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To the woods witches and the bog witches, the witches by the moors and the witches at the seaside, the urban and suburban witches, and to all those who push against the chaos to create a better, more equitable, and more just world.

“Go to the woods and see”—Dar Williams






Author’s Note


Thank you for picking up Witch of the Shadow Wood. This fairytale fantasy contains a lot of cozy elements, such as a quirky cottage, walks through the woods, foraging for mushrooms, baking pies, and drinking tea. It also contains some topics that are decidedly not cozy: child abandonment, allusions to abortion, off-page death of a parental figure, fires (off page) and burn injuries, light gore and horror elements, allusions to sexual assault, and mild violence. Please protect yourself and only read when you’re in the right mindset for these topics.







PART I
THE WITCH IN THE WOODS









Chapter One
Fifteen Years Before the Wedding



Even during the early afternoon, the forest was as dark and forbidding as Greta had always imagined it to be. She tried to wiggle her fingers about in her father’s hand, but his grip on her was too tight. It should have been comforting the way he held onto her—strong and sturdy, protective—but all she felt was winded as her short legs struggled to keep up with his long ones.

Well, that, and afraid—although she should not have been afraid because her papa was holding her left hand and Hans was on her other side. Hans couldn’t match their father’s height or strength yet, but Papa always said to just wait, that he was getting there. Occasionally, Papa praised the way Hans could swing an ax and chop wood, unlike her, who couldn’t even lift the ax.

“If your mother or grandmother were still alive, they’d probably find a use for you,” he would say, “but all you do is eat our food and grow out of your shoes too quickly.”

There was never any praise for Greta.

Remembering this made Greta wiggle her fingers harder, but that merely caused her father to grip her more tightly, and now her fingers were feeling as pinched as her toes. Maybe he thought she would run away, but where would she run? They’d entered the Shadow Wood, and Greta knew better than to do that alone. Even with her father and Hans, the Shadow Wood was terrifying. They were the witch’s woods.


Be a good girl, be a good boy.

Do your chores just as you should.

Be a good girl, be a good boy.

Naughty children are prey

For the witch in the wood.



The rhyme rang through Greta’s head, discordant against the constant thud-thud of three pairs of boots along the dirt path. She’d played the witch game with the children down the street just yesterday. You passed the leather ball (or a stick or a stone if no one could find a ball) around in a circle, and whoever was left holding it when the chanting stopped had to drop the object and run for the safety wall while the person playing the witch chased you. If you didn’t make it to the wall before they caught you, you became the new witch. The game was fun enough, though Greta hated being the witch because she was slow.

But everyone knew the Shadow Wood’s witch was not a game. The witch was real.


She’ll feast on your bones.

She’ll drink all your blood.

She’s coming for you—

The horrible, terrible

The witch in the wood!



Things everyone in Swiftdok knew: The witch could fly. The witch had horns and cavorted with evil spirts. The witch used her large nose to sniff out bad children, and she stole their blood for her magic. You could only find the witch in the woods if she let you.

Things Greta did not know: Why her father would want to find the witch. It seemed like a bad idea, but if her papa thought it was a good one, then maybe some of the other things Greta knew were wrong. Maybe she shouldn’t be afraid.

The overhead canopy was lush and heavy, the summer foliage competing for the sun with the pines and firs that kept it green year-round. Greta knew the names of the trees because her father cut them for people, but she didn’t know how to identify one tree from another. When he was in a good mood, her papa taught Hans a little. But his good moods had grown less frequent over the last winter, and unlike the leaves on the trees, they hadn’t returned with the lengthening days.

Still, Hans got to learn something. Greta didn’t think she’d be so useless if someone taught her things, too.

Pressed between her father and her brother, she buried this ungrateful thought deep in her gut. If the witch didn’t steal the good children’s blood, she needed to be good and grateful. And typically she was. She fetched water even when she was so tired she could barely walk, and she let Hans scrape the bottom of the porridge pot without complaint even when her stomach whined for more.

Well, that was to say, she didn’t spill much water when it was her turn to fetch it, and she didn’t complain much about being hungry. There was that incident two nights ago when Papa had yelled at her because she’d reached for another slice of bread, and he said Hans needed it because he was a growing boy, and Hans had broken it in two and given her half when Papa’s back was turned. Did that count as being naughty?

Greta didn’t like that question, so she concentrated on her feet. The path was soft with fragrant pine needles crushed beneath the thin soles of her shoes (already too small again). She listened to the leaves rustling overhead and the skitter of unseen feet in the brush. She watched the path become narrower and narrower the deeper they trod. Her father said nothing about this, but her brother’s brow wrinkled the longer they walked, and at one point he started to speak, but a blistering glance from Papa sealed his lips. Rather than risk his wrath, Hans took Greta’s other hand. His grip was lighter than their father’s and so more comforting.

Unfortunately, that comfort did nothing to ease the weariness in her legs. Greta was worried she would stumble when the path ahead vanished altogether. Only then did she notice the forest had grown quieter, too. The air was heavier, hazier, like a fog was rolling in all around them.

Her father muttered something too low to hear, and Hans squeezed her fingers. With his free hand, Greta watched him discreetly drop another white pebble on the ground when their father’s gaze was turned away. He’d been dropping them periodically during the walk. They had stuffed his pockets full that morning.

“Why did you steal the chicken feed?” she’d asked Hans when she caught him sneaking out of their neighbor’s tiny coop with a purloined handful.

Hans had shushed her and dragged her away before answering, but that was how she’d learned they were going into the forest. Hans had overheard Papa talking about it to the neighbor.

“People who go into the forest don’t always come out,” Hans had told her. He hadn’t needed to say why, nor who was least likely to reemerge. Greta knew it was the witch’s doing. And it was children who disappeared. “We can use the feed to leave a path so we’ll find the way home if we get lost.”

“Papa will get us home,” Greta had countered, not because she didn’t have doubts but because she needed it to be true.

Hans had flinched and looked at his shoes. “Probably, yes. But it’s better to be safe. Just don’t tell him. He won’t like it if he knows.”

Greta didn’t question that. Their father would be angry if he thought that she and Hans didn’t trust he could protect them.

Chicken feed, however, struck her as a poor substance for marking a trail. What if chickens ate it, and it disappeared?

“Don’t be stupid. There are no chickens in the forest,” Hans had said when she mentioned this. But his face expressed doubt, so Greta had picked up one of the many white pebbles that lined the road and offered it to him instead.

“Nothing will eat these.” She’d thought for a moment her brother would argue, but he tossed the feed onto the ground and began collecting pebbles with her.

As Greta glanced over her shoulder, she took some pride in her idea. Nothing was eating the pebbles, and they stood out against the dirt brown path. Maybe she could be useful after all, even if no one taught her anything.

“Does this mean we go home?” Hans asked. He sounded hopeful, and Greta realized that although he did a better job of acting brave than she did, he must be scared as well.

A bird took flight in the silence that followed, and Greta jumped with the sudden flutter of wings. Even Hans looked shaken.

Still, their father didn’t speak. Then a single leaf drifted onto the path. The mist dissipated and the forest lightened. More path spread out ahead.

Greta swallowed and bit her lip to keep silent as her father tugged her along again.

They didn’t have far to go. Soon after, the path ended abruptly in a clearing illuminated by bright sunshine, and there, in the center of the golden light, was the most spectacular cottage Greta could imagine.

The roof was tiled with cinnamon rolls and fried breads, and scalloped in thick white frosting. Peppermint sticks outlined the windows and doors, and the walls were covered in tarts and pastries of every fruit and flavor, donuts and snow balls, sugared almonds and jellied orange peels that all swirled together in beautiful designs like lace. It reminded Greta of the fanciful gingerbread homes she saw displayed in bakery windows around the winter solstice, only more fantastic. Not an inch didn’t make her mouth water.

But even as she longed to touch those treats, to see if they were real, the house swam in and out of Greta’s view, rippling like a reflection in the water. The delectable sweets melted away. In front of her stood a normal structure made of stones and wood, neither tall nor short, nor entirely house-like at all. Rather it was a home that had been carved straight out of the landscape, a happy coincidence of boulders and logs and plants that had sprouted a door and windows and a roof. A tall, fat chimney sent smoke trailing into the sky.

Greta blinked, mourning the loss of the house of sweets, but the second image remained.

It was not without its own charms. Not only did flowering shrubs hug the arched doorway, other blossoms cascaded down the sides of the cottage like curtains—tiny blooms in yellows and blues and pinks that added to the illusion that the cottage was simply a natural outgrowth of the woods. A path ran from the doorway past a well and into a walled-off area to the left. Tall plants and stubby trees rose above the stones, heavy with bounties that Greta mostly didn’t recognize.

With so much wonder to absorb, she almost forgot where she was and why. Then the cottage door opened, and Greta’s attention snapped back into her body with a single jolt of her heart.

Hans’s grip on her right hand tightened, but her father dropped her left entirely.

Greta swallowed and tried to look brave and good and completely invisible. Every instinct had her feet itching to hide her behind her father’s body, but she held still. Held her breath.

A woman emerged from the cottage, but this time, while Greta’s vision played no tricks on her, she could not entirely tell what she was seeing. The woman’s face was lightly wrinkled, but her skin sported none of the spots and marks that covered the older men and women in town. Her eyes were as gray as the hair braided down her back, but neither cruel nor kind. Her dress was neither fancy nor tattered, and it took a moment for Greta to realize it was no dress at all but a long tunic over a pair of heavy stockings, much like a man might wear. Only the bright green scarf she had tied around her waist, a scarf that almost appeared to be made of leaves, gave the impression of a flowing skirt.

The witch—she had to be the witch—also did not appear to have an overly large nose or any discernable horns, which was a small relief, and despite her cane, she strode forward with a spriteliness that belied its need. But perhaps the cane was not meant for walking. It looked like it would hurt if someone smacked you on the backside with it.

“Well,” she said, stopping several feet away. “What is this?”

Greta’s father stood up straighter. “My name is Garulf.” He barked out the words the way he did when the town tax collector came to their house, and Greta thought that was odd. “I’m a woodcutter from Swiftdok.”

“I said what is this, not who.”

“I’d like to make a trade.” He stepped forward and glanced at Greta.

She didn’t pause to wonder why he looked her way or what he had to trade because, at that moment, there was a commotion from the left, and two chickens flapped their way to land ungainly upon the garden wall. At least, Greta thought they were chickens. They were chicken-like, except one had feathers of the brightest blue, as stunning as a lady’s gown, tucked among the white. The other was a mix of brown and purple, similar in shade to the flowering bushes by the cottage. Greta gasped.

The witch turned her attention from Garulf to Greta. Her expression didn’t soften, but there was something appraising about it, and Greta hoped the witch wasn’t contemplating how much blood she contained.

“Pretty, aren’t they?” said the witch at last. “Go on, there are others in the garden to see, and the raspberries are ripe. You two can have a look and a bite while your father tells me about his trade.”

She should have said no, but the chickens descended back into the garden, and Greta, stupidly, impulsively, forgot that she should be afraid of the witch, that the witch might try to lure her away to steal her blood. The chickens were too fascinating to resist—and, if she were being honest—so was the possibility of raspberries. The house made of pastries and candy had whipped up her appetite as surely as the aroma from a warm oven.

The garden fence opened on its own as she approached, and neither her father nor her brother called out to stop her from entering. If they weren’t concerned, it seemed safe to assume that she had no reason to be either.

“Tell me about your trade,” she heard the witch say. But whatever her father responded, Greta wasn’t listening. Once she passed through the gate and her attention was diverted by all the splendor before her, their voices dimmed as though they existed in another world entirely. She was barely aware that her brother had paused at the entry and wasn’t continuing to follow her.

Like the cottage, the garden was nothing she had ever seen before. There were plants in every shape and color and size, varieties completely unlike those spindly weeds that grew around their house or the colorful flowers that filled window boxes in the nicer part of town. Here, there were plants with thick broad leaves and others with ones as delicate as the finest lace. Some were as short as her knees, and others were trees covered in fruit that Greta thought she should have seen beyond the garden walls but could not recall having done so.

Some of the smaller plants were heavy with fruits and vegetables as well, in yellows and greens and reds. Many were unfamiliar, but a few she knew—beans, peas, gooseberries, and finally the raspberries. The blue chicken had led her to the latter as she followed the bird through the overgrown paths. There were several bushes, each heads taller than she was. Each dazzling with hundreds of bright red berries, the biggest, juiciest looking raspberries Greta had ever seen. They hung from the vines like jewels.

She reached out—the witch had invited her to eat some—but her hand froze before it could pluck the first berry. Was this a test? The witch hadn’t handed her any portion of berries, and at home, taking food in front of her without expressly being given her allotment was a way to get her hand slapped. To be naughty.

Greta’s stomach growled, and for the first time that day, she acknowledged how hollow it felt, how hungry she was. Surely, one berry was okay. They’d been offered to her.

The fruit was heavy, so heavy in her hand—practically the size of her thumb. Greta popped it into her mouth before she could think twice, and sweet juice burst over her tongue, more flavorful than anything she’d eaten for as long as she could remember. It left behind a trail of sticky redness on her palm, and she licked the juice up, trying not to notice the dirt on her skin that she licked up with it.

Her gut felt a little less empty after she swallowed, though hardly full, and her mouth craved more. She didn’t remember picking another, but the raspberry landed in her hand. Quickly, she ate that one as well, though her heart beat faster as she wondered if she should have.

Same with a third and fourth.

She ate so quickly that the fear didn’t catch up to her until her stomach truly began to feel content—a strange and foreign sensation, but one that was hard to enjoy, despite the delicious flavors lingering in her mouth, when she began to fear what it meant. A single berry was one thing. Two, perhaps, was acceptable when the plants were laden with so many. But Greta wasn’t sure how many she’d eaten.

She wet her sweet-tart lips and scurried away from the plant before temptation bettered her again.

Around her feet, the chickens pecked contentedly at the ground. They paid her no mind as she searched among them for the pretty blue one that had led her to the raspberries. She didn’t see it, but a purple feather caught her eye, lying in the middle of a path. Delighted, she picked it up and marveled at the color. Chickens, in her limited experience, were only supposed to be white or brown, so this feather must be magic.

Greta poked it into her braid. It didn’t want to stay without much finagling, and her hair started to come undone. Eventually, she made the feather stick, although it might have been raspberry juice gluing it in place.

As she neared the garden gate again, snippets of her father’s conversation with the witch floated by her ears. Hans didn’t appear to have moved the entire time. Instead, he seemed to be listening intently, and he pressed a finger to his lips, silently warning her to be quiet.

“We all know what you need,” her father was saying. “I’m making it easy.”

The witch cackled. “Men always think they know what a woman needs.”

“You don’t want a trade then?”

In the pause that ensued, Greta crept closer to the garden wall.

“I didn’t say that.” The witch’s voice took on a darker, more serious tone. “But it’s presumptuous. If you know what I need, then you know I can take it on my own. But this is far worse than that, and I hope you know it. I will grant you one wish for your trade.”

“One?” Her father sounded indignant. “For all I’m giving up?”

“It doesn’t seem to me like you consider all you’re giving up much of a sacrifice,” the witch snapped. “Besides, don’t be greedy.” Here, Greta rubbed her sticky hands on her dress, her gut tightening with renewed worry. “A wish is the most potent of magic, but you get no more than one. A man who overreaches loses his balance and will fall to his doom one day. Take it or leave it.”

“Fine. It’s a deal.”

Had her father really traded with the witch then? Greta temporarily forgot to worry about the raspberries as curiosity about what a wish looked like overcame her. She peeked her head around the garden gate for a better view.

The witch was reaching into a small purse that she wore around her neck, and she pulled out an object no larger than the raspberries had been. Even in the high sunlight it glowed a mysterious white, as though she held the moon between her fingers.

She offered it to Greta’s father. “Use it only when the moon is full and tell no one what you did. If you do, the magic will fail. Understood?”

“Yes.” Her father’s hand closed around the wish, hungrily, hiding it from Greta’s view as soon as the witch placed it on his palm. “I’ll go now.”

At those words, Hans charged through the gate, and Greta after him, her tangled hair flying behind her. She was grateful to the witch, and knew she ought to thank her for the berries, but she was so relieved that her papa’s business was done. That they would get to go home. She would be safe.

Her father’s cheeks twitched as she paused, panting, before him, but the witch let out a sharp laugh. “You’re a wild little thing, aren’t you? Part chicken now?”

Greta patted her hair, searching for where the feather had ended up in her mad dash. “Thank you for the raspberries.”

“Wild, but with good manners. I can tell you enjoyed them.” The witch snorted. “They’re all over your face and hands. We’ll have to wash you up.”

That didn’t make sense, so Greta ignored it, which was easy to do because Hans unexpectedly knelt down and whispered in her ear. “Stay close to me.”

Confusion thrummed in Greta’s blood, and with every heart beat, it inched closer to another emotion. One she didn’t want to acknowledge but that wouldn’t be denied. The fear she’d felt in the garden nipped at her insides like the raspberries had grown teeth in her stomach.

When Hans stood, her father was already heading down the path toward home, and her brother—his mouth was thin with determination. He took a step toward their father.

So did Greta. “Wait, Papa!”

He turned, slowly, an unsettling expression on his face. “Greta, you need to stay,” he said. And then, speaking over her shoulder. “Tell them.”

A hand landed on Greta’s shoulder. “You will stay with me, child.”

The witch’s voice was not cruel, but it was the witch’s voice. Fear sharpened into panic, dizzying and choking. Greta pulled away, and suddenly Hans had her hand again. He yanked her toward him and took off, running like his life depended on it, dragging her with him.

Greta stumbled, unable to match his longer strides, and Hans’s hand slipped from her grasp. She picked herself up in a heartbeat, barely noticing the pain in her haste to escape.

“Greta, come on!” Several steps ahead, her brother turned, and his face was white and sweaty with fear. He waved an arm behind him as he sprinted, urging her along, but he didn’t slow down or reach for her a second time. Somehow, their father was already vanishing in the distance, and Hans was caught in the middle, unsure what to do. “Hurry!”

“Hans, wait! Papa, wait!” Her lungs burned as she ran, and her shouting slowed her down.

Hans’s steps faltered for a moment, and Greta had hope she might catch up, but then he was off again, yelling at her to move faster (sounding so much like their father), and she could see why. The forest path was fading before her eyes as though it had never existed at all. The trees and shrubs closed in on where there had once been a road of dirt, swallowing the trail of pebbles.

No, no. No. This couldn’t be happening. She was going home, too. She didn’t want to stay. She needed to leave, to be safe. Where had her father gone? Why wasn’t Hans waiting for her?

“Greta!” She could hear her brother somewhere through the trees, calling her name repeatedly in a panicky pitch, but she could no longer see him ahead. “Where are you? Run faster!”

Greta screamed after him and kept running through the wooded maze, running where the path had been—where the path should have been—until the underbrush tangled her ankles and tripped her. The dappled sunlight made it hard to see through her tears as she climbed to her feet.

Hans’s voice grew fainter as the forest grew thicker around her. Darker. Over and over Greta yelled for her family, and finally the trees parted and …

She was back in the clearing. The cottage was in front of her, the garden on her right now. It was as though she’d run in a circle, but that made no sense.

And neither her brother nor her father were anywhere in sight.

Greta shrieked in frustration and took off through the trees again. She was so turned around; she didn’t know which direction led toward home anymore. The forest was moving, blocking and corralling her, trapping her in a cage with bars made of tree trunks and branches made of spears to keep her pressed within them. Even the birdsong had gone quiet.

No matter how long or hard she searched, not a single white pebble revealed itself to guide the way. Her nose ran and her lungs ached, and thorns poked through her stockings. Branches snagged her hair. And yet she never got far. The path never returned. Every time Greta thought she discovered an opening through the woods, it was always the cottage that eventually appeared in the distance.

Only the cottage. Always the cottage. She couldn’t escape it. She couldn’t escape.

Greta screamed for Hans and received no answer. His voice was now as lost as she was. She couldn’t recall how long it had been since she’d last heard him yelling for her.

Fear drove her a little farther until her legs gave out and defeat won, and she collapsed to her knees near a bush sprouting cheerful pink flowers. She crawled beneath its bark-like branches and cried until her eyes ran dry and burned like ashes.

The witch wouldn’t let her leave, and there was nowhere to go anyway. There was no more home. Now she knew what her father had traded for his wish, and that was worse than the fear. That hurt more than the rawest of bloodied knees or a thousand thorns clawing at her skin.

Greta shrieked with all the rage and betrayal a five-year-old body contained, a scream that tore her lungs from her throat and carved scars into her heart. Then exhausted, she crumpled into a ball in the dirt.






Chapter Two


Fifteen Years Before the Wedding, Continued

Greta had no memory of crying herself to sleep, but the next thing she knew, she was waking up in a world that was distinctly wrong. The blankets around her were soft and warm, and the air smelled fragrant with flowers and something else—sweet and unfamiliar. The sensations were almost enough to lull her back to sleep, almost enough to overpower the awful certainty in the back of her mind that this much comfort could not be trusted.

Her eyes were raw and heavy when she opened them, and she gasped. The last, peaceful tendrils of unconsciousness slipped away like the blanket when she sat up and glanced around. The shutters on the room’s single window had been cracked to let in light. It was scant but enough for her to see by, and there was so much to see.

Aside from the bed—a large bed, bigger than her father’s and covered not just in finer blankets but softer pillows, as well—there was a lone chair and an ornately carved trunk. The wall behind the bed was covered in a tapestry that appeared to be made of flower petals that swooped and swirled in shades of light to the darkest pink. When Greta tentatively touched them, they felt like petals, too.

The room was roundish, and opposite the bed was a bigger hearth than any Greta had ever beheld. Its enormous chimney climbed high into a tall ceiling, and there were no doors or walls on either side of it, only curtains that had been pushed aside, offering hints of another room beyond. If she’d cared to, she could have run in circles around the hearth.

Greta rubbed her fingers over the pillow’s silky embroidered fabric. The design showed a solitary brown owl on a tree branch, and the pillow yielded gently against her chest as she pressed it to herself, neither lumpy nor scratchy like the thing she’d made do with at home. It smelled of lavender as she crushed it.

Home. The terrible sense of wrongness in the back of her mind finally made sense as yesterday’s memories rose to the surface and sucked the breath right out of her. She had run, but somehow she’d ended up in the witch’s house. In her bed.

It seemed a strange place to put a prisoner, but what did Greta know? She wasn’t a witch.

Greta’s lip trembled, but she remembered Hans’s parting words. “Stay close to me.”

She’d tried, yet he hadn’t stayed close to her. Had he escaped? Had he made it home? Or was he in the other room, also a strangely kept prisoner?

There was no sign of the witch at the moment, and only one way to answer these questions. Perhaps she could try to escape again. Yesterday’s attempts hadn’t gone well, but maybe if the witch wasn’t watching and couldn’t thwart her with magic, she could find the pebbles …

The witch must have removed her shoes while she slept, but they sat at the foot of the bed, and Greta squished her feet into them, wincing. Quietly as she could, she peeked around the other side of the central chimney.

This side of the cottage was larger still. Two chairs, each decorated with more fine pillows, faced the hearth, and a large table, simple but clean, took up much of the room. It was covered in pots and pitchers and jars, as were the shelves built into the white-washed walls. The shelves held stacks of books too, thicker ones than the book the priest carried at the chapel. Greta hadn’t realized the world contained enough words to fill so many. Herbs and flowers hung from the tall ceiling, and more light seeped in through long, unshuttered windows. The room looked cozy, and with a definitive shortage of blood and bones and all the horrible things the witch was said to collect.

Since there was still no sign of her brother nor the witch herself, Greta crept in deeper. The coals on this side of the hearth were lit, and the scent of food emanated from an oven so large she could have crawled into it. Greta’s stomach growled, and she ignored it. Yesterday, she’d wanted to be good, and she had failed. She wouldn’t make the same mistake with the raspberries again. If she got out of here, she would ignore the garden and its promise of food, and just run.

It was harder to ignore the lure of the strange items on the table, though. One bowl was filled with blue liquid the color of the afternoon sky. Another jar contained spheres in a rainbow of colors. Their glow reminded her of the wish the witch had given her father. Were these magic spheres then? If she took one when she escaped, could she use it to find the path—

Home. Find the path home. The thought’s final word strangled her with its meaning, closing her throat. She had no home anymore. Nowhere to go if she escaped. She’d been traded away.

Tears threatened, and her hands curled into fists. She wanted to leave. It wasn’t fair.

The cottage door swung open, and Greta backed up into the curtained doorway.

“Awake at last, I see.” The witch’s hair was wrapped today in a black scarf, and she carried a basket that she set on the table. “Good.”

Greta glanced around, her hopes of escape withering as her heart beat faster. Could she dash past the witch? Yesterday, she’d seemed to move so fast; Greta wasn’t sure.

It didn’t matter, for the witch seemed able to read her thoughts. “Calm yourself, child. Let me show you something.”

Curiosity and fear kept Greta’s feet rooted to the meticulously swept wood floor as the witch pulled one of her many jars off a shelf. “Here, take a look.”

When Greta didn’t move, the witch sighed and brought the jar to her. Greta shrank back farther, but there was nowhere left to go.

The witch unstopped the jar and held it closer, and Greta was unable to stop herself from peering inside. Color swirled within the glass—more reds than anything else, but also blues and purples. Some was so dark it might have been black. It was more magic, clearly, but something about it felt familiar. In a strange, unfriendly place, the substance in the jar was like finding her favorite socks or the doll her grandmother had made her years ago, before she died. A bit of familiarity.

“These are your emotions,” the witch said, putting the stopper back. “All your rage, all your fear—it’s full of power. I captured it for you as you ran around and screamed like a panicked chicken, and I’ll store it here for you. So, you see, your misery isn’t gone. You can have it back anytime. If you want to hold onto it now, you can. All I ask is that you leave it bottled for the moment so we can have a calm, reasonable talk. Can we do that if I give this to you?”

Up close, the witch’s skin was neither as unblemished nor as fair as Greta recalled it appearing, but lightly brown and slightly wrinkled. Tucked among the silvery gray of her hair were a few strands that remained even darker than Greta’s own. She looked older than she had in Greta’s memory, yet stronger for it and less frightening. The creases around her eyes lent them a kindness that Greta was afraid to trust.

The witch offered Greta the jar, and she took it, instinctively. There had to be some trick here, but she didn’t know what it was. All she did know is that whatever was in that jar felt like it belonged to her. She wanted to hold it, and more—she wanted to understand what the witch was talking about, but she barely knew what to ask.

Greta clutched the jar to her chest. It was faintly warm in her hands, and it gave her the courage to speak. “Are you going to steal all my blood?”

The witch rolled her eyes. “I hope we are going to do a good many things together, but your blood will always belong to you.”

“What are we going to do?” Eat her? Some people whispered that the witch had a pet monster, and after she took your blood, she would feed your remains to it. Greta had seen no signs of a monster yet, but she hadn’t gotten very far today. And as she’d already noted, she could easily fit in the witch’s oven.

“First, we are going to feed you,” the witch said. She opened the oven and removed a small pan from within. “You’re nothing but skin and bones. Sit.”

Although the smell of food grew stronger, Greta hesitated. “Where’s Hans?”

The witch slid something out of the pan onto a trestle, and she patted the seat in front of it. “Back home with your father, I imagine. Whether the man will be pleased to see him is another story, and not my problem, though I’d have liked to help him if he gave me the chance. Both of you need to put some flesh on your skeletons, and with a father like that … Bah. But your brother was less valuable than you, so I couldn’t bear to keep him here when he was determined to leave.”

A weird sensation settled in Greta’s chest. Hans had made it home, but without her. She thought she should be happy about that, but then she remembered how he’d sounded like their father as he yelled at her to hurry. The way he hadn’t waited, as though his patience for her shortcomings could only go so far—farther than their father’s, but not far enough to risk himself for her sake.

She didn’t feel capable of happiness, and her lip quivered, and she clutched the jar more tightly.

“Put the jar down,” the witch said, not unkindly. “I told you—it’s yours. But there’s nothing worse than cold eggs when they’re supposed to be hot, and goodness knows, you need better food than whatever scraps your father was feeding you. Come on.”

Greta inched forward, urged on by her stomach and the increasing certainty that she was not going to be able to escape, but she didn’t sit.

The witch’s face lit up, and she moved the basket closer to the eggs. Then she backed away, as though Greta were a feral animal she was trying to lure into a trap. “I have more raspberries for you since you seemed to like them so much.”

Greta’s stomach commanded her to move. She was already in the trap, it insisted, so she might as well eat.

Unable to resist this logic, she set the magical jar down in the spot the witch had cleared and reached for a raspberry. It was just as delicious as yesterday’s had been, but the witch pointed to the eggs, and Greta feared angering her, so she took a bite of those next.

The eggs were surprisingly as good as the raspberries, rich and sweet with butter. Although Greta was still barely keeping her fear at bay, her stomach had never been so happy. She gobbled down the eggs and wiped her hands on the wet cloth the witch gave her before reaching for more raspberries.

The witch did not scold her for helping herself. In fact, she moved the basket closer so Greta could reach more easily.

Sitting across from her, the witch took a berry for herself. “Now, two out of the three of our initial problems are solved—you’re not running away, and you’re fed. There’s still the issue of your bath to contend with, and how I’m going to fix that bird’s nest of hair on your head, but all in good time. Let’s proceed. We should be properly introduced. My name is Yali, although if you like, you may call me Nana.”

The oddness of this information made Greta pause chewing her berry, and not just because the name was unusual. Of course the witch had a name. Everyone had a name. But to hear her say it, to learn it, felt like Greta had achieved something impossible. A bit of magic herself. Just as importantly, did it signify anything that Yali had shared her name? A witch who was merely going to steal her blood for magic or feed her to a monster might offer her food so she had plenty of blood to give, but the witch had no reason to give her name away.

“I’m Greta,” she said, but it sounded like a question. “Am I really going to live here?”

For the first time, the witch’s lips cracked into a smile, and the terror of the woods—Yali, Nana—didn’t seem so scary at all.

“Child, I think you will not only live here, you will thrive here,” Yali said. She rested a gnarled finger against the jar filled with Greta’s emotions and tapped it. “I know you are still sad and angry and scared, and you should be. But when those feelings become overwhelming, I want you to scream or cry or do whatever you need to let them out, and then add them to this jar. There is power in our emotions, and you have earned that power in a way lucky children never do. You don’t know how to use it yet, but one day you will, and one day your grief and rage may be useful to you. Do you understand?”

Greta started to nod, but that was a lie. And no matter how kindly Yali seemed at the moment, lying to a witch had to be a bad idea. “I don’t know how.”

“No, not yet. But that is what I’m going to teach you.”

“But I’m not a witch.”

“No?” Yali raised an eyebrow. “What did my house look like the first time you saw it?”

Greta had no trouble recalling the house of sweets. She thought she might dream of it for the rest of her life, and she recounted what she remembered, including how the house had changed into something else.

Yali nodded. “And what color were the chickens you saw?”

That came back to her just as easily. Blue and purple chickens were also difficult to forget.

Yali poured the contents of a pitcher into two clay cups and slid one toward Greta. After she took a sip from her own cup, Greta tried hers. It was only water, but it tasted sweet and clean, and it made her realize how thirsty she was. She gulped it all down while Yali spoke.

“My chickens are not ordinary chickens, but only one with magic in her blood could see them for what they truly look like on her own. And my home? Again, only those with magic will see it how it is. The first image you saw—that was how you wished to see it, a child’s fancy. But your eyes couldn’t deny you the truth for long, and you broke the spell without even knowing what you did.” Yali refilled Greta’s cup. “You have strong magic in you, and you will make a great witch if you choose to be one.”

Greta wasn’t quite sure what to think of this. Being a witch was better than having a witch take her blood, but the witch was bad. So everyone said. Yet, so far, Yali didn’t seem particularly awful or cruel. Greta had heard stories of the witch stealing children away from their families, but in those stories, it was never so she could teach those children how to do magic.

And the witch had not stolen Greta. Her father had traded her away.

That memory curdled the raspberries in her belly and soured her blood, so Greta pushed it aside. The important matter was this: Greta really wanted to learn how to do magic, just as long as she didn’t have to take anyone’s blood for it.

“I can be a witch? Without hurting people?”

Yali said nothing for a moment as she folded her hands around her water cup, and Greta couldn’t tell whether she found the question funny or tiring. Yali was much harder to read than her father. But then, her father had always found her tiring, which made it easy.

“I won’t say a witch never hurts anyone,” Yali said at last, “but if she does, I can promise you that person did something to deserve it. Will that satisfy you?”

Greta chewed on her lip. There were definitely times when hurting people was necessary to protect yourself. Hans had taught her that when the miller’s daughter had pushed Greta down and taken her hair ribbon. Next time, Hans had told her, you get up and you push her back, and you retake what she stole. There never had been a next time, but that had sounded fair. As did what Yali proposed.

“All right,” Greta said, and Yali did seem to think something about that was funny. “I want to be a witch.”

“I’m glad you’re taking the decision seriously. This is why I agreed to the trade with your father. Just as the carpenter and the blacksmith need an apprentice, so does a witch.” Yali picked up the jar of emotions and stuck it back on the shelf, and Greta didn’t feel the need to stop her. Her yearning to hold the jar had passed. She had, at some point in the last several minutes, come to trust that it would still be there for her. Just as promised.

Greta started to reach for another raspberry, but for once, her stomach signaled her to stop. She was pleasantly full. And like with the magical jar, she had no fear of the raspberries being gone away forever. This was not home, where if she didn’t eat her share gratefully and quickly, it would be taken. Her future had become more strange and uncertain than she’d ever have dreamed, but rather than finding that scary, she was hopeful.

Yali looked her over and nodded. “On to the bath next, I think. But first, you need a new name. Greta is a fine name for an ordinary girl, but you must leave that ordinary girl behind. From now on, you are an apprentice witch, and your name will be Miria.”







Chapter Three
One Month Before the Wedding



The young witch perched on a rowan branch at the edge of the cemetery. To the north, a flock of blackbirds coasted on an air current, lazily following the river toward the white-capped mountains that separated the port town of Swiftdok from Waere’s capital. Miria had never been to the capital, but she imagined it was much like the town behind her—two- and three-story buildings of cheerfully painted wood and plaster beneath the monotonous dusky orange of their clay-tiled roofs. Only the capital, she assumed, would be grander and filthier.

Mostly grander, she hoped. Since that was where her heart was kept.

Miria longed to join the birds on their journey, but she had never flown that far, didn’t know if she could, and was fairly certain that regardless, it wouldn’t be wise to try. So instead, she watched the feathery storm glide silently across the mottled gray sky, beautiful in its freedom. And, given the news she’d received this morning, perhaps ominous as well.

The feeling settled in her gut like a warning, but no. Miria shook off the idea that the birds were a portent before it could take hold. She had already received her ill news, and besides, omens weren’t nearly as common as most people believed. Her nana had taught her to never waste her time searching for them or to put much stock in any she found.

Not that such instruction had ever stopped Miria from wishing for signs. Maybe it was a weakness in her, but she longed to believe, deep in her heart, that there were unseen forces pushing everyone toward fates both well-earned and justly deserved. If the number of robins on a tree branch at the equinox or the color of the dawn sky on your birthday were sent to foretell a greater truth, then why could there not also be a guiding hand giving everyone a rightful shove?

According to her nana, that was another foolish notion. To be a witch was to be the one who shoved. Which was why, even now, when pushing and shoving felt like an impossible endeavor, Miria had left her woods in an attempt to change fate. She was too stubborn not to.

Stubbornness would only get her so far, though. Witches were mortal and not at all omnipotent. If they were, no tiny casket would be waiting to return its inhabitant to the earth below her. No sounds of women’s tears would be drowning out the birdsong. No freshly turned dirt would be filling the air with the rich scent of decay.

Unable to avert her gaze any longer, Miria glanced toward the funeral below, sorry for the gathered crowds’ pain and for her mission causing her to intrude on it. It was a small group who had assembled, as possibly befit a small casket, consisting mainly of women and a few older children. No doubt it was whoever could be spared from their daily tasks to support a grieving family, and no more.

Confident that she was hidden from view and that no one was looking in her direction in the first place, Miria landed gently on the grass and returned to her natural form. Wings became arms; talons turned to feet. Wild black curls replaced snowy white feathers. It would have been simpler to walk into town, but sometimes flying—seeing the world from so far above—helped put her emotions into perspective.

But not today. The sparrow carrying Adaline’s letter from the capitol had arrived while Miria was making her morning tea, and she had scarcely thought of anything else since. Adaline’s normally pretty handwriting had been shaky, the ink blotchy with either barely suppressed grief or rage or, knowing Adaline, some combination of both.

I’m to be married to the Overseer’s son at midsummer. Do you know anything of him? I met him only once that year. Can you—

Adaline had let the sentence go unfinished, probably not wanting to ask for help. Either all those lessons being stuffed into Adaline’s head about what it was to be a lady—sweet, biddable, unimposing—were getting through to her or she simply thought the situation was too hopeless to even bother.

Or, she despised needing help. That was also possible with Adaline. She was as stubborn and uncontainable as Miria, or she had been the last time they’d seen each other. But that was nearly two years ago. It was hard to tell what effect her family’s admonishments were having on her behavior without constantly spying, and Miria wouldn’t do that, no matter how strong the temptation.

Ultimately, the reason for Adaline’s reticence was meaningless. Miria was a witch, and so she would do what witches always do. She would push back on fate like she could single-handedly alter the course of the mighty Swift River.

Miria pulled the glass-like red bead she kept strung around her neck from where it was tucked under her bodice and ran her fingers over it. The heat of old anger washed across her skin—sharp and dangerous. Her nana had taught her there was power in that, but Miria didn’t wear the charm for power. She wore it because reliving the anger reminded her of who she was.

Adaline hadn’t needed to ask, because of course Miria would help. She would change Adaline’s fate.

All it took was a single beaver to muck up a current and flood a farm, after all.

The first step was discovering who the Overseer’s son was so she could study him. It was common enough knowledge in town that the witch had cures for illnesses, spells to let you speak to the dead, charms to bring you luck, and more. All Miria had to do was figure out what he desired most and entice him with a trade. Magic for a broken engagement to a woman he didn’t know. He would walk away assuming he got the better end of that deal.

It had seemed like an easy task this morning at breakfast, but Miria hadn’t lived in town since she was five, and her visits, though they occurred more often than the townsfolk believed—mainly because people believed they never happened at all—had not yielded that information. One thing Miria did know, however, was that all marriage announcements had to be posted at the town chapel. Surely, that was her best bet, and that was how she had found herself a sad witness to a child’s funeral, one of the few events that could distract her, temporarily, from her own problem.

Miria tucked the anger-filled charm back into her bodice and touched a second bead around her wrist. This one was a milky pink that a casual glance might mistake for a lump of quartz, and she kept it close to her skin at all times. Its magic was a constant soothing presence that way, but the feelings it filled her with were more potent still when she purposely touched it. Its sensation, though also warm, could not have been more dissimilar to the first charm. This was the warmth of holding hands, of soft lips, and a heartbeat blooming like a rose in her chest. While Miria wore the red charm to remember herself, she wore this one to remember Adaline.

The feelings refocused Miria, and she checked herself over quickly. With her hair braided tightly around her head and the rest of her dressed unremarkably in plain skirts and an equally uninspired bodice, no one would glance at her and see a witch. Her rough hands and lightly freckled, sun-touched skin marked her only as any woman who worked—a fishmonger, a weaver, a brewer. Even a woodcutter’s daughter. Nevertheless, she retrieved a couple drops of dew she’d collected that morning from a vial in her purse, and she touched them to her face, a bit of magic to disguise her features, just in case there was one among the mourners who might recognize her.

Far be it from her to ruin the ruse they all clung to—that the witch never ventured into town. That if they stayed far away from the Shadow Wood Forest, they were safe.

While Miria rarely left the woods, she nonetheless knew that safety was a convenient illusion for them. The most dangerous place was often home. The woods were wild and the woods were free, and that carried risk. But it was behind painted facades and locked doors, in the eyes of those you were supposed to be able to trust, where true evil lurked.

Stories told otherwise, of course, whether they were the ones in plays and books or the ones people told each other. Once, Miria had believed those stories herself, including the ones poured into her ears at the chapel. But the thing about stories was that they
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