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Times of Mystery

In the Times of Mystery there was a war. Was it between good and evil, or merely between rival 
factions? Was it brother against brother? Between magic and science? No one knows, but wars are 
rarely between good and evil. That is the convention used by story tellers to get their listeners to 
empathise with heroes or heroines. The winners write the histories.

It was a devastating war and the survivors forgot almost everything. Some said that the magic or the
science had made the people forget everything. All that remained were remnants of an advanced 
technology. But the survivors were scared of it and avoided it, and for good reason. It could level 
mountains and legend had it that it had destroyed civilisation. Of course people had destroyed 
civilisation, and the technology had only been a very powerful tool. It lay around, mostly unused 
and often hidden.

However, some of it however was useful. Very useful indeed. In which case, people used it, crossed
their fingers and looked the other way. So “OldTech” got used to move an inconvenient rock, or for 
a king to talk to another king from afar. But few dared delve into it and its secrets and eventually 
laws were passed which forbid the probing into OldTech.

Slowly the survivors rebuilt civilisation. They evolved a different language and different script. 
They developed a new technology which differed from the old technology. They rebuilt and 
repaired the towns and cities. They aspired to the unknown heights of their ancestors’ civilisation. 
And so we come to the present day, which doesn’t look too different from our own present day, 
provided you don’t look too closely.

They have computers, they have phones, though they still rely on copper wires. They use OldTech 
communicators talk across the world without the copper wires but they cannot join the networks 
together. They have washing machines and microwave ovens and many other appliances that we 
would recognise.  

Here in a small provincial town far from the Capital we find two young girls. One has left school 
and the other is about to. In the Capital we find a Prince whose line has a terrible shadow over it. 
We find a King and Queen about to endure a shattering and final separation, but one for which they 
have been preparing for years. We find a quiet young man whose family live on and are custodians 
of the land. 

They are the main characters and this is their story. Let me begin.

The Shop

The modest little shop was situated just down from the centre of the town in a side road. The local 
police officer wheeled his bicycle down the road and stopped. He looked in the window and saw 
washing machines, refrigerators, vacuum cleaners and irons. He shaded his eyes. Further back in the
shop were other electronic appliances, slow cookers, sandwich makers, and all sorts of sundry 
items.

The Constable has considerable authority in his little town, but few people know it. He polices the 
town with a light hand and an eagle eye. He prefers to nip any trouble in the bud, applies his 
authority to that end. The result is that his small town is peaceful, and trouble is rare.
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The Constable stepped back and looked up at the shop front. “Premier Appliances,” he read. “New 
and Reconditioned.”

He leant his bicycle against the brick wall between the shop and the next one and entered the store. 
There was a single customer in the store, an old lady. The Constable walked slowly through the 
store and up to the counter where the shopkeeper was serving the old lady. The policeman’s walk. 
He waited until the old lady had gathered up all her bits and pieces and tottered out of the shop.

“Good morning, Ken. What can I do for you?” asked the shopkeeper.

Ken cleared his throat. “Ehem, good morning Fred. Um, it’s come to my attention that you might be
repairing OldTech devices.”

Fred looked at Ken. “That would be illegal,” he said.

“You understand that I have to check if possible crimes are reported?”

“Of course, Ken.”

Ken leant on the counter and brought out a communicator. “Do you think that you could get Affie 
to look at this for me? It keeps switching itself off.”

Fred sighed. “Well if you leave it here, it might somehow mysteriously fix itself. Come back 
Tuesday. Usual charge.”

Constable Ken said “Thanks very much, Fred,” and left the shop. He retrieved his bicycle and rode 
steadily back towards the town centre. Fred was used to these visits, which mostly happened 
whenever Ken needed something OldTech fixed. Ken knew that the shop fixed OldTech devices, 
but he chose not to know it officially. Fred understood that.

That afternoon Affie swung through the shop door and threaded her way through the washing 
machines, refrigerators, and other appliances and dropped her school bag full of books behind the 
counter. Her father was sitting on a stool looking into the workings of a vacuum cleaner, that 
someone had brought in for repair. She kissed him on the back of his head and inspected what he 
was doing.

“What’s that? Vacuum cleaner?”

“It’s Mrs Murdock’s vacuum cleaner,” her father explained. “She can’t afford a new one. It’s 
fixable I think.” Affie knew that he’d do the best for Mrs Murdock, who lived just a few doors 
away. If it wasn’t fixable, he’d find another that was.

“Constable Ken dropped off a communicator. It keeps switching off apparently. Oh, and Deanne’s 
here. She’s in the back,” her father said.

Affie carried on into the back room. Her friend Deanne was there and so was Affie’s brother, Nik. 
Deanne was almost horizontal, sitting on a stool, leaning back against a cupboard, with her feet up 
on the bench in the middle of the room. Nik was gently prodding a piece of OldTech on the bench.

The shop’s workroom was a clutter. Boxes and shelves with appliances to be repaired or already 

4



repaired lined the walls. In one corner large cardboard boxes contained parts scavenged from 
broken devices. The large bench filled most of the centre of the room and held a number of partially
dismantled televisions and other devices. 

Only one area was neat and tidy and that was the area that belonged to Affie. On the two or three 
shelves that were hers, neatly numbered and colour coded boxes held small electronic components. 
Tools hung in place on the walls next to them and the cupboard contained the devices she was 
working on. Each device was tagged. Nik and her father made sure that they didn’t touch Affie’s 
section or tools. It was more than their lives were worth.

Nik and Deanne were both eighteen and had finished school the year before and Affie was 
seventeen and due to finish this year. Nik worked for their father, but Deanne didn’t seem to work 
much at all, and seemed to hang around the shop much of the time. Sometimes she manned the till 
when everyone was out and Affie’s father paid her a little for it.

Affie had heard comments about Deanne. Nosey neighbours tut-tutted behind her back because she 
hadn’t yet got a job. Affie thought that they were being mean. She liked Deanne and had been 
friends with her since they were both very small. She was pretty sure that Deanne would find a job 
that suited her eventually, but her friend didn’t intend to rush into it. Affie understood that. She 
wasn’t sure what she wanted to do herself yet, and she wasn’t much younger than Deanne.

“Hi, Affie.” said Deanne. “Can you come along to the inn tonight? The boss phoned, he’s had two 
waitresses cancel. I said I’d ask you.” The inn was Deanne’s only real source of income at the 
moment, but Deanne wasn’t keen on working with anyone but Affie. 

“OK,” said Affie. There was no school tomorrow and she liked working at the inn with Deanne. It 
also earned her a bit of pocket money. “What’re you fixing, Nik?”

“I’m not sure I’m fixing anything!” said Nik in frustration. “Here, have a look, sis.” He slid the 
device over to her.

Affie studied it. It was plastic box, about fifty millimetres by thirty millimetres. It was ten to fifteen 
millimetres thick, with a red button and a grey button. Small holes in the top seemed to indicate a 
speaker. Nik had opened it up, revealing a number of coloured components, engraved with black 
letters in an unknown script. Silver wires connected the components. A small circuit board 
connected everything together. It all seemed normal for OldTech, and there were no components in 
it that Affie hadn’t seen before. 

“What is it? Some sort of alarm?” She touched a wire which passed under another component. It 
seemed loose.

“Yeah, I think so.” He saw what she was doing. “Is that loose? I thought I’d checked it.” Nik didn’t 
often miss things, so Affie didn’t comment. He might have loosened it with his probing.

Affie popped out the component and the wire was obviously broken. She reached for a spool of 
wire and a wiring tool and replaced the broken wire and the component she had removed. She 
twisted the open case and it popped together. She pressed the red button and the device announced 
something in a foreign language. 

“Nice one, sis. I should have broken it down. I would have eventually,” said Nik. He took the 
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device back. “I’ll have to see if I can change the message. This came from a box of stuff, mostly 
NewTech but some OldTech, that someone left at the back door.”

“OldTech” referred to devices that belonged to an earlier era. Officially they were considered to be 
dangerous and banned, but some, such as the ubiquitous communicators, were so useful that people 
used them in spite of that. Affie’s father had reluctantly started to repair some of the OldTech 
devices that customers brought in, and it had proved to be a lucrative, if slightly illegal, sideline. 
Affie and Nik had learned to repair the devices too, and while both were good at it, Affie was the 
best.

Affie looked through the box of OldTech and NewTech that had been dumped. She thought that she
might be able to get some useful parts, but it seemed to be mostly NewTech junk. Then she found a 
communicator. They were usually good value. With a twist she opened the case. Hmm, it looked 
like someone had tried to fix it already. Badly. She hoped that the circuits had not been fried. She 
put it on her shelf to be looked at later.  

Deanne lowered her legs from the bench and regained the vertical. “I’ll be along about 6:30,” she 
said. “Let’s hope we get some decent tips tonight.” Deanne lived just across the road.

Affie followed her out into the shop. Her father had fixed the cleaner and had put it on the shelf 
with a tag. Affie told him that she was going to work at the inn that evening.

He sighed. “Oh well, At least you won’t have to suffer my cooking tonight!”

“Oh, Dad, you’re a good cook and you know it! You should teach my brother to cook. He can’t 
even make a cup of tea!” This was outright slander, actually. Nik was quite capable of cooking but 
preferred letting someone else volunteer. He was far from lazy though, and was a great help to his 
father in the shop. 

Affie grabbed her school books and scaled the stairs to their apartment above the shop. It wasn’t as 
tidy as it could be, so Affie cleared up a few things as she went to her room. She was a tidy person 
by nature but her father was not very hot on housework, so it fell to Affie and her brother to tidy up 
when they could. Nik would probably tidy up some more later, before he went out with his friends. 
Maybe he would run the vacuum cleaner around. If not, she would, tomorrow. Humming to herself 
Affie got changed for her shift at the inn.

She looked at herself in her long mirror. She was blonde, with hair just brushing her shoulders. She 
gathered it into a pony tail to stop it getting in the way when she was working. She had a sweet 
face, and was of average height for her seventeen years. Her body had developed over the last 
couple of years, but was, she thought, merely OK.  Average girl, she thought, and stuck her tongue 
out at herself. The waitress uniform had a white blouse with old fashioned puffed sleeves and a 
knee length gingham skirt, with a white apron. She slipped on some flat black shoes since she was 
going to be on her feet most of the evening. She looked at the result. Tidy. She was happy with that.
At least it didn’t make her look too young.

She didn’t know how Deanne did it, but the older girl made the same uniform look sexy. She filled 
out the blouse a bit more than Affie, it was true, but Affie thought that it was more than that. When 
working with her friend Affie was happy to blend into the background a little and get on with the 
job. She knew that Deanne would do her fair share of the work and rake in the tips, but her friend 
always insisted that they shared them equally. Deanne reckoned that Affie gave her more time to 

6



chat to the customers and that was what brought in the tips. 

At 6:30 the two girls made their way to the inn. It wasn’t far and John the boss would walk them 
home later. The front door of the inn opened directly into the main bar. There were black painted 
beams in the white painted roof. Little knick knacks like horseshoes and harnesses were pinned to 
the walls and beams. An ancient lantern which hadn’t been used in decades hung from the beam in 
one place. It was like a thousand inns everywhere, trying to look older than it was.

The bar was right opposite the door, and the booths were to the left. On the right were a few tables 
surrounded by stout chairs and the door to the side room. Beer taps dominated the centre of the bar 
with polished tops on either side. On the right hand side stood the till, next to the flap which 
provided access to the area behind the bar. At the back of the bar were the fridges with chilled beers
and carbonated drinks and rows of multicoloured liquors and old whiskeys. There were racks for the
glasses and a glass washing machine and sink under the bar.

Deanne and Affie greeted John the boss, passed through the flap, and went out the back into the 
kitchen. The night cook was busy preparing food for the evening and called out greetings to the 
girls. He’d taken over from the day cook half an hour earlier. The girls hung their coats in the small 
alcove in the kitchen, checked their uniforms, grabbed their order pads and pens, and made their 
way back to the main bar.

During the day, the customers called out their requests to John, but in the evening the girls would 
pick up the orders from the customers and run them out to the bar and kitchen. They did a tour of 
the tables taking first orders and running them out to the kitchen and to the bar. By the time that 
they had finished the tour, the first orders were starting to be ready for delivery. The two girls were 
soon busily delivering food and drinks to the patrons of the inn, mostly of whom were regulars.

A small family party had booked the side room and when they arrived John the boss showed them 
in. There were a father and mother, two wide-eyed children, and an older lady. He asked Affie to 
look after them. Affie was happy to do so, even though she would have to carry the orders and the 
food and drinks all the way through the main bar to the side room. 

Affie loved the way that mother and father and the kids enjoyed their outing. The kids solemnly 
read the menus and made their selections, guided by their parents, and helped by Affie. Affie liked 
helping the kids act all grown up. The older relative, who they called Auntie, quietly asked Affie to 
ask the chef to hold the dressings on her meal, which she did. When the family had finished their 
meal and had paid the bill, Affie was surprised and pleased to receive a large tip. 

“Thanks for looking after us tonight,” said the mother. “You made it very special for us. You were 
brilliant with the kids, and I saw what you did for Auntie.”

Affie didn’t think that she had done anything special. She’d just been herself.

She rejoined Deanne in the main bar for the rest of the evening. The older girl was joking and 
laughing with the clients, and Affie joined in in her quiet way. Most of them were regulars and 
Affie and Deanne knew them well. Affie helped Deanne to keep them supplied with drinks and 
food, and the tips were soon mounting. The atmosphere was as relaxed as it usually was in their 
little inn. Billy, the mayor of their small town, was on his usual stool at the bar, chatting with John 
the boss. The girls were kept busy going between the kitchen and the bar and the customers.
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At 11pm the last of the customers left, and the girls cleaned the bar and the side room and stacked 
the glassware, plates and cutlery, put it in the washer and started it. The boy would come in in the 
morning and stack it up for the day. They divvied up the tips and Deanne was impressed by the tip 
Affie had been given by the family in the side  room.

“Wow! Well done. I’m glad you took them on. I’m not good with kids and oldies.” Affie knew that 
in spite of what she said, Deanne would have enjoyed it too, if John had given her the job instead of
Affie.

“They were no trouble. The kids were sweet and the aunt was pleased that I helped her out. The 
parents were nice too. It was fun. You got on OK in the main bar?”

“Oh yes, fine, John lent a hand when it got a bit busy, but I could have handled it. No problem.”

John the boss paid them and then walked them back down the road. Deanne skipped off into her 
house and the boss waited until both the girls had disappeared through their doors before he 
returned to the inn.

“Good girls,” he thought to himself, as he walked back. “They’re both good girls. My best team.”

He let himself into the inn. The bar was dark, except for the television, which he switched off, 
leaving just the emergency lights glowing in the dark. The side room was dark too and he closed the
door. Then he went upstairs to his apartment.

Early days

The Prince sat at the conference table alongside his father, listening to one of the bigwigs gathered 
at the table droning on. His father, the King, put his palms together, a signal that told the chairman 
that he wanted things to be moved along. The bigwig also saw the signal, and sighed.

“Sorry, sire, I recognise that signal! I do go on a bit. Let me surrender and sit down.” And he did so.

“Thank you, George. I appreciate that. Please send me a summary and I will call you for a meeting 
later. The matter is important. I understand that, but I have another appointment.”

“Thanks, your Majesty.”

“Any other business?” the chairman asked. All shook their heads. “I declare the meeting closed.”

The King stood up and so, therefore, did all the men and women around the table.

“Thank you all. Sorry for the abbreviated meeting. I’ll get in touch with you all individually in the 
next week or so.” He glanced at his private secretary, who nodded. He’d handle it.

“Fine! Let’s go son.”

He strode out of the meeting room and down the hallway, picking up the security men on the way. 
His hosts followed too. They went down in the lifts and out of the front doors of the building onto 
the concourse where the King’s car was waiting. The King looked up at the building. Twenty 
something stories of glass and steel. It wasn’t the most architecturally glamorous of buildings, but it
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was far better than the maze of run down shacks that used to be here. He knew that the best and 
most historical of the old buildings in the city were two blocks over and had been carefully and 
lovingly restored. He had had a lot to do with the renovations of both the old and the new parts of 
the city.

On all sides the Capital gleamed in the sunlight, clean and tidy buildings encircling the large central
park. The King looked around at the buildings on this side of the park. Some were new, some were 
old, but all without exception fitted more or less harmoniously with those around it. It was a great 
improvement and it had all been done at his request. He rarely ordered. He thought that maybe the 
businesses around the park would have modernised the buildings eventually, but his gentle prodding
got it done much quicker. He was proud of his Capital.

He turned to the park. Paved tracks weaved through the trees, flowerbeds were everywhere, some 
being attended by gardeners, and in the distance was the sound of a big mower. He could hear 
children using the playground. A small clean stream emerged from a conduit at the top of the park 
and wound its way down, under small bridges from which people watched the ducks as they 
dabbled in the water.

The royal entourage consisted of a couple of secretaries and two guards. They needed no more in 
this relatively peaceful era. The King turned to shake hands with their hosts who had followed them
downstairs.

“Thank you, George,” he said. “I meant that about the summary. I guarantee that I will read it and 
get back to you.” George nodded his thanks.

“I feel like a walk in the park,” said the King, stepping out. “Please let my driver know,” he threw 
over his shoulder to the closest secretary.

“It’s not far to the doctor’s and I’m early anyway. Poor old George! His ideas are good, but his 
meticulousness means that he bores everyone into submission and they vote for his ideas just to stop
him going on. He knows it too. When we were at college he complained that people thought that he 
was boring and I flippantly suggested that he use it as tactic. I’m pretty sure that he used it on us 
today! But I was going to read his paper anyway. He’s a good man.”

The small group walked through the park. The main path ran slightly downhill towards the lake and 
the party followed it. Some people recognised the King and the Prince and waved. Some took 
photographs. The royals waved back. A few people drifted in the same direction that they were 
going, but kept a respectful distance. Families picnicked in the park, and groups of people of all 
ages strolled or lazed in the sun. Bees buzzed in the flower beds and droned off laden with nectar. 
One of the gardeners was working on one of the flowerbeds with a pair of secateurs. He had a small
barrow containing his tools. Just past the small lake a small group of children in uniform sat in a 
group eating packed lunches.

It was an idyllic scene. 

“Can you remember what this used to be like?” asked the King. 

The Prince nodded. It had been a wasteland where everyone tipped their rubbish. The King had 
called in the Army, had the rubbish shipped away, and cleaned out the lake. He let it be known that 
rubbish dumping was banned. Then he had done a tour of the businesses round the park and pointed
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out how much nicer it would if the wasteland were properly landscaped and planted. But a little 
money was needed.

He had rounded up a sizeable amount of money and had had the paths put in, the plants and even 
some trees. He’d even had the bank of the stream lined in some places. He built a small pavilion at 
the lake with a small shop selling drinks and ice creams. Now the park was looked after by a few 
permanent gardeners paid for by the King and dozens of volunteers. He was proud of it. Maximum 
effect with the expenditure of relatively little money.

A small dog ran up barking. The King saw the guards start to move and halted them with a gesture. 
A young woman with a baby on one arm and holding a pushchair with the other came hurrying up.

“I’m sorry, I...” she started and then realised who she was talking to. “Your Majesty!”

“Don’t worry. He’s just doing his job of protecting you and the baby,” the King said. “He doesn’t 
know who I am.”

He stiffly crouched down and the little dog sniffed his hand, and rolled over for his tummy to be 
scratched. Everyone laughed.

The King rose from his crouch and said “Well, we must be going. Enjoy the afternoon, young 
lady.”

“Thank you, your Majesty,” said the woman. 

Her baby pointed at the Prince and said “Day!” 

The Prince helped the woman leash her dog and the royal party continued the few hundred metres 
to the doctor’s office. None of them were surprised that the two top royals could stride through a 
public park without immediately drawing a crowd or being mobbed, but these were simpler, quieter 
times. It’s true that there was a media presence and a few people following them, but they kept well 
back and didn’t intrude.

The old man was cheerful, but visibly tiring when they reached the doctor’s office. Besides being 
the King’s doctor, she was also an old friend of the King’s from college. The Prince knew, because 
his father had told him, that the doctor also ran a clinic in some poorer areas of the city. Although 
healthcare was free and universal these days, some of the poorer areas were less well supported and 
the King’s doctor was one of many who worked both up town and down town. 

The doctor was also a world’s expert on the King’s condition. The King and the Prince were 
ushered into the doctor’s office, while their bodyguards and secretaries stayed outside. It was the 
first time that the Prince had been there, and he looked around curiously. It was a typical doctor’s 
office with a glass faced bookcase, blood pressure cuff, height chart, and several items of uncertain 
and probably uncomfortable usage. 

The doctor had the King strip to his underwear and did the usual things that a doctor does each time 
a patient presents himself. She read his blood pressure, listened to his heart, palpated his internal 
organs, looked into his mouth and ears. She probed his joints and made him flex his arms and legs. 
She also took two vials of blood, one of which she put aside. The other vial she put into a machine 
on her desk. The Prince hadn’t seen a similar one before and guessed that it was slightly illegal 
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OldTech. It buzzed and hummed for a while and then a small screen lit up. She studied it and 
frowned, then asked the King to get dressed again.

“Can I take a blood sample from you too, please, Sir,” the doctor asked the Prince.

“Oh, OK. I suppose that’s for comparison purposes?”

She looked at him gravely. “No, sir. You realise that you have inherited the genes for the condition?
I want to see how early we can detect the onset. If it is OK with you, sir, I can start monitoring you 
from today. Can you ask your doctor to send a blood sample to me every three months, please? I’ll 
send him the details.”

The Prince was taken aback a little by this, but it made sense. He held out his arm and she took two 
vials of blood from him. She also listened to his heart and checked his arms and legs. The Prince 
was sobered by these tests as it made the fact of the condition seem much more real.

The Prince was shocked by his father’s body. He had put on a lot of weight, and his skin looked 
stretched and taut. His joints were swollen and red. For all that, he looked otherwise healthy. His 
face was a little pudgy and taut, but not very much so.

The doctor sat down with the two men. She looked at the Prince.

“You know what this is?” she asked.

The Prince nodded. “Of course. The family curse.”

“Yes, if you want to term it that,” said the doctor. “We’ve been monitoring your father for some 
years as you know. The onset is usually at around 55 to 60, so it has started fairly late in your father 
since he is 63. I’d suggest that the King moves to where he wants the last stages to happen as soon 
as possible. The Castle? It will be a few months before he becomes totally incapacitated. Moving 
will become more difficult as time passes, of course, and you will become tired, sir, and thinking 
may become more difficult. It’s not for me to say but I presume that you will designate your son as 
Regent?”

“Yes,” said the Prince. “We had already discussed this and the papers are ready for signing. I had 
thought that we would have a little longer...”

The doctor shook her head. “Will you relocate to The Castle? It would be sensible.”

“Yes,” said the King. “But am I up to a horseback ride? I’d rather do my last journey in the 
traditional way.”

The doctor smiled. “You should be OK if you take it easy. As you know, some of my staff are up 
there and can keep me in touch. I’ll move up there if there are any issues that I can help with.”

The Prince and the King bid the doctor goodbye and left her offices. The Prince’s mood was grey 
and the weather had also changed. The sky had clouded over and a gusty wind had sprung up. 
Fewer people were in the park and many of them were packing up to leave.

“It gets easier as you get older,” said the King, patting his son on the shoulder.
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The Journey

The next day the Regency was announced and the King and the Prince appeared on television from 
the private studio in the Palace. They stated the facts and announced the move to The Castle. It was 
not new news, really, as the media had been foreshadowing it for a while. The King’s condition was
obvious. The Prince answered questions posed to him an interviewer. These questions been 
solicited earlier in the day and were mainly about the changes that would occur in the 
administration of the state and the status of some of the King’s appearances.

The Prince said “I’m going to accompany my parents to The Castle and will spend as much time up 
there as I can. Some of the King’s appointments I will take on, and some will be deferred. Some 
will unfortunately be dropped. I will try to ensure that no one gets disadvantaged by this, and my 
office will be contacting those affected. I’m sorry, but many things will have to be rearranged and 
things will be a little disorganised for a while. I hope that people will be understanding at this 
difficult time for us.”

The interviewer thanked the King and the Prince and announced the transfer of the broadcast to the 
main studio.

The floor manager indicated that they were off the air, and his monitor showed that the broadcast 
had been transferred to the main studio not far down the road. On the monitor screens the feed from 
the main studio showed that the King’s condition was being discussed by a panel which the King 
had chosen. This had all been planned out well in advance and some sections of the programming 
had even been pre-recorded. The King wanted to get the facts out there to hopefully stop some 
uninformed rumours from circulating.

Over the next few days it was planned that trusted aides would talk to media and answer questions 
informally to give more natural responses and a less pre-programmed feel to broadcasts on the 
matter. The King felt that it was only fair to his people to let them ask questions about the changes.

The studio crew approached and tendered their best wishes to the King and the Prince as they left 
the private studio.

“Come on, boy, let’s get out of here.”

“Right behind you, Father.”

They made their way to the Royal apartments, where the Prince’s mother had been watching the 
news flash on the TV. She flew into her husband’s arms and cried for a little. Then she extended her
arm to the Prince and pulled him into the huddle.

“I promised I wouldn’t cry, just as I promised that I wouldn’t cry when you started school, my son, 
and failed both times. Oh well.”

The Queen wiped her eyes pulled herself together. “Right. We have a transfer to arrange,” she said. 
“Most of the planning is already done of course, so it shouldn’t be too hard. Son, can you please 
arrange for my private secretary to come in and we can go ahead.”

The Queen’s private secretary was a formidable looking woman who nevertheless loved kids. The 
Prince used to pretend that she scared him when he was small, and would run away squealing. She 
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would pretend to chase him. Although the games were over long ago, he was still rather fond of her.
So he happily went in search of her for his mother. He noticed that his mother and father were still 
embracing as he went out.

In the next few weeks piles of boxes appeared in rooms that were commandeered for the move. The
population of the Palace was boosted by movers in overalls shifting the piles of boxes from place to 
place as if the whole move was a choreographed dance. The Queen’s private secretary was the only 
one who had an overall view of what was happening, and she tolerated no mistakes. The Prince and 
the King joked that 99% of boxes were the Queen’s. The Queen pretended to not be amused. In 
truth the majority of the boxes held stuff related to the operation of the Crown.

The Prince’s own private secretary got involved and the Prince had to decide what he needed up at 
The Castle. Very little personal stuff was needed, it turned out, but a substantial hill of boxes was 
apparently essential to run the business of being Prince and now Regent. The Prince didn’t want to 
know about that, and fortunately he didn’t need to know. His secretary handled most of it. The 
storm raged around him, but left him mostly untouched.

Soon a date emerged from the chaos and disorder of the moving process. The Prince took a few of 
his friends for a meal at one of the Capital’s finest restaurants. They were not a close bunch, some 
from his university days and some from his short stint in the armed forces and a couple from the 
Palace. They were people that he felt that he could trust, but none that he couldn’t get by without. 
He reflected on that. He wasn’t a lonely person, but his position tended to prevent him from 
forming very close friends. They may not be close but they were loyal. He promised to keep in 
touch. And he would. True friends were important to him.

The King wanted to do the last past of the journey on horseback, from the small town nearest to The
Castle. All the baggage was heading to The Castle through the small Air Force airfield outside the 
town and then by helicopter to The Castle. This meant that the airfield was very busy, so it was 
decided that the Royal party would fly to the regional centre then travel by train to the small town.

Early one morning the King, the Queen and the Prince, together with their closest staff travelled to 
the Capital’s airport by car. In places a quiet crowd lined the streets, silent and sober, but not 
downcast. As the convoy of cars swept past, the crowd cheered and waved flags, and then fell quiet 
again. There was a sense of things changing.

At the airport the cars swept onto the tarmac. There was a small quiet crowd here too, with a large 
banner reading “Best Wishes, Your Majesty”. The Royal party waved and climbed the stairs to the 
plane, and were shortly flying to the regional centre.

On landing they emerged from the plane to be greeted by a similar small crowd and once again 
embarked in the cars and travelled to a local hotel where a whole floor had been booked for the 
Royal party. The Prince was feeling worried about his father, who was looking tired, but after a rest 
and a meal the old man looked a lot better.

“Don’t worry, son,” the King said. “I’m going to be OK. Don’t worry.” But the Prince couldn’t help
it.

Next morning, they loaded themselves into the cars again and took a short trip to the local railway 
station. Once more a small quiet crowd saw them on their way, and the King spoke to few of them 
behind the barrier. He solemnly accept a wild flower posy from a small girl. They boarded the train 
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which slowly gained speed as it passed through the suburbs of the regional Capital. It passed 
through an industrial area where the tracks multiplied, merged and split in a pattern that only the 
local railway staff understood.

Then it was out in farmland with crops that the Prince could not identify as they flew past. Black 
and white cows looked up disinterestedly as the train passed. Sometimes there was a field of sheep 
or even deer or alpaca. Small old cottages and new brick built houses came and went. Small villages
flew past and road crossings blinked past accompanied by the clanging of alarms. At one large 
centre the train stopped and the Prince and his father disembarked to acknowledge and chat to the 
small crowd that had gathered. The Prince was heartened by all the good wishes. His father was 
obviously well liked.

They re-embarked and continued the journey. The Prince could see people watching from small 
hills and even flat rooftops as the train went past. In some places they were holding signs or 
placards. They had gathered to watch the train carrying the King on what was probably his last 
journey, and wish him well, even though they could not possibly have seen the man himself.

As the journey continued, the mountains in the distance steadily grew closer, towering over the 
cultivated lands and even the wild lands below. The train started weave as it followed the contours 
and in places tunnels bored through spurs and viaducts vaulted valleys. The track started to climb 
into the foothills and the terrain grew steadily more rugged. The train skirted a large lake, where 
waterfowl paddled and a flock of swans or geese wheeled and landed in formation cutting the water 
surface with spreading criss-crossing wakes. The train left the lake behind and drew closer to the 
single massive mountain at the centre of the range. They were drawing closer to The Castle.

The train drew to a halt in the centre of the small town closest to The Castle. Helicopters could be 
seen rising from the small airfield not far away, no doubt shifting the last of the absolutely essential 
baggage that was needed.

The Royal party disembarked from the train and chatted with a few of the crowd that was waiting 
behind the barrier. There were numerous calls of “Best Wishes!” and “Good Luck!” and more 
children with bunches of flowers. The Prince took a posy as did his mother and father. They waved 
to the crowd and walked through the station to the cars. 

Suddenly his father stumbled and only avoided falling with the assistance of his security man. He 
looked at his son and his wife and laughed.

“You look so worried! I merely missed my step.” His wife still took his arm as they once more got 
into cars for the short trip to the local barracks.

“I just wasn’t looking where I was going!” said the King. He patted his wife on her hand.

Although the term “barracks” has an air of utility about it, these particular barracks were close to 
The Castle and the Royals often stayed there on their way to and from The Castle, so there were 
large comfortable quarters for the Royals and the mess had private rooms for small meetings and 
larger rooms where small parties and balls could be held.

The King took off for the stables where the horses for tomorrow’s trip resided. The Prince saw his 
mother settled in to their apartments.
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“He really is OK, you know. I almost didn’t see that step either,” she said. “I’d know if it was 
caused by his condition. But he gets so tired and forgetful.”

Later the Prince was dealing with the usual mountain of correspondence that being part of the ruling
family entailed. There were piles marked “Signature only”, “Good”, “Bad” and “Ugly”. This was a 
scheme that he and his secretary had evolved over time. “Signature only” meant just that – the 
secretary had checked and that is all that was needed. “Good” meant that skimming would probably
be OK, “Bad” meant that they needed to be looked at, and “Ugly” meant that they needed to be 
looked at and handled carefully.

He had just finished the “Ugly” pile when the King came in.

“The horses are looking good, and the weather should be fine. It’ll be a nice trip tomorrow. I’m so 
hungry that I might go back eat one if I don’t get food soon.”

The two men checked on the Queen, who was sleeping. The old man stood there looking at her for a
long time. Eventually the Prince touched him on the shoulder, and the old man sighed and turned 
away.

“You know how we met? Not the official story, the real one?”

The Prince nodded.

“I hope that one day she can tell the real story to your future bride. You need to get that sorted out 
soon, son.”

Again the Prince nodded. Then the two of them headed for the mess where they enjoyed a good 
dinner with some of the officers. Soon after eating though, his father fell asleep. With some 
difficulty the Prince roused his father enough to get him to bed. The Queen was still sleeping, and 
this time it was the Prince who stood there silently looking at his sleeping parents for a while.

The Regency

Affie and Deanne were talking about the regency.

“I’m glad,” said Deanne. “The King is getting old and he’s probably getting set in his ways. It’ll be 
good to have some new blood.” She was quoting almost word for word a politician who had been 
discussing the regency on the television.

“Thank you, Councillor Brennan.” said Affie. Deanne swatted her with a cushion. “Actually I think 
they said that the real reason is that the King is getting forgetful and is tired all the time. I think it 
can’t be easy for them. What if your father came down with the King’s condition?”

“Well he won’t. It’s genetic. Anyway, they have people to do things for them. They don’t have to 
lift a finger. They even have people to help them get dressed! Imagine! If we were suddenly Royal, 
we’d not have to help out at the inn.”

“Don’t give me that, Deanne! You love it there. You like chatting to the customers and bringing 
them their drinks.”
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“Mmm! Maybe. And the tips!”

“You wouldn’t have to worry about tips! You’d be rich beyond your wildest dreams.” Affie made 
an expansive gesture. Deanne swatted her with the pillow again.

“The Prince looked sad,” Affie continued.

“Well, it is his father,” said Deanne. “Though now he’s effectively King of the world!” She stood 
up and twirled.

“As though that’s compensation,” said Affie.

“Well, it does mean one thing,” said Deanne. “He’s going to be looking for a wife. Queen Deanne!”
She paraded up and down.

Affie jumped up. “Queen Afua, you mean!” They paraded up and down, arm in arm, then collapsed 
laughing. 

“Fat chance. We’ll never meet him,” said Deanne. She looked so forlorn. “Actually I’d settle for an 
Admiral or a General. A young one that is.”

Affie snorted and swatted her with the pillow. She looked at the Prince on the screen. He still 
looked sad. And tired. She longed to be able to comfort him, which she dismissed as silly.

“One thing is for sure, all the women that he meets will be throwing themselves at him,” said 
Deanne. “He’ll have to employ someone to protect him from them.”

Affie was shocked. “Do you think so? Poor man.”

Deanne laughed. “Poor man indeed!”

Affie didn’t answer. She felt for the Prince. What his father was going through was more than 
enough! What he was feeling for his father, she could only imagine. She thought of her own father. 
She’d hate it if his fate was the same as the King’s. The Prince didn’t need women throwing 
themselves at him! Did he? 

The Caravan

The jet plane split the air, sending the thunderous noise of its passage into the coombes and valleys 
of the craggy mountains, dying away to a thunderous rumble and the tinkle of a few small stones. 
The Prince looked up ruefully. In spite of modern technology, the Royal Family travelled by horse 
on special occasions and this was one of them. Of course they could not get up there by jet, but he 
knew that The Castle had an excellent helipad, since he had flown up there himself not too long 
ago. His father had decided to do this last lap, his last trip, to The Castle in the traditional way, and 
he was happy with that. He enjoyed being outside and on horseback and today promised to be a 
good one to be outside.

The scenery was outstanding. Tall crags sprouted from walls of rock, waterfalls cascaded down here
and there. The vegetation was low and windswept and the rocky outcrops were covered in lichen in 
shades of yellow and brown. Small birds rose from the shelter of small plants to hover in the air 
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filling the world with their song. Hardy bumblebees trundled from one tiny clump of flowers to the 
next. Small lizards skittered and froze, skittered and froze, trying to evade the circling hawks. Now 
and then a hawk would dive, pause and fly off. Most of these hunting attempt however, ended in 
failure and the circling hawk would retake his station, looking for another possible meal.

The road was currently skirting the foothills of a giant. The mountain’s top third was shrouded in 
cloud, and the Prince had only seen it without its wreath of clouds a few times that he could recall. 
Sweeping ribs joined it to the two lesser mountains on either side and lesser ridges adorned the side 
that the Prince was on. Two of these lesser ridges contained The Castle, the Prince knew, and as he 
watched a helicopter rose from behind one of them and set off to the nearest town.

The Prince looked back at the small caravan, formed down in the town for the last leg of the 
journey. Much of the Royal Party’s gear was being transferred by helicopter, but a small wagon 
pulled by two horses held the few pieces that might be necessary on the short trip. He reflected on 
the brief flight from the Capital to the nearest airport and the train ride from there to nearest town 
and sighed. It had been a long couple of days, but at least the train ride had been restful.

His father woke from his doze and looked up at the towering mountains and the narrow ribbon of 
road looping over the ridges of the foothills. A nearby waterfall drizzled spray over the road. The 
King watched the jet disappear over the mountain ridge.

"Hah! We had to ride on horseback most of the way, last time I came", he said.

“I know,” said the Prince. “I know.”

In truth they had travelled by air the last few times, remembered the Prince, though he knew his 
father was remembering when the Prince had only been a few years old. He and the old man chatted
about the old times for a while. The King had been a loving father, and always there for his son. 
After the Prince was old enough, the King had always invited him along when he spent time away 
from the Capital on business, and apart from a moody period in his teens, the Prince usually did go 
along. What the Prince didn’t realise at the time was that the old man had all the while been 
showing the Prince the ropes, the way he did the job. 

The Prince was pleased that the old man was more lucid than he had been for some time, though it 
was apparent that his memories were scrambled and failing. It had been worrying to watch the old 
man's mental faculties slowly deteriorate as time slipped by. The Queen heard them chatting and 
moved her horse to the other side of the King. She just rode there for a while, listening to them 
chatting, then she placed her hand on the King's hand, and he smiled at her and patted it.

“It's OK, my love”, he said, as a tear glistened on the Queen's cheek, “It's OK”.

“I know. I love you. I’d not change a thing,” she said, and let her horse drift back to the rest of the 
caravan.

The Prince wasn’t sure why they had stopped having children when he was born, and he had never 
asked. He loved his parents and was sure that they loved him, but there was always a strong bond 
between his mother and father that he had no part of. It didn’t worry him. As he grew older he 
realised that this was natural and beautiful. He hoped that his bond with his eventual bride would be
as natural. And beautiful.

17



The small caravan rounded a sharp spire of rock and the small road looped across the moorland, and
the side road to The Castle headed away into the hills. The Castle road turned a corner and 
disappeared only a few hundred metres from the junction, only to reappear rounding a spire of rock 
much higher up.

The continuation of the road past the turning was blocked by the local police, and behind the 
barrier, a hundred or so people could be seen. The barrier seemed to be merely symbolic as the 
watchers could easily have walked around it and the police could do little to stop them. Most 
appeared to have driven up in their cars which littered the side of the road behind them, but some 
had evidently come on horseback and even the occasional carriage could be seen in the lane behind 
the cordon. A collective murmur rose up as the caravan approached.

Someone shouted “Best Wishes!” and then the whole crowd were all shouting it. 

The King held up his hand to halt the caravan.

“Thank you, thank you” he said, smiling. He ponderously dismounted and so did the Prince. The 
two approached the crowd.

A man stepped forward and the King shook his hand.

“We wish you to take our good wishes with you, Your Majesty”, he said formally.

“We thank you, we thank you very much. Your support is very much appreciated.” the King said. 
“This time is a time of change, and change can be unsettling. We ask you to support our son as we 
move into Interregnum”, and he put his hand on his son's shoulder.

“Aye”, said the spokesman, “We'll support him as he deserves”.

The Prince smiled. “Thank you, sir, and point taken. Remember, I've had a good teacher”.

“Aye”, said the spokesman again, “That you have, Your Majesty. And from what I’ve heard you’ve
learnt your lessons well. Thank you.” He stepped back into crowd. The Prince chatted and shook 
hands with the people in the crowd for a few minutes and then the two men remounted their horses. 

The King signalled the caravan onwards up the road to The Castle and as the road followed the 
valley the little crowd disappeared around the bend. The horses moved slower as the gradient 
increased and the road twisted and turned, following the curves of the spurs and side valleys. The 
surrounding countryside became more rocky as the moorlands dropped away. Slips had obviously 
been cleared in advance of the caravan in some places and the outlines of the slips still marked the 
road. Bridges spanned chasms where waterfalls spumed their way to the stream, precipitous drops 
verged the road and in one place a tunnel bored through a towering spur. All the time the road was 
rising steadily.

The road bent around an undercut spur, giving a clear view up the valley and for the first time on 
the road, The Castle was visible. It stood on a spur of the mountains, with only a thin knife edge 
connection it to the main range and the mountain. It was made of the same material as the mountain,
and so blended into the landscape. It was impossible at this distance to decide how large it actually 
was.
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The Castle

It was always known as “The Castle”. There were other castles in the land, but only this one was 
known as “The Castle”. It had been built a long time ago, so long that there were no reliable records
of its building. It showed the scars of violent conflicts, but these had all been repaired as well as 
they could be, and The Castle had not been attacked within the span of recorded history. Some 
stories claimed a war of magic had been fought up here, some claimed a purely technological 
explanation for the damage, but no one knew. There were some similar scars in other parts of the 
land, but no other structure like The Castle.

The Castle appeared like something organic, growing from the rock. The Prince knew that this was 
not merely an illusion as the older parts of The Castle were indistinguishable from the rocks of the 
mountains. He and workers of his had been lowered carefully down the side of The Castle and there
were no seams where The Castle became the mountain. There were no seams anywhere in The 
Castle, except where the damage had been repaired. The Prince regretted that the technology or 
magic that could repair The Castle properly or to let it heal itself was long forgotten.

The Castle was a place of retreat, a last resort in time of peril. The builders had not spared much 
effort on making it comfortable, though recent inhabitants had done their best. The builders had 
concentrated on the crenellations, the thickness of the walls, the entrance mazes in the thick walls 
and the ports with the huge machines, now fused, and the “Operations Room” with its rows of 
incomprehensible devices and its one still working Viewing Screen.

In front of the Viewing Screen stood a young man his hands on the sphere that controlled the 
Screen. It showed a close up of the Prince's head. The young man flicked his hands and it showed 
the King, who was apparently drowsing in his saddle. A movement of his hands and the view was 
of the whole of the small caravan as it wended its way up the valley, from the Prince and the King 
at the front to the chugging van at the back which carried the luggage.

The phone rang. Keeping one hand on the sphere the young man picked it up.

“Yes?” The person at the other end asked a question.

“They are just passing the last bridge before Troll's Bridge.” The person at the other end enquired 
further.

“Oh, about an hour, I'd say”.

He put the phone down. His hands flicked and the screen filled with a view of a young female 
attendant of the Queen’s who he'd spotted earlier. He decided to try and meet up with her later, and 
then zoomed out so that he could see the whole caravan as they approached the bridge.

The Troll's Bridge

The Prince reined in his horse, and so did his father. They were standing at the end of the Troll's 
Bridge. This was a soaring arch of white material which the Prince thought of as marble, though it 
probably wasn't. The ancient constructors of The Castle had created a bridge which spanned the 
chasm between The Castle and the road. The chasm was about 100 metres wide at this point. The 
bridge was slightly higher at The Castle end and at some time a chunk had been blasted out of it 
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halving the width of the roadway. At the higher end the road disappeared into a tunnel. The Prince 
knew from experience gained on his childhood visits that the horses did not like the bridge and that 
the van would have to squeeze past the hole. Several attempts had been made to repair the gap, but 
the repairs had all failed in a matter of days so no one had tried to repair it for some time.

“Let's go” he said, urging his horse forward. Slowly the mounted part of the party edged up the 
slope and past the hole in the bridge. The edges of the hole were not smooth and white projections 
like bones stuck out of the damaged structure, giving the impression that the structure was grown 
and not built. The view through the hole showed a drop of several hundred metres to a cascade of 
broken rocks, the spray being whipped away by a fierce wind. Fortunately the wind was not so 
strong on the bridge. As the riders entered the tunnel they were greeted by a small detachment of 
guards whose guardroom was just off the inside of the tunnel. They all watched from the safety of 
the tunnel as the baggage van was eased past the hole in the damaged bridge and finally joined them
in the tunnel.

There was a sense of relief in the caravan as they had finally reached their destination. There was 
only another kilometre or so of spiral tunnel and they would be in The Castle proper. The King 
waved his son on, and the Prince urged his horse on up the tunnel. Many of the members of the 
caravan joined him and it became a half-race and the group of riders clattered up the last ramp into 
the main courtyard laughing and chattering. The Prince vaulted from his horse and handed it to a 
groom with his thanks, and looked back down the ramp only to see his father and his mother also 
laughing and chattering as they cantered up the ramp. His father looked fitter than he had done 
recently and his mother was laughing again. 

His father caught his eye and swung down from his saddle. “I'm glad to get here at last”, the King 
said and clapped his son on his shoulder. There was a depth of meaning in his statement and the 
younger man's eye misted for a moment and he hugged his father.

The King's Tower

The Castle had two main towers. One rested on The Castle, clinging to the structure with guy ropes 
and other anchors, as if it expected to be shrugged off at any time, and in truth, in spite of the 
anchors and hold fasts, it could be. It had had several predecessors, each of which had been 
destroyed in seconds by earthquakes, but this version of the tower seemed to be tolerated by The 
Castle. It had survived for at least two hundred years. The top of the tower formed the platform for 
the supply helicopters to land on. The Prince had watched on from a passenger seat while the pilots 
had landed the helicopter on his last visit, battling side drafts and updraughts with a senior pilot on 
the second set of controls at the side of the captain. The landing was notorious and all landings had 
two pilots in attendance. The primary pilot had to suppress his own instincts as he was talked down 
by the controller on the ground and usually found himself sweating when the landing was achieved.

Below the platform was all the necessary machinery need to handle the transfer of goods and 
people, lifts, elevators, store rooms and cranes, hangers for the aircraft. There was not much room, 
but anything that didn't make the tortuous journey by the road had to pass through the relatively 
small portal of the “New Tower” as it was called. On his previous visit the Prince had seen his 
aircraft stowed safely in its hanger, and then, to avoid blocking the traffic using the lifts and 
elevators as the aircraft was unloaded, had descended the stairs to the point where the plaster and 
concrete of the tower changed to the rock of The Castle. He had stepped through what had once 
been a window, into what had once been a small side room, the door of which a liveried servant 
opened for him and then the Prince had found himself in one of the main corridors of The Castle. It 
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was a familiar route to the Prince and all those who flew into The Castle.

The other tower, known as the Kings' Tower was completely different. Made of the rock of the 
mountains and The Castle it swooped up to several time the height of the more clumsy “New 
Tower”, dominating it completely. It stood on the edge of the precipice, and was crowned by a 
dome, four or five times as wide as the shaft of the tower.

A few days after the horseback trek the Prince was looking for his father and had been told that the 
old man was in the Tower of the Kings, so he made his way through the busy corridors filled with 
people charged with the comfort of the Royal Family to the less used corridors leading to the tower.
He strode forward into what appeared to be a cul-de-sac … and was suddenly heading out of a 
dead-end. The Prince knew that he was now in the dome itself, having been transported the distance
between corridor at the bottom and the dome in an instant. He was so used to this instant 
transportation that he barely thought about it.

He smelt a familiar slightly acrid scent. In front of him the room was dark and with a low ceiling, 
and filled with grey metal cylinders. The few lights lit a broad corridor which led down to the centre
of the room where a broad stairway led upwards. It was impossible to tell the dimensions of the 
room as the cylinders disappeared off into the dark. The Prince knew that if he walked into the 
darkness a bubble of light would follow him. However, as a child, he had not gone very far from the
lighted corridor as it quickly faded into the distance. It seemed to him that the cylinders extended 
much further than the width of the tower, another mystery of The Castle.

The Prince knew where to find his father, so he made his way to the staircase and climbed the short 
distance to the floor above. His father was sitting in the throne that dominated one side of the room 
and was contemplating the dais which filled the other side. The dais was completely empty, which 
The Prince was not expecting. He moved a step towards it and then turned and looked at the King. 

“I've had Old William moved downstairs” his father said. The Prince knew that this meant that his 
father was expecting to take Old Williams's place shortly. 

His lips formed the word “No!” 

As if he had heard the unvoiced word the old man nodded .“Yes, though it may be several months 
or so”.

“Father, I've come to tell you that I am leaving”. The old man nodded again.

“I have to find a bride.” said the younger man. “Mother has been on at me, and for that matter so 
have you. I need to make a start, especially if you intend to...”

The King nodded for the third time. “I don’t ‘intend to’. It will happen. You should leave,” he said. 
“It is about time. I'm surprised that you haven't gone before. You are 22 now, and I found my bride 
when I was 19.”

He got up and walked over to the huge windows. “Somewhere out there is the girl for you”, he said.
“At least, I hope so. Our line goes a long way back”. He indicated downwards with his thumb. The 
Prince knew the meaning of the gesture.

The Prince hugged his father. The King’s body felt thick and solid to his touch. The old man used to
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be as slim as the Prince but lately had been gaining weight fast. He still looked well, fit and ruddy, 
but the lines on his face told of a supreme tiredness. 

He left his father contemplating the wide vista, the mountains crowding on either side, and the long 
rocky valley up which they had toiled not too long ago. The glint of the sun on the tumbling stream 
showed in places between the green of the shrubs, grasses and small trees, while tussocks spread 
where they could up to the vast grey cliffs which dropped from the mountains to the valley. The 
stream and its bouncing tributaries and waterfalls wound from grey wall to grey wall until the 
mountains fell away and the lands, blued by distance, changed from wild untamed country to 
cultivated fields and villages and towns. The King knew that at night he would see, down in the 
lowlands, the lights of the closest town.

The Prince descended the spiral stairs to the room with the columns and walked up to the one 
closest, which had a stylised figure one about a metre high on it. He placed one palm on it and the 
middle two metres of the column became transparent. The clear material rotated showing an empty 
space. The Prince was surprised as he knew that “Old William” would have been put into the 
cylinder. He removed his hand and the cylinder closed and became opaque.

With a sudden realisation, the Prince moved to the second column and placed his hand on it, and the
column cleared and revealed a nightmare. “Old William”. At first Old William appeared to be 
merely an old leather cloak, dark and torn, wrapped around an oval shape, something like a cigar, 
but a bit less than 2 metres long. If you stared at him for a while, as the Prince did, you began to be 
able to pick out features, like an oddly shaped joint where an elbow might be, or an elongated 
protrusion like a foot, but with grasping claws, and a head that oddly bulged as if it had a long snout
pressed against the chest and sloping shoulders.

The Prince sighed and removed his hand and Old William's column became solid looking again. 
The Prince moved towards the exit, touching the occasional column as he went. Most contained the 
remains of creatures like Old William, but the odd one or two contained only a small heap of 
leather-like material. The one by the entrance, number 121, was one of the mostly empty ones. The 
Prince looked at the meagre contents and sighed again. Then he went off to find his mother and 
prepare for his journey.

The Grand Tour

Deanne and Affie watched the Prince’s progress. To be honest it was not really that interesting. The
Prince was shown at banquets and shows, at dances and parties. He was even interviewed on 
television now and then. Officially this was just a tour for the Prince to acquaint himself with the 
country, and to visit parts that he had never visited. Unofficially of course it was known that he was 
looking for a wife.

Deanne had her feet up on the table. As the girls watched the broadcasts, Deanne gave a running 
commentary on the girls who were shown with or meeting the Prince. They were all, in Deanne’s 
opinion, complete airheads who the Prince would do well to send on their way. The unfortunate 
young ladies “had a face like a horse”, “was too bosomy”, or “couldn’t count to ten with both 
hands” according to Deanne on very little evidence.

Affie laughed at Deanne’s descriptions, knowing that her friend was not serious about the girls. She 
just didn’t want the Prince to make a choice before passing through their region. It meant that there 
was still a chance that he would pick a local girl, and what better local girl than Deanne!
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Had she but known it, the Prince found the young ladies who were presented to him to be nice, 
ordinary women, though some had been encouraged to more or less throw themselves at him. One 
or two acted more reserved and he gave those a little more time. But he never found one who made 
him pause for long.

As the Prince got closer and closer to their region Deanne got more and more excited. At first his 
route was going to take him past their town without stopping. Deanne was disappointed but she and 
Affie were going down to watch him pass through, but then suddenly it was announced that he was 
going to take a brief break in their town. Deanne was ecstatic, but then it was announced that he 
wasn’t going to make any public appearances in the town, and Deanne’s hopes were dashed again. 
The Prince was to meet the Mayor and stay the night and that was all. 

The evening that the Prince was in town, John the boss called Deanne.

“John here. Can you and Affie work tonight, please Deanne? We’ve got a special party coming in 
and I need a good team to look after them.”

Deanne said “Sure, I’ll ask Affie, but I think that she’ll be OK.”

Deanne rushed across the road to Affie’s place. 

“Do you want to work at the inn tonight, Affie? John’s got a special party coming in and he wants 
us.”

Affie said “Sure! Is it a birthday party or something?”

“Don’t know. What I do know is that ‘special party’ means ‘big tips’! The Prince is not going to 
carry me off so I have to work for living.” Deanne wiped her hand across her brow dramatically.

When they got to the inn, Billy the mayor was there as usual, and Deanne nudged Affie. 

“Let’s ask him what the Prince is like later,” she whispered. Two of the large booths along the 
window had been marked as reserved for the special party. A young man came in with a large dog 
and two rather larger companions and had a word with Billy. He and the dog took one booth, and 
his two companions took the other one. Deanne went rigid.

“It’s him!” she hissed. “He’s here! It’s the Prince!”

Affie looked and sure enough the young man was the Prince. He looked tired and somewhat 
grumpy. Deanne froze, so Affie went over and took his order. He seemed pleasant enough. He 
didn’t mention that he was the Prince so Affie didn’t mention it either, but she wrote a large “P” on 
the order. Deanne unfroze and ran the order through the bar and the kitchen as usual. Affie went and
took the order of the Prince’s two companions who were obviously bodyguards. They called 
themselves “Smith” and “Jones”.

Deanne took the Prince his order and came back to Affie. “He seems like a nice guy,” she said.

“You know, Affie, I thought that if I met him I’d be find him really attractive and that I’d try to chat
him up. But really, he just looks like a nice man, but he doesn’t seem my type at all. It’s weird.”
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Affie laughed. “You expected instant chemistry! That’s for fairy stories. Some day your Prince will 
come,” she said dramatically.

“Shhhh! He’ll hear.”

The two girls took orders from the other clients and served food and drinks to them. Affie noticed 
that Billy the Mayor quickly moved to stop the other clients from bothering the Prince, who, Affie 
thought, was looking bored. At quiet times Affie stroked the big dog that the Prince had brought 
with him. It liked her to scratch its scarred muzzle, and bumped her hand with its head when she 
stopped. Deanne brought the Prince another drink, and he sat back and reached in his pocket and 
brought out a communicator.

The Inn

The Prince swirled the last of his beer in the glass and scowled at it. In fact it was a good beer and 
the speciality of the inn. He regretted coming on his trip without one of his few friends as a 
companion. He signalled for another beer and the older of the two waitresses replaced his glass. The
younger of the two hardly noticed, seemingly as distracted as the Prince himself. Instead she was 
stroking the muzzle of the Prince's hound. The Prince was intrigued. The hound was descended 
from hunting dogs, a breed used to fighting for their place in the pack, and it was only on impulse 
that the Prince had brought him along. Yet the young girl had relaxed the fierce hunting animal in a 
trice. Its eyes were half closed as she stroked its head.

The Prince had visited this inn on the recommendation of the Mayor, Billy. He had let the Mayor 
know that he wanted a quiet drink in the inn, and the locals had done their best to ensure that he got 
his wish. It meant that he was completely alone and a little bored. He quietly looked around. The fat
man at the bar was the local Mayor, Billy, and the Prince guessed that he and the landlord had 
allowed only a trusted few of the usual clients into the bar. The mayor had already prevented a few 
people from coming in and bothering him and the Prince had chatted to him for ten minutes or so in 
recognition of this thoughtfulness. The Prince had met the man officially earlier and liked him.  

He decided that he would call his mother and pulled out the communicator that he used when away 
from his family. It was a piece of Old Technology and had been playing up recently. He put it on 
the table and pressed the button and all it did was burp at him. He sighed and was about to pocket it 
when the younger waitress said “Can I see it?”

She'd left the hound and was standing next to him looking at the communicator. The hound was 
under her elbow, sniffing to see what the humans were interested in. Then he slumped on the 
ground, giving a grumpy sigh, signalling his disinterest in human things.

The Prince wasn't sure why he handed over the communicator but did, and was aghast when, with a 
single twist the girl split it into three parts. She drew a pin from her hair and probed one of the 
pieces. 

“Hmm, the power lines are corroded, and the image processor is disconnected. I think I can fix it”

She requested one his hairs, saying that her own blond locks would not do, and used her pin to place
sections of one of his hairs in the device, then with one twist the three parts became one again.

“Please try it” she said.”The hairs will let it work for a while but it needs proper fixing”.
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The Prince put it on the table and pressed the code to communicate with his mother. The effects 
were startling. Almost immediately an opaque globe appeared, which then cleared. There was a 
scream and a crash apparently originating from the globe. Every one in the bar turned to see what 
had happened. His mother’s head suddenly appeared in the globe.

The image said “Hullo? Son, is that you? I'm afraid that the maid was startled when your head 
suddenly appeared on the table.” The Queen was trying not to laugh.

“Sorry mother. Please apologise to your maid for me. My communicator was playing up and 
someone fixed it for me. It seems that there was a video feature which was also broken and she 
fixed it while she was fixing the other issue. Now I have to reassure her that everything is OK.” 
Affie was looking horrified.

“I’ll call you back when I’m somewhere quieter”.

“It’s fine everyone,” he called. “Please accept my apologies for the commotion.” The patrons of the 
bar obligingly turned back to their food and drink.

He pulled up a seat for the girl by his side.

“It’s OK. You weren’t to know that your repairs would cause that kerfuffle. That video feature 
could be useful sometime. What’s your name?” he asked.

“Affie, Afua actually.”

“Well Affie, call me Henry, said the Prince. ”How come you know so much about OldTech?”

“There are laws,” she said tentatively.

“Never mind that,” he said. “You know who I am, don’t you? I can sort that.”

“My father runs a business buying and selling NewTech, and people keep begging him to fix 
broken OldTech stuff. He’s reluctantly agreed, and now people know that and bring their OldTech 
stuff to us.”

“Hmm,” said the Prince. “I didn't know that there were laws against investigating and fixing Old 
Technological stuff. I’ll look into it”. He found later that the laws existed but were rarely if ever 
used.

“Do you work for your father, Affie? I’m sure you aren’t a waitress all the time.”

“I’m still at school,” said Affie. “Final year. I work in the shop at weekends some of the time. I 
waitress with my friend Deanne because she likes it and we are a good team so we get good tips.” 
Affie was avoiding his eyes. They seemed so deep.

“You seem good at the OldTech stuff,” said the Prince, trying to look into her eyes.

“Yes, it comes easy to me.” She accidentally looked into his eyes and couldn’t look away. The 
hound came up and laid its head on her lap to the astonishment of the Prince, and she was able to 
look away. 
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“I've never seen him do that before!” he said. “He's a battle hound”.

“That's a pity”, said Affie. “He's got a very gentle nature”. She scratched the hound’s chin and it 
sighed.

Affie and the Prince spent the rest of the evening chatting. Affie didn’t notice that Deanne had taken
on the whole of the task of serving the rest of the bar and was struggling with the load. Eventually 
one of the bodyguards got up and asked the boss and Deanne if he could help.

“I’m used to helping in my family’s restaurant. That was before I became a bodyguard. I know the 
ropes.”

Deanne looked at her friend and the Prince whose heads were almost touching.

She sighed and said “Yes please. Thanks, Jones.”

“Smith. Pleased to help.”

Later the Prince found that OldTech had been banned because of the fear that investigation of 
OldTech could resulted in disasters. He couldn’t find any confirmed examples of any such disasters.
Some curious individuals did do some illicit probing and quite a lot was known 'unofficially'. 
Affie’s father thought that the dangers were overstated. He didn’t see anything dangerous in it at all.

The Prince wondered at that. He'd seen the odd bit of Old Technology being used at various times, 
to shift large objects for example, and the communicators that were still quite common. He was 
aware that the OldTech was wearing out or becoming unreliable. He hadn't known that some people
were able to repair it. He wondered if his father knew, and after some thought he concluded that he 
probably did.

“So you learned the OldTech from your father?” asked the Prince.

“Yes,” said Affie. “From him and my brother. I’ve got a knack for it. They get me to do the delicate
stuff because of my knack and I have smaller hands.” The Prince resisted an urge to hold them in 
his. 

“I think that I’m better at it than they are. Oh dear, does that sound cocky?” She was avoiding his 
eyes again.

“In some ways it is similar to NewTech, but with different components,” she continued. “But there 
are differences.”

The Prince didn’t care about OldTech or NewTech. He just wanted to continue talking to this 
fascinating girl. He wanted to look into her eyes, but she was avoiding his for some reason.

Eventually one of the bodyguards, Smith, who had been helping Deanne, went over to the Prince.

“Time we were going, sir.”

“Is it? Why goodness, it’s late!”
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The Prince turned to Affie.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” he said.

Affie apologised to Deanne for leaving her to do all the work. Deanne shrugged it off. The girls 
cleaned the bar and set it up for tomorrow. Affie was still apologising as they walked home. Finally 
Deanne stopped and put her hands on her hips.

“What?” said Affie.

“Stop apologising for goodness sake! I didn’t mind working my fingers to the bone while you were 
chatting to your Prince. It seemed to do him good, for goodness sake. Anyway that bodyguard was 
rather nice. I enjoyed working with him.”

“Don’t you mean ‘flirting’ with him?” said Affie. “And what do you mean by ‘your Prince’?”

Deanne said “Hummph! The bodyguard’s nice but he’s not my type. He’s not interested in girls,” 
and turned to go.

“He’s coming to see me tomorrow,” said Affie. She reconsidered. “The shop, I mean, he’s coming 
to see the shop.”

Deanne stopped and turned back. She hugged her friend over the gate.

“Be careful, Affie, be very careful.”

“I will,” she said.

“Ha!” said Deanne, reverting to her usual cheerfulness. “You won’t! Good night!”

The Shop

Deanne turned up early the next morning. Affie was surprised that she was more than usually tidily 
dressed, not that Deanne ever looked scruffy. Deanne was sporting a blouse and skirt.

“The Prince is coming! Surely that’s worth tidying up a bit for. You’re not dressed up at all!” She 
contemplated Affie's t-shirt and jeans outfit and sighed.

Deanne fussed around with Affie’s hair, but Affie would not agree to wearing make-up.

“What time is he coming?”

“About ten. Will you stop that fussing!”

Sure enough, practically on the stroke of ten the Prince arrived with his bodyguards. Affie 
introduced her father and her brother to the Prince.

“Prince Henry, this is my father, Fred, and my brother Nik,” she said.
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“And I’ve met Deanne already,” said the Prince.

The Prince complimented the old man on his shop and his business. He spotted the older repaired 
stuff.

“You repair the older stuff, I see.”

“Yes,” said Affie’s father. “Some of the poorer people round here find it hard when an appliance 
breaks down. They can’t afford a new one. So I try to mend the old one for them.”

“Sometimes Dad finds them a new second hand one if he can’t fix it,” said Nik. The Prince nodded 
his approval. 

“Let’s go into the back room,” said Affie’s father.

“Here’s the communicator,” said the Prince, handing it to Affie. Their hands brushed and Affie 
nearly dropped the device.

While her father and Nik showed the Prince the OldTech devices that they used to repair broken 
OldTech, Affie snapped apart the communicator. She cleared out the Prince’s hairs and picked up 
the solder gun.

“That’s the solder gun that Affie’s using,” said Nik. “It’s not really a solder gun, but it fixes the 
silver wires in place. It’s probably the most useful OldTech tool that we use.”

“We leave tools in this device that we call the charger and they become re-charged over night,” said
Affie’s father. “Not all of them need it.”

The girl bent her head over the communicator and moved up a large magnifying glass. Nik handed 
her some of the fine silver wire and she used the solder gun to fix the wires. The Prince looked at 
the curve of her neck and the sweep of her hair. He wanted to stroke her neck, and smell her hair, 
hold it back for her.

Affie had fixed the first wire in place and had started on the second when she glanced at the Prince. 
He was looking at her. She accidentally unsoldered the first wire. Trying to ignore his glances she 
completed fixing the communicator and snapped it together. 

Affie’s father was just saying that he thought that there was much more OldTech around than was 
usually suspected. 

“Someone dumped a whole box of it outside our back door just recently and I didn’t recognise some
of it,” said Nik “Here’s one.” He brought out the little device that Affie had fixed and showed the 
Prince.

“We don’t know what it is, yet,” Nik said. He triggered it and it spoke a message in an unknown 
language. He triggered it again and it spoke a different message.

Nik shrugged. “That’s all that I can get it to do at the moment.”

“Nik’s good at working out what things are for,” said Affie, passing the communicator back to the 
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Prince. 

“And Affie’s good at fixing them,” said Nik.

“I have to go,” said the Prince. “Thanks for the insight into OldTech. I’m going to get the laws 
about OldTech relaxed as soon as possible if I can. You could start to advertise that you deal with 
OldTech right away if you wished. See what you can collect. There will soon be competition for the
market.”

He stood up, and so too did everyone else. Affie was dismayed that he was leaving so soon.

“Oh, one more thing,” he said, as he pulled another communicator from his pocket. “Affie, please 
can I leave this communicator with you? I may have questions about OldTech while I am on tour 
and when we try to change the OldTech laws. I’d like to keep in touch.”

“Sure,” said Affie. “I’ll be pleased to.” She felt unreasonably happy for some reason.

And then he was gone, through the door with his bodyguards. It was all she could do to stop herself 
running after him.

She wasn’t to know that the Prince felt much the same. He sat quietly in the car listening to one 
bodyguard teasing the other over Deanne. The Prince wondered why he had given her his spare 
communicator.

Meanwhile Deanne was teasing Affie about “her Prince”. Affie protested as much as she could, but 
it was no use.

“He couldn’t take his eyes off you,” said Deanne crowed. “And he gave you that communicator.”

“It’s only so that we can talk about the OldTech,” said Affie. Deanne made a rude noise.

However, the communicator stayed silent. The Prince continued his tour and the girls followed 
every step of it. Deanne talked down the reason for the tour, telling Affie that the Prince was 
brushing off all of the young ladies that he was meeting and that it was obvious that he was just 
going through the motions. The young ladies became more and more unsuitable according to 
Deanne.

Affie became more disappointed as time went on. She reasoned that she was only a shop keeper’s 
daughter from a small town. She was so much younger than him. They had nothing in common. But
still she dreamed.

The Prince felt like he was sleepwalking. He didn’t know what town he was in, he couldn’t 
concentrate on what people said to him. He got up in the morning, was driven or flown to the next 
destination, met people, shook hands with many, many young ladies, stumbled into bed and did the 
same thing again the next day.

Smith and Jones talked about him. They were worried. They were the closest thing he had to friends
on the trip, and were with him almost all the time he was awake.

Affie was on his mind all the time. Her face, her voice, her way of holding herself, his thoughts kept
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drifting to her.

Smith and Jones escorted him to his suite one night, and Smith said “Boss..”

The Prince looked at them.

“We think you should call her, boss.”

The Prince looked at them blank faced. “Thank you boys.” He didn’t ask who.

He went into his suite and retrieved the communicator from his luggage. He put it on the coffee 
table and looked at it. He thought for a long time and then put it away.

He stumbled through a few more stops, a few more days. Each night he got the communicator out 
and looked at it. Then he put it away.

As he was going into his suite, Smith once again said “Boss...”

“Thank you boys,” said the Prince again.

He went into his suite and got the communicator out again. He stared at it for a long time and 
picked it up. He punched her code into the communicator. It bleeped for what seemed a long time.

Affie kept the communicator next to her bed when she was in her room. She was sitting on the bed 
finishing off some homework when the communicator bleeped. At first she wasn’t sure that she’d 
really heard it but the screen had lit up.

She grabbed it and said “Hullo.”

At his end the Prince felt his tensions start to dissolve. He pictured her in his mind. A calmness 
settled over him.

“Affie.” His voice made her toes curl up.

“Henry.”

“I had to call. I’m missing you.” 

She couldn’t answer. She couldn’t breath.

“Hello, Affie?”

“Sorry. I’m missing you too.”

“What are you doing?”

“Homework.” Oh no, did that make her seem like a child?

“Me too!” His chuckle came over the communicator.
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“I get all this paperwork to do, and I call it my homework,” he explained. He told her about the 
Good, the Bad, and the Ugly piles of correspondence.

“I hope there’s not too much in the Ugly pile.”

“Just two today. About an hour’s work, I’d guess.”

Affie snuggled down with her communicator. The sound of his voice relaxed her, made her feel 
good. He sounded so calm, so soft, so close.

The Prince relaxed as he talked. He hadn’t realised how tense he had been, how much the search 
had wound him up. He realised, really realised that Affie was the one. He knew almost nothing 
about her except for her expertise at OldTech. That didn’t matter. She was the one.

They talked on the phone until the sun came up, but to them it didn’t matter.

Deanne came around that morning. Affie was having breakfast, but wasn’t actually eating it. She 
hadn’t got dressed, and was quietly humming to herself. Her hair was uncombed. She was staring 
into space. Deanne had a look and then had a second look.

“Well?” she said, with her hands on her hips.

Affie stopped humming for a moment and looked at her friend.

“Well, what?”

“Well, did he call? He did, didn’t he?”

“Well, yes. How did you know?”

“How did I know? How did I know? Yesterday you were as grumpy as a bear with the stomach 
ache. Two stomach aches! Today you are going around like a zombie, you have dark rings round 
your eyes and you are happy. A HAPPY, PANDA, ZOMBIE! Something happened.”

“He called and we talked. I suppose that we went on for a long time. I suppose that we talked all 
night?”

“All night! About what?”

“I don’t know. Stuff. OldTech!” Affie said.

“You didn’t talk all night about OldTech! Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

“He’s coming back. He’s cancelling the rest of the tour and coming back here. He’s going to have a 
formal party at the Barracks.”

Deanne mouthed the word “Wow!”

Then she took the breakfast away from Affie and sent her off for a shower. She thoughtfully ate 
Affie’s breakfast and once again said “Wow!”
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The Party

Smith and Jones picked up the Prince from his suite. He was whistling.

“Change of plans, guys, we’re cancelling the rest of the tour. Now where’s my secretary. He has 
some arranging to do.”

The Prince strode off and Smith and Jones hurried to catch up. 

“He called,” said Smith to Jones.

Jones nodded. “He called.”

The Prince told his private secretary about the change in plans. The secretary was surprised, but 
took the Prince’s announcement in his stride. It was of course his job to arrange things like this tour 
for the Prince, so he was well capable of rearranging things as well. And if he was honest, he was 
missing his family in the Capital. His wife was pregnant with their second child and he was relieved
that he would be getting back to her earlier than expected.

“It’ll take a couple of days to set up, sir,” said the secretary.

The Prince frowned and then thought a bit.

“Ah yes, OK, thanks. It’s not simple is it?”

The secretary noticed that Smith and Jones were smiling! They knew something! He’d have to 
catch them later and question them. He knew that they would never let anything confidential slip, 
and he respected their integrity, as they did his, but if they knew anything they could tell, they’d let 
him know. It might cost a favour… He tried to remember if they owed him one or not. Never mind.

The real surprise was the stop over at … where? Never mind, he could look it up. He thought that 
he remembered Billy the mayor. Fat guy. Nice chap. He wondered whether he could get a couple of
his staff there in advance to plan the party with Billy. He’d be useful. He’d know who to invite and 
who to leave out. Billy would know the best local suppliers for ingredients for the food, the best 
musicians and all the rest of the millions things that make a formal party a success.

The secretary strode off to get things moving. At least this was better than supervising the Prince 
through hundreds of meetings with hopeful girls. Most of the time he had looked like he was 
sleepwalking.

The Prince invited Affie and her family to a meeting at the Barracks on the morning that he was to 
arrive back in the town. After a moments thought he included Deanne in the invitation. She had to 
be included. When he heard that they had accepted he became nervous. What if it all went wrong? 
What if he’d got it all wrong and she didn’t like him. What if… a million other things? He told 
himself to stop being silly.

The trip back to the small town seemed so slow. In the car to the airport he was drumming his 
fingers.

“Boss?”
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“Yes, Smith.”

“Excuse me, sir, but that won’t help.”

The Prince stopped drumming his fingers. Five minutes later he was drumming them again. This 
time Smith just smiled to himself. 

On the morning of the party, the Prince sent a car to pick up Affie’s family and Deanne from the 
shop. The car deposited them outside of the Prince’s quarters and the Prince’s secretary assisted 
them out of the car and escorted them to the Prince’s day room. He’d found out from Smith and 
Jones what was going on by now, so he looked curiously at Affie without appearing to. He was 
good at that.

“Affie,” The Prince said as they came in. Affie went to him.

“I came on this tour to look for a bride. I didn’t know how arduous it would be!” he said to them all.

“I have had literally hundreds of young women introduced to me, and I have tried, I hope 
successfully, to give them as much of a chance as possible to make an impression on me. Some I’ve
given a second chance but ultimately, I didn’t find my potential bride.”

“And then by chance I came here and decided to take a night off from the endless rounds of 
introductions. I’d met Billy the mayor and he invited me to spend the evening at his local inn. There
I met Affie and Deanne. Deanne quickly decided that she preferred my bodyguard to me.”

“Not that I’d have much luck there,” said Deanne. They all laughed.

“But Affie. Affie. Affie charmed my dog, repaired my communicator and petrified my mother’s 
maid. She grabbed my attention, and, to be brutally honest, my heart. I terminated my search, and 
came back here because, I think that I’ve found my bride. If she’ll have me.”

“Affie, will you marry me? Sir, will you allow me to marry your daughter?”

Deanne said “Wow!”

Affie put her hand on the Prince’s arm. “I saw you in the inn and I knew that I wanted to be with 
you, but we are not rich people. We are not courtiers. We are from a small provincial town and not 
the Capital. I am only 17 and you are 22. But you know all this and still you want me as your bride?
Reason says no, but I say yes. If you are sure.”

“Oh, I’m sure” said the Prince. “I’m absolutely sure. You may not know that my mother was only 
15 when my father picked her, and she did not come from the Capital. My father was 19 when he 
picked her, and both of them have talked to me about how they met and made their choices and both
talked about having a few reservations at the time. Both said that in spite of that both were certain 
that they were doing the right thing. They didn’t get married for 10 years because my grandfather 
did not pass over until then. So are you certain?”

She nodded.

Affie’s father said “I met Affie when she came home from the inn where she met you. She was 
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unusually quiet, so I asked her what was wrong. She told me how she had watched you deal 
graciously with all the fawning favour seekers until Billy the mayor threw them out. Then you were 
nice to her when she fixed the communicator and scared your mother’s maid, and she enjoyed 
chatting to you for the rest of the evening. Once she started talking it was impossible to get her to 
stop. I knew how she would answer, and for what it is worth I give my blessing.”

The Prince became grave. “I’m sorry to get formal, but please be aware that this will change the 
lives of all of us. When this is announced you will immediately be in the media spotlight. They will 
be inquiring into your lives and the lives of those close to you. Of course, this attention shouldn’t 
last too long, but, for example, sir, your shop won’t be able to open for a while, and it would be a 
good idea for you to be hosted at the Barracks until the furore dies down.”

He turned to the girl. “You must decide not only for yourself, but for your loved ones too.”

Affie looked at her father, her brother, and her best friend.

“What do you say? Nik? Deanne? Father?”

Nik said “Just do it! We’ll cope. I’m sure that the Prince’s people can help us out.” The Prince 
nodded.

Her father said “You have my blessing as I told you before. We’ll manage.”

“Are you crazy, Affie!” said Deanne. “I’ve seen you together. You’re never going to be happy 
apart! You, sir, I saw you change from a glum but polite customer, to the happiest person in the 
room, apart from Affie, of course! Affie, you can’t say no. You just can’t!”

Affie’s eyes brimmed with tears. “The answer is yes, I will marry you.”

The Prince’s arms came round her and her head rested on his chest.

Laughing through her tears, she said “I’m so happy”. 

 “Before the news hits, we will have to send you back to pick up the personal things that you will 
need for the next couple of days,” said the Prince. “I will send some troops to look after your home 
and shop, sir. We will announce the news at the formal party this evening.”

“I need to tell my mother,” he said. “Please, let’s break the news to her together, Affie. Then we 
will have to get organised for the party. Affie, do you and Deanne have dresses? Sir, do you and 
Nik have suitable suits? If not, we will arrange something.”

“Deanne, I have a special job for you.” Deanne looked at him surprised.

“Affie will need a friend, a companion with her. Would you like to do that job?”

Deanne grimaced. “I get it. I’m going to be her chaperone. I have to keep my best friend from 
having fun? What’s not to like about the job.”

The Prince laughed. “If you like. More importantly, she will need someone she can talk to, someone
to support her when I’m busy,” said the Prince.
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She hugged Affie. “And I can keep the jealous ladies away, I guess. I’ll do it.”

“One more thing,” said the Prince. “I have to go back to The Castle soon. I’d like Affie to come 
with me, and that means Deanne too. Your father too, Affie, and Nik if he wants to.”

“I’ll come, but I won’t stay there,” said Nik. “When the shop reopens, we will need someone here. 
Father, will you go with Affie?”

“Yes,” said Affie’s father. “But only until the girls are settled in, if that is OK, sir?”

And so it was decided. Affie and her family were taken back to the shop to pack the things that they
would need, a “Shut Until Further Notice” sign was put up. Two guardsmen settled into the 
apartment above the shop, and Deanne dashed across the road and told her parents that she had a 
temporary job with Affie working for the Royal family. She rapidly packed a bag, kissed them both 
and told them to watch the news that night. She promised to write. Deanne’s parents were used to 
her impulsiveness, but trusted their daughter and kissed her and sent her off.

The Prince punched the code for his mother into his communicator. When she answered he said 
“Mother, I have some news.”

She replied “Yes, I know.”

“You know?”

“Yes, you don’t cancel a tour at a moment’s notice and expect to keep it a secret, do you? Well, tell 
me.”

“I’ve met my future bride, mother. I’d like you to meet her. Will I scare the maid if I turn on the 
video?”

His mother laughed. “No, do it, I’m alone. I sent them all out. I was expecting something like this.”

“You’re amazing, mother. Here we go.” The Prince pressed a button on the communicator. The 
Queen’s head appeared above the communicator as if projected on a small screen.

“This is Affie. Her real name is Afua. I’ve asked her to be my partner for life and she has agreed.”

The Prince put his arm around her shoulder. He guessed that their image would appear above the 
Queen’s communicator. The Queen sucked in a breath.

“Greetings Affie,” she said. “I’ve so many things to talk to you about. Henry, she’s beautiful.”

Affie, who genuinely thought that she was ordinary looking said “No, I’m not!”

The Prince and the Queen both laughed.

“I’ll see you soon,” said the Queen, and signed off.

“I’m not beautiful, am I?” Affie said.
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The Prince laughed and kissed her. “Of course you are.”

“I think you are biassed.”

“Most definitely.”

Later that day at the inn, John, the boss, was worried. He hadn’t been able to contact Deanne and 
Affie for a shift at the inn, and was just going to run down his list of alternative servers when two 
sturdy men arrived.

“We’re here to stand in for Affie and Deanne. I’m Smith and he’s Jones,” said one of them jovially.

The boss recognised the two bodyguards from the night when the Prince visited and Jones had 
helped Deanne while Affie talked to the Prince. Or was it Smith?

“OK boys, thanks,” said the boss, and they turned out to be naturals at the job. What’s more, they 
offered to stand in until the boss found someone permanent.

“What’s happened to Affie and Deanne?” he asked.

“They’re busy! Watch the evening news!” he was told.

Tradition is that Royalty come late to parties and leave early, and the party had been going for a 
while. Military staff were in their uniforms and their partners were dressed in their best too. Small 
bites to eat and drinks were being consumed and the noise level was rising, when the Prince entered
the room with Affie on his arm. Deanne followed with Affie’s father and Nik brought up the rear.

The noise stopped like it had been cut with a knife. Affie was looking beautiful, in a mid-calf white 
dress with slightly off the shoulder top. Her hair had been styled but she’d not let the hairdresser put
it up. Her make up was minimal and tasteful. She looked resolute but the Prince could feel her 
trembling on his arm.

The Prince led his small party to a small platform with a microphone.

He stepped to the microphone holding Affie’s hand. “Please all ensure that you have a drink. I have 
an announcement to make.”

“Are the media representatives ready to record?” He received thumbs up from the media.

“You all know that my father has retired to The Castle, and that I am now Regent. One of the things
that concerned my mother and father, the Queen and the King, was that I am unmarried. There is no
obligation on me to get married, it is true, but all three of us, the Queen, the King and I thought that 
I should take a tour of the country with the aim, not necessarily of finding a wife, but to assess my 
feelings on the matter.”

“So I set off on the tour and met many beautiful young ladies, many of them very eager to help me 
make up my mind.” Many of those attending laughed gently.

“It became apparent to me that I was not getting anywhere. The poor girls that where being 
presented to me were not showing their best sides to me at all because of the pressure of the 
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situation that we were in. I sincerely feel for them. I thank them all.”

“I came to this small town to relax and get away from the situation for a while. I met Billy the 
mayor…” The Prince paused and waved to him.

“He suggested that I spend the evening at his local inn, and this seemed like a good idea. I took 
along my hound and two bodyguards, Smith and Jones. Billy was kind enough to stop people from 
bothering me, for which I thank him, but I was rather lonely by myself.”

“To cut a long story short I met Affie, who some of you know. She charmed my dog, fixed my 
communicator, and pulled me out of my doldrums. I tried to continue my tour, but it seemed 
pointless. I only wanted to go back to Affie, so I cancelled the rest of the tour and came back here. 
This morning I proposed to Affie and she accepted.”

There were shocked gasps from various places in the room, and then someone started clapping, 
someone cheered and the room erupted. The Prince’s arm went around Affie and he kissed her on 
her lips. Her arms went round his back and hugged him to her.

“Nearly finished,” he whispered in her ear. “Are you OK?”

“Yes, I’m OK,” she whispered back.

The Prince turned back to the microphone.

“My bride to be will have the courtesy title of ‘Princess’, so please raise your glasses and toast my 
darling Princess Afua!”

Affie heard Deanne in the background say “Oh my goodness!”

The Prince and Affie stepped down from the platform and did a slow tour of the room. They 
accepted congratulations from everyone. Some of the girls had obviously expected to be introduced 
to the Prince that evening but none seemed too disappointed. Some of the girls Affie remembered 
from school. Some called her lucky, but luck didn’t come in to it. It was fate. As it was a small town
Affie knew many of the people she met, like her schoolteacher, and her local pharmacist. She 
exchanged a few words with some of them and accepted congratulations from all sides.

Eventually they were able to leave the room. The Prince picked Affie up and swung her around, 
then put her down and kissed her. She held him tight.

“Yay! You did it. You did amazingly well!”

“I was scared to death the whole time,” Affie admitted.

Deanne and Affie’s father came out of the party.

“Phew!” said Deanne. “Are you OK, pal?”

“Sure. A bit trembly, but OK.”

“Brilliant job. I thought you were going to lose it when that guy called you ‘Princess’.”
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“Oh! Yes! Hey, where’s Nik.”

“Chatting to some underdressed young lady, the last time I saw him.”

“I’ll make sure someone keeps an eye on him,” said the Prince.

“How are you, Dad?”

“I saw my daughter change into a Princess before my eyes. I’m happy for you. More than happy.”

“Let’s go to my quarters,” said the Prince. “I have some champagne in there and we can toast 
tonight’s success.”

They all moved to the Prince’s quarters, where a bottle of champagne was waiting. When all had 
got a drink, even Affie who was strictly speaking a few months under age, the Prince raised his 
glass.

“To the most beautiful girl in the world,” he said. “To my future bride. To the most regal Princess.”

All drank.

Deanne raised her glass. “To my best friend. To the nicest girl in the world. To the one person in the
world for whom I’d give up a Prince.” They all laughed and drank.

Affie’s father raised his glass. “To my daughter. To my rock during the bad times after my wife 
passed away. To the wife and Queen she is to become.” They all drank.

“Three times three,” said the Prince and they touched glasses.

Just then the door opened and Nik came in.

“Have I missed anything?” he asked. They all laughed.

The Journey to The Castle

Once more a small caravan made its way by horseback up the road to The Castle. This time the 
Prince led the way, with Affie beside him, and the Queen next to her. He reflected on recent events.

The Queen had insisted on flying down to meet them. When she arrived, she sent her son off to do 
some promotional work, visiting a factory and a school, much to his disgust, and had a private 
conversation with Affie. 

The Prince performed his duty in somewhat of a daze, until someone asked him about his choice of 
bride.

“We chose each other,” he told the questioner. He snapped to attention and subtly tried to assess 
public opinion. He discovered that overwhelmingly his choice was popular with the people from the
town. Not only had he chosen a local girl, but she was well known and well liked in the town and so
was her father.
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When he returned to the barracks, he was admitted to the Queen’s quarters. He was smiling broadly 
and Affie and his mother laughed.

“So, public opinion is favourable is it?” said his mother.

“Hmmph! I’m much more worried about your opinion, mother,” he had said. “But I don’t think that 
I needed to have worried. From the look on your faces, it seems that we have your approval.”

“Hmmph yourself! As if my opinion would have changed anything.”

Affie came and took his arm. “Your mother was telling me about the early days, after she and your 
father chose one another. She was warning me that I would find life very different from now on as I
will be a public figure.” She made a face.

“We will protect you as much as we can,” said the Queen, “but you will have to make appearances, 
and will have to be interviewed for television.”

And so the new Princess had been introduced to the world. She appeared on television with the 
Prince, and repeatedly told the story of their meeting, including the incident with the communicator.
In short, she charmed everyone. Her informality was infectious. Like any teenage girl she liked her 
jeans and preferably wore them except in formal situations. She wore them when she travelled with 
the Prince, unless of course they were going to be formally met at the other end. Girls everywhere 
copied her informal style. 

She, Deanne and her father moved temporarily to the Palace in the Capital but her brother had 
stayed behind to look after the family business which had been able to reopen. Business was 
booming, and the new relaxed rules around OldTech had led to a huge demand for his expertise. 
After some thought the Prince sent one of his trusted advisors to help Affie’s brother, but she 
reported back that everything seemed under control. The advisor stayed on as book keeper, however
and Nik was pleased, teasing her by calling her “the Prince’s spy”. Nik took on a helper and started 
to teach him OldTech. He took on another older man to look after the NewTech repair business and 
man the shop. He owed it to his father who always looked after the poorer clients to continue to 
look after them. 

The Prince and Affie were seldom apart if they could help it. They were never alone of course as 
Affie’s age and royal protocol dictated that they have a chaperone and Deanne was always there, 
though she tried to be invisible when the Prince was around. When they didn’t have any 
engagements they mostly just walked and talked, arms around each other, or merely hand in hand. 
He took her everywhere that his duties called him insofar as was possible, but inevitably they had to
spend time apart. When this happened she pursued her interest in OldTech, delving into ancient 
texts and more modern texts of which there were many, in spite of the ban.

The Prince and Affie had come back after visiting a school in the Capital to find the Queen was 
packing up to return to The Castle.

“Our ‘holiday’ is over,” said the Queen. “We have to go back to The Castle. I’m missing my 
husband and he only has a limited time left.”

The Prince, Affie, Deanne and Affie’s father prepared to travel to The Castle with the Queen. Once 
more the Prince decided to travel by horse from the small town below The Castle and the Queen 
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agreed.

A Troubled Person

Nik was at the weekend market where he had hired a stall to offer his OldTech repair services. It 
was a good advertisement for his business and it took him away from the shop for a day. The 
Prince’s advisor who was Nik’s book keeper was looking after the shop. He’d fixed a few OldTech 
devices on the spot and taken a few for further repair back at the shop.

He noticed a young lad set up a small rickety table in a gap between two stalls. The lad was tidily 
dressed in well worn checked shirt and jeans, and had on sneakers which weren’t new but were 
serviceable. He had dark olive skin and black curly hair. Nik was fairly sure that setting up your 
own stall wasn’t allowed. The lad pulled a few pieces of OldTech from a shopping bag and put 
them on the table. He wrote some prices on pieces of paper and weighed them down with the 
OldTech pieces. Nik was fascinated.

Constable Ken sauntered along doing his policeman’s walk. Nik nodded to him.

“Checking stall holder permits,” said Ken.

Nik provided his. He noted that Ken didn’t really read it and in fact it was upside down. Ken’s eyes 
were regarding the small boy as he handed Nik back his permit. He looked at Nik and winked.

Ken walked up to the boy’s table. “Hullo Maddy. Got a permit, have you?”

“Just a minute, Ken,” said Nik. He too went to the table. 

“I’d like to buy the lot, please,” said Nik, offering a twenty dollar note.

“Do you have any change, sir?” said the small stall holder.

“Won’t you take twenty?” asked Nik.

“I don’t want to cheat you. This stuff is worth five, maybe seven at most.”

“Ten?”

“Done,” said the boy and packed them up into the shopping bag and gave it to Nik. Nik gave him a 
ten.

“So, that’s OK then,” said Ken. “Nik, I might have a chat later. Maddy, are you living at home 
again?”

The boy nodded.

“How’s your Dad? Is he off the drink still?”

“He’s OK. Yes, sir.”
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“Hmmm. Goodbye all.” Constable Ken strolled off.

“Do you want to give me a hand with my stall, Maddy, as you haven’t any more to sell?”

“Sure.”

Nik fixed a few more small devices and took in more pieces to take back to the shop for further 
work. Nik also picked up some OldTech that the occasional person brought along for sale. He told 
Maddy about his sister and the Prince and Maddy was fascinated. He tried find out a little about 
Maddy, but Maddy didn’t want to talk about it. Never mind. He could get it from Ken later. He 
taught Maddy a little about OldTech and the youngster picked it up quickly.

“Right, lunch!” said Nik. “Would you like me to buy you lunch in payment for your help this 
morning?” He was beginning to know how Maddy operated.

“Thanks,” said Maddy. He looked pleased, but there was still some reserve there.

They tossed a cover over the stall and made sure Nik’s locker box was locked.

On a hunch Nik bought three times what he normally would. He was right. Maddy wolfed down 
two thirds of the food with ease.

Maddy continued to impress Nik. He picked up what Nik taught him and applied it correctly to the 
bits and pieces that they dealt with over the afternoon. Nik gave him a broken communicator and set
him to soldering and unsoldering wires in it. Maddy soon got the hang of it. Nik contemplated 
giving him a real repair to try but shelved the idea for the time being.

Maddy helped him pack up his stuff and struggled with one end of the locker when Nik transferred 
it to the car.

“Well, how do you think we stand? Do I owe you anything for your help today?” Nik asked. He 
wanted to see Maddy’s reaction.

“Hmm, well. You helped me out with Constable Ken. Thank you for that. And you bought me 
lunch. Thank you for that. And you taught me that stuff about OldTech and let me practise on that 
broken one,” Maddy said.

He continued “And I think that you were thinking about to giving me a real repair to do. Thank you 
again. You didn’t really need me on the stall, so I also owe you for that. So, you owe me nothing, I 
think.”

“Maddy, it was much less boring with you along. Thank you for that,” said Nik. “How about ten 
dollars? How about you help me again next week?”

“Done,” said Maddy, “but really, I think I owe you.”

He took the ten dollars and waved goodbye and disappeared into the crowd.
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By Horse to The Castle

The small group travelled to the airport by car and flew to the nearest airfield to The Castle, and 
then they travelled by car to the small town below The Castle. They formed a small caravan as had 
happened before when they had escorted the King up the mountain to The Castle.

The Prince was unreasonably cheerful. Affie and his mother were getting on well. Behind the trio 
the girl’s father was talking to one of the Prince’s older attendants. By chance they both came from 
the small town where Affie’s father had his shop. They had been in school together, but in different 
years and had acquaintances in common.

Behind followed a few helpers and the small baggage cart. The party wound up the access road, 
past the corner where they had passed the crowd on their previous trip. This time there were few 
people gathered there as this was a hurried trip and news had not got around. After a brief stop to 
chat with those would had come to see them, they continued.

This was supposed to be a celebratory trip – the Prince returning to The Castle with his future bride 
– but this was overshadowed by the news about the King. The Queen didn’t seem too sad however, 
and chatted happily with Affie. In spite of that the Prince could tell that the Queen was feeling low. 
She looked up at the eagles circling the crags with an air of what? Resignation? Foreboding? The 
Prince could not tell what.

At one point the party paused to rest their horses. Affie hopped off her horse and so did the Prince. 
They wandered up a small ridge and down the other side out of sight of the main party. The tussock 
blew in waves in the wind.

Suddenly Affie tripped, or so she later claimed, and landed on her back in the tussock. The Prince 
dropped into the tussock next to her. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again and again. 
She kissed him back and they rolled over and over in the tussock.

“Ehem!” They looked up and there was Deanne, looking down on them with hands on hips.

“I may not like the job of official gooseberry, but I’ve been given it, and I am determined to do a 
good job of it. I think that we had better get back to the rest. Besides, you were just about to land in 
that puddle.”

Affie and Henry sheepishly got up and tried to pull some of the twigs and grass off each other. 
Deanne merely snorted. The trio started up the ridge, Affie in the middle with her arms around her 
Prince and her friend. They got to the top of the ridge and the rest of the party were looking up at 
them. Deanne and Affie burst into peals of laughter. The Prince started to laugh too, and they ran 
down to the rest still laughing. They remounted and the party set off again up the road. 

Soon, they approached the Troll Bridge, near the end of their journey, and Affie became distressed.

“Why has this been left like this?” she asked.

“It’s been like this for centuries,” the Prince explained. “If we try to repair it, it just throws 
everything into the chasm.

“Centuries? Oh, no!”
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The girl jumped from her horse and ran to one of the vast posts that marked the end of the bridge. 
At this point the white of the bridge merged without a seam with the bedrock of mountain. She put 
her hand flat on the post and twisted. To the Prince’s astonishment a flat area above her hand lit up, 
like the screen of a computer. Affie touched a few points on the screen and studied the results.

“Dad!” she called.

Her father dismounted and came and looked over her shoulder. “I think it’s like the lifters. Hmm, 
what a mess! But it’s savable I think. There and there?”

The girl touched those places frowned and then some more places, and they both sighed. “Much 
better!” said her father.

“Everyone hold their breath, please,” called Affie.

The Prince got as far as “Wh...” when it felt as if he had been hit in the stomach.

“Sorry,” said the girl’s father. “The bridge just pulled some atoms from the air to start the rebuild. It
will take months, but the bridge will eventually be as good as new.”

Affie touched a few places on the screen and it disappeared. Then she mounted her horse again. She
looked at the Prince and laughed at his astonishment. “It’s sort of half alive,” she said. “It extracts 
what it needs from the air around it to maintain itself, and someone had messed up its, um, 
connections for want of a better word. We merely sorted out some of the problems and we think it 
can now repair itself and its connections. Look!”

She pointed at the edge of the damaged part of the bridge. It seemed fuzzy and there appeared to be 
a flow along the damaged edge. Briefly a ghost image of the missing parts appeared, then flickered 
and disappeared.

“Oh, good! It remembers its original shape. It should be OK now.” 

The Prince dismounted and looked closely at the edge. What was once a sharp and jagged edge of 
white was now soft and flickering with colour. He could not tell that it was growing, but he believed
Affie when she said that it would repair itself in time. He was shocked and awed at the same time – 
shocked that for all this time the OldTech had been banned, and awed at its power.

“How did you know how to do that?” he asked incredulously.

“Oh, the screen is like the screen on the lifters, the OldTech machines that lift heavy stuff. I knew 
where to touch the post to show the screen. The screen showed where the connections were and 
where they should be. Dad and I sorted some of the connections out but it didn’t work first time. I 
sorted some more and everything went green and other connections were being rebuilt. That’s all 
there was to it.”

“’That’s all there was to it’?”

“Yes, it isn’t much different from the lifters.”

“As Deanne would say ‘Wow!’.”
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The party remounted and moved carefully over the bridge. It still had great chunks missing from it. 
They manoeuvred the baggage cart past the holes and into the tunnel. This time they rode up the 
tunnel in a more dignified manner than the last time.

Late Night Noises

Nik was just settling to watch television for the night when the door bell rang. It was Constable 
Ken.

“Hi Ken, are you here officially? What’s up? Is it about Maddy?”

“It’s unofficial. Yes, it’s about Maddy.”

“Well, have a beer and take a seat.”

“Thanks, I’d like that.”

Ken had visited before. He had sometimes passed on news about stolen goods and given Nik’s 
father updates on suspicious activities in the area. Nik’s father, Fred, had been able to alert Ken 
when such goods were offered to him.

“Phew,” said Ken, “I’m glad that I don’t have to do that ‘I’ve reason to believe you are repairing 
OldTech’ thing any more. It was all too silly. I always felt such an idiot saying it. Your Affie has 
made my life so much simpler in that respect.”

He took the beer and swigged it.

“Maddy,” said Nik. “You’ve something to say about Maddy. What’s he done? He doesn’t seem to 
be the dishonest type.”

“She’s one of the most honest people I know, which is astounding considering her family.”

“Her? Maddy is a girl? I never guessed!”

“Yes, she’s twelve years old and very small, and passes for a boy whenever she can. She’s very 
independent and being thought of as a boy helps.”

“Well I never. Her soldering reminded me of Affie’s work, but I never wondered why. You 
mentioned her father when you were talking to her at the market. Does he drink?”

“Yes, and gets violent when he has had a drink. Her mother is long gone. My wife and I put Maddy 
up for the night on a couple of occasions. It’s a pity we can’t take her permanently, but my wife is 
having twins and we only have the small police house.”

“Poor old Maddy.”

“Indeed. Her family situation is the only thing she lies about. She lied today about her father and 
she lied about living at home. I think she is living rough somewhere.”
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Ken took another swig of beer. “Please tell me if you come across her. She seems to trust you. 
Thanks for buying her stuff by the way. I didn’t really want to arrest her. Or caution her. ”

“I will. She might be along at the market next week.”

“We tried to foster her out once, but it was a bad experience for her. For us. In spite of all the 
background checks and references the couple that we sent her to turned out to believe that beating 
was the answer to any behavioural issues. It was worse than home. There she could avoid any 
beatings by avoiding her dad when he was drunk. She lasted two days. I found out what had 
happened from Maddy shortly after.”

He swigged his beer again. “I came that close to losing it for the first and only time in my career. 
She’s resisted fostering since.”

“So, this time I thought of the Simpsons. Do you know them?” Ken continued.

“Oh yes. They foster six, seven kids? Lovely people. I went to school with their oldest foster, Karli. 
Kids from all over went over to the Simpsons to visit and play. They didn’t mind. Affie, Deanne 
and I were often over there.”

“Well, they can squeeze one in. All I need to do is find Maddy.”

Suddenly there was a loud thumping from the yard. Constable Ken and Nik ran down the back stairs
and into the yard where someone was thumping on the gate. Ken signalled Nik to open it up and 
stand back.

A large man stood in the gateway. He was swaying a little and held a length of timber in his hand.

“Ah, Maddy’s Dad. I might have known,” said Ken.

“Where is Maddy? Where is the little...” said Maddy’s Dad.

“Put the wood down, sir,” said Ken.

Instead Maddy’s Dad charged. Ken avoided the first swing, then the second, and then suddenly 
Maddy’s Dad was up against the wall and Ken was twisting his arm behind his back.
“You’re under arrest,” said Ken, and handcuffed his wrists together.

Ken called for backup and a couple of special constables arrived in a car and took Maddy’s father 
away to the cells.

“I wonder why he thought Maddy was here?” said Nik.

“Because I am,” said a voice behind them. “He must have followed me and seen me coming in.”

“Well, well, well. Did you follow Nik home, Maddy?”

“Yes, Constable Ken, but I went home and Dad was drunk, so I came back and climbed the fence. I 
was going to sleep in the shed.”
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Ken said “You’d better come home with me, Maddy. I’ve got someone I want you to meet in the 
morning. No strings. OK?”

“OK. I’d like that. Can I help you at the market next week, Nik? That was fun.” She seemed more 
like a normal girl now. Nik wasn’t sure why he’d thought she was a boy before.

“Yes, of course you can. You can be my Girl Friday.”

“’Girl Friday’. So you know. I’m sorry about that.”

“That’s OK. I understand. You could come to the shop at the weekend if you like and you could 
meet my team. I’m teaching them OldTech and you could join in, if you wanted to.”

Constable Ken and Maddy went off and Nik shut the gate. There was no significant damage to it, 
fortunately. Nik reflected that having Maddy around would be a bit like having his little sister back. 
Though at that age Affie was full of fun and brightened up any place that she was. Maddy was 
much more reserved and introverted.

Karli. He wondered if he should make contact again. It had been a while. They’d played together as 
kids but somehow lost touch. She was going to go to university at one time, but that had been 
cancelled for some reason. Yes, he definitely needed to catch up with her news, and he could tell 
her about Affie and Deanne. He wondered Karli would go out with him.

He was modestly oblivious to the fact that as the brother of a Princess and future Queen almost any 
girl would be pleased to go out with him.

Affie Meets the King 

In the courtyard at the top of the tunnel they were met by the efficient group of grooms who led 
away the horses and the baggage cart to deal with them, and the Prince met the Commander of the 
garrison of The Castle. He briefly introduced Affie and her father and then asked for an update on 
his father.

The Commander reported that the King had taken to spending more time in the King’s tower and 
was having his meals delivered there, but in the last day or two he had stopped eating and was 
subsisting solely on the special honey drinks that the medical people recommended.

“Do you want to come to the tower with me and my mother?” the Prince asked Affie.

“Yes, of course I do. I don’t have much time to get to know him, do I?”

“That’s true. Let’s go then.”

He turned to Affie’s father and Deanne.

“Can I leave you in the capable hands of my secretary? We need to urgently visit my father.”

Deanne hugged Affie. “Go on, girl. We’ll get settled in and see you later.”
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The Prince hopped into the driver seat of an electric cart, and the Queen and Affie got into the 
passenger seats. As the Prince drove swiftly into depths of The Castle he quickly pointed out 
various landmarks – the ramp to the second level, the stairs to the basement levels, the elevators and
so on. But his heart wasn’t in it.

Finally he pointed the nose of the cart into the wall below a sign in some language Affie did not 
know. The nose penetrated the wall and there was a click. 

“Charging station.” he said.

The small party walked into the dead end tunnel and were transported to the hall of the cylinders.

Affie said “Ohhhh!”

The three walked between the cylinders and up the steps to the top of the dome.

Fostering

Nik sat on the big sofa in the Simpson’s big family room. Constable Ken had asked him to come 
along with him and Maddy to see if they could foster Maddy at the Simpson’s. He was pleased to 
see Karli there. Maddy was sat between him and Karli, and Constable Ken had been sitting opposite
the three of them. He’d gone off to talk to Mr Simpson about something. Nik reflected that he didn’t
know Mr Simpson’s first name, even after all these years.

Maddy was looking a little shocked. The Simpson’s was not a quiet house. Earlier a couple of the 
Simpson’s fosters had come into the family room squabbling noisily and then wandered off still 
arguing. A small dark skinned boy had run in and looked under all the seat cushions for something 
and run off again.

Karli just sat and watched the chaos. 

“Won’t they get punished?” asked Maddy.

“What for?” asked Karli.

“For running around being noisy?”

“No, of course not. They’re just being kids. They might get shouted at if they really get noisy. But 
this isn’t noisy for the Simpsons!”

“What if they broke something. Would they get punished then?”

“Punished? Well, they’d have to replace it, and they’d probably get severely told off. The Simpsons
would be upset with them, and that’s quite a punishment.”

“They wouldn’t get beaten?”

“Beaten? Good grief, no! Never! Is that what happened to you? Oh my goodness.” She hugged the 
younger girl.
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“Nik, I think I’d like it here. Is it as good as Karli says? Do they never get beaten?”

“Maddy, I’ve been visiting here since I was tiny. All the fosters seemed very happy, after they’ve 
settled in. We used to play with Karli and the others all the time.”

He considered. “There’s few people I would trust more than the Simpsons.”

Maddy turned to Karli. “Could I share a room with you, Karli?”

Karli sadly shook her head. “No, sweetie. We each have our own rooms here. It’s our own private 
space. Even the Simpsons don’t walk into our rooms without asking first.”

Maddy considered this. Finally she nodded her head. “OK. Sounds sensible. Sounds nice. I’m going
to find Constable Ken.”

She rushed off.

Karli sighed. “She’s a nice kid. I hope she comes to us.”

“What are you up to these days, Karli?” said Nik. “I thought you were going to University in the 
Capital?”

“Yes, I was. But I was working part time in a hairdresser, and the owner fell ill. I deferred 
University to look after the shop for her. She’s better now so I will be going to University next term
probably, doing Physics and Maths. And you’ve been working in your father’s shop, and your 
sister’s been getting engaged to a Prince.”

Nik looked at Karli and she burst out laughing.

Nik laughed and said “Yes, true, it’s been pretty wild. She’s so happy and the Prince is a nice guy. 
But I stayed home to look after the shop.”

Nik thought that it was now or never. “Karli, how would you like to go out with me for a coffee and
a catch up? Maybe we could take in a movie as well?”

Karli said “Yes, sure, I’d like that.”

Maddy, who’d just come in with Constable Ken, jumped up and down and said “Movie! Can I 
come along too?”

Being Maddy, she continued “I can pay my share!”

Nik looked at Karli who winked at him and gave a minute nod.

“Sure Maddy, why not?” He was pretty sure that Karli would agree to another date.

Constable Ken said to Maddy, “We have to go and see your Dad, Maddy. We need to tell him that 
we are going to foster you at the Simpsons, and get any stuff you need.”

“Can Nik come along? He’s my friend.” Ken looked at Nik, who nodded.
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The three loaded themselves into Constable Ken’s car and drove to Maddy’s home. Maddy’s dad let
them in and she ran to him and hugged him. He was completely sober, but looked the worse for 
wear.

“Sorry about your gate, sir,” he said to Nik.

“Call me Nik,” said Nik. “It doesn’t matter. There’s no real damage.”

“I suppose you’ve come to tell me that you are taking Maddy away?” He cuddled his daughter. 
“That’s not a bad thing,” he said.

“Yes, we are going to foster her. We are not taking her away, though. You need to agree, and if you 
agree, she needs to pick up any stuff that she needs,” said Ken. “Fostering means that if the 
situation improves, she can come back.”

“Fair enough. I agree to the fostering. Are you OK with this, sweetie?” he asked his daughter.

“Yes, Dad, if you think it is a good idea?”

“Yes, sweetie. It’s best for now. I can’t control the drink and I don’t want to hurt you. Constable 
Ken will keep me up to date. Maybe we can meet a few times if Constable Ken thinks it’s a good 
thing?” Ken indicted that it was possible.

“Go and get your stuff, Maddy,” said Constable Ken.

When she had gone, Maddy’s Dad said “It’s for the best. I’ve tried so hard but I keep drifting back 
to the drink. Ken’s helped me a lot, but it’s never worked for long. Maybe, some day.”

Maddy came back with some plastic shopping bags. A toy bear was peeking out of the top of one. 
She gave her father a hug and left with Nik and Ken. Her father watched her go. They drove back to
the Simpsons and handed Maddy over to them.

Ken drove Nik home, even though it was only a short distance. 

“Maddy’s Dad is a good chap when he isn’t drinking. She still loves him. And he loves her. G’night
Nik.”

Nik hopped out of the car.

“You’re going back to drink coffee with him, aren’t you?” said Nik.

Ken sighed. “Yes, for a while anyway.”

Resting Place

The King was looking out at the scenery, standing much as the Prince had left him. He turned as 
they came in and walked wearily towards them.

“Welcome, my dear,” he said to Affie. “I’m very pleased to meet you. I’m sorry to meet you up 
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here, but I rarely go below these days.”

He had put on a lot more weight since the Prince last saw him, but his tiredness was obvious. The 
blankets on the dais showed that he had been sleeping there. The throne opposite the dais held a tray
loaded with food, and his father walked tiredly to it and ate a little fruit and some meat.

Affie went to him and held his arm. The King looked at her and smiled. 

“No reason for sadness,” he said. “None at all.”

“I’m not sad,” said Affie. “Well, only that I won’t have much time to get to know you.” 

The Prince noticed a new cabinet that hadn’t been there before. The doors stood open and revealed 
rows and rows of cream and lotions. 

“The doctors think that they may help,” said the King. “Though I have my doubts.”

“I hear that you have been opening my son’s eyes to the possibilities of OldTech,” he continued, 
speaking to Affie. “It’s about time we spent some effort in looking into it. I’ve discouraged it so far 
as I’ve not believed that we have been ready to delve into it. There are dangers. But the cat is out of 
the bag now, and soon it won’t be down to me or even Henry to decide these sorts of things.”

“You’d be amazed at what we have achieved. When I say we, I mean mainly my future wife of 
course. She seems to have a talent for OldTech,” said the Prince.

“It’s not so hard, not so different from NewTech.” Affie said. “I think that now that it is acceptable, 
people will quickly pick it up. After all, there was never a complete ban, and people have been 
using OldTech communicators and similar things for ages.”

“I think that you are right, my dear,” said the King. “Now I must ask you all to leave, as I’m really 
tired. It goes with my condition,” he said wryly.

Affie and her Prince made it a habit to sit with the King at least once every day. Affie told the King 
about life in her small town, in her father’s shop, and at the inn with Deanne. The King would listen
and ask questions at first, but then would doze off. Affie and Henry would then silently leave him 
alone.

Ten days later the doctors summoned the Prince and his bride to be. They made their way to the 
King’s tower. The Queen was already there, by the side of the dais holding the King’s hand. He lay 
on his back, with a blanket over him. The doctors had removed his clothes and his skin looked taut 
and at the same time bronzed. His breathing was slow and deep.

“It’s time,” said the Queen. “It’s time. You are now Regent.” She gave the Prince the King’s ring 
which she had removed from his finger months ago.

“He hasn’t moved for two days now. He stopped eating the day before. I’ll stay with him for a 
while, but he is going to be like this for months, if his case follows the usual course.”

The Prince hugged his mother and kissed her forehead.
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“Will you be OK?”

“Yes, yes. We’ve been expecting this, of course, so it’s no shock.” She held out her hand and Affie 
took it.

“You two are de facto rulers, now,” she said. “I will be making the announcement tonight on 
television, though the news will have spread by now. It will be nice to step back from the spotlight 
for a change.”

The girl remembered that the Queen, just like her, had no royal roots. The predecessors of the 
current King, the Kings and occasional Queens of his lineage, did not choose other royals for their 
partners and all the partners, from the present way back into the depths of history were chosen from 
ordinary people. It wasn’t just tradition though. It seemed innate in the royal line. 

For their part the partners chosen by the Princes and Princesses of the line also chose to become 
Queens or Prince Consorts, with only a few recorded refusals, and they turned out to be noble in 
spirit if not in blood. They were almost uniformly modest and grounded people, though a surprising
number of them also turned out to be progressive and innovators, which helped to prevent the Royal
line from stagnating and becoming rigid in its ways.

So Affie, the Queen to be, watched as her future mother in law and her future husband faced the 
cameras in the small studio in The Castle. They presented a matter of fact face to the world, but that
couldn’t help it being a sombre occasion. The Queen, on behalf of her husband, passed control over 
to her son who gravely accepted the burden. The Prince on his part promised that he would do his 
best in the job, and promised news of the King’s condition as it progressed.

Affie had tears running down her cheeks by the time the broadcast was finished recording. As 
mother and son came out of the studio she ran to them and hugged them both.

The Queen smoothed her hair and said “Don’t worry, dear, don’t get too upset. This has been a long
time coming. We first noticed the symptoms well over a year ago. We’ve had time to adjust.”

In the coming months the Queen included the girl in all her duties and necessary visits. The Queen 
supported many charitable organisations and she made sure that the girl was introduced to all of 
them.

Deanne

Affie’s father left The Castle after a few days. Nik was still at home running the family business 
and Affie’s father was going to the Capital as an advisor to some firms that the Prince knew of 
which could move in to the OldTech business. Some were retail outlets, much like the family 
business, while others were in the manufacturing business. The Prince expected OldTech to take off
like a rocket, and he wanted to be on top of it, if not in control of it.

The Prince had duties to fulfil in his roles as Prince and Regent. This meant being away from Affie 
now and then, but Affie and her husband to be accepted this. As much of the business of the royal 
family as could be was shifted to The Castle, and the Prince and Affie made time to be together 
most evenings. It was their special time. Affie and her Prince would sit together in a large chain, his
arm encircling her, her head on his chest. They’d watch a film or play a board game or just doze 
together. 
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Of course, Deanne had to be there, of course, but she kept quiet, snoozing in her own chair. Unless 
of course her friends wanted to play cards or a board game, or even just chat. At the end of the 
evening Deanne and Affie retired to their quarters and the Prince to his. 

One evening when Affie and the Prince retired to the sitting room, Deanne was not there. The 
Queen was there instead.

“I’ve given Deanne the night off,” said the Queen. “I don’t think that she is enjoying the role of 
chaperone. You know it if you think about it. We’ll have to switch her back to being your friend.”

Affie was upset that she hadn’t realised that her friend was troubled. Henry tried to comfort her.

The Queen stood up and came over to the pair. She took Affie’s hand.

“Don’t worry. I have someone to take over the chaperone role. Deanne can go back to being your 
friend. I think that you need to have some time out, too, Affie. You been so busy learning to be 
Princess Afua you have forgotten to be Affie, the girl Henry met. I prescribe a day off. So I’ve 
arranged a trip out for you, me and Deanne.”

Affie looked at the Prince who shrugged.

“My mother is always right,” he said.

“Yes, he’ll cope,” laughed the Queen.

Affie retired early that night, and when Deanne returned to their shared quarters, she found Affie 
sitting there waiting.

Deanne said “Ah!”

Affie flew and her and swatted her with a cushion, then hugged her friend.

“You should have told me! I should have noticed!”

“I’m sorry Affie, I tried hard to be a good chaperone,” Deanne sniffed. “You’d probably have been 
OK anyhow, but I thought that you’d need a friend with you.”

“Oh, I do, I do. Why didn’t you tell me you were getting bored?”

“Bored? That’s not it. It’s been ages since your Prince proposed, and since then it’s been him and 
you, even when he’s not actually there. I’m like a spare part that isn’t needed. I’m attached to you 
and your Prince but I’m not part of it.”

“Oh Deanne, you’ll always be my best friend, even if we are apart. I’m sorry I didn’t notice. I’m 
such a bad friend!”

“No, no, don’t be silly. You were busy learning the role of Henry’s future wife. That’s one heck of 
a job. You two need each other at the moment. You don’t need me hanging around like a bad 
smell.”
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“Of course I need you! You’re right, I’m learning to be Henry’s wife, and that doesn’t leave me 
much spare time for my friend, but that time is more precious because there’s less of it.”

As they were preparing to go to sleep, Deanne said quietly “You have your Prince. I still need to 
find mine.”

Affie hopped out of her bed and into Deanne’s. She hugged her friend.

“Oh, I’ve been so blind. I’m sorry. And, oh, I forgot to tell you, the Queen is taking us out of The 
Castle for a trip tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? When will we get back? I sort of promised Peter that’d I’d help him out at the mess.”

“What? Who’s Peter?”

“Peter runs the mess. I went up there to check it out a couple of weeks ago when you and Henry 
were away. Peter was behind the bar. He’s a junior something or other in the armed forces and it’s 
his job. Anyway, he got me a fruit juice and made me a snack, and we chatted. Then it got busy, so 
I offered to help behind the bar. I told him that I had experience, and soon I was taking orders and 
running them to the kitchen and bar, just like at home. It was great. I’ve been helping him when I 
could.” She paused.

“I might do some accounting courses.” Affie jaw dropped in amazement.

“But you were so bad at it in school, “ said Affie.

“That’s because I wasn’t interested, I guess. I couldn’t concentrate. I helped Peter out with the 
cashing up a few times. I’d seen the boss do it so often at home it was easy. Peter seemed very 
pleased. It somehow wasn’t as difficult as I remember.”

“Today Peter walked me back after we had finished. He kissed me.”

“Kissed you? Kissed you? And here I’ve been worrying about you and a boy kissed you!”

“Well, it was more of a peck on the cheek. And he’s not a boy. He’s nearly 22.”

“Kissed you? Kissed you?”

“Will you stop saying that!”

“Kissed you?”

“SHADDUP!”

The girls snuggled down together and went to sleep, as if they were six or seven again. Best friends 
forever. They might have to go separate ways in the future, but somehow, they knew that, where 
ever they might be, they would remain close.
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“Our Own Time”

The Prince and Affie snuggled in the chair. The chaperone was snoozing in another one. She’d 
started knitting but had now dozed off.

“I think Deanne has found a boy,” said Affie.

The Prince looked at her. “Who?”

“Some boy called Peter who works at the mess.”

“Oh yes, I know him. He doesn’t just work there, he runs it. He’s good at that sort of thing.”

“Is he nice?”

“Oh, yes, one of nicest. Except for me of course.” Affie punched him lightly in the stomach.

“Oooof!”

“Deanne says his family are farmers.” The Prince nodded.

“Up in the Northern Province, about as far as anywhere from the Capital. It’s closer to here of 
course. How did your day out go?”

“Oh, it was fun. Your mother went to a children’s hospital. Actually that wasn’t much fun as such, 
really, with all the sick kids in bandages and things, but all the kids enjoyed her visit. And seeing 
me too. That bit was weird. I signed hundreds of casts and things. Then we went to a helicopter 
factory and they gave us lunch. I got into a discussion about OldTech with a technical guy. They 
were using an OldTech machine to make some parts for the helicopters but they weren’t quite right. 
I showed them how to bring up the secondary control panel and increase the density. Why are you 
looking at me like that?”

“When you and Nik and your father start talking about OldTech, you could be talking a foreign 
language for all I know!” He kissed her forehead. 

“How come you are so smart? My little genius!” He didn’t tell her that he’d had a call from factory.
The tech guys had been raving about her and how she had saved them millions. She had fans that 
she didn’t know about.

“I’m not,” she protested. “I don’t know anything about treaties, and agreements, and policies and 
stuff like that! You start talking about that and it’s me that goes blank.” 

She kissed him on the cheek. He turned a little and they kissed properly.

“That stuff is not hard. Besides my secretaries keep me up to date. They pretty much tell me what to
say.” Affie knew that there was more to it than that. She wondered how Deanne was doing tonight. 
Hmm, she decided that she probably didn’t need to worry about her friend. Peter would look after 
her. She smiled. 
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A Visit to a Sister

Nik visited his sister from time to time. They always had a chat and sometimes met with Deanne to 
talk over old times. Nik called Affie on her communicator one time and asked if he could bring a 
couple of friends with him. She remembered Karli but didn’t know Maddy. She arranged all the 
flights and accommodation for them and eagerly anticipated their visit.

Karli had become firm friends with Maddy. They were like sisters. Karli had gone out with Nik a 
few times, but they were just friends at the moment. They’d held hands and shared a brief kiss, but 
were just taking things slowly at present. Karli was off to University shortly, and neither of them 
wanted to get too serious before she went off. Time would tell. 

Maddy was awed by the prospect of a plane flight and a helicopter flight and also by the prospect of
meeting Affie. When the time came for the trip she was so excited she almost vibrated. She had 
relaxed into being almost a typical girl of her age, except for a few dark moments now and then.

They took a local commercial flight to the Capital. Maddy gravely listened to the flight safety 
announcements, and watched the cabin attendants doing their jobs with awe. She tensed a little 
during take off but was thrilled by the view from the window. She accepted a cup of tea with thanks
when she was offered one. Landing was also a tense moment, but she was never scared.

 For the next step they were hitching a lift on a military aircraft which took only a few passengers. 
The lady captain showed Maddy the cockpit and sat her in the co-pilot seat for a few minutes. 
Maddy came back with wide eyes.

“I think that I might want to do that when I grow up,” she said. “It’s awesome!”

At the airfield of the small town below The Castle, they switched to the helicopter. Maddy was in 
heaven. They were seated behind the pilots and Maddy could see everything that was going on.

“It might be a bit rough,” said one of the pilots. “Please don’t be worried! We’ve done this hundreds
of times.”

They climbed vertically away from the airfield and headed up towards a spur of the mountains. Nik 
knew that they would hop over that and then travel upwards towards the mountains. It always felt to
him as if they were heading straight for the rocks. The pilots would catch an up draft which they 
called “The Elevator” and arrive more or less on a level with the landing platform. It was then a 
matter of handling the side drafts and turbulence and settling on the landing platform. It was quite a 
spectacular ride.

Maddy was ecstatic. “That was brilliant!”

The pilots laughed. “It’s nice to have appreciative passengers!”

Nik gently eased Karli’s hand out of his. He had deep indentations where her nails had dug in.

“Sorry!” said Karli. She took a look at his hand. “Oh goodness, sorry!”

“No worries.”
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They descended the stairs from the tower and were met by one of Affie’s staff. She asked if they’d 
had a good trip. Maddy chattered about the trip to the girl. Nik heard “awesome” and “brilliant” 
several times. Karli was still holding Nik’s hand. She was still a bit shaken by the helicopter trip.

They arrived at Affie’s rooms. Nik gave Affie a hug and introduced Karli and Maddy.

“Karli you know, of course, and this is Maddy, who I don’t think you’ve met yet!”

“Do we call you Princess?” asked Maddy.

Affie laughed. “No, not in private. In private, I’m Affie.”

Affie hugged Karli. “Nice to see you again. Remember how we all used to play together?”

“Yes, Deanne, you, me and Nik. And sometimes the younger ones.”

Affie said “Let’s go up to the mess. Deanne’s there, I think.”

“Mess? Messy mess mess,” said Maddy. “What’s the mess?”

“It’s where we eat. And hangout sometimes. Sometimes we show films up there.”

They all went up to the mess. Affie was acknowledged with a brief “Majesty” or “Princess” or 
“ma’am” by passing staff, but there was no bowing and scraping. Maddy looked around. It was a 
big open space with tables and chairs for eating and couches and low tables for relaxing. In a side 
room open to the main area were a couple of snooker tables and a table tennis table.

A few of The Castle’s staff were sitting and eating or relaxing on the couches. Two men in uniform 
were playing snooker. Deanne was working with Peter behind the bar and when she saw them 
arrive they came over.

“Hi Karli! Long time! Hi Maddy, nice to meet you. This is Peter. He runs the mess. Let’s sit over 
here. Anyone want food? A drink?  Deanne arranged for drinks and food. Maddy asked for and was 
given a burger. Her eyes opened wide when she saw the size of it.

Karli and her former playmates caught up with the news. Of course, Deanne and Affie were the big 
news. They were curious as to how the small town was taking their adventures.

“Well, there’s a lot of girls who are envious of you, of course. A few are quite bitchy about it, but 
they are mostly ignored. Most are really happy for you. You’ve both made our small town proud of 
you, and mayor Billy says that we are having a bit of boom because of you two.”

“Oh, that’s great! How about you, Karli?” asked Affie.

“Are you kidding me? I think it’s great! Who would have thought it! Tell me how it all happened, 
Affie. The real story!”

Affie started describing how she met the Prince, and Deanne who had heard it many times before 
turned to Maddy.
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“Do you play table tennis, kid?”

“’Kid’?” said an outraged Maddy. “I sure do. You’re going to regret that!” And so they went off to 
play. Peter went off to attend to the bar.

Affie was approached by an aide, who gave her a note.

“Sorry, I’m going to have to disappear for a minute. Are you OK?”

“Yeah, sure,” said Nik, and he watched his sister hurry off.

“Friendly hug?” said Karli.

“Sure,” said Nik, putting his arm round her.

“Nik, I’m off to University soon.”

“Yes.”

“It’s a pity. I was enjoying getting to know you again.”

“Yeah, I know. Me too. Remember we used to call you “Sooky” after that puppet on TV?”

“Oh don’t! That was long ago. I was younger than Maddy is now!”

“I like you a lot, Karli, and I don’t know where we would have gone with this, if you weren’t off to 
University.”

“We’ll have to try to keep in touch while I’m away.”

“Yeah, that’ll be nice.” He brightened. “Anyway, I’m often flying through the Capital these days. 
I’m a real jet setter, me!”

Maddy popped up in front of them. “Some soldiers are going to teach me to play poker!” Then she 
disappeared again.

Deanne came back. “Maddy will be OK with those guys. Are you two...” She gestured.

Karli and Nik laughed. “No, just friends,” said Nik. They separated. “Hey, here are Affie and 
Henry.”

Sure enough, the Prince and Affie had just walked in.

“Henry, this is Karli, an old friend of Deanne, Affie and myself. Karli, this is Henry. The noisy one 
over there is Maddy, but she’s busy at the moment.” Shrieks and laughter were coming from where 
Maddy was playing cards with the soldiers.

Henry looked over at Maddy. “We should get more kids up here. Even when we aren’t here there 
are people stationed up here. The helicopters more often than not have empty seats. We could run 
an on-going ballot for the free seats. It might cheer the place up a little and lift morale a bit. It’s not 
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nice being stationed up here away from your family, without an easy way off.”

“That’s a good idea! I’ll get someone to arrange it,” said Affie.

“They’ll have to have good stomachs,” said Karli.

“That’s true,” said Henry. He thought a little. “It’s funny, we have never had an accident since we 
started using the helicopters. One senior pilot told me that it is slightly spooky flying in to The 
Castle. He said that it almost feels like there’s something helping you. He said that things often go 
bad when you are flying in, like a sudden downdraft or a side wind or something. Then things go 
really bad as you try to compensate, and then suddenly everything is on track again and you are able
to set down. He reckoned it was something OldTech.”

“It’s certainly scary,” said Nik. “Maddy loved it. It was probably just a roller coaster to her. It left a 
deep impression on Karli, though, and she left deep impressions on my hand too!”

“Oh, no! They will think I’m a baby.”

 They all laughed.

“I’ve known some very tough looking soldiers who have been on that trip who have come out 
looking as white as a sheet. Don’t worry, going back is easier. The pilot just catches the Elevator 
and goes up over the turbulence,” said Henry. Karli didn’t look too reassured.

Just then Maddy came back.

“Hullo Maddy, I’m Henry.”

“Hullo Prince Henry. Do you have a crown?”

“Yes, I have a couple. Down in the Palace. I only wear them on special occasions.”

“Yes, it would be silly to wear them all the time, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, and uncomfortable. They’re very heavy.”

Henry and Affie gave them a tour of The Castle, with the exception of the King’s Tower. Maddy 
was interested in the OldTech, so Affie took them down to the Operations Room. The Prince left 
them there as he had an appointment. Affie showed Maddy the tool rack and opened one of the 
tools to show Maddy.

“Affie, why do the circuits come in pairs?” asked Maddy.

“What do you mean, Maddy?” said Affie.

“Well, I picked up some OldTech at the market and other places and some of it had red and green 
circuits only, and some had blue and yellow only, and some had brown and pink or orange. Only a 
few had a mix of colours other than that and if there was a blue there was also a green and so on in 
pairs.”
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“I’d never noticed that. Now that I think of it, it’s true. Nik, you will have to train her up and send 
her to me,” Affie joked. “Would you like to be an OldTech expert, Maddy?”

“OldTech is OK,” said the youngster, “but I want to be a pilot. Flying here was awesome!”

At the end of the day, they all gathered in the Prince’s quarters. Affie and the Prince were in their 
usual chair. Karli and Maddy were squeezed in the chaperone’s chair. Nik, Peter, and Deanne had 
brought up some other chairs. Maddy was periodically yawning.

“I owe you so much now, Nik,” said Maddy.

Nik knew she was serious. “It’s not always about money, Maddy.”

“Yes, it is. Yes, it is. But being friends means not worrying about it.”

“Hmm, well, you don’t have to worry then. We’re friends. It’s time for bed I think,” said Nik. Nik, 
Karli and Maddy said goodnight and left Deanne, Peter, Affie and Henry to it.

“Do you think Nik and Karli are a couple?” asked Henry.

“They like each other a lot, but they say they are just good friends. Karli’s off to University and I 
think that they are just seeing what happens. They’re relaxed about the future. If I had to guess, I’d 
say that they might make it through the separation and emerge from it as a couple,” said Affie. “I 
hope so. Nik’s always like Karli.”

The King

Affie always knew where to find the Prince if he was not busy during the day. She would take a 
break from her own duties and make her way to the King’s Tower. She would find him looking at 
the King, sometimes talking to him, sometimes sitting holding his hand.

Sometimes she would find the Queen there instead, doing the same. Both of them welcomed the girl
at these times, accepting her right to be there, as a member of the royal family, even if she was not 
yet formally part of it.

If the Prince and the Queen were not there, Affie would stroke the King’s hand and talk to him. She 
wasn’t put off by his condition, and somehow, Affie didn’t feel sad. She told the King about her life
before she met his son, and the vastly different life she was living now. She talked about her hopes 
for her friend Deane, her brother Nik, and her father.

The King continued to slumber, his breaths slowing over time, each one taking one minute, then 
two then five over the next few months. His doctors and attendants regularly oiled his skin which 
glowed dark and leathery. His body was turned regularly, though no one knew if it was necessary or
if it even helped.

One evening, as the Prince and Affie sat chatting in his quarters, the girl snuggled close to him his 
arm around her, her head on his shoulder, the Prince said “You know that that will be me some 
day”.

Affie knew that he referred to the King. “Yes?”

59



“Does that not bother you?”

“A little. A lot, sometimes. I don’t know. But like your mother, I have to try to come to terms with 
it.”

A little laugh. “Ah, she may seem to have come to terms with it, but it is still hard for her. To see 
her life partner like that. She’s not as accepting as you might think.”

“I know. I’ve been with her up there. She is grieving. I can tell.”

“I’ve seen you up there, Affie. I’ve seen you talking to him, singing to him. I think that you are 
grieving in a way too. I didn’t dare intrude.”

She kissed him.

“Please do. I’d like you to. It’s not an intrusion. Not in the least. And tell your mother the same, 
please. I wish I’d known him for longer.”

She thought of something. “What happens if the King dies before the last stage starts? What 
happens.” The thought of Henry being killed momentarily chilled her heart.

“Then the second in line starts to show symptoms. It’s happened a few times. Wars and things.”

“Really? But what if there’s no.. other.. heir?” Henry was an only child and so was his father. She 
didn’t like to think about it.

“Well, according to legend, some farmer, or shepherd, or office worker, or school teacher comes 
down with the condition. But only one in a generation. It’s a real mystery how that happens, but 
supposedly it happens.”

A Little Incident

Constable Ken called Nik on his communicator. Nik knew that it was important or he would have 
used the phone.

“Maddy’s at the doctor’s, Nik. She’s been beaten up. Before you ask, it wasn’t her Dad.”

“What! I’ll come right down.”

When Nik arrived Maddy was still being patched up. She had a bruised face and would have a black
eye in the morning. She had a couple of small cuts including one on her ear which had bled 
profusely. Mrs Simpson was sitting holding her hand and Constable Ken was watching, frowning.

“What happened, pal?” asked Nik.

“I can’t remember. Some boys bashed me I think.”

“What for?” asked Ken.
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“Because I wouldn’t sell their stupid stolen gear for them. They’d heard that you were buying 
OldTech and that you were teaching me, so they stole some and wanted me to sell it to you.”

Ken said “Someone saw them arguing with Maddy, trying to give her a bag, and then a fight started 
and she fell down some steps. She’s got bruises all down one side and rib injuries as well as the 
bruise on her face and the small cuts. No broken bones fortunately.”

“Who was it?” said Nik in a fury.

Ken put his hand on his shoulder. “I know who they were from the description that the witness 
gave. Calm down. Unfortunately I have no proof.”

Nik pulled himself together with an effort. An idea occurred to him. “Ken, can I put an idea to you 
in private?”

Ken said “Sure, as long as doesn’t involve anything illegal.”

Nik made sure that his pal was OK and then left with Constable Ken.

“What I’m suggesting is this...” he said to Ken.

Later, Maddy’s dad was looking for the kids who had bashed his daughter. He was stone cold sober 
and very very angry. He’d heard on the grapevine the names of those involved. He had a small 
cudgel that a sympathetic friend had loaned him in his pocket.

He had just found the kids and was following at a distance waiting for an opportunity. Suddenly a 
large hand landed on his shoulder and he whirled round.

“Hullo. You are Maddy’s father, aren’t you? I’m Smith, and he’s Jones.”

Smith and Jones towered over him. Jones had a cudgel in his hand. It was his! He’d not even felt the
man lift it.

“Let us handle this please, sir. We’re professionals,” said Smith. “No need for more violence.”

Smith and Jones watched him walk away, then they moved towards the group of kids. One of the 
boys nudged another.

“Check out those two,” he said.

Smith and Jones were walking towards them arm in arm.

“Hullo, I’m Smith and he’s Jones. I understand you know our friend Maddy?”

“Yeah, so what?” said one of the braver boys in the group.

“We’re here to tell you,” said Jones, “that if you bother her again, if you even look at her the wrong 
way, we will hear about it. We will hear about it and you will regret it. Oh, and we suggest, we 
strongly suggest, that you go to see Constable Ken, and that you take along any stuff you have that 
doesn’t really belong to you.”
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“Constable Ken,” continued Smith, “says that he might be able to smooth over any … difficulties 
… that your possession of the stuff might otherwise cause you. If you do it soon.”

“You can’t threaten us,” blustered the braver boy.

Smith and Jones seemed to increase in size without moving a muscle.

“As the poet says, that was not a threat, but a promise. Now get lost!!”

Smith and Jones watched them go.

“’As the poet says’?”

“Boy, can’t they move fast when they really want to? Well, maybe the poet didn’t say that, but I’ve 
always wanted to use that threat/promise line for real.”

“I wonder if they realize that you didn’t promise anything about the assault on Maddy.”

“Constable Ken will handle that. Likely only one of them actually hit her. I noticed only one of 
them appeared to have any scrapes and bruises. Maddy got a lick or two in. Good for her!”

The two strolled off arm in arm.

“I could get to like small town life.”

“Yeah, me too.” 

Deanne’s Mother

Several months passed without much of note happening. Affie and the Prince still enjoyed “their 
own time” most evenings. The Prince fulfilled his Royal duties and Affie continued to learn hers. 
The Queen unobtrusively tutored the young girl, as often as she could, and the King continued to 
slumber up in the King’s tower.

Deanne and Peter continued to spend time together running the mess. They were a good match, with
Deanne being the outgoing one, and Peter the quiet one. Much like she and Deanne were when they 
worked in the inn, Affie reflected. Deanne and Affie compared notes almost every night.

Deanne surprised Affie with her interest in the mess. She started out by helping the servers, but then
began to help out the cook in the kitchen too. She started to look at the books. Affie reflected that 
Deanne always liked the inn, serving the customers, running orders to the kitchen and bar. Maybe 
she’d found her life interest. She and Peter started to look like a formidable team.

Peter seemed to be included in most visits and duties that Deanne came along on. Affie noticed this 
and wondered who was responsible. It could have been the Prince or the Queen. She guessed the 
Queen.

One evening after a small party in a small town not far from The Castle, Affie and the Prince were 
walking on the terrace of the local hotel for a little privacy. They came around the corner to find 
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Deanne and Peter kissing passionately. They were so involved that they didn’t notice Affie and 
Henry come around the corner.

Affie and Henry did a swift about turn and retreated round the corner, and collapsed in silent 
laughter. They strolled on a bit and the Prince said “They seem to be getting on well.” They 
collapsed in laughter again.

So it was a big shock when five minutes later Peter and Deanne came rushing around the corner. 
Deanne was looking very worried.

“Affie, Affie, my mother has broken her leg. I have to go to her!” Tears were running down 
Deanne’s face.

One of the Prince’s aides was already running over. Henry started issuing orders.

“Deanne, I’ll arrange a plane to get you home. Affie, do you want to go with her? I don’t think 
anything important is coming up, and I can handle it if it is.”

“Sir, can I please go with Deanne,” said Peter. “I can arrange cover by phone or communicator.”

“Certainly. I’d go myself, but I can’t. Deanne needs all the support she can get. You three get ready 
to go. I’ll arrange a car.” 

Affie grabbed him and kissed him hard, then rushed after Deanne and Peter. Aides thrust their coats
at them as they rushed through hotel. Affie blessed the fact that they were not staying overnight and
didn’t need to pack. Aides directed them out of the door. A car was already waiting for them, and 
shot off as soon as they had belted up. Fortunately it wasn’t too far to the local airport, and a forces 
jet was landing just as they arrived.

“This way, this way,” said a man in a security uniform.

They ran up the steps into the small plane. It only had a few seats. Deanne and Peter were seated 
together, Peter with his arm around her. Deanne stopped crying and rested her head on his chest. 
The small jet took off and one of the crew told them that the flight would be about two and a half 
hours.

“Oh, bugger!” said Affie.

“What?” said Deanne, shocked. Affie never swore.

“It’s my eighteenth birthday in two days!” Tension got to her and she started to cry. Deanne kissed 
Peter and switched seats to next to Affie. The two girls hugged, and Affie stopped crying.

“That was stupid. It’s your mother that is sick.”

“No, no,” said Deanne. “I understand. You always cry easily, my emotional little friend.”

“Henry will miss my eighteenth birthday.”

“Oh Affie, I’m so sorry.”
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“No, no. Don’t be. Your mother comes first. It’s only a stupid birthday and Henry will still be there 
when I get back. We will celebrate then. I’m just being silly.”

Affie was upset that she wouldn’t be able to celebrate her birthday with Henry. She would officially
be able to marry him, according to royal protocols when she became eighteen, and could therefore 
officially become his fiancée. It was supposed to be a special day for her. Eventually though she 
drifted off to sleep.

Two hours later Affie woke up. She was lying across two seats and was a little stiff. Deanne was 
lying across her seat and Peter’s lap. Peter was gently stroking the girl’s hair and smiling. Peter saw 
that Affie was awake and stopped.

“Don’t stop!” said Deanne sleepily. Peter smiled and started stroking again.

Unfortunately one of the crew entered the cabin to let them know that they were about to start 
descending. The two girls sorted themselves out and prepared for landing. On landing the plane 
taxied up to a car and the crew opened the doors and the trio hurried down the steps to the car.

The car rushed through the weather to the local hospital. Peter and Deanne were holding hands, and 
Affie almost felt left out. She realised with a shock that Deanne had been feeling like that since she 
and the Prince had got together. She reached out and put her hand on Deanne’s shoulder. Deanne 
smiled and put her hand over her friend’s.

“Now I really know how you felt when you were watching over Henry and me,” said Affie.

At the hospital they were escorted up to the ward where Deanne’s mother was. Deanne ran to her 
mother and hugged her.

“What have you been up to, Mum?”

“Just a little trip, that’s all, my love. Who’s this?” she said, gesturing at Peter.

Deanne said “This is my friend Peter. Peter works at The Castle where I’ve been working too.”

Deanne’s father said “Hullo, lad.” He stood up and came and shook hands with Peter. He hugged 
Deanne.

“And this must be Princess Afua,” he said jokingly, and hugged Affie.

“Don’t be silly, Uncle,” said Affie, laughing. 

She gave Deanne’s mother a hug and a kiss.

“What have you been doing, Auntie?”

“Oh Affie, I was just going out the back step to hang some washing. I missed the step and down I 
went.”

“I rushed out and she was lying there. ‘I think you’d better get an ambulance’ she said,” said 
Deanne’s father.
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“I’ve been here ever since,” said Deanne’s mother. “The doctors say I can go home in a week, if all 
goes well. They say it was a simple break. It will be about six to eight weeks before I’m back to 
normal they say, though I may have some pain for a long time.” 

She shifted and the tubes in her arm moved too.

“Can you please find a nurse? I want to have a sleep. Deanne, can you take your father home? I’ll 
feel better in the morning I think.”

Peter went in search of a nurse. Affie and Deanne watched while her father kissed his wife. Then 
the four of them went down to the car and were driven to Deanne’s house.

“Oh, I forgot to tell my father I was coming,” said Affie. She slipped into Deanne’s house with the 
others, and gave Deanne and her father a hug. After a moment’s thought she gave Peter a hug too. 
Then she slipped out and across the road to her house. She let herself in with her door key, giving 
thanks that she took it everywhere with her.

As she went up the stairs she heard her father call out “Who’s there?”

“It’s me, Dad,” she called.

She opened the door and entered the living room. She ran to her father and hugged him. He was 
laughing and smiling.

“What are you doing back? Is Deanne back too?”

“I’m back with Deanne because of her mother’s accident,” she explained. “Henry sent me back to 
look after her. I’ll be staying a few days. I’ll be here for my eighteenth.”

“Ah, I thought so,” said her father. “But you didn’t let me know!”

“It was a bit of a rush, Dad!”

She noticed something. The room was unusually tidy.

“What’s this? Who’s been tidying up?”

Her brother walked in from his room.

“Oh wow, hi sis, or should I say Princess Sis?” He bowed dramatically, then gave her a hug.

“Who’s been tidying up, I said?” said Affie stiffly.

“Oh that’s Dad’s girlfriend,” said her brother.

“Dad’s what?”

“Oh Affie, shortly after I came back from The Castle, I met this lovely lady. A widow. I wouldn’t 
call her a girlfriend, though Nik! A real friend though.”
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 “She’s nice,” said her brother. “Dad cooks for her and she tidies for us. She wanted to do our 
washing but Dad drew the line at that. She irons it for us though.”

“I suppose you do next to nothing then Nik?” she teased.

“No! I do her lawn and garden. I actually quite like the gardening. We’ve got some vegetables 
going. Who would have thought! How long are you back for?”

“I came back with Deanne because of her mother’s accident. Deanne’s boyfriend came with us. I 
don’t know how long I’ll be here. I’ll be here for my birthday.”

“Deanne’s boyfriend? Probably some military type with pots of money,” said Nik.

“No, he is military, but his family are farmers. He’s nice.”

Engagements

The next day Affie went over to Deanne’s. Usually Deanne’s house was as untidy as Affie’s was, 
but today everything was tidy.

“Oh wow! Is it tidy house month or something?” Affie said.

“Peter and I tidied up,” said Deanne. Affie thought that her friend was different somehow. Glowing.

“What’s going on? Something's going on!”

“Peter asked me to marry him,” said Deanne.

“What?” said Affie, shocked.

Deanne displayed her hand with a gorgeous ring on her finger. Affie turned away.

“Why Affie, what’s wrong?”

“Sorry Deanne. I’m happy for you, really!” She gave her friend a hug and hugged Peter too.

“It’s just that… I thought that I would be the one to be engaged first. Not that it was a race or 
anything. I can’t be officially engaged until I’m eighteen, which is tomorrow. But Henry isn’t here, 
so it will have to be put off!”

She burst into tears.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m spoiling everything. Oh no!”

“Oh, Affie, I’m so sorry, I didn’t realise. It’s OK. You’re not spoiling anything! My crazy, weepy 
friend!” 

“Never mind, I’ll guess I’ll live,” said Affie, pulling herself together between sniffs. “Now let’s see 
this gorgeous bauble! When are you getting married?”
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“Not for a while. Peter’s going to be working at The Castle for a while, but we are going up to see 
Peter’s parents when Mum is settled.”

The day was taken up with visiting Deanne’s mother in hospital and making arrangements for when
she came home. Deanne and Peter spent some time sorting out some home help for her, and did a 
mountain of shopping for her father. Deanne was going to stay until her mother was settled back 
home, and Peter had been given leave to stay with her. Affie could see her Prince’s hand in this, and
she was glad that he was looking after her friend for her.

Later that day, while Peter took Deanne’s father to the hospital to visit for the last time that day, 
Affie and Deanne were lounging in the two big chairs that Deanne’s father and mother usually used.
Deanne’s feet were on the table as usual.

Deanne suddenly sat up. “It’s your birthday tomorrow!”

“Yes, but I don’t feel like celebrating.”

“Nonsense! Don’t let the absence of the love of your life get you down! Come on!”

“What! Where are we going! Stop dragging me!” Affie couldn’t help laughing.

Deanne led Affie to the inn where they used to work.

“Let’s see if they’ve let out the side room. The boss will probably let us have it for free. Think of all
the free publicity.”

They walked in the door and all the locals were stunned. 

“Hey, it’s Affie and Deanne! What are they doing back?”

“Probably going ask for their jobs back!”

“Nah! They could probably buy this place now.”

Congratulations came from all sides. The girls waved to them all and went up to the bar, but to their
surprise the boss wasn’t behind it. Affie recognised one of the bodyguards from the Prince’s visit.

“Hi, you’re Smith, aren’t you? Where’s the boss,” asked Deanne.

“You’re looking at him,” said the former bodyguard. He called through to the kitchen and Jones 
came out.

“We bought out your old boss. He wanted to retire anyway, we were leaving the service and we 
enjoyed running this place when we stood in for you, so my partner and I bought it with our 
severance pay. It’s all worked out really well.”

It was the first time that the girls had heard about this, so they spent some time catching up with the 
news. Smith and Jones said the side room wasn’t booked and that they could have it for free.

“We’re think of putting up a plaque,” one said. “’Princess Affie worked here!’”
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Deanne winked at Affie. “Fame!” she said.

Affie and the Prince talked by communicator that night. They chatted about Deanne’s mother and 
the birthday party. The Prince talked about King, who hadn’t changed, and his mother, who was 
coping well, he thought. 

“I may have a surprise for you,” he said.

“What is it? Tell me! Tell me! Oh, I sound so childish. I hate being away from you, my darling.”

He laughed.

“My sweet Princess. You’ll find out soon, soon enough, I hope. I miss you too. Sleep well.”

The next day, Affie’s birthday, started much the same as the day before. Everyone gave Affie a card
and a small present. There wasn’t one from the Prince she noticed, which made her a little sad, but 
he’d promised her a surprise. She could wait. They went to the hospital to visit Deanne’s mother 
and ate grapes and chatted awkwardly about not very much until Deanne’s mother kicked them out. 
She was the most cheerful of them all.

Affie met her father’s friend, Olivia. She was a cheerful woman of around her father’s age. Affie 
was pleased that Olivia didn’t hold back from asking about Affie’s mother like people sometimes 
did, but Affie didn’t remember much about her as she had died when Affie was a toddler. Olivia 
asked about Deanne. She already knew Deanne’s mother and father, and it turned out that Olivia 
and Affie’s father had eaten at Deanne’s house a few times. Olivia asked about the Prince.

“So handsome,” said Olivia. Affie smilingly confirmed it.

In the evening Affie and her brother, father, and Olivia went with Deanne and Peter to the inn for 
Affie’s birthday celebration. Their driver was taking Deanne’s father to the hospital and Deanne’s 
parents both insisted Deanne go to the inn with the rest.

Affie was feeling a lot more cheerful and they ate an enjoyable meal cooked by Jones and served by
Smith. Finally a cake was brought out with the traditional eighteen candles on it.

Affie blew them out and said “I wish...”

“You wish that Henry were here,” said Deanne.

“Of course I do, but...”

At that moment the door opened. The Prince stood in the doorway. Affie shrieked and rushed to 
him, jumped on him and wrapped her legs and arms tight around him. He staggered a little and 
kissed her.

“I think she’s pleased to see him,” said Nik, ironically.

She let him go and said “What? How? But I thought that you were busy!”

She spun around. She remembered what Deanne had just said.
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“Deanne? Did you…?”

“No idea. It’s a surprise to me, kid. Pure coincidence.”

“Henry?”

“It’s a two hour stopover. I made them divert here, but we’ve not got long,” he said. “I couldn’t 
miss your birthday. Not for anything. I have a present for you.”

He dropped to one knee and presented a small box.

“Affie, will you marry me?”

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” she said and grabbed him again.

“Woah! The ring! The ring!”

Affie took the box and opened it. She gasped!

“Oh, it’s beautiful!”

“Put it on, silly!” said Deanne in the background.

The Prince took back the box and removed the ring. He held her hand which was shaking like a leaf
and slid the ring on to her finger.

“Now it’s official, my love. Well, it was always official, but now it’s officially official.”

“Show us, Affie. Let us see!” said Deanne.

Affie turned and showed her hand with the ring on it. The women went “Ooh!” and “Ahh!”, while 
the men pretended to be interested.

Henry encircled her waist with his arms.

“My little Princess,” he said. “I have to go.”

“Oh! Oh no! I wish we could have had longer.”

“Walk with me to the car, my darling.”

“OK.”

Affie and Henry walked out of the side door hand in hand. Affie raised his hand and kissed it. They 
walked up to the car and before he got in, Henry gave her a more leisurely kiss.

“Hurry back!”

“I will,” she said, and the car swept away.
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She walked back into the side room through the side door and rejoined the party. Everyone looked 
at her.

“I’m OK. Really. Oh that was great! I thought he was going to have to miss my birthday 
completely.”

“You should have gone with him,” said Deanne.

“No, this is right. I have to go back soon, though.”

“Oh my sweet friend.” Deanne hugged her. Affie hugged her back.

“OK, so let’s compare rocks,” said Affie jokingly.

Smith and Jones came into the room with a bottle of champagne on ice. Everyone in the room was 
given a glass. Affie insisted that Smith and Jones were included.

“Congratulations, Affie and Henry,” said Affie’s father, all drank.

“And Deanne and Peter too!” said Affie and they drank again.

Later, when they left through the main bar Affie left the rest of the champagne and her cake for the 
patrons of the bar. Then something curious happened. Smith and Jones raised their hands and they 
each had a ring on their ring finger.

“Look, Affie,” said Deanne, laughing.

All the patrons of the bar had their hands raised and all had a ring on their ring fingers. The bar 
filled with laughter and cheering. Everyone clapped and shouted their congratulations. Affie and 
Deanne went round the bar shaking hands and thanking people. 

As the party walked back home, Deanne and Peter were walking arm in arm. Deanne linked arms 
with Affie too.

“Good birthday?”

“The best. The best. He came!”

“He also proposed officially.”

“That too. Don’t these rings feel funny?”

“Yes. Heavy. But I’m not taking it off.”

“Deanne. I’ll stay until the end of the week.”

“OK, my almost sister. That’s longer than I thought. He needs you.”

Deanne paused. “Two rings in two days! Who would have thought it.”
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She unlinked arms with Affie and turned and kissed Peter. “My love,” she said.

Peter kissed her back and said “The only one for me.”

Then they all walked home.

More “Our Own Time”  

Affie and her Prince with snuggled in their chair. The chaperone was again snoozing in hers. 
Strictly speaking they didn’t need a chaperone now, as Affie was eighteen, but they kept her on for 
now.

“I worry about the other girl, sometimes,” said Affie.

“Other girl? What other girl?”

Affie pulled his face down and kissed him.

“The girl that you would have picked if we hadn’t met.”

“What? I wouldn’t have picked anyone else!”

“Sweet of you to say, but you really had to have a wife. I don’t think that I’m that unique. There’s 
someone out there pretty much just like me.”

“There can’t be. You are unique!”

“No I’m not. I could show you the maths!”

Henry looked at her. “My little genius!”

Affie got annoyed. “What about her, the girl you would have picked?” 

Henry thought. “Well, assuming your maths is right..” and he tickled her, and she slapped his hand.

“Assuming you are right, let’s hope she found the guy that you would have picked if you hadn’t met
me.”

Affie considered this. “Pretty good. Pretty good. So you’re not just a pretty face after all.”

“Huh!”

They sat in comfortable silence for a while.

“I hope she found him,” said Affie drowsily. “I really hope she did.”

“Are you really feeling guilty for being happy, you funny little thing?”

“No! Yes! Sort of. Kind of. I’m glad Deanne got a boy. I’d hate it I got you and she got no one.”
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She stretched and yawned. “I’d better go bed, my love. I’m getting silly. See you tomorrow.”

They kissed.

Constable Ken Questions a Suspect

Constable Ken was sitting at his desk. Opposite him was a young boy and his mother.

“OK Jim, how old are you? What do you know about what happened to Maddy?”

The boy looked scared but resolute. “I’m thirteen. Rod wanted Maddy to take the stuff he stole and 
sell it. Maddy didn’t want to. Rod told me to hit her.”

“Why would he do that? Get you to hit her?”

“It was an initiation. Sort of. He said that if I wanted to go around with them, I’d have to do 
something for them.”

He put his head in his hands. “I don’t know why I wanted to go around with them. It seemed a good
idea at the time.”

“OK, what happened next?” asked Ken.

“I hit her on the shoulder. I didn’t hit her too hard actually. Rod said to hit her again. So I did. Then 
we were fighting. She hit me hard a couple of times and I hit her lip and split it. Then Rod punched 
her in the eye and she tumbled down the steps. Someone came and we all ran off.”

“What’s going to happen next?” asked Jim’s mother. “Will he be charged?”

Constable Ken considered. “Hmm, I’m not inclined to charge Jim over a bit of a scuffle, if that is 
what it was. I have to talk to Rod. If his story agrees with yours, I’ll let you off.”

He looked sternly at Jim. “However, you should seriously consider the fact that you hit and fought 
with a girl who is younger than you. It’s despicable.” Jim was furiously nodding.

Ken watched them go out. He had twisted the truth a little. Rod had already confirmed that he had 
told Jim to hit Maddy, said that Jim had given her “a couple of taps, nothing really”, and that Jim 
and Maddy had started fighting “like a pair of babies”. Then Rod had “poked her in the eye” and 
she had fallen down the steps. That hadn’t been Rod’s intention though. He thought that she would 
just run off.

Ken was a little frustrated. Jim was obviously a silly boy who should have known better, while Rod 
was a more serious case. But it seemed like most of Maddy injuries were mostly accidental. He’d 
have a hard job getting either of them charged and convicted.

Still, there was an upside. Smith and Jones. Rod was going to behave himself for a while, and Jim 
wasn’t an issue. Maybe he would see if Smith and Jones would agree to being sworn in as special 
constables.
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A couple of days later, Constable Ken and Jim visited the Simpsons to see Maddy. Maddy was 
suspicious to begin with.

“This is Jim,” said Constable Ken.

“You’re the one that hit me, when that other boy told you to.”

“Yeah, Rod. Sorry. I shouldn’t have. I was stupid.”

Maddy nodded. “Yeah, I guess you wanted to join their gang. You didn’t hit me that hard though.”

“It wasn’t a gang. Sorry I split your lip.”

Maddy shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. Constable Ken said we started fighting. I don’t remember 
that. He said that the other boy hit me in the eye and knocked me down the stairs.”

“I don’t think he meant to,” put in Constable Ken.

Maddy considered. “Probably not. I saw him the other day and he seems scared of me for some 
reason.”

Ken said “Yes, though I won’t go into that. Jim?”

Jim started. “Oh yes, I bought these for you.” Jim awkwardly held out a box.

“Wow! Chocolates! What’s that for?”

“To apologise. For hitting you and stuff.”

Maddy ripped them open. “That’s OK, Jim. Want one, Constable Ken?” She passed them round.

“Can you play poker, Jim?” asked Maddy.

“No real money, Maddy dear,” called Mrs Simpson from another room. “Use matches.”

Jim and Constable Ken played cards with Maddy and ate all the chocolates. Maddy won all the 
matches. Constable Ken resolved never to play with her for money, and then he and Jim said their 
goodbyes. Ken was very pleased with the outcome of the meeting.

Mrs Simpson came in just as Maddy was clearing up the matchsticks and the cards.

“Jim seems a nice boy,” she commented.

“Yeah, but a bit silly to let that other boy tell him what to do. Though the other boy would probably 
have punched him if he’d said no,” Maddy reflected.

Ruby

One afternoon Affie was walking the corridors on her way to a meeting with the Queen when she 
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saw that part of the wall had been removed. Someone was leaning into the hole and doing 
something which seemed to involve a lot of swearing.

Affie slowed and looked into hole and saw a girl of about her own age pulling components out of 
the circuits in the wall. Then the girl put them back in the circuits in a different order. A few lights 
blinked on and more swearing happened. 

She plugged in a headset and said “It’s still not working!” There was a pause. “OK, I’ll try a type 3 
in 3. Hold on.”

The girl changing the circuits counted “One, two, three” and pulled a component. The board went 
dark. She selected a component from a pouch round her waist and plugged it in. The lights blinked 
on  again. “Hm, that’s an improvement.”

Affie said quietly “I think that you need a type 2 in 2 as well. You’ve got a type 1 in there.”

The other girl spun around, tangling herself in the leads from the headset. She untangled herself and
said “Your Majesty!”

“Affie will do,” said Affie, laughing. “Well, are you going to try a type 2 in 2?”

The other girl dipped into her pouch and pulled out a component. She pulled out one from the wall 
and pushed the replacement in. The whole board lit up and lights chased themselves along the wall 
disappearing behind the wall panels on either side. “Bingo!” she said. “All fixed.” she said into the 
headset.

She backed out of the hole and replaced the panel. “Thanks for that,” she said. “The whole comms 
system on this corridor was out.”

They walked up the corridor in the direction that Affie had been going.

“I’ve been looking forward to meeting you,” said the other girl. “I’m officially a maid, but since the
ban came off OldTech we have been learning about it, and I’ve been allowed to work on some of it. 
We don’t know much yet, but we are learning.”

“Who’s ‘we’?”

“Oh, just me and Leo, the guy who runs the Operations Room, so far. We hope to recruit others if 
we can. If you can support us, that would be great!”

“Support you? I’ll join you,” Affie laughed. “What’s your name?”

“Ruby,” the girl replied.

The two girls quickly made plans to meet later, and Affie hurried to her meeting with the Queen. 
The Queen was not surprised.

“You need to get involved in this as soon as possible. Think of it as an extra duty, one which is your
personal domain. You need to take it nationwide, worldwide if possible, and we will have to get 
someone trustworthy to advise you, but someone who will not get in your way. Get this girl, Ruby, 
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and the boy transferred to your personal staff. Your brother should be asked to start setting up a 
network outside The Castle. Again we can help with this. OldTech may change our society beyond 
our imagining and we need to ensure that the changes are beneficial to everyone.”

So Affie set up an OldTech team. She transferred the boy, Leo, and Ruby to her staff and they 
called themselves the “OldTechnicians”. Ruby and Leo continued to fix some of the OldTech stuff 
around The Castle that had broken down, and learnt more and more about OldTech all the time.

The Prince and Affie were walking back to his office one day and as they came into the anteroom 
the Prince spied a pair of legs sticking out from under a desk.

“What’s going on here?” he asked.

His answer was a thump and a curse as the person under the desk tried to sit up. It was Ruby. She 
crawled out and apologised.

“Your majesty! I was just fixing the desk. It was crashing every time it was started.”

She touched a few points on the desk and an image appeared. 

“That’s better.” She made a pass with her hand and the image disappeared.

“What’s going on?” the Prince asked again.

Affie and Ruby both started to explain, and the Prince held up his hand, and Affie explained about 
the new corps of OldTechnicians and the suggestions that the Queen had made.

“We are going to tidy up and fix all the OldTech that has gone wrong in The Castle, and then, as 
our knowledge grows, we will expand through the Capital and on into the rest of the nation. My 
brother is already setting up a specialist OldTech business back where I come from, and my father 
is going help to do the same in the Capital. The Queen has arranged for a couple of your trusted 
business advisors to help out.”

“Hmm, yes, I remember now, my mother mentioned it, but I had no idea that the idea had 
progressed so far.” He put his arm around Affie and smiled at her.

“So, can I please see how you do what you do? Obviously I’m proud of what you have achieved, 
but I feel that I need to understand at least the basics of what you are doing.”

For the next quarter of an hour the two girls did their best to show the Prince what they had learnt 
since the OldTechnicians had been set up. They showed him how to open the devices with a twist or
a click, or sometimes by prising them apart. That much he quickly mastered. When the devices had 
been opened, it was a different story. Ruby pointed out the parts of the devices, but the Prince was 
left struggling at that point.

“This is the power source,” she said. “They are usually yellow.”

The Prince nodded his head. “Yellow, right”.

“But sometimes they are blue,” said Affie.
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“Sometimes blue.” Nod.

“This red bit is the input side, the green is output, either to a screen or to the network.”

“Network. Right.”

He was so obviously lost that Affie laughed. Ruby struggled not to, but also laughed.

The Prince snorted in mock annoyance. 

“It looks like I’ll have to leave it to you,” he said. “But that’s OK, I have plenty of other stuff to do, 
anyway. Boring stuff, it’s true, but at least I can handle it.” He grimaced. The girls laughed again.

After he had gone to do his “boring stuff”, Ruby said “I shouldn’t have laughed at the Prince! 
That’s treason or something, isn’t it?” She had suddenly realised what she had done.

Affie reassured her.

“It doesn’t matter. He’s very informal in private meetings with people he knows. It’s a compliment 
to you that he felt able to act so informally with you so quickly.”

Smith and Jones Give Some Advice

Rod was walking along aimlessly when he saw Smith coming the other way. Or was it Jones. He 
immediately turned round only to find that Jones was coming up behind him. His shoulders 
dropped.

“Hullo Rod,” said Smith. Or Jones. “Shall we have a talk? We’ll buy you a coffee.”

When the three were seated in the coffee shop, Jones said to him “You’re eighteen aren’t you Rod? 
Do you have a job?”

“Yes, I’m eighteen and no, I don’t have a job,” said Rob dispiritedly.

“Our friend, Constable Ken, tells us that it was you that punched our friend Maddy and knocked her
down the steps.”

“I never...” A big hand came down on his.

“Why don’t you just tell us what happened. No denials. We won’t believe them.”

“Ok, Ok! I got some stuff...” He paused. Smith waved that away.

“I got some OldTech stuff and wanted Maddy to sell it to that guy that’s collecting it. Nik? Maddy 
wouldn’t take it.” He paused again.

“She’s one tough little so and so,” he said admiringly. “Anyway I told Jim to hit her.”

“Why?”
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“He wanted to hang around with us. It was a sort of test. He didn’t want to do it. He sort of poked 
her, not a real punch. I told him to do it again and he did. Maddy went for him. Actually I don’t 
blame her! They were fighting like girls, round arms and grappling, you know, no real punches. I 
wanted to stop it so I gave her a poke in the eye. I’d forgotten the steps and down she went. 
Someone came up and we ran off.”

“So, basically, you started it, you told Jim to hit her, you hit her and she got hurt. Am I right?”

Rod considered his options. “Yes, you’re right. What happens now?”

“You remind me of myself when I was your age, Rod,” said Smith. “I was trying out for a gang in 
the Capital and one night there was a big fight with another gang. I got clobbered right at the start 
and was unconscious when the police arrived. Someone got knifed so they took me in and 
questioned me, but I was unconscious for most of the fight, so they had to let me go.”

Rob was interested. “What happened then?”

“I joined the Army the next day. I wanted to get out of the Capital for a while.”

“That changed everything for you, did it?” asked Rod.

“Not the Army as such. I was still a bit of a wild boy, got into trouble a few times. But I met my 
friend Smith, and that did change everything.” He put his hand on his partner’s arm.

Rod looked from one to the other. “But I though you were Smith and he was Jo…. You swap the 
names about don’t you?” He laughed.

“Yep, those aren’t our real names. Just nicknames that our Army buddies gave us.”

He mused a little. “We enjoyed the Army. The friendships, the travel, the work. We rebuilt a village
that had been flattened by a big storm. We built a road to a place that had been isolated by an 
earthquake. Even the discipline was OK after a while. It’s like a huge family in some ways. Smith 
and I extended our service terms twice.”

“Why did you leave?”

“Well, we could have extended again, but we weren’t getting any younger. We got ourselves 
seconded to the Prince’s security for a couple years, and that was great, but we decided to take 
severance and moved here. We visited it when the Prince met Princess Afua and it reminded Jones 
of where he came from, he says.”

“But to get back to you, Rod. What happens next is up to you. I personally wouldn’t like to be 
known as someone who knocks girls down stairs. We won’t mention it, of course, as Constable Ken
asked us not to, but it is likely to get out one way or another.”

Rod nodded his head. “So you are suggesting that I sign up? Is that what you are saying?”

“Not at all. It worked for me and Jones, but it might not suit you. But you seem to be a leader and 
you are resourceful, if a little antisocial. You have no police record yet, so Constable Ken told us. 
You might do well.”
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“Well, me Dad was in the forces. Flew helicopters. Got killed when a services bus ran off the road 
of all things. He spent a lot of time away, but it was great when he came home. I miss him.”

Rod paused. “I never thought of signing up. Me Dad would be pleased. Me Mum would probably 
be OK with it. She’s re-married anyway.”

Smith said “We didn’t know about your Dad. Sorry to hear about it. Well, we have to go now. We 
have an inn to run. You know where we are if you want to talk.”

Smith and Jones strolled home, arm in arm as usual. “Do you think he’ll sign up? A pint of that 
ridiculously expensive imported beer you like says he will.”

“No deal. I think you reeled him in nicely. He should do well if he signs up.”

So Smith and Jones were pleased when they heard that he had signed up a few days later. For that 
matter so was Constable Ken.

“Never any doubt,” said Jones. Or was it Smith.

Constable Ken called a meeting to, as he put, “get closure” on the incident. The venue was the side 
room at the inn, and when Maddy’s father arrived he looked around and licked his lips. Jones (or 
was it Smith) asked him “Do you want something to drink? Orange juice?”

Maddy’s father said “Ah no, thanks. But I’d love a coffee.”

“Good man. OK, coming up. They’re all in the side room if you want to go through.”

Constable Ken looked at them all. “As you know I have considerable flexibility in handling police 
matters. With that in mind I want to review the incident where Maddy got injured.”

“At first it seemed like a simple incident of assault on Maddy. This is what you, sir, and you, sir, 
immediately thought.” He nodded to Nik and Maddy’s father.

“I will not tolerate vigilante or revenge attacks. Nik calmed down pretty quickly, but Smith and 
Jones, who I swore in as Special Constables persuaded you, sir, to calm down and let them handle 
it. You should thank them for it.”

“Yes, I do. I do. I wasn’t thinking straight. Even though I was stone cold sober,” said Maddy’s 
father, with some irony.

Constable Ken continued. “It turned out that the incident was a bit more complex than at first sight. 
Jim, although you were reluctant to do so, you threw the first blow. And the second blow. 
Technically, I could charge you with assault of a minor.”

“No, please don’t! He’s my friend now,” said Maddy.

Constable Ken pretended that there had been no interruptions. “However the victim was not 
seriously hurt, and apparently retaliated, causing Jim some small scrapes and lacerations. I’m not 
going to charge Jim with anything.”
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Jim put his face in his hands and sighed with relief.

“Now we come to Rod. Rod had ‘acquired’ the stuff that he was trying to pass on to Maddy 
dishonestly, but it has all been recovered and passed back to the owner, who doesn’t want to press 
charges.” Constable Ken didn’t mention that the owner had a few issues with law himself, and 
didn’t want to attract more police attention.

“Rod says that he was just trying to break up the scrap between Maddy and Jim when he ‘poked 
Maddy in the eye’. Maddy then fell down the steps, so her injuries appear to be mostly due to an 
accident.”

“Rod, you have never come to police attention before. Everyone agrees that you hit Maddy just the 
once, and I’m aware of your family situation. But still, hitting Maddy is a serious matter, even 
though you didn’t realise that she would fall down the steps. I would have had to charge you, but 
someone spoke up in your favour.”

“Who was that, Constable Ken,” asked Rod’s mother.

“Smith and Jones. They reckon that you are worth a second chance.”

Smith said “We reckon he is worth a second chance. He’s from an army family and we’ve talked to 
him. We think that he could make a go of it, and we would not have spoken up if we didn’t think 
that. We’re not just trying to run him out of town. We wouldn’t want to wish him on our army 
buddies if we thought that he was just going to be trouble for them. Here you are, pal.” He handed 
Rod an envelope.

“What’s this?”

“Our letter of recommendation. With our names and army numbers. It should help you through the 
recruitment process.”

“Oh, thank you so much! I owe you so much!”

“Just do good. Prove us right. Succeed!”

Constable Ken said “Right! That’s about it. Does anyone have anything to say? Maddy?”

Maddy looked around. “Gee! What a lot of fuss about me falling down some stairs!” Everyone 
laughed.

Constable Ken said “OK, that’s it folks, thanks for coming.”

Maddy gave her father a hug and went home with Mrs Simpson. Her father was just going out of 
the door when Smith and Jones stopped him.

“You don’t have a job do you? We have a friend who needs a storeman. Are you interested?”

“Yes, of course I’m interested. It would be great. But with my problem…”

“The thing is… She has the same sort of problems with alcohol as you do. Drove drunk into a 
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stationary car a while back. She’s been sober for a while now though. So she’d be sympathetic to 
your problems. The thing is… You could sort of keep an eye on her for us. Still fancy it?”

“Yes, yes, of course. I guess she’d be keeping an eye on me for you, too? Thank you.”

Deanne Goes North

After a few weeks looking after her mother and father, Deanne and Peter decided that it was time to 
leave. Deanne’s parents had been suggesting that Deanne and Peter should go for some time, but 
Deanne was torn. Finally her mother insisted. Deanne made sure that someone would look out for 
them, and Affie’s father and Olivia insisted that they would check up on them, and finally she felt 
OK about leaving. She left them a communicator and made sure that they could work it, and then 
she and Peter prepared to go north.

Affie told the Prince this, as she and Deanne were in constant contact by communicator.

Henry said “Does she know what to expect?”

“What do you mean? She knows they are farmers.”

“Is that what Peter told her? It’s what he usually tells people. So I, naturally, tell them the same.” 
Henry laughed.

“Aren’t they?”

“Well, saying that they are farmers is like saying that there’s water in the sea. They own or operate 
a lot of land in the Northern Provinces. Almost all the sheep in Northern Provinces are on land 
owned or controlled by them. I think she is going to be surprised.”

‘What? They are rich?”

“Much richer than my poor family! But nice folks. Really nice folks. Mind you, Peter is the younger
son, so he’s not quite up there with his brother! Who incidentally is also a very nice person.”

“I must warn her!”

“No.” Henry put his hand on hers. “Peter will have thought it out. Leave it to them. Deanne will be 
fine.”

Henry told Affie about Peter’s family. They nominally owned vast swathes of mountain country, 
but they kept it untouched  so that anyone could enjoy it. They owned two big ski resorts and leased
or loaned much of the sheep country in the Northern Provinces. They considered themselves as 
stewards rather than owners of the land, and tried to ensure a balance between agriculture and the 
local wild life. 

So Affie decided to listen to Henry and let Peter handle it. She’d seen them together and knew in 
her heart that Peter would never hurt Deanne.

The next day Deanne contacted her by communicator. 
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She just said “Wow! Did you know?”

“Not before you went. Henry didn’t tell me until then. He said Peter should be the one to tell you.”

“His family is really nice. Robin, Peter’s brother is amazing and so is his partner Ben. His sister 
Lena who they call Letty for some reason wants to take me round what they call the Home Farm. 
It’s HUGE! I think I love them all and I think that they love me. Oh my goodness! I’m so lucky. 
Peter and I are going to see his parents tomorrow, and we are going to hike up to what Letty calls 
‘the tops’. Peter says it isn’t too far. Let’s see if this town girl can keep up! Letty says that we 
should see a grouse. At least I think she said ‘grouse’.”

“We’re so lucky,” said Affie. “We’re so lucky.”

She reported to Henry as they were snuggled in their chair, and he nodded.

“Yes, we should visit them sometime. Peter and Deanne will be back here until Peter finishes his 
secondment, and when they get married they will no doubt move north.”

He cuddled Affie.

“Does that upset you? To be separated from Deanne?”

“Not any more. We’ve accepted that we have different paths. We will still be best friends forever.”

“Actually, the Northern Provinces might need your special talents. There’s not much OldTech up 
there and they need the boost that it could give them. It might be worth sending some of your 
people up there.”

Her people. Her cause. Her way to be of use to her Prince. She’d not thought beyond her Prince and
her love for him, but now she realised that she could dream of her Prince and dream of a better 
future and that they could be a real team, helper and helpmate to each other. She laid her head on 
his chest. She listened to his heart beat. Boom, boom, boom. She could face what was to come. His 
hand stroked her hair. She wondered what their children would be like.

Deanne’s Story

Deanne and Peter disembarked from the plane and were met by Peter’s older brother, Robin. 
Deanne guessed that he was around thirty, maybe a bit older. The car was a big four wheel drive, a 
bit muddy, with big fat tyres. It swallowed their luggage with ease after they’d moved some sacks, 
bales of what looked like straw, and some unidentifiable tools. Deanne thought of it as “farming 
stuff”.

As they set off, Peter sat holding Deanne’s hand in the back of the car. He said to Deanne “Deanne, 
I’ve a confession to make.”

Deanne looked at him in astonishment.

“You know I said we were farmers?” he continued. “Well, I left a bit out. We actually have four 
farms.”
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“Five,” said Robin from the front seat. “You haven’t told her? Naughty little brother!”

Peter ignored his older brother. “We live on Home Farm, and the others are managed by tenants. 
Home farm itself is quite big.”

Robin snorted. “That’s an understatement!”

“Wow!” said Deanne, her usual response to interesting news.

They turned right at a crossroads. The countryside was heather and grass, with a sprinkling of 
boulders showing through.

“That’s the top corner of Home Farm,” said Robin.

And they drove and they drove and they drove. They drove past fields of black-faced sheep. They 
drove past shaggy long horned cattle. They passed little crofts and big stone built barns. They drove
through valleys with narrow bridges and tumbling streams. They drove past vast vistas of open 
farmlands. They drove past dark evergreen woods. They drove along the edges of cliffs which 
dropped to foaming rapids and deep dark pools.

Deanne said “You’re kidding me! You’ve got to be kidding me!”

Peter smiled and continued to hold her hand. Eventually they turned off along a bumpy track which 
threw the four wheel drive around a bit.

“Must get those damn holes fixed,” Robin muttered.

“He’s been saying that for years.” said Peter.

They bounced up to the house. It was grey and solid looking, built of the local stone with extensive 
outbuildings. Robin swung around the back and dogs ran out and barked at the car.

They all got out and the dogs rushed around sniffing everything and everyone. A woman of about 
thirty came out to greet them.

“Hi, I’m Lena, but call me Letty. You must be Deanne. Come on in!”

A dark haired man came out of the house, and shooed the dogs away. He held out his hand.

“Hi, I’m Ben, Robin’s partner. Are you hungry?”

Letty snorted. “Ben’s a chef. He’s always trying to feed people.”

Ben and Letty escorted Deanne through the door into the kitchen. It was big. There was a stove one 
end, with various pots bubbling away on it. At the other end was an open fire with arm chairs 
around it. A television stood to one side. In the middle was a huge bench table that could easily seat 
a dozen people. Assorted mugs stood on coasters on the table which was covered with newspapers 
and books. The family obviously lived mostly in this room.

Like any cook, Ben had dropped out of the conversation and was tending to his pots and pans.
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“Tea?” said Letty and went to negotiate a space on the stove for the kettle with Ben. Peter and 
Robin came back in after moving the luggage to the bedrooms. Peter put his arm around Deanne’s 
waist.

“They’re mostly harmless,” he said. Everyone sat down at the stove end of the big table and started 
to chat. There was plenty of family banter, which Deanne let flow over her. She relaxed and when 
talk came around to Peter’s job in the mess and how she was helping him, she described how she so
enjoyed the work, and that she had previously worked in an inn.

“Taste this, Deanne,” said Ben holding out a spoon. She got up and tasted.

“Mmmmm,” she said nodding her head. “Tarragon?”

“Yes!” exclaimed Ben. “Too much?”

“No, I think it’s OK. But it’s your sauce, chef. Bearnaise?”

“Excellent!” said Ben. Letty and Robin groaned.

“He doesn’t think we are any good at cooking and tasting. He says we’d much rather be eating 
baked beans on toast.”

“That’s what Letty served up when it was her turn!” said Ben.

“Oh, come on! That was years ago and we were in a hurry!” exclaimed Letty. Deanne was laughing 
along with the rest of them. She sat down next to Peter and felt him hold her hand under the table. 
She pressed his hand against her thigh.

Peter and Robin cleared the table for the meal. This seemed to mainly involve moving some of the 
papers off the table until they could see the wood, and then setting out the cutlery in the space that 
was created. Ben put the dishes with the food on them in the middle and they sat down to eat in 
what was quite a small space.

“We didn’t expect Letty, to be honest. She showed up at the last minute.”

“If I’d come earlier I would have got you to tidy up, you lazy boys!”

Letty explained. “I’m a vet down in the town and so is my husband. He’s off at a conference and the
two boys are with his parents. I couldn’t miss meeting you! Though since my husband is off at the 
conference, I’m on call.”

“So she may disappear in a puff of smoke any time!” said Robin.

Later Deanne was washing up with Letty. She had to fight for the privilege as everyone said that 
she was the newest and was excused. Robin and Peter were arguing as to who should wash up, 
when Letty raised her eyebrow at Deanne and the two silently started to wash up, and then it was 
too late!

“It’s always like this,” said Letty. “I wish Robin would buy a dish washer. But then they’d probably
argue who should load it. Some time soon Ben’s going to put his foot down and we might get a 
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whole new kitchen.”

Later Deanne was going to bed. Peter showed her to her room, lingering in the doorway. Deanne 
moved into his arms, turning her face up to be kissed. She felt his heart beating in his chest, or was 
that her heart?

“What do you think of my crazy family?”

“You’re the quiet one.”

“Do you think that they give me a chance to be noisy?”

“Kiss me like that again. Mmmm, good point. I like them. When do I meet your mother and 
father?”

“Tomorrow? It’s quite a trip.”

“Sounds good. I’d better get my beauty sleep. Kiss me like that one more time. Mmmmm!”

Deanne eased him out of her doorway and shut the door. She leaned against it for a minute then 
dived on to the bed. She dug her communicator out of her bag and prepared to report to Affie.

The Queen’s Story

The Prince and Affie were having “Our Own Time”, snuggled in the chair as usual. The Queen was 
sitting in the chaperone chair. Affie and Henry were chatting about how they met.

“Did Henry tell you how I met my husband?” asked the Queen.

“Weren’t you a maid or something?” said Affie.

“That’s the official story. I was a maid and met my husband when he was visiting his mother, 
Henry’s grandmother. Yaddah, yaddah, yaddah.”

Affie laughed as the Queen gestured dismissively.

“There’s another story?”

“A family secret, a skeleton in our closet.”

“Oh, and I now qualify? Oh I see. Thank you.”

“Yes, when I met the King, or Prince as he was then, I kicked him up the bum and knocked him into
some rather smelly mud. I was only fourteen and not fifteen at the time.”

“What!”

“Oh, Mother, don’t tease! Tell the story,” said Henry.
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“OK, OK. Don’t get tetchy, Henry,” said his mother.

She settled down into her chair to tell the story.

“As I said I was fourteen. The Prince, as he was then, was eighteen. Or he might have been 
nineteen. I can’t remember. I lived on the family farm in Southland, with my brothers and my 
parents. We kept all sorts of animals but we were famous for our pigs. The King, the old King that 
is, had been told about our famous pigs, and somehow or other got invited to the farm.”

She paused and took a sip of wine.

“He was kind enough to accept the invitation and so he came down to the farm with his son, the 
Prince. The whole family was there to see them, my mother and father, and all my brothers. Their 
car turned up, a shiny limousine and of course it got covered in mud as it came up the drive. The 
King got out and he was dressed in ordinary clothes, ordinary boots. The Prince got out of the car 
and he was dressed tweed trousers and jacket, and sparkling rubber boots. Someone had dressed 
him for “farming” without having any idea what it was like on a working farm.”

“I didn’t know what to make of him. He didn’t look like any farmer I’d seen in my fourteen years of
living on the farm. He himself didn’t look too happy. It turned out that he’d never been on a farm 
yet, though his father had. He had a feeling that he looked silly, but he wore what his wardrobe 
people had put out for him.”

“We were all introduced, then Dad led the King and the Prince and their aides up to the field that 
we kept the pigs in. It was very muddy and slippery up there and we were all slipping and sliding. 
The King and my Dad were discussing the pigs and their breeding and so on when to my horror I 
saw that Emma the sow had escaped from the field.”

The Queen paused. “Emma was my favourite. She was friendly and inquisitive, but she had a flaw. 
She was an escapologist. We couldn’t keep her in any sort of enclosure. She’d always break out 
somehow or other.”

“Anyway, Emma had escaped and saw all these humans gathered together. Obviously she wondered
what was going on. She wandered up and nudged the Prince! I shrieked and ran up to head Emma 
off, but slipped and went down. I skidded into the Prince and knocked him down too. Emma took 
off in a fright.”

She frowned. “I suppose technically I didn’t kick him up the bum, but that’s what he always said 
when he wanted to tease me.”

“What happened then?” asked Affie, fascinated.

“It all went quiet for a minute. Then the Prince giggled! He lay on his back in the smelly mud by the
pig field and giggled. His aides and my brothers rushed to help him but he waved them away. He 
said something like “I’m all right. Stay away from me and keep clean, boys.” Then he stood up and 
offered me his hand! It was covered in mud. I grabbed it and he helped me up. With a bit of slipping
and sliding we made it safely down to the house. The Prince kept giggling, and eventually so did I. 
When we got to the house, the Prince used the downstairs shower to clean off while I used the 
upstairs shower. When I came down the Prince was sitting on the big sofa drinking tea. I was 
wearing my brothers’ hand me downs as usual, and my hair was wrapped in a towel. My brothers 
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and the King and all the others were drinking tea and chatting. And eating my mother’s cakes. The 
Prince was dressed in some of my brothers’ clothes and his hair was wet and sticking up.”

“He took my hand and I knew. I think he knew from that moment too. But I didn’t know what I 
knew. He said ‘Thank you, young lady, for saving me from that rampaging boar,’ and I said ‘Sow’. 
It was the first word that I said to him, except perhaps I said ‘thank you’ when he helped me up. 
Then he started giggling again. ‘I should never have worn those stupid clothes’ he said. ‘I must 
have looked like a prize idiot.’ I couldn’t get up the courage to say anything else.”

Peter’s Parents

The next morning Deanne and Peter were due to meet Peter’s parents. Peter borrowed the four 
wheel drive and headed down a gravel track that dived into a gulley. At the bottom they forded the 
stream and headed up the other side of the gully. At the top Peter turned across the slope and 
followed the faint tyre tracks left by previous trips.

“How do you know which way to go,” said the town girl.

Peter smiled. “It’s partly memory and partly those red and white sticks,” he said, pointing. “Of 
course when the snow is too deep the sticks disappear.”

“Wow! How do get through then?”

“Well, we go the other way. Though my big brother has done it on skis. That’s too extreme for me.”
“The other way?”

“Yes, we can get round there by road, but it takes about two and a half hours. This way, probably 
forty minutes.”

The track dived into two more gullies before they came out onto the top once more. A long rounded
slope led down to the lowlands. Further out, much further out, was the sea. Deanne could see a 
road. A real road! With cars! They joined a rough track which went down the slope and came out 
onto a gravel road where Peter turned right. The road led into a little fold in the hills where a little 
cottage stood on a small rise. There was a superb view down to the lowlands and the sea. A row of 
firs created a wind break down one side.

“Oh, wow!” said Deanne, as ever.

Peter took Deanne’s hand and led her through the white painted gate. Peter’s mother and father 
were waiting for them in the doorway.

“Come in, come in,” said Peter’s mother. She showed them through to the sitting room and saw 
them seated on the sofa. “I’ll see to some tea.”

Peter’s father took a seat opposite the pair.

“Nice to see you, Deanne. Peter has been telling us absolutely nothing about you!” He laughed 
uproariously.

“Father! Please don’t scare Deanne. We came all this way to see you!” said Peter.
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Peter’s father said “I’m sorry, Deanne. I’m only teasing. We’re very pleased to meet you. Peter 
hasn’t told us much about you, though.”

Peter’s mother came through the door with a tray of tea and scones. “He has, but you never read his 
letters. You never read any letters!”

She turned to Deanne and said “I’m very pleased to meet you. Peter tells us that you have been a 
great help to him running the mess. I was sorry to read about your mother. I hope that she is getting 
on OK.” She scowled at her husband.

“Yes, thank you, she’s much better. I talked to her by communicator yesterday. She still gets some 
pain though.”

“Damn modern devices. Can’t stand them,” said Peter’s father.

“Stop it, you old curmudgeon,” said Peter’s mother. “And anyway, they are ancient!”

They all drank their tea and ate the scones. Peter’s mother and father continued to bicker all the 
time. Peter told them how the visit was going so far. His mother was horrified that they had come 
over the top.

“That’s a shocking road,” she said. “The poor girl must have been terrified.”

“Don’t fuss, they got here didn’t they?” said Peter’s father.

“It was fun,” said Deanne. “I’ve never been in a four wheel drive car before. I’ve strong nerves.”

“Let’s go and see the garden,” said Peter’s mother.

The garden had a large greenhouse down one side and some root crops down the other. Cold frames
covered parts of the end of the garden.

Peter’s father offered his arm to Deanne, and rather surprised she took it.

“Don’t mind us, my dear, we’ve bickered since we’ve been married. Before it too if I remember 
correctly.” He paused. “We’ve loved each other since we’ve been kids.”

Deanne looked at Peter, up ahead with his mother.

“We’ve not argued. Not once.”

“That’s the way it should be. Look at the Queen and the King. Not a cross word since they met.”

“You know the Queen and King?”

“Oh yes. I was there when he was still the Prince and proposed to her on the day before her 
birthday. Soppy with love they were. Never lost it. It looks like your Affie and Henry, the current 
Prince, are the same. And you and Peter for that matter. Good luck to you.” He patted her hand.

He looked at his wife up ahead. “She loves flowers and I love the vegetables, but we have a big 

87



problem with the cold in winter. For much of the year the garden can be bare, but we have the 
heated greenhouse, so we can grow some stuff in there, ready to plant. We have bulbs in pots to 
give some colour. Root vegetables and some cabbages or cauliflowers will grow well.”

They caught up with the other two. “Are we going to give these two some lunch before they go on 
their way?” he said grumpily.

His wife sighed deeply. They all started back to the house. This time Peter’s father led them to the 
kitchen, which was a warm room and brightly lit by the big windows looking out towards the sea. 
Peter and his father started setting the table, while his mother prepared a salad. Deanne was enlisted
to help her.

“You might not believe it, but I love the old duffer dearly,” said Peter’s mother quietly. “The 
arguing means nothing. Still, I don’t think that you and Peter will end up like us.”

Deanne put her hand on her shoulder. “I don’t think that there’s any chance. We’ve not argued 
once.” Time would prove Deanne right.

Lunch was salad, with slices of ham and beef, with hard boiled eggs and Peter’s mother’s home 
made bread, along with some home made pickles that a neighbour had given them. The bickering 
continued, but Deanne hardly noticed. It was now just background noise.

After lunch they left. Deanne kissed and hugged both Peter’s parents. They started down the drive 
and Peter’s parents watched them go. Deanne waved until they went round a bend.

“They’re sweet,” she said.

“The arguing is just a thing they do. I hope we never argue like that.”

“We won’t,” she said with certainty.

“We’re going back the long way round,” said Peter. “I’ve something to show you.”

Growing Up Apart

The Queen continued. “I didn’t know it but we had a big problem. I was only fourteen, remember, 
and I didn’t know what was going on. I knew something had happened, but I had no clue what. At 
first I thought it was a stupid crush. I had pictures of him on my walls and avidly watched the 
television when he was on. It was like a crush, really. My brothers teased me about ‘my Prince’, but
my mother didn’t say anything.”

The Queen paused. “I wasn’t unhappy during the next year or so, when my Prince was so out of my 
reach and out of contact with me. I had a sense of waiting for something though. I was a little 
distracted, but I think that my mother had an inkling that something had changed when the Prince 
had visited. She supported me in my ‘crush’ and stopped my brothers from teasing me too much. 
Little did I know what was happening in the background.”

“The Prince had returned to the Capital and immediately spoke to his mother about me. He said that
he’d found his bride, and that I was only fourteen. He was so certain, he told me, that his mother 
was convinced. Obviously they saw the problem. I was very young. They decided on a policy of 
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separation for the time being. The Prince was to have no contact with me and nobody was to say 
anything to me. It was a good policy but hard on us both. More so on him I think.”

“During that year I turned fifteen. I was still just as interested in the Prince as I ever was, but did not
expected him to be still interested in me. I was shocked and surprised to receive a card for my 
birthday in which he had written ‘To the girl who saved me from a rampaging sow and knocked me 
into the mud, Happy Birthday’. “Sow” was underlined. Something in me did a somersault.”

Affie was spellbound by this story. Henry was listening intently too, as though he had never heard it
before.

The Queen took another sip of wine and continued. “About six months after my birthday, about a 
year after I’d first met the Prince, my parents received a message from the Queen. Would I like to 
go to the Capital and work for the Queen? I’d be lying if I said that the Prince didn’t figure in my 
decision, but who wouldn’t want to work for the Queen? I jumped at the chance.”

“I didn’t realise that it was a unique situation. It just did not happen that random people would be 
offered jobs at the Palace. Usually the Queen’s staff was recruited by advertisement and interview, 
or by promotion from the general staff. So off I went to the Palace smelling of soap and a little of 
pig manure I suspect and got adopted into the Queen’s small group of maids and assistants.”

“I loved it! I loved the rituals and the protocols. It all seemed grand at the time. I didn’t realise until 
later how stifling it all felt to the Queen, and how silly it all really was. But she never complained 
about it. Everyone was so kind to me, but I must have been so naive.”

“The plan was to keep me away from the Prince until I was sixteen, and then we could be allowed 
to meet and see if the bond was really there. The Prince was sure, but his mother wanted to be 
certain. Oh, I saw the Prince at grand affairs like the opening of Parliament, and I once saw him at 
the presentation of some awards. I was at the back of the room when he farewelled a retiring aide or
assistant, and each time I saw him my heart would leap. I didn’t know that he was searching the 
crowd for me. I still didn’t fully realise what was going on.”

“It wasn’t too difficult to keep us apart. The Prince had his own roles to fulfil, often away from the 
Palace, and the Queen had hers. It was fairly easy for the Queen to ensure that when the Prince 
visited that I was elsewhere. During this period the Prince would loved to have seen me, to ensure 
that I was OK, and it hurt him to have to avoid me, he told me later.”

“Eventually though, the inevitable happened. It must have been three months before my sixteenth 
birthday. I came round a corner and there he was coming my way. We both stopped. I would have 
matured a lot in the year or so since we first met but he recognised me immediately. Then he came 
up to me, took both my hands in his, and, oh it was bliss. Sheer bliss. He said ‘How’s Emma?’ I 
burst into laughter. That blasted pig! He realised how silly his question was and started laughing 
too. I said ‘I’m sorry I laughed. It’s not actually funny. She escaped one last time and was run down
by a car. I’m afraid she’s dead,’ and my eyes watered unexpectedly. He apologised for upsetting 
me, but I assured him that I was OK, that it was just the surprise of his question. And I was OK. I 
was more than OK. I was in heaven. He said ‘I have to go to a meeting. Sorry.’ I said ‘That’s OK.’  
He hurried off and I wondered when I would see him again. But I was still in heaven.”
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The Hotel 

Deanne was reporting to Affie from the north.

“It’s hard to tell that they are rich,” she said. “They don’t flaunt it. I thought that rich people had 
hundreds of servants and cupboards full of fine clothes and dined off gold plates. They cook for 
themselves, or at least Ben does and he’s one of them. The cutlery is silver, but that’s because 
someone handed it down generations ago. When it’s raining they just grab the first coat that fits 
from behind the door and use that. I used one of Letty’s old coats and a spare pair of her boots, 
when I needed them.”

“But when they do spend, they get the best. They only have one car and share it around, but it’s a 
top of the line four wheel drive, and it’s always covered in mud. Even Letty drives it when she is up
here, but she usually drives up in the Clinic car. And the bathroom! They only have the one but it 
gives me goosebumps!”

“I’m guessing you don’t mean it’s cold,” said Affie.

“Ben said that the old bathroom was old and awkward. You had to hit the taps to make them work 
or something and the shower was a hand held thing attached to the taps. He actually shuddered 
when he described it! Anyway something sprung a leak and flooded a downstairs room and they 
had to do something about it. Letty was living there at time and she and Ben made him replace the 
whole room. Robin would have just had it repaired. He’s not afraid to spend the money though. He 
just wouldn’t have seen the need. It’s like a blind spot. Even he was pleased with the improvement 
though.”

“It’s amazing! Two showers, a deep bath on a pedestal and a spa bath. It’s like he called someone in
and said ‘I need a new bathroom. Give me the best that you can.’”

“Tell me about the hotel,” said Affie.

Peter drove the long way round back to the Home Farm. The road followed foot of the hill, winding
into the folds and round the spurs. The sea glinted on the other side to the hills, not easily visible 
from this low down. They passed scattered cottages, each with its paddocks of sheep. Occasionally 
there was a cow or two and maybe a horse cropping the grass or looking over the fence. The 
cottages were solid, built to withstand the weather, but they weren’t unattractive.

They entered a small town.

“This is where we turn off,” said Peter. “By the way, this is where Letty’s Veterinary Clinic is, near 
the town centre, but we don’t pass it.”

It was a typical small town. Deanne saw a small plaza with a supermarket, several hairdressers and 
banks, and an agricultural supplies shop. It was a bit smaller than where she and Affie came from. 

Then they swung left up towards the hills. Just a few hundred metres from the centre of the town, 
beyond the last houses the road swung right and over a bridge. A stream rattled among the boulders 
beneath the bridge and just on the opposite side of the stream stood a hotel.

“Wow!” said Deanne.
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Peter drove the car over the bridge and turned into the forecourt of the hotel. It was faced with the 
local stone, a dark hard rock, that had been used to build a picturesque castle like building. It had 
crenellations, spires and towers, parapets and walk ways. It was roofed with slate, which glistened 
in the rain that had just started.

Deanne noted the head high weeds in the forecourt. The windows in the lowest level were boarded 
up, and some of the second level windows had been smashed. It was an impressive building but run 
down and crumbling. Some of the crenellations had tumbled two or three stories to the ground.

“Come on,” said Peter. “I want to look inside.” He hopped out of the car. Deanne walked around the
car and put her arm around his waist. She guessed where this was going. Peter took her to the front 
door, pulling an ornate key from his pocket. He struggled with the lock until it clicked open. He and
Deanne pushed the door open with a creak. The lobby of the hotel was dark and smelled strongly of 
mould and decay. On one side the door to a ground level room had collapsed into the lobby and 
shattered glass spread across the floor.

The couple walked warily forward, stepping over unidentifiable rubbish. The carpet was rotted and 
missing in places and wooden floor was dusted with the grime of the years. In front was a grand 
staircase, the type that sweeps up to landing then, continues on either side up to the next level, the 
sort that glamorous ladies in long dresses sweep down and then pause to be seen before continuing 
to the ground floor.

“She’s beautiful,” said Deanne.

“Isn’t she just?”

“Is the staircase safe?”

“I don’t know, better not risk it.”

He was too late. Deanne had run up the first part of the staircase.

“Come on,” she called.

Peter sighed and followed her. The staircase seemed solid as he walked up it.

Deanne was more cautiously checking out the first level. The carpet was rotten. Leaves and other 
debris had been blown in through the broken windows. She paused in a doorway and looked 
through into what seemed like a small ballroom. A chandelier sat smashed in the centre of the room,
and she picked up one of the crystal prisms that had skittered all the way to the doorway when the 
chandelier fell. She clutched to her chest.

“I think that we’d better go down again,” she said. “I shouldn’t have risked the staircase.” She 
showed him the crystal prism. He pulled her to his chest and kissed her. She hugged him. They 
descended the stairs to the ground floor and walked back through the lobby. They pulled the door 
closed and locked it with difficulty.

“You want to rebuild her! I know it! You want to rebuild her.”

“I want us to rebuild her.”
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Deanne thought about it. “OK,” she said.

“OK? Just like that? OK? Nothing about ‘It’s a big job.’? Nothing about ‘It’s impossible.’? Nothing
about ‘You’re crazy!’?”

“Well, all of that, of course. The way I look at it, your day job will be managing the family interests
with Robin and Letty. This project will be yours and yours alone. Well, ours. That’s the scary bit, 
the ‘ours’. But, Peter, we are a team. Besides, I want to see the old girl fixed up. She deserves it.”

Peter pulled her close and kissed her. “Almost right. When we are married you become part of the 
family firm, just like Ben did. It’s part of the deal.”

Deanne looked at him. “Holy Moly! I didn’t realise.”

They got into the car and Peter drove off towards Home Farm.

“First we get her cleared out of all the junk. Then we get the structure checked out. We get that 
fixed first. Then we decide what we want to do with the interior. Oh, and one thing is essential,” 
said Deanne.

“What’s that?”

“We’ll have an apartment in it won’t we? Up at the top? It will have to have a bathroom like the one
at Home Farm! The rest doesn’t matter.”

Backgammon

The Queen paused to sip her wine.

“He must have told his mother about our meeting as the Queen rostered me on for the evening. This
was unusual because this was normally something that one of her older assistants usually did. When
I arrived the Prince was there, and the Queen said that he wanted to play Backgammon and she 
didn’t and asked if I would like to play him. Of course I did! I even believed the stupid excuse! 
Well, at the time I did.”

“So we settled down at a table near the Queen, and the Prince taught me the rudiments of the game. 
The Queen poured some tea and I got up to bring our cups to the Backgammon table. The cups 
rattled in the saucers because I was so nervous. ‘Don’t be nervous’ the Prince said and I nearly 
dropped them!”

“We played a number of games and I soon learnt the rules. And we chatted. About being a farmer’s 
daughter on pig farm in Southland, with older brothers. About going to school down there, and how
different it was in the Capital. About working for his mother. In short, I relaxed.”

“He told me about his work, which he said was ‘boring’. I asked if it was boring visiting pig 
farmers in Southland and he and the Queen both laughed. In fact, if he was ever bored while he was 
doing his job as Prince and King, he hid it well. I could never tell.”

“Henry says his work is boring too,” said Affie.
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“It’s only boring if you want to be somewhere else with someone else,” said Henry, kissing her on 
the top of the head.

“That first night the Prince won every single game at first,” continued the Queen. “But I was 
beginning to understand the strategy involved. We were joking and laughing and the Queen was 
sitting there reading her book. The Prince’s hand brushed mine as we were playing, and he held it. 
His thumb stroked the back of my hand, and I couldn’t help it, I grabbed his other hand. He raised 
my hand to his lips and kissed it.”

“Then the moment was over and we continued to play Backgammon. He lost three games in a row, 
and then gave up. He held my hand across the table and we just chatted. He’s rarely beaten me at 
Backgammon since. No one has.” Henry nodded.

“When he finally left I felt confused. The Queen told me to bring my chair close to hers, which I 
did. ‘You’re confused, dear,’ she said. I nodded. ‘Don’t be. He loves you. You love him.’ I was 
shocked. I didn’t realise what it was I was feeling, but it explained everything. I was so naive. The 
Queen continued ‘It will be a bit tough at first. I will support you as much as you can’. I couldn’t 
think why. And the next evening, over the Backgammon board, he kissed me.”

Affie sighed. “How romantic! All I did was mend Henry’s communicator.”

“And charmed my dog!” said Henry.

“It swiftly got unromantic,” said the Queen. “He was four years older than me. I wasn’t even 
sixteen. When it got out, some people disapproved because I was so young. But we both were! The 
old Queen and the old King protected me as much as possible, but we had to keep our romance low 
key at first. We met mainly in the Queen’s rooms, and if we visited anywhere, like a hospital or a 
factory or a school, I had to stay in the background.”

“Finally, on the day before my sixteenth birthday, the Prince, as he was then, proposed and I 
accepted. He’d invited my parents and my brothers up to the Capital for my birthday, which I 
thought was nice, but, as I keep saying, I was a bit naive, and the proposal was a surprise. I was 
never going to say no, though. The next day, my sixteenth birthday, we announced the engagement, 
and the tide turned. Our romance was accepted and people started congratulating me, and I was able
to stand by my Prince’s side at public events. Making it official helped, it seems.”

“Of course he couldn’t officially propose until I was eighteen as you know. Royal protocol! As it 
was we were unable to get married even then as the Prince’s father, the old King, didn’t pass over 
until about ten years after the Prince officially chose me, on the day before my sixteenth birthday. 
Royal protocol. We ought to change that. The Prince should be able to marry before the King passes
over. It’s archaic. You, Henry, should change that!”

“You know, I wish I’d had a friend like you have Deanne,” said the Queen. “It would have helped a
lot.”

Affie reflected on her friend. “Yes, Deanne has been great. I didn’t know how great she had been 
for a long time. It must have rough for her.”

“Affie, can you play Backgammon?” asked Henry.
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“I used to play at the inn, for tips,” said Affie dreamily. “If I lost the boss would give my opponent 
a drink.”

She reflected. “We didn’t give out many free drinks.”

“Oho!” said Henry.

“Even when I gave them a couple of counters start.”

The Queen and Affie started a Backgammon competition that night which was to continue for 
years. It was a titanic battle. Neither of them managed to dominate the other, and Henry learned to 
keep quiet while they were playing. They took it very seriously indeed.

Shopping with Letty

The next day Letty was supposed to be taking Deanne and Peter to “the tops”. However Letty took 
one look at Deanne’s footwear and postponed the walk.

“We have to get her some proper walking shoes! Robin, I need the credit card.”

“Really? It’s absolutely essential is it?” said Robin.

“Give her the card, Robin,” said Ben. There was a stiff tone to his voice. Robin looked at Letty and 
Ben. Then he handed Letty the card.

Letty said “Peter, you have a day off. Mooch around. Kick a few pebbles. Clear this place up. Wash
my car. This is a girls only expedition.”

Peter, the quiet one, didn’t say a word, but he gave Deanne a kiss and let Letty take her away. He 
looked a little forlorn. Deanne wanted to run back to him, but Letty propelled her out of the door.

Letty and Deanne took the four wheel drive. Letty was really pleased with herself.

“Where are we going?”

“Who cares, we got the credit card! Ooops!” She’d hit one of the potholes in the drive and veered 
onto the grass. “Calm down, Letty!”

“Sorry Deanne, it’s hard sometimes being the only girl! I’m so glad you are here. I’m so glad Peter 
finally met someone. We’re going to get you some decent walking shoes, then we’ll see.”

Deanne found Letty fun to be around. They drove down into the town passing the hotel on the way, 
then over the bridge into the town.

Letty said “You’re going to have your hands full there.”

“Yes, we will. But we’re going to do it.”

“Bravo!”
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Letty pulled up in front of an outdoors shop. 

“I don’t like the idea of you buying me shoes,” said Deanne.

Letty looked at her. “Nonsense! You’re going to be part of the family. The family rule is ‘don’t 
spend money, but if you do get the best’.”

They entered the shop. “Hullo Letty, nice to see you again,” said the girl behind the counter.

“Hi Anne, we need to set Deanne up with some walking shoes. And probably some socks and other 
things too. She’s getting married to Peter.”

“Not in walking socks and shoes, I hope,” said Anne. “Wait a minute. Are you the Deanne who is 
friends with Princess Afua? Goodness.”

“Yes, Affie is my friend,” said Deanne. She felt a twinge of regret that she wasn’t back with Affie. 

“I had no idea it made me famous,” she joked.

Anne and Letty started fitting Deanne with socks and walking shoes. Apparently she needed at least
three pairs of socks and two pairs of shoes. Then she needed some “decent” trousers. And a jacket. 
And some wet weather gear. Some gloves. A small backpack. And finally a “decent” woolly hat. 
All Deanne’s protests fell on deaf ears. 

“But it’s not even winter!”

“But it will be! And we have the credit card!”

Deanne and Letty loaded up the boxes and bags into the four wheel drive.

Letty looked at the pile and said “That felt great!”

“It did, but I feel so guilty!”

“You’ll get used to it. It’s the way we do things in this family. Now let’s get some lunch.”

 Letty took her to a restaurant and they had lunch. Letty ordered a glass of wine, but Deanne 
ordered a soft drink.

“Do you not drink alcohol, Deanne?” Letty asked.

“Oh yes, sometimes. But I don’t drink a lot really. I’ve worked in an inn and seen drunk people and 
it looks horrible.”

“Yeah,” nodded Letty. “When I was at university so many of the students got drunk every night. So 
silly. I know, let’s walk round to my surgery. I need to check in and so long as you don’t mind a 
few bandages and splints the animals are cute.”

Letty and Deanne walked around the corner to Letty’s surgery. Letty introduced Deanne to the 
reception staff and then took her through to the back. Rows of cages held small bundles of fur with 
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various ailments. Some had shaved legs and lines delivering drugs to small bodies.

“What do you think?” asked Letty as they were driving back.

“About the animals? Sad but encouraging. They’re all being fixed up, and most should be better 
soon.”

She paused. “Thank you for showing me them.”

Letty looked at her. “You’re welcome. It wasn’t on the original itinerary. No, I meant the whole 
trip.”

“Brilliant!” said Deanne. “Thanks so much. I’m still feeling guilty about the shopping. A bit. It’s 
been relaxing though. We must do it again! I can’t wait to tell Peter. Oh no, I haven’t thought about 
him all day!”

Letty said “That’s the whole point! You need a break now and then. It’s much better when you get 
back together.”

When they got back, Deanne hopped out of the four wheel drive and ran up to Peter, who kissed her
and swung her around. Letty smiled.

“Can someone give me a hand with these packages?” she called.

The Operations Room

The Operation Room was dark and gloomy, lit by a single screen. Seated at the one working work 
station was a young man, lounging in the chair in the timeless pose of those whose job traps them 
behind a screen. The door slid open and the two girls entered. The boy jolted upright when he saw 
Affie, but she told him to relax.

“Leo, you now work for me. Did Ruby tell you?”

“Yes, your majesty. She told me.”

“Affie”, said Affie. “Call me Affie when we are working.”

She was given a quick rundown on the work station. It had a number of controls, keyboard and 
track pad to operate the screen, and also a sphere with no visible means of support. Leo called up 
the camera which looked over the Troll’s Bridge. He demonstrated how the camera could be aimed 
and zoomed in on a small area by touching the sphere. Ruby and Leo hadn’t been able to work out 
what all the controls did, and some appeared to do nothing.

“Go back to the edge of the bridge” said Affie. The image showed the damaged edge of the bridge. 
In close up, it could be seen that there was a fuzzy area at the very edge where the bridge was 
repairing itself and visible line behind that where the whiteness of the bridge was almost glowing. 
This boundary faded into the usual white of the bridge.

The girl nodded. “Hmm, it’s going well. It’s much faster than I expected. What else can you see?”
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“Umm, that’s it,” said Ruby. “It’s the only camera that seems to work. So much is shut down.”

“Yes, and shut down on purpose, it seems to me,” said Leo. “We should be able to get it fixed. 
There aren’t any visible signs of damage in here.” 

“We’ve had most of the panels up and everything seems OK,” said Ruby. We’ve tracked most of 
the cables to the back of the room, but we’ve not had time yet to fully investigate the panels at the 
back.”

“Let’s look, shall we?” said Affie. Ruby showed Affie where the main cables ran. There was an 
obvious corridor between the work stations.

“That’s where the main cables run. We’ve taken those up but the lifter tool won’t open the back 
panels”

Ruby showed the other girl the tool cabinet behind one of the other wall panels. There was no 
obvious gap, so it was likely that there was no missing tool. 

“We think that the tool that opens the back panels must be one of these. But we’ve tried them all.”

There were tools with meters, tools with whiskers or filaments, tools with grippers and tools with 
buttons of various colours.   

“These two tools remove most of the panels,” said Ruby. “I reckon that third one is the one we need
but it doesn’t seem to do anything.”

She pointed at the third tool.

“Oh, I’ve seen one of those before!” Affie said. She grabbed it from the cabinet and twisted it into 
two parts. She peered into the device.

“It’s been sabotaged! Some of the wires have been cut.” Affie started pulling out some of the little 
drawers at the bottom of the cabinet. Finally she found some fine silver wire.  She discovered that a 
work shelf slid out at the bottom. She found another tool, loaded it with the spool of wire and put 
the broken device on the work shelf where where something held it still to be worked on.

“That’s useful,” she said.

She started touching points in the tool with the new tool, replacing the wires that had been cut. 
Finally she snapped it together again.

“Right. Let’s see”.

“That was slick!” said Leo.

The trio moved to the back of the room and Affie placed the tool onto one of the panels, and 
pressed the buttons. She expected the panel to click open, but instead all the panels at the back of 
the room slid up into the roof.

“Good grief!” said Leo. “That’s awesome!”
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A big screen was revealed. After a second or two it lit up with a diagram.

“Do you notice something? It looks like a map of the room. Those...” Ruby pointed to some icons, 
“...are arranged like the work stations. That one is lit up, and corresponds to the working one.”

She touched one of the other icons and it came alive, and behind them one of the work stations 
came to life. They looked at one another and then madly started pressing icons and the room lit up 
as the screens sprung to life. Laughing madly they ran up and down the rows.

“Wait a minute!” said Leo, “All the screens show the same  view. They are all tied to the same 
camera.”

They all paused. It was true. 

“Somehow I thought that they’d all be different.” he said dispiritedly.

“Well, we will have to figure out how to change that” said Ruby. “Someone shut almost all of the 
functions down. It should be possible to start them up again.”

She went to the large screen at the back. Down the right hand side ran a column of icons. One was 
lit up, showing a small image of the bridge, so she touched another. It also lit up, but none of the 
screens changed. This icon showed a small image of the room at the top of the King’s Tower. The 
King lay on the dais and one of his doctors appeared and walked off screen again.

Leo touched one of the work station screens and the image switched to the room at the top of the 
tower. He touched it again and it switched back to the bridge.

Affie switched the nearest work station screen to the King’s Tower. She moved the camera around 
towards the throne. Sitting in the throne was the Prince, staring quietly at the dais where his father 
lay.

“I need to go,” she said. “See what you can find out about the main control panel.” She turned to the
other two.

“It goes without saying that no one is to use the cameras to spy on anyone. We need to ensure that 
anyone we might recruit in the future knows that. I’ll make sure that the Prince and his mother back 
me up in this. We can’t let anyone use this power for personal ends. See if we can put a lock on this 
room.”

The other two nodded in agreement. Affie hurried off to the tower and her Prince.

Deanne Visits “The Tops”

Deanne soaked in the big tub. Her leg muscles ached but it was a good ache. She smiled. It had 
been a great day. It started with Peter and Letty arguing about which of her new clothes she should 
wear. Letty was worried that the new walking shoes might rub and give Deanne blisters. Deanne 
was told to wear two pairs of socks. Then they started on about sweaters. Deanne slipped away and 
made her own choice, and when she came back they were still arguing.

“Come on then, let’s go!” she said. She had a wind proof anorak on over a sweater, and she had a 
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thin sweater and spare socks in her back pack, as well as a water bottle and some nuts and raisins. 
She had two pairs of socks on. She felt that she would be OK. Peter and Letty stopped arguing and 
looked her.

“OK then,” laughed Letty. “Sorry about that.” 

She and Peter put on their own walking shoes and anoraks, grabbed their own backpacks and the 
trio set off. At first Peter and Deanne could walk hand in hand.

Peter said, “It’s about ten kilometres there and the same back of course. Let me know if you get 
tired. Letty’s carrying lunch for us. We’ll eat it on the tops.”

Deanne considered. “It’s a good distance for this townie girl, but I think I’ll be OK. We used to 
roam the countryside around our town all day when we didn’t have school.”

A few kilometres out from Home Farm the track got narrower and Deanne walked in front of Peter 
and behind Letty. A bird flew off when Letty disturbed it.

Letty pointed. “Grouse.”

“Really! I wanted to see one of those!” said Deanne.

The track zigzagged upwards towards a big outcrop of rocks. Letty said that they would take a 
break up there. The track wound around the rock and alongside it. The last bit was a steep scramble 
to the top of outcrop. Peter watched Deanne anxiously up the steep bit.

The three sat on the outcrop and snacked on Deanne’s nuts and raisins and drank from their water 
bottles. The others had forgotten to bring a snack and bickered good naturedly about whose fault it 
was. Deanne smirked inwardly. 

Letty said “Are you OK, Deanne? Not tired or sore?”

Deanne said “Yes, I’m fine, thanks. I know it’s not a simple walk in the park, but I’m not made of 
eggshells! Peter was getting ready to catch me going up that steep bit! I do know it would be 
dangerous to break down out here, so I will let you know immediately if I hit trouble.”

Letty and Peter looked at each other.

“OK, no eggshells. We understand,” said Letty. “I had to ask though.”

“Oh, yes, I understand.” Deanne gave Letty a hug. “Let’s go on then.”

From then on the three relaxed. Letty and Peter pointed out the various points of interest. They 
skirted several more outcrops and then the path became somewhat steeper. It was harder to walk up 
it and Deanne’s muscles complained a little. She was still able to press on.

“Nearly there,” said Letty. “One more rise.”

“Wow!” said Deanne. “That’s not too bad.”
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The trio pressed on up the final rise, which was the steepest yet. The heather had fallen away and 
the last rise was mostly loose stones and rocks. Deanne was breathing heavily when they finally 
breasted the rise. On the highest point, one hundred metres away stood a cairn. The three walked 
towards it.

Deanne looked around. On one side the land fell away, gently it seemed, to farmlands. Stone walls 
criss-crossed it, small roads bisected it and became tributaries to larger roads. A lone cottage stood 
here and there, a gathering of two or three houses made a hamlet, and out in the misty distance a 
small town could be seen. Dark shadows of fluffy white clouds moved across the landscape.

On the other side, the ground fell away much more steeply. Rocky outcrops hid the lower slopes 
from view, but further out the patchwork of farmlands washed blue by distance was repeated on this
side of the hill until it reached the sea. The hill, or mountain, Deanne was not sure which it was, that
they were on was on one side of a large bay, which sparkled in the sun. On the other side of the bay 
were much larger mountains! Deanne had nothing to tell her the scale of the mountains, but they 
seemed larger and more bulky than the ones that The Castle was on. 

On the other two sides, the ground dropped away a little. A ridge led away in one direction towards 
a lesser peak crowned with an outcrop that seemed from this angle to be unscaleable. In the other 
direction, the way that they had come up, the ground fell away in long swooping steps. Somewhere 
down there was Home Farm.

“Wow! That’s amazing. It’s so beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it, except in pictures.”

“It’s the highest point near Home Farm,” said Peter.

“I’m Queen of the world,” yelled Deanne, raising her arms and spinning around. This made her 
dizzy and she slid on a stone and went down. The other two were laughing at her, but it didn’t 
matter.

Peter helped her up and she pulled him to her and kissed him hard. He kissed back.

“This townie could get used to living in the countryside.”

The wind blustered around the top so the three dropped down slightly from the peak and took 
shelter in a notch in the rock on the seaward side of the peak. It smelled slightly of sheep. Each of 
them found a flat rock to sit on and Letty brought out the lunch. Ben had packed three sets of 
sandwiches each with a sausage and a hard boiled egg.

Deanne ate a bit of the sausage. “Mmm, that’s cranberry and a bit of sage. Yum!”

Peter laughed and said “Ben is going to so love having you around. He thinks that we don’t have 
any taste buds.”

“Really? Did he make that sausage? It’s really nice. What’s the sandwich like?”

“Lamb. With a mint pickle, I think. Some salad stuff.”

“Mmm, mint and maybe cumin? I’m going to have to ask Ben when we get back. With rocket and 
spinach, I think.”
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“What about the egg?”

“Huh! Very funny. It’s an egg. Rather a nice one though.”

“From the farm down the road. Ben is going to be ecstatic to have you around!”

They gathered all the bits up and put them in Letty’s backpack.

“How are you feeling?” asked Letty. “It’s going to be hard on your legs going down.”

“OK,” said Deanne. “Let’s do it.”

They carefully picked their way down the first steep rise, then set off down the less steep parts of 
the track. Deanne soon began to feel it in her legs but it didn’t get too bad. She was glad when they 
saw Home Farm ahead of them though. When they could see their destination Letty soon out 
distanced them. Deanne and Peter walked the last bit arm in arm. 

When they got into the kitchen Ben was cooking the evening meal.

“Robin’s doing some accounts,” he said. “How was the walk?”

“Wonderful,” said Deanne. “Thanks for the lunch. That cranberry sausage with sage was brilliant, 
and that mint pickle was lovely. You must give me the recipe..”

Ben walked across the room and gave her a heart-felt hug.

“You little angel,” he said. “I’m so glad to have someone in the family with a sense of taste!”

Peter said “You know what she said about the sandwich? ‘Lamb. Mint and maybe cumin with 
rocket and spinach’”.  

Ben had gone back to stirring his pans. “Really?”

“And I asked her about the egg.”

“And...”

“She said ‘Very funny. It’s an egg. Rather a nice one though’.”

“Brilliant! She is an angel.”

“Well, angel,” said Peter. “Do you want a bath to sooth those aches and pains?”

“Sounds heavenly. I go first do I?”

So Deanne had had the first bath. She suddenly realised that she had taken ages and hopped out and 
got dressed. When she entered the kitchen she started to apologise, but they all shushed her. Peter 
was sent off to have a shower and they all started chatting about the day.

“Ben thinks you are an angel,” laughed Robin.
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“It was a lovely lunch. It was such fun up there.”

“Let me look at your feet,” said Letty. “It was your first time in those new boots. How do they feel.”

Deanne considered. “Pretty good. My legs ache though.”

Letty inspected her feet and pronounced them “perfect”.

“I’ll clean your boots later.”

“Oh no, I can’t let you do that!”

“You can help if you like. It’s a thing I do,” Letty said. Robin and Ben both nodded. “I do it 
because otherwise their footwear would stay wet and muddy and rot away. Funny, they look after 
the gear for the horses meticulously. Ben keeps the bathroom tidy when he’s not cooking. They 
wash my car when I’m up here and service it. Or at least Peter does if he’s here. That reminds 
me...”

“I’ll have to find something to do then,” said Deanne.

“You’re already doing it. It can get a bit dull up here, especially if Ben’s away. You’re like a ray of 
sunshine, Deanne. Even Robin’s cracked a smile now and then.” Robin tossed a rolled up tea towel 
at her which she caught one handed with no difficulty and everyone laughed.

Peter came down from his shower and Letty went for a soak. 

“Don’t expect me back anytime soon!” she warned.

Peter sat down next to Deanne and put his arm around her. He nuzzled her hair.

“We’ll have to get back to The Castle sometime soon.”

“Yes, I know.” She considered. “I wonder how Affie is. It’s not such a wrench to be apart as I 
thought it would be, but I still miss my pal. And in case you are wondering, I’d still rather be with 
you.”

And she kissed him.

Education

Affie was sitting in their chair, reading a stack of papers clipped together at the corner. The Prince 
came in and she put them down and made room for him in their chair.

“I didn’t officially finish school,” she said after they kissed.

“Mmm?” said Henry, kissing her neck.

“Your mother thinks that I should finish school and do some courses. I could do them by 
correspondence. Deanne’s already signed up for some, she told me.”
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“You don’t have to,” said the Prince.

“I want to,” she said, looking at him seriously. 

“For me. And you don’t want an ignorant small town girl as your wife,” she said, gesturing 
dramatically. “Oh, sorry!”

“Ignorant, you are not,” said Henry, rubbing his ear. “Clumsy, maybe. Let’s see what you were 
reading.”

He grabbed the papers that she had been reading, evading her attempt to stop him.

“’Proceedings of the Philosophic Society for the Advancement of Science. Use of Hybrid 
OldTech/NewTech Networks for the Distribution of Advertisements to Malls and Shopping Centres
by A. R. Newgate (Prof) and S. J. Stevens.’ What on earth does that mean?”

“Oh, I was looking for Universities that were doing courses in OldTech, and of course there aren’t 
any yet. The closest I got was these two guys at Central University. Can we get them in and talk to 
them? I think that they are talking about beaming ads to screens where the shoppers can see them. 
There’s also some sort of lookup thing where people can search for the nearest shop that sells, well, 
books, or jewellery. It fits in with some ideas that I have.”

Henry was looking at her with dropped jaw. She closed his mouth by lifting his chin with a finger, 
then kissed him.

“Your mother encouraged me,” she said.

“’Ignorant’ she says. Sometimes I think I’m the ignorant one.” He kissed her back.

“We have no chaperone,” she mentioned.

“So?”

“We will have to chaperone ourselves.”

He sighed. “You’re right of course. Not only is she a genius. She’s sensible too! What a 
combination. Meanwhile...”

He gathered her into his arms and felt her arms go around his neck. They kissed until they were 
short of breath.

“Maybe … we should get … your mother to join us,” she gasped.

“Perhaps that would be a good idea.”

Henry called his mother and asked if she wanted to join them. When she arrived the Prince said 
“We thought that you might want to play a game of Backgammon.”

The Queen raised an eyebrow. “Anytime.”
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Planning

Deanne and Peter returned from the north and took over the mess once more. At first it seemed to 
be back to business as usual, but Deanne was fixated on the hotel.

She commandeered one of the mess tables and moved it into one of the side rooms and she and 
Peter were more often than not to be found in there, making lists and diagrams. The table was 
swiftly covered with diagrams, blueprints, lists and tables. Over time Deanne added filing cabinets 
and computers. She took to suddenly saying things like “doorknobs!” and writing in her notebook. 

Neither she nor Peter looked very happy.

Affie said to Peter one day “How’s the planning going?”

Peter who was a quiet man by nature, hesitated. “It’s going OK. We should be able to actually get 
someone to start work in a month or two.”

“As a friend, I have to say that you don’t seem too happy.”

“Oh, I’m just tired, and so is Deanne. To be honest most of the work we’ve done is hers. She has 
immersed herself in it, and I think she is doing a brilliant job. Sometimes I wish she’d relax a bit. 
We have no deadline or anything.”

“Did you know she’s been studying books until two in the morning sometimes.”

“No! She is trying very hard. I’m not sure why.”

Affie knew why. She took Deanne to one side. “What about Peter?” she asked.

“What?”

“You’re a bit obsessed, old pal. Peter loves what you are doing, but your mind is on it all the time. 
Sooner or later he is going to feel left out. Do you still kiss?”

“Yes, but we’ve been a bit tired lately. Oh! Oh, my goodness. Oh, my goodness!”

“Indeed. ‘Oh, my goodness’. You should be fighting to stop yourselves from kissing. You should 
looking for corners in which to hug. You should be needing a chaperone whenever you are alone.”

“Peter!” called Deanne.

Peter came over. “What’s up!”

Deanne threw her arms around his neck and kissed him long and hard. He kissed her back and lifted
her up off the ground. Affie cheered and clapped.

“What was that about?” Peter said. “Not that I didn’t enjoy it.”

“I’ve been away, babe.” She gestured at the planning table. “I’m back. I need to get a sense of 
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proportion. I’ve been more interested that thing than in you. I’ve been trying to impress you. I 
should be loving you.”

“Mmmmm.” He kissed her neck. “You’ve been doing an amazing job. You’re a stellar planner. But 
I’m glad you’re back.” He kissed her lips, and her nose and chin.

Affie laughed. “Whoa! Timeout! Enough!” She clapped her hands and they pulled apart.

Affie and Deanne sat down together, while Peter went back to mess duties.

“Thanks, Affie.”

“No problem, pal. I prescribe no planning for a week. Phew! Whatever happened to those two 
young girls who worked in the inn?”

“Well, one of them became a Princess, I hear, and the other one, she got herself engaged to one of 
the richest men in the country.”

They sighed in unison, then dissolved into giggles.

Two or three days later Affie and Deanne were in the mess, sitting at one of the tables with Peter. 
The Prince brought an older woman into the mess. Peter said “Gloria!” and kissed her on the cheek. 

Deanne said “Oh my goodness. I know her.”

Henry introduced Gloria to the two girls.

“I think I know you,” said Deanne. “I’ve got your book.”

“My book?”

“The planning one.”

“Ah! Well I’m here to give you a hand with your project. Henry tells me you need to step away 
from it a bit.”

“A lot!” said Deanne. “oh, my goodness. You’re a professor at Central University and you are 
going to help me out?”

“As a favour to Henry and to Peter, whose family put me up when I go up north. I’ve known them a
long time. They think you need help. Do you want to show me what you’ve done so far?”

They all moved into the planning room. Deanne showed Gloria her plans, lists and other documents.

“What I call the master plan is in the computer. Most of the sub plans are also in the computer,” 
said Deanne.

“You did this by yourself?”

“No, Peter helped.” Peter was shaking head vigorously in denial.
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“Where did you study, my dear?”

“I read books. Your book.” Deanne lifted a thick textbook. Bookmarks stuck out of it like a 
porcupine.

“You read books?” Gloria stared at her. 

Affie said “She left school at eighteen. She’s been reading text books until two in the morning 
sometimes.”

“And how old are you now?”

“Nineteen.”

 “Henry, is this a joke?”

“No, Gloria, no joke.”

“Is it bad?” said Deanne.

“Well let’s look at it. Can you call up your master plan? Uh huh. How does that tie in to your sub 
plans? Uh huh. I see. Do you have estimates of time, quantities and costs? Uh huh!”

“The estimates are mostly very rough, because we have several quotes and we’ve not had time to 
properly compare them.”

“Uh huh. So they’re based on averages? Uh huh.”

Gloria sat back.

“Is it bad?” said Gloria. “Is it bad? It’s amazing, considering that you haven’t done any formal 
studies! I’ve got graduate students who would have had trouble with this, and they’ve been studying
for four years or more. It must have been intense. I can see why Henry and Peter want you to back 
off a little. You poor dear!”

They all returned to the main mess and sat a table. Peter and Deanne held hands. Gloria sipped her 
tea and looked at Deanne.

“You made two beginner’s errors. Firstly, you tried to do it all yourself. Yes, I know Peter helped 
but he’s no planner. Secondly, you didn’t get experts to do the expert thing. You may be a natural 
planner, but you can’t be that, and be a designer, and be a builder, and be whatever else all at the 
same time. Oh, and a third mistake. You got too involved. It’s going to be hard to let go. Let me 
take a hand,” Gloria said to the girl. “But it will still be your project.”

“And Peter’s. We’re a team.”

“And Peter’s, if you like.” Gloria waved a hand, dismissing all partners with a gesture. “I’ll take 
most of this stuff off your hands and we will meet once a week to start with. It’s an excellent 
beginning. Well done! Don’t stop having ideas and writing notes. Don’t stop planning in your head,
but leave the day to day detailed stuff to me. I’ll spend a day or two up here at The Castle to start 
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with, and then we will shift most of this stuff to my offices.”

“Thank you,” said Deanne quietly.

Gloria reflected. “You shouldn’t plan your own home if you can help it. I found that out the hard 
way after I got married and we planned our own first place. We nearly didn’t stay married! My wife
eventually gave me an ultimatum – her or the house. We gave it to one of my students and it all 
turned out pretty well. At least we did manage to stay married!”

She turned to Peter. “Can I go up and see the place? I’d like to see your family again.”

“Sure. Robin will love to see you,” said Peter. “And I know you love the bathroom!”

Gloria and Deanne both sighed in recollection.

Deanne put her hand on Peter’s chest. “I’m sorry.”

“What for? I should be sorry for letting you get in so deep. I should have noticed. I did notice, but I 
thought that you really wanted to do it. I didn’t realise that you were trying to prove something that 
you didn’t need to prove. I am so sorry. I’m really glad that Affie mounted a rescue mission.”

He kissed her.

“My almost sister, my life saver,” said Deanne, clutching Affie’s hand. “I was so scared of screwing
up. I should have been yelling for help ages ago.”

When Gloria had gone, Henry said “Well I never.”

Peter said “Yes, indeed.”

Affie said “What? What do you mean?”

“Gloria. When Henry and I did her course, I never, ever heard her being so positive about 
someone’s work,” said Peter. “Ever! If you only got lightly roasted you were doing well.”

“So Deanne’s a planning genius,” said Affie.

“And Affie’s an OldTech genius,” said Deanne.

“And you boys are just pretty faces!” said Affie.

Peter and Henry looked in consternation at each other.

“But I think we’ll keep you around,” said Deanne.

 The Prince and Affie started to spend more evenings in the mess whenever they didn’t have any 
other duties. Most of the planning documents on Deanne’s planning table disappeared and Deanne 
and Peter mostly went back to running the mess. When Affie and Henry arrived Peter and Deanne 
were usually able to sit with them and chat. Sometimes they were joined in the mess by Ruby and 
Leo. It was a relaxed time, though overshadowed by the King’s condition.
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Affie and Henry still made sure that they had their “Our Time”, always with someone sitting in 
what they called the “chaperone” chair. They also spent more time with the Queen. The Queen was 
still mentoring the girl, but her mind was more and more up in the King’s Tower where her husband
lay. As time went by it was usual to find at least one of the three in the Tower, watching the King’s 
slow breaths or talking to him. 

Love

Deanne and Affie were discussing falling in love. Deanne was in the chaperone’s chair. Affie was 
in the big chair she shared with Henry. Henry was expected later.

“I love Henry and you love Peter, said Affie. “If someone had asked me a few months ago...” 

She calculated in her head. “About a year ago, if we would both be engaged in a year, we would 
have laughed.”

Deanne nodded. “Weird, isn’t it. When Henry walked into the inn that night, everything changed. 
For me as well as you.”

Affie agreed. “It was almost instant. I knew, right away, that something special was happening, 
even before I said anything to him.”

She thought a bit. “Even before I took his order.”

Deanne looked at her. “Yes, when I look back I think I almost saw the flash of lightning. If I’d gone
outside I might have seen fireworks. No joking though, kid. It was almost instant for you. It 
changed everything for me too.”

Affie asked “It wasn’t instant for you?”

Deanne reflected. “No, it wasn’t instant. But it was nice. When you and Henry were away one time,
I went up to the mess and I met Peter. I thought he was a nice boy, but that’s all. We worked 
together that night and I enjoyed myself. I thought it was because I was doing something useful 
instead of acting as a wet blanket for you two.”

Affie grimaced.

“Sorry, Affie, but that’s the way it felt,” continued Deanne. “We had fun running the mess together 
when I could get away. I still didn’t really feel it, but we were getting closer. Then he walked me 
back, the night you found out, and kissed me. I wished he’d kissed me properly instead of just 
giving me a peck. That’s when I first wondered. That’s why I mentioned ‘my Prince’ when we went
to bed. You thought I was upset, and I was. But I was still wondering.”

She settled down in the chair. “After that someone arranged for him to be along whenever I was on 
a trip with you. Was that you?”

Affie denied it. “I was wondering about that. I suspected the Queen, who must have heard through 
Henry.”

Deanne continued. “That was nice of her. We were getting closer, me and Peter. We kissed, really 
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kissed. We walked around holding hands. We talked and talked.”

Affie said “Yes, we saw you ‘really kissing’ at that party just before you got the news about your 
Mum’s accident.”

Deanne said “Did you? Oh my. Oh, getting the news was horrible. An aide came up to us and 
cleared his throat. Peter said ‘What?’. I think he was pretty angry. The aide said ‘I’m sorry miss, sir.
I have a message for you.’ When I read it, we came hunting for you and Henry right away.”

Deanne reflected. “That’s when I knew. On the flight home. Peter came with us and his presence 
made me feel better. After I stopped crying he still held me. I wanted him to hold me forever. Then 
you realised about your birthday and burst into tears. I knew it wasn’t just your birthday. You love 
my Mum too. Peter said ‘Go on’ and nodded towards you. So I kissed him and went to sit next to 
you. My weepy friend! After a bit you went to sleep so I laid you down and went back to Peter. I 
went to sleep on his shoulder but when I woke up I was lying on his lap. He was stroking my hair. 
He stopped and I said ‘Don’t stop’ and he carried on. I knew then. Then they woke us up for 
landing.”

Deanne paused. “I knew then. But he knew before me. When we came back from the hospital we 
made him up a bed in the spare room, and we all went to sleep. I slept like a log. In the morning I 
got up and Peter was already up and tidying. I made him take a break for breakfast. He drank his 
coffee and was eating some cereal. Well, he was stirring it with his spoon, but not eating much of it.
I wondered what was wrong. Finally he stopped and reached in his pocket and brought out a ring 
box. ‘This is for you. Deanne, will you marry me?’ I got proposed to over a bowl of cornflakes! I 
said yes of course and he put the ring on my finger. Then we tidied up and you came over and I 
showed you the ring. But I knew on the plane. That’s when I knew I loved him.”

“Aw, that’s beautiful Deanne. Much more romantic than a bolt of lightning. Sorry for crying when 
you showed me the ring, pal. I seem to have a habit of crying over your dramatic moments.”

“That’s OK, Affie. I understood, though Peter was surprised. I explained to him later. It turned out 
that he knew he loved me well before I knew I loved him. He’d been carrying that darn ring around 
for about a week, waiting for the right moment to propose! You’re right, it was romantic. But bolts 
of lighting have their moments. When you were separated and you pined for each other. That was 
romantic.”

“It was pretty rotten actually. What would have happened if Henry hadn’t been the Prince? If Peter 
wasn’t part of a rich family?” said Affie.

Affie had a vision. She was a lot older and seated at her dressing table, touching up her lipstick. She
brushed her hair which had darkened over years and was now peppered with grey. Henry rolled in 
in his wheel chair.

“Come on, you’ll miss your flight.” Henry was grey too, but that was mostly due to the illness that 
would eventually take him away from her. Henry had been a businessman and then a politician. 
He’d had to retire after his illness struck him, of course.

One of her grandchildren came rushing in, with one of Deanne’s. Sometimes Affie’s and Deanne’s 
grandchildren seemed interchangeable.
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“Granny, are you going soon?” said the child.

“Yes, Henry, I’m going soon.”

“Bring me back a present!?”

“Maybe. We’ll see.” She would. “Now, go on Henry, back to your mother. And take Maddy with 
you.”

Deanne came in. Affie’s friend was looking great. She loved being a grandmother and that is why 
she and Peter had retired to this small town. They’d sold most of their hotels and other properties 
and now only owned a large hotel up north and the local inn, which was run by their most trusted 
managers, Smith and Jones. She was greyer than Affie, but it looked good on her. 

“Come on pal, let’s catch this flight. I never guessed that my best friend would be getting the 
highest scientific prize in the country. Never would have guessed it. We’re going to meet Prince 
Stephan too,” said Deanne. 

For some reason an image of Henry popped into Affie’s mind. Henry as he was when they met. 
When he’d been in the town on business and had popped into the local inn where she and Deanne 
were working. That first night they’d talked all evening while Deanne had taken on all the bar work.
Affie loved her for it.

Affie said “I’d never have guessed that my best friend would have built up the biggest hotel chain in
the country from just one inn.”

“Well, if I’d not gone to the Capital to study, and not met Peter, things would have been different. 
We did it together. He’s my perfect match.”

Affie reflected. Things could not have worked out better, for them both. Henry’s illness was a dark 
spot, it’s true, but his father had been afflicted with the same disease, so it was not as big a shock as 
it might have been. They had had many good years together, and raised three beautiful children, 
who had given them beautiful grand children. She thought about little Henry’s future. She hoped 
that the illness would not figure in little Henry’s life, but accepted that it might. She loved them all, 
all her children and grandchildren. She was glad she had given them life.

Affie stood up and bent down and kissed her husband in his wheelchair and picked up her suitcase.

The vision faded.

Affie answered her own question. “I guess it’s impossible to tell, but I think things would have 
worked out OK. I’m pretty sure that they would.”

The Hotel Rebuild Starts

Affie and the Prince stayed at The Castle because of the King’s condition, while Deanne and Peter 
travelled to the north. They were to meet Gloria and finally see the progress of work on the hotel. 
Gloria had visited a few times and work had started a few months back.

Deanne was nervous as they drove down from Home Farm to the hotel. As they rounded the last 
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curve before the hotel and it came into view Deanne gasped.

“It looks a bit different, doesn’t it,” said Gloria.

All the weeds had been trimmed and the shape of the lawns could be seen. Some rhododendron 
bushes had been revealed on either side of the short drive. Even some of the markings in the car 
park had been uncovered, but by far the biggest difference that could be seen was that the whole 
structure was encased in scaffolding.

“Some of the structure is being patched and some stabilised. There’s some internal strengthening 
and a fair bit of external strengthening being done too,” said Gloria. They all got out of the car.

“GREG! GET DOWN HERE YOU LAZY SO AND SO!” Gloria suddenly yelled.

A face appeared over one of the parapets. “Hi Gloria! Nice to see you too. I’ll be there in a sec.”

A short wide man climbed down two sets of ladders and walked up to the group. He didn’t seem 
upset by Gloria’s abuse. At first glance Deanne thought that he was fat, but on second glance she 
could see that he was all muscle.

“Meet Greg, one of my best friends and former students. Never was much of a planner but an 
excellent builder,” said Gloria. “How are we going, Greg?”

“She’s got good bones. The hotel that is, not Gloria, folks. There’s some things to be done to the 
basic structure, but not too much. The decorative stuff though will need a lot of work. The 
crenellations, the walkways, the parapets will need to be stabilised and in some cases redone.”

The banter between Gloria and Greg was comfortable. It had obviously been going on a long time.

“I must complement you on the work on the drainage and the other services, Gloria. Much better 
than your usual stuff,” said Greg.

“You know it wasn’t my work, Greg! You know my style by now. Actually I meant to tell you, 
Deanne, you’ll get a credit for that.”

“What! Oh good!” said Deanne.

“Credit?” said Peter. “Are these the courses that you are doing?”

“Yes, I signed Deanne up for my courses. When she said she left school at eighteen I thought she 
meant that she didn’t have any qualifications, but she actually she had enough to sign up for 
university. I’m technically bending the rules to sign her up for my courses directly, but I squared it 
with the authorities. I’m not going let my most promising student in ages get away!”

“Your work, young lady? Very well done,” said Greg.

“Rare praise,” said Gloria. “Well, Greg, are you going to stop chatting long enough to show us 
round?”

“Me chatting? This way folks. Mind the steps.”
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Some of the debris by the front door had been removed revealing some wide but broken steps. They
passed through the front door into the lobby area. Most of the rubbish had been removed. The 
rotting carpets had been ripped up. Much of the woodwork was gone, opening up much of the 
ground floor into one big room. Workmen were scraping, drilling and cutting.

“Much of the lobby area woodwork has been saved,” said Greg. “We should be able to reinstall it. 
It’s quality imported wood. All the other internal woodwork has been scrapped. It’s mostly low 
quality and not worth keeping.”

They walked around to the back, behind the staircase. Much of the kitchen metalwork, the benches, 
the shelves, the sinks and so on were still in place.

“I was going to ask about this. Should we preserve it or clear it out? It’s worth a little as scrap,” said
Greg.

“Why don’t we ask Ben?” asked Deanne.

“Excellent idea,” said Greg. “I’ve worked with him before, down in the Capital. I’d like to see him 
and Robin again. I’ll contact him.”

They walked around front again and up the staircase. Greg rubbed the woodwork, no, he caressed it.

“The staircase is amazing. It’s ninety nine per cent OK. Beautiful.”

At the top of the stairs they paused.

“Unsafe areas are taped off. Look for the yellow and black stripes.”

Deanne saw that the ballroom was taped off. She went to the door and saw that it had been cleaned 
out and most of the floor stripped. The bare beams were exposed and in some places there were 
holes through to the ground floor.

“Oh no!” said Deanne.

“I’ve saved the parts of the chandelier. A grand old piece,” said Greg behind her.

She whirled, and kissed him on the top of his head. 

“Oh sorry, that was cheeky of me. Thank you. Thank you so much!” She produced the crystal that 
she had taken on her previous visit. “Please put this with the rest.”

He took the crystal and put it into his pocket. “Sure, girl, sure. I couldn’t not save it. We may have 
to get some pieces made, but we can recreate it. You’ve an eye for nice things it seems.”

The party toured all the floors. As they got higher more and more places were taped as unsafe.

“Some of the roof tiles have been lost and that has allowed water to seep down and rot the floor 
timbers but the beams are mostly OK,” said Greg. “When the structure is stabilised we’ll fix the 
roof, and that will be the major part of the external work completed, but some more cosmetic stuff 
will have to be done. Some of the internal beams need a bit of work. Then we have to decide on the 
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internal structure and build it. The rooms, the kitchen, the bars, and so on. What do you think 
folks?”

“It’s OK, I suppose,” said Gloria, before anyone could answer.

Greg laughed. “Praise indeed! Thanks Gloria.”

Peter and Deanne looked at each other. Peter nodded to her.

“I think it’s amazing!” said Deanne. “I’m so pleased. It looks so much better with all the rubbish 
removed and everything tidied up.”

“We’re so pleased,” said Peter. “Do we need to get an architect or designer yet?”

“Yes, we have a few months work here, maybe six, but then we will be ready for the next phase,” 
said Greg.

“I’ve got an idea. Let me see if I can persuade someone,” said Gloria.

“Probably that wife of hers,” muttered Greg. “We could do a lot worse.”

They walked back to the car, and said goodbye to Greg. Greg kissed Gloria on the cheek and then 
disappeared up the scaffolding.

“He’s the best,” said Gloria. “But I’d never tell him that. He’d think I was being sarcastic.”

“I think that he thinks you are pretty good too, Gloria,” said Peter. “But he’d never tell you that.”

“You think so?” said Gloria. “Well I never.”

Peter and Deanne were relaxing on the couch in the kitchen at Home Farm. Ben was cooking 
something on the stove, while chatting to Robin who was sitting at the table. Gloria was soaking in 
the bath and was not expected to return soon. Letty was at home and they would miss her this time.

Peter stroked Deanne’s hair. She loved it when he did that.

“What do you think?” said Peter.

“About the hotel? It looks great! I like Greg. I was dreading major problems.”

“Me too. No, I meant the interior. Who are we going to target as our customers? The hotel targeted 
super luxury clients and went broke. Not enough rich clients came up here. I suggest we target 
families and provide affordable rooms. We can provide smaller rooms and more of them. With 
maybe a couple of luxury suites. What do you think?”

“Yes, I think so too. I ran some simulations. Gloria showed me how. Mid range worked out best. A 
bar and two restaurants, one cheap and cheerful and one upmarket, that worked well,” said Deanne.

“What? Here’s me relying on intuition and you’ve been running simulations? Am I redundant?”
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Deanne kissed him. “Obviously not. We both agree. Besides, you kiss better than the computer.”

“Huh!”

“Oh sweetie. You’re not really mad are you?”

He convinced her until she was breathless that he wasn’t really mad at her.

“Whoooo! One more thing. I think we should think about providing cheap accommodation for the 
walkers and skiers. The ones that go to the resorts have money, but there’s an untapped market for 
those that can’t afford the resorts but want to walk or ski. Maybe as a second phase we could put 
some basic accommodation out the back, away from the main hotel. Charge the minimum. What do 
you think?”

“I think it’s an excellent idea.”

He kissed her again.

“Food’s up,” said Ben. “Someone please set the table. Deanne, you’re going to like this. Rabbit 
stew cooked in red wine with shallots and herbs. Roast vegetables. Spinach greens, blanched but not
boiled.”

“Yum!”

“See if you can identify some of the herbs I’ve used.”

“Challenge accepted. But go easy on me, I’m still an amateur!”

“Agreed, but you’re talented. I love having you here, Deanne!”

The Meeting

The Prince called the two academics to The Castle, and met them with Affie and Ruby. It turned out
that the Professor was called Tony and his student was called Steve. The Prince introduced Affie 
and Ruby and explained their roles. He asked the Professor to briefly explain his ideas.

“Well,” said the Professor, “An advertising firm came to us and asked if we could use OldTech to 
help them advertise in malls and shopping centres, since use of OldTech was being legitimised. We 
couldn’t do it only with OldTech so Steve came up with a way to use some NewTech techniques to 
achieve what was asked for. Now...”

“Excuse me Professor,” said Affie, “What OldTech do you use for this?”

“Well, it’s hard to explain to a non-academic...”

“Professor, can you hand me your communicator, please? You do have a communicator, don’t 
you?”

“Yes, but..”
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“Let her look at it, please, Professor,” said the Prince.

The Professor handed it over. Affie twisted it and broke it into three. The Professor gasped, but 
Steve didn’t react, Affie noticed. Affie slid the bits over to Ruby who took a brief look and snapped 
them together again and slid it back to the Professor.

“We call those ‘type two’ communicators, Professor,” said Ruby.

“Professor, please assume that we have practical knowledge of OldTech,” said Affie.

The Professor laughed. “Point taken, young lady. I’m sorry about that. I did know that they came 
apart, but I wasn’t aware how. I shouldn’t have been so condescending.”

“Don’t underestimate Affie, Professor. “She’s a wizard with OldTech.”

The Professor nodded. He continued. “Please excuse me if I mention something that you already 
know. I don’t know how much you know, but of course you may have information that I don’t.”

He reflected. “To answer your question, we have a device designed by Steve that allows us to link 
NewTech circuits, like the one that connects all the computers in our University, to the OldTech 
circuits like the one that communicators work on, mainly the green network ones. As I said, Steve 
did the major part of the work on that.”

“And the Prof did the bit that showed the ads on the screens,” said Steve.

“Why ads?” asked Ruby. 

“Simply because an ad firm asked,” said the Professor. “I’d prefer to use it to, say, send messages to
other Universities, but they came to us with a request and a donation. They can’t dictate exactly 
what we use the money for, but it is courteous to use it on something that benefits them. And the 
underlying connection system can of course be used for more general things.”

Ruby and Affie looked at each other. “We were thinking of a system to send messages from, say, 
The Castle, to say, the Palace in the Capital,” said Affie.

The Professor and Steve also looked at each other. “Yes, the system could do that too. In principle it
could send from anywhere that has a device that links OldTech to NewTech to anywhere else that 
has such a device.”

Steve said, “Some day people may have a computer or communicator in their homes, to send 
messages to friends and family, and who knows what else?”

The Prince said “Professor, can you make a list of all the people that you know in any University 
who knows anything about OldTech and what they know? Can you please send it to Affie, Princess 
Afua? Let’s make it an ongoing dialogue.”

The Professor nodded. “Sure, but I think there’s only me and Steve, I think. Though there was that 
guy at Southern who trying to find out how communicators communicate.” He looked at Steve and 
Steve nodded.
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“There may be a few others. Yes, we can do that,” said the Professor.

The Prince continued, “I think that it is fair to say that there will be a Crown grant to investigate the 
broader uses of the technology that we have been talking about. Affie will be your primary contact.”

“Thirdly, we need some OldTech courses set up. Please send Affie and Ruby some draft syllabuses.
I’m sure you’re well along that route already? We will provide funds for that too.”

The two academics nodded their thanks. After more discussion about how to discover more about 
OldTech and make use of it, they broke for lunch. Then Affie and the Prince escorted the academics
to their helicopter. Affie, Ruby and Steve were in deep discussion, with gestures and diagrams 
written on scraps of paper as they walked.

The Professor sighed. “They’re great, aren’t they? I’m too old to get a deep understanding of it. All 
I can do is encourage Steve, understand what he’s trying to do, and give him a sense of direction. 
We’ve achieved a lot.”

Henry said “I’ve no idea what they are talking about sometimes. I trust Affie and Ruby to know 
what they are doing. They tried to show me once.” He grimaced.

Henry and Affie watched them walk up the stairs to the helicopter.

Henry said to Affie “Did I give a good impression of someone who knows what is going on?”

Affie linked arms with him. “I think you know more than you pretend sometimes.”

The Prince smiled at her. “Maybe. It’s called politics. I hope that you don’t have to get too good at 
it.”

Affie mused a little. “I think that Steve had a bit more to say than he wanted to say in front of his 
boss. I’ll get Ruby to make contact.”

The Prince groaned. “She’s a quick learner. I think that she’ll be good at this politics thing.”

The Prince ran his hand over the wall. “Wait a minute. What’s going on here?”

“Ah, that,” said Affie. “It looks like we have repaired enough bits and pieces for The Castle to start 
to repair itself. It seems to be incorporating our changes, like the New Tower. It’s fascinating. We 
haven’t located the main blueprint yet, but there are hints that there is one. We may never find it. 
Look.”

Affie pointed at the window which gave access to The Castle’s original structure from the bolted on
New Tower. The material was mottled, with material from The Castle mingling with the bolted on 
material.

“And here.”

Affie indicated the door of the room which was used as a corridor to the New Tower. It was wide 
open and was no longer functional.
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“It’s shrinking. I think that the door and the wall it is in will disappear eventually and this will 
become a branch corridor.”

“That’s amazing, if slightly creepy.”

“We’d like to be able to direct it and shape The Castle how we’d like, but we can’t find out how to 
do it yet.” She sounded frustrated.

“You can do it, if anyone can.”

“Yes, but I won’t always be up here looking for the way to do it.” She sighed.

Affie’s “spy”

Ruby was in the chaperone’s chair. She was sitting cross legged and eating out of a large package of
salty snacks. Officially she was there to report back to Affie on her trip to the Capital, but really she
was there to keep them company and give the chaperone the day off.

She was becoming a good friend to Affie, though she wasn’t as close to her as she was to Deanne of
course. Henry liked her too. He was impressed by the girl’s ability to switch roles from what she 
called “Henry” mode to “The Prince” mode to “OldTechnician” mode. He reflected that she had 
been a maid to the Queen, so she probably had a “Maid” mode too. Whatever role she was in, she 
was one hundred per cent in that role, so she was quite at home, sitting in the chair cross legged and
devouring her package of snacks. “Henry” mode meant that they were being informal, and no one 
did informal better than Ruby.

Affie had asked her to go to the Capital to talk to the academics face to face. Ruby came from the 
Capital so she was happy to get a trip back home, and she was happy to check out the University 
people. Affie suspected that she was also interested in checking out, Steve, the younger one on a 
more personal basis.

Ruby wasn’t keen on flying or so she said, so the helicopter ride from The Castle to the local airport
was always a drama for her. Her tale had involved terrible buffeting and shaking and barf bags, 
which apparently she “nearly needed” several times. Affie was beginning to think that her supposed
air sickness was more excitement than real sickness. Anyway, Ruby’s description of the trip was 
pretty funny.

Ruby passed over the plane flight from the local airport to the Capital pretty quickly, so it obviously
wasn’t as exciting. She talked about seeing “me Mum and Dad and me little brother” and how 
pleased they were to see her, and how her Mum and Dad’s neighbour and their twenty year old son 
came to visit.

“Layabout,” she sniffed, referring to the son. “A real frog. Then the next day I went up to the 
university to talk to the Prof and Steve. They’ve got a great setup there, with all sorts of OldTech 
and NewTech gear. It was great. Really interesting. The Prof had a meeting or something so Steve 
showed me around. They had a mock up of the ad delivery thing, but Steve was immediately talking
about what else they could do with it. Am-az-ing! He’s got some really way out ideas.”

“I asked him how much was his work and how much was the Prof’s. He got a bit cagey but opened 
up a bit when I pressed him. Apparently the delivery system was mostly his work, while the display 

117



system was the Prof’s. He freely admitted that he didn’t have a clue how that worked. ‘You’ll have 
to ask the Prof about that,’ he said.”

“Steve said that though a lot of it was his work the Prof was full of good ideas and was quick to 
pick up and understand Steve’s wilder thoughts. He was pushing Steve all the time to gain a deeper 
understanding of OldTech and NewTech for that matter. Steve has a fond spot for the Prof and said 
that the Prof didn’t want his name on the paper, but Steve had insisted. Steve said that more people 
would read the paper if the Prof’s name was on it. Apparently this is commonly done.”

“Steve says that the Prof got very excited when he saw how Steve was interfacing the NewTech 
parts of the system with the OldTech stuff. He wondered if any of the OldTech stuff could be 
replaced with NewTech as all the OldTech stuff was wearing out.”

“Steve then showed me his latest project. He called it a ‘bread board’ and it was a literal board with 
things screwed to it and wires going through holes. It looked wild! It was mostly NewTech but with
a few OldTech components. I could see what he was trying to do, it mirrored the circuits in a 
communicator. Steve said that it was a communicator, and to prove it he called my communicator 
and it worked!”

“Then the Prof came back and we had lunch. He kept saying things like ‘Be sure to tell the Princess 
this’ or ‘Make sure that they know that’. He knew why I was there, for sure. I’m not sure whether or
not he left me alone with Steve on purpose. He’s proud of Steve.”

She thought for a bit. “I’m pretty sure he did. Anyway, I took lots of notes so I’ll write them up for 
you. I’ll use short words for Henry’s benefit.”

“Hey!”

“That university is neat. I came up here right after I left school, so I didn’t go to varsity. I may go 
there sometime. I’d be the first in my family!”

Affie and Henry knew that Ruby was not dumb. She could easily complete a university course. 
Affie decided to push Ruby to complete varsity sooner rather than later. If she didn’t want to leave 
Affie’s team she could do it by correspondence. 

Ruby took up the tale again. “Steve and the Prof are really interested in how OldTech works. The 
Prof says that we can almost understand it and if we can understand it we can replicate it. That 
seems like a big thing, doesn’t it?”

Affie and Henry both nodded.

“The Prof said that while he couldn’t directly ask for money, for protocol reasons, he could hint 
strongly. So I said that I would strongly mention his strong hint. He seemed pleased. He’s nice.”

Ruby paused. “That was about it. Oh, Steve took me to a student bar that evening. I wasn’t drinking
so we didn’t stay long, but it seemed like fun. Lots of singing and drinking, not that I drink very 
much. Very noisy fun!”

“What do you think about Steve, Ruby?” asked Affie.
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“Well, he’s nice enough,” replied Ruby. “We had a brief kiss. It was sort of experimental, really. 
Afterwards he looked at me and said ‘That was sort of like kissing my sister.’ Then he got horrified 
at what he had said. I laughed and told him that I knew what he meant. He’s OK. But he’s not my 
Prince.”

This was a running joke with Ruby. She’d dated a few boys since Affie had known her, but none 
were “Her Prince.” She seemed happy enough though, as she put it, “kissing a few frogs while 
looking for her Prince.”

“Well, I’m off to bed,” said Ruby, uncoiling herself from the chair. She crumpled the snack packet 
and lobbed it effortlessly in a convenient rubbish bin. She rarely missed. 

“G’night both! Be good.” and she left.

Henry pulled Affie to him and kissed her deeply. Her arms went round his neck. They broke the 
clinch for a while and both were breathing deeply. The Prince moved to pull her too him again, but 
she put her hand on his chest, and he stopped.

“How did your parents last ten years before they married,” Affie said.

“They were saints?”

“Then we must be saints too, my love. We can last for just a few years,” said Affie.

“Yes,” said her Prince. “So long as I can kiss you and hold you in my arms now and then.” 

And he did. Then he was the one to pull back.

“Goodnight, my love! You need to go.”

Affie stood up and leaned over and kissed him.

“Go! Go!”

Affie turned and walked off smirking, trailing her fingers down his arm and across his hand. Then 
she walked to the door, opened it and looked back. He was watching her. She blew him a kiss and 
went back to her quarters. 

The Final Days

Affie hurried through The Castle and up to the King’s Tower. She ran to the Prince who was seated 
in the throne. He made room for her on the large seat and put his arm around her shoulders.

“You know, I think that someone made this throne for the heir. I can’t think that anyone else needs 
it.” He stretched. “Or maybe the King’s wife.”

“It’s not long now, the doctors tell me,” he said. “There’s been … changes.”

The King’s body lay on the dais, naked but partially covered by a blanket. There had indeed been 
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changes. His skin was now leathery and the colour of a dark wood. His arms were folded across his 
chest and seemed to merge with his body. The Prince could no longer hold his hand. His legs had 
contracted, his feet seemed to have lengthened, and his neck seemed to have contracted and his 
head to have lengthened.

The girl could hear his breaths. They were deep and long, about two in a minute. Faster than they 
had been. His chest seemed to have expanded, and his head had merged with his chest. These 
changes had been slow in happening, so the Prince could not have been referring to them.

“What changes, dear? What changes.”

“I’ll show you.”

The Prince stood up and so did she. They walked over to the dais and she gazed down at the King’s 
visage. She was not distressed or scared. She had seen the incremental changes and it all felt right. 
She felt no sorrow, and she hoped that the Prince did not either. She felt that the King had already 
gone somewhere else. 

She did see changes. The whole body was trembling slightly. The breathing was somewhat faster. 
The Prince put his hand on the old man’s chest. She did too. The supple leathery looking skin was 
smooth and silky. The heat of the body didn’t seem any greater than it had been.

Then she felt it! The heartbeat, always resonant and deep, was faster and it had an echo! The Prince 
moved his hand a little and so did she. A second heart! That was scary.

“I know,” said the Prince. “When I first felt it I was scared. But it’s been two days now, and I’m 
used to it. We should leave him alone soon.”

“Henry, we discovered something. We can watch this room from the Operations Room.”

She took him to show him. The three OldTechnicians had discovered much more about the 
Operations Room and its functions. They discovered that they could send whatever a camera 
recorded not just to the work stations in the room itself, but to other OldTech work stations around 
The Castle.

And so the Queen and the Prince and Affie were able to view what was happening in the King’s 
Tower while in the Prince’s quarters. All the doctors left the tower and the King’s body lay on the 
dais in isolation. The doctors were on a rota, one or other of them watched the happenings on their 
own screen down in The Castle’s infirmary. The King’s doctor from the Capital came up to The 
Castle, and she recommended no interventions. Only the doctors and the Royal family were 
permitted to watch the events. Ruby and Leo locked down the Operations Room for the time being.

When the sun rose about three days later the duty doctor called the Prince and then the Queen and 
Affie who hurried to the Prince’s quarters.

The first thing that they saw was that the roof of the tower had opened like the iris diaphragm of an 
eye or a lens. No one had done anything to cause this and Affie guessed that there was OldTech 
embedded in the dais. The King’s body was shaking violently, with the distorted legs cycling in the 
air. His body was violently curling and uncurling and suddenly a split appeared over his spine and 
spread down his body. 
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His skin seemed loose and Affie realised that he was shedding it! The leather like skin was tearing 
like tissue paper. Talons burst from the feet and the skin ripped all along the legs. Soon the legs 
were free, but they didn’t look like human legs – the thigh was short and the lower leg long and the 
foot was extended and bore four long talons. The creature that had been the King was writhing and 
twisting and slowly the leathery skin around the torso and head split and tore. Ragged strips of skin 
still clung on in some places.

Finally the head broke free. It had a long snout, with large deep set dark eyes. Two dagger sharp 
ears crowned the head. The creature ripped off the rest of the skin and in a sudden movement stood 
crouched on its two legs. Almost as tall as a man, it moved its head from side to side, while a jaw 
lined with teeth snapped open and shut.

It seemed still be covered in a cawl but with a stretch and a wriggle it extended two enormous 
wings which almost filled the top of the tower. The skin of the creature was deathly white at first, 
but gradually over an hour or so darkened to a sandy brown. The ribs of the wings were at first red 
with blood but stiffened and turned black. It flapped a few time and threw back its head and roared!

After an hour or so perched on the dais the creature gathered and extended its wings a few time and 
hopped and flapped to perch on the wall of the open tower.

“Oh my goodness! He made it! He made it!” The Prince, now technically the new King, was 
ecstatic. The Queen, now the dowager Queen, was misty eyed.

“Oh, I loved him so. I loved him so. From the bottom of my heart I loved him! I’m so glad for him. 
He made it.”

Affie, the future Queen, hugged them both. She reflected that a similar event was somewhere in her 
future, and that a successful transformation was, these days, rare. In the vault below the King’s 
tower the cylinders held the results of transformations going back centuries. When the 
transformation was successful they held a few scraps of leathery skin. When it was unsuccessful, 
the King’s body, often contorted in seeming agony, filled the column. Of course, by the time of the 
transformation, there was very little of the King left in what Affie thought of as the chrysalis. What 
would be her future husband’s fate, she wondered. What about her future children? In some ways, it
was harder for her than for Henry.

What if Henry’s transformation was unsuccessful? She looked in her heart. She would love him 
until she died whether or not his transformation was successful. She didn’t know if her mind would 
crumble when he passed over. She hoped not. She hoped that her future children would help her 
through, whatever happened, but she knew, in her heart, that this man was hers and she was his. 
Nothing would separate them except her death or his passing over. 

And this woman, her future mother in law, Affie would be a rock for her, and she would help the 
Queen through this. Did it help that the transformation had been successful? Not really. Only for a 
while. The Queen’s lifelong partner was gone just as one day her own lifelong partner would be 
gone.

Some day, some child of hers would be Prince or Princess. He or she would find a partner and Affie
trusted that the partner would support her as she intended to support the Queen.

Affie felt the presence of a long line of partners, extending into the past, and through her into the 
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future. She felt the joy too, the partnership for life. The deep compensation of a life of love. There 
was an up side.

Meanwhile, its wings fully expanded and dried, its skin darkening minute by minute, the new 
dragon brought its wings down with a “whump” and took off into an updraught and soared into the 
sky, bugling the fact of its existence to the world. The dragon swooped down towards the local 
town and passed over the central square, covering in minutes the distance that they had taken hours 
to cover. People waved and shouted. Someone rang bells.

The dragon picked up another updraught and soared back up past The Castle. It circled the King’s 
Tower once and bugled again. This time a distant bugle sounded in response and the dragon turned 
and flew off to join its own kind. An updraught took it up to the ridge descending from the peak 
behind The Castle. The dragon disappeared into the clouds shrouding the peak. 

The old Queen and the Queen to be and the future King had moved to the window and watched the 
dragon until it disappeared. The Queen was crying, her head down on her son’s chest, her other arm
around Affie. Gradually her sobs slowed and her head came up. Her son stepped back, but she held 
onto Affie. She turned and walked towards the exit with Affie.

“Are you OK?” asked Affie with concern.

“Yes, yes. I’m OK now. I may not be OK at times in the future, perhaps, but I’m OK at the 
moment. You and Henry have to look after each other. He’s going to have good days and bad days, 
and you will too. Oh, I’m so glad my husband was able to meet you my dear. I’m so glad. We 
thought Henry was going to be too late finding his bride, but he met you, and you are amazing.”

Affie protested but the Queen insisted. They walked to the door of the Prince’s apartment.

“Affie, my dear, we need to talk. We need you too, Henry. We have a coronation and a wedding to 
plan. We will start tomorrow, if that is OK. Today we toast my husband, the King that was, with all 
our people here at The Castle.”
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