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First Witch

 


When King Roland died, the priests claimed it
was the beginning of the end. God had forsaken the Fairytale
Kingdom because the Fairytale Kingdom had forsaken Him. For too
long, the Fairytale Kings and Queens had consorted with witches,
made friends with faeries, and even—through long-dead Queen
Griselda—married into the Godless land of the warlocks.

The witches and the Faerie-lovers mocked the
stodgy priests, but within a few years after King Roland’s death,
it seemed that they were right. For the first time in many
decades—perhaps centuries—the clouds withheld their rain, and a
famine overtook the land.

 


~

 


In times of distress, it is not the
fortunate—the Fairytale Kings and Queens, the princes and the
abbots and the dukes—that are the hardest-hit, but the unfortunate.
In the Fairytale Kingdom—a land where one’s station is determined
by blood and not by merit—far away from the perpetual summer of
Good Times, in the hinterlands, there lay a great forest.

One of the last remaining great wildernesses
of the Fairytale Kingdom, the forest was ancient, and the roots of
its giant trees ran deep. Legends abounded that drinking from the
forest’s pools granted you a second sight. But despite that rumor,
its name explained everything: the Wicked Wood. The evil inside it
was not named, nor very well-known. No men or women lived inside
the eaves, nor did they walk into it at night. But some resided
near the Wicked Wood; and on its edge, in a small cottage, there
lived a poor woodcutter, his two children, and his wife.

At a young age, Hansel and Gretel
had—together—witnessed a sight more horrible than the worst war.
While their father was out chopping wood, they caught an unwelcome
glimpse of their stepmother’s infidelity. She betrayed their father
with a goblin, and the most repugnant Wood Goblin imaginable. In
tears, they fled the cottage, trying to make sense of what they
saw. And that was the beginning of their troubles.

Some ways down the dirt path, they ran into a
merchant. He wore a red-striped top hat and silver sunglasses. He
was tall and lanky, and extremely thin. “I am the Maestro!” he
called out. “I am the Candy Man! I have a magic powder that will
take all your troubles away!”

“We don’t have any money!” Gretel cried,
still choking on her tears.

“Here!” The Maestro tossed Gretel a bag of
white powder, then threw one at Hansel. “This will take all your
troubles away! And it’s free. But next time, it’s going to cost
you!”

 


~

 


Thus began Hansel and Gretel’s addiction to
the white powder. Whenever they breathed it in, they forgot about
all their troubles: about their stepmother’s adultery, about the
Wood Goblin and all the living flotsam-and-jetsam that came after
him. They danced and heard music in their mind. They stole money
from their father to pay the Maestro. And then, when the famine
came and the money—all spent on food—ran out, they had no
options.

They ran to the Maestro. “Please!” Hansel
begged. “Please! We don’t have any money! We really don’t!”

“No money, no drugs!” the Maestro laughed.
“Though my supplier lives in the woods, and you might go
there.”

“In the woods?” Gretel cried. She looked at
her brother’s thin white face, his bloodshot eyes, and knew that he
needed the ‘candy’ as badly as she did. “I can’t go into the Wicked
Woods! But your supplier lives there. Where is he?”

“She,” the Maestro said. “My supplier is a
woman. I’m not sure, exactly, where she is. But here’s the thing,
kids: if you go there, into the Wicked Wood, then you’ll find her.
No doubt in my mind!” He laughed and skipped off down the road.
Gretel looked into her brother’s eyes, and saw the same desperation
that she felt inside.

 


~

 


That night, in the light of the cottage
hearth, all the family’s bad feelings reached their pinnacle. After
the small meal—a few stale bread crusts, and cups of water—Hansel
and Gretel’s stepmother began to shout: “When I married you, I
never thought it would come to this! Look at what you’ve made us!
Look how poor we’ve become! You can’t even provide for the family!
I should have married someone better! I should have married someone
stronger!”

Father was crying.

Gretel stood up out of her seat. “Maybe you
should have married the Wood Goblin, then! I don’t know his name,
but you were with that green, warty thing a few weeks ago!” She
surprised herself at her own words; she had not meant to be so
bold.

But as she looked into her stepmother’s eyes,
there was no remorse, only absolute rage. “How dare you! Both of
you, get out! Get out! You will starve without me! Go into the
woods! It’s better this way! It’s better, because we’ll have all
the food to ourselves!”


 


 


Second Witch

 


Into the woods they went, holding each
other’s trembling hands. It was all at an end, or so it seemed. The
only place to go was into the Wicked Wood, and at night of all
times. Despite her sobs, and her brother’s sobs, it was not
themselves that Gretel felt truly sorry for. It was her father: the
poor woodcutter, married to a woman like that. If they died in the
woods, Gretel hoped he would find someone else, someone better.
Perhaps—though it was a far-off dream—her father would meet her
real mother again. She wanted that to happen, not for herself, but
for him.

In the twilit woods, the last of the day’s
light trickled away. The bronze forest darkened to night. The
hooting of owls and the skittering of leaves were the only sounds.
The only sounds, except for Hansel and Gretel’s footsteps,
crunching against the leaves… and a third set of footsteps, not
often audible, but sometimes coming into Gretel’s perception. So
faint, almost imperceptible.

Night’s chill set in and neither Hansel nor
Gretel had brought their warm buttoned-up coats. Worse than
anything else, Gretel’s desire for the Maestro’s candy was
increasing with each step, with each heartbeat. She couldn’t live
without the magic powder.

Hansel had begun to shiver, but Gretel didn’t
think it was from the night cold. It was from withdrawal… and at
the sight of her poor brother, she began shivering too.

Right when Gretel couldn’t take it anymore,
hope appeared.

 


~

 


A house overlooked a pond. Where wooden
boards would ordinarily be, bread and cakes filled Gretel with
ravenous hunger. But most maddening of all, the windows and the
roof and were dusted with the Maestro’s powder. Drugs and food… an
end to starvation, and her withdrawal.

Without any more words, Hansel and Gretel
took off running. They breathed in the drugs off the window—which,
itself, was made of sugar—and began devouring the cake walls of the
house. Then, in the midst of their feast and their delirium, a
voice echoed from the forest, racking Gretel’s body with
chills:

 


“Nibble, nibble, like a mouse

Who’s that nibbling on my house?”

 


Whether it was from the powder or from
genuine fear, Gretel screamed—a high-pitched, girlish scream—and
looked around, preparing herself for the worst. But she wasn’t
prepared for what she finally saw: an old woman, hunch-backed and
bent over, holding a cane in her wrinkled hands. Her eyes were pink
like a rabbit’s; her bulbous nose twitched as she followed their
scent.

“Who are you?” Gretel shrieked.

“I live in the Wicked Wood,” she answered,
“and every Wicked Wood needs a Wicked Witch. I have no name, so
that is what they call me: the Wicked Witch. Warden, hunter,
guardian of the forest.”

Gretel’s stomach twisted to knots as the
Wicked Witch hobbled closer. And though she hobbled, mimicking
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