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What’s past is prologue . . .

—William Shakespeare, The Tempest

The individual keeps watch on other individuals. Societies keep watch on other societies. Civilizations keep watch on other civilizations. It has always been so. Keeping watch is sometimes benevolent, sometimes malevolent. It is most certainly prudent.

It is not a trait exclusive to the human species.

Out of such prudence an advanced intelligence, far across the vastness of space, delivered a probe to Earth 40,000 years ago, to observe and report the progress of the human species. This probe was “born” here fully formed, a human being, engineered from the DNA of Homo sapiens. It possessed our skin, our organs, our skeleton, our muscles.

And it still lives among us.

The probe keeps watch.

The probe is one of us. Almost. It possesses a nuclear quantum computer brain, emitting a low-level electromagnetic field. It manipulates DNA and stem cells, healing itself as needed. It dies, but remains immortal. It enters human societies, adopting any guise, any race, any gender, any age it wishes, following a three-month metamorphosis. It witnesses the events, great and small, good and bad, that shape our destiny.

The probe keeps watch.

Everything it sees, hears, feels, experiences, and thinks, it flashes instantaneously across a thousand light-years, in real-time quantum-entangled communication with the intelligence that sent it here.

The probe keeps watch.

And sometimes it acts.

Two mysterious women convey the same Cinderella story to Giambattista Basile in 1594 and Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm in 1811. How cultures change and retell this story over time reveals humanity’s soul to those who listen.

—MJC
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by

M.J. Carlson

Play a game. Sit in a circle of friends. Whisper a story to the person next to you. Let your story travel around the circle. Listen to what returns. What does this exercise tell us about these people, their beliefs, their society? Extend the circle to include a town, a country, a culture, a millennium. Whisper a special story, quiet as a butterfly’s dance, into the right ear. Let that story weave through a people, changing with time and retelling until it returns, like birds flying home in the spring. Hear the secrets it brings. What do those secrets reveal about us?
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In the hour before dawn, Giambattista Basile lay back and sighed. “Scusimi,” he whispered. Excuse me. He shifted and straightened the bed sheet where it had bunched under his back. Always the gentleman, he reached across the woman he knew as Yu Yan and tugged the top sheet over her nakedness. She reacted by throwing the sheet off.

“Too warm.” she murmured, and rolled onto her side facing him before snuggling in close, working her shoulders into his embrace. She flipped her hair over his encircling arm and stretched against him, rolling the tension from her muscles, then sighed contentedly, her head on his chest.

He pulled a pillow under his head and allowed his gaze to caress her. Her hair cascaded over his arm and down her back, a waterfall of black silk. Tiny beads of sweat clung to her coppery bronze skin in the flickering candlelight. He inhaled slowly. Their lovemaking added a musky scent to the humid, salt-tinged air from outside.

Water in the canal below lapped against the stones of the building, soothing him. He smiled and turned his attention to the open window. Above the silhouetted rooftops, the moon descended toward a rose-hued horizon. Rain today. Perhaps they would stay in all day, listening as fat drops on the tiles sang them to sleep in a lover’s lullaby.

As he returned his attention to the woman in his arms, his lips brushed against her hair. “Mia bella amore.” My beautiful love. He let the words trickle out, hoping she was awake.

“Yes?” Her murmured reply betrayed no hint of sleep.

“I wish,” he said, “this moment could last forever. It is like a soap bubble in the sun.” after only a month he had already noticed the first stirrings of restlessness in her—the way her eyes moved to the horizon for a moment, or a smile in conversation, as if her thoughts were elsewhere. In his experience this was something unusual in women and it made her all the more interesting to him.

She shifted. Her muscles tensed under smooth skin before relaxing again. “Forever is a very long time to maintain perfection, Giambattista.”

“Si,” he said. “You are right, of course.” The wisdom of a thousand years in one with barely a quarter of a century. No wonder her people were so exotic. “I loved the story with the little enchanted man and the spinning wheel.” He moved against her. “Perhaps you would grace me with another?”

Promethea lifted her head and settled her chin on his chest. Her lips curved as she blinked eyes the shape of almonds and the color of pitch. “A bedtime story?”

“No, my dove. Just a story, so I may hear your voice. It is incantare, enchanting.”

“Are you familiar with the tales told by the Greek courtesan Rhodopis while she was a slave in Egypt?”

He thought for a moment. “No, I’m sorry. Please, I would love to hear one.”

Her single chuckle was deep and throaty. “Yes, my love.” Her fingers trailed down his abdomen. She cupped him in her hand. “Then, perhaps we can spend the day searching for perfection.”

And she began the story...

* * *
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Ella sat alone on the granite steps leading to her garden as the sky cleared. The rain-soaked, fresh growth on the trees loosened fat drops of water into puddles beneath. The birds chirped out season’s change. These things always brought her joy.

No longer.

The back door of the house creaked open. Martha stepped out, tossing Ella a look as unyielding as the stones on which she sat. “There’s work to be done.”

With a sigh, she followed Martha into the dark, stuffy kitchen. “Finish making supper while your sisters get dressed, and be quick about it.”

Tears trickled down Ella’s porcelain-smooth cheeks again at the thought of her step-sisters wearing her dresses to the party. At least she had been spared the indignity of having to make the adjustments to fit them. Marie and Ruth had become accomplished seamstresses and easily made the changes. Marie, who’d shed the last of her baby fat, and Ruth, who was a year older, but no taller than her sister, were often mistaken as twins. Their long, rich, auburn hair and burnt ochre eyes were identical to each other’s and perfect copies of Martha’s.

“Why won’t you let me go along? I might find a husband to get me from underfoot.” Ella expected
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