
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Graveyard Gretel

	And the Witch’s Lair



	



	Thank you for reading!

	Graveyard Gretel is a story of wonder, horror, and adventure. There’s a whole world to explore and engage with. Remember that problems will often have more than one solution, but not all options lead to a happy ending. It’ll take a little intuition, a little wit, and a little luck to navigate. If you happen to make a bad move, don’t worry! You can always try again. 

	Trigger warning for some readers: This is not a children’s book. It features many heartwarming moments, but also contains monsters and dangers of every sort. Some deaths will be gruesome. Expect occasional graphic violence, flesh harvesting, gore, ritual sacrifice, cats, and just a hint of cannibalism.

	If you aren’t quite familiar with how Choose Your Own Adventures work, go here for a quick guide. 

	Otherwise, enter the Tomb of Skurg.

	 


What is a Choose Your Own Adventure?

	A Choose Your Own Adventure is a kind of story where you, the reader, play a part in the outcome. 

	Every so often, the story will arrive at a pivotal point. When this happens, a page with options will arrive for you to determine what Gretel does. Some decisions will continue the story in a new direction or even open new options, and some will lead to an untimely end. 

	The world of Graveyard Gretel encourages exploration. Some places you find will provide clues to help you progress, but be careful. Not everything is as it seems and not every place will be safe.

	The book’s link system also allows you to determine where Gretel goes. Unlike traditional novels, you can backtrack and explore at your own pace. 

	Get started on the next page. Good luck! 

	 



	- Enter the Tomb of Skurg



	 


The Tomb of Skurg

	Our story begins underground. Within a chamber of stone rests the carrion of a battle fought long ago. Weapons and soldiers lay in dead piles beneath an atmosphere of shadow broken only by the eerie flicker of blue torches. Some of these torches rest on metal poles while others hover like specters keeping watch over the bodies, but nobody stirs to tend their blue flames.

	At the very center of this chamber lies a sarcophagus made entirely of distorted dead flesh piled atop a huge stone slab and warped into the twisted likeness of someone lying fast asleep.

	The air of this tomb shudders for the first time in centuries. A stone door somewhere slams shut like thunder through the chamber followed by the faint voice of a little girl whispering, “Sorry!” From the darkness emerges a tiny figure. 

	This intruder wears a green cloak to offset her oversized teal shirt, dark baggy pants, and destroyed shoes far too big for her little feet. Slung across her back is a leather pack already half full of trinkets and cursed treasures, but her sharp brown eyes scan around this chamber for others. A thick sandy brown ponytail spreads from the back of her head and falls in a wave to slightly drag across the ground, hiding the backpack almost like a second cloak. Fresh stains cover her pants while a few abrasions score her little hands, but that’s nothing compared to what’s tried to kill her today.

	Graveyard Gretel, alive and well, looks across the darkness before centering on that strange sarcophagus. Her cautious expression spreads into a wide grin. This chamber is the bottommost level of an ancient crypt, and if her past exploits have taught her anything, it’s that this is where the good stuff is at.

	The little thief very gingerly steps between two parched corpses who appear to have once been locked in mortal combat. She eases her weight down, then gingerly sets her other foot along. 

	Something shifts at the far end of the chamber. 

	Gretel’s attention snaps away for a half moment and she accidentally steps on a soldier’s arm. She pulls back and winces, but the corpse doesn’t move. Everything else remains just as petrified as her. After almost a minute, she lets out an uneasy breath and mumbles to herself, “Okay, nice.”

	She leaps headlong over the body. Nothing attacks when she lands on another body’s leg, so she gets to work hiking through the corpses towards that sarcophagus. Every now and then she spots a fallen warrior strewn within a particularly shiny set of armor that diverts her route.

	While kneeling over one unfortunate fellow’s skull, Gretel rummages through the articles of a slain warlord with horrible teeth beneath a grizzly helmet. A quick yank plucks his belt purse like a fruit, and she slips it into her backpack before moving on. 

	Overall it takes about five minutes for the grave robber to reach this battlefield’s sarcophagus, but even she stops dead when standing beside it. 

	This thing is as articulate as it is disturbing. There must be thousands of tiny effigies etched into every inch of the bodies piled to form this sleeping figure’s visage. Those effigies all depict faces screaming beneath some unimaginable torment in a way that even the most gifted sculptor couldn’t capture. The bodies themselves don’t appear to have had pleasant deaths, as all of their wide open eyes reveal hollow interiors around faces stretched and deflated. 

	In fact, the only being within this cacophony of a coffin that appears sound is the large visage of a man formed from those deflated bodies. Malformed arms, hands, and a sleeping face all layer to form the figure peacefully resting. Buried firmly in the facade’s chest is a brilliant ruby carved in the shape of a teardrop with a round hole carved into the middle.

	Gretel examines each crevice of this thing for traps and monsters, then breathes to herself, “Here goes nothing.” 

	From a little pocket on her backpack she retrieves a stone dagger handle. She climbs up the side of the sarcophagus until sitting on the visage’s lap made from someone’s back. The stone handle’s top protrudes a round bulb that she leans over to insert into the ruby’s carved hole. For a few seconds she fiddles with it until something loudly clicks into place.

	She goes stiff for a second, letting go of the handle, then wraps both hands around it and carefully pulls.

	It takes a couple of tugs, but the ruby locked into the handle slowly slides out of the sarcophagus’ chest. The further Gretel pulls, the more the gem is revealed until she completely unsheaths a dagger with a six inch ruby blade. Now reconstructed and in the open, it’s an evil looking instrument that exudes a pulsing glow like the beat of a heart.

	Gretel spreads another big grin while grabbing a small leather rag, taking care not to touch the blade while she wraps it up and slings her pack off to stash it. One more look around to check that no guards or traps have been triggered, then she flips the pack open to carefully set the dagger in.

	The sarcophagus’ visage sits up. 

	Gretel immediately snaps toward the figure still very much made of those melted corpses now staring at her with open eyes like abyssal voids. She stares back at him while still kneeling on his lap with that dagger sticking out of her pack. A slight wince, then she tries, “Hi?”

	The undead returns a severely offended expression and bellows a hollow, feral roar. He tries to lunge at her, but his hands and legs are still firmly fastened to the base of the sarcophagus.

	A loud rustling disturbs the corpses around them. Whatever is about to happen, Gretel only has a few seconds.

	



	



	What does Gretel do?

	
	- Reason with him

	- Run!

	- Use the dagger





	







	TheTombofSkurg

	Our story begins underground. Within a chamber of stone rests the remnants of an ancient battle. Armor, weapons, and corpses all lay in piles beneath a veil of shadow that enshrouds the [_____]

	The only light here is the flicker of eerie blue torches that stick out from the ancient carrion, bisecting this unholy place like the spine of some ancient monster. At the very center of the chamber lies a sarcophagus made entirely of tormented dead piled atop a huge stone slab and warped into the twisted likeness of someone lying fast asleep.

	The air of this tomb shudders for the first time in centuries. A stone door somewhere slams shut like thunder through the chamber followed by the faint voice of a little girl whispering, “Sorry!” From the darkness emerges a [_____ ___] figure. 

	This intruder wears a green cloak to offset her dull teal shirt, dark pants, and destroyed shoes far too big for her little feet. Slung across her back is a leather pack already half full of trinkets and cursed treasures, but her sharp brown eyes scan around this chamber for others. A thick sandy [BEACH IS NICE THIS TIME OF YEAR] while a few abrasions score her little hands, but that’s nothing compared to what’s tried to kill her today.

	Graveyard Gretel, alive and well, looks across the darkness before centering on that strange sarcophagus in the middle. Her cautious expression spreads into a wide grin. This chamber is the bottommost level of an ancient crypt, and if her past exploits have taught her anything, it’s that this is where the good stuff is at.

	The little thief very gingerly steps between two parched corpses who appear to have once been [GRETEL]

	Something shifts at the far end of the chamber. 

	Gretel’s attention snaps away for a half moment and she accidentally steps on a soldier’s arm. She pulls back and winces, but the corpse doesn’t move. Everything else remains just as petrified as her. After almost a minute, she lets out an uneasy breath and mumbles to herself, “Okay, nice.”

	She leaps headlong over the body. Nobody moves when both her shoes land on another body’s [HELP IS JUST A SCREAM AWAY]

	Overall it takes about five minutes for the grave robber to reach this battlefield’s sarcophagus, but even she stops dead when standing beside it. 

	This thing is as articulate as it is disturbing. There must be thousands of tiny [GRETEL] etched into every inch of the bodies piled to form this sleeping figure’s visage. Those effigies all depict faces screaming beneath some unimaginable [RELAPSE IS A HELL OF A THING].

	In fact, the only being within this cacophony of a coffin that appears sound is the large visage of a man formed from those deflated bodies. Malformed [_____ __ _______ _ _____ ____ ___________ ___ ______ __ _______ __ _____ __ __________ _ _ ______ ______ __ _______ __________________ … _____________ _____ ________ ___ _______ ___________ __]

	Gretel examines each crevice of this thing for traps and monsters, then breathes to herself, “[ARE YOU SURE YOU EXIST?]”

	From a little pocket on her backpack she retrieves a stone dagger handle. She climbs up the side of the sarcophagus until sitting on the visage’s lap made from [MAYBE YOU’RE A FICTION TOO] The stone handle’s top protrudes a round bulb that she leans over to insert into the ruby’s carved hole. For a few seconds she fiddles with it until something loudly clicks out of place.

	[oh.] [that’s just dandy.]

	She goes stiff for a second, letting go of the handle, then LAUGHS as the air turns yellow. “This,” she giggles, “This

	feels

	 wrong. Thi[S IS WRONG!” SHE EATS THE DEADMAN AND EVERYONE LAUGHS EVERYWHERE FOREVER]catches the few mummy survivors running for their[EVERYTHING WILL BE FINE]But it’s no use. The very air around [GRETEL] stains with that putrid yellow as the Cavern itself Splits Open LiKe A LL THE WORLD IS A STAGE IS A DREAM IS A A LIE ISSSsS BECOME BECOMING BECOME BECOMEB BEHOLDFLAYSHVYNCHTHEGODOFHISOWNDECAYBECOMESIBECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESIBECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESI

	BECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESI

	BECOMEFLAYSHVY

	BECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESIBECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESIBECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESIBECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESIBECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESI

	BECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESI

	BECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESIBECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESI

	BECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESIBECOMEFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESI

	YNCHBECOMESIFLAYSHVYNCHBECOMESI



	



	…

	I’m so sorry.

	I couldn’t stop it.

	I’m sorry for everything.

	 

	Forgive

	-

	Kill



	



	Reason with him

	The struggling and howling monster made of other people's corpses seems like a reasonable fellow. Gretel puts her hands forward in a show of non-aggression and tries to get his attention. “Hey! Hey, listen! I didn’t mean to wake you up! My name is Gretel. What’s yours?”

	The undead rips his hands free and grabs either side of Gretel‘s face before bellowing a wail beyond living comprehension. 

	Gretel involuntarily screams back, her eyes and mouth sinking into their own bottomless void. Several dozen of the tiny suffering effigies pull at her hands and knees, drawing her in before the undead finally lets go.

	Whatever void exists within Gretel now has completely replaced everything else. She slumps dead against the creature who abruptly grabs her pack, yanks out the ruby dagger, and promptly stabs himself in the chest. His eyes and mouth shut as he returns to his dormant state. Gretel lays dead, more or less melting onto the others. In a few days, the sarcophagus will have a new body.

	 



	- Retry





	







	Run!

	It’s now or never! Gretel leaps off the sarcophagus with her pack in her hands, dashing over piles of bodies toward where she knows the exit is hidden. That undead’s desperate howls echo behind her as the blue torches begin to go out. Torch by torch, starting from the edges, the darkness itself appears to be closing in. Gretel has no idea what that means for her, but it puts the undead in an undeniable panic.

	He desperately yanks at his arms, lurching from one direction to another, trying to peel them off of the stone base. Another set of torches snuffs.

	Gretel reaches the far side of the chamber, deep in the shadow where she can barely make out the handle of a plain stone door. She yanks and tugs at the door, huffing, “Come on! Come on!” before glancing back at the sarcophagus. The undead rips one of his arms free and uses it to yank and wrench at the other. Another set of torches goes out, leaving almost all of the chamber dark. That rustling begins again, but far louder.

	“Meat!” Gretel shouts while banging on the door, “Meat, I’m in here! Something’s happening!”

	She looks back to see both the undead’s arms free as he just now rips a leg from the stone. The more loose the creature gets, the more desperate he becomes until he throws himself off the stone in a twist that breaks the last leg off completely.

	The undead falls on his hands and knees by the sarcophagus’ base, but his expression isn’t one of victory or rage. In fact, he appears more terrified than Gretel. The figure’s shivering expression turns from the last torch still burning to Gretel as if he were looking into the smile of death itself.

	The last torch goes out.



	- Retry





	







	Use the dagger

	Before the undead can wrench himself free, Gretel quickly pulls the dagger out of its cloth and sticks it back into the hole in his chest.

	The thrashing and wailing creature immediately shuts his eyes and returns to his original state laying back along the sarcophagus. Gretel waits for a second while the figure remains as still as a grave. She looks around, then gingerly plucks the dagger out.

	The undead’s void eyes flutter. He sits up with a gasp and starts struggling. Gretel slides the dagger in again, making him lay back down. She pulls it out, prompting the thing to immediately sit up and scream at her before she puts it back in. The undead goes back to sleep, allowing Gretel to formulate an idea. 

	That stone door that she entered through has no doubt locked behind her, so she needs a way out. She also needs a way to keep this thing from killing her long enough to get away with the dagger. 

	Gretel props a frown, shaking and nodding her head with a hand on her chin as if thinking really hard. After a few minutes, she smiles and snaps her fingers. “Got it!” She hops off of the sarcophagus and gets to work. 

	The first thing she grabs is one of the many shattered swords nearby. A heave brings its ancient steel up to the sarcophagus, then she leans into cutting the undead off its stone slab. First those hands, then the legs. Gretel paces herself, taking a little over ten easy minutes to completely free the undead from his eternal fate. She steps back and drops the sword, grabs her pack from the sarcophagus, then jumps up and yanks the dagger out before running.

	A slight groan comes from the undead as he sits up again, but he almost topples with a shriek from a lack of tethering and regains his balance. He looks back and forth between his admittedly cut up hands, then his legs which bend perfectly fine off of the sarcophagus slab. The creature looks around in a slight stupor until his void eyes come to a widely beaming Gretel holding up a large metal shield at the far edge of the chamber as if ready for him. She cheekily waves at him and sets herself.

	The undead unleashes a malevolent roar before leaping off the slab and sprinting for her. His sprint becomes a rush, then a charge as the very air wakes from the force he puts into closing their distance. Each footstep crushes the bodies beneath his feet as he rears his hands back for a lethal strike.

	Gretel relaxes when the approaching maelstrom of death comes to about ten yards away, then she drops the shield right in front of her.

	The undead’s eyes go round and he tries to swerve off, but the several bodies under his running feet slide out and he goes tumbling. Gretel steps out of his way right before he careens head over heels onto that shield. Sparks fly when the shield launches like a sled carrying the creature’s momentum straight into the stone door. A loud crash quakes the chamber as the undead punches through Gretel’s exit with his face. Dim light from elsewhere in the crypt pierces this chamber’s otherwise impregnable darkness.

	Gretel preppily slings on her backpack and strolls out through the threshold. A slightly less grotesque hallway awaits her and leads to a crude stairwell beyond which echoes the screams of a massacre.

	“Thank you, Sir Coffee Gus!” sings Gretel while skipping around the groaning undead. She keeps a brisk grin while heading to the base of the stairs, but stops when a piercing shriek leads to scuffling behind her. She spins back to see that the undead creature is gone. Where those eerie blue torches had been flickering in the chamber now resides a veil of solid darkness. 

	Something big rustles within that chamber, and the veil of darkness expands like a fluid to engulf the threshold, the wall, and that entire end of the corridor. Every inch of the oncoming black is met with a deep sound of grinding as if the darkness itself is eating the hallway’s stonework.

	Gretel’s eyes go round. She scurries up the stairs and squeezes through the opening into a collapsed hallway. The living darkness consumes those stairs as she maneuvers around rubble in a steady escape toward echoes of horrific violence ahead.

	Down another winding path and through two tunnels Gretel hurries before she stumbles into the open. Now still, the little thief finds herself at a scene of widespread slaughter.

	Hundreds of undead mummified soldiers occupy a vast underground hall with vaulted ceilings that extend for nearly a mile, giving them ample room to fight for their unlives. Each mummy is armed to the teeth with serrated steel armor and all manner of weaponry, some barking orders while others hold formations in a battle against the incarnations of an absolute monster.

	Near the far end of this vast hall towers the abomination: an unholy amalgam of skinless muscle and sinew over thirty feet tall overlooking the opposing army. The being is without legs, but stands like a monument with thick tendrils whipping and reforming along its writhing mass. At the summit of this crimson being watches a malevolent face like a distended skull with vicious long teeth and tendrils curving from its severe eye sockets back into its neck.

	Malformed claws and faces grow out of its limbs, ensnaring mummy soldiers and corrupting them into drones of itself. These shredded figures made of that same godless flesh look on with bleached jawless skulls as their bodies explode with tendrils or weapons of their own. To get caught is to die, and to die is to join them, and that doesn’t account for the grotesque monsters that form when one drone absorbs others.

	Gretel’s eyes remain wide as she watches this massacre in the making. For every mummy soldier that dies screaming into corruption, two more arrive from elsewhere in the crypt to take its place. Thankfully nothing has noticed her yet.

	A heavy footstep lands next to Gretel. She gasps toward one of the more monstrous flesh drones forged from five separate bodies - four drones acting as arms and legs with a bulky one as the main mass. All five skinless heads mount the thing’s shoulders and its arms wield claws as wide as buckler shields. It bends in toward her with a bass, visceral growl.

	“We gotta get out of here,” promptly reports Gretel.

	The meat drone returns a sound like the snapping of a spine.

	“Yes I went off on my own!” she admits, “But I found the dagger thing and we really gotta go!”

	The tunnel she just exited no longer exists. A steadily approaching barrier of darkness overtakes the entire back wall in a wide radius. The drone of meat lets out an inhuman squeal while multitudes of malevolent mummies stop fighting long enough to notice the thunderous grinding blackness still expanding.

	The drone next to Gretel gurgles in thought, then tries sticking its arm into the void. It shrieks in surprise before pulling back to find that entire arm cleanly removed. Something moves within that void, adding a deep sound almost like breathing to the thunderous grind of the entire lower crypt being erased.

	 The mummies all drop their weapons and run.

	“We gotta move!” Gretel darts from the void wall.

	Every Meat drone in the hall moves in a wordless unison leaping at each other to melt into something like a serpentine coil as large as a building.

	Gretel runs for all she’s worth over stone steps and courtyards until the monstrous drone running nearby grabs her off the ground and sprints for the fast growing limb. The avalanche of darkness is fast on their heels, now halfway through the vast chamber and eating any screaming straggler it can reach.

	That towering monolith of crimson flesh topples into formless biomass to feed the structure that Gretel’s escort now leaps onto. A few other drones climb on as Gretel’s ride holds fast, then the giant flesh limb springs like a frog’s tongue aimed for this chamber’s main exit. It reaches that corridor, then twists and bends further out and upward past the escaping mummies.

	Gretel and Meat both shriek as the tendril pushes them left, right, and up through the crypt’s labyrinthine corridors until they see light.

	Out from a secret exit the two fly over rows of seats within a long abandoned temple. The limb stretches to its furthest extent and smashes through a stained glass window several yards in the air. Here their ride finally reaches its end and stops as abruptly as it launched. The momentum flings Gretel and the drones like pebbles high through the air where they tumble and shriek.

	Gretel maneuvers herself to scan the grey land and dead trees below until she points at a line of water in the distance. “River!”

	She and the drones flip and twist, stalling their momentums until they all aim for the water. In the blink of an eye Gretel shifts from falling at terminal velocity to spearing several yards into the river’s depth. The sudden impact almost forces her air out, but she manages to hold in long enough to swim up to the river’s surface. The water breaks with her gasping and orienting herself for a few seconds. Her breathing calms, her heart stops racing, and this moment is far safer than the one she just survived.

	However, the same cannot be said for Meat’s drones. The unliving bodies currently reside within impact craters from where they landed everywhere except for the river. Most of them are puddles of inert flesh, but one’s skull face raises as it reforms, looking at Gretel treading water. She paddles toward the shore while giggling, “You really need to work on your aim.”

	 The drone lets out a slight chortle in response, but both of them immediately snap toward an eruption in the distance.

	That subterranean crypt they escaped was part of an ancient temple made like a mound of old statues and bricks beneath the endless shadow of the cavern sky above. Even from here they can feel the unnatural tremors from that growing void. Mummy soldiers pour out of every orifice in that temple, shouting and running before the temple itself collapses into a massive dome of eminent darkness. Whatever exists inside that dome lets out a quaking roar as the veil stops growing. Instead, it begins to pull chunks of ground the size of city blocks into itself, consuming mummies by the dozen.

	The Meat drone garbles something, prompting Gretel to chirp, “Well I think it went well. We got in, got the thing, and got out. What could possibly happen?”

	 



	- The Shanty





	







	The Shanty

	“A bounty?” balks Gretel, “Like a real bounty? Let me see!” She snatches a parchment full of scribbled script, her brow scrunched as she reads and rereads. 

	A few paces beside her stands a living skeleton made of mismatched bones beneath the trimming of a cheap suit. Slim Perkins idles with a shifty expression and subdued demeanor despite his silver rings and gold tooth. Meat entertains himself with an article of prey across from them, all within the main room of Gretel’s graveyard shanty.

	This shanty is what happens when a family of survivors builds a fortified home in the middle of a graveyard during the end of the world only to get slaughtered soon after. Add about a thousand years of wear and neglect, then six years of a rambunctious little girl’s antics, and what remains is a barely standing structure made of haphazard wood planks and ripped tarps.

	Its modest layout is dominated by the main room everyone now finds themselves in, which is itself dominated by a big round table supporting piles of useful junk from Gretel’s previous exploits. Amongst the junk is a certain ruby dagger.

	Gretel lets out a hard huff before leaning against the table, staining the silence with her foul mood. Meat tosses his squealing entertainment into his gullet and loudly chews, prompting her to snap, “Will you take this seriously? I mean, look at this! I’ve never even seen that many zeros before! And look at some of the stuff they said I did! Burglary? Mummycide? What’s larkany supposed to mean?”

	Slim leans over and corrects, “That’s larceny. Means stealing.”

	“Then they should just say stealing!” groans Gretel as she tosses the bounty ad onto the table. “How did they even know it was me in the first place?”

	Slim wedges a toothpick between his teeth while shrugging, “Mummies are rich, Gee, and you don’t got a shortage of enemies. All they had to do was ask about a human girl with sticky fingers. Hell, if they tossed in some assurances on that price tag, I mighta jumped for it.”

	Gretel glares a frown up at him.

	“I’m just sayin,” shrugs Slim. “You and I go back. Maybe not as far back as Bones McGee, but Slim Perkins looks after his friends. I cooled the market enough to buy you a day or two. What you gotta do now is figure out how to get these temple mummies off your back before every merc in the Cavern comes looking.”

	An unnatural growl rumbles from Meat still chewing on whatever that was.

	“Sure you can kill some of them, but they’ll be looking for me,” grumbles Gretel. She looks off while resting in a more thoughtful tone. “We just gotta lay low until the heat blows over. Thems goons got rocks in their heads instead of sense, and it’s only a matter of time before somethin’ shiny moves ‘em along.”

	Meat raises his head with a noise like grating muscle.

	She giggles and shrugs, “I heard McGee say that. What we need is a place that’s out of the way. Somewhere so crazy that nobody would look even if they knew where we were. Somewhere like…”



	- Blake’s Lair





	







	Blake’s Lair

	North of the graveyard and east of the city of Necropolis lies the skeleton of an ancient forest. That isn’t an exaggeration; the trees are made of bones. A few branches end in hands or claws while fleshless limbs dangle from joints connecting them to the trees’ twisting spine trunks. Not a leaf hangs on any of them, nor have any in centuries. These bony woodlands alternate between swamp and forest with an endless variety of creatures both alive and undead.

	Beyond roads and shallows, within what once may have been a gully, stands a tall lopsided house with stories crookedly stacked over each other as if they’ve melted and hardened. Beasts don’t come here. Vines refuse to grab the estate’s soil. Beneath the stalactites of the cavernous sky rolls a fog which always seems to keep the house just out of view unless one steps foot within its yard.

	From somewhere hoots something pretending to be an owl. A vaguely upright shape darts through the fog before vanishing. The house’s chimney billows out a plume of smoke alive with infernal embers.

	Gretel briskly knocks on the door, eliciting a slew of violent whispers from its old wood, then pulls her hands behind her back while shifting her weight back and forth. She’s wearing her usual cloak and pack with a fresh ponytail and slightly better shirt.

	Behind her looms Meat’s nine foot tall body. His usual form almost resembles a squid with a huge mantle like a malformed rib cage from which drapes several thick tendrils and spines keeping him upright. The mantle ends with his thick neck holding that distended snarling skull. The bulk of his unliving mass groans with sounds of digestion thanks to an unfortunate weresalamander that tried to ambush them on the way here. His very being represents grotesque violence, but both he and Gretel wait patiently at the door.

	A stench of unknowable source briefly fills the air. Somewhere behind the two ribbits something between a toad and a person. Meat hangs over Gretel and a gurgling growl reverberates through his mantle.

	“Nah, she’s in there,” grins Gretel, “She’s always around when I knock.”

	A metal lock unlatches behind the door in a manner that almost sounds like a bell ringing. Seconds later, the door cracks open to a sliver of darkness through which a young woman’s voice comes through. “Are you with the government?”

	“Hey Blake!” excitedly greets Gretel.

	A long pause passes before the door opens wider, revealing the green face of a witch peeking through the threshold. She’s not as old as one would typically think of a witch. Maybe in her twenties or thirties, but it’s hard to tell beneath the naturally virid skin and yellow eyes.

	Like most naturally born witches she’s thin going on scrawny, but with a formidable presence beneath a sleeveless undershirt and baggy pants. Her long carrot top hair is pulled back into a messy bun, and judging by the burns and stains on her forearms she’s been crafting potions. She blinks a few times as if adjusting to the already dim light outside. “Gretel?” she asks, then narrows her eyes. “You’re not working for the government, are you?”

	“Nope!” chirps Gretel.

	Blake casually nods and tosses her door wide open. “Sweet. Come on in. Hey, Meat.”

	Meat grunts while he and Gretel shuffle into the entry room of Blake’s house. 

	This place is sparsely illuminated by various mismatched torches, candles, potions, and glowing trinkets that either float through the air or rest on shelves that randomly dot rooms and hallways. In fact, many decorations and furniture here seem randomly placed as if they sometimes shift on their own.

	It takes a few seconds for Gretel’s eyes to adjust to the haphazard lighting, and she gradually makes out the details of a living situation that strikes a precarious balance between organized and desultory. The door closes on its own behind everyone. 

	“Got a new shipment of ingredients yesterday, so I’ve been pretty busy,” casually remarks Blake as she heads out of the entry room, “These ones aren’t for eating though. I don’t expect any visitors today, so feel free to hang out. Remember that the house’s layout changes every now and then, so if you can’t find a room you want, just keep looking. Oh, and, uh,” she glances back at Gretel. “I’m watching my sister’s cat this week. His name is Jeremy, but he’s not a ‘people’ cat. Be careful if you see him.”

	“Got it,” nods Gretel.

	Blake returns a good natured smirk and vanishes down the nearby stairs to the basement.

	Gretel takes a cautious step out of the entryway and looks up at Meat, “We’ve got a while, I guess. What do you think we should do first?”

	Meat looks from one end of this entryway to the next and idles with a rumbling growl like teeth cracking.

	Blake’s house is slightly skewed from the rest of reality. Some rooms cross paths with other planes of existence while others only appear on certain days of the week. Usually it isn’t too bothersome, but strange things can happen.

	Three floors stack over each other with no particular arrangement. Gretel does know that Blake’s lab is in the basement, the kitchen is on this floor, and Blake’s bedroom is on the second.

	



	



	What floor do they head to?

	
	- Basement

	- First

	- Second





	







	Entryway

	The pair find themselves back at the house’s entrance. The door is unlocked, but there’s no good reason to leave while those mummies are still looking for Gretel. Meanwhile, the rest of the house is free to explore. A draft like breathing moves through here, carrying with it traces of varying scents and sounds, and the walls seem to move on their own.

	



	



	Where do they go next?

	
	- Basement

	- First

	- Second





	







	Basement

	Probably the coolest part of this house is the basement, mostly because Gretel hasn’t been there often. Down a narrow flight of stone stairs she descends with Meat’s mass taking up its full space behind her.

	The air down here is chilly and dry with an assortment of natural glows emanating from mushrooms on the stone walls and fireflies in the air. 

	A hallway just as narrow and stoney as the stairs bends left around Blake’s lab with an entrance a short ways down. From that lab rumbles the occasional minor explosion and cloud of iridescent smoke. Further down and to the right await two doors - one wooden and the other solid iron. 

	



	



	Which door do they pick?

	
	- Blake’s lab

	- Wooden door

	- Iron door 

	- Go back





	







	Basement

	Gretel and Meat quickly enter the basement’s curved hallway and shut the door behind them. As eventful as that was, there’s still more to explore.

	



	



	Which door do they pick?

	
	- Blake’s lab



	
	- Wooden door

	- Iron door 

	- Go back





	







	Blake’s Lab

	Blake is whom Gretel came to see. Maybe the witch could use some help with whatever she’s doing? Gretel brims with excitement as she holds her breath, opens the door to Blake’s lab, and peeks inside.

	The lab is a wide round chamber lined with contraptions and equipment more intricate than Gretel has ever seen before. Some machines contain blades that spark plasma while others boil and funnel colorful gasses into glass containers. Some seem to shift and eviscerate themselves into new shapes. One is little more than a blob that continually eats itself inside a glass jar.

	At the far back of this laboratory stands Blake facing a counter where a violent rush of sparks and flame belches from whatever she’s working on.

	Gretel easily slides into the lab, taking care not to surprise the witch and get her hurt. She makes it about halfway into the lab before Meat roughly claws his mass through the narrow way in. Gretel shrinks with a wide frown and motions back to him for quiet.

	“Hey, Gretel,” greets Blake without looking at her.

	She huffs and more casually strolls over. “Hey Blake. Watcha doin’?”

	Blake keeps eyes on her work while nonchalantly replying, “Witch stuff. You good?”

	“Yeah, just seeing if I can help with anything,” grins Gretel.

	The sparks and flame cease, revealing what looks like a polished rock inscribed with paragraphs of ancient and powerful spells. Blake steps back with a magic wand that had been carving those spells and sets it down with a satisfied sigh. “I’m pretty sure I’ve done enough damage to this guy. If you two wanna lend a hand on some of my other projects, I wouldn’t mind.”

	“Cool!” cheers Gretel while Meat examines that self-eating blob. “What do we do?”

	Blake puts her hands on her hips and looks around with a few thoughts. “Well, it depends. I’ve got three other things I gotta work on this week. One of them is another runestone, one’s a magical scepter, and one’s a haunted doll. Any of those sound good?”

	



	



	Does Gretel want to help with anything?

	
	- Runestone

	- Scepter 

	- Doll 

	- Look around the lab

	- Ask about witches

	- Ask about Baba

	- Decline





	







	Finish up

	“Thanks,” beams Gretel.

	“Anytime,” Blake leans against a work table. “My offer’s still up too. Want to get your hands dirty?”

	



	



	Does Gretel want to help with anything?

	
	- Runestone

	- Scepter 

	- Doll 

	- Look around the lab

	- Ask about witches

	- Ask about Baba

	- Decline





	







	Decline

	“Nah,” Gretel replies. “Thanks anyway.”

	“Suit yourself,” sings Blake, “I gotta get back to it. Stop by if you need anything.” She returns to another project by mixing an assortment of volatile spells in jars.

	Gretel grins up to Meat, and they turn to leave the lab.

	 



	- Leave





	







	Look around the lab

	“I think I’ll just look around,” meekly smiles Gretel. 

	“Ah?” Blake cocks a brow. After a moment of sincere consideration, she nods, “Alright. Let me know if you need something,” and returns to etching. 

	Gretel keeps her hands behind her back while glancing around the laboratory. Tables of various make and function line more than half of this room. Some have wells in the middle where potions and energies bubble while others hold assemblies of mechanisms so intricate and arcane that Gretel couldn’t begin to guess their purposes. 

	Around the other end of this lab stand an equally varied assortment of shelves and bookshelves. Some hold mundane books or trinkets, but others serve as displays for otherworldly knick knacks and doodads. 

	Gretel glances at Blake hunched over a table. Something violently pops and crackles on the table before her, but the witch doesn’t flinch while adding a shot of potion to stabilize it. 

	A few more seconds, then Gretel beams a big smile toward Meat and hops over to the shelves. The nearest shelf occupies her immediate attention. A few items of ancient or bizarre craftsmanship sit in a neat row on the shelf at her eye level. A few look dangerous, but most seem decorative. She paces along the shelf’s span like a curator examining merchandise, and only stops when something else catches her eye. 

	Two shelves up and a little to her left sits an item of articulate metal design almost like a short vase. Atop that shape is a large onion-shaped bulb of glass with something inside it. Gretel’s eyes go round like those of a cat who just noticed prey. She glances at Blake again before sticking her tongue out and carefully reaching up the shelves to grasp around the item. 

	It’s heavier than she expected. She tries to nudge it back, but can’t seem to get a grip and tries to boost herself by stepping on the bottommost shelf. Meat leans in and uses a tendril to help, but the bookshelf itself creaks under the shifting weight.

	Blake instantly snaps around with wide eyes, freezing Gretel and Meat in their obviously reaching poses. Gretel adopts a flat smile and peeps, “I wasn’t gonna steal it.”

	Blake takes a second, then blinks while relaxing into a stroll toward them. “Oh, that one. You can actually have it if you want. It isn’t dangerous.”

	Meat pulls it down to drop heavily into Gretel’s hands while she asks, “What is it?”

	Blake leans against a nearby table and helps Gretel set the item onto it. “This is a light. Just before the Harrowing, a nearby kingdom invented this to replace oil lanterns. You don’t need a wick or spark or anything.”

	Gretel leans up against the table and squints her eyes to examine the light’s bulb. “Is it magic?”

	“Close,” grins Blake. “It runs off lightning.”

	Gretel inhales a gasp, “What?” and looks over the item with far keener interest.

	“Yeah, pretty advanced stuff,” returns Blake. “A little can of juice keeps lightning trapped in the bottom. If you turn this knob here, some of it will shoot through that little string in there.” She flips a discreet knob on the side, causing the glass bulb to fill with a warm incandescent light. The light seems like an affront to the more subdued glows in the lab, but Gretel barely notices anything outside of its tiny filament glowing like a tiny star. She barely breathes while standing transfixed.

	Blake smiles wider and moves away from the table. “Like I said, you can have this one. Just be careful with the glass part.”

	Gretel peels her sight to smile up at Blake, then returns to her captivating new light.

	Blake walks over to her etching project, but takes a glance back at Gretel. Both the girl and Meat stand in wonder around the light bulb where Gretel carefully turns it off, then on, then off, then on. The more the girl operates the light, the wider her smile grows.

	



	



	
	- Back



	



	



	Ask about witches

	Gretel adopts a curious expression and returns, “I was actually wondering something. Are witches human?”

	A slight chuckle comes from Blake. “What?”

	“Witches,” explains Gretel, “I know people say humans are different, but why?”

	Blake bobs her head for a few amused moments before answering, “Well, witches aren’t exactly human, but we aren’t exactly not human either. Think of it like this. Did ghouls used to be human?”

	“Yeah,” nods Gretel.

	“Right. They were just as human as you, but died and magic turned them into something else. Same for witches, except magic changes us while we’re still alive. We use a lot of heavy spells that have side effects, and those side effects build up over time. If a witch isn’t careful, she might not be anywhere near human before too long.”

	Gretel’s eyes go big and she paces in a step. “Were you a human?”

	“I was, eh, close,” Blake picks her wording. “About as close to human as you can get without actually being one. That’s a long, boring story though. I can tell you about it sometime.”

	“I’d like that,” simpers Gretel.

	 



	- Back





	







	Ask about Baba

	“What’s a Baba?” asks Gretel, “I heard you talking about it.”

	A slightly nostalgic smile comes over Blake. “Baba was my grandmother. Baba Yaga. She taught me everything I know.”

	“Oh cool! Was she nice?” asks Gretel.

	Blake hesitates before returning a telling smile. “She was nice. To me.”

	Gretel raises her brows while Blake shrugs, “She wasn’t what you’d call a people person. Only three family members showed up to her funeral when she passed, mostly because of all the deathtraps leading to it. She used to fly in a cauldron instead of on a broom. Claimed the government couldn’t track her that way. Incidentally, that was also the cauldron she’d boil kids in to make her potions. She had like a hundred recipes, but they all got lost when her house ran off a few years ago.”

	A myriad of questions swirl from that brief explanation, but Gretel just shakes her head with a giggle. “Wow. I’m glad I met you and not her. You’re a nice witch.”

	Blake bends down to Gretel’s eye level with a wide grin. “Yeah, I’m real nice,” she remarks while booping Gretel’s nose. “To you.”

	 



	- Back





	







	Runestone

	Gretel’s eyes go big as she asks, “What’s a runestone?”

	“We have a winner,” grins Blake. “A runestone is kinda like a way to keep a spell going after the magic stops. In fact, it never stops until the runes themselves get messed up. Make one good enough and it’ll outlive all of us.”

	“Whoa!” gasps Gretel.

	Blake replaces the tip of her wand that’s been blackened and burnt while elaborating, “This next one is for warding. It’s like a shield made of magic. This is how we make it: one of you will be firing a charged attack wand at the other while they hold a powered ward crystal, and I’ll capture that warding magic in the runestone. Do you think you’d be better with one or the other?”

	



	



	Which spell does Gretel pick?

	
	- Warding crystal

	- Attack wand





	







	Warding crystal

	“I’ll take the crystal!” picks Gretel.

	“So you’re the one getting shot at with the deadly spell?” humorously asks Blake.

	Gretel glances off for a moment, then more nervously answers, “Sure?”

	A nod from Blake as she heads across the lab to pick up an orange crystal the size of her head. Even for the grown witch it’s heavy when she lugs it over and drops it on an anvil stand roughly one Gretel tall. “Now the attack spell is gonna hit this crystal hard. I need you to keep it steady enough to keep catching the magic. Think you can do that?”

	“No problem!” waves off Gretel as she leans against the podium.

	Blake produces a fresh wand and instructs Meat, “This is a burn wand. It’s only good for one spell that’s gonna shoot out like fire from a dragon. I need you to keep it as steady as possible.”

	Meat violently protrudes a nearly human arm that she tosses the wand to, then retrieves her main wand. One fresh stone for runing later, and they’re set.

	“Alright. Remember to keep everything steady. If that crystal cracks, we’re all in trouble,” directs Blake as she prepares her wand, “Three. Two.”

	Gretel hesitates for half a moment.

	



	



	How does she keep the crystal stable?

	
	- Hold its sides as still as possible

	- Push her weight against it





	







	Hold its sides

	Gretel sets her hands as firm as she can on either side of the crystal.

	“One!” calls Blake.

	Meat’s attack wand fires on its own, spewing a torrent of violently crimson energy. He overcomes the recoil just in time to crash its attack into the warding crystal. A shockwave erupts from the crystal hard enough to blast itself right off the podium between Gretel’s hands.

	The thing crashes into Gretel’s chest with enough force to launch her through the air and slam her back against the far wall. She slides into a dazed lean atop a workable.

	Both Blake and Meat freeze to the thud right when that ward crystal hits the floor and cracks. That side of it explodes, propelling it through the air like a cannonball. A bruised Gretel notices the projectile flying right for her just in time to shriek and close her eyes.

	A wicked crunch echoes through the lab. Blake, Meat, and Gretel all cautiously eye the crystal punched halfway into the wall just beside her head. Cracks snake through its interior with a loud chipping while steam fumes out through its edges.

	“Oh,” giggles a jittery Gretel. “I thought it was gonna-“

	It explodes powerfully enough to shatter the wall and everything nearby. Gretel, or at least most of her, lays plastered across the newly formed threshold covered by hundreds of pieces of molten shrapnel.



	- Retry





	







	Push against it

	This crystal looks heavy. Gretel pushes both her hands against the stone across from where Meat should be aiming, then uses her weight to brace.

	“One!” calls Blake.

	Meat’s attack wand fires on its own, spewing a torrent of violently crimson energy. He manages to muscle through the recoil and crash that magic into the warding crystal. A shockwave erupts from the impact hard enough to buck both the crystal and Gretel, but she holds fast as the air around her thickens with an orange tint.

	“That’s it!” Blake shouts over the thunderous exchange while carving the first runes into her blank runestone. “Just a few more seconds!”

	Gretel grits her teeth, pushing with all her strength while the ward crystal begins to heat up and vibrate. Her cloak and ponytail fly back like flags in a wind like the breath of an oven.

	“A little more!”

	 Gretel slips up for just a moment. The vibrating crystal starts to jump sporadically around to the point where she can’t hold it.

	“Done!” Blake calls, prompting Meat to douse his wand just in time for that crystal to hop off the podium and fall right where Gretel dives to catch it.

	A loud thump hits where her arms cushion its fall. The heavy crystal scorches the sleeves of her shirt as she rolls it off with a rapid gasp, “Hot! Hot!”

	Blake gets to her knees beside the girl whose palms and sleeves are already scorched. “Let me see.” Gretel winces while Blake moves a handful of healing magic back and forth over her burns, but keeps a wide smile and asks, “Did it work?”

	“Like a charm,” grins Blake as she finishes the treatment and straightens Gretel’s rolled sleeves. “You two put out enough warding magic that the runestone almost couldn’t absorb it all. That sucker should go strong for decades.”

	Blake helps Gretel to her feet, and the girl runs over to the counter where that fresh runestone sits with only three engravings faintly glowing orange. She looks up at Blake and asks, “What next?”

	The witch ponders for a second, then smiles, “Wanna try engraving?”

	A huge gaping grin stretches over Gretel’s face. Ten seconds later, she’s wearing dark goggles and holding an engraving wand with Blake standing just behind her. Blake’s more skilled hands guide Gretel’s as she goes back and forth, adding rows of runes that Gretel honestly has no idea about. The further along they go, the more Gretel gets a handle on the engraving wand and the more Blake only needs to power it.

	After a short while they’re finished. The stone takes well to the dozens of runes all glowing with that same orange. Gretel peels her fingers from the engraving wand while laughing, “That makes my hands feel weird.”

	“Yeah, you get used to it,” returns Blake as she sets the wand into a row of a few others. “I’m a little surprised you caught on so fast. If you ever show magical talent, you might make a good apprentice.”

	Meat arches over the two, curiously looking over the glowing runes.

	Blake pats the stone and explains, “That was the first of five rune sets this one needs, but it’s gotta rest first. You’re good to help out with something else if you want.”

	



	



	Does Gretel keep helping?

	
	- Scepter



	
	- Doll



	
	- Finish up





	







	Attack wand

	“I wanna shoot something!” chirps an excited Gretel.

	Blake laughs while walking past her, “Easy, killer. It’ll be a burn wand. After one spell it burns out. What you’ve gotta make sure is that its magic hits the ward crystal and keeps hitting it.”

	Gretel hears only most of that over the prospect of casting a real spell out of a real magic wand.

	Blake grabs an orange crystal the size of her head and hauls it over to a pedestal beside Meat. “Now this guy’s gonna kick like a mule when it gets hit. I need it steady enough for Gretel to keep aiming at.”

	Meat returns an unholy groan followed by a few growls before violently protruding five large arms to wrap around the sides and back of the crystal.

	“That’ll work.” remarks Blake as she returns to Gretel and produces a roughly carved rod of thin wood etched with rudimentary decorations. It looks cheaply made, but an air of unnatural heat rests around it. “Remember, this spell is lethal. Wait for my signal and keep your aim steady. Okay?”

	“Got it,” confirms Gretel.

	The witch heads over to that counter where a blank runestone waits, then leans in to start engraving. “Three.”

	Gretel looks over the wand with a confused frown, trying to figure out how to turn it on.

	“Two.”

	Gretel flicks its side before pointing it upward and looking at the tip.

	“One!”

	The wand fires on its own with enough recoil to fly out of Gretel’s hand and hit the ground. It expels a beam of crimson hellfire upward at Gretel while dropping onto its side with a straight line burnt down the wall behind her.

	The wand immediately ceases, leaving Blake to watch with jaw dropped while Meat stays petrified.

	Gretel stares absently ahead with a smoking black line bisecting her. She drops to her knees, then her two halves split from each other and fall flat on their sides.

	 



	- Retry





	







	Scepter

	“Scepters are kinda like big wands, right?” reasons Gretel, “Lets try that!”

	Blake nods to herself with a “Huh. Not gonna lie, I’m a little surprised you picked helping to make a boring scepter.”

	“How would I know if it’s boring?” shrugs Gretel.

	A little smirk comes over Blake. “Fair point. Alright, Gretel the Scepter Craftsgirl. The gist is to attach a powerfully magical item to the end of a good piece of white oak. This one’s for a peaceful healing monk, so I’m thinking we make an evil horned skull with huge fangs and glowing eyes.”

	Gretel starts to say something, but just pauses with an open mouth and confused expression.

	“Nah, I’m kidding,” grins Blake, “It’s a life flower. The way we do it is to stick the white oak in some enchanted soil and let the flower grow over it.”

	Gretel scratches her head, “Like a vineyard stake?”

	“Y…yeah,” Blake cocks a brow, “How do you know about those?”

	“Someone tried to turn me into wine once,” beams Gretel.

	Blake returns a slight nod and hums, “Sure, sure. But yeah, like a vineyard stake. In the old days we’d use life magic to jumpstart the life flower, but that’s been in short supply since the world ended. These days most craftsmen use a workaround with necromancy. It’s kind of a hassle, unless…” A twinge of an idea comes to Blake and she taps her chin in thought
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