
How to Save a World
The handle on the door turned, fraction by fraction, and the door inched open. A head poked around 
the edge.

“Grandad?”
The King and his Chief Minister paused.
“Milly? What are you doing here? Come here, come here.”
The small girl trotted up and allowed herself to be picked up and seated on the King’s lap.
“Hullo Mister Minster. Got any mints? Please?”
“Nice to see you again, Milly. It just so happens that I have.”
The Chief Minister always carried a packet of mints, and Milly had found this out the last time 

they had met. He slid the packet over to Milly.
“Just one, Milly, or your parents will tell me off,” said the Chief Minister.
Milly took a single mint, and then slid the packet back to the Chief Minister.
“Thank you, Mister Minster.”
She crunched noisily.
“Where are your Mum and Dad, Milly?” asked the King.
Milly twirled the ID tag hung around her neck with one finger.
“They’ve gone to see Gran. Dad hit Mum in the eye,” Milly said, around the mint.
The adults looked at each other in surprise.
“In the cacktis room.”
“Cactus room? Oh, the practise room. It must have been a training accident,” said the King.
“I guess we are finished here, sir? There’s nothing left that can’t wait.”
“Sorry, Alex, and thanks. Yeah, write it up as usual, with action points. I’ll have a word with the 

Generals about the provisioning matter. It’s always about the provisioning. Now, minx, let’s go and 
see what your Mum and Dad have been up to.”

“Bye Mister Minster. What’s a minx, Grandad?”
“A cheeky little girl.”
The King stood up, and, with the little girl on his hip, headed for the door.
“Bye Milly,” said the Chief Minister, smiling.
“Bye,” she said, waving over the King’s shoulder.

***
The King headed with Milly for the Queen’s offices, but Milly said “They’re in the firm… the 
firm...”

She couldn’t say the word. The King puzzled for a minute then he changed his mind and headed 
for the infirmary. He had guessed correctly and they heard the commotion well before they got 
there.

“They’re here,” said Milly, with a theatrical sigh. “Mum’s going to have a baby.”
“They…. What?”
They turned into the small infirmary, which seemed to be smaller than usual because of the 

presence of Tromso, the King’s son-in-law. He was tall and made of muscles. His wife, the King’s 
daughter, Elizabeth, sat on the bed while her mother the Queen, a qualified doctor, examined her 
eye, which was partly closed.

“Hullo you two,” said the King. “Milly tells me that congratulations are in order. Milly is getting 
a brother or sister.”



“What?” said the Queen. “Libby, is this true? Why didn’t you tell me?”
“We were going to get around to it. After the lecture about being more careful in the future,” said

Libby. “So Milly let the cat out of the bag, did she?”
“Oh, that’s great news!” said the Queen. “I’ll check you over later, but first the eye. You’re going

to have a black eye, but I don’t think that there’s any damage to the eye socket or the eye itself. I’ll 
give you some pain relief. How did it happen?”

“Milly tells me it was in the practise room,” said the King. “I’d guess you were fighting then?”
“Yeah,” said Tromso. “Sami, the trainer, was calling the moves, and the pipsqueak and I were 

going through them...”
“And I was just about to dump the great oaf on his backside, and I saw Milly toddling into the 

circle. She’d escaped the babysitter again. I couldn’t follow through with the throw and I couldn’t 
pull out completely, but as Sami was calling the moves, and didn’t see Milly, the big lunk didn’t 
know and poked me in the eye.”

Tromso snorted. “Yes, but I mostly pulled the punch when I realized that the shrimp was not 
completing the move. Didn’t I, tiny one?”

Libby stroked her husband’s hand. “Yes, you did, my dear sasquatch. You did.”
“But what if Milly hadn’t got in the way? Wouldn’t the damage have been worse?” asked the 

King.
Tromso and Libby looked at each other, surprised.
“No, Libby would have dumped me, and the punch would not have connected.”
The King sighed and shook his head.
“You know what the first thing the big blockhead did after the accident?” asked Libby. “He 

checked on his daughter! Not his wife, who he had just poked in the eye. His daughter! The big 
softy! She had bumped into his leg and fallen over, then tried to roll away, like we’ve been showing 
her. It was sooo cute!”

Tromso grinned as he took his daughter from the King. Milly laid her head on his huge shoulder 
and put one thumb in her mouth, and her other hand wrapped part way round his neck.

“Right, everyone out!” said the Queen. “I need to check out my daughter. Unless you really want
to stay?”

The King and Tromso strolled back to the royal apartments. The King greeted everyone they 
passed by name if he knew them, and stopped to briefly ask the names of those he didn’t. They all 
called him “Sire” or “Sir” and there was no bowing and scraping. He liked it like that.

“Royal apartments” was a euphemism. The “Palace” was just a few large houses, in a newly 
fenced compound. The King’s office and the Queen’s office shared a house next door to the ‘royal 
apartments’ and Tromso and Libby had a smaller house on the other side. There were a couple of 
other houses within the compound fence, which accommodated some of the staff, and performed 
other functions, such as the infirmary. Nowhere in the world was there a grand palace as constant 
warfare had impoverished all the nations. The King and Queen had set up the makeshift “Palace” 
because they didn’t like living in the castle, the biggest and grandest building in the city.

When the Queen and Libby were finished, they too returned to royal apartments, and they spent 
some time together. They didn’t get much time alone as a family, these days. Then it was Milly’s 
bedtime, and Libby and Tromso took Milly back to their home, next door.

The King and the Queen sat back and drank their tea.
“Remember when we were just the Mage and the Boffin. We’ve been here a long time now,” said

the Queen.



“Yes, but we should be able to ‘retire’ from this job eventually. It’s going well, and someone else
will take over when we have stopped all the wars. I am going to miss Libby and Tromso and little 
Milly and the new baby.”

“They won’t be little by the time we finish here though! They can visit, or we can visit here. But 
I agree that it won’t be the same. Do you remember how it all started?”

***
“Someone has put out an alert,” said the Boffin one day.

“Hmm? Who is it?” asked the Mage.
“I don’t know. Which probably means that it is someone new.”
She tapped a few keys.
“It came from quite a distance. But, as you know, I can’t quantify it exactly.”
“Scientists!” he said. “Always wanting to measure things.”
The Boffin didn’t bother to remind him that he measured things himself, when it was 

appropriate. The Mage pulled out a scrying ball.
“Yes, there’s an alert on my side of things too. Signed by ‘Willow’. Do you know any 

‘Willow’?”
“No, but she’s going to be one of yours anyway.”
“True. They want us to visit. Shall we go?”
“You need to ask?”
She held out her hand and they stepped.
They were in a sitting room come kitchen. In the middle was a large table which was obviously 

used for all sorts of other purposes as well as eating. Coffee was available in a jug in the centre and 
the Mage’s nose twitched at the aroma. Books and papers covered one end of the table and snacks 
the other end. There were already some others here, either at the table or seated in the comfy chairs 
at one end, or clustered around a set of screens. Several others were regarding some scrying balls, 
and laying out divining cards. Some people they knew and others were strangers. Terry and Kitty, 
the first couple that they had found and helped to come into their powers, were up at one end talking
to a group of others that the Mage didn’t know.

“Hullo, I’m Willow,” said a woman. She was slim, even slimmer than the Boffin. “I’m glad you 
could come. We need your help and advice.”

“We’re...”
“The Mage and the Boffin. Yes, I know. Please come and meet Archie, my partner. He’s usually 

known as the Geek.”
The Geek and some of the other scientifically inclined strangers were clustered around what the 

Boffin thought of as a workstation on steroids. Several screens were showing images and 
information in code and in graphical form. She quickly traced connections with her eyes and was 
impressed.

“Nice!” she said. “What do you use the modulator for?”
“Boffin! Nice to meet you! We searched for ‘people with power’ and you showed as the earliest! 

It will be great to talk to you. The modulator? Oh, it’s just to add all the signals together.”
“Oh, I just let the processor do it, and throw it on a two-dimensional screen, using colours for 

intensity. Zoomable. Often we project it on the wall.”
The Geek nodded. “Yeah, that was the next step. Cool!”
The Mage and Willow both raised their eyebrows and laughed.
“Right, let’s gather round the table and I’ll tell you about the problem,” said Willow.



Everyone heard and complied. The Mage concluded that Willow was the leader of the duo, just 
as the Boffin tended to lead in their own partnership.

“We found a space which has a big problem,” said Willow. “You know what I mean when I say 
‘space’? Some people call it a ‘world’ or a ‘universe’. Humans can ‘step’ between spaces, but 
ordinarily they don’t know how.”

She got nods from everyone.
“So, this space has very little magic, and not a lot of science. Or physics, or whatever you want 

to call it. It does have a lot of war.”
“Our powers are not very effective in the space, and even with our best efforts, the human race 

will be extinct within a century or so,” said the Geek.
“The Geek calculated that it would take several times the effort that he and I can put in to save 

these people from themselves. We thought that we were the only people with powers, but the Geek 
ran a simulation, more or less on a hunch of mine, that implied that there were more. You guys. In 
fact there is an infinite number of us, but we can’t reach them all, of course. When the Geek came 
up with his prediction, we were surprised at first, and weren’t sure that the Geek’s simulation was 
correct, so we sent out a call, and you came!”

“So, the question is,” said the Boffin, “do we help them out and if so, how?”
Willow replied “Yes, Boffin. Well the Geek’s done a simulation of course, and I’ve used my 

scrying ball. Both methods show you and the Mage unifying the people and stopping the wars. 
There’s an underlying desire to stop the wars, we believe, but it is suppressed by history, tradition, 
and the warlords. We will all have to help, though. Paige and Miko will probably take over from 
you once all the warlords have been defeated.”

“But they will be used to conflict. How do we handle that?” asked someone.
“By changing it to a sport or form of exercise.”
The Mage nodded. “That will work. We’ve done that before.”
“So,” said Willow, “are we decided? Are we going to help them?”
“One further point,” said the Geek. “My simulations predict that if we go in and help them, by 

diplomacy, politics, or other methods, using our combined experience, and nothing else, they will 
just slip back into their old ways. We would just be delaying the end.”

“Yes,” said Willow, “but we figured out a way to stop that. We can add our own genetics to the 
mix, and that should stop them backsliding. We would do that by having children in their space and 
our kids would then marry the locals. This will work not just because of the genetics, but also 
because we will introduce a new mindset and pass it on to the children.”

The Boffin had her personal device out and touched a few buttons.
“That will also have the side effect of strengthening the science and the magic in that space, I 

think.”
Willow nodded.
“We think so too. But our descendants would then be locals.”
“Hi, all, I’m Ben and this is my partner, John. I just want to raise a question about the ethics of 

this. Do we have the right to interfere in this space, which is, after all, theirs and not ours. We’ve 
helped out in a few spaces, but in each case the locals asked us to help. Or we helped a power 
couple get started so that they could help themselves. We didn’t force our help on them. As the 
Boffin asked, do we help them out? And, I would add, by changing their space completely?”

John said “Ben and I would vote for helping them out, by the way. But Ben likes to have things 
out in the open.”



“Most of the inhabitants are miserable,” said Willow. “The constant warfare has meant that the 
space is relative primitive. I’d call it medieval in many ways. Little medicine. If you get sick, you 
die. But you are right, Ben. We do need to consider if it is right to interfere, and my feeling is that it 
is. I want to give them a chance. To give their kids a chance. Let’s have a show of hands. Is there 
anyone who thinks that we should keep our noses out? Please raise your hand if you do.”

No one raised their hand.
“So that’s decided. No discussion needed. The first thing… Boffin?”
The Boffin had raised her hand.
“Willow, you say that the Geek’s simulations show us, the Mage and I, unifying the people. I’m 

not trying to shirk the responsibility, but maybe some other couple would like to do it?”
The Geek frowned and turned and tapped on his keyboard.
“Hm, it would still work, with someone else, but would take much longer. A couple of centuries. 

The simulation depends on me and Willow staying here, in our space, and everyone else working in 
the problem space. I could change the parameters...”

The Boffin was looking over his shoulder.
“Hm, yes, but any changes would not be optimal. See, there and there,” she said, pointing at the 

Geek’s formulation of the simulation. “I withdraw my suggestion. We will do it. It works out best 
that way.”

“So, how do we do it?” asked someone.
Willow answered “Well, the Mage and the Boffin will step into the space and will work their 

way to the top of one of the major factions. With our help that should take about a year. Everyone 
else will step into the space and...”

“Breed like bunnies,” said someone, sotto voce.
Willow laughed.
“Well, yes, but our main jobs will be to support the Mage and the Boffin, and to spread our 

heretical ideas! As the Geek said, he and I will not step to the space. Well, we will visit, now and 
then, of course. We will monitor everything from here, and that will give the Mage and the Boffin 
and everyone else a huge advantage over the locals.”

She turned serious. “We will be fighting a war. Several wars, probably. We will have to send 
people to fight and die. We may have to kill people ourselves. There is no escaping this. Does 
anyone have an issue with this?”

There was a shuffling around the table but no one said anything. Finally the Boffin spoke up.
“If we want to save these people, we will have to accept that people will die. But the human race 

in this space will be saved. It’s a difficult ethical question, and I want to save them, so I’m prepared 
to accept the necessary deaths. But I don’t like it.”

“It’s like the dilemma of the runaway train,” someone said. “The train will kill hundreds of 
people if left to itself, but it can be switched to another line, and they will not die. However, this 
will result in the certain death of one person. If you are operating the switch would you, could you, 
kill one person to save hundreds?”

Everyone nodded.
Willow said “Right, as I said, we have a big advantage. In spite of the dearth of magic and 

physics in that space, the Geek and I will be able to use our powers to advise the Boffin and the 
Mage and anyone else who steps into that space.”

***
The Boffin said later “I like Willow. She’s a powerful personality, but nice with it.”



“Yeah,” said the Mage. “I like the way she handled things. Up front with everything. Do you 
mind that she is directing things?”

“No, why should I?”
The Mage was a wise man, so he decided not to answer. “Oh, no reason.”

***
The King sat on the throne and yawned. He’d been receiving pledges of allegiance all day. The 
Queen came in and sat next to him.

“That’s the first stage completed. Any updates from Willow and the Geek?”
The King looked at his scrying ball.
“Hmm. Only that they will keep an eye on the old king. He might try to drum up an army in 

exile. The Geek says that the probability is small. How are you, my dear? Having to kill his 
champion couldn’t have been fun.”

The Queen looked grim.
“Yes, I didn’t enjoy it. But he was a brute. He enjoyed killing and maiming people. His wife is a 

complete mess, and I don’t know if she will ever properly recover from his treatment of her. Can 
you take a look at her?”

“Sure. I’ll do what I can. I was going to, anyway.”
“By the way, I’m going to have to stop being your champion, if I’m going to be Queen. I suggest

you nominate Ben. He’s already making a name for himself. Besides, I’m pregnant.”
“What? Oh, great news. He or she will be our first child in this space. Part of the plan, but, still, 

one of our children. We’ll have to make sure that he or she knows about his or her siblings in other 
spaces.”

“She. Yeah. Same as we have done with all our other kids.”
“We have to deal with those yahoos to the east next. What do Willow and the Geek say?”
“Oh, we soften them up through trade, they say. We get trade working and the merchants will 

keep the warlords in order, as far as they can, to protect their businesses. The Geek reckons we 
should push our technology. It’s still primitive, but better than theirs. That’s default plan for all of 
our competitors, actually.”

“Terry and Kitty are working in the east. They’re keen on the environment. If we can achieve 
peace we could promote the east as a tourist destination!”

“Mm. Not for a while. The Geek says we will have to fight at least one war with them, and his 
predictions have been pretty good so far. Maybe over that island with the artisans.”

“How long will we be on the throne? What does the Geek say?”
“About twenty to thirty years. Probably longer. But we can take short breaks, of course. And our 

kids in other spaces can visit us.”
***

The King’s armies swept into the east. The defenders were being driven back towards their capital 
and were resorting to destroying bridges and blocking roads as they retreated. One detachment of 
the defenders was assigned to ambush one of the King’s armies as it passed through a narrow 
mountain pass. They spread out in pairs along the ridge overlooking the road and settled in as well 
as they could. No lights and no fires. Plenty of snow and wind.

“Sheesh, it’s cold. What did the Colonel mean when he said that we would all be heroes?” asked 
one.

“He meant that we wouldn’t be coming back, Kev.”
“What?” said the first trooper. “We’ll all be killed? It’s a suicide mission, Carl?”
He wasn’t the brightest of the troopers. Carl didn’t bother to answer.



“Sarge?” Carl called. “When are they supposed to get here?”
He twanged the string of his crossbow. It was a nervous habit.
“Sarge?” he called again.
“Sorry, your Sergeant is a bit busy at the moment,” said a voice.
“What? What’s he doing?” said Kev.
“Surrendering, I think. At least, that was one option. The other is to die.”
Kev pulled out his sword, but Carl knocked it out of his hand.
“Do we get the same options?” asked Carl.
“Of course. Just lay down your weapons and walk over here. Unless you want to take the second 

option, of course.”
“No, no, no, sir. We’re happy with the first option, aren’t we, Kev?”
They laid down their weapons and walked around the rock. A soldier in the uniform of the 

invaders was leaning against it, carrying no visible weapons. He offered them some gum.
“Did we just surrender to an unarmed man?” asked Carl.
“Well, I‘m not carrying a weapon, but they are,” said the invader.
Three of the invader soldiers rose from behind rocks. Three crossbows pointed at them.
“If you’ll just follow me down to the camp, the rest of your platoon will already be there.”
They started down from the lookout.
“Aren’t you going to tie us up to stop us running away?”
“Well, if you run that way,” he said, pointing toward the defenders’ capital, “you will be shot as 

either invading spies or deserting cowards. And if you run the other way, you will be shot as spies 
or scouts, probably. Depending on which side finds you first. Assuming they give you time to 
explain yourselves.”

“Ah!” said Kev.
“On the other hand if you come with us, well, we’ll ship you to a camp where you can sit out the 

rest of the war. We’ll feed you and house you, but it won’t be all that comfortable. Sorry. What have
we got for supper tonight, Corporal?”

“Rabbit stew, Sarge,” his corporal replied.
The two defenders salivated at the thought. They’d eaten nothing substantial for two days. 

Supplies were running short.
***

The King and the Queen, otherwise known as the Mage and the Boffin, both dressed in battle gear, 
entered the castle of the defending King. A path had been cleared through the rubble and invading 
soldiers lined the way to the keep.

They had ridden through the capital and noted the signs of battle. Some buildings were burnt and
still smoking. Others were reduced to piles of rubble, and quiet people peered at them from the 
remaining buildings and from behind the rubble. They looked thin and poor, worn down by the 
recent war. The Queen thought that they looked hopeful, but she wasn’t sure.

The keep showed the marks of fierce fighting too. Paintings had been knocked off the walls and 
furnishings overturned and smashed. Fires had burned in places, but were now out. Doors were 
broken down and windows smashed.

The Mage and the Boffin entered the throne room and the defending king slouched on his throne,
with only one or two of his retinue still beside him.

“Right, you will vacate the throne and go into exile. Anyone who wants to can join you there,” 
said the Mage. “To think that this could all have been prevented if you had let the Artisan Island 



change allegiance to our nation. Or you could have let them trade freely with the rest of the world as
they wished, rather than through you.”

“Never! The Artisan Island belongs to us.”
The defending King made a gesture and one of his remaining soldiers charged at the Mage with 

raised sword. The Mage made a move to defend himself, but there was a thunk and the charging 
soldier fell on his face and skidded to a halt. A crossbow bolt protruded from his back.

“Majesty, I am Larvik, and I am, or rather, was, the commander of the King’s personal guard. I 
seem to have changed sides,” said the shooter, a large man with impressive muscles.

The former King was dragged away by the Mage and the Boffin’s troops, and was hurried off to 
exile. The Geek would keep an eye on him to ensure that he didn’t cause any trouble.

“Let’s talk, Larvik,” said the Boffin. “What caused you to change sides?”
“Well, I’ve seen your country, Majesty, when the King, the former King, went to the peace 

conference, which, as you know, failed. I was impressed with how cheerful and optimistic most of 
your citizens are. Our citizens tend to be much more pessimistic and afraid. Your citizens are not 
scared to express themselves, even to your face, Majesty. I was shocked at first!”

He considered for a moment or two.
“I decided that it was down to our King. He ruled by terror. You didn’t seem to rule at all! Then I

noticed that you listened and discussed and suggested until there was a consensus, and only then did
you issue a proclamation. I was impressed. It seemed a much better way of doing things.”

“Why, thank you, Larvik. Tell me, who do you think should be King. Would you like the job?”
“No, Majesty. I’m not a ruler, but I am happy and willing to serve. Are you not going to rule, 

then?”
“No, we are not going to rule. It was all about removing the former King, who was dragging 

your country down. The people of the Artisan Island begged us for help, and so did some of the 
powerful people in your country, but the old King started the war. We’ll set up a panel to pick a new
King, and you, and others, can help us pick the panel.”

“And, you’ll leave an adviser here, Majesty?”
“Our ambassador.”
Larvik nodded. “May I make a request, Majesty?”
“Sure. Go ahead.”
“I’m loyal to my country, and I hated to see it being brought down by the former King. But, 

although I love my country, I would like my family to see yours. I’d like to take my wife and my 
little son, Tromso, to live there for a while. Would that be possible, Majesty?”

“Well, your country will need to send an ambassador to ours. When he is selected, I will see if he
will take you on as staff. But Larvik, just one thing. Please don’t call us ‘Majesty’. ‘Sir’ and 
‘Ma’am” will do.”

“I’ll remember that, Maj... Ma’am.”
***

Before the war ended and while the King and Queen’s forces were still advancing on the capital, 
Kev and Carl, together with a hundred or so of their compatriots, were taken away from the front 
line. Of course, they had to walk, but that was OK, as they were used to marching long distances. 
They had plenty of water and the food was adequate. After a few days, when the officer in charge 
found out that they were expert archers, they were sent out with some of their captors to hunt for 
rabbits and other wildlife for the pot.

“Look at this Kev,” said Carl, looking at his loaned crossbow. “What do think of this crossbow?”



Kev picked up the crossbow and looked at it, turning it over, testing the strength of the strings, 
testing the trigger mechanism. Kev may not be the brightest knew his weapons.

“It’s a good machine. In fact, it’s a beauty. Much better than the ones we had. The bolts are good 
too. What about it?”

“Yours is just as good. Hey, boss,” he called to one of their captors, “where do your crossbows 
come from?”

“We get them from the Artisan Island.”
“So did we! But yours are so much better than ours were!”
“Yeah we know. Who do you think they wanted to win?”
Carl laughed until he was breathless.
After a week or so of walking, the prisoners of war were loaded into a train and transported to a 

camp south of their captors’ capital. While they were at the camp the war ended and they were told 
to wait to be sent back to their own country.

“Do you want to see more of the country, Kev?” said Carl.
“Yeah, shall we?”
They just walked out of the camp. No one stopped them. Carl had a crossbow slung over his 

shoulder that he had “forgotten” to return the night before. They walked up the road to the capital, 
doing odd jobs for food and money, and then they discovered that they could earn a bit of money 
doing trick shots with the crossbow.

No one questioned them, except the local copper in one town who just wanted to make sure that 
they weren’t going to cause trouble and were going to move on in the morning. When he learnt of 
their plans to see more of the country, he ended up buying them a beer. After a couple of weeks, 
they arrived at the capital, by which time they had managed to replace their uniforms with civilian 
clothes and had each acquired a backpack with some extra clothes and personal items. They were 
moving up in the world.

They explored the capital, and soon got a job as security men for a rich merchant. The old man 
had originally come from their country and had been in the capital for about fifty years. He’d 
married a local girl and stayed, but they had had no children. She had been dead for twenty years, 
but her portrait, painted by a local artist, still had pride of place in his sitting room. He loved to sit 
down with Kev and Carl and discuss ‘the old country’. Carl listened carefully and he wondered if 
the old man’s memory was fading, as his memories varied from what Carl himself knew about their 
home country. But it didn’t matter.

One day the old man’s cook had a day off, and Carl and Kev stood in for her. The old man was 
so pleased to taste the flavours of his youth.

“You should start a restaurant! I’ll back you! Carl, go and look for premises, tomorrow.”
Carl tried to talk the old man out of it but he insisted.
“What else am I going to spend my money on, boys? I’ve no family, and when I die it will all go 

to the state.”
When the old man went to bed, Carl and Kev set the alarms and retired to their quarters. Carl 

was thoughtful as they got ready for bed.
“What’s up, Carl?” asked Kev. “You’re quiet.”
Kev was not usually the most observant person.
“Oh, I got a letter from my wife today. It’s three months since the war ended and she is asking 

when I will be coming home. I miss her and the kids.”
“I miss my girl too. I promised to marry her if I got through the war OK.”
“Oh, what did she say to that?”



“Something like ‘If you sign up for this stupid war I never want to see you again.’”
“Oh. So have you written to her?”
“Yeah, lots of times. Her Mum keeps writing back. She says Annie is still mad at me but she still 

keeps all my letters in a box.”
Carl wondered briefly what was going on there, but returned to the matter at hand.
“I’m thinking of sending my wife train tickets to come here. The railway has been repaired and 

trains have started running from home to here. I like it here, and even though things are getting 
better back home, or so I’ve heard, they’re still way better here. I want to send the kids to school 
here. Back home it will be some time until the schools are as good as the ones here.”

“Oh, good idea. I’ll send my girl a ticket. She will surely come here if I do that.”
“Better send her Mum one too, if you’re going to marry the girl here.”
Kev paused for thought.
“Yeah, you’re right. I’ll do that.”
So the old man set them up in the restaurant. He retained fifty-one per cent of the business, 

because, after all, he didn’t get rich by being stupid, but Kev and Carl had few problems running it, 
and it became popular. When Carl’s family and Kev’s girl and her mother arrived, they helped them 
to run it. Kev and Annie got married, but her mother didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go home.

Kev and Carl were taking a break one day, when Kev asked “Do you think that you will ever go 
home? After all, we’ve got our discharge now, so we can go back if we want.”

Carl considered.
“Yeah, one day,” he said. “We have family back home. The old man hasn’t. What about you?”
“Oh, we will visit, I think. But we’ll come back here. Annie’s going to join the Army. They let 

women join up here, you know?”
“What? But she didn’t want you to join up!”
“Yeah. It turns out she was a bit jealous, as well as being scared that I’d get killed.”

***
“I’m looking forward to seeing the new ambassador again,” said the Queen. “It’s been fifteen years,
hasn’t it, dear?”

The King nodded.
“I’ve no doubt you’ve been following his career, my dear. I wonder if he is going to bring his 

son?”
“He was such a sweet little boy. Remember how he and Libby used to play together? Always 

fighting!”
Their Majordomo formally introduced the new ambassador, and the ambassador presented his 

papers and the King formally accepted them.
“Thanks, Peter,” the King said to the Majordomo. “Now that the formal part is over, the 

ambassador is going to take tea with us. We call when we need you.”
The Majordomo nodded and left them to it. The Queen rushed up to the ambassador and his wife

and hugged and kissed them.
“It’s so good to see you, Larvik! And Ellie. I was so pleased when they made you ambassador, 

Larvik. Come through to our private rooms! And Tromso! I knew that you’d grown, but you’re 
huge!”

She gave him a kiss too, and they all walked through to the sitting room. A young girl was sitting
waiting for them. She jumped up and gave Larvik and his wife a kiss, and somewhat more 
hesitantly gave Tromso one too.

“Libby?” said Tromso, surprised.



“Yeah, I suppose that you still think of me as the kid you used to fight with as a child,” she said. 
“You’re a bit bigger than I remember too!”

“He’s so big that he finds it difficult to find people to play with him,” said Larvik, himself a large
man.

“Play with him?” questioned the Queen.
“Dad means ‘fight’. Martial arts,” said Tromso, with a grimace. “He calls it that to tease me.”
“They won’t fight you?” said Libby. “What a bunch of losers. I’d take you on, you big lunk.”
“Are you serious, shrimp?” said Tromso. “You wouldn’t last five seconds!”
“I’ve beaten opponents bigger than you!”
“But not ones as good as me!”
“Right, let’s settle this now!”
Ellie sighed.
“Just like when they were tiny.”
“Practise room in five minutes!” said Libby.
“Right! Er, where is it?”

***
They all went down to the practise room and Libby and Tromso changed into the fighting uniform. 
Sami, the trainer, happened to be there and agreed to referee. There would be three three minute 
rounds, and if either of them were pinned or called ‘submit’ then the round would be awarded to the
other contestant. If a contestant touched the ground outside the ring, the round would be awarded to 
the other contestant.

They entered the ring and faced each other on their starting lines.
“Black belt,” said Tromso. “That’s good, but not good enough, midget.”
Tromso was wearing his own black belt.
“You’re supposed to be respectful in the ring,” said Libby.
“My apologies,” said Tromso, bowing. “You are correct.”
“Begin!” called Sami.
They bowed and Tromso advanced on Libby, trying to finish things off quickly. Libby moved 

sideways and he found himself stumbling off balance towards the edge of the circle. He fell flat on 
his face centimetres from the ring.

“A simple trip?” said Tromso, with sarcasm dripping from his voice.
“Student, it nearly worked. Calm the beast,” said Sami.
Tromso acknowledged the rebuke. “Yes, Master.”
So far he wasn’t doing too well. He reined back his irritation and climbed to his feet. He and 

Libby faced each other again. Libby was fast and agile, but he wasn’t yet worried. She landed more 
blows than he did, but stayed out of his reach. He’d expected that. The blows he absorbed easily, 
but they were harder than he expected. She used her timing well.

Libby was impressed by Tromso’s speed. She was hitting him more often than he was getting 
through her defences, but he seemed to be absorbing the blows well. She needed to take a risk.

Libby allowed Tromso to almost catch her in a clinch at the edge of the circle. A quick twist and 
push, a leg locked around his leg, and he was teetering. She had just enough time to spin and plant 
her feet in his back and out he went!

“First round to Libby,” said Sami. “One minute break!”
“Still confident, big boy?” asked Libby.
“Oh, yeah,” said Tromso. “Nice move. You’re fast and you hit hard, but if I get a good hold of 

you, you’re done.”



Libby nodded. “You’re fast for a big guy too. Faster than anyone of your size that I’ve fought. If 
I can stay out of your reach, I reckon I’ll win. Though I’ve got a few tricks if you do catch me.”

Tromso also nodded. “Yeah, I’d have expected that.”
They faced off for the second round. Tromso stopped chasing her, and let her hit him. He tried to 

draw her towards him, and as time ticked down he finally got a hold of her. She immediately went 
limp, but it was one of the moves he was expecting and he flattened and pinned her.

“Second round to Tromso,” said Sami. “One minute break.”
“Get off me, you big oaf!” said Libby.
“Still confident, little girl?” asked Tromso.
“I should have gone for the nuts,” she said, ruefully.
“That’s hardly fair,” said Tromso, laughing.
“I know, I know. That’s my irritation speaking. I wouldn’t really. It would be a foul. I knew you 

were trying to get me close, and I still fell for it! I should have kept you at arms length until time 
ran out. Then I would have been one up, with one round left. Dammit!”

Sami called them for the final round, and they bowed to each other.
“Winner takes all,” said Tromso, trying to psych her out.
“It’ll be me,” she said with confidence.
“Warning, students. No talking,” said Sami.
Tromso chased her round the ring using his unusual speed and agility to his advantage, but she 

was much quicker and more agile than he was. He nearly caught her twice, but once she spun out of
his attempt to grapple, and once she managed to sit him on his backside. She didn’t try to pin him.

“Come on, Tromso,” she said. “We don’t want a tie, do we?”
“Warning, Student. No talking,” called Sami.
Tromso pretended to stumble when she next attempted to trip him and as she tried to give him 

the final push over the line he grabbed her leg and used his weight to propel her out of the circle. 
Unfortunately for Tromso, though, she had given him enough momentum that he couldn’t help but 
step out the circle himself.

“Both out. Tie. Match is tied, one point each,” said Sami. “Libby, you leave yourself open far too
much. I’ve told you before. Tromso, you are good, nice agility and speed for your size, but you rely 
too much on your strength and size. I can help with that.”

They bowed to Sami and then to each other.
“We’ll have to have a re-match, squirt,” said Tromso. “You are good. Really good. I’ve lost to 

guys bigger than me, but not often, but no one your size has come close, until now. You almost did 
it!”

“Well, most people I’ve fought are bigger than me, you big bear. I’m used to it.”
“I liked that spin kick you tried. I might use that myself. Did Sami teach you that one?”
“He helped me perfect it. It missed though. You moved, you big ox.”
“Yeah, I was lucky, imp. I wasn’t expecting it.”
They separated and disappeared through their respective changing room doors.
“Just like when they were kids,” said the King, and Larvik nodded.
“Hmm,” said the Queen, wondering if there was more to it than that. She and Ellie exchanged 

glances.
***

The Boffin and the Mage were relaxing in the Geek and Willow’s kitchen and living room. They 
had left behind the roles of King and Queen for a weekend, and were just being themselves.

“How are we tracking, Geek?” asked the Boffin.



The Geek dialled up his graphs, and he and the Boffin started talking about “probabilities” and 
“alternative scenarios” and “possible and probable outcomes”. Willow raised her eyebrows and 
offered the Mage a cup of coffee.

“What do you think, Willow?” he asked.
“Well, it all feels OK to me, Mage. You?”
“Yes, me too. Have you scryed?”
“Yes, of course. I think that we need to watch that Khan in the southern continent. He may be a 

little bit crazy. He might stir up one or more of his allies to make war with us, but that will just 
delay things. I hope he will deal, even if it means liberalizing things in his domain.”

“Them?” asked the Mage, indicating the Boffin and the Geek.
“Oh, they will eventually come to the same conclusion as us, I reckon.” she laughed. “Actually, 

I’m joking; we compare notes all the time and we’ve both had a hand in the plan. Of course, we get 
all the reports from you guys ‘in the field’. We’ve all had a hand in it.”

Later Willow dragged them all out on a hike. The Geek confided to the Boffin that he had 
learned to trust Willow’s instincts, and that he thought the Boffin would enjoy herself. The Boffin 
knew what he was implying. She and the Mage both liked physical activities, like hiking, but she 
knew of other power couples where one was much more interested in outdoors stuff than the other. 
The Geek was obviously less drawn to such activities, but enjoyed them, nonetheless.

They strolled up an easy track for ninety minutes or so, stopping now and then to watch a bird 
taking flight between the trees, or a furry creature peering at them from behind a branch. Willow 
pointed out some brightly coloured insects, and they detoured around the metre high nest of a 
species of ant. After a steady climb, they emerged on top of a bald outcrop. At the ridge line the 
mixed forest that they had climbed up through gave to way to a dense forest of pine trees, which 
covered both sides of the valley below.

Out to the west, where the valley opened out onto the coastal lowlands, they could see the 
nearest city. Tall buildings marked the business district and a tide of suburbs washed up against the 
hills. Out in the bay, the dark shape of a freighter edged closer to the docklands. Willow said that 
the city was a nice enough place, with good restaurants and a couple of theatres and cinemas. It was
was a clean, bright place, and though there was vapour rising from the industrial chimneys, Willow 
said that it was almost all steam.

“It didn’t use to be that way, but we persuaded them to clean things up. The Geek monitors it, 
and we follow it up if anything shows up in his traces, but they are pretty good at sorting out any 
issues, these days. It’s a much nicer place than it used to be, and they want to keep it that way. They 
are proud of it.”

“Yes, these Scientist types are so keen on monitoring stuff. Of course, it would be easy enough to
do it with a spell, but why go to the effort when the Scientists are so eager to set up their 
machines?”

They all laughed.
To the east, the valley split. The height that divided the two tributary valleys was a sheer outcrop,

rather like the one that they were on, and down on the floor of the valley at the junction they could 
see a large hut. Even at this distance they could see hikers milling around, preparing to set off on 
another day of adventures.

“Willow forced me on that trail once. There’s a really nice waterfall up the right-hand valley.”
“Forced you? You loved it,” said Willow, putting her hand on his shoulder.
He kissed her.



“Yeah, I’m kidding. It does take a bit of effort to leave the machines behind, but I do love it. 
Who wouldn’t?”

Willow dipped into his pocket and pulled out his pocket device.
“Leave the machines behind? Yeah right,” said Willow, laughing.
“Hey! Well, all the machines except that one. It’s not fair! You don’t need an object to scry with. 

A puddle of water. An ants nest. Clouds. The bark pattern on a tree.”
The Mage and the Boffin enjoyed the banter and relaxed.
“Congratulations, by the way,” said the Geek. “I hear that you are about to be grandparents 

again.”
“Yes,” said the Boffin. “It’s going be a boy this time, and they’ve decided to call him Vinstra.”
“Yes, I see,” said Willow, looking into the distance. “His parents and his sister are fighters. 

Sporting fighters, these days for sure, but still fighters. Vinny won’t be. He’ll be a peace maker, 
though he will battle more fiercely than any of them when he has to. I can’t tell if he will have any 
other brothers or sisters.

A cool breeze swept across their lookout. She paused, shaking her head.
“Sorry, my other name is ‘The Prophetess’. I can’t control it. I prefer ‘Willow’, though.”
The Mage said “I can see the future, but I usually choose not to. You don’t have the choice, 

Willow, and I’m sorry for you.”
“You’ve got kids, haven’t you, Willow?” said the Boffin, trying to change the subject.
“Yes, but fortunately I can’t see their futures. The youngest is about fifty. When she gets to 

seventy, or passes on, we will probably have some more.”
“We do much the same,” said the Boffin. “It gets confusing if there is no gap because you might 

be ‘Great Great Gran’ to one five-year old, ‘Great Gran’ to another and ‘Gran’ to a third. Or worse.”
Willow nodded.
“Yes, I agree. Shall we make our way home?”
Going down the trail was easier than coming up, and although they made good time, the sun was 

setting over the cottage as they approached. The Boffin liked Willow and the Geek’s house because 
it reminded her of their cottage back home. It was comfortable, surrounded by the couple’s gardens,
both floral and vegetable. Willow grew the vegetables, and the herbs. She harvested most of her 
ingredients for her medicines from it, while the Geek mowed the lawns and looked after the flower 
beds. He also looked after the bee hives at the end of the garden.

Suddenly Willow stopped dead in the middle of the track.
“There’s someone in our house,” she said. “But I don’t think they are a danger.”
The Geek checked his device. “There have been no alarms, dear. Are you sure? Oh, wait. Yes, 

I’ve got him now. How did he get in without setting off the alarms?”
They approached the house quietly and the Geek and Willow went in first, closely followed by 

the Boffin and the Mage.
“Oh,” said Willow. “Who are you?”
A small tearful little girl stood in the middle of the room.
“Milly!” said the Boffin. “How did you get here?”
“I don’t know,” wailed Milly. “I was looking for you, Gran! And I came here and I don’t know 

where I am.”
“Uh-oh!” said the Boffin, looking at the Mage. “Come and sit on my lap, Milly. It’s all right. 

Don’t worry, my dear.”
Willow produced some biscuits and Milly slowly calmed down. She’d been by herself for quite 

some time after accidentally stepping after her grandparents.



“Dear, could you go and tell Tromso and Libby that Milly is with us? I’ll take her back later.”
“Sure, my dear,” said the Mage, and he went into the next room so that Milly didn’t see him step.
“All our kids know about stepping, but they are older than Milly, of course,” said Willow. “Some

of our grand-kids do as well, but sometimes their parents don’t teach them. It’s forgotten after a few
generations in most cases. Sometimes we get one like Milly who finds out how to do it for herself, 
but not often.”

“Yeah, same with us.”
“Do you want some ice cream, Milly?” asked Willow.
“Yes, please. You’re the lady in my dream.”
“Oh, am I?” said Willow.
Milly obviously had some powers, Willow thought. She considered her own dreams, but none of 

them contained Milly, so far as she was aware. Suddenly she was with her friend, Milly, standing on
the rocky hillside below a castle. Milly was a grown woman, wearing full battle armour. Willow 
was wearing ordinary clothes, and they were laughing because the battle had been won without a 
single arrow fired or a sword raised. Then the vision faded.

She went and got the ice cream for Milly. It seemed that she and Milly were going to be friends 
in the future. She’d tell the Boffin later, but it didn’t worry her too much. She often had ‘flash-
forwards’ like this.

***
Slowly the King and the Queen expanded their sphere of influence. The Geek called it “the empire” 
when he wanted to tease them, but it was more a group of cooperating nations than an empire. Few 
actual wars were fought. Some nations even asked to join the alliance without a battle or any 
political manoeuvrings. The King and the Queen only ruled their own country, and they were 
quietly encouraging a growing push towards democracy even there. They negotiated trade treaties 
and peace treaties with all the other countries, but didn’t try to rule them.

Their main weapons in their quest to save humanity in this space, on this world, were trade and 
education, and often they were enough.

First, they started trading with a problem country. This involved various strategies, from legal 
importation through to outright smuggling. The traders, even the smugglers, were often interviewed 
when they returned home, and so acted as unpaid, but usually enthusiastic spies. Over time the 
problem country would become used to and dependent on the imported goods, and the traders 
would point out that they could only continue to import the goods if relations with the country 
remained good. They would emphasize this, if relations between the two countries deteriorated for 
any reason.

Secondly, they opened their best colleges and Universities to the people of the world, and 
specifically invited the people of problem countries. And the people of the problem countries sent 
their sons and their daughters. Often the rulers of the countries sent their children, and the children 
learned much more than their parents expected. They learned what freedom was. They learned what
politics was, and how to play the game. They learned that their home countries were not free, and 
that the rulers ruled by fear and suppression. Those from counties with a ruling religious elite 
learned religious tolerance. Those from countries with a rigid paternal or maternal society learned 
gender tolerance. And so on. It opened their eyes, and some of them didn’t return home.

Some did return and, as children of the ruling elite, they set about changing things. At the very 
least they introduced new ideas. At best they brought the best ideas to their country and the ideas 
spread. At worst, they died young, of course.



In most countries there were people who were not from this space. The special people who the 
Geek and Willow called their “field agents”. These people were carefully working behind the lines 
to introduce new ideas, which was risky, but their other role was to introduce genes from other 
spaces into this space.

Of course sometimes these tactics didn’t work, and they had to go to war. But the alliances and 
the trade treaties with other countries usually stopped the conflict spreading. The Geek was worried 
that countries which had not yet aligned themselves with the friendly coalition would form an 
opposing block. But the “field agents” worked to stop that happening. They weren’t entirely 
successful and opposing blocks did form, but that didn’t prevent the push for peace. The blocks 
stopped conflict between the countries who formed the blocks, and peace and trade treaties were 
made between blocks rather than single countries.

But the real reason that the wars died away was because people found that peace was, well, 
peaceful. There were no armies fighting their way across the countryside destroying the farms, or 
destroying the towns and the cities. The children no longer went off to war and never returned.

***
Willow and Milly looked over the barricade of rocks and down at the city below. On this side of the 
city, the castle stood at the top of its hill. To reach the castle, the invaders from this side would have 
to cross an open plain, then scale the rise to the city, and fight their way through the castle walls. 
The attackers coming in from the sides would have to fight their way through a part of the city, 
which would result in a bloody mess, so the main assault would be from this side.

This wasn’t the capital of the Khan’s country, but if they captured it, there wouldn’t be anything 
to stop the invaders from driving straight through to the capital. The battle promised to be fierce, as 
the Khan’s men were covering almost all the key routes to the city. Vultures circled in the updrafts, 
as if they knew that a battle was brewing.

Milly was dressed in full battle gear. She was a Colonel in the invading army, and was not 
looking forward to the conflict as it would be bloody and long. Willow was dressed in civilian dress
and had only stepped in to support her friend.

“Last chance,” said Milly, with little hope in her voice.
“Your Gran and Grandad are good. They’ll do it if it’s possible.”
“Yeah, I can’t see it, though. The Khan isn’t the most rational of men. Even our ‘field agents’ 

report as much. If he hadn’t kept attacking our allies, it wouldn’t have come to this. It has to end.”
Milly sighed.
“Mum’s on the right flank, with the bombardiers. So is Uncle Jack. Dad’s on the left flank, with 

a force of archers. Little brother is with the delegation. Aunt Jen is on this side somewhere and our 
forces are ready to attack the strongholds on this side. My cousins are scattered about. Our Generals
are good, but it’s going to be bloody.”

“Whatever happens, it’s the end of our attempt to rescue the people of this space. We’re going to 
win, of course, as we have the superior weapons, but it is going to be at a huge cost. This is the last 
obstacle to a universal peace, so our job is done. Some of us are pulling out already.”

Milly knew what she meant, and nodded.
“I’m going to have a baby,” said Willow. “It’s time.”
“Oh, that’s great news. My two kids will love to meet him or her. Can I tell my husband? I think 

I can get a message to him.”
“Sure. Your Gran and Grandad already know.”
“That’s great news, Willow. It’s cheered me up immensely!”

***



Vinny was wandering around the castle, while somewhere his grandparents were arguing with the 
Khan. They called it a “peace conference” but he doubted any peace would come from it. Too much
shouting.

“Boy!” someone called.
He turned and saw a woman gesturing to him. He thought of her as “old” from his vantage of 

twenty-two years of age, but she was probably about forty. Vinny thought for a minute then entered 
the woman’s apartments.

“I’m the ‘First Wife’ of the Khan,” she said. “Who are you? You’re too young to be a part of the 
delegation. Come in and have a cup of tea.”

She sent one of her maids to make a cup of tea, while her second maid waited behind her chair.
“My grandfather is the King, and I begged him to bring me along.”
“Mmm, they’re wasting their time arguing with the Khan. He is nine parts insane. He will never 

compromise.”
“What do we do, then, ma’am?”
“Well, I would ...”
She was interrupted. The door flew back and the Khan burst in.
“Assassin!” he shrieked and attacked Vinny.
Vinny pushed him back.
“No, your majesty, I’m not. No!”
“Don’t lie to me!”
The Khan drew his dagger and advanced on Vinny. Vinny was vainly trying to remember all the 

defensive moves that his sister had tried to teach him over the years. Most of them seemed to 
assume that he had some sort of weapon himself. He backed away until he was against the wall and 
the Khan rushed at him.

Vinny put his arm behind one of the heavy curtains and was able to use the curtain as a makeshift
shield, but he felt the dagger cut into his arm. He tripped over something and fell onto his back, 
losing his hold on the curtain.

“Die, assassin,” hissed the Khan, and fell on him with his dagger. Vinny got a hold on the Khan’s
wrist, but the Khan was bigger and stronger than him and Vinny wasn’t able to hold his wrist back. 
The dagger got closer and closer.

Then the Khan jerked and the pressure ceased. He collapsed on top of Vinny, and Vinny pushed 
him off. The Khan’s wife was standing there with a short sword in her hand. Blood dripped off the 
tip of it.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a long time. And so have plenty of others.”
The doors flew back again and the King and the Queen and a number of others rushed in.
“He came in here! Fancy locking us in like that! Oh! Vinny!” said the Queen.
“I’m not too bad, Gran. Only a few shallow cuts, I think.”
He stood up, but shock set in and he had to sit down. His grandmother started to check him out.
“What happened, Ma’am?” asked one of the Khan’s men.
The First Wife pulled herself together.
“The Khan accused the boy of being an assassin and attacked him with his dagger. I killed him to

save the boy.”
The Khan’s men briefly conferred.
“It looks like the killing was justified,” said the leader. “There will have to be an enquiry, though,

Ma’am. Please don’t leave your quarters.”
None of them appeared to be upset by the killing, and in fact several were openly smiling.



“Chancellor, may we stay and talk with the Khan’s wife? We’d like to thank her for saving our 
grandson.”

“Certainly!”
When the Khan’s delegation had gone, the Queen hugged the Khan’s ex-wife who burst into 

tears.
“What will happen to you now, my dear?” asked the Queen.
“Oh, not much, I expect. You saw how pleased they all were. They’ll probably decide it was 

justified. When they elect the new Khan, he gets the option of ‘marrying’ me and the Khan’s other 
wives, just as the old Khan did. He was my second Khan.”

“But what if the new Khan doesn’t want to marry you?”
“Oh, I just stop being a Khan’s wife. The histories say that we, the wives, could be ‘put aside’, 

and what that means varies. Sometimes the new Khan looks after the wives of the previous Khan. 
Sometimes he doesn’t. I could end up being on the street.”

She cheered up.
“I’m not sorry I killed him. I’m GLAD that I killed him. He was a cruel man, and thought 

nothing of sending his troops on idiotic suicide missions. He didn’t bother me much, but he has 
beaten up his younger wives more than once.”

“How many are there?” asked the Queen.
“Two. I’m surprised that neither of them stabbed him before I did.”

***
Willow and Milly sat back and enjoyed the sunshine. Everyone had been told to stand down 
because of the truce.

“A three-day truce? I wonder what that is about?” said Willow. “Your grandfather just said that 
an announcement would be made in three days. That enemy soldier who wandered into our camp 
said that there was a rumour that someone had killed the Khan. He said that the person was a boy. 
Vinny?”

“I doubt it. Vinny’s useless at fighting. He doesn’t like all the killing, so I don’t think that he 
would kill anyone. He’s such a sweet boy. Oh well, I have to go on patrol. Even though we are 
stood down, we still have to keep an eye on the enemy. They’re doing the same. My platoon’s cook 
gave the nearest bunch a couple of rabbits and they told him!”

“Look, Milly,” said Willow.
She was holding a small ball of fire.
“Oh, I’ve seen Grandad do that! But I thought that there was no magic here.”
“Yes,” said Willow, “but we have been here long enough now to have brought some magic to this

space. And some science too.”
“It’s my space, Willow. Maybe I will be able to do that some time. I’ll be sad when Gran and 

Grandad and all the rest of you go back home, but I can step, and I can visit. Besides, this space will
need help for some time yet. You’ll still be around, on and off.”

She got up and stretched.
“Anyway, patrol. See you later, Willow.”
Willow sat in the sun for a while and sighed. She’d forgotten for a moment that her friend was a 

native, though Milly’s Gran and Grandad were not. Milly and her descendants were a large part of 
the plan, and Milly knew it.

***



The King, the Queen, and Vinny were asked to appear before the enquiry panel. They couldn’t be 
ordered to appear, of course, because they were part of a diplomatic mission, but they were glad to 
help. When they arrived the Khan’s First Wife was already there, seated to one side, with her maids.

“Your Majesty, sir, can you please tell the panel what happened when the Khan was killed? We 
have already heard the Khan’s First Wife’s testimony, and that of her maids.”

“Sure. We, the Queen and I and our delegation, were in the conference room with the Khan and 
his aides. He became more and more agitated and his aides were trying to calm him down. My wife,
who is a qualified doctor, leaned across to me and said that she thought that the Khan was suffering 
from some mental illness. That is of course, only our opinion, and you can omit it from the official 
record if you wish.”

He nodded to the scribe. The chairman of the panel conferred with the rest briefly.
“Let it stand,” he said.
“Thank you, sir. After shouting at us, accusing everyone in the room of conspiracy, the Khan 

leapt up and dashed to the door, yelling ‘You’ll not trick me!’ He locked the door as he went out, 
somehow. The security guards were arguing about how he had got the key, while the rest of us were 
banging on the door. Finally, a passing page unlocked the door and let us out. There was a bit of 
confusion until we found out which way he had gone, but several people directed us to the Khan’s 
First Wife’s apartments. We burst in and found my grandson with cuts to his arms, and the Khan 
dead on the ground. The Khan’s First Wife was holding a short sword, and told us that she had 
killed the Khan to save our grandson. We are very grateful.”

“Thank you, your Majesty. May we have the testimony of your grandson, please?”
“Vinny? Do you want to do this?”
“Yes, Grandad. Well, I was wandering around the castle, when someone called to me. It was the 

Khan’s First Wife. I went into her apartments with her, and she asked me who I was, and made me 
tea. We were just starting to talk about the conference when the Khan came rushing in and accused 
me of being an assassin. He drew his dagger and forced me to the wall. I didn’t have a weapon to 
defend myself, so I wrapped some curtain around my arm, but the Khan still cut me. I fell over and 
he was on top of me trying to stab me.”

He had a flash back to lessons with his sister.
“Don’t stab someone overhand, unless you are going for his neck. Do it underhand and get him 

in the guts,” she had said.
The Khan was doing it wrong!
“Then the Khan went limp and I pushed him off me. His wife had stabbed him in the back with a

short sword. He was dead.”
“What happened next?”
“Everyone came bursting in. The Khan’s wife said that she had killed him to save me.”
“Thank you,” said the chairman.
He conferred with the rest of the panel.
“We have listened to all the testimony and everyone agrees on the facts. We believe that the 

killing was justified and we will communicate that to the Council of Khans. Since four of the six 
Lesser Khans are on this panel, we believe that the Council will accept this verdict. Incidentally, we 
agree with your wife’s opinion that the Khan was suffering from a mental illness, and that was also 
the opinion of his doctors. OK, scribe, please stop recording.”

“May I ask what will happen to his wife, sir?”
The chairman looked at the others on the panel.



“It depends on the view of the Council, but I expect that her actions will be considered 
appropriate, and she will face no consequences.”

He paused.
“We will need to elect a new First Khan. We need to consider both these matters as they are 

linked. Do you agree to a temporary truce? We would like you to keep these matters secret until we 
have a new First Khan.”

“We agree, of course!”
“Thank you. We request that you stay for the three days that our discussions will take. You don’t 

have to, but we would prefer it that way. Do you agree?”
“Yes, certainly. We just need to reassure our people.”

***
All over the area that had been a potential battlefield people were celebrating, The invading troops, 
who were far better provisioned than the defenders, were inviting the defenders to impromptu camp 
feasts. The defenders’ cooks elbowed the invading cooks out of the way and championed the 
defenders’ cuisine. A surprising amount of alcohol surfaced. It ended up as a big party.

Willow and Milly were talking to a couple of officers of the defenders.
“What’s the new First Khan like? Is he better than the other one?” asked Milly.
“Yeah,” said the oldest officer. “The old one was nuts.”
He looked around.
“No need to worry, Bob,” said the younger one. “Everyone’s saying that now.”
“That’s true, Jim. Anyway, the new First Khan went to university in your country. He’s much 

more liberal than the old one. People like him.”
“I hear there’s a new First Wife,” said Willow. “What’s the story there?”
“Oh, the old First Wife didn’t want to be the new Khan’s First Wife. The new Khan agreed. So 

she is now officially the Dowager First Wife. We’ve never had such a title! The new Khan already 
had a wife, so she is now First Wife. The other two wives haven’t made their minds up yet, and may
choose not to be the Khan’s wives. It’s all new and exciting!”

“I think that the Khan’s going to go with only one wife. I don’t blame him. One wife is enough 
for me!” said Bob.

“Yeah, it’s exciting, especially for the wives,” said Milly, laughing.
“Some people are saying that the boy killed the Khan, not the First Wife. There’s a lot of 

discussion. Some say that a woman couldn’t have killed the Khan. Others say that anyone can stab 
someone in the back. Everyone agrees that it is a good thing that the Khan is dead.”

“Nah,” said Milly. “Vinny wouldn’t have killed anyone, especially by stabbing them in the back. 
And why would he do it anyway? He was part of a diplomatic mission. It would be a terrific 
scandal.”

“You know the boy?”
The officer’s tone was sceptical.
“Yes, he’s my little brother.”
“Really? What’s he like? He wouldn’t kill anyone?”
Milly snorted.
“He’s no fighter. He’d probably pick up his dagger by the wrong end. Whatever the official story 

is, I don’t think that he killed the Khan. Except maybe in self-defence. Or by accident. He’s a 
peacemaker.”

“Hear that, Bob? I said that the First Wife did it.”



“Whatever,” said Bob, the sceptic. “I’m glad the old First Wife is staying around. She did a good 
job of keeping the old Khan under control, most of the time. She was educated in your country, too. 
She can advise the new Khan.”

“It’ll be good to end all these wars,” said Willow.
“Yeah,” said Bob. “I can get back to the farm. My eldest, he’s a good lad, but he’s no farmer. Oh,

he tries, but his heart isn’t in it. My lass and my other son, though, they love the farm. I’ll send my 
eldest to get educated. Maybe he can get a scholarship to study in your country!”

“I’m a city boy,” said Jim. “I’ll have to ask my old boss if I can have my old job back at the 
bakery. I hope he says yes.”

“Why not stay in the Army, Jim,” asked Bob. “I don’t think that we will be fighting wars for a 
while. Get yourself trained in a trade.”

Jim brightened up.
“Yeah, good idea. I’ll think about it. Anyway, we’d better get back on patrol. Where did our boys

get to?”
“Try the mess tent, over there,” said Willow, laughing. “Good luck getting them out on patrol, 

though.”
“Yeah, good point.” He sighed. “Good day, ladies. Nice to have met you.

***
Willow called everyone together for a conference, which turned into a chaotic get together, with 
people stepping in and out all the time. Many more people than the original group turned up. Larvik
and his wife arrived, and Tromso and Libby. Milly and her husband came too, and Vinny, with his 
bandages. Many others involved in the rescue attempt also arrived. People brought their kids, and 
there was a huge demand for ice creams and lollies.

“Right, everyone,” said Willow. “We’ve achieved our objective. The human race will not die out 
in that space. That is, unless they revert to the universal warfare that they were engaged in. We will 
have monitors in place to detect that possibility, but the Geek says it is unlikely.”

The Geek said “Yeah. Our education programs should help prevent that, but when the average 
farmer or shopkeeper or tradesman realizes that wars prevent him from living his life as he wants to,
then wars will mostly go out of fashion. But the human race being like it is, there will still be 
some.”

Larvik, who was now an old man and a little stooped, said “We are talking about my home 
space. It’s been amazing to see the changes that you have brought about. You say that we were on 
the verge of wiping ourselves out, and I can believe it. My grand-kids, Milly and Vinny and their 
cousins and all their kids would have had no future, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

He looked thoughtfully around. “I know that your original group debated the ethics of preventing
our self-destruction. After all, you weren’t invited into our space. But from my point of view, if I 
had known that there was a way to save us, to end all those wars, then I would have called you in an
instant. Thank you. Thank you all, so much!”

***
“Only a few more months and we can ‘retire’,” said the Boffin. “As far as the people in this space 
are concerned, we will simply be abdicating and moving to our northern holiday home, for good. 
We’ll have to arrange our ‘deaths’ at some stage. But really, we can return to our little cottage, and 
leave our holiday home to our automata. Willow and the Geek will be keeping an eye on them, but 
the automata should mostly run the place by themselves. They’re only one step below sentient.”

“It’s been our longest running project,” said the Mage. “Will you miss it?”



“Not as such. But I will miss the people. Those who are ‘in the know’ and those who aren’t. Oh, 
and especially our kids and grand-kids and great grand-kids here.”

“Yes, but they will visit. And we will visit them, of course. We’re not going to cut ourselves off 
completely! But we have to move on. We will have other tasks in the future, my dear. We aren’t 
really retiring, are we? We’re just taking a break.”

She sighed. “Yes, I know. I know. But just hold me for a while, please, dear.”
So he did.

***
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