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Chapter One

 


Sweat dripped from
Hansel’s eyes as he hacked a piece of wood to pieces. The ax in his
hand dug into his palm, and he was grateful for the calluses he’d
earned after years of doing woodwork. Midday had arrived, and the
fall air was crisp, crisper than the apples that had once hung on
the trees. Hansel contemplated the bread and cheese he’d brought
for his lunch, which was all he would have to eat that day. Times
were hard.

Hansel tried to
ignore his rumbling belly as he swung the ax again.

A sweet female voice
came from behind him. “Sir, can I trouble you for a moment?”

Alarmed, Hansel
lowered his ax and wiped sweaty auburn hair from his eyes. He was
shocked a girl had come to talk to him. With the muscles he’d
earned from being a woodcutter and his deep voice, most women were
intimidated and avoided him. In all honesty, he preferred it that
way.

Wondering what this
could be about, he met the gaze of a short, skinny creature with
golden-blonde hair hidden by an ankle-length crimson red cloak. Her
eyes were a deep blue, and Hansel felt himself shiver when he
peered into them, though he wasn’t normally drawn to those of the
gentler sex.

“Can I do something
for you?” He laid his ax down, letting it come to a rest at his
ankle. The wood lay forgotten.

“I have a deal for
you.” For the first time, he noticed a leather bag hanging over her
shoulder. She dug around in the bag for a moment, then extended her
hand, offering a fistful of candy. “I need someone to walk me to my
grandma’s house. I’m too scared to go alone.”

Now Hansel hadn’t
had candy since his mum still wiped his arse, and he stared at the
brightly colored, sweet lumps, his teeth digging into his bottom
lip. The forest was a dangerous place to go, but as long as he had
his ax at his side, he wasn’t too worried. Still, he’d feel guilty
stealing candy from what appeared to be a younger girl. He was
hungry, but he wasn’t that hungry.

“Are you sure you
want to give those to me?” He wiped the sweat off his brow. “I’ll
walk you there for free. It’s a gentleman’s duty.”

“I couldn’t let you
do it for nothing.” She shoved the candy into his palm, more
insistent than a wolf feasting on a piece of flesh.

Pretending like he
wasn’t giddy with excitement, he tried to be discreet about popping
a lump of sugar into his mouth. He put the rest of the candy into
his pocket and wiped his sweaty hand on his already dirty pants.
Swallowing, he extended his hand for her to shake, noting that her
cloak and light-blue dress were spotless.

“I’m Hansel.” He
tried not to let his self-consciousness show. The gentler sex made
him feel awkward.

She took his hand
without hesitation. “Gretel.”

A zap of electricity
went straight through Hansel, and he swayed. He almost had to reach
out and grab something to steady himself. He blinked a few times
and the feeling, thankfully, went away. Gretel regarded him without
a word.

Together they walked
to the outskirts of town. The further Hansel drew from town, the
more his skin was covered in goose bumps. He wrote it off as being
overanxious because he actually had someone to protect. Still, he
tightened his grip on the ax, just in case they ran into a
bear.

As they walked,
Gretel examined him with her crystal-blue eyes. “You’re all muscle,
aren’t you?”

Embarrassed, he
rubbed the back of his neck. “I wouldn’t go as far as to say that.
I’m too skinny to be all muscle.”

“We’ll change that.”
She regarded him with a shrewd look as if she was twice her
age.

He raised an eyebrow
and turned his head to glance at her. “Oh. All right.”

Hansel was cloaked
in silence as much as Gretel was cloaked in her cloak. After a few
minutes, she waved for him to follow her to the right where the
forest appeared to grow darker, as if a rain cloud had taken up
permanent residence above the trees. Heart thundering, he paused.
I shouldn’t go down there, he thought, his fingernails
digging into the wood of the ax handle.

Obviously not
feeling the same apprehension, Gretel walked a few paces ahead of
him, then gave him a smile that made her eyes flash. “Come on,
we’re almost there.”

In the distance,
Hansel heard the echo of a wolf’s howl. He hadn’t heard of wolves
being in this area for years. Mostly just black bears. He frowned
and noted that even Gretel had lost some of her pep at the sound.
Her eyes were downcast as she clenched her fists. She moved closer
to him.

Hansel’s guard was
up as he wondered whether it was worth a few pieces of candy to put
his life on the line. Once again, he stole a quick look over his
shoulder. It wasn’t about the candy. It was about protecting the
innocent.

“Do you have a lot
of problems with wolves back here?” Hansel tried to sound
nonchalant, but he had to admit he was on edge.

“Only with one,” she
said darkly.

****

The house was far
bigger than any in town. The walls were made of smooth, finished
wood and the windows were large, facing out toward the forest.
There was a small building out back, which looked like a shed of
some sort, but nothing about it stood out. Hansel had to admit he
was a bit jealous. His home was a tiny room in the back of an inn
that smelled like ale and bad cheese.

Gretel led him to
the front door and walked in without knocking. “Grammie, I’m
back.”

Wood groaned and
creaked. Hansel entered the house behind Gretel and glanced around.
The home was spacious with a roaring fire and a large loft. The
walls were decorated with homemade pictures painted sloppily with
fingers. For the life of him, Hansel couldn’t figure out what the
hell she had been trying to paint. It just looked like a weird
symbol.

An old woman with a
hunched back stood in front of a woodstove. She wore a dress the
same color of red as Gretel’s cloak, and when she heard Gretel, she
turned around and gave her a smile. She was missing several teeth
and the rest were yellow. Her skin was as wrinkled as a bull’s
balls. Her smile only grew when she laid eyes on him, and he began
to wonder if Gretel had intended him to be a potential suitor and
not just a random bloke she’d wanted to walk her home.

“This is Hansel.”
Gretel motioned at him as if he possessed supernatural abilities.
“I think he can help us.”

At her last words,
Hansel stared at her in surprise. “Help? What?”

“We need someone to
get rid of the wolf.” Gretel wrung her hands. “You’re strong. I
thought maybe you could do it.”

Well, at least she
didn’t want to marry him. Lord only knows how he’d explain that he
had no interest in the gentler sex. “I’m just a woodworker. I don’t
have any experience killing wolves. Surely there is somebody else
you can ask.”

“No. No one.” With
her hands clasped together as if in prayer, she gazed up at him.
“Please. We’ll pay you. We have lots of food.”

He swallowed and ran
his fingers over the candy in his pocket. He’d really enjoyed his
treat. Money meant little to nothing since there was no food to
buy, but more food? That would be heavenly. He ran his hand over
his brow, shut his olive-green eyes for a moment, and then opened
them and gazed squarely at Gretel again.

Her blue eyes were
huge, and she looked desperate. While he couldn’t make any
promises, he wouldn’t just let some poor girl and her grandma
suffer out here in the middle of nowhere.

“Okay.” Though he
felt more like groaning, he offered the best thing he
could—a small smile. “I guess I can try to
help. I can’t make any guarantees.”

“Thank you.” After
jumping up and down, Gretel hugged her grandma.

Well, at least he
could go to bed tonight knowing he did the right thing.

****

Candy, heaps and
heaps of candy, were piled on his plate. Chocolate. Gummy bears.
Sweet ropes. Then there were the cookies on the huge platter to his
right: sugar cookies with a golden crust of egg yolk and sprinkles;
peanut butter cookies with a dollop of chocolate in the middle;
chocolate chip cookies that were so soft and chewy it was like they
had just come out of the oven, which they had.

Hansel may have been
a grown man, but he was drooling like a two-year-old. Though he
could have swan-dived right into the goodies, he remembered his
manners, even though he hadn’t used them since the last war. He
waited for Gretel and Grammie to finish at the woodstove before
starting. When Gretel turned around with a large plate of shredded
meat, he sniffed, trying to place the smell of the meat. Beef? No.
Pork? No. Chicken? No. Wait, it had to be one of those three.

Taking Grammie by
the arm, Gretel led her over to the table, making sure to hold on
tight. She laid the plate of meat in front of the two empty seats
and then took her place.

“Where did you get
all this?” Hansel picked up a round, hard piece of candy. “The
whole village is starving.”

“We make it,” Gretel
said, exchanging smiles with her grandmother.

While Grammie and
Gretel both began to pile pieces of shredded meat on their
porcelain plates, Hansel went straight for a chocolate chip cookie.
He devoured bite after bite, filling himself to make up for all the
days and months and years spent starving. He ate until the sugar
made him queasy, ate until he wasn’t sure how his body could hold
all the food in his belly without exploding. Gretel and Grammie had
eaten their fair share too. Just the meat, nothing else.

“I’ve heard of
vegetarians but this is the first time I’ve met someone who eats
all meat.” He was trying to be funny, yet this time his comment
didn’t raise a smile. Once again, Grammie and Gretel exchanged
glances, speaking in another language he couldn’t understand.

And he was beginning
to feel like a lone man on an island of tigers.

****

That night, Hansel
slept on a bale of hay with a blanket in the loft. He wasn’t
complaining. He’d had worse. At least this time he didn’t find
himself covered in bugs. As he shifted, he heard some rustling
outside. He sat up and peered out the window, wondering if he was
about to spot a deer or something worse.

A shiver of fear ran
down his spine, and he reminded himself that he’d volunteered to
kill it. I’m a doddypoll, he thought. He was just about to
go back to bed when a loud, piercing man’s voice filled the
night.

“Help!” the
man screamed.

Now Hansel had
fought in a few village battles in his early twenties, ten years
ago now, and he knew the difference between the sound of genuine
fear and the sound of someone being a dullard. This man was
desperate for help. The bloke was in pain and something was
seriously fucking wrong. Wolf or no wolf, Hansel seized his ax
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