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To my family and friends. You make my life magical.

—A. P.
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Introduction

What do you imagine when you hear the word “witch”?

Do you picture an old woman with long nails and a bulbous, warty nose wearing all black and a pointy hat? Maybe she’s flying around on a broomstick?

That’s fair. That spooky version of a witch is seen a lot around Halloween time.

But what if I told you witches are so much more than that?

Witches are an important part of almost all cultures around the world, though not everyone uses the term “witch.” Other terms for magical practitioners include priestess, bruja, sorceress, oracle, shaman, wise woman, and more. Such a broad range means witches have been depicted in different shapes, sizes, genders, religions, and ages.

What a witch is can vary from culture to culture, but many are peaceful magical practitioners who influence the world around them. However, there is a feeling of spookiness and evil that surrounds the witch figure. It wasn’t always this way. In ancient history, magic users were seen in a more neutral, respected, or benevolent light. They were magical practitioners who had a connection with nature and took care of their communities. They healed others with their knowledge of herbs and were spiritual leaders. During the fourteenth and fifteenth century though, religious influence in Great Britain and Europe started to conflate witches with the devil.

Witches were used as cautionary tales during dark times. Stories about them kept children out of the dangerous woods, and witches were a stand-in to explain phenomena like storms, eclipses, plague, crop blight, and other things people didn’t yet have scientific language for but feared or dreaded.

The term “witch” became a derogatory word that could cause a person a lot of harm if they were declared one. Historically, those who have been accused as followers of dark magic were vulnerable groups like women, people of color, those with disabilities, and those with any other differences.

Ultimately, witches are neither good nor bad, they just are. Magic, on the other hand, does have the possibility to be either good or bad depending on the wielder’s intent. And nowadays, many people have tried to reclaim the title of witch by bringing magic into their lives that is for the good of themselves and others.

The stories you will read in this book depict witches from various cultures and traditions, and they are split into three groups:

Mythological: witches who have been worshipped as gods or goddesses.

Folkloric: witches who are used as cautionary tales to help children avoid danger.

Historical: people throughout history who have been accused of witchcraft or have reclaimed the word “witch.”

Also, the number three is important in witchcraft. It’s a number that represents balance and harmony, which is required for magic. So keep an eye out for it—you will see it pop up in the stories!

As you move through these tales, remember that nothing is as it seems, magic is everywhere you dare to look, and sometimes the dark wood is the most fun place to be.
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FRIGHT LEVEL



Stitched

The house sensed it was time to move. With its companion, a seamstress, safely stowed away, the house ripped itself from the ground, stretched its gigantic chicken legs, and walked.

For hundreds of years, the house walked away from many villages, so it was no trouble—no trouble at all, really—for it to leave its comfortable place by the seaside and head inland, strutting thorough valleys and up mountains in search of something new.

After a long trek, light from a village named Crick came into view at the edge of a dense forest. The house smelled dozens of children sleeping peacefully.

It was a perfect place to settle.

In the dead of night, the house found an empty spot of grass in the woods and folded its chicken legs beneath it. Its floorboards creaked and shingles jangled. The seamstress—who was really a witch, though she preferred the title seamstress, so that is what we shall call her—pulled the curtains shut and lit the lamps. Light shone on the seamstress’s face. She was a rather plain woman. Gaunt and pale, except for her eyelashes that were metallic in color, luxurious, and long enough to dust the tops of her cheeks when she blinked.

“Thank you,” said the seamstress, gently patting a wall. The house gave an exhausted sigh in response, its attic widened and condensed before falling into a deep slumber. It would wait until the seamstress needed it once more.

The seamstress got to work. She opened a wooden chest and pulled out various gowns, suits, coats, blouses, trousers, and gloves to dress mannequins standing in the front room. When she finished, the house was beautiful again, transformed back into B’s Boutique, the cute shop it was before their travels jostled everything around. The clothes on display glittered and shined. They’d sell well in Crick.

There was one last item at the bottom of the chest. A patchwork coat sewn together with a variety of bold colors and iridescent thread. It was her greatest creation yet, but it was incomplete, and she’d soon finish it.

She opened the door and slipped into the cool night air in search of things to add to her masterpiece.



The wind roared through the trees. In a drafty house, a little girl named Anastasia cuddled her teddy bear for warmth. She was having her favorite dream: the one where the sky is so close she can stand on her tiptoes and pull tufts off passing clouds, eating their fluff like cotton candy.

The witch—excuse me—the seamstress plucked off one of her own eyelashes and sat beside Anastasia. The eyelash uncurled and straightened until it was a needle in her hand.

The seamstress brushed a curl away from Anastasia’s forehead with care, placed the tip of the needle against Anastasia’s temple, and pressed down. In her sleep, Anastasia grimaced slightly in discomfort.

“That’s alright,” the seamstress said. “Just a liiiiittle pinch and, ah! There we go.” The needle popped through Anastasia’s flesh and fell into her dreamland. The tip of the needle wove in and out of the edge of the dream until it had a strong enough hold to pull it out.

Dream worlds are delicate things, you see, and easily spoil when touched. When the good dream slipped right out of Anastasia’s head, a nightmare replaced it. The clouds started to taste strange. They were bitter and stung when they touched her tongue. She coughed and ash floated out her mouth. All the clouds above turned an angry red before bursting into flames. Fire poured down on Anastasia and bubbled and broiled her skin. New clouds kept wandering across the sky, but each turned to ash on a nightmarish loop.

Outside Anastasia’s head, the good dream popped from her temple and hovered in midair. It looked like iridescent smoke pulsing with a soft light. The seamstress crumbled the smoke up into a ball before swallowing it whole, like a viper engulfing a mouse. She wiped her mouth and stood.

Anastasia tossed and turned, screaming for her mother in her sleep, but when the door to her room slammed open and her mother came to her bedside, the seamstress had already moved on to the next house.



The following morning, a sign on the seamstress’s front door read: Feel like magic in B’s beautiful clothes!

It was the shop’s grand opening and villagers wandered in to see it. The first customer was a tall woman dripping in jewelry. She was enthralled by periwinkle gloves with frills at the wrists.

“Go ahead, try them on.” The seamstress grinned a little too wide, showing a row of rainbow-colored stained teeth. “Those are some of the finest in my collection.” She thought of the boy whose brain she dug into to create those gloves. His dreams had been warm and bright.

When the woman slipped her fingers into the soft wool, she felt soothed and got the curious idea that she should sleep in a sunbeam with no worries about where she needed to be. It was something she hadn’t felt since she was a little girl. She bought the gloves and left with tears in her eyes.

At her recommendation, another man came in and tried on a coat. It was made of dreams from a curious girl who loved to run. The coat fit him perfectly and softened his heart. He felt free, like when he was ten years old running barefoot through damp grass chasing after his friends. He was a serious man and couldn’t remember the last time he cried. He cleared his throat and pressed money into the seamstress’s open hands.

Soon the little shop selling magical clothing with the ability to make adults feel like children again was filled to the brim with customers. A long line snaked through the trees.



Vasiliy, a boy of twelve, stood in the doorway of his sister Anastasia’s room, watching as his mother pressed a towel to his little sister’s forehead. A handful of the children in the village were in the same state. Scared, burning with fever, mumbling incoherently, half in and half out of their dreamlands. Not able to wake.

“I think you should come right home after the tailor,” Vasiliy’s mother said. “I don’t want you to catch whatever this is.”

As much as Vasiliy loved Anastasia and was worried about her, he was dying to get a look at the new clothing shop. He wanted to someday make clothes of his own that people from all over would want to wear. He was thankful to have an apprenticeship with the village’s local tailor who taught him the basics, but the seamstress’s clothes sounded better than the drab, boring clothing the tailor made. Her clothes were magic, they said!

His mom had promised him that after his time at the tailor today, he could swing by and meet the seamstress, but now, with Anastasia’s strange illness, she didn’t want him to go. His family couldn’t afford even a thread of what she made, but he wanted to meet her all the same.

“Please, please, please, Mom. I’ll go and come right back! I promise! I won’t speak to anyone!” Vasiliy pleaded. His mother thought long and hard and shook her head no.

Vasiliy turned red in the face. He wanted to argue but then Anastasia whimpered in her sleep and the fight drained out of him.

“Fine,” he said in a huff and went to refill the bucket of water to help cool her down.



The sun set and Vasiliy waved goodbye to the village tailor and started home. His mind was full of dreams of the future. Of whom he would become and the clothes he would make.

That’s when the desire to see the seamstress’s shop became overwhelming. He stopped dead in his tracks and looked toward the woods. One little peek to see what the clothes looked like. It would take him but a moment and then he’d be home.

At the seamstress’s shop, a quaint wooden house with a steep A-shaped roof, the lights were off and there was no movement inside. He must have missed her.

Vasiliy pressed his face to the spotless window and squinted. He could make out some details of the clothing in the moonlight. A sharp collar here, a long, pleated skirt there.

It was a fine view from the window, but what if he could get a little closer? And then he’d go home. He pushed on the front door and found it was unlocked. How fortunate.

He snuck inside. For a moment, he couldn’t help feeling like he was inside… a mouth?

The exposed wood of the ceiling beams reminded him of the ribbing his tongue could feel at the top of his mouth. The burgundy carpet was reminiscent of a tongue, and the darkness toward the back of the room was like an open throat. It made Vasiliy shiver, but the creepy feeling went away as soon as he saw the clothes.

Fine silk, thick cotton, colors he didn’t even think possible! Everything had a glow to it. He inspected mannequin after mannequin, when he heard noises at the back of the shop.

Vasiliy froze. What if the seamstress was here and found him snooping around? But the voices sounded comforting like children at play.

Slowly he crept toward the noises, down the hallway to the left, and looked through the opening of a cracked door.

A pale woman sat in a wooden chair, a patchwork coat on her lap sprawled out in front of her. She ran a needle in and out of the coat. The simple motion was mesmerizing. Vasiliy could have watched her for hours.

The seamstress suddenly cleared her throat loudly, hacking a bit. She then tilted her head back, opened her maw, and pulled what looked like glowing, rainbow smoke out of her mouth. The smoke was so dense that drool clung to it as she regurgitated. Her throat stretched with the effort. Her chest beat with the force. The smoke hung in the air for a moment, and in it, Vasiliy could see his little sister reaching for clouds. It was the dream she always told Vasiliy about when she woke up in the morning, clutching her teddy bear to her chest while waiting for their mother to finish making pancakes. The dream was as sweet as Anastasia was.

The seamstress pinched the smoke and slipped it through the eye of her needle. The smoke turned into thread that she used to stitch two squares together on the coat. The squares instantly became more luminous in color.

Vasiliy thought about the special, shimmering clothing, his sister’s dream hovering in the air, and the children in the village who couldn’t wake up.

He grew angry.

The woman got up and headed to the door. Vasiliy hid behind the mannequins, watching her totter through the shop. She opened the front door, and her feet lifted from the ground as she flew out toward the village.

When the front door slammed, Vasiliy rushed into the back room to take a closer look at the coat. The thread glistened with various colors, and he could hear the faint sound of giggles and laughter and whispers from stolen dreams.

Vasiliy screamed as he tore at the coat. He went wild, scratching, pulling, and ripping with his fingers and teeth until it was in pieces.

Multiple puffs of smoke rose from the coat, into the nearby chimney, and out of the top of the house.

The walls started to shake violently. A deep growl echoed around Vasiliy: the sound a beast might make when waking from hibernation.

Vasiliy abandoned the tattered coat on the floor and raced out of the house and into the village. Where the seamstress was slipping through yet another window of a sleeping child.

“The seamstress!” he yelled. “She’s killing the children! The seamstress is a witch!”

Villagers’ lights turned on and everyone came out of their houses to see what the commotion was all about. They all listened to him tell the story of what happened, but no one believed.

“It’s just a fever that will soon break,” one woman said of the children. She’d bought a scarf earlier that day that made her feel as if she was six, hiding away with friends in a pillow fort with snacks while a storm raged outside.

“Yes,” chimed in someone else. “The seamstress is kind, she wouldn’t do such a thing.” He’d unknowingly bought an entire suit made of dreams.

Many villagers who had visited the store and experienced the magical clothing piped up to defend the seamstress. They figured that since she’d made them feel good, she must be good herself.

Vasiliy had about had it. Why won’t they listen!

As the villagers prattled on, Vasiliy noticed a man who stood off to the side, nodding enthusiastically with the opinions of the others. The man absentmindedly stroked his nightcap as he listened. His beautiful, colorful, glowing nightcap. Vasily got an idea. He walked over slowly, so the nightcap man wouldn’t startle, and ripped his hat from his head.

“Hey!” the man protested.

Vasiliy shredded the nightcap in the same manner he did the coat. A dream floated up, taking the shape of a little girl dressed as a knight slaying a dragon.

A gasp came from the crowd as a mother clapped her hand over her mouth. “Inna! That’s my Inna!” she said. The cloud of smoke drifted off in the direction of Inna’s home. Inna’s mother, confused, followed behind it.

Witnessing the smoke firsthand did the trick. The spell the witch had over the villagers broke. They all went home to tear apart the clothes they’d bought, releasing the imprisoned dreams. Each dream floated off to be reunited with its rightful owner.

Afterward, the villagers gathered back together, leaving some people behind to guard the children while the rest headed to B’s Boutique to confront the witch. Torches in hand, they found that the spot where the house had sat among the trees was empty once more.

All of the sick children woke up feeling groggy and confused. Anastasia ran to Vasiliy and clung to his waist in a big hug. He was glad she was alive and safe, but when he caught a glimpse of the puckered red mark on the side of her head where the witch entered to steal her dreams, he felt unnerved once more.

The village of Crick was lucky.

There were hundreds of other children scattered all through various villages whose dreams were still trapped inside the seamstress’s exquisite clothing. And they’d never wake again.
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BABA YAGA is a witch in Slavic folklore who you would not want to meet in a dark forest. Baba means “grandmother” or “old woman.” What Yaga means, no one is quite sure. Linguists (people who study language) have many theories on what it might represent: serpent, rage, witch, yell, horror, wicked, disease, and pain. Whatever the true meaning, all of those do well in describing this foreboding figure.

The earliest mention of Baba Yaga comes from the book Russian Grammar published in 1755, but the oral tradition of people telling stories about her reaches back further than that. No one knows her origin or why she was initially created, but she serves as a cautionary tale to keep children out of the dangerous woods.

Baba Yaga is fearsome, but she is also multifaceted. She represents nature—how it can be kind one moment and cruel the next, which is why there is so much duality and fluidity in the stories told about her. In many versions of the tale of Baba Yaga, she boils children and devours them, but in other stories like the “Vasilisa the Beautiful” (a Cinderella-esque story), Baba Yaga helps a young girl defeat her evil stepmother. And those barely scratch the surface of her many tales.

She remains prominent in stories today, and once you know about her, you will start seeing her influence everywhere in TV shows, movies, books, and art.

Some of Baba Yaga’s most notable traits are that she’s a gnarled old woman who lives in a sentient house with chicken legs, and she is able to command the house to move around in the forest. When at rest, the house is surrounded by a fence made of skulls. Baba Yaga can fly (sometimes in a mortar and pestle for extra witchiness), and you can tell she’s approaching when there’s a violent change in the wind.
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Night Train

“We have to go. Mom said to be home before the streetlights turn on.”

Emir’s baby brother, Mo, was annoying him again. First, he begged to tag along to Kyle’s house after school and now he was begging to leave. It was true that darkness had fallen ten or so minutes ago and the brothers were late. They needed to walk a block from Kyle’s house to the subway where they’d ride a train home, but Emir felt if he was old enough to babysit Mo, he was old enough to decide what to do and when. And he didn’t want to go home yet. He and Kyle were in the middle of a video game.

Clicking his controller, Emir didn’t look away from the screen when he said, “Go ahead. I’ll be right behind you.”

“But I don’t know the way back,” Mo whined. “I don’t know which train goes home.”

Emir paused the game and looked at his baby brother. Mo blinked his big brown eyes as he leaned in the doorway, picking at the paint on the door jamb.

“Sure you do. You’re a big kid, yeah?”

Emir started the game up again and ignored his little brother long enough for Mo to understand that he was serious. Mo would have to navigate the train system on his own.

Mo let out a sniffle, holding back his tears, and left the doorway empty.

Kyle turned to him. He didn’t bother to pause the game, and Emir took the chance to lob off Kyle’s character’s head.

Game Over. The entire screen was taken up by the bleeding words.

“Dude, don’t you think you should go with him? He’s only, like, five years old,” Kyle said.

Emir huffed. Mo this. Mo that. Emir was a kid too, so why did he have to always be in charge? Why was the responsibility always on him?

Feeling both judged and stubborn, Emir clicked continue. “One more game and then I’ll go. Oh, and he’s six, by the way,” he said as if one more year mattered.

Kyle played along, but Emir could tell his heart wasn’t in it.



Emir raced to the subway station. The train home pulled away from the station as Emir reached the platform. He’d just missed it.

He leaned over with his hands on his knees and panted while looking up at the clock on the wall indicating when the next train would arrive. Not for another thirty minutes. Emir regretted not leaving when he was supposed to. He was going to be grounded for eternity. Even worse, when Mo arrived home alone, his parents would know Emir abandoned him.

But Mo would get home, right?

Living in a city his whole (short) life, Mo had to have learned his way around the subways. He must have been trying to guilt Emir into going with him because he was a scaredy-cat-crybaby.

Emir put his headphones on to distract himself from the punishment that awaited him at home when the tunnel rumbled to life. For once, the train was early—maybe disaster could be avoided after all!

Uneven clacking of wheels on tracks could be heard in the tunnel. Headlights that were a deep purple instead of the typical dull yellow shined in the darkness. The closer it got, the better Emir could see how beat up it looked: deep dents in the metal, cracked windows, worn-out wheels making the train lean to the left, horrific vampire creatures graffitied on its sides. Emir’s route was displayed on the top in red LED lights that blinked in and out of existence. It looked pathetic, like a wounded animal.

Not that Emir would recognize every train that came through the tunnel, but he would have remembered this one if he’d ever seen it before. Maybe it had been out of commission for a long, long time and was now being added back to the line?

The train came to a painstakingly slow stop at the station.

Emir looked around. He wasn’t the only one on the landing. People were milling about, minding their business. No one responded to the train’s arrival or its ghastly appearance. Typically, people’s heads lifted in anticipation when they heard a train arrive, but everyone continued to stare at their phones.

The train’s doors slid open with a HISSSSSSS.

Emir leaned in without stepping on. It was even more disgusting on the inside with dusty seats, trash scattered around, wiggly metal poles, and the sound of rats chittering out of sight. Before Emir could make the decision to take the strange train or wait longer for a normal looking one, the doors started to shut. To avoid getting sliced in two, Emir jumped on.

Emir sat on the edge of a seat, trying to touch it as little as possible. A rat nipped at the back of his shoe and he stomped his foot to get it to scurry off.

Not fully understanding why, except the prickle at the back of his neck that told him something was amiss, Emir slid his headphones down around his neck. He got the sense that he needed to hear what was going on around him, like he was being hunted and needed to listen for the rustling of a bush or paws padding toward him. But once he took his headphones off, he felt stupid. He was alone. He was in the middle of the city, not the jungle. There were no predators here. He put his headphones back on and nodded his head slowly to music as the train lurched forward.

The train never caught a stride. It moved in fits and starts like every progression forward pained it. Within minutes of starting, the train came to a complete stop. This surprised Emir, whose typical train home was a straight shot.

The doors slid open to a station with no one on it. Fluorescent lights flickered and between milliseconds of a flash, a woman appeared, standing in the doorway.

Her back was hunched and she stepped inside in sharp jerks.

Emir averted his eyes, not wanting to draw the strange woman’s attention.

He somehow did anyway.

“You are supposed to stand, young man, when someone old needs a seat. Where are your manners?” It took Emir a second before he realized the voice that sounded like emergency brakes was speaking to him. All the other seats were open, and she wanted him to move?

He peered up and saw an old woman smiling down at him with sharp teeth. She wore a tall, knobby hat with a wide brim.

Emir stood and tried to move as far away from the woman as possible, but the train started forward again, tossing him. He put out his hand and caught one of the poles, which had an unidentified sticky substance caked on it—ewww! He jerked his hand back to wipe on his shirt. He took a wide stance to balance and pulled his headphones down again, pausing the music.

Now he was on full alert.

Time passed. What felt like ten minutes, then twenty, then thirty. Emir looked up to see where the train was headed, but someone had scratched the board to indicate where the train existed in space and time so severely that he couldn’t read any of
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