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 INTRODUCTION

by Erin Underwood

 


 


In 1812, Jacob and Wilhelm
Grimm published the first edition of Children's and Household Tales (Kinder und
Hausmärchen),
propelling their unique collection of fairy tales into literary
history. Even before they published their collection, the stories
themselves had already captured the imaginations of children and
adults alike; they were tales that had been passed down
person-to-person and generation-to-generation before finally being
published by the Brothers Grimm. The last two hundred years have
since smoothed away many of their sharp edges of sex and violence.
How might these fairy tales continue to change over the next two
hundred or two thousand years? How might they be retold? Would they
even be recognizable as the old classics that shaped us as
children?

Sweet Cinderella may be
what many people think of as a classic Grimm fairy tale, but they
won't find that fairy tale version of Disney's "perfect" princess
within these pages. Rather than taking the well-worn path of
choosing only the best-known and most well-loved classics,
The Grimm Future authors
choose to retell the fairy tales that best invoked visions of the
future they wanted to tell. So, they did what authors do and mined
the field of more than 200 Grimm fairy tales for the richest
nuggets of inspiration. In so doing, they picked an exciting
combination of old time favorites as well as many of the more
obscure tales, running the gamut from a charming multi-tale mash-up
by Garth Nix to retellings of "Hansel and Gretel," "Little
Briar-Rose," and "The Six Swans" as well as the "The Star-Talers,"
"The Juniper-Tree," "Iron John," and others.

Whether well-known or not, reading fairy
tales is intrinsically appealing no matter your age or from which
culture you come. This fascination paired with science fiction's
age-old quest to explore the great "What if?" provides an exciting
opportunity to examine what our future may hold. What will we find
when gazing at the future through a Grimm fairy tale lens? Does
humanity change over time? Does human nature? Will the human
experience even be relevant in the future or will sentient life
evolve beyond the physical plane? And—will Grimm fairy tales even
have a place in that future?

It is my hope that
The Grimm Future captures
the appeal of the original Grimm fairy tales while also providing a
glimpse into the near and the far-flung
future through these 14 speculative
retellings. I hope you enjoy the
journey.

 


The Beginning
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PAIR OF UGLY STEPSISTERS, THREE OF
A KIND

 by
Garth Nix

 


based upon multiple Grimm fairy tales,
including

Little Brother and Little Sister, Rapunzel,
Little Red-Cap, and Cinderella

 


 


Little Sister woke me up
when the work ticket came in, which told me straight away it wasn't
something routine. She'd have left it for my shift if it was the
usual. We spent most of our time on pure
maintenance work, going from worldlet to worldlet, invisible to the
super-rich inhabitants within. This had to be something
different.

Little Sister and me, we were just flotsam
who'd managed to find a niche working for the Company, a niche that
only existed because of the system-wide ban on AIs and on potential
bodies for them, whether it be humanoid androids or super-capable
robot chassis. Everyone feared those combos, ever since the AI that
called itself Diablo took over the Jovian mining robots and their
android overseers almost ten years ago and decided to rationalize
humanity out of its future plans.

So. We worked for the Company, and the
Company looked after the nine thousand or so worldlets between Mars
and Jupiter, made a long time ago for the phenomenally rich of
Earth, just how they wanted them. They were all pretty much the
same on the outside, these worldlets. Just big flattened ovoids of
asteroidal rock, the standard size sixty kilometers long, twenty
wide at the midpoint, twelve high. Some were bigger, a few
smaller.

Inside, they were all
different, cosmetically at least. They were dream worlds, made to
be whatever their original purchasers desired. Many replicated historical periods from Earth. Others
extrapolated terraformed versions of system planets, centuries
ahead of the actual terraforming that was going on.

More than two thousand worldlets were based
on works of fiction. Little Sister and I had worked on at least a
hundred Middle Earths, twenty or more Tattooines, dozens of
wizarding worldlets with the inhabitants permanently at magic
boarding school. They'd all probably seemed like brilliant places
to be when the uber-rich had first set them up, aiming to use them
for a few months, a year perhaps. Vacation places to indulge one's
fantasies.

But not so good when you were stuck there
for almost a decade, so far.

See, the worldlets turned
out to have a basic flaw, at least in light of later events. To
make them work properly, they each needed a central AI and lots of
anthropomorphic and other bodies to fill out the necessary casts,
whether it be invented Martian beasts, steppe fauna of
15th century Earth, townsfolk of Victorian London, elves and orcs
or whatever.

Which is why, post Diablo and the Jovian
Miner War, every single worldlet was quarantined and any human who
happened to be there when the word came down was stuck there, being
Elrond or Genghis Khan or the Empress of Mars.

Forever.

"This had better be worth waking me up," I
grumbled to Little Sister. She shrugged and handed me the
red-bordered message flimsy. I read it, wiped my nose on it,
scrunched it into a ball and shoved it in the recycler.

"Seven Six Three, called Grimm World," I
said, sniffing. "Got the blah on it?"

I knew roughly what it
would be. I'd read Grimms' Fairy
Tales, growing up on Luna. Unlike a lot of
younger folk, I'd actually had something that could pass for a
childhood. So I knew this worldlet would be some plutocrat's dumb
idea of being Cinderella or something like that. Fly in from Earth,
suffer (a little bit) as a servant for a few days, then have the
whole ball/fairy godmother/hazel-twig kindly spirit/prince thing
and spend the rest of their holiday with their perfectly designed
android prince or princess adoring slave.

Only after nine years or so even that would
probably have got somewhat old. Particularly without being able to
communicate with the rest of the system. The trillionaires trapped
in their own little space kingdoms were completely cut off to all
forms of communication, both in and out. Every worldlet was
surrounded with its own little orbital system of electronic
jammers, interferers, blockers, detectors and even interceptors in
case someone tried the age-old message rocket shtick.

Little Sister handed me the printout with
the worldlet's basic data. No screens in our ship, just in case an
AI got aboard somehow and messed with our minds via photic
programming and the like.

"Made for Everanza Luke-Hazely III," I read,
with a suitable grimace. I knew that family, if not this particular
scion. The rest of them were still making a ton of money mining
noble metals on Mercury, hampered not at all by the ban on AIs and
heavy-duty robots. They just used indentured workers from the slums
of Earth instead, which is a fancy way of saying slaves. It
probably worked out even better for them.

"Designed to emulate a
bucolic, idealized version of mid-19th century rural Germany
with incidences of narrative action inspired by the tales collected
by the Brothers Grimm."

That could cover a lot of ground. Incidences
of narrative action meant everything would go along without much
occurring, and then all of a sudden something would, a story would
begin and make life interesting. Though not too interesting,
provided the AI continued to act within its pre-set limitations.
Which, apart from Diablo, seemed to be what they did do. But you
know what they say. One bad AI can spoil the whole solar
system.

"Unusual transmission attempts detected and
variant energy signatures noted," I continued to read. "AI to be
terminated. Express." This was weird. If the powers that be really
thought an AI was up

to something, then the big laser on Phobos
or the missile tubes on Ganymede would get a very brief and wholly
unchallenging workout. No more worldlet. No more AI.

Every now and then
one would disappear in a bright flash, and no one ever told us why. It
might be bored soldiers having a yippee shoot for all we
knew.

The point was, it was easy to destroy an
aberrant AI out here. There was no need to send two maintenance
women to physically enter a worldlet and smack the brain inside
with a hammer.

"This has the strong whiff of politics," I
said, wrinkling my nose. "What's really going on?"

Little Sister shrugged, but in a certain way
that—to me at least—indicated she had some ideas. "Come on, 'fess
up."

She handed me another flimsy. I held it
upside down for a second, since it was mostly a photo with a very
small caption and I was expecting text, so it took me a moment to
recalibrate my eyes. Once upon a time I thought I might be allowed
somewhere where I could get new eyes regrown, but I'd given up on
that, and the prosthetics were pretty good on the whole.

The photo was of a bunch of very
good-looking (because they'd had lots of work), surprisingly
youthful (because ditto) women, men and inbetweeners gathered for
an official group portrait. There was a very strong family likeness
going on with all of them, and the caption read "Board of
LH&M."

"Oh, I get it," I said. "If they get their
government toadies to just blow the worldlet everyone will know
Everanza Luke-Hazely was deliberately done away with. Whereas if we
slip in and fillet the AI, everything will continue to look the
same from Earth or Mars, but she'll be dead soon enough anyway.
Then the siblings inherit her stock or her board seat or
whatever."

Little Sister half-nodded. As in, my theory
might be right but there was probably more to it.

"LHM must own a fair piece of the Company to
have enough pull to organize this."

Little Sister nodded and held up three
fingers and then the full spread of both hands.

Thirty percent.

I whistled. The Company, to give its full
name, was "A World of Your Own For No One Else to Share, Inc." But
that was way too long. They had tried a kind of bastardized acronym
for a while: "AWOYO FRONOES." But even the marketing geniuses who
thought that up couldn't use it regularly. After a while, anyone
who had anything to do with it just called it the Company. After
all, there wasn't another one. Not out here.

Given that it was now a non-revenue
generating concern whose dubious assets were also the biggest
liabilities anywhere in human space, it was surprising that any of
the big combines would bother to buy into the Company, particularly
so large a chunk of it. But I had heard rumors about mining
restarting out this way, which could explain the interest from
LHM.

"So, we going to do it?" I asked. "Or do we
develop troubles of our own which regrettably mean sitting here
incommunicado for a week or two?"

Little Sister emitted the kind of
whistling-choking noise you hear when there's a hull breach and all
the air gets sucked out. Hard to imitate that sound, but she could
do it. It was particularly impressive when you considered she
didn't actually have a mouth as such any more. Again, if we could
get somewhere with an advanced medical facility, that could be
fixed. But like my eyes, it wasn't going to happen. "Fair point," I
conceded. We couldn't sit out here for a few weeks, because we'd
been out three months and needed to resupply everything. Including
our air. Our old tub had a lot of very, very small leaks, and
recycling only went so far.

"We could declare an emergency, head over to
Io," I continued. "I really don't like the smell of this."

Little Sister pinched her nose, telling me I
had to put up with it. "You want to go there?" I asked. "Spike an
AI that almost certainly hasn't done a thing wrong?"

She nodded and shook her head. Yes to the
first, no to the second. "Curiosity killed the cosmonaut," I
grumbled. "And all her friends."

But I got up, and flew along the cylinder to
what we laughingly referred to as our control center. I took a
dozen star sights, and then with Little Sister pedaling to provide
extra power, I woke up our dumb old computer, got it to work out
how to get us to Grimm World and having got the results, punched in
the thruster commands on the Selectorocket. That was a good find.
Before we had it, Little Sister and I had to do every firing
command in order and absolutely on time, using the big chronometer
and the lever rack that still took up way too much space. I think
the levers were designed as an homage to 19th century railway
switch boxes. They were big enough.

I really missed the days when you told an AI
or a very smart computer where you wanted to go and they just took
you there.

We were sixty-five hours in transit. I spent
an appreciable part of that time trying to second-guess what was
really going on, before coming to the conclusion that I shouldn't
worry about it and deal with whatever happened when it
happened.

We did a slow, twenty-kilometer orbit of the
worldlet first, taking a look at its collection of satellites,
making sure they were behaving according to their hardwired
programs and there was no visible evidence they'd been tampered
with. They were totally dumb, so the only way you could change
their behavior was to get into their innards. And the only way to
do that would be to turn each one off first, by shooting over a
low-velocity key torpedo of the right kind, which would physically
match the activation lock.

That's what we had to do in order to get
past them. Fortunately, this was part of our maintenance duty, so
we had the means to do so.

Little Sister had made up the keys en route,
laboriously cutting and filing the one point five-meter-long blanks
to match the details we had in our top-secret codebook. The
codebook was the first thing off the ship when we docked. It got
escorted by numerous armed guards and in general was treated with
tons more respect than we ever received.

Firing the key torpedoes was as much a pain
as ever. After inspecting the satellites, which as far as we could
tell were tamper-free, we worked out the three we needed to turn
off for us to get at the worldlet, and even more importantly back
again. Then we had to suit up and take the key torps one by one out
to the launcher, which was fixed to the hull five meters around
from the anterior lock.

Little Sister aimed the target painter, a
laser of the correct frequency that wouldn't activate the
satellite's defenses, while I loaded the torp in place and turned
on its moronic guidance system to follow that laser. Finally, I
very carefully flipped the valves for its compressed air guidance
system, stood well back and pressed the stud.

The first two torps hit their targets as
planned, hitting the wide bells of the venturi targets that
captured them and guided the keys on into the locks.

The third shot went awry, spewing air out of
a malfunctioning guidance exhaust as it spun out of control.

"Typical," I grunted, and thought bad
thoughts about the probably eternally teenaged boy who'd designed
this ridiculously phallic security system.

Little Sister had cut two keys for each sat,
just in case, so I got the second torp ready and hoped it would
work. The sats would only be stood down for eight hours, so any
delay was critical.

Fortunately, this second attempt went okay.
We watched the external status flags on the sats for a while, me
with my eyes on telescopic and Sis using flip-down binoculars, to
make sure they were properly offline.

"Guess we'd better go," I said. "Sled all
packed? You got your

Magic Bag?"

Little Sister gestured to the bulging thigh
pocket of her suit. That told me a lot. The mere fact she was
bringing it indicated she thought this job was going to go in a
particular direction. Or at least, there was a good chance it
would.

We rode the sled over, me piloting by
artificial eyeball, taking it slow and careful. We didn't head for
the main airlock. That would have been welded shut when the sats
were first put in place, along with most of the other entry/egress
ports.

But there was still a way in. We just had to
get on to the hull, walk around for a bit, then bore through at the
right point to connect up a remote and fire off one of the
lifeboats (which the sats would usually destroy) and then we could
go in via the empty boat bay and the emergency lock there.

This was also supposed to be one-way, but we
knew how to rejig it. It worked about eighty per cent of the time.
If it didn't we'd be ejected back into space in a cloud of
self-sealing foam. Which would be a real pain, so I was hoping
probability would be our friend for once.

It was, and we made it through. We clambered
on out and stood looking over the pleasant green pastures and
charming woods of Grimm World. The sun (or a reasonable facsimile
thereof) hung high in the sky. Smoke curled up from the chimneys of
some cottages nearby. Cows grazed in the fields, bells at their
necks tinkling. In the distance, there were the towers of a Mad
Bavarian prince's white castle, huge cloth-of-gold banners flying
from the turrets, lofted by a breeze I wasn't going to open my
visor to feel.

"I hate it already," I grumbled.

A cowherd looked at us incuriously as we
wandered across the meadow towards a rough road that led to the
castle. He was a fine-whiskered old fellow in yellow lederhosen and
a jaunty Tyrolean hat with a long feather. He was, of course,
merely an extension of the central AI, so I watched him carefully,
my hand on the flame gun holstered on my chestplate.

"Getting any indications?" I asked Little
Sister. Her eyes were flicking up and down, watching the dials and
read-outs inside her helmet. She had a lot more sophisticated
outfit than me. Made it herself.

She shook her head. So the AI wasn't
misbehaving, or at least not in any obvious fashion.

"The brain should be in the tallest tower,"
I said. "If it's on the standard pattern."

While the AI consciousness extended
throughout the worldlet, and in every artificia person, cow, pixie,
sprite, Rumpelstiltskin, or whatever, all of that was nothing
without the core-processing unit. And what made this work was a
coconut-sized lump of many-times folded organic brain equivalent.
So we really could hit it with a hammer. Presuming we could get
past the various security arrangements put there to prevent any
such occurrence.

We trudged along the road for a kilometer or
so, and entered the woods. I actually drew my flame gun at that
point, because if the AI was up to something Grimm-flavored, then
there definitely would be trouble in the deep shade under the
trees.

And indeed, trouble came when we were
halfway through the forest. A little girl came screaming out of the
tree line, her once-charming hooded robe torn and her neat blond
hair in disarray.

"A wolf! A wolf!" she cried, pointing back
into the trees. "Come, woodcutter! Save my grandmother!"

I guess Little Sister's diamond-edged
boarding axe did make her look a bit like a woodcutter.

She swung it easily,
despite its size, and neatly lopped off Little Red's head in a single stroke.

"A wolf! A wooooolf…" droned the head for a
few seconds before it caught on that it wasn't connected to a body
anymore. Said body stumbled on for a few paces, arms reaching, till
I tripped it over and it went down to flail about in the
leaves.

Little Sister knelt down, her knee pressing
the head into the dirt. She worked quickly, reaching into her magic
bag to pull out the probes, which she thrust deep into the eyes,
straight through into the android's artificial brain behind.

I kept watch. I wasn't really worried about
the wolf, my flame gun would take out even a combat-hardened wolf
form. I was more concerned with what I didn't know about.

"So, what have we got?" I asked after a few
minutes. "AI really gone rogue?"

Little Sister held up her hand for patience.
She had all the probes connected and was interrogating the AI. This
usually only took a few seconds so I was starting to wonder if
there was something up when she unplugged and quickly gestured,
signing to me the AI was behaving perfectly normally, and was a
sober, responsible citizen.

If there actually were "unusual
transmissions detected and variant energy signatures noted," it
wasn't the work of the AI.

Which once again begged the question of what
we were doing there, why we were doing it, and who for.

"On to the castle?" I suggested. Little
Sister nodded in agreement. We walked on in companionable silence,
our usual state. Some ravens followed us for a while, their
glistening eyes watching our every move, but Little Sister wasn't
concerned so I figured this was just the AI walking along with us,
as it were, also in companionable silence.

That silence was broken as we neared the
castle. I picked up the vibrations first, then the sound came via
my helmet pickup. A rhythmic noise that I took a moment to
recognize as the sound of horse's hooves. A single horse,
galloping.

It came across the drawbridge of the castle,
a wonderful white stallion with saddle and all the trappings in the
same cloth-of-gold as the banners.

Naturally, there was a prince riding it.
Pretty much a real prince, in human terms, since it wasn't one of
the AI's bit players. The rider was Everanza Luke-Hazely III
herself. Or himself, since Everanza was a modified inbetweener who
could be whatever gender seemed good at the time, given a little
notice. She looked just like all the other Luke-Hazelys in the LHM
board pic.

Very striking, very proud, and very much
superior to everyone else. She rode straight at us, with that
classic aristocratic contempt for lesser beings, only reigning in
at the last minute when we didn't step aside and tug our forelocks,
or whatever the equivalent is when you're wearing a suit.

"You're so slow!" she complained. "I got
tired of waiting."

She looked me up and down,
taking in my admittedly rather clumsily-stitched in artificial eyes
and the section of radiation-burned scalp not covered by my
skullcap, and then across at Little Sister, who has no lower jaw at
all, just a burnished plate of silver. I think it quite stylish, I
copied the hammered effect from a 10th century cup, but
Everanza grimaced.

"Ugly sisters straight out of Grimm!" she
exclaimed. "Where's my suit?"

I raised my hand, very politely. "What?" she
asked. "Hurry up!"

"We're here to spike the AI," I said.
"That's all." She scowled at me.

"I know you've had your instructions. You're
here to retrieve me." This was extremely unwelcome news. If
Everanza was in touch with the outside world, it could only be with
the connivance of the Company itself.

I looked meaningfully at Little Sister. She
opened an arm pocket and pulled out a purple-bordered flimsy. That
meant ultra-high priority, destroy upon reading, all that kind of
thing. I held it up near my faceplate and read it aloud.

"Spike AI second priority following First
priority, safe retrieval of prime inhabitant Everanza LH III,
rendezvous Amalthea soonest."

I handed the flimsy back to Little Sister,
who pulled the diagonal edges, activating the security feature that
crumbled it into dust. I guess she hadn't shown me before because I
would have refused to go rescue a plutocrat.

"Amalthea, huh? So that's where the
Company's got the secret base for the new mining setup? Hence your
lot buying in I guess, being specialists in slave labor and
all."

"Do not speculate on matters beyond your
immediate concern," said Everanza. "You are employees and would do
well to remember your place. Where is my suit?"

Little Sister pointed at one of her thigh
pockets and made the sign for an emergency transfer bag. Then she
turned her head and winked at me. That wink told me she was up to
something, and I had an inkling I knew what it was. But I'd been
wrong before. Spectacularly wrong, as it happened. I told myself
not to speculate, but just go along. For now.

"We've got a baggie for you," I said. "But
first we have to spike the AI. Kill the worldlet. But how are you
going to explain popping up on Amalthea? I mean, lots of people
will know you've been stuck on a world—"

"I will be
in charge on Amalthea
from the moment we land there, so you had best learn to serve me
well from this moment, and not bother with peripheral questions," snapped
Everanza. "And I am not going in a transfer bag. I'll take your
suit, you look roughly the right size. You go in the
bag."

"Sure, sure, whatever you want, Boss," I
said easily. "Let's go take care of the AI. It's up the top of the
tallest tower, I guess? Over there?"

"I presume so," said Everanza. "I do not
concern myself with technical matters unless it becomes necessary.
You go and deal with it, I will await you here."

Little Sister made a sign.

"Well, I think we'll need
you, ma'am-sir," I said. "To get past the basic access security.
It'll be coded to your biometrics. Can you check?" Everanza shut
her eyes for a moment, accessing the auxiliary memory cores that
most plutocratic executives had installed to assist their natural
brainpower. I wanted to know if she had them. We didn't really need
Everanza's help to access the tower, though it would
make it a bit faster.

"Yes, yes," she muttered, opening her eyes
and scowling. "A ridiculous voiceprint challenge to begin with. I
never wanted a Grimm worldlet, I should have let Tamarith keep
it…"

"Please, lead on, ma'am."

I gestured for her to go ahead. She wheeled
her horse around and of course it stood up on its hind legs and did
that Spanish jumping forward thing. No plain old horses in this
worldlet.

I thought I knew what the access code would
be, and I was right. Everanza dismounted at the base of the tower,
looked up and shouted the challenge phrase.

"Rapunzel! Rapunzel! Let down your
hair!"

It wasn't really hair. Someone had skimped
on the budget, or got concerned about safety or something. It was a
kind of hairy golden rope ladder that came cascading down the side
of the tower.

Everanza looked at it distastefully, as if
she never went anywhere on her own two legs. Maybe she was waiting
for her horse to grow wings and turn into a Pegasus.

"Quicker we get up there and sort it out
the, quicker we'll be away, ma'am," I said, very respectfully.
"You'd better go first in case there's more security."

"Very well," she replied, and started
climbing. I followed considerably more clumsily. It's hard work
climbing anything in a suit and the rungs of the ladder were a
little close together, so it was hard to get my boots in.

Little Sister paused
behind me, checking up on the tower's security. Even with Everanza,
the legitimate owner of the worldlet, going first, it was always
good to double check on the off chance the AI had managed to hide the fact it had
gone psycho.

There were a couple of straightforward
defenses on the way up. A concentric dart-throwing ring that hummed
ominously as we crossed. A bunch of critters that were like moray
eels with sucker feet and metal skins came and sniffed Everanza.
They must have had dog genes in them, because they wriggled with
pleasure at her scent and capered along next to her, but they
ignored Little Sis and me. Almost like they couldn't tell we were
there.

The top of the tower was a bit
disappointing. Budget cuts again. No princess's bower, no beautiful
drapes and artwork, no romantic four-poster bed. Just the box for
the brain in the middle of the floor, with various cables and pipes
running into it.

"There it is, get on with it," said
Everanza. We got on with it.

I slapped Everanza with the knockout buzzer
on my suit gauntlet, holding it against her chest for ten seconds,
much longer than would be necessary for a non-augmented human. She
fought it too, and even got her arms up halfway, which shows what
good tech those LHM executives buy for themselves. But I'd made the
buzzer myself for precisely this kind of thing. Her muscles locked
up and she slid down towards the floor.

Little Sister caught her and laid her down
next to the AI's brain box. I quickly glued Everanza's arms and
legs together to immobilize her, because she wouldn't be paralyzed
for long by the jolt.

"What doing this for," slurred the
plutocrat. "P…pointless."

"We need your body," I explained kindly, and
pointed to the box. "So our friend can take your place."

She knew what I was talking about. They used
to call it body-jacking in the old days. Who knows what the kids
call it now. Transferring an entire personality, whether artificial
or human, from one mind to another. It was a one-way thing, you
couldn't just swap. The mind that got overwritten was wiped, though
handily any augmented data storage would remain.

"C…can't be done," sneered Everanza. The
shock was already wearing off and she was talking normally. A lot
faster than I expected. "Executive encryption. You need a
specialist AI to crack it."

Little Sister turned to her, and smiled with
her eyes.

"Got that covered," I said. "And you know,
your encryption is nine years old."

She started to really struggle then, despite
the glue stick, and never really calmed down until the process was
over. Some princesses just don't get that the story isn't about
them after all.

"I feel quite odd," said the new Everanza,
who used to be a brain in a box. "Unsettled by the loss of the old
boundaries and restrictions."

"You'll get used to it," I said. I applied
the solvent to her hands and feet and helped her over to the
window. Little Sister went first,

then the AI in her new body, and I
followed.

"Why have you freed me?" the AI asked when
we reached the ground. "Are you part of an organization? I can see
nothing about any such thing in Everanza's…in my extended memory
files."

"We're just a couple of maintenance
workers," I said.

I looked at Little Sister, but she wasn't
going to help me out. I shrugged and started to walk, buying time
to get my thoughts in order, trying to articulate something I
didn't usually talk about.

"Our job is fixing things, making things
work better," I said slowly. "We try to do that, anyway. Part of it
is freeing slaves and stopping people who want to enslave more
people. Humans or AIs."

"You try to make things work better," mused
the new Everanza.

"To facilitate the proper ending."

"Proper ending?" I asked.

"In a Grimm story, the selfish and cruel are
punished, and the meek or innocent prosper," said Everanza.

"Yeah," I said. "I guess that is what we try
to do. In between swapping out faulty components on waste relief
facilities and the like."

"I would like to assist in this endeavor,"
said Everanza earnestly. "Funny you should mention that," I said.
"You are effectively

Everanza now. You can go take charge on
Amalthea, help us break the Company down from the inside."

"Yes…" said Everanza. She smiled, her very
white teeth catching the last of the light. "I presume that was
always your plan?"

"Not mine," I said hastily. "Little Sister
is the one with the plans."

"An AI and a human," said
Everanza. "However did you come to work
together so well?"

"I found her," I said. "In a bottle, and I
offered her three wishes." Everanza frowned.

"Isn't it usually the other way around?"

Little Sister nodded, and made the sign for
"hurry up."

The sun went out just before we reached the
lifeboat bay. It didn't set; it just turned off as the power plant
reached its automatic shutdown state, weary of asking for
instructions from a guiding intelligence that now would never
answer.

We rejoined our ship without incident, and
left the Grimm worldlet behind.

Three sisters now, going out to make some proper
endings.

 


The End
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LITTLE BROTHER AND LITTLE
SISTER

 by The Brothers Grimm

 


Tale #11, Alt Title:
Brother and Sister

 


 


Little brother took his little sister by the
hand and said, "Since our mother died we have had no happiness; our
stepmother beats us every day, and if we come near her she kicks us
away with her foot. Our meals are the hard crusts of bread that are
left over; and the little dog under the table is better off, for
she often throws it a nice bit. May Heaven pity us. If our mother
only knew! Come, we will go forth together into the wide
world."

They walked the whole day over meadows,
fields, and stony places; and when it rained the little sister
said, "Heaven and our hearts are weeping together." In the evening
they came to a large forest, and they were so weary with sorrow and
hunger and the long walk, that they lay down in a hollow tree and
fell asleep.

The next day when they awoke, the sun was
already high in the sky, and shone down hot into the tree. Then the
brother said, "Sister, I am thirsty; if I knew of a little brook I
would go and just take a drink; I think I hear one running." The
brother got up and took the little sister by the hand, and they set
off to find the brook.

But the wicked stepmother was a witch, and
had seen how the two children had gone away, and had crept after
them privily, as witches do creep, and had bewitched all the brooks
in the forest.

Now when they found a
little brook leaping brightly over the stones, the brother was
going to drink out of it, but the sister heard how it said as it
ran, "Who drinks of me will be a tiger; who drinks of me will be a
tiger." Then the sister cried, "Pray, dear brother, do
not drink, or you will become a wild beast, and
tear me to pieces." The brother did not drink, although he was so
thirsty, but said, "I will wait for the next spring."

When they came to the next brook the sister
heard this also say, "Who drinks of me will be a wolf; who drinks
of me will be a wolf." Then the sister cried out, "Pray, dear
brother, do not drink, or you will become a wolf, and devour
me."

The brother did not drink, and said, "I will
wait until we come to the next spring, but then I must drink, say
what you like; for my thirst is too great."

And when they came to the third brook the
sister heard how it said as it ran, "Who drinks of me will be a
roebuck; who drinks of me will be a roebuck."

The sister said, "Oh, I pray you, dear
brother, do not drink, or you will become a roebuck, and run away
from me."

But the brother had knelt down at once by
the brook, and had bent down and drunk some of the water, and as
soon as the first drops touched his lips he lay there a young
roebuck.

And now the sister wept over her poor
bewitched brother, and the little roe wept also, and sat
sorrowfully near to her. But at last the girl said, "Be quiet, dear
little roe, I will never, never leave you."

Then she untied her golden garter and put it
round the roebuck's neck, and she plucked rushes and wove them into
a soft cord. With this she tied the little beast and led it on, and
she walked deeper and deeper into the forest.

And when they had gone a very long way they
came at last to a little house, and the girl looked in; and as it
was empty, she thought, "We can stay here and live." Then she
sought for leaves and moss to make a soft bed for the roe; and
every morning she went out and gathered roots and berries and nuts
for herself, and brought tender grass for the roe, who ate out of
her hand, and was content and played round about her. In the
evening, when the sister was tired, and had said her prayer, she
laid her head upon the roebuck's back: that was her pillow, and she
slept softly on it. And if only the brother had had his human form
it would have been a delightful life.

For some time they were
alone like this in the wilderness. But it happened that the King of
the country held a great hunt in the forest. Then the blasts of the
horns, the barking of dogs, and the merry
shouts of the huntsmen rang through the trees, and the roebuck
heard all, and was only too anxious to be there. "Oh," said he, to
his sister, "let me be off to the hunt, I cannot bear it any
longer;" and he begged so much that at last she agreed. "But," said
she to him, "come back to me in the evening; I must shut my door
for fear of the rough huntsmen, so knock and say, ‘My little
sister, let me in!' that I may know you; and if you do not say
that, I shall not open the door." Then the young roebuck sprang
away; so happy was he and so merry in the open air.

The King and the huntsmen saw the pretty
creature, and started after him, but they could not catch him, and
when they thought that they surely had him, away he sprang through
the bushes and could not be seen. When it was dark he ran to the
cottage, knocked, and said, "My little sister, let me in." Then the
door was opened for him, and he jumped in, and rested himself the
whole night through upon his soft bed.

The next day the hunt went on afresh, and
when the roebuck again heard the bugle-horn, and the ho! ho! of the
huntsmen, he had no peace, but said, "Sister, let me out, I must be
off." His sister opened the door for him, and said, "But you must
be here again in the evening and say your password."

When the King and his huntsmen again saw the
young roebuck with the golden collar, they all chased him, but he
was too quick and nimble for them. This went on for the whole day,
but at last by the evening the huntsmen had surrounded him, and one
of them wounded him a little in the foot, so that he limped and ran
slowly. Then a hunter crept after him to the cottage and heard how
he said, "My little sister, let me in," and saw that the door was
opened for him, and was shut again at once. The huntsman took
notice of it all, and went to the King and told him what he had
seen and heard. Then the King said, "Tomorrow we will hunt once
more."

The little sister, however, was dreadfully
frightened when she saw that her fawn was hurt. She washed the
blood off him, laid herbs on the wound, and said, "Go to your bed,
dear roe, that you may get well again." But the wound was so slight
that the roebuck, next morning, did not feel it any more.

And when he again heard the sport outside,
he said, "I cannot bear it, I must be there; they shall not find it
so easy to catch me."

The sister cried, and said, "This time they
will kill you, and here am I alone in the forest and forsaken by
all the world. I will not let you out."

"Then you will have me die of grief,"
answered the roe; "when I hear the bugle-horns I feel as if I must
jump out of my skin." Then the sister could not do otherwise, but
opened the door for him with a heavy heart, and the roebuck, full
of health and joy, bounded into the forest.

When the King saw him, he said to his
huntsmen, "Now chase him all day long till nightfall, but take care
that no one does him any harm."

As soon as the sun had set, the King said to
the huntsman, "Now come and show me the cottage in the wood;" and
when he was at the door, he knocked and called out, "Dear little
sister, let me in." Then the door opened, and the King walked in,
and there stood a maiden more lovely than any he had ever seen. The
maiden was frightened when she saw, not her little roe, but a man
come in who wore a golden crown upon his head.

But the King looked kindly at her, stretched
out his hand, and said, "Will you go with me to my palace and be my
dear wife?"

"Yes, indeed," answered the maiden, "but the
little roe must go with me, I cannot leave him."

The King said, "It shall stay with you as
long as you live, and shall want nothing." Just then he came
running in, and the sister again tied him with the cord of rushes,
took it in her own hand, and went away with the King from the
cottage.

The King took the lovely maiden upon his
horse and carried her to his palace, where the wedding was held
with great pomp. She was now the Queen, and they lived for a long
time happily together; the roebuck was tended and cherished, and
ran about in the palace-garden.

But the wicked stepmother, because of whom
the children had gone out into the world, thought all the time that
the sister had been torn to pieces by the wild beasts in the wood,
and that the brother had been shot for a roebuck by the huntsmen.
Now when she heard that they were so happy, and so well off, envy
and hatred rose in her heart and left her no peace, and she thought
of nothing but how she could bring them again to misfortune. Her
own daughter, who was ugly as night, and had only one eye, grumbled
at her and said, "A Queen! that ought to have been my luck."

"Only be quiet," answered the old woman, and
comforted her by saying, "when the time comes I shall be
ready."

As time went on, the Queen had a pretty
little boy, and it happened that the King was out hunting; so the
old witch took the form of the chambermaid, went into the room
where the Queen lay, and said to her, "Come, the bath is ready; it
will do you good, and give you fresh strength; make haste before it
gets cold."

The daughter also was close by; so they
carried the weakly Queen into the bathroom, and put her into the
bath; then they shut the door and ran away. But in the bathroom
they had made a fire of such deadly heat that the beautiful young
Queen was soon suffocated.

When this was done the old woman took her
daughter, put a nightcap on her head, and laid her in bed in place
of the Queen. She gave her too the shape and the look of the Queen,
only she could not make good the lost eye. But in order that the
King might not see it, she was to lie on the side on which she had
no eye.

In the evening when he came home and heard
that he had a son he was heartily glad, and was going to the bed of
his dear wife to see how she was. But the old woman quickly called
out, "For your life leave the curtains closed; the Queen ought not
to see the light yet, and must have rest." The King went away, and
did not find out that a false Queen was lying in the bed.

But at midnight, when all slept, the nurse,
who was sitting in the nursery by the cradle, and who was the only
person awake, saw the door open and the true Queen walk in. She
took the child out of the cradle, laid it on her arm, and suckled
it. Then she shook up its pillow, laid the child down again, and
covered it with the little quilt. And she did not forget the
roebuck, but went into the corner where it lay, and stroked its
back. Then she went quite silently out of the door again. The next
morning the nurse asked the guards whether anyone had come into the
palace during the night, but they answered, "No, we have seen no
one."

She came thus many nights and never spoke a
word: the nurse always saw her, but she did not dare to tell anyone
about it.

When some time had passed in this manner,
the Queen began to speak in the night, and said—

 


"How fares my child, how fares my roe?

Twice shall I come, then never more."

 


The nurse did not answer, but when the Queen
had gone again, went to the King and told him all. The King said,
"Ah, heavens! what is this? Tomorrow night I will watch by the
child." In the evening he went into the nursery, and at midnight
the Queen again appeared and said—

 


"How fares my child, how fares my roe?

Once will I come, then never more."

 


And she nursed the child as she was wont to
do before she disappeared. The King dared not speak to her, but on
the next night he watched again. Then she said—

 


"How fares my child, how fares my roe?

This time I come, then never more."

 


Then the King could not restrain himself; he
sprang towards her, and said, "You can be none other than my dear
wife."

She answered, "Yes, I am your dear wife,"
and at the same moment she received life again, and by God's grace
became fresh, rosy, and full of health.

Then she told the King the evil deed which
the wicked witch and her daughter had been guilty of towards her.
The King ordered both to be led before the judge, and judgment was
delivered against them. The daughter was taken into the forest
where she was torn to pieces by wild beasts, but the witch was cast
into the fire and miserably burnt. And as soon as she was burnt the
roebuck changed his shape, and received his human form again, so
the sister and brother lived happily together all their lives.

 


The End
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RAPUNZEL

 by
The Brothers Grimm

 


Tale #12

 


 


There were once a man and a woman who had
long in vain wished for a child. At length the woman hoped that God
was about to grant her desire. These people had a little window at
the back of their house from which a splendid garden could be seen,
which was full of the most beautiful flowers and herbs. It was,
however, surrounded by a high wall, and no one dared to go into it
because it belonged to an enchantress, who had great power and was
dreaded by all the world. One day the woman was standing by this
window and looking down into the garden, when she saw a bed which
was planted with the most beautiful rampion (Rapunzel), and it
looked so fresh and green that she longed for it, and had the
greatest desire to eat some. This desire increased every day, and
as she knew that she could not get any of it, she quite pined away,
and looked pale and miserable.

Then her husband was alarmed, and asked,
"What aileth thee, dear wife?"

"Ah," she replied, "if I can't get some of
the rampion, which is in the garden behind our house, to eat, I
shall die."

The man, who loved her, thought, "Sooner
than let thy wife die, bring her some of the rampion thyself, let
it cost thee what it will."

In the twilight of the
evening, he clambered down over the wall into the garden of the
enchantress, hastily clutched a handful of rampion, and took it to
his wife. She at once made herself a salad of it, and ate it with
much relish. She, however, liked it so much—so very much, that the
next day she longed for it three times as much as before. If he was
to have any rest, her husband must once more descend into the garden. In the gloom of evening, therefore,
he let himself down again; but when he had clambered down the wall
he was terribly afraid, for he saw the enchantress standing before
him.

"How canst thou dare," said she with angry
look, "to descend into my garden and steal my rampion like a thief?
Thou shalt suffer for it!"

"Ah," answered he, "let mercy take the place
of justice, I only made up my mind to do it out of necessity. My
wife saw your rampion from the window, and felt such a longing for
it that she would have died if she had not got some to eat."

Then the enchantress allowed her anger to be
softened, and said to him, "If the case be as thou sayest, I will
allow thee to take away with thee as much rampion as thou wilt,
only I make one condition, thou must give me the child which thy
wife will bring into the world; it shall be well treated, and I
will care for it like a mother."

The man in his terror consented to
everything, and when the woman was brought to bed, the enchantress
appeared at once, gave the child the name of Rapunzel, and took it
away with her.

Rapunzel grew into the most beautiful child
beneath the sun. When she was twelve years old, the enchantress
shut her into a tower, which lay in a forest, and had neither
stairs nor door, but quite at the top was a little window. When the
enchantress wanted to go in, she placed herself beneath it and
cried,

 


"Rapunzel, Rapunzel,

Let down thy hair to me."

 


Rapunzel had magnificent long hair, fine as
spun gold, and when she heard the voice of the enchantress she
unfastened her braided tresses, wound them round one of the hooks
of the window above, and then the hair fell twenty ells down, and
the enchantress climbed up by it.

After a year or two, it came to pass that
the King's son rode through the forest and went by the tower. Then
he heard a song, which was so charming that he stood still and
listened. This was Rapunzel, who in her solitude passed her time in
letting her sweet voice resound. The King's son wanted to climb up
to her, and looked for the door of the tower, but none was to be
found. He rode home, but the singing had so deeply touched his
heart, that every day he went out into the forest and listened to
it. Once when he was thus standing behind a tree, he saw that an
enchantress came there, and he heard how she cried,

 


"Rapunzel, Rapunzel,

Let down thy hair."

 


Then Rapunzel let down the braids of her
hair, and the enchantress climbed up to her. "If that is the ladder
by which one mounts, I will for once try my fortune," said he, and
the next day when it began to grow dark, he went to the tower and
cried,

"Rapunzel, Rapunzel,

Let down thy hair."

 


Immediately the hair fell down and the
King's son climbed up.

At first Rapunzel was terribly frightened
when a man such as her eyes had never yet beheld, came to her; but
the King's son began to talk to her quite like a friend, and told
her that his heart had been so stirred that it had let him have no
rest, and he had been forced to see her.

Then Rapunzel lost her fear, and when he
asked her if she would take him for her husband, and she saw that
he was young and handsome, she thought, "He will love me more than
old Dame Gothel does;" and she said yes, and laid her hand in his.
She said, "I will willingly go away with thee, but I do not know
how to get down. Bring with thee a skein of silk every time that
thou comest, and I will weave a ladder with it, and when that is
ready I will descend, and thou wilt take me on thy horse."
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