The Golden Prince
by Janet Aspinall

Catherine lowered her heavy body awkwardly to sit on the edge of the bed. From the doorway,
the oriental nurse who had escorted her back to the room watched impassively. Catherine
glanced wearily at her; no longer hoping to find any trace of emotion on the other woman's face
- her expression was always totally inscrutable. But, as their eyes met and held, Catherine's
heart gave a jolt. There was something stirring in the cold depths of her silent companion's
eyes. Was it pity? Compassion?
Her own gaze imploring, Catherine searched frantically for the words that might nurture such
feelings. She was too late finding them; with a whisper of starched cotton uniform, the nurse
stepped quickly out into the corridor, locking the door behind her.
Catherine sat staring at that door for a long time. Had she imagined what she thought she had
seen? For six months she had strived to forge some sort of relationship with the woman - and
had failed miserably. Finally, through sheer desperation, she had begged her for help. The plea
had fallen on deaf ears. It seemed so unlikely that anything had changed. Unless ...?
Catherine placed her hands protectively against her swollen stomach. Whoever her captors
were, she knew instinctively that they wanted her unborn child. In the beginning, when they first
kidnapped her, her pregnancy meant nothing to them; it was information they wanted. Until they
saw him. Until they saw Vincent. He had come for her - as she had known he would. As she
knew he would come again. And, seeing him, they had realised just how special - how truly
extraordinary - her child was going to be.
She now understood the glimmer of compassion in the nurse's eyes. Catherine had long feared
that her child's birth carried a death sentence for herself; they would have no further use for
her. The ultrasound scan she had undergone that afternoon - one of many over the past months
- must have shown that the birth was imminent. It was the only possible explanation of her
gaoler's pitying look; she knew that - for Catherine - time was fast running out.
Momentarily, terror clutched at Catherine's heart. Then, beneath her spread hands, beneath the
tautly stretched skin of her abdomen, her baby kicked strongly. Her heart swelled with joy and
pride and love; swelled so much that the terribly icy fingers that gripped it were broken,
shattering into a thousand harmless pieces. Such was the measure of her tremendous courage;
that her own death meant so little compared to the new life she would soon bring into the world.
The door opened again to admit the nurse, carrying a tray of food. Silent as always, she set the
tray down on the bedside cabinet. Catherine watched as she began to remove the covers from
the dishes. Usually she did not bother, letting Catherine do it for herself; it as almost as though
she was trying to prolong her stay in the room. Making a final unnecessary adjustment to the
cutlery, she quite suddenly made a startling - though barely audible - announcement: "Your
child ... I thought you'd like to know ... the doctor's sure it's a son. A fine, strong son."
"A son?" Catherine whispered, feeling the joyous thrill of the news rip through her.
"The camera!" the nurse hissed a warning, deliberately keeping her back to the ever watchful
lens set high on the far wall.
Catherine instantly quelled her excitement, rising listlessly from the bed to move and look with
apparent disinterest at the tray of food.

"Thank you," she whispered under her breath. "Thank you for telling me."
The nurse gave no sign of having heard her, just turned on her heel and marched stiffly from
the room.
Catherine forced herself to eat at least some of the meal, though she was barely aware of doing
so and tasted not a mouthful. Her mind was reeling. A son! His son! Oh, dear God, what a child
he would be! Strange how she had never let herself speculate on the sex of the baby. But now
she could finally confess to herself the reason for not doing so; deep down she felt that only a
boy could cope with the possible consequences of his unique parentage. A boy could grow up
proud in the image of so extraordinary a father, she very much doubted that a daughter could
do the same. It was impossible to say why she felt the way she did, she only knew that in the
very core of her being she had willed this child to be a son.
It was half an hour before the nurse returned for the tray. During that time Catherine's thoughts
were in turmoil. She knew Vincent would come for her; knew it as surely as she knew the sun
would rise tomorrow. But she had also accepted that, for her, he might come too late. She
would never give up hope, not whilst she could still draw breath, but her hopes and her prayers
- without any conscious direction on her part - all centred on their son. There was nothing she
could do to safeguard his future. She must trust in Vincent for that. And she did - implicitly. But
there was one thing she must do. She begged God that she would be allowed to do it.
When the nurse entered the room, Catherine was standing looking out of the sealed window.
Knowing the camera could not focus on her face, she began to talk in an urgent whisper:
"Please - will you do something for me? Will you bring me a pen and paper?" Instead of simply
removing the tray, the nurse began to tidy the rumpled bed, giving herself time to consider the
request. Still without looking at her, Catherine went on: "There are things I have to write down for my son," she took a deep breath, struggling to keep the tremor from her voice, "and for his
father." She paused, swallowing hard. "I know I'm going to die." She sensed rather than saw the
other woman's reaction to her words; a sudden stiffening of her body. It took every ounce of
Catherine's inner strength to continue her desperate, whispered plea: "I have to leave them
something, something of myself. Please - help me. A pen and paper, that's all I ask."
There was a long silence. "What good would it do?" the nurse finally murmured, tugging angrily
at the sheets.
"Because he will find what I have written," Catherine whispered almost to herself. "He will. I
know he will. And he will find our son." She turned suddenly, her quick movement drawing the
nurse's startled gaze. "And may God help you all when he does," she concluded, the warning
made all the more terrible because it was so softly spoken.
The nurse continued to stare at her, unmoving. She had heard the rumours concerning the
father of this woman's child. In hushed voices, the security staff told of a fearsome creature part man ... but not a man at all - who had already once almost succeeded in rescuing the
captive. They spoke of super-human powers, inhuman strength, a beast-like countenance. The
nurse had dismissed the tales as just so much nonsense; a stupid ploy on the part of the
guards to relieve the boredom of their duties. But now ...? She studied the woman who stood
before her - and everything about her gave credence to the stories. Here was a woman
imprisoned in the very shadow of death, the future of her unborn child uncertain. Yet she
showed no anxiety or fear. Her eyes, her voice, her proud stance, made mock of the seeming
hopelessness of her grave situation. Here stood a woman filled with something that went far
beyond hope.
The nurse felt a cold rush of fear wash through her. No mere mortal could have instilled such
faith in the woman, such absolute conviction. But, if you moved beyond the realms of the
mortal, what was left? A demon, perhaps? Or - and somehow this option was even more
frightening - a god?

What the woman had asked of her was not so very much. Was it possible that if she, the nurse,
granted the request for writing materials, it might serve in some small way to appease the
woman's protector? She quickly reached a decision.
"Ask me for an extra pillow," she muttered, turning to snatch up the tray. Her hands were
trembling to such an extent that the cutlery rattled against the plate.
Catherine immediately understood. Gesturing to the bed, she loudly voiced the request. The
nurse nodded curtly as she stalked from the room.
Ten minutes later, she duly delivered the pillow; a pen and several sheets of paper tucked
inside the white cotton case. As she placed the pillow on the bed, taking her time to plump and
position it, she whispered to Catherine: "From eleven o'clock tonight, I'll keep the surveillance
man occupied for two hours. No one will be watching you."
Despite the seriousness of the situation, a gleam of wry humour shone in Catherine's eyes; she
could not imagine how this surly, hard-faced woman could 'occupy' any man for two whole
hours!
As if sensing her thoughts, the nurse added: "We pass a lot of time together playing cards. But
remember - two hours is all I can promise."
"It's more than I expected," Catherine murmured gratefully. "Thank you."
About to leave the room, her hand already on the door knob, the nurse paused. Without turning
her head, she whispered: "What is he?" The three words seethed with her desperate need to
know.
Catherine knew at once to whom she referred. A gentle smile played about her mouth as she
very softly replied: "He is the answer to every prayer I ever prayed."
The nurse felt her throat constrict painfully, reducing her protest to a strained whimper: "Gods
do not walk this earth."
"He does," was Catherine's simple and heart-felt response.
For a moment, the nurse swayed against the door; her body weakened, her mind shrinking,
from the awfulness of having her barely believable suspicions confirmed. But then logic
prevailed over imagination and superstition. Gods do not walk the earth! Nor demons. And
creatures that are half man half beast exist only in myths and legends.
The nurse squared her bony shoulders and straightened up. "I think you're insane," she hissed,
her face still to the door. "But I'll give you your two hours." Without another word she left
Catherine alone.
At exactly two minutes past eleven, Catherine glanced nervously at the intrusive camera, took a
long shuddering breath and offered up a final prayer for the nurse not to betray her. Her fingers
felt clumsy and awkward as she extracted the pen and paper from the pillow case.
Two hours. She had just two hours to say all that needed to be said. She stared at the first
blank page, gripping the pen so tightly it might have been a lifeline - and she a drowning
woman. Two hours. If she had a hundred years she could never tell him everything; how she felt
about him, what he meant to her. But, in this, time was not of the essence - it was the words.
There were no words. He would understand that. She nodded slowly to herself, then put the
pen to the paper. Her clear, neat script began to flow across the page ...
My darling Vincent,
There are no words to explain how you have touched my life; my heart, my mind, my soul. I can
only trust in you to know. And you do. I know you do. I find great peace in that.
But there is one thing, one thought of mine, that I must put into words; a thought that another
woman, in another time, expressed so much better than I ever could. We have so often spoken

to each other through the poetry of others, but it was never more important that ¬when you
read this poem of Christina Rossetti's - you know that it is me ... speaking to you.
Remember
Remember me when I am gone away,
Gone far away into the silent land;
When you can no more hold me by the hand,
Nor I half turn to go yet turning stay.
Remember me when no more day by day
You tell me of our future that you planned:
Only remember me; you understand It will
be late to counsel then or pray. Yet if you
should forget me for a while And afterwards
remember, do not grieve; For if the
darkness and corruption leave A vestige of
the thoughts that once I had, Better by far
you should forget and smile than that you
should remember and be sad.
By the time Catherine had finished the poem, she could no longer contain her tears. Only the
desperate need to continue gave her the strength to regain her composure. Even so, it was a
full five minutes before she was able to write more ...
Vincent, my faith in you to find our son is my defence against the terrors, the regrets, the
sorrows that surround me. And it is a defence that nothing and no one can breach. I am safe
within its walls. I am armoured by your love. I am armed with the knowledge that you and I can
never be parted. And I am not afraid.
You are my life. Live my life for me, Vincent; live it long, live it happily - and with our son by
your side. I love you. With all that's in me, with all that I am - I love you.
God bless you, my perfect love,
Catherine.
Only now, with her own words staring back at her from the page, did Catherine fully realise the
import of what she had said concerning the child. She had spoken as though Vincent knew of
his existence, or would know of it by the time he read the letter. She had written from her heart,
drawing the words from the very depths of her being. For long moments she searched those
depths - and a wondrous knowledge was revealed; somehow, she was going to tell him of their
son from her own lips. How such a thing would be possible, or how she could know of it,
mattered not. She simply accepted that it was so. She would tell him of their son. She would
gaze once more into those - oh, so beautiful - blue eyes, she would feel the incomparable
comfort of his strong arms about her ... and she would tell him. There was no need to write
more - not for him. Not for Vincent. But for their son...? She knew with equal surety that her
only chance to speak to him was through these pages. And time was pressing.
She took a new sheet of paper and - without effort or even real thought - the words began to
pour onto the page; words that flooded from the well of her imagination, but mostly over-flowed

from the treasure chest of her memories ...
For my son ... that he might know.
Once upon a time, not so very long before you were born, there lived a beautiful princess called
Catherine. Her home was a splendid castle. Her clothes were all made of finest silk and softest
velvet. And her father, the king, loved her so much that he gave her every single thing she ever
wanted.
Yet strangely, the princess never felt truly happy. Sometimes, she would gaze into her silver
mirror, wondering how life would be if she were not so beautiful, or so rich, or if her father were
not the king. But, because she was very young and very spoiled, she simply pushed these
thoughts away - and went on with her carefree wasteful life. Until one day, everything changed.
She was walking in the forest that surrounded the castle. It was a wonderful place; full of
enchanting animals and the chance for adventure. But, even in such magical places, evil
sometimes lurks. And, in the deep shadows beneath the trees, lurked a dragon.
Before the princess knew what was happening, the dragon loomed up before her and engulfed
her with his fiery breath. The poor princess fainted with pain and terror. Not caring if she were
alive or dead, the dragon tossed her into the undergrowth, then lumbered off to look for another
victim.
Luckily, the dragon was not the only awesome creature to roam that forest. There was another,
even more extraordinary beast. He possessed all the power of the dragon and - with his lion's
face and wicked claws - could look every bit as fearsome. But he possessed two things that the
dragon could never hope to have; he had a noble heart and a gentle soul. And it was his heart
that led him to the injured princess; almost as though it was connected to hers in some
mysterious way.
By the time the princess recovered from her faint, the kindly beast had carried her to his secret
home; one of the many chambers that few people knew existed - cut from the rock foundations
of the castle. And there, for ten whole days, he nursed and cared for her with more tenderness
than she had ever known. And in all that time, she never once saw the face of her saviour; for
her skin was so sore where the dragon had breathed on her, that it had been necessary for him
to bandage her head and eyes. But she felt that she had come to know him - and to trust him just through hearing his voice. It was quite simply the most beautiful voice she had ever heard.
It reminded her of a little stream that ran through the castle courtyard; warmed by the sun, it
flowed smoothly along - even and unruffled on the surface, but with the whisper of gravel on its
bed. And that's how his voice flowed; deep and warm and soothing, with a whisper of gravel
beneath.
But now she was healed - and it was time for her to return to her life in the castle above. The
bandages came off - and she saw her saviour's face. The face of a beast. For a moment, the
barest moment, she was terrified. But then she remembered his kindness, his gentleness - and
all her fears fled. Man or beast, it did not matter. He was her friend. And she was sorry to have
to leave him, for she knew that, amongst all the people who shared her life in the castle, she
had never found - or would find - a friend to match this extraordinary being.
If she could have, she would have taken him with her to the world above. But she knew it was
impossible; no one who lived in the castle would understand him. They would not pause to
listen to how he had saved her life, they would not see him for what he was inside, they would
only see him as a beast. And they would capture him like some wild animal and lock him away
in a cage. They might even kill him. The possibility was too terrible to even consider taking the
chance. No, the princess must return to her world, and her new found friend must remain in his
- where he was safe from all those who would not understand.

And so she left him, returned to the castle and told no one - not even her father - of his
existence. Eight months passed by, and during that time the princess totally changed her life.
No longer content to spend her time in idle luxury, she worked hard at helping all those people
less fortunate than herself; the weak, the poor, the people who were never invited into the
splendour of the castle. She joined up with a band of dragon hunters, working side by side with
them to drive those fearsome creatures from the forest - so that no one need live in fear of their
evil doings. Though the work was sometimes dangerous and exhausting, at last she felt truly
content with her life. She knew the joy of caring for others, of doing something useful. And this
had all come about because of those ten days spent with the beast, for being with him had
taught her a very special lesson; she had learned that possessing an outward beauty meant
nothing. She looked back to before she met him, knowing that then - with her uncaring heart
and mind and despite her prettiness - she had, in truth, been ugly. He had taught her to be
beautiful. But still, deep in her heart, there was an emptiness; a hollowness that she knew not
how to fill. Until a very special night; a night that would live in her memory forever.
She was in her bedroom, making plans for the next day's dragon hunt, when she heard a noise
on her balcony. She went out to investigate - and found 'him' waiting for her. Her friend and
saviour. She gazed at him - and the sight that met her eyes took her breath away. The beast
that she remembered had somehow been magically transformed into a magnificent golden
prince. But the strangest thing about this miracle was that he had not changed at all. He looked
just the same as he ever did, but she was seeing him through new eyes; she was looking at
him with love in her heart. And she knew that what she saw was truly him; the most noble, the
most beautiful of princes.
He returned her spell-bound gaze. And in his eyes - his enthralling, ocean-blue eyes - she saw
that he loved her. And every last space in her heart was filled to overflowing
From that night onwards, they visited each other as often as they could in one another's world;
in secret and away from the prying eyes of those that would not understand. Their only sorrow
was that - though they were always together in spirit - because fate had unkindly made him so
'different', they were forced to live apart.
Then one day, the most blessed of days, their love brought forth the truest of miracles; a joy
they had never even dared to imagine. It brought them a son. And with his birth the Golden
Prince and his Princess Catherine knew that their every dream had been realised. For in this
child, they had created a way for themselves to be truly together for always; their two hearts
and souls moulded into one entity. Not even death could separate them now. And he was no
ordinary child; he was beautiful beyond words and extraordinary beyond imagining. A boy who
would one day grow to be a king amongst all men.
Catherine dashed a stray tear from her cheek, glancing anxiously at the clock. Only two
minutes remained of her allotted time. It was not enough. It could never be enough. She
gathered the pages together, folded them once, then shoved them far under the mattress and
amongst the sprints of the bed.
A moment later she lay on that same bed, pretending to sleep, but whispering a heartfelt plea:
"Please find them, Vincent. When I'm gone, please find those pages."
Less than twenty-four hours later, she was woken from a troubled sleep by the first pangs of
labor; the painful herald of her son's birth.
Four weeks later ...
Vincent found himself drawn inexplicably back to the tower block. He had thought never to step
foot in it again. She had died here - his Catherine. On the bleak and wind-swept roof, her life

had ebbed away into the cold black of night. And all of his strength, his love, had been
powerless to stop it.
But she had told him of the child. Their son. And the telling had given him a reason – the only
possible reason - for him to go on living without her; he must find the boy ... and raise him in
honor of the wonderful woman that bore him.
Now he prowled the silent building, searching for ... something. What? What was it that drew
him, pulled him, to this particular room?
He stood in the doorway, his eyes scanning the starkly-furnished interior; a rumpled bed, a
small dresser on which a digital dock blinked out the lateness of the hour. And he felt her. Here,
in this unfriendly room, her presence permeated the heavy atmosphere. Why? Why would any
part of her remain in this terrible place?
"Catherine?" he cried her name aloud. "Tell me," he howled his anguish at not knowing the
answers to the questions that tore at him. "Tell me."
Without conscious thought, he was suddenly galvanized into action. Leaping across to the bed,
he tore at the bedclothes in a frenzied search for he knew not what. His claws ripped frantically
at the sheets and pillows, shredding them to tattered rags which he flung in all directions. Then,
snarling with uncontrollable rage, he further vented his frustration on the mattress - not pausing
until it, too, was slashed beyond recognition. Finally, with an anguished bellow that rattled the
window in its frame, he plucked up the entire bed as though it were weightless, hurling it with all
his might into the furthest corner of the room.
"Catherine," he sobbed her name, sinking to his knees amongst the litter of his destruction. "I
cannot find you. The part of you that's here ... calling to me ... I cannot ... find you."
And again, some unseen force guided him. Panting for breath, he crawled across the floor
towards the broken bed. And there, amid the debris, lay several scattered pages of hand-written
script. He gathered them to himself like a starving man gathering food.
"Oh, Catherine," he whimpered, clutching the pages to his heart. "Catherine." And the unseen
aura that had hung so heavily throughout the room, his almost tangible sense of her, seemed to
implode; rushing in a searing blaze of white light to one single point. And that point was deep
within his massive chest. Nothing of her now remained in that wreck of a room. She was with
him - within him. All of her.
He staggered to his feet, stowing the precious pages with infinite care inside his quilted jerkin.
He would not read them here - not in this place of sorrow. The pages felt so warm against his
skin, so comforting - almost like the touch of her hand. For now, it was enough to hold her
words to his heart. Later, away from here, he would read them, savor them - and feel her touch
even more strongly upon him. It was true, then; for him and his Catherine - death had no
dominion.
Minutes afterwards, he loped from the building - and left no trace of her behind him.
The promise of dawn was lightening the horizon by the time Vincent returned to his world. But
here, in his chamber, night and day merged into a constant, candle-lit passing of hours. Dawn,
dusk, noon, midnight - the light here was always the same; muted, flickering, gentle.
He flung his cloak onto the bed, then carefully extracted the pages from inside his jerkin. Laying
them on the table, he sat - and for a long time did no more than smooth and re-arrange them.
They were not numbered, yet - unerringly - his fingers reverently sorted them into the correct
order. He accepted his ability to do this without question, as he accepted so much that defied
explanation in his relationship with Catherine.
With his task finished, he still deliberately delayed actually reading what she had written. He did
not yet feel ready, so - though he gazed down upon the pages - he kept his eyes unfocused.

Even so, certain words and phrases seemed to leap from the top page and into his
consciousness: My darling Vincent, Remember me, I love you, My perfect love.
Tears pricked hotly behind his eyes, seeking release. With the back of one huge hand, he
roughly rubbed them away. Then, taking a long, indrawn breath, he reached to move a candle
nearer the pages. His vision blurred and the hand-written text seemed to move before him.
Bending his head very low, he traced the words with a claw that barely skimmed the page - and
he began to read.
How many times he read each page, he never knew. Nor did he acknowledge the tremendous
inner battle he fought to keep his grief at bay; to control it until he was sure he had understood
everything - every thought, every feeling - she had meant to convey. Only when he knew he had
missed nothing, did he allow himself to succumb to his emotions; letting his grief wash over
him, through him, letting it carry him away into deepest mourning. And, finally, the surging flood
carried him beyond the darkness and back into light.
His chest and throat were bruised and sore from the wracking sobs that had been torn from his
very depths. His eyes were blood-shot and swollen from his shameless weeping. But his soul - which he had thought fatally wounded - seemed to draw strength from the physical pain of
grieving. His spirit was beginning to heal.
He continued to sit for a while, pondering on this spiritual recovery - exploring its implications.
What he discovered was a new strength in himself; a determination to face a future that did not
include her. It was what she wanted of him. What she trusted him to do.
Abruptly, he pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. Look at him! He was a physical wreck!
His clothes and mane unkempt. His body undernourished and weakened from lack of sleep. He
should be ashamed of himself! He was ashamed!
He moved quickly about the chamber, collecting clothes - an outfit never before worn - towels
and soap. His arms full, he paused to look down once more at the neatly piled pages on the
table.
"Thank you, Catherine," he whispered, heart-felt gratitude accentuating the gravel of his voice.
"Thank you, my dearest, my most perfect love." Then, his great head held high, he strode from
the chamber.
Father was sipping an early morning cup of tea, his gaze fixed on some far point, his troubled
mind on his son. What could be done to help someone as totally bereft as he? He seemed
beyond comfort, beyond healing. Catherine had meant everything to him. And when he lost her
- nothing was left. No hope, no joy, no courage. Not even the desire to go on living.
The day of Catherine's funeral, when Vincent had spoken of his own son, Father had seen a
glimmer of hope reborn. But, somehow, the glimmer had faded; as though Vincent's heart had
never truly grasped the living concept of the child. The boy remained an image, a vague dream
for the future. A future that Vincent could not quite find the strength to move towards. Not
without her. Not without his Catherine.
A movement at the chamber entrance caught Father's eye. Atop the short flight of steps, an
imposing figure stood silently - tall and proud, emanating strength. For a full ten seconds,
Father forgot everything; forgot trouble and concern, forgot even to breathe. He stared, mouth
agape, at the magnificent stranger. He was clothed all in russet suede; sheath-like leggings
tucked into thigh-high boots, the long tunic cinched tightly at the waist with a broad, tan leather
belt. A glorious, gilt-hued mane of hair tumbled about the broad shoulders, framing the
extraordinary face.
Father finally found his voice: "Vincent!" he gasped. "My God! You look so ... You look like some
great, golden prince!"

A powerful tremor of unexplained emotion swept through the man so described. And its passing
left him standing even taller, straighter, prouder. But he spoke quietly and with no trace of
arrogance: "I am only what I am, Father. What Catherine's love allowed me to be."
"What ... what's happened?" the old man questioned, both delighted and bewildered by the
transformation.
"This." Vincent bounded down the steps and strode to where Father sat, carefully taking some
folded sheets of paper from inside his tunic as he approached. Drawing up a chair to sit
opposite Father, he placed the pages on the table between them. The old man glanced down at
them, then back up into the brilliant blue of his son's gaze - his own eyes full of eager curiosity.
"From Catherine," Vincent went on to explain, his voice very soft and low. "Things she wanted
me to know - our son to know."
"But ... where ...?"
"Last night I was drawn to the place where she ..." Vincent could not bring himself to say 'died',
" ... where they kept her imprisoned. I found these pages. She led me to them." He took a deep
breath and let it out very slowly. "I know that she would want me to share her words with you.
"Are you sure?" Father was unconvinced.
Vincent nodded, a tiny, gentle smile lifting his lips. "It was always so important to her; that you
should approve of her relationship with me." The smiled slipped away to be replaced by an
expression of fierce conviction. "When you read her words, Father, you will know, beyond any
doubt, that - even after all that's happened - Catherine's love was and is the greatest, the
truest, blessing of my life."
"You know, Vincent, I stopped disapproving of your Catherine a long, long time ago," Father
quietly assured him.
"I know," Vincent agreed. "But I also know that you never stopped believing that it would all end
in pain and sorrow. These past few months, it seemed - even to me - that you were right."
"And was I not?" Father prompted hopefully.
"No." Again, the gentle smile played about Vincent's mouth. "For 'it' has not ended. Our love
lives on. And I know in my heart that there is still so much joy, so many wonders, to come."
"Your son," Father put in, nodding sagely.
"My son," Vincent confirmed. There was a long silence, during which he gently slid the pages
nearer to the old man. "Please, Father - I want you to read them. I want you to know."
Father cleared his throat noisily and drew the pages closer to himself. He seemed to take an
age to settle his spectacles on his nose, but he finally started to read.
Vincent's gaze never strayed from the old man's face, watching each subtle change - every
nuance - of expression. He saw everything that Father felt - and was greatly touched by how
deeply the old man was affected.
The reading done, Father again took his time over tidying the pages and removing his
spectacles. His gaze still lowered, he hastily wiped his shabby sleeve across his eyes,
swallowing hard several times. Only then did he look at his son. He tried to speak, but his voice
cracked and broke. He raised his hands and shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of
helplessness.
Vincent grasped his hands across the table, squeezing them comfortingly. "It's all right," he
whispered, his own voice choked with emotion. "You don't have to do anything."
"Yes," Father finally managed. "Yes, I do. I have to tell you ... how fortunate you are ... to have

been loved ..." He shook his grey head, unable for the moment to say more.
"I already knew that, Father," Vincent told him with another of his tender smiles.
"But you learned something very important from these pages, didn't you? Something that's
given you great strength."
"Yes," Vincent nodded, releasing his companion's hands to carefully gather up the pages of
which they spoke. "I learned that my love for. Catherine protected her in a way that my physical
being never could. Death held no terror for her - simply because I loved her. I thought that in
failing to save her, I had betrayed her love and her trust. Catherine knew there was no
betrayal." He tucked the pages back inside his tunic, close to his heart. "And she has given that
knowledge to me." He rose slowly to his feet. "And now I must live up to her trust; I must find
our son."
"You will." Father too, left his chair, limping around the table to hug the younger man. "You must
find the boy who will be king," he smiled suddenly, "and fetch him home to his kingdom."
Vincent looked long at him, then said: "Do you suppose it was only coincidence that you likened
me to a golden prince?"
"No. I just think it took me a lot longer than Catherine ... to see you for what you really are."
Vincent blushed shyly. "It's only the clothes," he murmured, feeling suddenly awkward in his
finery.
Father took a step back to admire him. "And how well you wear them!" Though his tone was
light, Vincent could sense that he was puzzled; Father was wondering why and when Vincent
had acquired such a splendid outfit.
Very quietly, his eyes averted, Vincent answered the unvoiced question. "A little over a year
ago, before ... things started to go wrong ... I allowed myself to dream a very special dream."
He raised pain-filled eyes to Father. "I had this suit made - in secret and almost unbearable
anticipation - for my wedding; my marriage to Catherine."
"Oh, Vincent." Father reached up to cup his face. "What courage you have to wear it now."
"I wear it for her - for Catherine. It's my way of saying that our dream lives on. Nothing and no
one could ever tear asunder the marriage of our souls." He paused. "When next I wear it, our
son will be in my arms." He took the old man's hands from his face, squeezed them once more,
then turned and strode from the chamber.
***
Seven years later ...
There is a very rare variety of topaz which is only found in Brazil. The boy's striking eyes easily
matched the color and the brilliance of this highly-prized gemstone; a unique sherry-brown with
a luster that defied description.
He was a very beautiful child. His thick hair - over long and tousled as a young boy's often is was a tawny hue that came somewhere between auburn and blond. His sturdy limbs were long
and straight, already showing signs of the grace and strength he would achieve with maturity.
And, though still blurred by the chubbiness of childhood, his facial features were classically
structured; the cheek bones high and prominent, the nose finely chiseled, the jaw square and
strong. Only a very close scrutiny of the child revealed a few minor peculiarities. His upper
canine teeth were a little more exaggerated than might have been considered normal. His nails,
on fingers and toes, were amber-tinted opaque rather than transparent, tapering to points that
hinted mildly of claws. And in certain places - the backs of his hands, across his wide shoulders

- his smooth skin bore a barely discernible, downy-soft dusting of hair. But his overall
appearance was so pleasing to the eye, that his 'imperfections' were noticed only by those who
expected to find them - those few people who were aware of his extraordinary parentage.
It was far into the night as the boy padded on silent feet from his chamber. He needed no
benefit of light in the darkness of the tunnel he now travelled; his night-sighted eyes cut through
the gloom like a laser. The cold bit into his bare feet, and his woolen nightshirt did little to keep
the chill from reaching the rest of his body. But he heeded it not at all, for his journey was short
and his destination a place of great comfort and warmth. He was going to his father.
Vincent sensed the approach of his son, pulling himself up against the pillows of his bed to
watch the doorway for his arrival. There was no sound, no verbal greeting from one to the other,
just the meeting of brilliant topaz eyes with startling blue. Vincent felt his heart lurch within his
chest; seven years ... and the magical thrill of knowing this child to be his own - flesh of his
flesh - had not diminished by an iota.
"I couldn't sleep," the boy whispered, hovering on the threshold.
"Nor I," Vincent replied, his soft, gravelly voice made even huskier by the depth of love for his
son.
"I ... I think I need to hear the special story," the child told him hesitantly, as though not really
sure exactly what it was he did need.
His father nodded slowly. Without further discussion, the two of them made the necessary
preparations for the telling of the story; Vincent left his bed to light enough candles to
comfortably read by, the boy went to the carved-oak chest in which his father kept his most
treasured possessions, kneeling to take a slim, leather-covered volume from inside it.
He carried the book to the bed, clambering gratefully beneath the covers that still held his
father's warmth. A moment later and Vincent joined him, sitting side by side - supported by
pillows. At first, neither of them made any attempt to open the book which the boy had propped
against their drawn up thighs. They both knew what its hand-tooled cover contained; originally
meant as a photograph album, several sheets of hand-written script were lovingly preserved
inside its clear plastic pages.
Finally, the boy turned to the first of those pages. Carefully tracing the introductory sentence
with one finger, his voice tight with emotion, he quietly read: "For my son ... that he might
know." There followed a long silence, until he turned pain-clouded eyes to his father and softly
said: "When I was very little, this story made me happy. But then ... I understood it better - and
it started to make me sad."
"I know," Vincent whispered. "I felt it in you."
"And it made me lonely," his son went on, his lilting voice quavering in a way that tore at
Vincent's heart. "It made me lonely for Mummy."
"It makes me lonely for her, too," Vincent told him very quietly; it was the only comfort he could
offer.
"And yet ... we still want to hear it?" The boy's gaze questioned his father.
Vincent reached out to gently touch the page. "That's because, whether you or I read these
words, it's your mother's voice that we hear; at a distance, far away, but we can hear her. And,
no matter how much it hurts to hear her speak, we could never close our ears to her voice.
Never."
The boy looked long at him before saying: "Read me the story, Daddy."
And in his deep, soft voice - a voice like sun-warmed water trickling over whispering gravel Vincent did so.

" ... A boy who would one day grow to be a king amongst all men." The final words of the tale
seemed to hang in the hushed atmosphere of the chamber. Vincent carefully dosed the book
and placed it to once side, looking down to where his son's head rested against his own
shoulder. The boy's eyes were closed, but his father knew he was far from being asleep.
"A king amongst all men," the boy whispered, his tone one of awe. Vincent found himself
wondering how well the child understood the literary allusions of the story. He had never tried to
explain them to his son, thinking it better to let the child - with the passing of time and his ever
increasing maturity of thought - develop his own understanding.
Now, looking directly at his father, the boy posed a question which clearly illustrated how
precise that understanding had become: "Daddy, where will my kingdom be?"
Vincent smiled very gently at him. "Your kingdom will be in the hearts and minds of all the
people who love you; all the people who will one day come to depend on you - for guidance ...
and for protection"
"It's a big responsibility .. to be a king," the boy murmured a little doubtfully.
"Yes, it is." Vincent tenderly ruffled his son's unruly hair. "And it takes a very special person to
wear the crown of that responsibility. Your mummy knew you would be that special."
The boy, who just two days previously had declared himself too grown up to be hugged,
suddenly crawled into his father's lap and welcoming arms. For a long time they held one
another in silence. Then, his voice very small and muffled against the man's chest, the boy
asked plaintively:
"Why couldn't you and Mummy have lived happily ever after?"
Vincent replied without the need for thought; he had himself pondered the question a thousand,
heart-wrenching times: "The past is only the past. Now is only now. In another time, another
place, you mummy and I will live happily for ever after."
The child felt the fierce faith that blazed in his father's heart - and knew it to be true.
***
Many, many years later - in another time, another place - a beautiful princess stood watching
and waiting. Waiting for her prince to come. And, finally, her serene patience was rewarded. He
came striding from a silver shroud of mist; so tall and proud and golden. His dazzling blue gaze
alighted upon her, warming her to the very core of her being. Like a flower touched by the sun,
her gentle eyes and soft mouth blossomed into a welcoming smile that welled up from within
her heart.
"Catherine," he breathed, his voice caressing her name.
She held one hand towards him. Slowly, his strong fingers entwined with hers. "At last," she
whispered, the words catching in her throat.
"Forgive me." His lips brushed her smooth brow. "Our son ...
"Needed you more than I," she finished for him.
"I came as soon as I could," he murmured into her fragrant hair.
"I know." Her arms slid about his neck. "I know."
He tilted her head to gaze into her face. "And do you know how much I love you? How much
I've always loved you?"
Her eyes held his. "Beyond death, Vincent. And there is no greater love than that."

Their mouths met - and there was no further need for words. In life they were cruelly parted, but
in death the Golden Prince and his beautiful Princess Catherine found a happiness that would
truly last forever. For the story of their love was as mystical as any fairy-tale, but - unlike those
make-believe fables of childhood - their story was destined, from the very beginning, to one day
have its happy ending come true. And the day of their truth - an eternal day that would never
know the darkness of light - had finally dawned.
END

