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This one is for all the Hilda fans, who have been waiting for new adventures. 

I hope this one takes you on one of the wilder rides!







  
  
1. Pino (and pigeons)




Isla and the (other) children had been out to Sunrise. They often did that, to see if there was anything new. More often than not there was nothing new, because Sunrise wasn't along a big through-way where people with novelties would pass over. 

"Mama mama mama mama papa mama papa!" Mick came running into the house, hoping to be the first one to bring the news. News about, indeed, something new. "Mamapapa!"

"Mick. Calm down." The house would have smiled at the young boy's enthusiasm, but the last time it had done so (which was also the first time), it had severely damaged the front of the house. "Your mamapapa are behind the house, shooting clay pigeons."

"Oh, thank you, I will - they are what?" Mick stood still in the room, trying to imagine what good clay pigeons might be, and why one would shoot them. Clay pigeons were dead. Unless mama had done some shiny trick on them.

"Have you told them yet?" Rune came in too, followed by Isla and Oona."What did they say? Where are they?"

Mick explained what the house had just said, which made everyone frown.

"Clay pigeons?" Isla rubbed her nose. "Is that some new food idea?"

"I hope not," Oona immediately replied. "I've eaten enough clay for one lifetime."

"You..." Isla tried to recall if she'd ever seen her sister eat clay. She decided she didn't want to know.

"Let's go look at those pigeons!" Rune ran out the back of the house, Mick right behind him.

"Boys will be boys," the house said.

"True. But they'll never be witches," Oona said. Then she walked out to the back yard, to see what Hilda and William were up to.

-=-=-

"Pull!" Hilda shouted the word as a professional clay pigeon shooter.

William pulled. The rope he pulled opened a wicker basket from which a clay pigeon flew up. The small, grey statue flew in an erratic pattern, probably because it had been hastily created, and recreated.

Hilda stood at the ready, with a tiny broom in her hands, and as the clay thing wobbled up, she threw the broom at it. Hitting the pigeon was hard because it didn't fly in a coordinated line, so the witch had to adjust the flight of the tiny broom until it hit the statue. As statues hit by brooms tend to do, it fell apart. This pigeon fell apart very much as it was experienced in it.

William took magical control of the broom and caught all the pigeon bits, guiding it all back to the ground, where he magicked the pigeon together again. A few small bits had gone missing again, which accounted for the many holes and cracks in the end result. One of the wings was smaller than the other too, which might play a large part in the thing's odd flight path.

"What are you doing?" Isla asked, despite the fact that the house had told them.

"Clay pigeon shooting," Hilda said, as the small broom flew back to her hand. "It's fun. Pull!"

It was obvious that the clay thing was near its end. The wobble in its flight was so bad that Hilda resorted to whacking it out of the air with the broom instead of shooting the broomstick through it one more time.

"That was fun," the wicked witch said, turning to the assembled flock of children. "And what have you been up to in the village?"

"We were at the market square," Mick started.

"And there we saw a boy," Rune continued.

"With a very strange nose," Isla said.

"It was made of wood." Oona almost always managed to say the best part of such discoveries.

William came closer too. "What was made of wood? The boy or just his nose?"

"Just his nose?" Isla looked shocked. "That's bad enough, papa!"

"Just his nose," Oona said.

"Why did he have a wooden nose?" Hilda asked. The children shrugged and said they hadn't asked.

"We once saw someone with a wooden leg. That leg had been chopped off by a bandit," Mick said, "so I guess his nose was chopped off by a bandit too." It was a childishly logical explanation.

William wondered about that, though. How could a child get a wooden nose after the real thing had been chopped off? That almost smelled like magic. Also, would it be possible to smell anything with a wooden nose? Hilda assured him that wouldn't be possible.

"When a nose is off, it's off," she knew, "no matter what you replace it with."

"But if you replace it with a real nose, mama?" Oona asked. "Will it work then?" She recalled the work they'd put into creating a body for the weird magician on the Strong Wind Island, where Johanna came from.

Hilda was doubtful that it would work. She also said 'no' when Rune suggested he could cut off Mick's nose and put that back on, to verify her words. "No one is going to cut off any noses while they live under my roof," she said, to make things absolutely clear.

Rune thought about that, then suggested that Mick and he could move in with Johanna for the time being.

"That won't work, Rune," said Mick. "Johanna has a crystal ball too. Mama would tell her about your plan before we are halfway to Sunrise. Also, I don't really like the idea that someone cuts off my nose."

"You don't?" Rune looked a bit surprised. Hilda wasn't certain if the boy was acting.

"No. Suppose something goes wrong. Like you drop my nose, and you put it back on. I'd have a dirty nose forever."

"Well, I could wash it first," Rune said to that, but his willingness to experiment with his brother's nose seemed to wane.

Hilda looked at William. "It sounds wrong, wizard, a boy alone in the market square. With a wooden nose. We should have a look at that."

William agreed, so he asked if Isla would be able to watch the children. She looked the most grown up after all. The children, however, had a different opinion. They all, including Isla, lined up to head back to the village and see about the boy with the wooden nose.

Not much later, the whole family was in the air.

-=-=-

The sun was about to set over Sunrise when the flying brigade arrived. The market square was emptying as the salespeople wrapped up for the day. They were loading up their carts and trudging off with their remaining goods and acquired funds.

Oona took the lead as the family circled down towards the ground. "He was here," she said, pointing at a specific part of said ground. Mick agreed with her, and added that the wood nosed boy had been between a stall with vegetables and another stall with vegetables. William had often wondered why the salespeople of the same kinds of goods often set up shop next to each other, and he'd never found a satisfying answer to that.

Rune walked off to a couple of slower stall keepers and asked if they had seen the boy with the wooden nose.

"Yes. We did. Hard to miss that kind of nose, isn't it? Long and pointy, and some blue paint on it," the man of the two said.

Hilda and William approached the couple and asked if they knew where the boy had gone.

"Nah, dunno, really. I guess he left with his father. Or his mother."

"So he did have a father and a mother?" William had gotten the impression that the boy had been alone.

"I guess," the sales woman said. "Boys don't grow on trees, don't they? Well, maybe this one did, which would be a reason for the wooden nose." She laughed at her own joke.

It soon became clear that no one had seen the boy actually leave.

William assumed he'd gone home, wherever home was. Hilda sort of agreed with her wizard, but when Isla and Mick asked if they could search for the boy, just for a short while, they decided to give in and have a look around.

They asked around among the other people that were still around. Almost everyone had seen the boy, but no one knew where he'd gone. That presented a mystery. William suggested to visit Johanna. Maybe she had heard of the boy, and perhaps she even knew where he was.

-=-=-

"Oh, hello there," said Johanna's house. "How nice of you to drop by. Do you want me to announce..."

"Johanna, it's us and we're coming in!" Hilda didn't feel like having a chat with the twin-tower house. She walked up to the small door that grew as she approached it.

"Hi, everyone," Johanna said. "Look, I have a visitor." At the table sat a young boy. He had a wooden nose. There was some blue paint on it. "This is Pino," Johanna continued. "Pino Chio."

"What?" William's jaw was on its way to the floor. "Pinocchio?"

"No," the boy said, sounding like a soprano, "Pino Chio. Many people say my name the wrong way but I've never heard your version. I don't like it."

"Where did you find him?" Hilda asked as the other children moved closer to the strange boy.

"On the market square. He was walking around and it looked as if he was trying to find some food."

"Steal it," Hilda understood.

"And so I decided to bring him here, give him something to eat and then I will see that he gets home. So far the food worked, but the part to get him home presents a problem."

"I bet he doesn't remember where he lives," Hilda joked.

"Indeed," Johanna said, looking surprised. "How did you know that?"

"I'm a witch, remember?" Hilda said, without missing a beat. The boy asked Hilda if she knew where he lived. "Listen, kid. I'm a witch, not all-knowing, even if it sometimes seems that I am."

William sat down and looked at the boy. "Why are you here alone? Where are your parents? Where are you from?" He knew that Pinocchio was an Italian fairy-tale, but he hadn't heard of anything resembling Italy in this world.

"Because I am alone. I don't know. From far away," the boy answered all questions in sequence.

Johanna added that she'd already asked Pino those things, and many more. The boy apparently had amnesia. His first memory, she recounted, was waking up in a forest, with a wooden nose and having no idea who or where he was. He'd walked around a bit until he'd found a trail out of the woods. "There he was picked up by some people who took him along. One of their kids painted his nose blue, by the way."

"I like my blue nose," Pino said. "The girl who painted it was very sweet. She tried to get the paint off but it didn't work."

"That is some good paint then," Hilda said. She looked at her friend. "What are you going to do with him? Keep him?"

"Yes, keep him!" Rune clapped his hands and prodded Mick. "We'd have a new friend!"

"There is plenty of space inside me for another room," the house said.

"Ehm." Johanna was clearly taken aback with those reactions. "I think I will ask King Walt about this too. After all, Pino was found in his kingdom."

"King Walt?" Hilda hadn't expected that. "What would he do with a boy like that?"

"I don't know either, but he's the king."

"True." Hilda sat down too. "Sometimes that's good. Sometimes that's unfortunate. But I don't know a better option for the post."

Hilda had been thinking about King Walt and Queen Velma a lot. They were getting up in years in the way she didn't, and the man was getting slower in his decision making. He'd never been fast with that, and a beneficial thing was that there weren't many decisions to make these days, but the age of the King was becoming a matter of interest.

"Which reminds me... I need to hop over there to see what he wants." Johanna snapped her fingers and made an official-looking scroll float over to her hand. "This is a request for me to show up at the castle."

Hilda frowned as she saw the scroll. "You got a written invitation? But you're his official scribe, aren't you?"

"I am. I wrote this myself. After that he told me to hurry home, so he could send someone over to hand the invitation to me." Johanna sighed. "That failed majestically because the messenger couldn't find my house."

"And why did he invite you?" William asked.

"Can we come with you?" Isla asked. She loved going to the castle and seeing all the pomp and luxury there.

Johanna shrugged. "The invitation doesn't say, and I'm not sure if he remembers what he asked me over for." She looked at the children. "I was hoping you could look after Pino while I'm gone."

Oona grinned. "We can do that when we're there with you." She liked to see the castle and decide if there were things she could make happen. She once had made a suit of armour march through the corridors, scaring everyone that came too close.

Johanna shook a finger at Oona and warned her not to pull any pranks. "I know you."

"Yes. You do." Oona didn't agree to keep her tricks to herself.

Pino looked at Johanna. "We are going to see a King? A real one?"

"We are," Johanna said. "Tomorrow. It's too late now."

"Don't get your hopes up too much," Hilda warned the boy. "He's a bit old."

The family wished Johanna and her visitor a calm night and left.








  
  
2. Prasiva Gala




"What do you mean 'she's not here'?" Hilda looked at the servant who'd told them that Johanna wasn't at the castle. "She was supposed to be here. By invitation of Walt." 

The servant grinned. "The old man isn't awake yet, so that works. And I recall Miss Johanna had a few classes to deal with first. She will probably be here in the early afternoon. Before that, we will remind His Majesty about the appointment." The man winked as he said His Majesty.

"Crappedy crap." Hilda had forgotten about Johanna's school in Sunrise. "So now what do we do?" She looked at William and the kids. They'd come here to have some entertainment, which wasn't going to happen any time soon.

"You might join the other visitor," the servant said. "She's a bit of a strange one, but quite kind if you're careful enough. She is a witch, like you, honourable witch."

"I doubt that," Hilda said. "There's only one me."

The servant fell silent for a moment. Hilda's fame was known throughout the kingdom, and he didn't want to go against her words. "Of course, honourable witch," he quickly corrected himself. "If you would allow me to go first..."

"Of course." Hilda smiled as the servant led them to the gardens. The old man, had the servant said, and he was right. King Walt was an old man.

The gardens were in full bloom. There was purple everywhere, thanks to the efforts of a specific wicked witch. Even flowers that never were purple were purple here. It pleased her to no end.

"The, ehm, other witch is at the end of this lane," the servant said, pointing at the end of said lane. "She's enjoying the roses there. Once you're near her, you can't miss her."

William asked what the man meant by that, but the servant bowed and vanished back inside the castle.

Hilda peered towards the end of the lane. "I'm going to call my broom. That is quite a stretch." Her words inspired many others, so the entire family floated along the many purple flowers until they came upon a big woman. She was big in every sense. Nine feet tall, broad-shouldered like an ox, arms like tree trunks, and probably legs of the same size.

"Oh, hello," she said, and smiled. The rose in her hand looked too small. "And who might you be?"

"I am Grimhilda the Witch," Hilda announced herself. "I'm the resident witch. Well, one of them, but the ol... the wisest. And the most famous."

"And I'm William the Wizard, and these are our children," William quickly cut in. He knew that Hilda could go on and on about her fame and activities, and this was a very safe way to prevent such an information dump.

"So nice to meet you," said the huge woman from high over them. "I'm Prasiva Gala, but most people call me Prass."

Hilda hovered her broom a bit higher so she was face to face with the enormous woman. She noticed that Prasiva Gala had emerald-green eyes. How quaint.

"I'm a witch too," Prass added.

Hilda had, of course, already noticed that. A magical spark was hard to hide, and this woman made no attempt to do that. It did surprise Hilda that this huge woman didn't have a huge spark. It was just an average sized magical one. That probably was good. If this woman were to wield magic as huge as she was, that would make her a formidable force.

"Where are you from? And what kind of witch-material are you?" the wicked one asked as the children flew around in the garden, doing dives at the flowers. All of them except Oona.

"I'm from an Eastern country, weeks of travel from here. I make cauldrons," Prass explained. "Special ones. Big ones."

"How big?" William was intrigued. Witches usually used cauldrons, as far as he knew.

"Big enough to fly in. It's a special trade. Lots of people make such cauldrons, but it takes a witch to make them flight-worthy. I'm one of them."

"And you make them too?"

The huge witch nodded. "Yes, it's not that difficult for me. My size, you see. It helps."

Hilda caught the bit of worry in Prass' voice and asked how the woman had gotten to that size.

'Oh, that's easy," said Prass. "We found out that my mother's bloodline included half-giants. That was after I was born, though. None of my sisters, my aunts or my mother's mother were big, so no one knew. When I was still small I was big already, so my parents looked into their histories and then the half-giants showed up, centuries ago. My big brother hated it." She explained that her 'big brother' was four years older than she was, but he was smaller after just a few years. "My sisters made a fuss too, but they accepted me."

"Welcome to my world," Oona said. "My little sister is bigger than I am too."

"But you choose to be like that," William said. "You decided to remain how you are for now."

"Even so, it's my world," the dark-haired young witch said.

Prass smiled as she knelt down with Oona. Even then she had to lean down to look the girl in the eye. "I bet we're going to be good friends, if we share a similar fate."

"No, we don't," Oona said. "My Dad is right. I chose this. And we'll see about the good friends. I'm not that good with making friends and that's fine with me."

Prass got up, looking surprised. "Special little girl," she said.

"Ohhhh... there they all are!" The unmistakable sound of King Walt made everyone turn. The man, following his belly again, came walking towards them. Queen Velma was with him, easily keeping up his pace. "I am so glad you all could come."

Hilda knew she should be surprised about his mistake, but she wasn't. After all, he wasn't expecting her whole family, but Johanna. And Johanna wasn't there yet. "Hello, Your Kingliness," she said. "How is life? Long time since we met."

"Yes, yes," Walt nodded, "but we're still going strong, aren't we?" He looked around. "Where is she? She was going to be here, wasn't she?"

"Do you mean me?" Johanna arrived at that very moment, swooping down on her carpet, with Pino.

"Oh. There you are. I'm so glad you all could come." The king smiled at the teacher-witch. "I see you got my invitation. That is good."

Hilda didn't suppress her snort.

"I did, Sire," Johanna said, keeping a straight face while holding Pino by a hand.

"Oh. Do you have a child?" the queen asked.

"With me. Only with me," Johanna said. "I don't want him to get lost in these gardens."

King Walt told her not to worry about that. "We know of a child that got lost here once, long ago, and they were found too."

Hilda knew the story. The child had been missing for a few days before the then ruling king had asked Hilda to come over and look for it. The whole affair had been quite unpleasant, because the child had been dirty, hungry and it had smelled bad. "Still, it's better not to lose a child, Your Belliness."

The king nodded, momentarily lost in thought. "That is true. We never lost Snow White. Instead we gained a son. Prince Jordan. I wonder how they are..."

Hilda tried to find the words to make the king spit out why Johanna was here, and that huge witch. Before she got those words out, Johanna reminded the king that she was waiting.

"I did get your invitation for something grand, Sire," she said.

"And I bet it's not Prasiva," Hilda added.

"Prasiva? Who's that?" King Walt looked puzzled.

"That would be me," Prass said.

Before the limited attention span of the king would be over, Hilda said, "Invitation? Something grand?"

The king smiled. "I see you got an invitation too."

Hilda let that slip. Going there, it would take even longer before they knew what the king wanted.

"So, yes. I need something grand. A big festive occasion. Something the world will speak of for many centuries to come," the king said.

"Something the people of the kingdom won't easily forget," Queen Velma translated. That sounded a lot more feasible.

"And what would that be for?" Johanna asked. Clearly her invitation hadn't been that complete.

King Walt thought long and hard. "Because we need to find my successor. Yes. That was it," he decided after a whisper from the queen.

"But what about Jordan," Hilda asked, "Snow White's husband?"

"Huh, him? All he's good for is making babies and spending the country's funding," King Walt said, suddenly very aware and coherent. Obviously no one had brought him the news that Hilda had prevented the prince from producing more offspring, and that was fine.

"Right. So why's Prass here?" Hilda pointed at the huge witch, in case the king had forgotten about her. In this phase of the king's mind, anything was possible.

"Ehm..." The king listened to the whispers of the queen. "Right. I knew that. She has some neat tricks that she can do with cauldrons. I want to have princes doing a cauldron race in the gardens, and the one that wins will be the new king."

Johanna looked pensive. "And what if it's a princess that wins?"

King Walt shrugged. "Then she will be the new king."

Prass frowned at that logic. "That doesn't sound right. But it's probably my understanding of all this. I'm not used to being around royalty."

Johanna smiled and told her she'd get used to it soon enough. "And what is the grand thing you want me to organise then, your kingshipped one?" Because she had picked up Hilda's habit.

"I need someone to organise the cauldron race," the king explained. "We can't have people getting into cauldrons and flying around without good organisation. I want a nice and organised flight of cauldrons. With all the princes."

"And princesses," Oona added.

"Yes," the king said, patting her on the head. It was only because he was the king, that Oona didn't jerk her head away. It also prevented more dire consequences from taking place. "You're a clever one, aren't you? Have I seen you before?"

"No," Oona said.

King Walt smiled. "You should come here more often. You can play in the gardens." He failed to notice Oona's scowl, because he turned to Johanna again. "Do you think you can organise the cauldrons? I mean their flying? In an organised way?"

"I am sure I can do that. In an organic way." Johanna wanted to know if he would pick up the odd word.

"Organised, you mean." The king nodded. "And now to you, little girl..." He looked up at Prass. "What do you need?"

"A husband," Prass blurted out, taken by surprise. "But I guess that's not what you mean."

"That is not what I mean. You make cauldrons, don't you?"

Hilda was confused by the king. He seemed to mix up so many things, yet at times he was very clear as to what he was talking about.

"Yes. I do. Not right now, but usually I do," Prass said.

"Why aren't you making cauldrons now?" The king looked a little disturbed.

"Because I'm talking to you now."

"Yes..." Now King Walt fell silent and a frown appeared on his forehead.

Queen Velma came to the rescue. "I think it's all under control, dear Walt," she said. "Johanna will help Prasiva to get settled and she will introduce her to the blacksmith. If she is to make the cauldrons, she will need a place to work. You and I will look for a room for Prass to sleep in." The queen looked at the huge witch. "I think one of the smaller libraries will be perfect."

"Libraries?" King Walt seemed even more confused now.

"The places with the many books, dear."

"Oh. I see. I mean, I saw those. Once. Some time ago. Or a long time ago..."

Queen Velma put an arm around her husband and guided him away.

"He really needs to be replaced," Hilda decided in her not very sensitive manner. "This felt like talking to an idiot."

Everyone agreed, although many of the others chose a more delicate word for the king's state.

"Excuse me while I go talk to some of the kids," William said. He hopped onto his broom and flew off to where a large piece of garden had started hovering several feet above the ground.

"I have to see this," Oona said, and sped off after the wizard. The sound of her voice made it clear that she would actually interfere with William if he tried to get the soil and the many flowers back down.

"And that leaves us," Johanna said. "I'm sure your room will be prepared soon enough. It will be the library on the ground floor in the left corridor. That corridor is high enough for you, Prass. And what do you need for the cauldrons? To be honest, this whole revelation was a surprise to me. A welcome one, though, with the king being how he is."

"And getting worse," Hilda added.

Prass first vented her confusion about everything. "I got involved when I received an arrow with a message, asking for cauldron makers. Whoever sent it had forgotten to add a return address, so I couldn't respond. Then there was an arrow with an address, on another arrow, which was this place. I replied, got a message back with what seemed to be an invitation, and now I'm here. I didn't know the local king was... ehm... like that."

Johanna was puzzled. "I never wrote invitations for this. I wonder who did."

Prass handed her a few bits of paper. "These are the notes I received."

Johanna quickly decided that it was the queen's handwriting. "Interesting..." The actual invitation was rather short and to the point. It said: "Come."

At that moment, William returned with the children in tow. Mick was on his broom, Rune on his carpet, and the wizard declared that the two boys were grounded. The statement made Johanna grin.

"These two were behind the hovering patch of garden. And look what they did to Isla."

Isla looked very dirty. Soiled, actually.

"It wasn't my fault that she was there when we dropped the garden," Rune complained.

"I told her to go there," Mick added, "and I didn't know Rune was going to drop the garden so soon."

The two boys looked at each other and didn't even try to hide their entertainment about all this. It had planned written all over their faces.

"It's not so bad," Isla commented, bringing out her colourful, sparkling wand and cleaning herself up. "It did feel a bit annoying, being buried, but papa came to rescue me soon enough."

"Buried." Oona sounded much too interested. "How was that?"

"Sandy," Isla said.

"Crappedy crap, this isn't how we treat family," Hilda said. "You two up there are indeed grounded once you get down. But first I want to know how all this happened without us knowing. The king is going to step down, he wants a prince-race and Prass has to make the cauldrons for it? When did that all happen?"

Johanna shrugged. "Don't look at me. I'm as surprised as you are. All I did was write my own invitation and almost not get it."

Prass also looked innocent. "I just got here this morning, very early. All I know is that they need cauldrons and I'm going to make them. Here."

"Indeed," Johanna said. "That's what I can do. Show you where the blacksmith works and then show you to the library. We'll get you settled."

"And we'll go talk to the queen," Hilda decided. "I want to know what's going on."








  
  
3. A talk with the queen




Johanna, Pino and Prass walked off towards the smithy. Hilda and her family marched back to the castle, where the wicked witch interrogated the first servant she saw. 

"Hey you. Where is the queen?"

"Ehm? Usually you ask for the king, honourable witch."

Hilda put her hands on her hips and asked the man if he'd had a good look and listen to the king lately. He admitted that he had. "So your reaction to my question was kind of stupid, don't you agree?"

"Ehm. The queen took the king to his room. She might still be there, or she's in one of the other rooms."

Hilda gave the man a look. "I think you spent too much time with the king. We'll find her, no thanks to you." Without a word or a glance she walked off into one of the corridors.

Her memory served her well, and so it wasn't hard to find the king's rooms. One of the doors was wide open and conveyed that Queen Velma, assisted by several servants, tried to get the king to bed. The phrase 'You need to rest, dear, because you were acting like a half-wit lunatic again' made it clear that the king had been on the decline for a while already.

"I object to this," the king called out to where Hilda and her family could easily hear it. "I object to being called a half-wit lunatic."

"Will you calm down if we call you a total lunatic then?" The queen's voice was losing some control and calm.

"Your Highness, please," a servant pleaded. The plea was followed by a clanging sound and a servant making a rude noise. Somehow the king had managed to hit the man with something sturdy.

Hilda couldn't take that. A king was a king, but this wasn't a king any more. This was an annoying old man who was losing grip on reality. No one would go around hitting servants for no good reason. "What's this?" she asked as she entered the room.

King Walt stood there, in a nightgown. It was blue and had lots of tiny crowns embroidered on it. "Who are you?" he asked.

"I'm the person who's going to help you get into bed," Hilda told him. "If you can't do that yourself."

"Hmmm." King Walt studied the bed while Queen Velma stepped away from her husband. She checked the servant's forehead. "I could do this, you know."

"Prove it," Hilda said, ready to lend a magical hand.

"No. I don't want to." The king sat down on the bed instead and crossed his arms over his chest. That was enough for Hilda. She said a small spell and the king fell over backwards, sound asleep.

"That takes care of that," the wicked witch said. She had a look at the servant and knew he'd be fine. She picked up the golden goblet that the king had thrown and slipped it into a pocket. It would be dumb to let such projectiles lie around. People might get hurt, like the servant.

"Thank you," said the queen. "Now, do tell me why you are here. These are the king's private chambers."

"We're here to find out what all this is about a party and a new king and everything attached to that," Hilda said. "We're all sort of astonished about that." She paused for a moment. "Also I want to know why we didn't know. This is just professional curiosity of course, not the ordinaries' kind."

The queen smiled as she ushered the family out of the room. "Walt wanted it to be a surprise."

"Ah. I see." Hilda didn't like surprises very much. "I guess we'll have to act surprised then, when the day comes."

"That would be very nice. Would you be able to help Prasiva with the cauldron affair?"

Hilda frowned. She'd never been a cauldron-oriented witch and she wasn't going to start now. "Maybe a friend of mine would be better suited to do that..." Of course, she was thinking about Baba Yaga. Her bestest girlfriend would like to be involved in all this, Hilda was certain of that.

"Wonderful, hire whoever you need for this," Queen Velma said as the group wandered down the hall.

The children kept trailing behind and off, so William had his hands full to make sure they didn't 'accidentally' get lost in a room where they shouldn't be. Oona especially made this very difficult.

After some minor delays, they arrived in a large room with many tables and even more chairs. The queen invited them to take a seat and called for tea. "Unless you prefer wine."

"Yes," Mick and Rune said as one.

"No," Hilda immediately overruled them.

"Then I want beer," Rune tried, but that too failed, so he accepted fruit juice as a decent alternative. At least he could pretend it was wine.

Oona sat up straight, her hands in her lap and her eyes not missing anything. Her fingers just twitched a little, after which she smiled.

"So you need some kind of party," Hilda said. "With princes and cauldrons."

"And princesses," Ilsa added.

"And truthsayers," Mick said. He wasn't sure what was so special about that, because papa and mama always told him to tell the truth. Well, almost always.

Hilda nodded. A few good laughs would make things a lot of fun. "But where do we find enough princes?" It was something she'd never had to deal with. "Oh, I know. Johanna. We'll have to leave a few things to her, so she can handle that."

"And Pino," Rune reminded her. He took a good swig of his fruit juice. The boy frowned for a moment, then smiled and drank some more. Encouraged by Rune's thirst, Mick also started emptying his glass, as if it was a race.

"Rune. Pino is not an it to be handled. He's a boy."

"And he doesn't have a handle," Isla knew, "just a hand."

"And a wooden nose," Rune said, a bit louder than normal.

"With paint on it!" Mick was even louder.

"Yes," Oona said, very quietly, as a servant filled the empty glasses again. Her fingers twitched.

"There are plenty of kingdoms around," said the queen, coming back to the subject of princes. She looked at Isla. "Your oldest daughter is right, though. We'll also need a few eligible princesses that haven't been spoken for. No prince will want to become a king without a queen."

Isla turned to William. "Why do these princesses need to be spoken for? They can talk, can't they?"

William bit away a laugh. "That just means that the princesses aren't promised to marry someone. Some parents do that. They arrange stuff like that."

Isla's already big eyes got larger. "You're not going to do that with me, are you? Please tell me you won't!"

William and Hilda solemnly promised they would never do anything like that.

"I hope you trust us on that, Isla," Hilda said. She was very earnest and honest now, despite her wickedness.

"But not me," Oona said, patting her sister's hand. "You can trust me on that, Isla. I promise."

Isla looked partly relieved. Oona's words sounded safe but that girl always had something up her long, black sleeves.

Hilda frowned for a moment, then turned back to the queen to add some more items to the festive shopping list.

"Oh, here you are," Johanna said, as she came into the room with Pino. "I knew where you were when I heard Rune and Mick, down the corridor." She sat down and accepted two glasses of fruit juice, one for her, one for Pino. She then shot a look at Oona, who kept her fingers still and just smiled at the teacher-witch.

William raised an eyebrow as he looked at Oona.

The girl looked back at him. "What?"

"What what?" William said.

"I just want to know what when you look at me like that. That what."

"Ah. That what. I was just wondering if you were trying something," the wizard said. "Because you're you."

"Yes, and for that reason I never try things. I'm me and I do things." Oona looked and sounded very confident, and she had every reason for that.

With that settled, Hilda made a sheet of paper appear in front of Johanna, as well as an inkwell and a quill.

"And this is for..." The teacher-witch was a bit surprised.

"For the list," Hilda explained. "The list I'm now going to tell you." She said all the things that had come up for the cauldron festivity, added the names of a few kingdoms with potentially eligible princes and princesses, and ended with, "And the rest is yours to find out."

Johanna had made ink jump out of the small pot and the quill had been flying over the paper, occasionally going after the ink to catch some. "Right. I got all that." She noticed the silence around her and looked up, seeing a lot of astonished faces. "Is something the matter?"

Isla was the one to break the silence. "That... with the quill and the flying ink... that was..."

"Wicked!" Rune exclaimed. "Can you teach me how to do that?"

Johanna picked the quill from the air and laid it on the table. "Maybe. We'll see."

Rune held up his fruit juice and said, "I'll drink to that." Mick raised his glass and toasted with his brother. Both glasses were emptied very fast.

The queen then sat up. "Did you get Prasiva all settled, Johanna?"

"Absolutely. It was a bit of work to get the beds in there, but now there is one bed and it fits," Johanna said. "She's quite happy there."

"And the little boy with the odd nose? What are you going to do with him?" The queen seemed intrigued with Pino, who had fallen asleep in his chair after drinking his fruit juice.

Johanna looked at Hilda. "I suppose we'll try to find his parents, or at least his home, and see if we can get him back there." She reached out to stop Pino from falling off the chair. "Strange, how could he be so tired all of a sudden?"

Hilda and William agreed with the idea of finding the boy's home. "But first we need to find enough princes to invite," Hilda said.

"Oh no, don't look at me," Johanna said, waving the quill. "I'm not making another list."

The wicked witch assured her that there was no need for a list yet. "For that, we need names, and we don't have any names yet." She looked at Mick and Rune, who suddenly had become very quiet. They were in a similar sleeping position as Pino was. "What's that? Why are they asleep?"

Oona said, "I did something to their fruit juice. Because they were so disappointed about not getting beer or wine."

"That is bad, girl," the queen said in an attempt to reprimand the young witch.

"No. Bad is how they'll feel when they wake up." Oona smiled.

-=-=-

The magical family had moved the sleeping ones to Johanna's house as that was closer by.

Johanna was cross with Oona, because Pino hadn't had any doing in asking for an alcoholic drink. "You should have left his drink alone, Oona."

"Maybe," Oona said. "But it was so much fun with Mick and Rune..."

"You have a very odd sense of fun," Johanna said, shaking her head. She looked at Hilda. She knew the wicked witch would be able to talk some sense into the girl. She also knew that Hilda would never do that. On the contrary, she'd fuel that trait in Oona. "Can you at least make it not affect him?"

"I can. But he'll have to wake up for that," Oona said. "He will have to live through it for a few seconds. I can wake him up if you want, but I suggest you arrange a bucket first."

"A bucket? Do you want to wake him up with water?"

"No. The fruit juice might come out and having it in a bucket is better than in a bed." Oona looked smug. Hilda looked as if she was battling herself whether to tell the girl off or to have a good laugh over all this.

Isla pointed at her younger older sister. "You are wicked."

Oona smiled and leaned her head against Hilda's arm. "I'm learning from the best." Those words ended Hilda's inner battle.

Johanna got up. "I'll get a bucket."

-=-=-

Pino had a healthy distrust of Oona after being woken up. He tried to hide behind Johanna, who had emptied the bucket and given him some tea to calm his stomach.

"Right. First you, little man," William said, trying to get some things straight. He looked at Pino. "We need to find out where you came from, how you got here and how to get you back home."

"He already said he came here on the back of a wagon," Isla reminded the wizard, "and he doesn't remember much else."

"Have you asked your ball?" Hilda asked. "It's a trick that sometimes works. Ask the ball where someone comes from, put the someone in front of it and wait."

"Wait for how long?" the teacher-witch asked.

"Until something happens. Or until you get bored, which will probably happen first."

Johanna said she'd give that a try. "I didn't know you could do that."

"I bet there are lots of things you don't know," Oona said. "Like me. But there is a difference."

"Oona, enough," William said in a very unconvincing manner. "This is about Pinocchio."

"Pino Chio," the boy corrected him. "I still don't like what you call me."

"Old habit," William said. "Pinocchio is quite famous."

"I'm not," Pino said, "and I like that."

"Have you ever been famous?" Isla asked the boy.

"No. Why?"

"How can you know then that you don't want to be famous?" Isla asked. "Now you're only unfamous you and that's what you know. Maybe being famous is much nicer. And it would help too, because everyone knows famous people. Then someone would recognise you and know where you're from. And that would make it easy to get you home."

Hilda applauded for that bout of logic. "I'm proud to call you daughter, daughter."

"Still I don't want to be famous," Pino insisted. "When you're famous, people keep looking at you and pointing at you, and they want things from you."

Johanna asked how he knew that, but the boy had no answer to that. "Oh well... We'll find out. EIther with the ball or some other way. Now. Princes."

"And princesses," Isla said.

"Boring," Oona said. "I'm going to wake up my brothers."

"Don't forget the bucket," Johanna said.

"Yeah, yeah..."

-=-=-

It took some time before the group had compiled a list of kingdoms that weren't too far away. After all, the princes (and princesses) that could be interested had to be within a decent travelling distance.

"And how do we find out if there are princes in those kingdoms?" Johanna asked. "Bachelor princes, for that matter?"

Hilda pointed to the table where Johanna's crystal ball was waiting beneath a velvet cover. "You have a ball. Go ogle."

"Ogle? I don't ogle!"

"Why not?" Hilda asked. "If you have to have a look, at least feast your eyes."

"Can I ogle with Johanna?"

"Isla... I think you're a bit too young for that," William said, but Hilda didn't agree with him.

"If she wants to ogle, let her go ogle. You can't start early enough."

"Mama!" Mick's voice bounced from a bedroom.

"Oh deary," said the house, "I would believe someone has been pulled out of a slumber."

"Get away, you witch!" It was without a doubt that Mick was talking to Oona. "And take that stinking bucket with you! What are you going to... No!" Mick's no was short-lived, The sound ended as if a spell had been applied, which would be Oona's way to deal with an unpleasantness.

The people in the living room looked at the half-open door of the bedroom when an obnoxious sound, followed by some splattering, came from there.

"There. You're awake now." Oona's voice was loud, clear and amused. "I'll leave this here. You can empty it outside. You filled it." Moments later, she came into the living room again. "My brothers are awake."

"We could tell."

"I won't do it again," Oona said. "I wasn't quite prepared for the smell." Her face told Hilda and William that she was already thinking up another way to annoy her brothers.









