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Notification




I want to start this book with an honest warning. 

There will be mention of death and dying in this book.

If you don't feel comfortable with this, I advise you to skip this book. Do know it's not going into gross details but I do address death in various ways, as this is what one of the characters is longing for.

None of us have a choice in being born, but I do think we all should have the choice of choosing the end.

This book is also more intense and emotional than any other Hilda the Wicked Witch book.

Thank you, I hope you will also get a lot of good laughs from this book! They're there!

Paul








  
  
Foreword




I want to drop a big thank you to everyone who's still reading the Hilda stories.

The first one appeared in 2008, and it wasn't even meant to be published. It was a fun little story to write in a silly competition on a mailing list. Yes, mailing lists were big back then.

And here is story number 29, so many years later.

I love how Hilda's world has evolved and grown and gotten better with each book. My hope is that you agree, and that you may witness many more books in this place.

A special thanks to Mr K from the House of Kefiona, and Yi Soo, for adding to the story - and the entertainment!

Also, if you wonder about a reference to a stolen ring somewhere in the story: that is a reference to "Charisma the young witch". If you haven't read that yet, you might like it.

I'm very grateful to the American band "Village People", whose presence I have shamelessly stolen. You may have heard of them and their song "YMCA". Another of their songs, probably less well known, will also appear in the story. Not spoiling the title here. You'll find it.








  
  

Chapter one

Charisma's note





Hilda and William leaned over Charisma's note again. 

'Hello sister and William. I need a bit of help. There are some strange goings-on going on in the Village of the Flower People near here, and I feel I can't handle this alone. I'd appreciate it if you could come over and lend a hand and some magic.

Charisma

P.S. This might not be safe for young children.

P.P.S. It would be nice if you could hurry. C.'

"I can tell you for sure that my little sister needs a lot more than 'a little' help, William," Hilda said. "Cassie is a witch who can hold her own quite well, so this is very alarming."

"Are you going away?" the House asked. "Again?"

"It does look like that," William said, "but we'll wait for the kids to come home."

Hilda said she hoped the youngsters were doing well as they were still out to Sunrise, to return the suit of armor that William and Mick had borrowed from the baker's family. "Mick and Oona can be trusted, but adding Rune to that mix is always a bit risky."

"More than a bit," the House commented on that statement. "I remember when they made a waterfall come down the stairs, and used small tables to sail down along it. Or when-"

"Yes, House, we're all aware of the pranks they did," Hilda said. She knew she had to cut off this lament or they'd be listening to it for a few more hours. The list of things the two boys had done was impressive.

"Ha, speak of the devil," William said. "Or rather: both of them." He'd spotted the boys returning from the village. "But… I don't like this."

Hilda didn't ask. She ran outside. If William didn't like something that was a cause for alarm.

William hurried after her. If Hilda ran outside that was a cause for alarm.

The magical couple saw the two boys flying slowly, while carrying something along. Even before they touched down, Hilda yelled at them, demanding to know where Oona was.

The boys didn't react until they'd carefully placed their cargo on the lawn in front of the house.

"Where is Oona?" Hilda asked again, very loud. She came closer and shrieked.

The 'cargo' was a bread doll and it looked like their daughter.

Mick sighed. "Something went wrong with a spell at the bakery, Mama Hilda."

Hilda froze. "You… What… How… No!" She did not want to believe this. How could this have happened!

William was stunned. This couldn't be true. None of their kids would be so stupid. This couldn't have happened. He was still trying to form a sentence when Mick and Rune burst out in laughter.

"You should have seen your faces!" Rune turned and waved, and moments later Oona came flying at them from behind a few trees.

"But…" Hilda pointed at the bread doll. Most of her brain knew she and William had been had by the most elaborate prank of the two to date, but for now her astonishment and shock refused to acknowledge that everything was fine.

William slowly started understanding that too, and carefully a grin wrenched the worry and fright from his face, but he tried to understand how Oona, their Oona had agreed to doing this. Oona was the opposite of pranks and foolery.

Part of him was relieved to see that the young witch wasn't grinning or laughing as she got off her broom. At least that part of the world was still sane.

Hilda, in that time, had gone into full rant mode towards the three, about how they had cost her a few years of her life, how her heart had stopped beating, and also how happy she was to see Oona, alive and well.

After that rant, everything returned to the normal everyone knew and liked around and inside the house.

Mick and Rune transported the bread version of their sister inside, while Hilda and William tried to make Oona explain why she'd agreed to this.

Oona just shrugged. "It was Rune's idea. Mick thought it was funny, and Goldie agreed with it. I warned them that you wouldn't like it and I was right."

"But then why did you do it?" Hilda asked, holding Oona as if she was afraid the girl would fly off otherwise.

"I objected, of course, but when Mick and Goldie looked so disappointed, I knew I had to do something," Oona explained. "And there was only one thing I could do, so I said yes. That's why it took so long."

"Because you needed so much time to think it over?" William asked.

"No. Because the baker and Goldie had to take my measures and make enough dough to make the puppet look like me." Oona looked pensive for a moment. "I must say they did a very good job, didn't they? It really looks like me. It has to, otherwise you wouldn't have reacted the way you did, Mama Hilda." One of Oona's very rare smiles appeared.

The Wicked Witch looked at her daughter. "You're not developing rascal traits like your brothers have, are you?"

Oona looked at her. "No. Who do you think I am?"

"Good."

"What's that?" Oona pointed at the note in Hilda's hand. She never missed a detail.

"We have to talk about this, also with the boys. It's a note from Aunt Charisma."

"Aunt Charisma? Is she in trouble?" Oona asked as she walked inside with her parents.

"Not her, but apparently there's a village in her area where something's not right," William said.

Once inside, where the boys had propped up Oona's bread image against a wall, they all sat down and discussed Charisma's note.

"So, what do you think?" Hilda asked after reading the note to them.

"I'm against," the House said.

"Why?" Hilda asked.

"I can't come with you while you have all the fun," their homestead replied.

"How do you plan to fight suits of armor inhabited by ghosts?" Rune asked.

"I'm very proficient in extracting ghosts," the House stated, and listed various occasions where it had done exactly that.

Hilda looked worried. "The House is right. It is good with that. But we're probably not going to find any ghosts. Flowers, maybe."

"I like flowers," the House said. "That is something I miss outside."

"I could ask Goldie to plant some flowers around you," Mick offered. He sat up and looked at Hilda. "If we go to Aunt Cassie… how long will we be gone?"

"Why is that important?" Hilda asked, knowing the answer.

"We just were gone for a while, and Goldie missed me," Mick said.

"And Moto will have an outdoor event I want to go watch," Rune added. "It's for her final graduation work. And that's quite soon."

"So? Do you two plan on staying here?" William asked.

Mick and Rune looked at each other. It was clearly very hard on both of them to decide. Either come along with the witch, the wizard and Oona, or stay home to see their girlfriends.

"Well? Do you already know?" Oona could sound incredibly sweet if she wanted to.

"No," Mick huffed. "And you're not helping."

Oona smiled. "Good." She looked at Rune. "Poor Moto will miss you, brother. And you know it."

Rune stared daggers at her, which didn't stand a chance. "If you keep that up, I'll gladly stay here just to be away from you."

"Good."

"If you stay, I stay," Mick decided.

"Oona, stop it," William said, who saw how she was tormenting her brothers.

"Of course. They want to stay anyway," Oona said, picking up her tea mug and slowly sipping from it.

"That does it," Mick said. "I'm staying."

"Good," said the House. "And Rune?"

The wildest one of them all seemed to deflate a little. "I'm staying too. Brothers in arms, right, Mick?"

"In girlfriends' arms," Oona added, adding a little grin.

Hilda shrugged. "That's settled then. We leave tomorrow morning. I'll contact Charisma via the crystal ball and let her know."

* * *

The next morning, Hilda, William and Oona had packed a few things to take with them. Hilda had made the boys promise to visit Johanna and tell them about the arrangement. That way someone responsible could attempt to keep an eye on the boys.

The House hoped for a few visits from Goldie, with the prospect of flowers in places, and reminded everyone of that as often as possible.

All preparations done and behind them, the trio lifted off. Charisma had given Hilda directions to the village where the problems were, and she'd promised to be there as well. She was actually looking forward to seeing her family again.

Hilda turned to Oona. "You really did your best to convince the boys to stay home, didn't you?"

"No. This wasn't my best."

"Why did you do it then, even if it wasn't your best?" William was curious as well.

"It was clear their minds were with their girlfriends," Oona explained. "We don't know what we're going to find at that place Aunt Charisma mentioned, and if it gets difficult and the boys make a mistake because they think of their girlfriends instead of a solution, that would make things extra hard for us."

Hilda looked at her wizard. "I hadn't even thought of that." She realized this would be a real possibility and developed a new kind of respect for Oona.

"I know," Oona simply said.

The trio flew on until dusk arrived, by which time they'd found a nice village where they spent the night, and the next morning they'd planned to continue their journey, but local circumstances delayed their departure for a while. Said circumstances started when a waitress in the tavern where they had breakfast, stated that Oona was not a witch.

Oona, in her usual manner, decided to ignore the woman, but the woman didn't give up.

"You're too young to be a witch," the waitress said in passing the table. Oona shrugged.

"You're probably scared of ghosts," was another attempt from the woman. Oona didn't even react to that.

Hilda knew this was going to have some effect, but not yet. She was curious what Oona would invoke once they were done eating.

"I'm surprised you know how to handle a fork without stabbing your face," the waitress played her final card as the magical family was done and got up.

Oona looked at the woman and smiled. Everyone who knew her would take cover now. "I think you've said enough now," the young witch said. "And about ghosts, forks and stabbing faces… I really would like to set something straight."

The waitress started to grin, standing in front of Oona. The grin ended rapidly when she found herself pinned against a wall, with almost every available fork in the tavern flying at her, stabbing her clothes and nailing her to the wooden boards behind her. Each fork then began to smoke and the smoke formed a scary-looking pink ghost that shouted "Boo!" in her face.

Oona walked up to her. "You see, I don't stab faces with forks." She turned and walked back to Hilda and William, stopping halfway to look at the pinned woman again. "And boo."

The ghost vanished, the forks fell to the floor, and so did the waitress.

"I think we can leave now," Oona said.








  
  

Chapter two

The village





Once outside the tavern, the magicals were confronted with another stabby problem. 

"Oh." Oona said, looking the many dozens of forks sticking in the outer wall. The street was filled with people who all wanted their forks back. Some were very vocal about finding the person who'd made their forks fly and 'do something' about that.

"You should try to control your temper a bit when you have a temper, Oona," Hilda said.

"I hadn't expected this," Oona admitted, "but it's a bit… unnerving."

"Unnerving?!" a big man shouted, pointing at the wall. "That's my breakfast, right there!"

Oona followed where his finger pointed. "That is your breakfast? For a big man like you? I doubt that's healthy."

"I don't give a fork about what's healthy! I want my breakfast back!" The man had no idea.

"Of course." Oona moved a finger. The fork loosened itself from the wall, shot at its owner and stopped suddenly, launching the remains of its contents at the man's face. "I hope you enjoyed it."

"We should leave now," William said. Hilda agreed, and moments later the three were in the air again, proceeding along the map Hilda knew.

* * *

The trio progressed rapidly as they kept adding more speed to their brooms. Hilda and William were used to going fast. Oona was actually enjoying the speed, even when she'd never gone this ludicrously fast before.

"Slow down!" Hilda yelled, with magic enhancing her voice. At this speed, the wind thundered in their ears. A normal voice would never stand a chance. "We're getting close," the wicked witch announced, pointing at the hills below them. "They're getting higher. At some point they look like something that can't exist, Charisma said, and then we're there."

"Mama, you can stop shouting now," Oona said, covering her ears until Hilda dropped the amplification spell. "Thank you."

"Probably also thank you from the people living down there," William added, pointing at a few hamlets. "And how do hills look when they look as if they can't exist?"

"I don't know. That's what my silly sister said, so we'll see."

The change in hills becoming impossible mountains was hard to miss. From one moment to the next, the flowing hills changed into something that looked like drawings of a drunk wannabe artist.

"Holy Bejeebus, what's going on down there?" the wizard wondered.

"So that's what she meant," Hilda said. "Now we go down and look for the yellow river."

"Yellow… river…" William frowned. "I bet it's going to be yellow."

A few minutes later they hovered over a river with yellow water.

"This has to be it," Hilda said. "Unless someone sees another one that's even more yellow."

"I don't," Oona said. "This is nice. We should do that to the river flowing past Sunrise one day." She smiled. "Or paint it black."

"Don't ever mention that to Rune or Mick," William warned her, to which she made it clear she didn't need her brothers for something like that.

The small traveling group dived down to follow the yellow river for a while, until someone behind them called out.

"I'm here!" It was Charisma. "You're going the wrong way!"

"You pointed us the wrong way then," Hilda countered her sister's words. "We're new here. And hello Charisma."

Charisma looked at the group. "Only you three?" She sounded disappointed, so William asked why. "I'd hoped to see the little boys again," the blond witch said. "They're so cute."

"And you said it wasn't something for kids," Hilda teased her. "The boys are eighteen now and they decided to stay home because of their girlfriends."

"Girlfriends?" Charisma almost fell from her broom as she held her hands to her cheeks in delight of hearing that news. "You need to tell me all about them! Who are they? Where are they? Are they witches? Do you like them?" Her flow of questions didn't end. Hilda knew better than trying to stop it so the three patiently waited for the storm to end, after which Hilda said that Charisma would have to show up someday to meet the girlfriends, provided they were still girlfriends by that time.

"Because that is how it can go with those youngsters," the wicked witch said, having experience by hearing about such things in Sunrise. "And we're doing well, thank you for asking."

"I can see you're doing well," Charisma said, winking at William. "And you're not growing up fast, are you?" she then asked Oona.

"Only on the inside. That's enough for now," the black haired witch said.

"With all that done, can you tell us a bit more about the village flowers?" Hilda asked.

"I can, but I can do even better. I'll lead you to them," her sister said, "and on the way I'll tell you a few things you'll need to know."

* * *

The group lifted off and followed Charisma, who told them a bit about the environment and the people they were going to meet. "They're all nice people. Some are a bit odd, some could do with a bit more odd in their personality, but quiet people are good too. The biggest problem is the lady with a ghost in her ear."

"In her… ear?" Hilda had to make sure she'd heard that correctly.

"Indeed. You'll meet her soon enough."

"How do you get a ghost in your ear?" William asked. Charisma explained that this had happened by making sure the ghost couldn't get to the lady anywhere else, which made things a bit clearer and at the same time a lot more puzzling.

"We're almost there. You'll hear it soon." Charisma pointed ahead.

"Hear it?" Oona and Hilda asked. "How?"

"With your ears, dummy!" Charisma laughed and Oona looked annoyed. She didn't like being called dummy.

"You're the dummy here, sister," Hilda just said. A moment later she sat up. "Do you hear that?"

"Yes. With my ears." William heard it too. "People making music. Singing."

"Can I go home?" Oona asked. "They will annoy me."

"No, you can't. Not alone," William decided, to which Oona suggested that he could come with her. The wizard however would not be swayed. "You wanted to come with us. You were relieved the boys stayed home."

"Oh. Right. That." Oona sounded as if she was caught between a rock and a hard place now.

"It won't be that bad, little one," Charisma assured her.

Oona glared at her. "If you call me that, it's already worse."

The blond witch sighed and gave up, which was excellently timed as they passed over the last low hill and had a good view of the village. William noticed a large, odd hole in the side of the hill.

"Crappedy crap." Hilda was surprised.

The hills around and beneath the village were a sea of green grass. The village was so colorful it would be the envy of every flowerbed in Sunrise and Isla's castle.

"I won't scream," Oona announced.

"Come, let's meet the village people," Charisma said, directing her broom towards one of the many little plazas, where the group landed.

"Isn't everyone here part of the village people?" William asked Hilda's sister. He'd still not figured out if Charisma was his sister in law, as he and Hilda weren't actually married.

"Basically yes, but there are a few special ones," Charisma explained. "There they come." She pointed at a small group of people walking up to them.

"Crappedy crap."

"Holy Bejeebus."

"I am still not screaming."

A man in a black leather outfit, wearing a black cap and a large silver chain around his neck led the group of six people who now stood a few feet away from the magicals. "Hello!" he cheerily said. "Welcome to Hana-no-min Na-mura."

William didn't believe his eyes, watching the one looking like a native American, complete with a large number of feathers around his head. There was one with a blue shirt, a kind of jeans and a white helmet, a veritable cowboy, a dark skinned man looking like the closest thing to a police officer and also the army chap was there. "The Village People," he said, unable to hide his surprise. And that village name… it sounded suspiciously like Japanese.

The man in black leather grinned. "We're all village people here, good man." He looked as if he was about to hug the wizard. "I'm Macho."

"Uh-huh." Hilda stared at the odd group and pointed at Charisma. "I'm Hilda. Her sister. That's William, my wizard, and this is our daughter Oona."

"Oh, she's so cute," the native American said, coming forward and squatting down with the dark witch. "Wanna play? Call me Cherokee, by the way. They're General, Ticket, Brick and Boy Howdy, but he likes it better if you just call him Howdy."

Oona studied the man in front of her for a while. "You're strange."

"We're all strange in our own little way," the policeman called Ticket said. "And that's how we like us and everyone best, don't we, boys?" The group got together in a hug and cheered.

Hilda looked at her sister. "Really?"

"Really what?"

"That?" Hilda wasn't used to such an explosion of happy men.

"They're really nice," Charisma assured her. "Just wait."

Oona took a deep breath. "I'm still not screaming, but…"

"Getting close, huh?" William asked, putting a hand on her shoulder and pulling her close. "I understand. Even if my reason is different." She looked up and asked what his reason was. "You know I lived elsewhere before I met your mama, right? Well, actually I met her there before I met her here. And in that time there was a band… like a group of modern minstrels and musicians, that looked a bit like them. They were called the Village People."

Oona nodded and regarded the six. "That must be scary."

"In a way," the wizard admitted.

Then Boy Howdy detached from the group and addressed Charisma. "You're here to help? I mean to really help? Things are getting a bit too dicey here. People are worrying. And more."

"Yes. We're here to really help. Aren't we, Hilda?"

"Let's first find out what you all need help with," the wicked witch said.

"Y'all," said Howdy.

"What?"

"Y'all. You said you all but I say y'all. It sounds better." Howdy grinned. "It would be nice if y'all would say y'all." Howdy grinned again, divulging a gold tooth.

"Can we first get something to eat?" William asked. "We've been traveling for a long time." Oona nodded.

"Oh, sure," said General as he pointed towards a collection of buildings. "You can eat all you want at the YMCA."

"The… YMCA?" William almost fainted.

Brick, the man who looked like a construction worker, nodded. "Of course. You can get all you want there, best food in the area, and… it's always fun to stay at the YMCA!" The other five shouted that last sentence along with him, then the six gathered around the magicals and ushered them to a large building in psychedelic colors. It seemed to be the highest one around too, with three floors.








  
  

Chapter three

YMCA





Hilda stared at the facade of the building. "Something is wrong here," she said. The imagery on the front of the building seemed to move. She closed one eye. It still moved. She tried with the other eye closed, and nothing changed. 

Charisma laughed at her sister. "Isn't that quaint?"

The wicked witch turned to her sister. "Quaint? Since when do we use that word?"

"Oh, come on, sis. We are not the same and I think this is quaint. It's also an opticlusion."

"A… what?"

"An opticlusion," Charisma repeated. "That's that. When you see something that's not real. With optics, you know. The things you see."

"And the lusion part?" Hilda didn't half answers.

"That's from inclusion," Charisma improvised, "because the optics are included inside the image." She frowned at her explanation and wondered about William's grin, but he said nothing so this should sound plausible.

Hilda looked at the outer wall and shook her head. "Optical delusion is what I'd call it. It plays mind tricks. On the mind." She didn't wait any longer and marched inside.

Charisma and the others hurried after her. Even the six from the welcoming committee were in a bit more hurry than they'd displayed so far.

Brick and General overtook Hilda and addressed someone in a very yellow dress. "Max! We have new visitors! Witch Charisma brought them over, they're going to fix all our problems, but they're a bit hungry. Can you do something for them?"

Hilda stared again, this time at the man in the yellow dress. He was slowly stroking his beard as he observed the new arrivals. "This isn't real, is it?" she asked, looking at her sister. "Another opti… thing?"

"No, this is Max. He makes sure things are in order here."

"He's not doing a good job. Look at his clothes."

Charisma shrugged. "It suits him. Fits well too. I don't see anything wrong."

"It's a dress, Cassie. And he's a man."

"Actually, we're not sure about that. About him being a man, I mean. And he isn't either, so he's trying this for a while." She took Hilda's hand and patted it. "Relax, Hilda. Breathe in and breathe out. And say ommmm once in a while. Many people here do that and they're so relaxed."

"Omm? Doesn't feel very relaxing to me."

"That's because you're doing it wrong." Charisma wanted to go on, but Cherokee, the man with the feather headdress, told them they could sit outside.

"Max is going to take good care of you," he assured them. Hilda glanced over Cherokee's shoulder but the man in yellow had disappeared. "Just follow Boy Howdy. He has worked here and he knows the good spots."

Hilda did not admit that she was entirely confused with everything she'd encountered here so far, but she was grateful for William's guiding arm around her. They followed Cassie and Oona, who followed General, who followed Howdy through the tavern-like space and into a large garden where they found lots of tables and chairs.

Howdy moved a few tables together, put chairs around them and grinned. "Here y'all go."

"Y'all…" Hilda sampled the word and didn't approve, but her attempt made Howdy beam. She sat down and looked at the garden, as all the others sat down too. "Charisma, we need to switch chairs. I will sit there." She got up and walked around the table.

Charisma took a deep breath and got up too. "Why?"

"Now you have to look at that garden." There were too many colors in it for Hilda's taste, and too many moving things. It made her dizzy. There was no doubt that Oona had selected her seat on that same impression as well, only she'd been faster. "Care to tell me who designed that?"

Ticket, the policeman, told the guests that nearly everyone in the village had participated in that particular design. Not all at the same time, but everyone had added their own part, improving the expression of the garden. Hilda doubted if this could be called 'improving', but if they were happy with it, that was what counted. As long as she didn't have to look at it.

Max came outside. "Welcome, everyone, to the YMCA. What can I bring you? Water, herbal tea? Wine? And for food I can recommend today's special."

"What else do you have?" William asked.

"Yesterday's special."

"Ain't that special," Howdy said, again showing all his teeth in a grin.

William asked what the difference between the two specials was, and learned that it was a whole day.

"But you don't need to worry. Both are special, and yesterday's is as fresh as today's," the man in the yellow dress assured him. William opted for today's special, as did most others. Brick and Ticket asked for yesterday's as that had been very good as the previous special.

Hilda asked for the tea and hoped that William could make some sensible coffee from that.

The drinks came and William studied the herbal tea. He gave it his best try, assuming they could always ask for new tea if this failed.

Hilda studied the result. "It looks wrong, wizard," she said. "It's supposed to be black, not dark green. I know this is the wrong kind of tea though, so I should have expected the wrong kind of coffee too." Carefully she sniffed the strange brew. "Hmm. As long as I don't try to think of this as coffee, I think I can live with it. Not for long, but for now."

Oona sipped her drink and commented that it was quite nice. Hilda was surprised about that and asked what it was. "Deadly Nightshamonade."

"Deadly what?" William feared he'd heard this correctly.

"Like lemonade, but made from deadly nightshade," Oona explained and had another sip.

"Are you out of your mind?" William tried to reach for the glass, but she sat too far away.

Charisma assured him it was safe. She'd had it a few times. "It's really good when it's hot weather and they serve it chilled."

William had to take a few deep breaths to ward off what felt like a mild heart attack waiting backstage. He noticed that even Hilda looked a little worried.

"It's very good," Oona said, now holding out the glass. "Do you want to try some?"

William slowly reached out and took the glass. Oona was still sitting and talking. Charisma had assured them it was safe. He looked at the dark pink liquid and saw tiny black bits floating in it. He didn't ask. As long as he wasn't sure, it probably weren't bits of the poisonous plant. Then he tried it.

"And?" Hilda asked, who had her wand on emergency standby.

"This is actually amazingly good," the wizard said. He hadn't expect the velvety smoothness of the drink, and the taste was something between a sweet red wine and strawberries.

Hilda took the glass and took a sip. "Suck an elf… this is…" She looked at the green coffee, then located someone who worked at the YMCA. "Hello, bring us three more of these. Nightshamonades."

"Of course!" The young man waved and disappeared inside.

"Why three?" Charisma asked.

"One for William, one for me and one for Oona."

Oona frowned. "That's mine," she said, pointing at the glass in Hilda's hand.

"It was yours," Hilda pointed out the new situation, and sipped again. "You can have the coffee."

"Thank you, mama, but I'll pass."

Luckily the young man returned with the order soon and things were well again. The specials came not much later and for a while everyone was silent, enjoying their food.

"So, why we're here," Hilda said after some time. "Cassie said something about a woman with a ghost in her ear?"

Brick nodded. "Yes, that's one of the bigger problems."

"We'll go visit her after this," Macho suggested. "She'll be very happy once the problem is gone."

Cherokee explained how the woman had been the partner of a mystake who'd always gotten into fights with her after a while.

"Wait," William said. "What's a mystake?" He'd picked up the fine nuance as Cherokee had said that word. It was close to but not exactly 'mistake'.

"That's a mystic who makes mistakes," Cherokee clarified. "He wasn't that bad at first, but as the fights got better the mistakes got worse, and so the name came about."

General nodded. "She kicked him out, of course, and the community was in favor of that. He wasn't just affecting their lives together, also their neighbors got problems, and then their neighbors. Well, you see where that's going."

"Easily," Hilda confirmed. "But how did she get that ghost in her ear of all places?"

Ticket, the police-like man, told them that the mystic had dabbled in demonry and ghostery a bit, and that practice had drawn him in quite a bit.

"That's dumb," Oona said. "No one dabbles in those things. You do it for real or you stay far away from it."

"Exactly," Charisma said, and looked at Ticket to continue.

"So our mystake was kicked out and he threatened to send ghosts into the house. That scared her, and she decided to look in a few books he'd left, searching for magical signs to ward off ghosts and demons. She took those pictures to Tat."

"Tat?" William raised his eyebrows.

"Tat is our tattoo specialist," Howdy said. "He's really good. He even put the face of my first sweetheart on my-"

"Howdy, not now. People are still eating," General warned him as the cowboy got up and started loosening his belt.

"I assume that your Mr Tat then placed some of those symbols on her skin," Hilda picked up the original conversation. "And that didn't work."

"Oh, it worked for a while," Brick said. "But then, the ghost attacks were kinda mild at the start, so she had more and more tattoos all over her body, until she was close to fully covered in them."

"Yeah," Boy Howdy took over, "so many even that she can walk around without clothes and you wouldn't even notice. Which is what she usually does."

"Apart from her ear," General said, nodding.

"Her ear. The one with the ghost." William slowly nodded.

"Uh-huh." Cherokee told them how the woman, Cissindri, had a bit of a special hairdo at that time. One side of her head was almost shaved clean and on the other side her hair was shoulder length. "Tat never realized there might be another ear under that hair. The problem happened when Cissindri had her hair there cut off a bit."

"And then she had a ghost in there before you could count to a dozen," General ended the account of how Cissinidri had gotten a ghost-infestation in her ear.

"I see." Hilda nodded. "So we have to do two things. Get rid of her ghost, and locate that mystic mistake. He should learn that he can't keep ghosting people like that."

"Cissindri would be very happy about that," General said. "So whenever you're ready…"








