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Once upon a time, there was a kingdom called Niska.  It was a happy and prosperous country, ruled by the wise King Brian and the kind Queen Katie.  Living with them in the royal castle were their children, Princess Lily, Prince Jamison, and Prince Patrick.  Since Prince Patrick was a baby when this story happened, he just slept through it.



Niska was a very special place.  It had magical creatures, as many kingdoms in stories like this one have.  But it also had computers and machines that were so special they seemed magical.  



One morning, Princess Lily came into the small family dining room of the great castle. The king and queen were already there, enjoying their breakfast and a conversation about their plans to improve the gumdrop industry.  
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“Good morning, Mom.  Good morning, Dad,” said the princess.  Her favorite breakfast was already waiting for her.



Her parents replied, “Good morning, Lily.”  Each one smiled warmly at their daughter.



King Brian said, “Lily, this is a good time to practice your formal greetings.  Soon you will begin standing with us at fancy parties where you have to say hello the right way.”  



The princess said, “Dad, it’s the 21st century now, why must I say hello to people that way?”  



Queen Katie took that question. “Lil, parties and festivals are Niska traditions. They are very important to our people.  They are also important to people who visit us from other countries.” 



King Brian added, “And you’re so smart, it won’t take very long to learn.” 



Princess Lily frowned at that, saying, “You just made that up to get me to practice!"  



The king smiled and said, “No, sweetie, I just want to give you some confidence.  OK, who are the Count and Countess of Mohica?



Princess Lily said, “That’s easy, Dad.  Those are Pop and Grr-Mam’s fancy names.” 



“Your mom’s parents, correct,” said the king.  “And my parents?”



“Papa and Nana are Duke and Duchess of Bell,” said Lily.  



The queen gently said, “Brian, we need to get to the Royal Offices.” 



Just then a voice said, “Good morning and hail, King Brian, Queen Katie, and Princess Lily!”   Lily turned and smiled her brightest smile.



Tutor was definitely a magical creature. He was a tortoise who walked on two legs like a person, had hands like a person, and was taller than the king.  He wore a business suit, which Lily thought looked funny on a tortoise.  What wasn’t magical was the small super-computer inside the briefcase he held in his left hand. 



Tutor was over 80 years old, and had been King Brian's teacher.  Tutor's ancestors were very wise, gifted, and completely unselfish. They had been the Niska royal educators for hundreds of years.  It was such an honor for them that they all went by the same, simple name: Tutor.   Lily’s Tutor was actually Tutor the Tenth.  



“Good morning, my friend,” the king said to his lifelong teacher.  He loved Tutor as much as Lily did.   The queen greeted Tutor as well.  Her family used magical owls to teach their children, so meeting Tutor had been a bit of a shock.  But she grew to admire him.



Without warning, one of the royal advisers burst into the dining room.  “Forgive the intrusion, Your Majesties!” he said after a quick bow.  



Queen Katie said, “Sir Paul, what's wrong?  I've never seen you so upset!.” 



“That is true, Madam,” Sir Paul, the Secretary of Food said.  “But we have a serious problem. Cookie production has stopped."



King Brian said, “Paul, are you sure?  All cookie production, every kind?"
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“Yes, Sir, we have a report from the scene, but no details yet,” said Paul.  	



King Brian thought a moment, got up from his chair, and walked around the dining table a few times. He ran a hand through his hair, making it stand up straight from static electricity.



Brian, your hair!  I know you don't like it, but we have to keep up appearances,” said the queen. 



“What – oh, sorry, just trying to think,” he muttered, combing it into place. “Sometimes I’d rather not be a king.” 
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He turned to the Secretary of Food. “Paul, how are our reserves?”

	

“Our estimate is 4 days, perhaps 6.  As you know, Sir, we keep a relatively low inventory to assure fresh cookies."



In a reassuring voice, the king said, “Of course, Paul. You do a fine job managing the entire kingdom's food supply.   I'm sure you'll handle this situation well, too.    Let's fill any orders we get today with two days' worth, no more. If anyone asks why, say there is a problem, but we are confident the rest of the order will be filled before they run out.  If we can’t fix the problem today, I will tell the  people on tonight’s TV news programs.”



Sir Paul said, “Yes, Your Majesty, right away. Thank you!” He left quickly.



King Brian watched him leave and walked over to the giant tortoise.  “Tutor, the Queen, the Count of Mohica, and I have important business at the Royal Offices that must be done today, despite this  cookie crisis.  What do you think?"



Tutor wisely understood the king's meaning.  He answered, "I think this is an excellent opportunity for Princess Lily to solve a difficult puzzle."



The princess exclaimed, “What?!  You want me to figure out why no cookies are being made? I’m just a child.”  
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“You are not  just any child,” said Queen Katie proudly.  You are the Princess of Niska. You have Tutor and his super-computer to help you. And there is more help out in the kingdom that you don’t know about yet.”  Then she smiled and winked at the princess.  Lily wasn’t sure what to think.



King Brian said, “Tutor, I'll call the garage and arrange a car for you. Also, I think a golf shirt and jeans are going to serve you better today than a business suit would.”  	



Tutor replied, “Yes, Your Majesty, I shall change at once.”  He bowed slightly and left.  





Queen Katie said, “Lily, a similar outfit for you, too.”  As she was turning to go she called, “Yes, Mom!”  She said it with excitement.  The idea of exploring the kingdom and solving a puzzle didn't seem nearly as scary when she realized her beloved Tutor would be with her. 



A short time later, Lily met Tutor at the front doors of the palace.  He was wearing jeans and a green shirt that perfectly matched his tortoise coloration. Lily wore an outfit of perfectly matched purple T-shirt and jeans.  	



They walked out into the sunshine.  It was springtime, and the days were becoming warmer.  But there was a cool breeze and lots of puffy clouds for the sun to hide behind. So it did not become uncomfortably warm.



A new but ordinary looking car was parked in front of the palace. Lily frowned and said, “I thought we weren’t using regular cars anymore.”A voice said with a bit of irritation, “I am no ordinary car, Your Highness.”  Lily took a couple steps back in surprise, and Tutor laughed gently.



“Never saw a car like me before, eh?” said the car. “Ha!  I am the newest model.  My engine turns sunlight into electricity.  In case of clouds, my backup power cells convert water into hydrogen for fuel.  I have the latest GPS and entertainment systems.  I can even drive myself if you get tired.  I can – "



“Atlas, that’s quite enough, I think.  We need to go. And a bit less attitude if you please,” said Tutor.
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"Your name is Atlas?”  asked the princess.



Atlas proudly replied, “'All Tough Locations Are Simple.’  That’s me!” 



Princess Lily said, “Well, Atlas, we need to find out why no cookies are being made.” 



“What!?” the car said.  “That’s a disaster; we have to leave right now!”



Tutor, always the patient teacher, said, “Atlas, that’s the point of our trip. Please try to listen more than talk.  Princess,   please take the back passenger seat. I shall drive.”  Atlas argued that he should drive, but it is very hard to outwit an 80-year-old tortoise.



With Tutor driving, Atlas took them to the famous but mysterious Niska Cookie Orchard.    It had hundreds of trees that made cookies instead of fruit or nuts.  In fact, some of the trees could make their own fruit and nuts and put them into a cookie, all at the same time.



Atlas pulled into the entrance and stopped, perfectly lined up in a parking spot.  Tutor pulled his computer from his briefcase.  Then Princess Lily and he got out.  The orchard was surrounded by a fence.  Lily walked up to it, looked it over,  knocked on it, then pressed on it, trying to learn what it was made of. She took a few steps back and looked up, trying to see the top.
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 “Tutor, how high is the fence?” she asked.  “I can't tell.” 



“This fence is new to me. I cannot see the top, either," replied the teacher.



A kind voice Lily recognized said, “Perhaps you should ask me!”



Then a gate suddenly appeared in the fence, and in the middle of the gate, a view screen. Lily exclaimed, “It’s Grr-Mam!” and ran over to it.  Tutor followed.



“Hi, Grr-Mam,” Lily said.  “How are you?”  
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The face on the screen said, “I am fine, but I am not really Grr-Mam. I’m a computer who has been programmed to talk to you as if I were your grandmother, the Countess of Mohica. I told the Secretary of Food that the cookie trees had stopped working.” 



The princess said, “OK, so how do we get in to check the cookie trees?”  



The computer version of Grr-Mam said, “You must answer two questions.  The first is, if my fence were twenty meters high, how many feet would that be, to the nearest tenth?  Tutor, she may use your computer but that is all the help you can give her.”  



But Lily could do that calculation in her head.  “The answer is 65.6 feet,” she said.  



“Correct,” said Grr-Mam’s voice.  Tutor nodded his approval. He had worked very hard with Lily on math. 



“What's the next question?” said the princess. 



The gate said, “Where do fish store their money?  Tutor, you may talk with her but cannot give her the answer. Lily, you may look for information on the internet, but not the actual question.” 



Lily was puzzled for sure.  She talked to Tutor about different kinds of fish, where they lived, and so on.  She asked for Tutor’s computer and started checking web sites for information about fish. But, when she saw a video of a trout jumping out of a mountain stream, she knew the answer.  “In a riverbank!” she told the gate.



 “Well done,” Grr-Mam’s voice said. The gate swung open.



Princess Lily and Tutor walked into the orchard.  It stretched farther than they could see.  There were trees of all different sizes and shapes, since there are so many sizes and shapes of cookies. But all was silent. Not one tree was making a single cookie.  The silence made the orchard a bit spooky.   After walking for five minutes or so, both princess and teacher simply stopped and stared.
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Ten meters in front of them was the biggest tree in the kingdom, maybe in the world.  It was so tall they could not see the top.  It was bigger around than the giant Sequoia trees of California. Its leaves were shaped like hearts.  



“I suggest a slow and easy approach, Your Highness,” said Tutor.  



“No kidding,” said Princess Lily.  



They approached the tree slowly, but nothing happened.  The tree did not talk to them like the car or the fence had.  They started walking around the tree. 		



Then Lily saw what looked like a door at the base of the tree.  “Tutor, look!”  she exclaimed. 



 Yes, it looks like the door of a control panel to me.  Why don’t you try opening it? 



The princess closed her hand around the doorknob and turned it.  Immediately she heard a humming sound, and saw lights start to blink.  Another view screen, this one much smaller, lit up.  “Hello, my dear,” said the face on the screen.



“Nana!” Princess Lily shouted.  “Is it really you, or computer acting like you?”
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	"It's me, all right," Nana smiled and said.  "My computer says you're in the cookie orchard.  Has something happened?



	“Yes, it has.” Princess Lily told her grandmother, the Duchess of Bell. “Nana, all the trees have stopped making cookies.  Mom and Dad sent Tutor and me to fix them.” 



	Nana frowned slightly and said, “That certainly is a problem.  Tutor, have you told Lily about the orchard?”



	Tutor replied, “No, Duchess.  I am doing my best to let the princess solve the mystery on her own.”

	Nana said, “Please go ahead and explain it, since you are actually in the orchard.”	



	Tutor replied, “Yes, Madam.”  He then said in a perfect, formal tone, “Princess Lily, the orchard has parts of it that are magical and some that are non-magical.  If the orchard were all magic, then a simple spell would start it up again.  If the orchard were a factory, then workers would be here watching it at all times and it would be easy to fix.  But the magic part of the orchard does not like to have people watching it work. So, since it is both magical and non-magical, it takes more effort to solve a problem.  This, the largest tree, uses the Duchess’ own recipe to make chocolate chip cookies.”  



“Exactly,” Nana replied with a giggle. She was a very joyful person and often giggled at the end of a sentence.  “Lily, you must check some things for me. To the right of this panel is another door.  You and Tutor must open the door, go down the stairs, and talk to me from the panel there. It is powering up now.”  



So they walked around the tree until they found another door.  Lily opened the door, then she and Tutor walked down a spiral staircase to the control room of the giant tree.  The room was the size of a barn, with giant storage bins, computer screens, and several control knobs and levers.  



“We’re here now, Nana,” Princess Lily reported to her grandmother.



“Good.  Please check the bin with the sugar,” said Nana. 



“It’s almost full,” said Lily.  



Nana said, “Fine. Tutor, please check the cinnamon and oats mixture. The meter is too high for Lily to see.” 



Tutor checked and replied, “Madam, the reading is 97 percent.” 



“Excellent,” Nana said.  “Lily, please check the chocolate chip bin.  It is five meters to the left and below the oats bin.”  Lily and Tutor walked over to the bin, which appeared empty. 



Lily said, “Tutor, I don’t think there are any chocolate chips in there!” 
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Tutor opened the door and looked down, shining a flashlight he had found on the control panel.  “You are quite right, Princess,” he said.  



They walked back to the panel.  “Nana, the chocolate chips are all gone!” exclaimed the princess.  “What do we do now?”



Nana smiled, “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I know a very smart man who knows how to fix a factory, even a magic one."



Lily answered, “Who?  It’s not Papa, he helps people with their medicine. Oh – I know! Your  daddy, the King of Bubbling Water.



Nana smiled as she said, “That’s right.  My dad used to run an orchard before he retired.  Hold just a minute while I call him.”  



Nana’s picture disappeared and was replaced by a photograph of a lily.  They also heard some nice music, which Tutor said was written by a man named Williams. 



Nana reappeared on half the screen, with her father on the other half.  “Hi, Great-Grandpa, I like your new haircut," Lily said happily. 



“Hello yourself.”  Not much hair to cut now,” he said in his deep voice.  “I hear you’re out of something.”  



The princess replied, “Yes, we are.  There aren’t any chocolate chips in the storage bins!”



The retired king, who kept himself too busy to really be retired, said, “I can arrange for a shipment to be there by flying elephants in a half hour.  How’s that?” 



Lily looked at Tutor, who said, “Excellent, Your Majesty.  Shall the Princess and I stay here?”
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“Yes, Tutor,” Nana’s father said. “She will need to pull the lever that opens the bins for delivery, then the restart button when the bins are full.  Could you do that for me, Lily?” 



 “No problem, Great-Grandpa,” she said with a big smile. She could tell that he and Nana were both pleased with how she’d handled things.  



The shipment arrived exactly on time, the bins were filled, and Lily hit the restart button.  She had expected to hear a humming or spinning noise like a machine would make.  But, what she heard was music.  It started very softly and gradually grew louder. The sound was like a giant tuba, but even more beautiful since it was magic. Every few seconds, another instrument started playing. 



Tutor said, “I think it’s time to go, Princess.”  So they climbed the stairs and came out into the sunshine.  



“Lily!” Nana’s voice called from the smaller panel. 



They hurried over and Lily said, “Yes, Nana?”  



The Duchess said, “Papa once asked me, if you were ever in the orchard, to make sure you listen closely to the music.  Walk around and listen to as many trees as you can.  It is more than music.  It is magic music like nothing you’ll ever hear outside the orchard. You did a wonderful job fixing the orchard.  I love you, see you soon!” 



She giggled one more time and the screen went dark.  
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So the princess and her teacher walked back toward the gate and the parking lot where Atlas waited. Tutor pointed out trees that were making vanilla wafers, sandwich cookies, sugar, oatmeal-raisin, shortbread, peanut butter, and many others, each playing beautiful music. Some sounded like brass bands, some like pianos.  Some trees played jazz, some rock and roll, some bluegrass or another of the many types of music. Tutor named the different types as they walked along. Some Lily recognized some she didn’t.   But the music from the giant tree that was using Nana’s own recipe for chocolate chip cookies kept getting louder and louder. It was the only one that sounded like a full orchestra, and it was the grandest orchestra in the world. More than that, it sang, making the most beautiful music of all.



“Tutor, that’s Nana’s voice!” Lily exclaimed.



“I know that, Princess.  My father helped your Papa build this orchard.”



 “Papa doesn’t know anything about trees.  He’s a pharmacist when he isn’t doing royal stuff,” Lily protested. 



“True, but he does know a good deal about music.  He and my father discovered that music made the magic already in the orchard even greater.  They found no finer singing voice than your Nana’s, so the tree that used her recipe and sang with her voice became the leader of the orchard.  After you were born the other trees started calling the great tree 'Nana’ as you call your grandmother ‘Nana.’”



“Wow!” Princess Lily said. 



“Wow, indeed,” said Tutor.  “But it is time to head home now. The trees want to get back to work. They aren’t happy if they’re not working, and they can’t work at full speed while we stay.”  



As they walked through the gate, Grr-Mam’s voice laughed and said, “You did a wonderful job fixing things. Goodbye!”  Then the gate closed and disappeared, leaving only the fence visible.  They could still hear music from the orchard, but only from Nana’s tree, and it sounded nothing like what they had heard inside the fence.  



Tutor said, “Home, Atlas,” as they got in. 



“Really? I get to drive?” Atlas asked



Princess Lily said, “Yes, but you can’t break any rules.”



Atlas replied, “Phooey.  I just wanted to drive on the sidewalk.” 



As they pulled into the driveway of the palace, Lily saw a large blue blob coming towards them. She pointed to it and said, “What is that?”
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Tutor said, “My word, I do not know. Atlas, please report."



Atlas said, “Long range sensors don’t show anything dangerous, just way up on the weird-o-meter.”



“Come up on it slowly, no joking,” Tutor advised.  



They were a couple meters away when the blue blob seemed to jump up, then demanded, “Me want cookies!” It spun around three times and turned into Prince Jamison.  He landed on the driveway, light as a feather.  He was laughing as he said, “You didn’t know who I was!” 
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Atlas said, “Great trick, kid.” 



Tutor nodded in approval, “Ah, finally working on your wizard lessons, I see.”  



The princess, being a big sister, was not impressed, but that did not bother the prince. He got into the car.



Atlas dropped them off at the front door and headed toward the garage.  His day was done. 



 As Princess Lily, Prince Jamison, and Tutor came into the palace, King Brian met them, wearing his formal clothes and crown.  “Well done, Lily!  I have had a full report.  Your mother and I are very proud of you.   Tutor, a flawless job as usual."



“Thank you, Dad.



“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

	



“And as for you, Mister Prince” – the three of them held their breaths  – “I loved it! I couldn’t do that trick until I was twelve!”



They all sighed in relief and Jamison, being nowhere near twelve yet said, “Cool, thanks a lot, Dad!"
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The king replied, “It is time for the two of you to get cleaned up and into your dress clothes.  Big banquet tonight and everyone is coming!  We got the treaty with the King and Queen of Troup done today! Dinner starts in a half hour! You know how much my Pa  enjoys seeing you two!”



Jamison said, “So, Pa and Granny Troup are here, and Great-Grandma and Great-Grandpa Bubbling Water, Nana and Papa, Pop and Grr-Mam – they’re all coming?”



The king laughed.  “Right!  Now, go, go, go!”  The prince and princess hurried up the stairs toward their rooms.  Everyone could hear Lily yell, "I DID IT, I DID IT, WOO-HOO!" and slam her door shut.



After Tutor knew the children could not see or hear him and the king, he asked, “Will you be needing any help with Patrick during the party?” 



King Brian said to  his mentor and friend, “No, thanks.  We have plenty of grandparents to go around.  Hey, hold it a minute, Tu-Ten, you're changing the subject.”  He was glad they didn't have to use their  titles now.  “How'd  Lily really do?” 



“As good as gold, Brian.  Better than you did your first time in the orchard.”   The tortoise smiled.



“You didn’t mention that to Lily?” said the king, alarmed at the prospect.



“No, of course not!  Even kings have to have fun,” Tutor said.  



The king turned toward the banquet hall and said, “Hmm, well, yes, they do.” He starting walking up the steps to the hall, and said over his shoulder, “I know you’re not the banquet type, so I’ll say goodnight.  Take the day off tomorrow if you like, Tu-Ten.”



“That will depend on what the morning brings, won’t it, Brian?” the great tortoise asked.



The king stopped, turned to his teacher, and noticed the steps helped him to be taller than Tutor for once, at least for a moment. He smiled his biggest smile, just as his daughter had that morning.  He laughed and said, “You're not a Hero of Niska for nothing. Never try to outwit an 80 year old  tortoise!"
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- The End - 
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