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A Sweet Home for a Bitter Heart
By Barend Nieuwstraten III


In the bowels of a remote and lonely house, three witches circled their cauldron with bare feet darkened by ash. Three sisters dressed in long black garments, worn and tattered at their unhemmed bases from dragging along the floor of their gathering room. A boiling broth bubbled and puckered, supplemented by the addition of ingredients sprinkled in turn around the walking circle. One after the other they added finely chopped herbs, ground pedals, pulverised minerals, cracked spice corns, as well the shorn fur and plucked feathers from hide and wing of woodland creatures that dwelt within the forest upon the edge of which they lived. Their faces lit from below by the fire beneath their iron pot, they smiled deviously and delighted, ever focused on the great concoction between them. 
The inedible stew continued to bubble and boil as the sum of its parts continued to grow and expand, altering its hue and the fragrance of its creeping steamy tendrils. In their ever-spiralling turn, the witches each scooped their curling hands over the broth to draw the rising vapours towards their noses, taking in the pungent fumes. A coven of three, they became intoxicated and entranced by their own evolving brew and accompanying whispered chanting. Cast by the low cooking fire, their shadows danced on the walls behind them, reaching across the ceiling where their black casting silhouettes flailed and swayed to the implied melody of some dark and silent secret song, in their onward marching circle. Dizzy and delirious, they laughed and cackled as their frothing mixture reduced over hours. Birthing their pact, they spoke to the night and named themselves aloud.
"Smaragdine the green of the growing woods and trees, soul in the forest who commands the ants and bees," the first spoke into the broth.
"Saphiria the blue of the flowing water and broad sky, soul in the currents in which all may swim, or all may fly," the second sang.
"Granatina the red of the dancing fire and glowing flames, soul in the heat that burns in pits and devastates plains," the third cried.
The three turned their palms to the ceiling and raised their arms again, singing a chorus of laughter as they waited for their broth to halve in size. Thick and viscous it grew as it continued to condense, offering sweet tendrils of tantalisation and inebriation. They each took a ladle and poured it into a wooden cup. Still circling the cauldron, they extended their vessels to meet in the middle for a full rotation before they held their potion close and spoke in unison; "With this broth we shall unite, as we take it in this very night. A coven of three we ever shall be, to share whatever we hear, smell, and see. Each for one and one for each, we make this pact that none shall breach. Our wills shall blend and desires mesh, sisters in shadow, sisters in flesh." Together they raised their cups and drank from the mixture they made together. 
Tossing their empty cups into the corners of the bowels of the crooked lonely cottage they shared, they ran their fingers down their faces and sides, feeling their power grow fast and lift them to some new tier. They collapse in a circle about their fire and slept on the floor till well after the flames died and broth boiled away into nothing.

Smaragdine woke and placed her hand upon the pot. It was barely warm. With windows and door closed, the ash of the central hearth mixed with the fumes of the broth that had evaporated and settled upon the walls, filling the room with a musk of promise and power. However, the air had been thickened by the resting trio, drawing all that was good from it as they slept. A fresh breeze was needed from outside. She wandered out, leaving her sisters to wake when they would. She wandered the border of the forest, seeing for the first time all of it with new eyes. Green eyes. Eyes of nature. She reached out beyond physical touch and felt all that grew, her power now attuned to that over which she now had dominion.
The first of three steps had been completed. They had drunk of the potion of power they had made and birthed and divided the elements over which they would command and bend to their will. The next step was for the three sisters to seduce a man each and have a child to him that would expand their coven for the next stage of their pact. The sister who woke first from that first stage made her way to town where she knew men to dwell. Woodcutters and hunters were known to pass through the woods but there were none to be found that day. She could feel the forest in her heart when she closed her eyes and would know if someone had entered it. Only things that walked on all fours, crawled, or flew could be sensed in her second sight. The potion had made her sensitive to all that took place within the lands filled with pillars of wood and bark under a grand canopy of leaf.  
She touched flowers on the side of the road as she passed them, draining them of their colour, life, and dew to refresh the stale mess she'd been left from the night before. They wilted, withered, and greyed, sacrificed to restore her and made her anew. Her wild wiry hair became silken, shiny, and smooth. Her dry face became supple and soft, and her pale face adopted a bright rosy hue. In turn, her dark garments became less bleak and worn. By the time she entered town she was a no longer a shrivelled sister of shadow in appearance but a woman with all the life and wonder befitting her youthful age, now seemingly humble and gentle, and wholesome to the eye.
When she reached it, the town was already alive with movement as the folk who dwelled within it had begun by dawn their daily duties and tasks. Markets sold fruits and plants from the field, as well as bolts of cloth, and things made of wood. But it was the stall of assorted baked goods caught the witch's nose, where gingerbread that was still freshly baked lay waiting. As she made her way there, she locked eyes with a man, burly and handsome, making his own way to the same place, or perhaps highjacked by the site of her and drawn to follow her to her destination. They shared a smile and he ushered her in before him. 
They each bought a piece and wandered together as if reflections of one another, as they bit into the still warm gingerbread. They smiled as they chewed ever watching the other.
The man smiled with a kind face and smile as warm as their fresh baked treats. "I've not seen you before by the markets or street, I'm glad for this morning on which we did meet," he said. "Especially, to share in this sweetest of bread, with you a delight, my eyes have been fed."
She grinned at his sentiment. "It is the spell of men to have their sweet words spoken, claiming women's hearts bought for that token. I should like very much to find you here some more, but to buy daily this bread, I'm far too poor."
"I'll not claim I'm a prince or some lord drowning in gold, but I can see you cared for until you are old. A lifetime of sweet words and treats you'd be fed, I'd even build for you a cottage made of gingerbread," he said, holding up the last piece of his treat before eating it.
She laughed with delight at his absurd promise and followed him through the town, as beguiled by him as he was bewitched by her. There was something in his eyes when he looked at her, some quality she did not expect. She wanted more from him than what she'd come to collect. This life he promised appealed to her far more than anything she and her sisters had been working for. She wanted to stay. She wanted to be with him. She imagined no magic to be found in the woods that could compete with the warmth of being held in his sturdy but gentle arms.
And so, she saw more of him as her sisters presumably ensnared other men elsewhere for their plan to build power. So, at first her absence would have hardly been noticed, she told herself. But as the days turned to weeks and the weeks into months, she had forgotten that life on the border of the woods. She cared not for power nor control, for she'd found a man who saw her lonely heart and filled it with joy. He made her laugh daily and filled her days with warmth. The children she would one day give him would be theirs, not some part of shadow magic to strengthen the bond of her sisters' desires for dominion over the dark arts. But, in the end, it wasn't even a conscious decision to turn her back on her old life and ways she'd known. She was lost in love and simply forgot to some degree as she embraced a union of happiness.
They went with each other, loath to part, and decided to lay claim to some remote spot. There, he made her a home in a wooden cabin by a river beyond the town. They grew most of what they needed, cultivating a garden to feed them. Leaving them to only venture into town to feed the sweet tooth between them. 
It was a humble life they chose, but she felt rich in her soul. They walked often on the riverbank and swam when it was warm. They danced and held each other more often than not, it seemed, talking together of everything and nothing. They completed each other and their hearts were filled with joy. Their shared affection knew no bounds and felt evergreen. She needed nothing more. For he had made her comfortable and complacent, promising her a grand wedding. 
On the morning the pair were to be wed, the day broke slow and cold. The banks of the river had been swallowed as the water broadened beyond its usual flow. A shallow high tide spread so far, it lapped against the wall of their home and saturated the soil of their garden. A mist crept across the surface of the barely flowing river as clouds covered the sky. The colourful view that had been welcomed each morning had dulled and greyed as all became a dizzying haze. Her knees faltered and she curled on the wooden planks of her riverside landing. The mist twisted about her as the wind carried some whispered laughter that mocked her to sleep, and she was cast adrift into some vague enduring dream, floating in some black and grey sea of barely tangible thoughts and emotion. A strange and unnatural limbo into which little thought had seemingly gone into its making.

When she woke, her hair pulled from all directions as she rose, spreading far. Her fingernails were longer than her fingers and her body was sore and rigid from sleeping upon hard wood while exposed to the elements for however long she had lay idle and unconscious. Her long toenails scrapped against the wood as she pushed herself back to her feet, where she found herself caught in some great black wiry thatch, that she found grew from her own head, being buried under her wild and untamed hair half tangled about her while the rest was caught in the wind. She used her long nails to bunch and gather as much as she could to bring it to one side.
The season had changed, and their lovingly tended garden had spread, growing wild and tall. It appeared to have survived some slow battle with mighty weeds with victors on both sides. The plants that defiantly spread upwards and outwards through the small entwining jungle still bore fruit and vegetable.
The long-slumbered woman who had neglected witchcraft in favour of a life of love, managed to step out onto the long grass and towards the riverbank. Staggering, she stepped through the place that had once been a clear path through her garden, now overgrown. She went to the river where she saw the man that was to be her husband standing, swaying, and staring out to the water as if lost. She did not recognise him at first for he now wore a great beard where his face had been clean before she slipped into her mysterious sleep. She placed her hands on him, worried, as he seemed in some trance. To her relief, her touch seemed to wake and rouse him, though he looked to her confused and bewildered.
"What has happened here, what has been done?" she asked, gently pawing at him under her long claws. "Did something happen? Did anyone come?"
"I feel as if I fell into some strange and distant dream, I cannot account for what I have done or where I have been. What months have I lost I cannot tally nor count, for I know not the days to measure the amount. Some fog dwells in my mind as if hiding some travelled road, pulling me from my love, my life, and abode."
"Forget the bewilderment of this unknown path, lets us go inside and warm by our hearth," she said, taking him by the hand. 
All inside was as it last had been, though time had clearly passed in abundance. Spider webs had been erected about the frames of their home and long forgotten by their builders. Herbs, left to dry on the kitchen bench, had turned to wire and dust. Gathered fruit in a wooden bowl had turned to a mulch of ruin and decay over which fruit flies no longer even congregated. Bread had been taken by mould and smelled sharply earthen. 
They had been plucked from their life for some unknown measure of time for some reason, and the wayward witch knew in her heart, her sisters had been involved but could not guess the purpose.  She thought of the water and sky changing and thought of her sister Saphiria. When her husband-to-be built a fire over the long cold ash of their hearth, she thought of Granatina as she looked to the flames. She looked to the man warming his hands by it. The man she loved and had made to marry, who now knelt confused and displaced, knowing not what had taken place.
Her mind wandered as days passed, but she could find nothing wrong. Had that been all their revenge, to set them in some daze and slumber? To steal time from them? Or was it merely a warning. She would make to visit her sisters, but not before revisiting the wedding that had been delayed. The man cut his beard and hair as she cut her own hair and nails. They both looked young again. They cleaned out the webs and returned to the garden to prune the plants and pull the weeds. Once they had restored all to how it was, they went into town and had their overdue but now humble wedding. They lived for a time in peace where all was well, save for the thing they wanted to complete their home. As the months passed there was no fruit of their embrace. Her belly remained flat, and no child came. Then years passed and still no little ones came about.
She made salves and potions for them both, but no remedy could be found. A shadow of doubt grew in her mind and her thoughts turned to her abandoned sisters. The laughter she had heard in the wind before she was made to sleep, rang in her ears and haunted her.
"Why had I woken laying while you had woken stood? I must go find answers at the edge of the wood," she declared. "Some craft is afoot that has robbed us of the fruit of our affection, some potent work of my sisters, striking with an unseen malady or infection. I fear the work of their corrupted touch has been felt, so I must confront them at the place where I once dwelt."
She led him through town and out to the other side, past the fields and into the woods to conceal their approach. But before she veered back towards the old dirt road, she heard laughter in the woods. Not the cackling of witches but the buoyant giggling of children bouncing about between the trees. Intrigued she wandered closer to investigate and indeed found a young boy and a girl. They smiled at her and her husband as they continued to play. For a moment her heart was filled with the joy such innocent young cherub faces employ. But again, a shadow grew and darkened her mood. For the longer she looked, the more familiar they became. In their smiles and other expressions, she saw the patterns of her sisters' façades. But more than that, she saw the blond hair and bright blue eyes of the man she had wed. The gate of his walk in the boy and the style of his laugh in the girl. Some dark deed had been done to break her heart, and that such revelation should come in the form two so endearing was the cruellest part of it all.
She placed her hand on her husband's chest. "Watch the children play and keep them here, away from their home. I must visit upon my sisters to see what they've done and do so alone."
She continued to her old home and found her sisters within. Wicked smiles decorated their proud faces as they watched their absent sister and erstwhile witch of their coven walk through their door once more. 
Saphiria was the first to speak. "Finally, our sister returns, did she forget her way home? Or does she know how she erred and has come to atone?"
Granatina laughed and pointed. "No, she forgot not the road nor the number, she was too busy in some lazy slumber."
The pair laughed together as if looking in some judgment. 
"You speak of forgetfulness and mock it a lapse, when I have been victim of your elaborate traps. You laugh as if some wrong has been made right, and imbibe upon some wicked delight. But it is you who forget, living on the edge of this wood, that I control all in the place where your children are stood. Tell me of what you've done, and make to confess, and you might be spared from the anger I repress."
The pair looked to each other and squinted in defiance. They raised the hands, curling their fingers into claws as they bent their knees ready for some confrontation. "It is you that has wronged us and forced our hand, when you forgot to come back after finding that man," Saphiria said. "You lost yourself when making a lover of a human pet, then come back years later to make some idle threat?"
"It is our forgiveness for which you should beg and kneel, for you neglected the sisters' three and our deal," Granatina reminded her. "Lured away at the first taste of something sweet, while we were left to guess at your absence and deceit. You abandoned our coven to make some ordinary life, then return to offer us anger and strife?"
Smaragdine stood firm and pointed back at them. "Spare me you justification and speak of what you have done, it is for your confession, not excuses, that I have come. How did you come by such children, while I have had nought? What spell did you make? What curse have you wrought?"
Granatina nodded in some silent agreement with Saphiria, before she leaned forward and spoke. "We came and sent you to sleep, leaving you where you laid, hoping to wake you from the dream you had made. You were lost in some delirium of your own imagination, lost in a lie so we removed the temptation. We lured your man, blond of hair and blue of eye, while unconscious on your porch, you did lie. Plucked from the tree of your new life, he was ripe for the taking, bewildered and beguiled, caught instead in a dream of our making."  She turned to Saphiria as she took over.
"He lived another life before the two of you could be wed, and though he'll not remember, I'm afraid he did share our bed. He put babes in our wombs and cared for us for months enslaved, for we controlled how he acted and how he behaved. When the children were born, he helped raise them for years, clueless to what he'd left behind with our magic fog between his ears. While he was entranced to love us both as if we were you, I must admit his love for the children was wholesome and true." 
Granatina spoke again. "While you slept for years oblivious under our spell, he cared for us all and treated us well. We took what was yours and saw your chosen path burnt, for abandoning us there was still the matter of the lesson to be learnt. Did we act out of jealousy, or did we act out of greed? When we soured your belly and withered his seed. We left you barren so that your mistakes would not repeat, come back now, for a coven of five could still be complete."
Tears rolled down Smaragdine's face. She had been wounded deeper than she had anticipated or could have ever imagined. "A hateful act beyond all reason or need, you have done unto me, so from my fury and vengeance you'll never be free," she warned, as their wooden home began to creak and stress about them. "I make this vow that you'll know no clemency from grief beyond the morrow, as I mean to exact upon you a reckless wrath of the greatest sorrow." The windows smashed as vines, root, and branches poured into the small home from every gap, pulling at it like angry fingers. "If all that was sweet in my life has been taken to leave me wounded and raw, then all that is sweet shall be used to claim what is most precious to my sisters and more. A lifelong taste for what is sweetest to the tongue I hereby revoke, but hereafter crave what is sweetest to the heart of all other folk. I summon a dwelling of irresistible treats to draw wayward offspring, with temptation to draw the incautious little feet and sweet teeth it shall bring."
The vines and roots climbed through the floorboards as they buckled and broke apart. Before the sisters could react, they were bound and wrapped by all that was green and brown, as the forest itself came alive and tore apart their home. The great branches of bending trees shielded them from the collapsing roof as other woodland appendages pulled its fragments away. Their arms and legs were pulled akimbo, and they were leaned forwards, on what little of their floor was left, bereft of walls and shelter, their home now a mere platform upon which they were trapped by entwining greenery. 
She who commanded the woods stood before her nature-tethered sisters. "From there you'll watch evermore and forever behold, all that takes place until well after you are old. Bark will cover you but through knotholes all will be seen, far beyond your natural sight and all that I deem. Mistaken for trees you will creak and moan, trying to warn children to turn back and go home. And each time I claim a new victim to devour in my vengeful thirst, you will be painfully reminded of what you lost when I claimed my first."
She turned her back on her sisters, who struggled in humming pleas. For they could make no words with their mouths to form spells and summon nought with their immobile hands. They had taken all that she wanted and loved and so she would bring down a vengeance so potent and unrelenting that it would affect all who found the happiness she was denied. At least of those who let what was most precious wander into these woods.
She found her husband playing with the children she now knew to be her niece and nephew and his son and daughter. Brought into the world purely to attack and destroy all that was hers. The innocent faces of a most terrible crime. The children had of course come to her husband, recognising him to be their father, who disappeared for years. And, while he'd no memory of them, his kind heart welcomed their affection. The sight turned to ashes in her heart. For that was the life they had planned, a glimpse into what could have been. Even as he smiled at her, she forced a smile but no longer knew joy. Even as unwilling and unaware as he'd been, their love had been sullied and ruined. Tainted by the sick caress of her sisters. She walked past them and held out her hands to the forest.
She commanded the insects and made the trees bleed. Anything that could crawl, or fly would bring honey and sap, wheat and spice, while magic would do the rest. They converged ahead of her as he wandered deeper into the woods. She stood for hours, overseeing the formation of a place her husband had promised when they first met. Walls of gingerbread grew from the ground as a garden of candy sprouted sugary treats. Twisting white and red, they grew and bent into giant canes, as hedges of cookie and cake baked on the borrowed fire of her sister. 
All that was of use in her old home was passed from branch to branch and tree to tree, pulled out from under her trapped sisters, until it found its way into the home of baked treats. Her husband and his children followed the strange happenings until they were stood before the house of childish delights, just as treacle ran up its walls and hardened in the square holes made for windows. The children looked in wonder and awe as the house that hate built came together before their young eyes. All the things that children craved and desired, an impossible cottage of temptation to tiny teeth.
"What is this place that has been made this day?" the boy asked.
"A place made of sweets to feed all who would stay?" the girl asked.
The vengeful witch nodded and smiled. "This is the last home you will need ever know. I invite you to eat of it for a debt that is owed. Bite, lick, and chew on all that you see, for sweet things like you, it's totally free. Devour all you can until you grow fat, then come with me inside and we'll have a chat. A proper dinner will be made in the fires of my oven, one that is no longer needed by my former coven."
The words were lost on the children who devoured gleefully and greedily on a garden she would rebuild. She sent her husband to fetch wood for the fire as the day grew late. Then she stood facing the distant ruin of her old home, where her sisters watched from their forest cocoons. She smiled at them having gifted them the far sight with which to see all that was unfolding. There would be no mercy as she hoped her departing words would haunt the waking nightmare that would be the rest of their cruel and torturous lives.
When her husband's task was done and the children were full, she sent the young ones inside and placed a hand over each cheek of her man. "Through no fault of your own you were dragged into a feud, but my love for you has been so darkly hued. I must send you away to find some new life and forget, so that you'll suffer no loss and know no regret. Dark deeds must be done in this inviting place, and I'll not have the will if I can still see your face. Turn quickly away and be gone for good, and never return to this accursed wood."
She watched in sadness a man she could no longer take, for their love had been invaded and turned black in ruin. Sending him away and washing his mind of all recollection of her, was the final mercy she would ever deliver. She cried in full view of her sisters until she resolved to never shed another tear ever again. She could feel their gaze from afar, and smiled, wiping her face clean. She slipped inside her home of edible delights and did not emerge until morning. When she did, she did so alone, having grown noticeably fatter.
She looked across the woods knowing her sisters could see. She gave them a wicked grin and visited upon them as the house behind her slowly replenished what been eaten of it by the children who never returned outside. She found her conspiring sisters wrapped in nature to hide their true forms, only revealing for now, wide and horrified eyes whose tears now watered their eternal prisons. There she unravelled a sack of small bones and tossed them into the hole that had been the basement of their home. "My vengeance has restored what I lost in my earlier defeat, for now there are babes in my belly to make me complete," she said, commanding the earth to fill it in between them. She made the plants that entombed her sisters pull them away from each other, to frame a natural looking path that would lead from the road, between them and over the place that had been their home. A winding and turning path that would eventually take all who walked upon it to her gingerbread home.
She rubbed her hands over her new pot belly and repeated her words to them from the night before, now that they would be far less cryptic. "From here you'll watch evermore and forever behold, all that takes place until well after you are old. Bark will cover you but through knotholes all will be seen, far beyond your natural sight and all that I deem. Mistaken for trees you will creak and moan, trying to warn children to turn back and go home. And each time I claim a new victim to devour in my vengeful thirst, you will be painfully reminded of what you lost when I claimed my first."



