a job for you. I can't do it, my arms are full."
 
   "I don't work for you."
 
   "It's a fun job. In my sleeve, there is a small knife. Take it out."
 
   She watched him warily approach her, and hoped he wouldn't stab her once he found the knife. He slipped it from her sleeve-sheath and stared at it.
 
   "Now, while I work on these books, I want you to carve the laws of the Library into the door."
 
   "Laws!" he said, and looked over at the monkeys. One shrugged at the boy as if to say, your problem, not mine, then hunched deeper into the water.
 
   "There are only five," she said. "Start carving a number one. If you can write, that is. I'll dictate them to you when I come back out."
 
   "I can write," he snapped. 
 
   The Librarian smiled, and carried an armload of new books into her Library.


 
   
  
 

Huntswoman
 
 
   In the morning, the huntswoman’s gloves were clean again, and her boots creaseless once more.
 
   The huntswoman left her darkening room in a corner of the castle and strode through the halls to the solarium, to find the queen sitting in a puddle of sunshine, pouring tea.
 
   “Good morning!” said the queen.
 
   “I suppose,” the huntswoman said. She was cautious, and prefaced her decision as to the goodness of the morning with a glance through the wide windows of the solarium. She noted that the forest was still dead with winter, and brown of leaf. She noted the patterns of the birds in the icy blue sky, and nodded to herself. “It certainly has a look of promise about it.”
 
   “Tea?” the queen asked, hoisting the pot aloft suggestively.
 
   “I suppose,” the huntswoman said, and took a delicate bone china cup from the table. Held in her leather gloves, china became solid stoneware, and tea became milk. The queen raised an eyebrow but said nothing. The two sipped, one sitting and one standing.
 
   The king hurried into the room, distracted and muttering. “Good morning, my queen, my huntswoman,” he said, and took up a teacup at his wife’s urging. It did not change in his hand.
 
   He turned to the huntswoman with glittering, glassy eyes. “Did you find her?” he asked the huntswoman. “Did you find my girl?”
 
   “No, sire,” the huntswoman said, and bowed her head. Her daily defeat preyed on her.
 
   The king’s eyes shifted, and he looked both lost and angry. He slammed down his teacup without saying anything. It shattered. He left.
 
   The queen picked up the fragments of china; in her hands they became whole again. The china pieces, coming back together, looked like the small fluttering of a bird. The queen looked up from her work, cradling the cup.
 
   “No matter what anyone else tells you,” the queen said, capturing the huntswoman’s eyes with her own, “remember that you will be best rewarded by me. Just bring me the princess’s heart, and her hands.”
 
   “Yes, my queen,” the huntswoman said, and bowed her way from the solarium.
 
   In the hallway, the bard appeared.
 
   “Huntswoman!” He puffed from running to catch up to her.
 
   She waited for him.
 
   “Huntswoman,” he gasped, and leaned forward, propping his hands on his knees, trying to find his breath. “Phew. Huntswoman. Have you had any luck with your quarry?”
 
   “I report to the king and queen,” she reminded him.
 
   He looked at her shrewdly. “You report to the king, I thought; the queen is only the stepmother.”
 
   The huntswoman knew she had made a gaffe, but there was nothing to do but shrug one shoulder as though it did not matter.
 
   “Let me ask you this: did you dream last night?”
 
   She unslung her bow and rested its butt on the floor to lean against. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You know,” the bard said firmly, pulling an inky quill from behind his ear and a pot from his pocket. “There is no way you cannot know. Now, tell me. It’s for posterity. When you rescue the princess, when you bring her back from the dark forest, it will be a grand climactic ending to my story, to be sure; but people are going to want to understand your motivations.”
 
   She closed her eyes and concentrated, trying to remember her dreams.
 
   “I dreamed of my mother,” she said at last. “I dreamed she came into my room and woke me and said, ‘Your father is dead.’ And instead of weeping, my heart opened up and a summer garden grew from it.”
 
   The bard was writing, struggling to flatten a scroll against his knee. “Yes. Yes, very good. What else?”
 
   “Nothing else,” she said.
 
   “Oh,” the bard said, disappointed. “Well, I’d like to interview your mother and father for this project. What are their names?”
 
   “They have no names,” the huntswoman said. “I am an orphan.”
 
   *****
 
   The good morning and all its promise quickly became an ordinary day without much pleasure. The huntswoman followed the game trails, but found no human footprint. She found loose feathers, and tufts of deer fur, and the white skeleton of a raccoon, but never a blood-red ribbon nor a shred of bright, snowy cloth nor a raven-colored hair from a little girl’s head.
 
   “She can’t have gone far,” the huntswoman told herself. “She only had slippers, and they were not very sturdy.” She stared down at her boots, seeing how worn they were once again. “These days last for years,” she told the boots.
 
   They said nothing.
 
   The sun retreated from the forest. The huntswoman returned to the castle for the night, where her bed would be harder and her window narrower than she had left them in the morning.
 
   *****
 
   In the morning, the window had become an arrow slit, the table by her bed had become a tray, and the bed had become a cot. Almost no light crept in the tiny window to show her that, though her gloves were clean once more, her boots now held a permanent crease at each ankle.
 
   The huntswoman descended the many stairs to the solarium, where the queen sat bathed in gray light, staring at tiny rivers running down the windowpanes.
 
   “Rainy morning,” the queen said.
 
   “I suppose,” the huntswoman said. She looked out the wide windows of the solarium, at the drear winter-dead forest and the pattern of the clouds above it. “It certainly has a look of wet about it.”
 
   “Scone?” the queen asked, holding out a plate.
 
   “I suppose,” the huntswoman said, taking a scone. In her gloved hand, the scone became a crusty piece of bread. The queen raised an eyebrow.
 
   The king came in, and took up a scone when offered by the queen. It did not change in his hand. “Did you find the princess?” he asked the huntswoman. “Did you find my girl?”
 
   “No, sire,” the huntswoman said, and bowed her head.
 
   The king crumbled the scone and threw the pieces on the table, and swept from the room.
 
   The queen picked up the crumbs, and in her hands they became a whole again. The pastry, coming back together, rustled like a mouse. The queen looked up from her work, cradling the scone.
 
   “Remember,” the queen said. “You will be best rewarded by me, if you bring me the princess’s heart and hands.”
 
   “Yes, my queen,” the huntswoman said, and bowed her way from the solarium.
 
   *****
 
   The bard found the huntswoman in the courtyard.
 
   “Where do you go today?” he asked.
 
   She gestured with her bow out toward the dark, dreary forest. “As ever.”
 
   He peered myopically past the leafless briars that surrounded the castle, and shivered.
 
   “What did you dream last night?” he asked.
 
   “I think if you want to know what I dream at night, you should come into the forest with me during the day.”
 
   The bard looked at the dark forest again; the huntswoman held out a hand to him.
 
   He turned away from her. She dropped her hand.
 
   “Maybe you can answer a question for me,” she said.
 
   The bard half-turned, twisting his scroll in his hands. “What question, Huntswoman?”
 
   “Why did the princess leave the castle?” she asked.
 
   The bard shuddered, and moved close to whisper. “The queen watches all of us, in her mirror.”
 
   The huntswoman considered this. “So, the queen knows why the princess left?”
 
   “We all know,” the bard said, and his eyes slid away from hers. “The queen was jealous....”
 
   The huntswoman frowned. “Was there a fight? An argument, perhaps?”
 
   “Many,” the bard said. “They always ended with the princess screaming.”
 
   “Did she – ”
 
   “I’ve said too much.” The bard scuttled away, sideways, into the shadows. “You shouldn’t ask these questions,” he said, disappearing.
 
   The huntswoman strode off, through the gates of the castle, and tried to remember her dreams of the night before.
 
   She had finally dreamed of the princess for the first time since she had come to the castle and been named the huntswoman. She had dreamed of a little girl tearing blood-red ribbons from her snow-white skirts as she ran down a broad and sunlit path in the forest. In the dream, the huntswoman had been the little girl; in the dream, she had felt every stone in the path through the frail slippers, and had hated the dragging hem of her white dress.
 
   In the dream, the huntswoman had stopped running while the princess ran on, sloughing the huntswoman like a cicada sloughs its skin. The dream-huntswoman had watched the little white figure disappear down the sunlit path.
 
   Here in the waking, rain-dark forest, the huntswoman stared down the path ahead. This was the same path from the dream. She followed it cautiously, not daring to believe it was the same, and perhaps it was not; the dream path had been wide and flat, but this was no more than a rabbit’s trail. The huntswoman’s boots protected her from the stones of the path, and her vest and gloves protected her skin; nothing in the forest could touch her.
 
   The huntswoman studied the ground for any sign of the girl’s passage, following the dream's path from desperation. She had no choice; the king and queen would employ her until they died or she died. And though she was young, the huntswoman believed she would die soon; her boots would wear through and betray her in the forest, perhaps, or more likely, the window in her room would shrink to nothing and she would suffocate in her sleep.
 
   The huntswoman broke from the cover of the forest and found a river she had never seen before. The sun broke through the rainclouds as well, and shone down on a mown, green bank. A clear path, strewn with pine needles, led upstream. The huntswoman followed the new path, and shortly came to a small cottage, with a door only half her height.
 
   The huntswoman found a shadow beneath the trees and lurked there, waiting for sign of activity in the cottage; seeing none, she pulled her dagger out and moved cautiously to the front gate.
 
   The gate was missing a hinge; the garden out front was overgrown, but verdant with unopened buds. She slipped the latch and went inside, where seven little beds, neatly made, lay beneath a veil of dust.
 
   She came back out into the sunlight, blinking. A little man stood at the garden gate, staring sorrowfully at her, twisting a pointed red hat in one hand.
 
   “This way,” he said. “This way to see the princess.”
 
   The huntswoman was surprised. After all these years, that the object of her long hunt should be spoken of so casually by a forest gnome, yes, that was unexpected. She followed along, dagger in hand.
 
   The little man led her upstream and across a bridge, to a meadow surrounded by cherry trees fragrant with pink blossoms.
 
   On a platform lay a crystal casket, and in the casket lay a girl with raven skin and raven hair, wearing a snow-white dress with red ribbons. The dress was far too small: the bodice was tight across the breasts, and the legs stuck out from the skirt like hairy sticks.
 
   “Here lies the princess,” the little man said. “She came to us long ago, fleeing for her life. A curse caught her, and she fell into sleep like death.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   “My six brothers and I. But they have all passed beyond; I am the last guardian.”
 
   The huntswoman stared at the perfectly preserved princess. “You knew she was the princess. Why did you not come to the castle for help?”
 
   “The castle!” the little man said. “But the castle is where the curse came from.”
 
   “Indeed,” the huntswoman said.
 
   “Please,” the little man said, and his red hat was a rag in his hands now. “Please, kiss her, and she will awaken.”
 
   The huntswoman stared down her nose at him. Her hunting leathers made her flat-chested, true, but she knew her features were feminine enough, and there was no denying the narrowness of her waist.
 
   “I’m no man,” she said. “And no prince, to break enchantments through the unbidden application of my lips.”
 
   The little man buried his face in his ruined red hat and wept.
 
   The huntswoman lifted her booted foot and kicked back the lid of the casket. The crystal shattered into a thousand pieces.
 
   The huntswoman took her dagger and buried it to the hilt into the princess’s chest.
 
   The little man shrieked. “What! What are you doing?” He launched himself at the huntswoman, but she put out an arm and shoved him back. He fell to the ground.
 
   The huntswoman slid the knife down, creating an opening. She reached in with both hands and pulled the chest of the girl apart, and took out the heart. She put it in her game pouch, as she would have with a pheasant brought down by her arrow.
 
   “You work for the queen! You are the queen’s huntswoman!” the little man cried, and attacked her again.
 
   “I am not!” the huntswoman said.
 
   “The huntswoman took the princess into the forest; only the huntswoman returned to the castle. You tried to kill her then, as you are killing her now!” This time the gnome knocked her over when he leapt onto her, punching and kicking.
 
   She reached up and threw him hard against a tree. He fell with a thud, and did not get up right away. The huntswoman stood slowly, trying to catch her breath; and then she knelt, and cut away the hands of the sleeping princess.
 
   “No! No, no, no!” the little man shouted, but he did not come near, fearing her now, and knowing also that he was too late.
 
   The huntswoman secured the hands in her game pouch as well. She sheathed her dagger and took up her bow. She left the clearing, left the crying man, and left the princess who had now neither heart nor hands.
 
   *****
 
   The huntswoman strode through the forest toward the castle.
 
   The briars grew thicker and crowded the path to the gate, and as she got closer to the castle, they tried to block her way. She pulled out her dagger and cut through them. They were fierce, piercing her gloves and lodging in the leather, so that with every movement she felt the thorns pricking her. But she hacked away until she reached the gate.
 
   In the courtyard, the bard waited for her.
 
   “It’s over now,” he said, staring into the forest. “You’ve brought the queen what she wants. Look at the noose she’s pulled around the castle.” He put a finger through the gate to touch the briars, which reached for him like yearning hands. He drew back his finger with a drop of blood on it.
 
   “Those are not the queen’s briars,” the huntswoman said. “They tried to keep me from returning.”
 
   “But whose briars would they be, if not the queen’s?” the bard asked.
 
   “You are the watcher here, the recorder of events. You are more suited to interpret than me.”
 
   The bard fixed his eyes on her game pouch. He reached forth his bloodstained finger to point at the slight bulge. “There,” he cried, poking the leather. “There lies the innocent’s heart.”
 
   The huntswoman twisted away from the bard, but his blood remained, a smeared fingerprint on the pouch. “It was barely beating,” she said. “Why do you not run and tell your master I have returned from a successful hunt?”
 
   Before he could answer, the castle rumbled slightly, and all the doors and windows contracted a few inches.
 
   “It’s happening again,” the bard said, looking fearfully up at the tower as though afraid it would fall on him.
 
   “It happens every night in my room,” the huntswoman said, and turned to walk away.
 
   “Not like this,” the bard said. “This – this is the end of all things.”
 
   He made a weak grasping motion toward the pouch. She sidestepped him, ready in case he should attack her as the gnome had. But when he could not reach her, he simply turned aside, shoulders slumping in defeat.
 
   “I bear witness,” the bard murmured. “I bear witness.” He wandered away like lonely woodsmoke.
 
   The huntswoman entered the castle.
 
   The queen was not in the solarium, but the king was. He was hunched and silent, and did not seem to notice the huntswoman when she came into the room. She turned to leave.
 
   “Huntswoman,” he grated, and she saw that he held two pieces of a dinner plate in his hands. “Have you found her? Have you found my girl?”
 
   The huntswoman watched him as he tried to push the pieces of the dinner plate back together, over and over again, the edges of the china grating against each other.
 
   “She was never your girl,” she said, and left.
 
   The queen was not in the great hall. The queen was not in the kitchen; nor was she in the high tower, nor the low dungeon.
 
   The huntswoman searched the rest of the castle and found nothing. Finally, she returned to her own room, and there was the queen, peering out the tiny crack in the wall where once a window had been.
 
   “You were almost too late,” the queen said, only half-turning. The queen held a finger in the crack, and a keen breeze whistled there, and a pale beam of light shone through.
 
   “You know that I found her?”
 
   “Of course,” the queen said, and a silver mirror slipped from under her cloak and hit the floor, shattering like the crystal coffin had shattered in the spring orchard.
 
   “Your mirror!” the huntswoman said, starting forward, far too late to catch it.
 
   “Let it go. We’ve no need for such glass any longer.” The queen’s smile was serene, as always, though the crack in the wall grew smaller around her fingers, cutting into her flesh.
 
   “The window – ” the huntswoman said.
 
   “Quickly! Let me see her. Let me see the hands and the heart of the princess,” the queen urged.
 
   The huntswoman opened her game pouch, but paused as she touched the flesh within. “How will you know they are hers? How do you know I haven’t tricked you?”
 
   “There was nothing else out there for you to find.”
 
   The huntswoman gave the heart to the queen. The queen cradled it in her free hand, and the heart began to beat. The huntswoman stared.
 
   “The hands,” the queen said. “Take them out, and put them on, over your gloves.”
 
   The huntswoman hesitated, unable to see how this could be done; but at the queen’s urging, she took the right hand from her game pouch and slid the tips of her gloved fingers into the ragged flesh at the wrists without resistance. The hand slid onto hers, up and over the heel of her palm until wrist met wrist, melding flesh to glove and glove to flesh. In a moment, there was no visible sign that the hand was not her own, and it moved as though it were her own right hand; even faster, the same magic was performed with the left hand.
 
   “Now, take the heart from me; place it in your chest.”
 
   The huntswoman, entranced, lifted the heart and pushed it through her hunting leathers, through her skin and bones. It continued to beat there, inside her chest, long after the flesh closed up around it.
 
   In that moment, the huntswoman awakened, as she had not when a thousand princes kissed her.
 
   A sudden brightness of light blinded her: the crack in the wall had blossomed into a window. In the corner, the narrow pallet had grown into a bed fit for the getting and bearing of royal children. By the bed, the wooden plank had turned into a writing desk suitable for the creation of both treaties and decrees.
 
   The huntswoman blinked, looking down at her now creaseless boots and her dark, lovely hands. “What enchantment is this?”
 
   “It is but the work of time,” the queen said.
 
   The huntswoman shook her head, bewildered. “I am ... lost.”
 
   “You were lost, perhaps, but you have found yourself again. Look through the window, my dear,” the queen said, and the huntswoman stared out at the countryside through the wide window. She lifted her face to the summer breeze and smelled the air, and looked with wonder at the trees in leaf.
 
   “It’s beautiful, stepmother,” the huntswoman said, clutching her new hands to her chest, feeling her new heart beat beneath her skin and her vest. “It’s so beautiful.”
 
   The queen’s eyes glowed. “As are you, princess, daughter.”
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