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THE WOODS ARE AN EERIE, unnatural quiet this night. The silence is only broken by the distant, muffled sniffling of a young child.

“You’re sure you want to do this?” The voice emanates from a small circle of mushrooms, spotlighted by the moon through the trees.

“I’m sure.” The young boy deepens his voice in an attempt to sound more mature. “It’s just until I get her back.”

“And you agree to the terms?”

“She’s here until her 20th birthday. Then you get her, whether I’ve found my sister or not.”

“And everyone will know you lost her.” There is a distant sob. “Very well. She’s all yours. For now.”

Suddenly, there is a toddler in the clearing. It tries to stand before falling over, wobbly on it’s feet. The combination of the cold and the fall make it start crying. The boy wishes to run to it, but he waits until the moon moves on, wary of it’s light.

The toddler looks at him and tries to stand once again. This time, he grabs her before she can topple over. 

“Hi, Carrol. I’m your big brother now, okay?”

The toddler, now known as Carroll, blinks up at him but doesn’t say anything. He is relieved she has stopped crying. The boy carries her out of the woods to where their sister is waiting. She stops crying when she sees him come back with Carroll.

“Joseph! You found her!” She wipes her face with her sleeve, tracking tears and snot across it. 

“I did find her. Don’t tell mom we lost her, okay Sophia?” She nods vigorously as she takes his hand. They hear their mother calling them in for dinner in the distance and head swiftly back towards the house. 

18 years later

An old man stands in the street, a distant look on his face. He leans heavy on his walking stick and scratches at the bottom of his eye patch. 

“Excuse me,” asks a young woman, nearly grown. “Are you lost?”

“I am heading to the library,” he replies. 

“Oh, you’re on the wrong side of town then. Just head up this street three blocks, take a left and then walk ten, maybe fifteen minutes? It’ll be on the right. Big sign, kinda hard to miss.” There’s a distant cry from a family up ahead. “I gotta go. I hope you find what you’re looking for!” The girl rushes to catch up with them. 

“I certainly found something,” he says to himself. “Now how did you end up here, I wonder.” He turns away from the library, suddenly more interested in visiting an old friend.

A pair of crows take to the sky behind him. 

He heads for the woods, certain he can get appropriately lost in them. Between one step and the next, he finds himself near a river in distant land. He approaches the long sweeping branches of a willow tree. 

“Ho there, Wanderer. It’s not often you pass by these parts. Is this a social call, I wonder?” The voice comes from inside the branches of the willow tree, though no one steps out to greet him. 

“I am afraid I am a poor guest, for I come to ask you a favor.”

“Pah, you could never be a poor guest. Come, enter my home and be welcome.” The branches part reveling a beautiful and grand fairy, with hair of willow branches and skin of bark. 

“Many thanks, old friend.” The Wanderer settles himself down into a newly fashioned chair at her table. “Do you remember the incident with the young fawn from the herd of reindeer I gifted She of the Beautiful hair?”

The Old Willow tuts. “Nasty business, that. Never did find the poor thing.”

“I believe I may have. She is a changeling in the mortal realms. If I were to help her find her way back to the land of her birth, would you mind terribly helping her discover her true nature?” He takes a drink of the tea The Old Willow poured for him and hums his approval. It soothes his aching bones. 

“I’d consider it my solemn duty. Just let me know when she arrives.”

“Thank you, my friend. I am forever grateful for your help in righting this terrible wrong.” He places his hand upon his heart and bows his head to show sincerity. 

The Old Willow levels a severe look at him as he rises. “Know this, Wanderer. If I am to help her, she will become as one of mine. She of the Beautiful Hair may not appreciate this, fond of Rules as she is.”

The Wanderer inclines his head in acknowledgment. “I shall take the blame, should she try to raise an objection. Though I do not think she will. The child has grown into a kind young woman. One more focused on helping others than following rules.”

“Ah.” The Old Willow nods her head. “One like that would not do well bound. Very well. Is there more business you wish to attend to?”

“Simply the business of enjoying this excellent tea, prepared by a dear friend.”
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IF CARROLL JOHNSON didn’t know better, she’d swear she was cursed. Her whole life, she’s been a magnet for trouble. She’s found fairy circles where there should be none, awoken ancient ghosts by accident, and found more than one missing spellbook in the back of a thrift store. Her parents have even had her professionally evaluated, though the tests always came back clean.

Still, she’s gotten in the habit of avoiding being out during the odd hours, in case this time the dangerous thing actually gets her or, even worse, someone around her. 

It is currently 11:50 PM and she is hustling her way home. She is soaked from the dishwasher, having rushed the last bit of the cleaning to get out of the restaurant before it clicked over to midnight. Normally she doesn’t close, but the regular closer had needed to switch and Carroll had taken the bullet so no one else needed to. Mondays weren’t normally busy, so she knew she wasn’t going to be out too late. 

She’s also trying to save some money. Her parents want her to go to a four year university, now that she’s done with her Associates. She’s really not feeling up to it though. She had wanted to take a gap year, but her parents had said she could only stay with them if she was attending school. She hasn’t told them she’s not going back, to give herself a little bit more time to save up for her move.

Checking her bag for her flashlight, she curses when she realizes it isn’t there. The fastest way home involves cutting through a small park with heavy tree cover. This late at night it is pitch black. The other way around adds a good ten minutes to her walk and with her luck she’d find an illegal coven. Still, the yawning void seems to beckon in a way it doesn’t on other nights. 

The full moon behind her causes her shadow to stretch out in front of her. It seems to draw her in past the tree line. 

She huffs out a breath and tells herself she’s imagining things. There’s nothing in this park, it’s a park for crying out loud, not a forest or even a wood. There hasn’t even been a body found here, she’d checked. It’s a perfectly mundane park, fully human, absent of hauntings, fairy circles, and personality. She forces herself to move before she wastes anymore time. 

She pulls out her nearly-dead phone to use it’s screen to light the path as she enters the park trail. The tunnel of trees always makes it impressively, oppressively dark. Her lock screen helps her make sure the two feet in front of her are clear, but that’s about it. Her battery is so low her phone won’t even let her turn the flashlight on, which
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