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Never go into the woods

They say 

Or she will find you and eat you 

The Witch is evil like that

Bad things happen 

To children that don't listen 

The woods will catch them 

And the Witch will keep them

––––––––
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by Helle Gade
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Chapter One
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There once was a boy named Will and a girl named Zara. Will and Zara were best friends who spent every day together, all day. They lived near the woods, but they never entered the woods, because their parents forbade them from doing so. If something got lost beyond the treeline, it would stay there forever, never to be seen again. Will and Zara knew better than to go after it.
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“But why can’t we go to the woods?” Will repeatedly asked his parents, for he was curious about the world beyond the treeline marking the border he must never cross.

“Because,” his parents told him, “that’s where the Witch lives.”

“But what’s so bad about the Witch?” Will asked.

“She is evil and eats children.” Will’s mother told him. “She’s eaten hundreds of children already and she will eat you and your friend if you go into the woods.”

“But why is she evil?” Will asked.

“Some people were just never taught what love is,” Will’s mother shrugged with a sad look.
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Chapter Two
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Although Will’s curiosity about the forest refused to let go, he heeded his parents’ warning.

One day, Will and Zara went to pick berries. They spent hours putting all sorts of colorful and sweet-tasting berries in the basket. Zara wanted to pick mushrooms, but Will warned her not to do so.

“Remember what we learned in school? It’s hard to know which mushrooms are poisonous!” Will said.

That was enough to convince Zara to drop the ones she’d been holding. They continued picking all sorts of colorful fruits until their baskets looked as colorful as a rainbow.

They had so much fun doing so, that they lost track of time. It was getting late, and they needed to go back home. 

“Oh, no!” Zara complained. “The sun’s almost down and we’re far from home! Will, we have to hurry!”

But they would need to go around the forest to get home and that was a long way. 

“No,” Will said. “We can cut through the woods.”

“Golly gosh, Will,” Zara said. “Through the woods? But the evil Witch lives there! Our parents warned us not to go there!”

“We have to go through the woods, because night is approaching. We will be quick! We’ll be home before you know it, Zara!” Will promised.

“But what if we run into the Witch?” Zara asked, reducing the final word to a whisper.

“We won’t if we’re careful. Come on, now. Let’s hurry! The more we stall, the more dangerous it will become!”

And before Zara could offer more reasoning as to why the shortcut through the woods was a bad idea, Will was already tugging her hand and pulling her in the direction of the ominous-looking trees.
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Chapter Three
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Will and Zara entered the forest. The forest was dark and filled with scary sounds – sounds of animals that they couldn’t identify. The trees seemed to come to life, with their branches looking like skeletal fingers waiting for Will and Zara to look away so they could snatch them up.

Zara stuck close to Will while he led the way. Whenever she told Will to go back, he assured her that they would be okay in the forest. 

But they were not okay. They ran in circles, running into the same rocks and same spooky trees over and over, lost in the forest. They didn’t even know how to go back anymore. 

“Are we lost, Will?” Zara asked, clinging to Will like tape to a piece of paper, for she was afraid of losing sight of him and being alone in the forest.

But Will didn’t answer because, yes, they were hopelessly lost in the forest.

The sun had almost set, and Will and Zara would soon be trapped in the forest at night – when the scary monsters come out.

[image: image]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four
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“Gosh, Will! What should we do?” Zara asked, scared for her life.

“I don’t know,” Will replied, also scared.

The sun was gone, as if it, too, was eager to leave the forest in fear. Darkness replaced the previously weak orange rays of sunlight.

Growling came from somewhere in the forest, and eyes stared at them from the trees, coming closer and closer. Will and Zara jumped into each other’s arms, ready to accept their doom. Just when they thought a dangerous monster would jump out and eat them, they heard a voice.

“I can help you,” someone said.

At first, they thought they had imagined it, because the voice sounded soft and soothing, like a mother singing a lullaby to her child. But both Will and Zara knew that nothing nice could come from the forest.

“Oh, yes. I can help you,” the voice said again, chasing away any doubt that it was just their figment of imagination.

The growling and the peering eyes retreated, chased away by the voice. An old woman stepped out in front of Will and Zara. 

Even in the darkness, her long, crooked nose, yellow eyes, and the hump on her back were visible. Her black cloak hid the rest of her features, except for the long age-spotted fingers gripping the walking cane.

“It is help you need, is it not?” the old woman asked, smiling to reveal crooked teeth. 

Will and Zara knew who she was. She was the Witch of the woods.
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Chapter Five
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“We are lost. We are trying to find our way home, but everything looks the same here,” Will said.

Zara said nothing for she was too afraid to speak up in front of the Witch.

The Witch let out a maniacal laughter, and then said, “I already know what it is you seek. I can help you. I know these woods better than I know myself. You wish to return home before your parents start worrying, correct?”

“Yes!” Will and Zara nodded.

“I will help you. But you have to give me something in return,” the Witch said.

Zara asked Will to go because she knew how dangerous the Witch was, “We’ll find our own way back, thank you,” she said, much to the Witch’s anger. But the Witch warned them of the dangers in the forest. “Scary things come out at night and eat children, especially the ones as cute as you,” she said. Zara and Will froze. The woods grew darker with each passing second. They were running out of options, and Will was determined to make a deal with the Witch just to get home.

“Will, don’t,” Zara pleaded, but her words fell on deaf ears.

“We’ll give you want you want, just help us get back home,” Will said. 

The Witch smiled in satisfaction. “I want your soul.”
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Chapter Six
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The children thought for a moment. They knew that they didn’t have a lot of time. 

“Okay, deal!” Without hesitation, Will agreed to surrender his soul to the Witch. 

“Splendid!” The Witch danced with another maniacal cackle. “Put out your hand, little boy.”

Will started, but then pulled his hand back. He then remembered they had no other way to go home, so he did as the Witch asked of him. The Witch was so excited that her breathing grew louder. She touched Will’s hand. Her bony fingers felt icy, like the first snow in the winter and he felt something happening. Will wanted to say he changed his mind, but it was already too late.

The Witch pulled her hand back and had a bright ball in her palm – Will’s soul. It glowed bright enough to illuminate the forest. Whatever eyes remained in the distance further retreated until they were gone entirely.

Just as quickly as the glowing ball had appeared, the Witch stowed it within her robes, extinguishing the warm light.

“Very well, I will show you how to get home,” The Witch said, pointing a crooked finger in one direction, the smile fixed on her face. “Do not dither because the monsters have grown ravenous. Run, now. Run home and never return to this place!”

Zara thanked the Witch, but Will remained still. He refused to move, his eyes focused on nothing in particular. Zara was afraid that staying just a moment longer would cause the Witch to change her mind and eat them.

“Come, Will,” Zara said as she pulled Will in the direction the Witch had showed them.
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Chapter Seven
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True to her word, the Witch showed them the right way home. Zara rejoiced, but Will didn’t seem to care. The dull look in his eye was one Zara didn’t recognize. 

In fact, it soon became clear that Will was not the same boy that Zara knew. He no longer seemed to enjoy when the two of them played. He rarely looked at Zara. He never laughed. 

Even when she did her magic tricks and told her funny jokes, Will was unresponsive. He was no longer the boy she had known all her life.

He would get better in time, she thought to herself. But Will didn’t get better. In fact, he only seemed to get worse. Playing with Will was no different than playing with the inanimate toys they possessed. Zara knew that the night they had gone into the woods, only one of them had returned.

The Witch had led them home, but at a heavy cost. Will had never left the forest. Not truly. The person in front of Zara was an empty shell, the real Will was back in the forest with the Witch. 

Zara wanted her friend back. 

She could not be happy as long as he was not happy.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Eight
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Zara went back to the woods. Finding the Witch was easy this time.

“I told you not to return here ever again,” the Witch said.

“I want Will’s soul back,” Zara demanded, doing her best to hide how scared she was.

The Witch looked insulted but then smiled. “Very well,” she said, producing the glowing ball of light – Will’s soul – out of her robes. Even in daylight, it glowed brightly. “You can have it, but in exchange, I want your soul.”

But Zara knew that giving up her soul would solve nothing. She already knew the Witch would ask as much.

“No. But I will give you souls of other children. Many, many souls of children for you to feast on,” Zara said.

“Many souls, you say? How?” the Witch asked.

“There is a secret place where all the children play. I will take you to them, but I want Will’s soul back in return,” Zara said.

The Witch, eager and hungry for the souls of the children, agreed. She gave Zara the glowing ball, seemingly no longer interested. It was warm to the touch and Zara knew it would fix her friend to be the way he used to be.

“Go on, then,” the Witch impatiently demanded. “Lead me to this secret place.”
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Chapter Nine
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Zara led the impatient Witch toward the secret place where all the children played. The entire journey there, the Witch kept asking Zara where that place was. “You’ll see,” Zara said every time. 

They walked for a while and when they finally arrived, Zara pointed toward a cliff and said, “Over there.”

Eager and careless, the Witch pushed Zara out of the way and stepped forward, stopping on top of a tall cliff.

“Where?! Where are they?!” the Witch shouted, spinning in circles and desperately looking for children. “You said there were many, many souls for the taking here. Where are they, you little brat?!” 

“Sorry, no children here for you to hurt,” Zara said and then pushed the Witch as hard as she could.

The Witch flailed her arms and legs, shouting curses and insults as she fell to her demise, never to be seen again, and never to bother the children again.
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Chapter Ten
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Zara returned to the cabin where the Witch lived. She found the souls of all the children the Witch had deceived into giving up their souls. Zara freed all the souls. 

The souls – all of them, including Will’s – flew back to their owners, like a glittering wave of stars. The forest itself transformed, too, the trees no longer naked and skeletal, the ground no longer bare and littered with ashes and dead twigs.
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With the Witch no longer in the forest, the monsters were gone, too. Zara ran home to check on her friend.

When she returned, Will was smiling. He was back to his old self. 

“You saved me,” he said and then hugged her.

“You saved us all,” someone else said.

Soon, the other children joined them, the ones who had their souls taken by the Witch. They all danced and played and celebrated the fact that the Witch’s reign of terror was over.

With the Witch of the woods gone, the children spent many, many days playing together in the woods.
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