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Prologue

Queen Althea
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I look from face to mournful face of all those my George presided over in his kingdom.  I share in their feelings, though I cannot express them.  It would be improper.  I must stand before all of our subjects strong...for I am now the rock for our kingdom, for our daughters, to depend on in this great time of grief.

I realize now I had never fully prepared myself for this day...the day he would no longer be at my side.  I want to make him proud as I stand before this crowd making my speech, finishing this ceremony, and then return to our castle and mourn...alone...as his wife.  I will praise and thank him tonight as I hold each of our precious babies he gave to me...as I comfort them as their mother and not a queen.

“We have and will shed many tears today...as a kingdom, as his friends, and as his vastly extended family.  Because that is how George truly felt.  To many he was King...a great, respected, and honorable ruler.  However, in his own words he once told me ‘A king is only as good as he treats his kingdom.  I choose to treat every member in our land as family...then if we ever face any adversity or a time to rejoice...I do so with my family.’”

Cheers erupted from the crowd as I recounted my George’s words from many years passed.  I paused to smile, looking up from my prepared notes among the sea of faces.  This task alone is unbearable...nevertheless...I must remain strong, holding myself together for these people, and my daughters who are all watching.

“As we rejoice today...for both the lifetime we shared with our well respected King George and the well wishes we send for a peaceful eternity...I am forced to recall all the precious memories I have shared with the one man who was not only our king, but my beloved husband, and adoring father to our daughters.”

I pause trying to gather my thoughts as I feel that the dam holding my emotions back is near to bursting.  

“As part of our celebration of life this eve...I would like you all to focus on your own memories of King George.  Share with each other...smile and laugh together...raise a chalice in a toast to a wonderful man you all knew...not simply because he was king.  He would love that.”  A soft smile twitches at the corner of my mouth thinking about George.

I clear my throat before I continue.  “I apologize to you all...at this time...my heart is too selfish yet to share my own memories.  However, what I can share is the love he had for his family, for his kingdom, and his hope for a continued peaceful existence for all.”

More cheers from the crowd forced me to stop and give a weak smile until the noise began to calm.

“Tonight I would like to thank you all!  For loving my husband as much as we did.  For being a community, he was so proud to lead.  For standing at our sides offering comfort as we laid him to rest today.  Thank you all for showing such great respect, compassion, and care today as we send our King George home.”

I look to the heavens as I feel a tear begin stinging my eye.  “I make a promise to you my love...”  I speak barely above a whisper.

I slowly lower my head overlooking the crowd.  “I make a promise to you all.  I will continue to honor him by ruling in the same manner as the example he set for us all.  I will work with his top advisors to ensure that all his work will live on.  I will work tirelessly to prepare our children to carry on his work for that fateful day when I can no longer fulfill that duty.”

I raise my finger in the air.  “I promise that our lives will go unchanged unless future change is ever needed.  Our continued peace will be preserved and encouraged.  Your hard work and his will live on.  Forever!  That is my solemn oath as your Queen.”

More cheers from the crowd as I watch many wipe their eyes as they feel much as I do now.  Such the mix of emotions that I wish my powers alone were enough to heal these wounds for us all.  Alas, even I do not possess that much power.  Not as George had.  

“Before we conclude the ceremony this eve, I would like to extend to you all our gratitude for standing at our side in such the time of need.  For sending my husband to his place with the Divine with respect and such love.  I encourage you all to continue this celebration as customary, while our daughters and I will retire to our home.  Tomorrow will be a new day...and we look forward to continuing to serve you all in a way King George would approve.”

I whispered one more quick ‘thank you’ before abruptly turning to gather my daughters as the crowd erupted with cheers again.  The guards quickly whisked us all off to the awaiting carriage to take us back to our castle, so we could mourn privately as a family...though it will be brief.
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It was very difficult speaking, as I was flooded with many memories that I could only try to tuck away until the proper time for me to address my own feelings came.  However, here I sit in silence with my daughters on our way home...that now cold and lonely castle...without George...and it is still not the proper time.  I refuse to let my girls see me in a moment of weakness.  I need to show strength for them if no other.

George was an incredibly blessed warlock.  The most powerful in the realm.  He had been able to far surpass any ruler in his lineage through his tremendous leadership ideals and drive for peace.  Rarely relying on his powers to effect change, instead using it to enhance life.  

He was known for getting his own hands drenched with soil (never blood) to plant flowers for others to enjoy and using his magic to make their growth unaffected by any weather.  Majestic gardens throughout our kingdom for all to enjoy any day and every day.  Magic was a beautiful gift to him...as those flowers for our people.  It was never to be misused or exerted to gain power.

That is the phenomenal heart I fell in love with.

George’s father, and his father before him, had to employ much different tactics during their respective reigns.  War ravaged the realm for many centuries.  Much blood had been spilled over the land.  So many lives lost.  George believed all those centuries of fighting and living in fear for so many had paved the way...leading to the desire for peace by all.  

He brought peace to our realm by creating relationships with other kingdoms.  Made trade agreements to gather goods needed to help our people thrive, as well as what we had to offer others.  He extended the olive branch to all.  All accomplished without using magic.  Simply his personality, backed by the people’s desire for peace.  That was enough. 

Oh, George...you left such a beautiful legacy.  I hope I can be at least half the leader you were.  Oh...how I miss you.

I withdraw my gaze from the window turning towards my daughters.  I feel a smile form as I take in more of George’s truly breathtaking legacy.  Our girls.
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Across the carriage from me set three of my daughters.  My youngest daughter sitting next to me.  All their heads hung in sorrow and torrents of tears I could not sooth.  This angers me greatly because as a healer I have been able to fix anything and everything that I could within my control.  Yet I cannot heal their precious hearts...or even ease the ache inside.

My mind flickers back to when I gave birth each time.  George was even a hands on father as much as he could be.  His power was so great I had put him in charge of naming any children as we had been blessed.  I thought it would be beautiful to have the child’s name represent their power or even personality.  I know it can take much time for a child to show their true personality.  However...George knew literally at birth.

First, were our perfectly peaceful and balances twins, Alyson and Alysia.  Next was the mischievous Trinity.  My last blessing appeared in the mirror image beautiful face to her father, our little Gracie.  I find myself smiling as I recall George giving each of them names as he held them in his lap staring with such adoration and wonder as I watch blissfully from our bed.

Alyson, deep chestnut hair and soulful brown eyes.  “We will call her Alyson.  She will be both noble and kind.  Her powers will be water and she will be capable of controlling the element of air as does her sister.”  He was right.  She is very noble as her twin and their father.  She is kind nearly to a fault...her father’s tremendous heart.

He smiled leaning over the bed to hand me Alyson as he reached for her twin sister, setting her in his lap next.  He smiled down at a physically identical baby...yet he could easily tell them apart.  “We shall call you Alysia my little one.  You too are noble and always will seek truth.  Her powers will be air and fire.”

He rubbed her head as a tear formed in his eye and he turned meeting my gaze.  “We got two blessings from the Divine.  They are perfectly balanced.  How did we get such luck?”

I remember smiling at him and simply replying.  “Maybe the Divine wanted to reward all your valiant efforts to create harmony outside the home.  Maybe the Divine thought you deserved the same at home.”

I feel my fingers run across my lips as I remember him kissing me...as if I could still feel his warm full lips against mine...so tender and loving.

He was correct with Alysia as well.  She is noble and our little knowledge seeker.  She has read nearly every book in her father’s study and has attempted to learn any skill offered to her.  Even trades not traditionally offered to woman.  Her father’s strength and thirst for learning all life had to offer.

George was so happy when I announced to he and the twins that I was expecting not long after the twins third birthday.  He had wrapped his arms around me swinging me in the air, kissing every inch of my face as I giggled.  

The twins were so excited, though they may not have been fully aware of what was occurring...but their father’s reaction was enough to let them know to be excited.

After I had given birth, the nurses readied our third daughter and me while another nurse ran to fetch George to come meet his newest addition.

He gasped as he laid eyes on her when the nurse handed him the little bundle.  Her hair was slightly darker than her sisters, nearing the color of George’s raven colored hair but with my red tones mixed with luminous deep browns.  George stared down smiling as he noticed she had his blue eyes.  Those entrancing eyes that reached into your very soul.

“I see she will be a spirit witch.  Oh, so much power for you little one...and much responsibility.  I believe the name Trinity will suit.  In honor of the Divine triad, in appreciation for the blessing to our lives.  A strong name to guide your heart away from darkness and offer protection through your life’s journey.”

I had placed my hand over my heart as I feel a tear fall down my cheek.  His words were always so beautiful.  I am so lucky to have these memories.  I catch myself before I giggle at the thought of his words being a premonition.

Trinity needs the guidance and protection, now more than ever.  A spirit witch unfortunately is constantly dealing with light and darkness of the spirit world, just as there exists light and dark magic.  Although I believe it was her father’s words that has kept her heart pure and positive in the energy she exudes in life.

It was not much long after I had given birth to Trinity I had discovered I was expecting once more.  Not a full year had passed.  I was terrified.  Sure, we had plenty of help at the castle, yet George and I preferred to do most of the interactions with our children instead of handing them off to a nanny each time they wailed at night or misbehaved in the day. 

I was exhausted with three girls.  The twins had barely reached four-years-old and Trinity had not had her first birthday.  George felt my distress and I remember the comfort he offered me.  He held me in our bed as I cried and spoke of my fears and guilt.  

He heard my distress and soothed me with his words.  “I understand these emotions my love.  I feel them as well.  That however makes us better parents.”  

I could only look at him confused as he chuckled then continued.  “We are scared because we love and care that much.  We will have love and energy to extend to a new addition just as we do for our daughters now.”  

He pulled me close to him and snuggles his face into my hair near the nape of my neck.  Wrapped in his strong arms I could feel his muscular form against my back through my nightdress.  “Let us not question or take for granted that which the Divine believes we can handle.  This will be another precious gift, blessing and bringing more harmony to our home.  I plan to push my fears aside and just be thankful.”

Another tears slips down my face as I can almost feel that embrace as he whispered in my ear that eve.

Several months later, George strolls into our room as the nurse hands him his newest daughter.  He cradled her in his arms as I swear I heard her giggle as he smiled at a tiny feminine version of him.  Her hair shiny and beautiful as a raven’s feather, and his piercing blue eyes.  “Now we have achieved full balance with this one mother.”  

He smiled taking a seat near me on the bed as I eyed him curious.  “We now control all the elements and interactions with spirit.  She will be an earth witch.  She will find joy in the brilliance of all the Divine has offered in nature.  She will nurture growth of all that exists and discourage all destruction of the bounty we are afforded in this life.  That said...welcome to the world little Gracie.  We love you.”

I look over at Gracie watching the darkened scenery pass beyond the carriage window as we near the castle.  I could not help but smile knowing he was correct once more.  

Gracie is very free spirited as Trinity yet not as mischievous, which I am grateful for.  She is fiercely protective of our land and all that exist upon it.  

She even went to each of her father’s gardens and refreshed all the wards protecting all the beautiful flowers before the ceremony today.  I believe it was her way of feeling close to her father once more before we laid him to rest.  I just have to look at her precious face to know he is always with us.
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I can feel the carriage slowing as we reach the castle.  I am relieved to finally put all this ceremonial nonsense behind me and be home with my daughters.  To just be a family...as much as we can be now.  

Their world has forever changed for many reasons.  They lost their father, friend, teacher, and not everything that he was to them words can adequately express.  

More unpleasant and painful tasks await.  It is tradition that now we began transitioning the girls to take their father’s and my place in preparation for my demise.  I will continue to rule until then...however, there can only be one queen.  

That tradition...‘the choosing’...will divide a once harmonious home.  Another matter I have no voice in as I had no voice in our mourning process for my own husband, the father of my girls.  The very name is improper since there is no real choice involved...for any of us.

That was one thing we had not spoken of.  Never gave much consideration.  Well...George may have made plans, yet never a word to me.  It is such a morbid thought...I would be spending the rest of my days planning for my end of days.  That is not an existence George would have wanted for any of us.  However, that is tradition dictating our path.

With ‘the choosing’, I may be spending many of those days alone.  How will our girls be ready?  George had not yet finished his teachings with Trinity or Gracie.  The twins, Alyson and Alysia, had already completed their education and had taken jobs with their father to begin to learn the duties of themselves as queen and then helping their one-day king when they marry.

That was one tradition I did not mind planning for.  As George’s father afforded him the option to marry for love, he extended the same choice to his daughters.  This abolished the prior tradition for formal betrothals.  All other traditions still stand.

George’s father was a visionary ahead of his time..., which I believe, led to many of my George’s values, and the moral compass he instilled in our girls.  He too had been attempting to find alternate methods to continuous war over power and control all the existence he had known.  However, the realm was not ready to listen yet.

When George received the crown from his father, he had already competed in ‘the choosing’ against his siblings.  George had charm and charisma; in addition, he had the advantage of being the eldest son.  He had already learned and been groomed to his father’s ideals while he grew into his own man forming his own.  

George was the man that affected the proper change at the proper time and it has stood the test of time.  He nurtured and it blossomed.  Unfortunately, neither George nor his father had been able to offer the choice instead of the competition ‘the choosing’ requires as tradition.

As close as my girls are and have always been I would rather have them reach a mutual agreement.  This could very well destroy them.  

Though George’s siblings had always assumed George would be king, once ‘the choosing’ came after their mother had passed...the slithery serpent of greed for power reared its vicious head and familial ties were out the window.  

Our daughters have never seen his family.  Never knew their cousins or learned lessons from aunts or uncles.  This was robbed from their journey in life by tradition...not by their choosing or ours.  I could never bear that for them.  I hope they are together stronger than all that lies ahead.  

I follow the girls, as we are helped step from the carriage.  My gaze goes up the dark walls of the castle from the front steps to the parapet walls with guards.  I heave a breathy sigh as I stand realizing how dreary home looks now.  The guards escort the girls inside as I stand in the dirt drive staring at the darkness over us currently.  I miss the light...I miss my George. 

George always had faith our girls were strong.  Although we never discussed this ever needing to occur...I know in my heart that he would have faith that our girls could withstand whatever attempted to block their road ahead or attempt to cause them to veer off course.

None of our girls are greedy for power either.  They seem well adjusted and quite content young ladies.  I guess we never properly prepared them for the potential that this would ever come.  I never prepared myself...and look where we all are.  I am supposed to be a leader...I am not prepared for this at all.

Now would be the time greed could easily step in and entice our family to shreds.  While our hearts are broken and at our weakest.  Begging and bargaining for any bit of strength we could gain.  That is when darkness can make very appealing offers drawing you out until that source of strength is all you seek to escape from the pain.  Greed!  

I am not speaking of greed for power of the kingdom...oh no...that is not the only prize in this game.  Since it was George that passed, first...they would be fighting for his powers.  He was the strongest Warlock in the realm and had powers beyond what I could even fathom.

George had won ‘the choosing’ and plans had been set years prior between the deaths of his parents.  He received the crown and simply inherited his powers as his position had already been decided preceding his father’s death.  

For our girls, I will continue to reign as Queen until I either am no longer fit or pass away.  George’s gifts and powers are up for grabs to who wins ‘the choosing’.  The powers will be available now...no matter who wants the crown.  

I do know I have a few months to prepare my girls.  Since there is still one living parent, tradition dictates that the youngest child must be at least sixteen-years-of-age to compete.  I hope that is enough time to prepare all my girls.  

Alyson and Alysia are grown women...I can only intervene so much at their age of twenty-one-years old.  

Trinity takes a lot of energy at seventeen-years just to keep her focused on anything besides mischief.  She will most likely enjoy the scavenger hunt of it, and then see what is really at stake.  Truly seeing what is best for the big picture for us all, not just her own picture.

That leaves poor Gracie, the youngest and least trained for any of this.  Still impetuous and child-like in thinking at times from lack of life experience because she is so young.  She has not even had a chance to learn what the big picture is.  

How will she even have a fair chance in this against her elder sisters?  If she does not understand the concept of the big picture, how will she know what is best for something she has never laid eyes on.

On the other hand...what if it were Gracie that won?  She is still training and then to have that burden lay in her lap.  I can understand how this entire competition could severe blood ties.  All the pieces and components that are all bits to this bigger picture of life for us all.  

The guard offers me his hand and I nod grateful as he helps me up the steps into the castle.  The cook had prepared a late dinner for the girls and me.  I still was not that hungry for food.  However, I was starved of time with my girls.  

I promise George...I will wait until tomorrow to speak with the girls of these matters.  Tonight we just need each other...I need them.  We need you. 

Dammit George!  I cannot do this without you!

I pray the Divine will have mercy upon us in the days to come.  At least have mercy on my innocent children.  I will consult with my advisors first light to ensure I am clear on what we need to prepare for ‘the choosing’.  

I pray we have enough time!
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1 Alyson
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Alysia and I had little to do today.  Most of father’s advisors and the remaining staff kept their distance since close of the ceremonies last night.  However, as tradition dictates, we had to return to our duties and our allotted time for mourning was over.  Back to business as usual.  Although, without father I have no clue how any business will be usual again.  

His advisors and mother will be helping us continue to learn our job requirements or potential one-day ‘charge in life’.  Today mother is playing ‘catchup’ with Trinity and Gracie’s lessons so they both can continue on track as father outlined for all of our individualized educations.

Alysia and I will be there to help our younger sisters along to get to where we are currently.  Graduated and working as functioning pieces of the leadership of our kingdom.  

We had a general base education that encompasses all that may apply to magic itself, but individualized per our specific gifts as well.  The same applies to our duties in the castle...as leaders.  No matter who will become queen, the remaining sisters will still have duties and responsibilities as part of the ruling class.  We don’t simply get a title handed to us...we were trained to work for everything birth rite or not.

That is part of the reason we all learn to fulfill the position of Queen.  We haven’t the slightest idea who may be queen after our mother...but no matter who is chosen, she will have all the knowledge necessary, as we have all been equally trained.  If ever a need...she will have many hands to help.

Mother and father’s advisors have set a meeting with us all over dinner this evening to discuss some important issues we need be aware of now...that father is gone.  

Alysia and I spend a good portion of our day twiddling our thumbs and pondering what possible issues had arisen.  

It is quite possible that our current duties may change.  Maybe Trinity or even Gracie can begin working in the castle earlier than we.  I know mother’s presence will be needed more to fulfill father’s shoes.  Alysia and I have learned a great deal from father.  We are ready and available to help day or night.
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“We can speculate all day about what this meeting may be about.”  Alysia leaned back in her chair with a huff as she folded her arms at her chest.  “What is irritating me is that we have been for the most part suddenly invisible to all that have passed us today.”

“That’s not true...a few people said ‘hello’ as they passed.  They didn’t leave us to die of hunger or thirst either...so they are aware we are here.”  I reply trying to keep the mood light.

Alysia scoffs and rolls her eyes.  “So I am supposed to be content because I didn’t have to fetch my own coffee this morning.  I need something to do.”  

I smile and nod to my sister.  “I agree and understand.  But did you ever consider...that maybe no one quite knows what to say to us?  That quite possibly they are giving us space to mourn properly out of kindness and not forcing the traditions on us so soon.”

Alysia tilts her head to the side as she watches one of the assistants flash a quick yet warm smile as he passes.  “I guess I am just too frustrated to think straight.”  She releases a heavy sigh sinking further into her chair at her desk in father’s office.  “You’re right...I should be a bit more thankful that I have been given this extra time and appreciate the respectfulness.”

“I am just glad to see that there are some things even tradition cannot dictate or manipulate...such as compassion.”  I raise a brow making Alysia smile.

“And here I thought Trinity was our little rule breaker.”  Alysia giggled as I smiled.

“It’s not breaking any rules if it is the right thing to do.”  I tap my chin while looking up at the ceiling, sticking out my lower lip.  “I believe I heard that somewhere once...can’t quite place it....”

Alysia laughs and I too begin to giggle, as I know we both immediately were thinking of our father.  So many lessons, so much time he poured into each of us, and the love...it just made education and work easy, and he always made it fun.  

When we were younger, father could go on these incessant ramblings during these lessons on occasion.  At the time, we had no understanding that one-day this wisdom would hold any meaning for us, so it was fairly difficult to remain interested.  

Alysia and I did all we could to try and appear obedient students.  However, when Trinity joined us...this all became a bit of an inside joke.  Trinity would huff and puff displaying her boredom loudly.  She would argue and ask ‘why’ no matter what he said or the point he was trying to make.  

“UGGHHH!  What does this have to do with anything?”  She would flop her head back in her chair forcing out a heavy sigh.

Yet father always remained patient.  He would just smile at each of us.  “I know this is hard to sort through all of this information ladies...but I have a lifetime of wisdom I must instill in you or I will fail as a parent...not just as King.”   

He would pace in front of us slowly with his hand behind his back as if he were a college professor.  “I have much responsibility my darling daughters and one day...this will be all yours.  I know you will always be there for each other no matter who gains what position here in the castle.  Just as I felt much like you when my father trained me.  But it is important and I promise I am not torturing you.”

He’d stop pacing and look into each of our eyes.  “One day I realized my father’s words had value...unfortunately...by then he was gone.  I had barely just married your mother.  It wasn’t until later we were joined by you girls.  My family had been split for years.  I was alone.  I am trying to save you all from that moment, from that pain of regret, and from ever feeling helpless...because you are far from that, each of you.”

He was always so good at making a person see the other side of the coin or any issue at a completely different angle.  He explained everything so simply and we became better students.  Well...Trinity still had her moments, but a simple glance from father was enough to refocus her to whatever task was at hand.

Alysia sighs as she begins cleaning up her desk.  “How about we just have an early day?  It doesn’t seem as we are needed today.”

I smile at my twin.  “That would be nice.  We could go shop before dinner.”

Alysia sags her shoulders, her voice raspy.  “I would so love that!”  We clean up our desks and grab our belongings before going back to our chambers to prepare to go to town.  
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Father’s top advisors in the castle joined advisors from the Warlock Council to meet with our mother and we sisters for dinner.  

Alysia and I joined the table feeling quite refreshed from our shopping break.  Trinity and Gracie skip in together joining Alysia and me at the table.  Mother followed them taking her seat in the middle of these advisors across from us, instead of her usual place at the head of the table.

We sisters eyed her curious, but never voiced it.  Mother exchanged a few whispers with these advisors as dinner was served.  Once the staff disappeared back into the kitchen we began to eat in silence.  We could still hear the whispers from across the table but I for one would rather ignore it and enjoy my meal before we get to the meeting.

I was shocked when it was Alysia that broke the distant whispers to ask, “So what is this meeting about?”  I nearly choked as mother looks up wide-eyed before smiling, neatly dabbing her napkin to the sides of her perfectly painted lips before returning the napkin to her lap.

“I suppose we should begin our discussion before the night becomes late.”  Mother nods to us all with a smile.  She glances to the advisors on each side of her and they nod for her to proceed.

Mother purses her lips taking in a deep breath as gathering her words carefully.  “It would seem that an issue has recently come to light that we had never prepared for and according to tradition, we should have.  This issue is a difficult one to discuss and I have questions, as I know you all will as well.  That is why I invited these esteemed guests to better explain the situation at hand so it is crystal clear to us all.”

Alysia sips her water and places her glass back on the table.  “We are all ears.  I am curious to what this may be.”

Mother smiles and nods to the gentleman next to her.  He smiles nodding before addressing us girls.  “Yes...good evening princesses, I am Elder Everett a member of the Warlock Council.  Which your father was a well-respected and longtime member as King of this land.  Your lineage holds great power and as such there are many items to address tonight as his seat has yet to be filled.”

Trinity tears a corner off her dinner roll as she looks up to Elder Everett.  “Would you mind being a bit less vague?”

Elder Everett looks to Trinity smiling.  “I can certainly try dear.  What am I not explaining?”

I raise my hand before Trinity opens her mouth.  Clearing my throat, she stuffs the corner of roll in her mouth offering her silence.  “I believe my sister is trying to say that we are prepared for whatever you need to tell us.  We prefer straightforward and no need to sugar coat this...we are capable of understanding.  We were aware that issues may arise with father now...gone.”  I nearly choke on my dry throat.

Mother smiles proudly at my answer and Elder Everett rests his hands folded on the table before him.  “I understand.  Well, your father wore many hats.  He was father, husband, king, council member, and teacher.  It is up to you all to fill these positions somehow.  It is unfortunate that...”  

He glances to mother as she looks away and he continues.  “It is unfortunate that most of these decisions will be dictated by tradition and not our personal preferences.”

“How so?”  Alysia asks between bites.

“What I mean is there is a ritual that needs to occur deciding who will take the throne at the point when your mother is no longer available.  This ritual decides many things.  Who will become Queen one day and help her King as she marries?  Who will fill your father’s place on the Council?  Who will teach in his place for future generations?  But most important, will be who gains his powers?”  Elder Everett appears to hold his breath as all our eyes went to him, poor Gracie dropped her fork making noise.

“His....what?”  Trinity nearly gasps out.  “I had assumed that went with him...not the crown.”

Elder Everett cleared his throat as if hoping someone would jump in to explain...but he was clearly on his own.  I could tell from where I sit mother isn’t happy about any of this and isn’t rushing to his aid anytime soon.

“No, the powers accompany the crown.  In your particular case however, the powers will be ready and available now, the crown will come later.”  Elder Everett looks down.

Alysia has not taken her eyes off Elder Everett.  “I am still not clear on this ‘ritual’ and how duties will be divided up per the ‘hats’ father wore in life.”  She appears to scowl as it took time for Elder Everett to answer.  

“Each of you will have duties as the leaders of this kingdom.  Dividing his duties four ways will be easy as long as you can remain together to help each other no matter who performs what task.  However, King and/or Queen are decided per a competition between the sibling call ‘the choosing’.”

“What is that?”  Gracie asks meekly as Elder Everett turns to face her.

“The four of you girls will participate against each other in a sort of scavenger hunt that will decide who is the strongest and most capable to lead this kingdom.  The winner will not only be in line for the crown, but will gain your father’s powers as they are passed natural through your lineage.”  Elder Everett releases a heavy breath.

Alysia had long since pushed her plate aside leaning back in her chair eyeing Elder Everett as if he were a fox in a hen house and the hens were instead venomous snakes.  “So...would anyone care to detail this ‘scavenger hunt’?”

“Tsk!  Alysia...manners.”  Mother chastised.

Alysia raised her hands in surrender.  “I apologize everyone...I have been easily irritated and very impatient today.  I just want to be clear on this ‘choosing’ issue and what it entails.”

Mother leans forward with a look on her face, as she just tasted something bitter.  “You girls will be finding clues, and then performing spells to complete the task or get your next clue.  You cannot help each other if your paths cross and it will be every woman for herself.  You can interfere with the progress of another...you can do as you wish since the gloves will be off.”

I toss my napkin on the table.  “This is by far the dumbest thing I have ever heard.  We have not been raised to wage war against one another...I will be damned if any of you believe you can get any of us to go against our father’s wishes and fight one another.”

Mother smiles.  “My dear...your father went through this with his siblings long before he got the crown.  You have no choice.  Be happy you’re allowed to marry for love and not duty.  Tradition is not for us to question.  Your father and his father did and not much has changed.”  She sips her drink placing the glass back on the table.

She raised her eyebrow as she looks back to me, almost challenging or maybe she was goading me to...maybe all of us to try.  Change isn’t always bad and clearly, this needs to be changed. 

I turn to Elder Everett.  “How do we change this?”

Elder Everett and the other advisors laughed.  “It is as your mother stated.  It is tradition and it stands.  You have no choice.”

“I renounce it!  All of it!”  Trinity blurts out followed by many gasps.

An advisor on mother’s other side spoke almost pleading.  “If you renounce your birth right, you will be forced to leave the castle and any position you hold here.  You will have to leave your family...forever.  Please Princess Trinity...consider the consequences as the situation stands.  Nothing is that simple.”

Gracie appears to have tears forming in her eyes.  “We either do as we are told or we have to leave?  Is that what happened to father’s family?”

Mother shakes her head cutting a piece of meat before taking a small bit on her fork.  “No...they left because your father won and they were unable to reconcile their difference after being forced to become aggressive towards each other after years of bonds as you girls.  This is all secret information until the time comes, and it is presented as all have a ‘fair’ chance.  As you girls, they had no clue either.  Some damage is just beyond repair.”
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“There must be another way!”  I call out over the table towards mother and the advisors group seated across from my sisters and myself at the sprawling formal dining table.  “These rules or ‘traditions’ as they keep being referred to are older than this old oak table.”  And I truly believe this thing was at one point used for ancient Viking feasts.

“Unfortunately my darling, there will be no other way.  Tradition has dictated this passage of power, both magical and in leadership in such manner centuries before even my time.  Tradition has served as a special guideline as has always successfully benefited by following what has been laid out for us.”  Mother looked pained at having to say that.

I am not sure...but I am getting a bit of a mixed message from mother.  It almost seems, as she wants us to challenge this tradition.  This ritual...rite of passage.  If that’s the case....

“Alysia,” Alyson, my twin looks to me, “We’ll go through father’s texts tomorrow and see what we can learn.  I would prefer knowing what exactly this ‘choosing’ entails.  After all,” She crosses her arms in front of her chest, “we have plenty of time since no one will assign us duties.”  

I find myself also glaring straight at the advisors who had spent their day avoiding us.  Although we claimed to have been looking at this on a positive...I am suddenly very irritated again.

“I sure hope there is something you can find.”  Poor Gracie mumbles without looking up as she pushes her food around her plate with her new fork.  “I couldn’t handle those powers yet.  I can barely manage my own, let alone attempt to contain all the power father held...all the power of the realm.”

She sets her fork down on her plate wiping her face on her napkin.  “I refuse to fight with my sisters...especially for this.”

Trinity giggles as she leans forward placing her elbows on the table looking from face to face of the advisors finally settling on mother.  

Raising her brow defiantly, “It does sound fun.  Challenging even.”  She glances to her side at Gracie’s wide eyes.  Trinity takes our baby sister’s hand and returns looking towards the advisors.  “But I agree with Gracie.  I won’t fight my sisters over this no matter what ‘tradition’ states.  I support healthy competitiveness sure...but this is not it.”

An approving smirk appears.  Faintly noticeable on the corner of mother’s lips.  I could possibly be reading this correct.  Mother may just want us to change this now.  However...who do we pick then?

[image: image]

“Couldn’t sleep?”  Alyson’s whisper came through the crack in the door to father’s library.  I had left it ajar just in case, more so hoping my sisters would join me and we could possibly speak with mother again before we proceed either way.

I smile as she sneaks in through the door in her pajamas and robe.  “I wasn’t really trying yet.  I had a few things I thought I would grab first.”

Alyson smiles.  “Anything interesting?”

I smirk.  “As interesting as mother at dinner?”

Alyson giggles behind her hand.  “You caught that?  Oh...”  She put her hand over her heart.  “I thought my anger was just reading too much into her words.”

I tip my head pursing my lips.  “I believe there was much more meaning between her words.  Behind the words she chose.”

“Or was it the subtle facial tics as she spoke those words?”  That got us both giggling.  

“Hey...what is all this raucous?”  Trinity laughs through the door still ajar.  Gracie in tow looking so somber.  Poor thing.

“Oh good!”  I smile widely beckoning them to join us by the books.  “You can help us with research on how to get out of this.”

“You heard mother, we have no choice.”  Gracie groans out as she’s brushing dust off the shelves reading the faded spines of these ancient texts.  

Most of father’s books were centuries old now...even a few possible millennia.  Yet his progressive mind still found room in all that aged wisdom filling his mind and those shelves for new, intermingled sporadically throughout father’s vast collections.

“Anything in particular I could help find.”  Trinity begins browsing books wiggling her brows.  

“Anything that you think may help...anything with rituals or traditions...”  

I was cut off when Trinity pulled out a book holding it up with an innocent look on her face.  “Would it be called ‘The Choosing’?”  She glides her hand over the book as a magician that just pulled something out of a hat.

I hear Alyson drop whatever she had been holding; next rushing passed me as she snatches the book from Trinity’s hand, and begins feverishly flipping through pages.  She nods smiling.  “This has some history of the ritual, describes some of the ritual.”  

She looks confused flipping back and forth through pages.  “I’m not seeing the ‘why’ in all this...it’s just the basic design of the game.  We need a loophole.  Let’s see if we can find any of our law books that discuss this.  Anything from the Warlock Council too.”

We each immediately began scanning sections of the bookcases.  Alyson and I took the lower shelves as Trinity coaxed Gracie up the gliding ladder for the upper shelves.  

Trinity would push off the wall with her foot and the ladder would slide over Alyson and me towards the other side of the room.  Gracie was laughing so hard she never even looked at the books.

Finally Trinity stopped, suggesting to a much happier Gracie that they get to work, and they begin scanning the higher shelves for any book that may offer help.  They each grabbed a few books before stepping off the ladder to sit on the rug by the fire and started to read.  

Alyson and I were going through books and pacing near the bookcases.  I couldn’t tell how much time had passed when Trinity called out, “This say’s ‘the youngest participant must be at least the age of sixteen years unless both parents are deceased’.”

Gracie looks up to Trinity from the pages she was reading.  “What does that mean?”

I look at Alyson and smile before I answer.  “That means we have some time to look.  That buys us much time.”
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“Yes...that is correct.  You have until Gracie’s sixteen-birthday to find the information you seek.”  I nearly jumped out of my skin hearing mother’s voice in the doorway.  I thought I felt an ominous presence.

I jump up leaving Gracie seated by the fire and smile stepping towards mother.  “I guess it would be silly to ask if you came to offer assistance.  Maybe some of that wisdom...you know...hearing what father went through.”

Mother looked down tightening her lips into a straight line.  She looks up meeting my eyes.  “I was told very little of your father’s experience.  I was just witness to the aftermath.  I wish I had more to share, but nothing comes to mind.”

“Mother...they can’t make us do this can they?”  Gracie asks making mother immediately uncomfortable.  Alyson and Alysia quickly walk up to stand behind Gracie near the fire, books still in their hands.  

Mother motions her hands out in mock surrender.  “I do not know what to say.”  She shrugs her shoulders as she glances between the four of us.  “I hope you all understand as Queen...I am only able to do so much.  I have to be very careful...choosing each and every battle very carefully.  As a mother...I must be more strategic.”

“So...since this is our fight...you have nothing to say?”  I eye mother confused.

Gracie calls out to me in a warning tone.

“What...this is crazy and she knows this.  She could help us...but she won’t.  Why rock the boat?”  I call back still looking at mother.  She raised her brow and said nothing.  

I turn to my sisters.  “This would be like fighting over who father loved more.  Which we all know is ridiculous.  He loved us each for our individual personalities, enjoyed training us with special gifts all our own, and that does not imply one more or less than another.  He was an amazing man whom afforded us each equal time, equal respect of our individual journeys, and equal love.”

Mother clucks her tongue.  “I do believe you are missing the point child.”  She steps forward closer to me ever so slowly.  “No one is arguing your father’s merits...they want you to prove yourself.”

Mother scoffs with a smile as she steps back towards the door.  “Winning is supposed to prove who will be the best leader for all.  It currently has nothing to do with abilities; natural or trained, scholastic achievements, life experience, and it has nothing to do with quick wit.”  She looked from the twins, to Gracie, and finally resting eyes on mine making her points.  

Mother turns to leave but stops.  She turns to look at us.  “I have seen the process of much change in my lifetime.  It can be beautiful or it can be tragic.”  She clears her throat.  “What advice I can offer is...if change is to occur and be beautiful, the timing is key.  Others must be ready.”  

She jabs her finger towards me.  “And you better have all your information in hand.  Cooler, informed heads prevail.  Knowledge will gain you the support you need to get through your trial.  Triumph for all will follow.”

“So does truth.  When others know how their leader is chosen.  When others know what we’re subjected to just to lead....”  

Mother’s laugh cut me short.  “And who will care child?  The same people who put you in this situation?  You think community outcry or protest will even be considered in your fates?  The Council has spoken...tradition is set...I hope you have more ammunition than that.”

“We will find a way.  Even if someone can manage to separate us.  It won’t be for long.  We’ll figure a way back to each other with or without help.”  I glare daggers at mother. 

“There is a separate God for children and fools.”  Mother glares deep into my eyes after giving me a quick once over.  “YOU should have all the protection YOU will need my dear.”  She abruptly turns storming out of the room as my sisters and I gasp at her last jab.  

I fold my arms in front of me.  “Can you believe her?”  I ask returning to sit by the fire with my sisters.

“I believe you are missing something here Trinity.  We all are.”  Alysia kneels down next to Gracie setting her book aside; she begins playing with Gracie’s hair.  “I think mother is leaning more towards our side than that of tradition in this case.”

“How do you know?”  Gracie turns her face slightly asking barely audible.  The glow of the fire illuminating her adorable cherub like face.  She had her eyes closed appearing to be relaxing as Alysia ran her fingers through her hair.  

Alyson sits crossing her legs on the rug closest to me, still holding her finger in the pages of the book I found.  “I’ll read through this and summarize the information as best I can.  We need a simple, black and white explanation for this process or ritual.  I’m not happy with the glossed over, flowery worded and horribly vague description received thus far.  I noticed mother as she spoke tonight.  Her body language didn’t quite fit her words.”

Alysia continues for her.  “Her speech appeared more forced.  Mother’s seen the aftermath as she had said.  A family dissolved by a single quest.  She nor our father would have wanted that for us.  It is easy to repeat the words as they have been pounded into your head as lifetimes of traditions.”

Alyson nods agreeing.  “It is an entirely different issue to either agree and go along, or disagree because your heart knows it is wrong.”

“What do we do?  How do we protest this if we disagree?”  Gracie asks softly.

“I think we should let Alyson do as she needs with that book then we’ll go forth with a clearer picture.”  I nod to my sisters.  “We are still royal figures Queen or no...our words have to carry some weight in all this.”
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