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1. The Queen




“People are approaching me,” the house announced. 

“Crappedy crap.” Hilda didn’t want people around at this time of the morning. She and William were still in bed. “What kind of people?”

“Official people,” the house said. “They might be from the castle.”

“Crappedy crap.”

This was a bad sign. It didn’t bode well for the approachers.

William woke up from that and sat up. “I’ll go deal with them,” he said. “Go back to sleep.”

“Do you really think I can go back to sleep now?” Hilda pushed the covers away and got up. The bunny slippers blinked in surprise at this early activity. “We’ll tell them they’re off limits together.”

Quietly they moved down the hall and the stairs.

“I wonder when I’ll get used to the upstairs being so large,” Hilda muttered. “It looked shiny at first, but everything’s so far away now.”

“Maybe we can do something about that later. Let’s first see who’s outside.” William marched to the door, which opened by itself. “Thank you, house.”

“Would you please thank the door too? I have started to give several of my parts their own identity. That way I am not the only one.”

“Ehm. Thank you, door.”

The door shuddered. Clearly it didn’t speak. Yet.

Hilda watched the scene and didn’t like it. With so many bits of the house having their own identity, it might become cumbersome.

“Who’s there and what do you want,” William asked, stepping outside.

“Honourable wizard,” a man in official garb said. “We’re from the castle.”

“I can see that.”

“We’re looking for the queen.”

That confused William. “She is at the castle.”

“No, sir. She isn’t.”

Hilda had come out as well by now. “Did you check her bed?”

The official’s eyes grew large. “No!”

“Well, that’s dumb. Even queens sleep in their beds,” Hilda said. “It would be the first place I’d look. Did you ask Ellie?” Isla’s personal assistant should know where the queen was.

“No. We can’t find Eleneah either.” The official looked a little helpless. “Her bed is empty.”

“Wait. Something’s wrong here. You don’t simply lose a queen,” said William.

The official bowed his head. “It looks as if we did, Honourable Magicals.”

William asked him about the guards. He knew that Isla had made some changes there, to make the guards actually guard things instead of just standing around without much of a clue. Their daughter had put a lot of effort into that, because the previous king hadn’t really thought that necessary.

“The guards saw nothing, sir,” the man said. He was getting nervous. “We searched the entire castle, and when we couldn’t find the queen, we thought it would be wise to come here. After all, you are her parents.”

“Wise, but coming here this early might not be wise,” Hilda said.

“What’s happening down there?” a voice asked from above. All eyes went up, to find Isla leaning out the window of her bedroom. “A person can’t sleep with all that talking going on.”

“Your Majesty!” The official and his following bowed and knelt at the same time, which looked funny. “We found you!”

“No. You woke me up too early. I knew you were going to, that’s why I came here.”

“Isla? Is Ellie there with you?” Hilda wouldn’t be surprised.

“No. She’s in my bed at the castle. I knew no one would dare to come in without her, so this was the smartest way to go about it.” Isla sighed. “I want to sleep in for a change, is that so bad?”

“But, Your Majesty…” The official was on his feet again. “The state business for today asks that you-”

“And I don’t want that today. How did King Walt handle this?”

“King Walt never appeared at the morning state meeting.”

“Clever man,” Hilda said. It surprised her. She’d never thought she would say that about Walt.

“And how do I avoid that?” Isla asked. “Couldn’t you find him either?”

“Ehm. King Walt made it very clear, at the start of his reign, that anyone who were to disturb him too early in the morning, would suffer dire consequences.”

“And that’s it?” Isla sounded hopeful.

“Almost, Your Majesty,” the official replied. “He did in fact make someone suffer dire consequences. To make a point. But that was, as you called it, it.”

“How dire were those consequences?” Hilda was curious. “And the suffering?”

“We have no written record of that, Honourable Witch, but the tales of the punishment are… unpleasant.”

“I see.” Hilda looked up at her daughter. “We’ll talk about this later.” And to the official, she said: “You can go back to the castle. We’ll make sure the queen gets there in time. And for today, you can be glad you don’t have to suffer any dire consequences. And that goes for all of you.”

The official asked what Hilda meant by ‘in time’, and the answer was: “Somewhere after breakfast.”

The group of castle-people bowed again and retreated.

-=-=-

By the time Hilda and William had gotten inside again, the children were awake on the top floor and the boys were making a lot of noise because Isla was back home. They demanded that Isla would come over at least one night per week.

The queen came down the stairs, covering her ears with her hands. “Can you boys please shut up! I’m getting a headache from your screaming!”

Oona, who also had woken up, agreed with her sister. “Be quiet or I’ll make you quiet.” Those words had the desired effect. The boys knew Oona well, and her way of enforcing her threats was often painful. And to Isla she said: “You don’t look very queenly.”

Hilda and William grinned in agreement. The queen wore her Isla-style morning gown, which was an amalgam of pink and yellow, littered with green dragons and white hearts. Isla had designed it herself.

“I don’t want to look queenly,” the queen said. “I just want to be at home for a bit. There are things that require queenly advice today so I have to talk to Mama Hilda.”

“You…” Hilda hadn’t expected that. “You said it was because of the early wake-up calls.”

“That too. I really need to change the rules about that,” Isla said as she walked to the kitchen. “Can I make breakfast? Please? They never allow me to make my own breakfast at the castle, and it’s never as good as what we have here.”

“Of course, but I want Mick to go with you. You’re out of practice and the queendom needs to have an undamaged queen, girl.”

Mick ran after his sister, and for a while there was a lot of noise in the kitchen. Familiar noise. And only once a surprised scream from Isla.

“She hasn’t lost her touch yet,” William said. “One scream is normal for her.”

Hilda nodded. “Perhaps we need to go to the castle some day soon and set up a kitchen for her. A kitchen like this one. Perhaps a bit less daunting, but one that keeps her sharp, and lets her make her own breakfast.”

William liked that idea. “How about tomorrow? We have no plans for tomorrow.”

“We’ll see.”

“Warning! Breakfast’s coming!” Isla’s warning was not in vain. Plates and cups and also a pitcher with fruit juice shot out of the kitchen, raced through the room at a ridiculous speed and landed safely on the table.

“She doesn’t get enough time to be a witch,” Hilda said. “She never did things like that.”

William reminded her that Mick was in the kitchen with Isla, but Hilda knew better. Mick could do funny stuff but he would never coax Isla into doing it with him. Rune might, but not Mick.

Isla and Mick appeared. Isla looked curious. “Oh, great! I got it all onto the table!” She smiled widely. “Ehm… You didn’t have to catch anything, did you?”

“No, you did well, child,” said Hilda. “Now come and sit down everyone. It’s not every day that the queen makes us breakfast.”

As they sat eating, Hilda asked what issues had driven Isla back home apart from the early wake-ups. “You said you had to talk with me.”

“Yes.” Isla made a napkin appear and carefully cleaned her lips. Hilda had never seen her do that. The queen was clearly shining through. That was good, but not common in this house. “I can deal with the usual stuff, with the help of Queen Velma. She’s nice, you know. But there are some things that she doesn’t know how to do. That was always Walt’s territory. There are people who want extended hunting rights, for instance. Walt was easy with those and allowed almost anything, as long as people weren’t hunting him.”

“Or his wife, I would hope,” William said.

“Velma wasn’t too clear on that.” Isla took a few bites before she continued. “I think that the hunters have enough space to hunt. Before she went home, after the coronation, Aunt Charisma and I had a talk about things in nature, you see. And she and Mr Green are very protective about nature. We shouldn’t take more than we need. Some hunters just shoot animals because that’s what they do.”

“You should give them something else to do then,” Hilda suggested.

“Like what?”

“Teach others to shoot,” Rune said. “Because that’s what they do.”

“That’s something they already do,” Isla said. “Maybe I need to talk to Aunt Charisma again, for some more advice on this. I think I can get this discussion postponed a few more times. That’s the advantage of being the queen.” Isla brought up a few other things that she was puzzled about.

William asked if King Walt hadn’t left her some advisors on those matters. “I’m convinced Walt wasn’t an expert on all of this either.”

“Papa… I’ve spoken with these advisors.” Isla sighed as she popped up her sparkly wand. “You know more about their business than they do. I haven’t sent them away yet, because I have no idea where to find actual advisors. People who know something. Those old boys I inherited got old with the king. They’re just not so far out of their minds. Yet.” Isla made a silly bird appear that flew around her head. “And when I do things like this, people look at me.”

“We look at you too,” Rune said.

“Yes, but you like this. You would even add another bird.” Another bird appeared. “Thank you.”

“Johanna,” William said.

“Huh? Does she conjure birds around her head too?”

“No, but she’d make for a great advisor.”

Hilda agreed, but pointed out that Johanna was busy with school-things too.

“Oh, I’d love to have her as an advisor!” Isla clapped her hands, chasing off the birds that vanished in puffs of red and blue smoke.

“We’ll go to Sunrise and ask if she fancies the job,” Hilda said. “Now finish your breakfast, child.”

Isla took her fork. “Hmm. Yes, I should. This is good. But you shouldn’t.”

“We shouldn’t what?” Hilda tried to think of something.

“Go to the village and ask her. I’m the queen. I have to send someone. That has to be done the official way, you see?”

“And I’m not official?” Hilda was looking forward to the answer.

“No, mama. Sorry. You’re not official. You’re not employed via the castle. And also, I’d never send you to do something. You don’t take well to such things.”

The wicked witch knew that her queenly daughter had a point. “Crappedy crap. Then you make sure you find a good person to send. One that can get a message across.”

Isla nodded and said she was sure she’d find someone. “And now, with breakfast finished, I should go back, I guess.”

“And you came here by broom, didn’t you?” William asked.

“Yes.”

“Would it look queenly to return by broom?”

“Hmm. Yes, it will. Because it’s me. The queen-witch.” Isla smiled, knowing that she was right.

“Let us know if we can help with anything, child.” Hilda got up with her daughter and walked her to the front door. “House, say goodbye to the queen.”

“Goodbye, Isla. I miss singing lullabies to you.”

“I’ll come back for them once in a while,” Isla promised. Outside the house, she let her broom fly out to her. The window of her room was open. “Bye, mama. Drop by for tea, or coffee, someday, will you?”

“Isla. I think you should change your morning gown with something more appropriate,” William said, before the queen-witch flew off.

“Oh. Ehm. Yes.”








  
  
2. Conflict




“That was a surprise,” Hilda said, after Isla had left. 

“I hope she does that more often,” Rune said. “That way we don’t have to make breakfast.”

“Speak for yourself,” Mick said. “I helped her.”

“But the kitchen did most of the work,” the House reported, making Hilda and William laugh.

Hilda suggested that some of them should head over to Sunrise, and ask Johanna if she was up for the task of Royal Advisor.

William wondered about that. “Isla said she would send a messenger over.”

“True,” Hilda said, “but if we ask her first, we know first, and then Johanna has some time to think about it as well. Castle messengers aren’t that fast, but often they’re not patient either. They dump their question and they want an answer right then and there.”

“I’ll think about it is an answer also,” William said, but Hilda was determined to be the first, and she asked once more if one or two would like to come with her.

Little later, the entire family was outside with their flight devices and took off towards the village.

-=-=-

Sunrise was quiet. There was no market yet, as it was too early in the day. A few people walked around with freshly baked bread. For the baker it was already well into the day.

“Hello,” said Johanna’s house. “Aren’t you a bit early?”

“Early? Why that?”

“School hasn’t started yet,” the two-tower house explained.

“We’re not here for school. We’re here for the teacher-witch,” Hilda said, “so let us in. I am sure she’s awake already.”

“She is not,” the house said. “She was up quite late.”

“Well, she’s going to be up quite soon.”

The witch didn’t need to take action; the doors opened.

The living room was empty except for the furniture.

“Crappedy crap. She’s really still asleep.”

“Not any more, thank you very much,” Johanna’s voice came from another room. “What are you doing here?”

Hilda grinned. “We want to talk to the mayor.”

“The mayor? Do you think I have the mayor here?” Johanna sounded slightly shocked. “If you want to talk to the mayor, go to the mayor’s house.”

Hilda grinned again. “I’ll go there if I want to talk to you.”

It was silent for a while.

“You got up too early, Hilda.” Johanna appeared, wrapped in a gown, her hair sticking out. “Morning. Good has, as yet, to be determined.” She looked at the entire family. “And with all of you here, chances are that ‘good’ isn’t going to happen soon.” Speaking those words, she walked to the kitchen counter and started making tea by hand. Breakfast took care of itself.

Hilda let the teacher-witch handle things for a while, and sat down. The rest of the family did too. In silence.

“Please make some noise,” Johanna said. “This is spooky.”

Mick and Rune were soon asked to stop making sound, though. They had a tendency to overdo it.

When Johanna finally sat down with her food, and Mick had taken care of tea for everyone, Hilda told the teacher-witch about Isla’s surprise visit.

“That’s sweet of her, though,” Johanna said, after listening to the account. “It shows that she loves you and relies on you. Which makes sense. She’s very young to be a queen.”

“Indeed,” Hilda said. “And she’s not happy with the bunch of old boys that Walt left her as advisors.”

Johanna groaned. “I met them. They’re stuck in some ancient past with their minds and values. She should get better advice than from them.”

“Exactly.” That was when Hilda sprung the idea on her about Johanna becoming Isla’s advisor.

The teacher-witch-advisor to be looked at the wicked one. “That’s…”

“I understand that this idea renders you speechless,” William said. “The same happened to me.”

Johanna frowned. “Hilda suggested you to be Isla’s advisor too?”

“No. I was a bit silent when she mentioned you.”

“Hey. I’m here,” Hilda said, waving her hands. “No need to talk about me that way.”

“But there is,” Johanna said.

“There is?”

“Yes.”

Hilda pondered that. “Right. Well, since we got that out of the way, what do you think of that idea? It’s mine, so that gives it a lot of value to start with.”

“I think…” Johanna chose her words with care. “I think I want to think about that a bit more. I’m already King Walt’s scribe, so-”

“No, you’re not.” Oona shook her head. “Walt is no longer king. A no longer king has a no longer scribe. Isla won’t need you as a scribe as she can write and she has magic. She lacks experience, and you have that. You have to be her advisor.”

All eyes were on the dark-haired, dark-minded girl. What she’d just said was quite a statement from her.

“If you put it like that…”

“Yes. I do.” Oona folded her arms and looked determined to defend her words.

“Mick!” Rune got up. “You and I can be Isla’s advisors too!”

“Oh no,” Hilda said. “You two won’t advise anyone for a while. We don’t need this queendom to go down into chaos.” She looked at Mick, who’d been getting lessons from Johanna on controlling his chaos-magic.

“Perhaps William can do some advising too,” Johanna then offered. “He has a rather unique view on things, and Isla trusts him.”

“We all trust William,” Hilda said, “because he’s with me.”

“Hey. I’m here,” William said, waving his hands. “No need to talk about me that way.”

“There is,” Johanna said.

They all laughed while Hilda looked at her partner. “Johanna has a good point. You’d make an excellent advisor. Sometimes you even have some good ideas for me.” She looked around the table and warned that those words should not be known outside this house.

“Ehm, I’m truly sorry, but I am the house and I’ve heard those words. And I do have an outside,” the house said. “Is this going to be a problem?”

“Only if you allow your outside to talk to people about this,” Hilda said.

“It won’t.” The house sounded convinced.

“Shiny. So that’s settled then. Johanna and William will be Isla’s advisors.”

At that moment the house announced that some official person from the castle had arrived. “He demands to enter. I told him no.”

Hilda was correct in assuming that this was the official courier from Isla, with the request for Johanna to be her personal advisor. The wicked witch was glad they’d been able to talk about this, so Johanna was prepared for the question.

“Yes.”

The messenger stepped back, almost shocked. “What? I mean, what did you say?”

“I said yes. Is something wrong with your ears?” Johanna tilted her head a bit.

“No. I thought you said yes, but I hadn’t expected it so quickly. I have here…” the man dug up a crooked scroll from a pocket, “,,,a list of possible reasons and suggestions why you should consider accepting the position.” He unrolled it and held it up. “We worked hard on it. And now you immediately say ‘yes’, as if there’s nothing to it.” The man’s face told everyone that he was very disappointed. As if part of his life’s work had disappeared.

“Very well.” Johanna took a deep breath. “Yes. I might consider it.”

“Oh? I thought you said ‘yes’.” There was a glimmer of hope on the messenger’s face.

Hilda knew what would come, and made her family move away. This would be better from a distance, and from where they were, they wouldn’t have to hear everything the messenger had to say. Rune asked why Johanna was going through that whole play when they all knew she was going to yes again at the end.

“Johanna knows how this play has to be acted out,” William said. “She’s been at the court for a long time and she just follows the procedure. I admit I had to laugh when she simply said ‘yes’ at first.”

“So did I,” Hilda said, and added that they would head over to the castle without Johanna if this puppetry took too long.

William understood that. Court procedures were the basis of bureaucracy, and without computers that took even longer. Not that computers had sped things up in his old world, he admitted to himself.

Luckily, Johanna managed to make the messenger happy and sent him on his merry way. The teacher-witch walked over to the magical family, her carpet under her arm. “What do you say, should we wait a little to give him time, so he can bring the good news to the queen?” She frowned for a moment. “It’s still odd to say queen and mean Isla.”

William asked how Johanna was going to manage her new appointment as royal advisor and also keep the school going. For himself, he wasn’t so sure about that yet, but he didn’t have any obligations towards teaching.

“Good question. I’m sure that will work itself out,” Johanna said confidently. “Isla knows about the school and the children, and I doubt she will need her advisors around all the time. We do have a life of our own, don’t we?”

“Perhaps we should get her a crystal ball,” Hilda mused. “That way you two can do your advising from home, or at least agree on when you should see her. It would be a lot faster than people shooting arrows all over.”

Johanna suggested once more to first talk with Isla about this. “And we have to get the official advisor ritual behind us too.”

“And how does that look?” Hilda had never heard of such a ritual, but advising kings of queens on an official level wasn’t her cup of coffee. She preferred to drop in and spread her wisdom when she felt like it.

“I honestly have no idea. From what I have seen, each new king – and in this case queen – can design a new ritual for that. Maybe you have an idea now, because you know Isla better than I do.”

“I have no idea, except that we go now. That messenger had enough time, I would think.”

-=-=-

Of course they arrived at the castle long before the messenger, as the man and his horse stuck to roads and trails that didn’t exist in the air.

Isla wasn’t surprised to see them. “Has the messenger talked to you yet?” she asked matter-of-factly, sitting on a brand-new throne that looked a lot more comfortable than the ancient contraption Walt had always occupied.

“We saw him,” Hilda said, “and Johanna talked to him. Which was entertaining for a while.”

“A short while,” Isla said, knowing her mother. “And I guess I know what Johanna said.” She looked at the teacher-witch and smiled. “It’s good to have you on board as an advisor, Johanna.”

“Thank you. I convinced your Dad to be one as well,” Johanna said.

Isla’s eyes grew large. “Dad? You?”

“Yes, me. Unless you don’t trust my advice,” William said.

“Ehm.” Isla blushed. “I had thought of you but I didn’t dare to ask. You know so many things. So many strange things too, and you often have very creative ideas for problems. I’d be very grateful if you could help me with things, Dad.” She looked at Johanna. “Could you advise me on something?”

“What thing?”

“Is it proper for a queen to run to her Dad and hug him?”

“Of course it is.”

Hilda didn’t know if Johanna made that up on the spot or not, but she agreed with that advice. Isla did too, and she was still hugging William when a lackey came in.

“Your Majesty.”

“Oh. Yes?” Isla walked back to her throne.

“There is a visitor.”

That had to be the messenger. Better late than never, because never meant he’d been grabbed by wolves or bandits.

“Show him in.”

The lackey opened the door, then hastily stepped aside.

The person who came in was not the messenger.

-=-=-

“What happened here?” the man blurted out. “This is wrong!”

It was Prince Jordan, husband of Snow White, Walt’s and Velma’s daughter.

“What is wrong?” Several people asked that at the same time.

“I should be king!” the prince said, pointing at Isla. “And Snow White should be queen.”

“No,” Johanna said. “You were too far away to be invited for the King’s Race, and-”

“What is a King’s Race?” Jordan looked at her. “And who are you? Who are most of these people, anyway?”

“This is even more reason that you can’t be king of this area,” Johanna said. “You know nothing of the place, you don’t know the people and you have no manners.”

“I’m a prince,” Prince Jordan said in his feeble defence.

“Even more reason to know about manners,” William said. “You remember me, don’t you? And Hilda?”

Jordan’s face turned red. “Yes. I know you. After your last visit, Snow White stopped having babies. I always wanted to talk to you about that, because she’s young enough to have a few more.”

Hilda and William grinned as they remembered that last visit. Hilda had taken it upon herself to ‘disable’ Jordan’s procreation drive by rendering him sterile. Clearly that had worked perfectly.

“You’re here,” Hilda said. “Talk to us about it.” That would be better than having him blow up again about the king and queen part.

Jordan, however, didn’t fall for that. He walked up to Isla, as far as a few guards let him. They stepped between the queen and the angry prince and, using their lances, made it clear that he couldn’t get any closer to her. “What is this?”

“You mean ‘What are these’.” Isla corrected him. “They are armed guards. Fitting for a queen. You said you are a prince. I’ve never seen you. What is your name?” That made sense. Isla not the other children had ever met Prince Jordan or Princess Snow White.

“I am Prince Jordan. I am married to the daughter of King Walt and Queen Velma,” the man said. “And that gives me the right to the throne.”

“I doubt that. I won this throne in the race,” Isla said, “and I do not like the way you carry yourself, Prince Jordan. Also, if you feel that you and your wife are entitled to the throne, where then is your lady wife?”

Hilda wondered about that too. Jordan was crazy enough to come here on his own. She would like to see Snow White again, but with the small army of kids they had, the woman probably had chosen to stay home. Travelling with so much offspring would be cumbersome.

“She’s at home, with the children,” Jordan said. “Travelling alone is faster.”

“Indeed, it is,” Johanna said. “And since you’ve discovered that the throne is not yours, you can travel home quickly too.”

Hilda grinned. “We can get you home even faster, Jordan. We have dragons.” She frowned for a moment. She hadn’t actually seen the dragons for days, she now realised.

“I insist on seeing the actual King and Queen,” Jordan said. “They will tell you that this isn’t right.” Again he pointed at Isla, who now got up.

Isla brushed the lances aside and walked up to the prince. “Let me tell you, prince, that this is very right. If you care to dispute my right to the throne, pick you way and we’ll settle it.” Isla popped up her wand, stars and all, and tapped the top in the palm of her free hand. “Word of warning, though. I’m not only a queen, I’m also a witch. Hilda’s my mother and William’s my father. Choose wisely, young man.”

William put a hand over his mouth and snorted. Jordan was at least a dozen years older than Isla, so her ‘young man’ was hilarious to him.

The door opened once more. A tall, voluptuous woman entered. She was dressed in a very rich, almost exaggerated fashion. Also her face carried a lot of colour. “I am here to accept my duties,” she said.








  
  
3. More conflict




“And who are you?” Johanna asked the woman. 

“I am the Artichoke Queen,” the newcomer said, waving her arms as she spoke. The many bracelets on her wrists clattered. “I heard that this kingdom needs proper guidance. I am here to give that guidance.” She looked as if that would answer each and every question anyone present might have.

“Crappedy crap,” Hilda said. “Where do all these people suddenly come from? Who told you about this place?”

“Who are you?” the Artichoke Queen bellowed, her massive bosom heaving.

“Here we go again. Another one that has no clue about this queendom,” the wicked witch sighed. “This is going to be fun.”

“You are clearly an insubordinate. Not answering a direct question from your queen is unacceptable.” The huge woman turned to the two guards. “Seize her.”

The guards didn’t move. They knew better.

William raised a hand. “Calm down, Mrs Artichoke. I think we need to-”

“Who are you?” the massive woman asked loudly. Her voice crashed into walls and bounced over heads.

“I’m William. I’m something like the local wizard.”

“Ah! The local charlatan,” the woman said, not decreasing her volume.

Hilda had enough. She popped up her wand. “No one calls William a charlatan,” she said. “I’m the local witch, and you are going to tell us who you are, where you come from and where you’re going after you did all that.”

“What…” The woman looked as if she was going to explode. “Girl, get out of that chair and let me sit there,” she barked at Isla, who’d sat down again.

“I don’t think so,” the queen-witch said, waving her wand, making a string of coloured stars dance around the intruding woman. “I dare say you’re a bit outnumbered by witches and wizards. Also, I am the legitimate queen of this queendom and I demand to know who you are, and from where you have the insolence to intrude here.” Isla used the voice perfectly. Hilda was proud of her girl.

The woman stepped away and stared at Isla as if she’d been deeply insulted. “I am the Artichoke Queen,” she repeated. “I heard that this kingdom needs proper guidance. I am here to give that guidance.”

“What is an Artichoke Queen?” Rune asked. He studied the big woman, intrigued by her posture, her dress, the excessive amount of jewellery around everything that could hold any.

The woman turned to him. “I am the Artichoke Queen, young man. I am from the land where the artichokes have been invented, cultivated and made into an art form.”

“What are artichokes?” Mick asked.

Oona responded before the woman could. “That are pieces of art that you choke on. They’re not healthy.”

“Pipe down, everyone!” Isla cried out loud enough for everyone to stare at her. “I don’t accept this kind of nonsense in my castle. We’re here to discuss advisers, not to be interrupted by a few people who think they can run a queendom better than I can.” She looked at Jordan. “You’re not even a queen.”

“But…” Jordan blinked a few times, unsure what to say.

“No buts, mister,” Isla cut him off. “You and Mrs Artichoke are leaving this room right now.”

William’s jaw dropped. Where had she picked up those words? He was convinced he’d always been careful using slang and ‘simple language’ around the house, mostly because Hilda hated that. But simple, slang or differently, Prince Jordan walked to the door. The Artichoke Queen followed him. She seemed a bit dazed by it all.

Once the door had been closed behind the two, Isla looked at her family and friends again. “So, are we in the clear about the advisory roles?” She looked at William and Johanna, hope all over her face.

“Of course,” said both advisers. “We’d love to do that for you.”

“That is wonderful,” Isla said. “I hope to learn a lot from you two. The first bit of advice I would need is if I should simply tell the old boys they’re no longer needed, or if we should do that in an official manner.”

Johanna and William agreed on the official manner. “That way no one can say that this was done in a sloppy way. They’re used to official ways, after all. It is the proper way to send them packing,” William said.

Johanna added that Isla should find out how much the old boys had been paid for their services. “If that wasn’t much, perhaps you need to set up something for them so they can survive for, let’s say, a year. If they got plenty of payment, they can go with a one-time gratification. Also get word out to them as quickly as you can that their services, for now, are ‘suspended’. That sounds nicer than ‘no longer needed’.”

“And not a big gratification,” Hilda added. “I bet they stole enough from old Walt already.”

Isla promised she’d look into that. Or have someone look into that. “But it needs to be someone I can trust and who’s no afraid.”

“I can do that,” said Ellie. “Everyone knows me and trusts me, and they’re always coming to me to hear something ‘special’ about our new queen. The lackey of King Walt usually had something juicy to share. I just make up something silly if they really don’t want to leave me alone.”

“You make something up? About me?” Isla demanded to hear more, and all the others were curious about that too. Ellie listed a few things, like Isla having a special broom for festive days, or that she had to have four braids before going to sleep.

“That’s silly,” Johanna said, and Ellie smiled as if she’d just gotten a reward. “I think we can leave this to you.”

“Good, that’s settled then. Ellie is the informant on the payment of the old advisers. Which brings us to the payment of the new ones,” Isla said.

Johanna advised her to leave that until she knew more about the salary of the old boys. “There is plenty of time to work that out, Isla. Don’t worry.”

Isla agreed. “Thank you for coming and for making me feel good about my new advisers. And now I have to do something I really don’t want to, but I’m going to do it anyway. I need you all to leave. I have to deal with these two people who are waiting outside.”

“Are you sure you don’t need any advice on that?” William winked at her.

“No, Papa William. I can do this. But thank you.”

Hilda was a bit stunned as they left the room. She was being sent off by her own daughter! Of course, with that daughter being the queen, that was different. Still it felt odd.

They passed Prince Jordan and the strange woman, who had crashed into the room uninvited. Jordan looked at Hilda as if he hated her. The woman ignored the family entirely.

Hilda enjoyed how the door to Isla’s throne room closed while the two were left waiting. Good. She felt a sudden respect for the way how Isla handled being a queen.

-=-=-

“I don’t like that loud woman,” Oona said, once they were outside. “She has a strange aura around her, and there is something in or around her that is just plain wrong.”

“That’s a big accusation, Oona,” William said. “We don’t even know her.”

“That is even worse,” the girl said. “If someone we know were to burst into the room like that, it might have a reason. That woman is not a queen. Queens know better than doing what she did.”

Johanna asked her how she suddenly knew so much about queens.

“Simple,” Oona said. “My sister is one, so I read a few books about them. Someone has to watch out for her. Isla will always be my little sister, no matter how old she looks.”

“I don’t want to stay your little brother,” Rune said to that. “That is wrong.”

Johanna laughed and explained that there was nothing wrong with being a younger brother. “You won’t stay little, Rune. You’ll grow up.”

Rune frowned as he looked at Oona. “I bet she will try to grow faster than I do, and stay the tallest. I’m going to find out if there are spells to stop her.”

“You will never find such a spell, Rune.” Oona smiled at him. “If there is something like that, I’ll find it sooner and I’ll see to it that it doesn’t work for you. Hmm, I wonder if young wizards make for interesting toads.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“Hey, down there!” Ellie looked out the window. “Can you be quiet? The queen is busy!”









