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HANNAH’S CLOSET DOOR creeeeaaaaks open. The sound rouses Hannah from her half dreaming state, and she blinks the sleep from her eyes as she reaches for a flashlight. The door swings slowly, revealing a pale, nightgown-clad figure staring into her dark room with haunted eyes. Hannah pulls herself up to greet the trespasser with a weary smile. 

“Are you sleeping?” the girl whispers. 

Not anymore, obviously, but it doesn’t matter. Hannah clicks on her flashlight and pulls back the covers. “Cecelia, are you alright?” 

Cecelia’s terrified expression softens as she scrambles across the room and clambers into Hannah’s bed. She pulls the covers over her head so she looks like she’s wearing a ghost costume. Hannah pats the bundle of blankets and takes her little sister’s silence as an answer. Cecelia’s alright, now that she’s safe with Hannah. 

“Did you close the passageway?” Hannah asks. Their farmhouse is a rickety old building, full of odd corners and false façades. The wall between their connected closets hides a trapdoor large enough for a small child or a cat. They don’t want their pets running around the house at night, though, so Hannah double-checks that Cecelia locked the hatch behind her when she came through the closet. 

Cecelia’s face pokes out of the blanket and nods solemnly. Hannah gives her a satisfied smile; then, as drumming rain rolls over the roof, she clicks off the flashlight to watch the lightning that follows. 

Gasping, Cecelia claws the flashlight from her hands with urgent ferocity. Hannah flinches as her sister’s fingernails rake her skin. The beam flickers on again beneath Cecelia’s face, pointed upward. She gives her older sister a fearsome scowl. The light catches the curves of her features and turns her childish pout into a mask of anger. 

“What are you doing?” Hannah asks, rubbing the marks on the back of her palm. “You always want to watch the storms. Last week, I had to pull you back from the windowsill before you fell because you said you wanted to pet the wind.” 

Cecelia shakes her head. “The wind spirit isn’t a friend tonight.” 

Hannah lets silence fall between them as thunder rattles the window panes. Cecelia’s always believed in faeries and ghosts and other such nonsense, but she’s never feared them before. She narrows her eyes at her sister, but lets the matter drop. Shrugging instead, she rolls onto her stomach and reaches for the nearby bookshelf, letting her fingers dance over the spines as she reads the names. “Fine then. I’ll read you a bedtime story until you’re calm enough to go back to sleep, okay? What do you want to hear? Robin Hood? Treasure Island? Fairy Tales . . . I think we left off on The Pied Piper?” 

Cecelia shudders. Hannah glances over her shoulder and re-examines her sister’s huddled form, her frightened face, then stops and frowns, concern knitting her brows. “What’s the matter?” 

“Don’t say his name.” 

“Whose name?” Hannah turns back to the shelf where her fingers rest over the creased cover. She pulls it off the shelf and flips open to the ribbon bookmark. The page shows a colorful illustration of a figure leading rats into a river, a horde of children following behind.

“We shouldn’t draw his attention,” Cecelia says.

“Is that what you’re worried about?” Hannah asks, trying her hardest to sound concerned. 

“Can’t you hear it?”

“Hear what?”

“His pipe on the wind.” Cecelia shivers again. “It’s deafening.” 

If Hannah strains her ears, she can imagine the howling of the autumn storm as keening, discordant music. A lightning flash illuminates the room in stark black-white contrast. Is a pale mask peering through the window?

She doesn’t have the chance to answer before Cecelia whispers, “I hope you don’t. You only hear him when he’s coming for you.” 

Now Hannah shudders. Adults dismiss her sister’s ramblings out of hand. They call them flights of fantasy, childhood foolishness, only a phase. Kids who consider themselves too cool for make-believe taunt her as well. Hannah has always hated how much those comments hurt her sister. She’s vowed to humor Cecelia’s eccentricities, even if she doesn’t believe the stories herself. 

Besides, Cecelia always listens whenever Hannah explains the cool plants she finds or how to tinker with Dad’s tools. Whether they’re collecting samples for her field journal, making a tire swing for their willow tree, or building instruments out of recycling, they’re a team. If Cecelia’s dreams aren’t hurting anyone, then what right does Hannah have to call them nonsense? 

Cecelia bites her lower lip and twists the sheets into her fists, trying and failing to keep tears from welling in her big brown eyes. Hannah wraps her arms around her sister’s small, shaking shoulders. 

“I promise, I won’t let him take you.” 

Cecelia melts into her arms.

“That’s right!” Hannah continues. She frees one hand from the embrace and points a finger in the air. “If he wants you, he’ll have to climb to the second-story window in the storm. But we’ll grab the broom and beat him back! We can scatter blocks on the floor to make a minefield so he can’t reach us. And we can sic Hobbes on him! Remember how he caught that grass snake last summer?” 

Their orange-striped cat guards the door to her bedroom from his favorite napping spot—the pile of clothes on top of her dresser. 

“The Piper will run away, begging for mercy!”

Cecelia finally gives her a slight smile. Hannah congratulates herself as the younger girl gathers her resolve, slips off the covers, and retrieves the blocks from the closet. She scatters them on the wooden floor with a clatter that sends the shadowy form of their black cat, Inky, shooting from under the bed into the hallway. Hannah winces at the noise, hoping the racket won’t wake their parents. Cecelia follows Inky into the hall, retrieves the broom from the linen closet, and places it by the bed, a ready defense. 

Downstairs, their Newfoundland dog, Willow, barks at something crashing in the night. Cecelia scrambles back into bed with her.

“It’s just raccoons in the trash bins again,” Hannah says. “Willow guards us like we’re her own pups. We’ll be fine.” She flops back onto her bed and glances at the clock. “Stars above, how late.” She pulls a pillow under her head and shuts her eyes as another flash of lightning brightens the room. 

Cecelia shakes her before she has the chance to slip into darkness. “Did we leave out milk and cookies for Hazel?” 

Hannah cracks an eye. “Yep. One vanilla wafer and your chipped tea cup. We used cream tonight, remember?” 

Cecelia wholeheartedly believes their home belongs to a brownie—a small fae who cleans their rooms at night and appreciates offerings in return for her services. Without fail, someone or something eats the treats by the next morning, but Hannah guesses Mom takes them away after they fall asleep to avoid ants. Or maybe Dad snatches them. He’s always had a sweet tooth. 

“Mm-hmm. Say goodnight to Mr. Spider.”

“G’night,” Hannah mumbles for good measure.

“Did you push socks under your bed for the shadelings?” 

“The dirty ones, sure.” Shadeling is Cecelia’s word for sinister shadow monsters under their beds, and she insists they’re only appeased by nest-building materials. It’s a good enough excuse for not doing her laundry. Mom will chide her if she finds out, but Hannah promises herself she’ll take care of the chore in the morning. Now, she wants to sleep. 

“I gave them my fuzzy blue ones. It’s cold enough.” Cecelia says.

“The shadelings deserve fuzzy socks?”

“Well, I’m not giving them my special blanket, and they need soft nests so they don’t climb into my bed,” Cecelia explains yet again, as if her logic is the most obvious thing in the world. 

Hannah smacks her with a pillow. “You’re the shadeling, climbing into my bed like this.” 

“Am not!” Cecelia sticks out her tongue and pulls Hannah’s blanket closer around herself. 

Hannah rolls her eyes. “You’re not even using your own blankets!”

Satisfied, Cecelia settles into bed and curls into Hannah’s side. “Thank you for letting me steal yours.” 

“Uh-huh.” Hannah puts an arm around her and points at the clock again. The numbers blink, showing 12:00 am. “Go to sleep. We have a busy day tomorrow: chores, homework, trick-or-treating, and then the 

Petersons and some other people from church are coming over for a Halloween party. If we don’t get our rest, I’ll pass out before dessert, which would be tragic.” 

“Don’t remind me about Halloween,” Cecelia answers through a yawn. “Can you sing for me? I still hear the pipe. Sing the one about the woods. Please.” 

Hannah doesn’t want to press the issue any further, so she sings. Her voice is only good for campfires, showers, and lullabies, but right now, it’s all Cecelia needs. Hannah doesn’t know where they had first learned the words to the song, but she gives them her soul. 

Leave it dense and let it wild,
God’s own playground for a child.
Oak and maple, birches thick,
Wineberry bush with thorns that prick.
Creeping ivy, mossy stone,
In the woods lies Oberon’s throne.

Nectar scent on summer’s eve,
Wand’rers know not how to leave.
Starlight shines through painted sky,
Owls aloft watch passersby.
Crickets chirp, frog choruses sing,
Titania’s Dance in faerie ring.

More lines await, but her brain has grown too fuzzy with approaching dreams. Whatever Halloween brings, she and Cecelia will face it together. The fright 

of the night’s fairy tale fades as the thunderstorm runs out of anger. Rain beats in rhythm on the rooftop, lulling her into slumber. She slips into humming, then soft snores.
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HANNAH AWAKES WHEN the sunrise streams through the window and splays its rays over her face. She rubs the sleep from her eyes and rolls onto her back to smile at the morn. Canadian geese clamor in the distance. They always stop at the pond across the street on their journey south for the winter.

Branta canadensis, she says to herself. When she had learned scientific taxonomy in biology, it had inspired a special interest in memorizing the Latin names of the plants and animals in their backyard. Hannah makes her best imitation of honking at them in return before stretching and smacking the flashlight onto the floor. The clatter reminds Hannah of her visitor the night before, as she reaches down to set it back on the nightstand. 

Cecelia’s not in bed, but that’s not unusual; she’s the earlier riser of the two. The clock tells Hannah it’s 7:30 am. As the smell of bacon drifts up the hall, Hannah throws back the covers and swings her legs over the edge of the bed to join her sister downstairs. 

She shouts as she stubs her toe on a sharp block, forgetting last night’s escapades and paying the price with pain. Stifling curses, Hannah tiptoes around the rest of the blocks to reach the hall. She slides down the creaking banister and alights on the landing a moment later. 

As expected, Mom stands at the stove, scrambling eggs and listening to the morning news over the radio. Her brown hair sits in a ponytail, and she’s wearing part of her Halloween costume—the same witch’s dress she’s been wearing every year since Hannah was a baby—over her gardening jeans. Mom stays home with the girls while Dad goes to work, but they all pitch in to take care of the animals and make breakfast before getting started on the day’s tasks. Hannah moves to the cabinet to get plates, falling into the natural morning routine. 

“Good morning, Mom.” 

“Morning, baby. How’d you sleep?” 

“Alright. Cecelia had me up late.”

Willow rests with her head on her paws in the middle of the walkway. Hannah scratches the big dog on the butt with her toe, which pokes out of the front of her sock, before setting the table. Mom clicks the radio to a music station; bluegrass guitars and banjos join the background noise of the sizzling food and the whirrrrrrrrrrrr of the box fan. 

“That storm was something else, huh? It’s still drizzling,” Mom says as she flips bacon in the pan. “Dad said we might have lost some shingles—I hope we don’t have to get the roof replaced. Why did Cecelia keep you up? She normally loves storms. What was wrong?”

“I dunno. She was being weird.” Hannah finishes the plates with a shrug and moves onto the silverware. 

“Did she say anything about her incident?” Mom asks, lowering her voice below the music. 

“No, you know she never talks about that.” 

Mom sighs, but she puts on an apron and a smile. “You excited to go trick or treating?” 

“I’m so ready! I got all my Stegosaurus plates cut out of cardboard, and Dad helped me spray paint them last week. According to my research, I think the colors are accurate. Do you think there will be any other scientifically accurate dinosaurs?” Hannah’s project has been commandeering the dining room table for weeks. Luckily, they normally eat in the kitchen. She’ll have to clean it up before their guests arrive. 

“Maybe not, but that’ll just make yours extra memorable. Just remember, we need to rake leaves before the party tonight.”

When Mom brings up the party, Hannah grimaces. “Is it too late to cancel that?” 

“How come?” 

“The adults are going to ask why we don’t go to ‘real school,’ and I don’t really care, but it bothers Cecelia,” Hannah argues. She fills glasses of orange juice and removes the toast when it pops. 

The sisters had dropped out of the local public school after a single disastrous year of enduring bullying and starting playground brawls. Now, Mom teaches them at home. Hannah learns more when she doesn’t have to endure the crowds or the schedules, the sitting still or the flickery buzzing lights, and the constant pressure to keep up her guard around her peers. Plus, she can make epic dinosaur costumes. At home, she and Cecelia can be weirdos together, in all their shy, socially awkward, nerdy glory. 

Their justification had only grown after her sister’s accident last year, after which Cecelia hadn’t been the same: timid and flighty, hiding from peers, and refusing to speak with strangers. After that, the constant gossip had become unbearable. Their uncomprehending neighbors still ask “polite” invasive questions. Cecelia plans to disappear as soon as their guests arrive, making herself as scarce as Inky in the myriad of hiding spots in the house.

“That’s not your problem to handle. You’ll have fun once you’re playing with the other kids, and if Ms. Tina is nosy, you tell her to talk to me or Dad, alright?” Mom says. 

Hannah sighs, but she knows it's too late to change the plans now. “Speaking of which, where is Dad?” she asks, settling into her chair to enjoy her breakfast. 

“Gathering eggs. Can you feed Snubs after breakfast?” Mom serves the cheesy eggs and waves a spatula at Cecelia’s empty spot. “Now, go call your sleepyhead sister. I won’t have her eating cold food.” 

“What do you mean? She’s not awake?” Hannah thinks back to the flashlight, the blocks, the empty bed, trying to remember Cecelia returning to her room. “I assumed she was outside helping Dad.” 

“She never came downstairs, and I’ve been up since seven.” 

“Hmm. Maybe she went back to her room to sleep in? I’ll get her.” Hannah pushes her chair away from the table, scraping the legs on the wooden floor, and scrambles up the stairs to rap on the doorway to Cecelia’s room. “Hey! Up and at ‘em!” 

No answer comes from within, so Hannah throws open the door to Cecelia’s darkened room. “You’re gonna be late for breakfast. Mom made your favorite, but if you don’t hurry, I’ll eat it all!” 

Even her taunts don’t earn an answer. She pulls the blinds open with a flourish and tugs the covers off the bed, then freezes. 

Cecelia isn’t there. She’d arranged the pillows in the lumpy form of a sleeping girl, but the child in question is missing. Hannah’s chest tightens as the implications settle over her, but she gathers her resolve and starts searching. Maybe she’s already hiding. 

Hannah checks the bathroom and the upstairs linen closet with no luck. They call it the Dark Room because they sit inside with only flashlights, telling scary stories until someone calls chicken and cracks the door. Cecelia usually wins. She has a terrifying imagination. Last night she must have frightened herself, imagining monsters under her bed. Inky sits on the third shelf up, though Hannah cannot fathom how she got there. She picks up the black cat, who meows with annoyance. 

“Have you seen Cecelia this morning?” she asks, gazing into her pet's wide green eyes. She receives only an indifferent blink for an answer, so she sets Inky on the ground and lets her streak off to find a new hiding spot. Hannah double-checks her own room, even cleaning her socks out from underneath her bed, but to no avail. 

Retracing her sister’s steps from the night before, Hannah crawls through the passageway back to Cecelia’s room. In the year since her incident, Cecelia has let the space stagnate. She’d always been the more artistic of the two sisters, but dust had gathered on her craft desk. Her artwork had been taken down, shoved into an opaque plastic tote under the bed, next to locked instrument cases. When Hannah had asked why she’d abandoned her hobbies, Cecelia couldn’t give her an answer. 

Curiosity gets the better of Hannah. She glances over her shoulder and crouches to pull out the tote from under the bed. Cecelia would be furious if she caught Hannah snooping, but if her younger sister is really missing, Hannah needs to know what’s in this box. She cracks the lid and pulls out the first slips of paper. Familiar paintings of the family that used to be hung, but in each one, Cecelia has scribbled blue over her face. Why? 

Hannah pulls out drawing after drawing, each with the same marks, before finally emptying the bin. More puzzled than ever, Hannah returns the drawings exactly in the order in which they were placed, and tries to shove the tote back under the bed, but it knocks against something else. Lying on her stomach, Hannah reaches under the bed and extracts a shoebox that had been hidden behind the other tote. 

This one contains drawings Hannah doesn’t recognize. A tree on fire. A wiry figure with dragonfly wings carrying a flute. A mask at the window. They’re unfinished and warped with frustration, sloppy strokes of the pen turning into angry scribbles in the margins, paper crumpled, paint smeared. Hannah frowns with concern as she flips through them. Cecelia’s been hiding her nightmares? 

Mom calls from downstairs. “Hannah? Where are you? Breakfast is almost ready!”

“Coming!” Hannah shouts back. Her gaze lingers on the last painting, the mask at the window, before she shoves the failed artworks back into their shoebox and slides both boxes under the bed again. Nobody needs to know about her spying.

Standing, Hannah moves to check the window. The sill is freshly damp, causing chips of green paint to flake off the old wood beneath, and the rusty latch hangs open. Hannah jams her finger trying to force it down, ripping her nail in the process. How could Cecelia have opened this window on her own? It always sticks, and Dad has to ease up the sash with a healthy dose of oil every year. 

Did she climb out the window? And during a storm? It’s at least a thirty-foot drop to the ground with no convenient trees or ivy or drain pipes to climb. If she’d tried to jump, she’d have ended up as a heap of gashes and broken bones. Cecelia must have left the window open in her fear and carelessness last night. Hannah’s stomach twists with an unwelcome lurch as she locks the window, then rushes downstairs two steps at a time. 

Hannah announces the news as she slides into the kitchen. “She’s gone!
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HANNAH’S NEWS BRINGS breakfast to a screeching halt. Mom switches off the radio and turns to her elder daughter, eyebrows raised. 

“Gone? Gone where?” Mom asks. 

“Who, Cecelia?” Dad asks at the same time, stomping the mud off his boots at the door. Mist shakes off his curly black hair and beard, and he looks over the top of his glasses, which are fogged up from coming into the warm house. 

“She’s not sleeping in either of our rooms. Her window was unlocked, and I looked everywhere else upstairs,” Hannah explains. 

“She didn’t sneak outside when I wasn’t looking?” Mom asks Dad. He shakes his head. Mom flicks off the stove, slams the pan of bacon on a trivet, and abandons it on the counter as she calls around the rooms downstairs for her daughter. 

Hannah joins her, even though the mounting tightness in her chest tells her their efforts will be fruitless. She runs through their best hide-and-seek spots—an odd corner where the back porch addition doesn’t match up with the original house, the cubby under the main stairs, the awkward set of wooden spiral stairs behind the kitchen pantry leading to the basement. All empty. She troops to the mudroom and checks the back door. Locked. There, she finds her father inspecting the clothes hanging out to dry.

“Her coat and shoes are still here,” Dad says, checking the rack.

“She doesn’t wear those half the time anyhow,” Hannah informs him.

“But in late October, after a rainstorm? There’s frost on the grass between the mud puddles.”

Hannah can’t understand why a nagging thorn sticks in the back of her brain. Why would Cecelia leave without even writing a note? She should know better.

Hannah decides her discomfort is nothing more than annoyance and absentmindedly bites the torn nail of her thumb. Mom comes back into the kitchen and flings her apron onto the closest chair. 

“After what she went through last year, any other child would give up wandering, but not Cecelia!” Mom says. She wrings her hands and triple-checks the coat rack. “This is the third time since the incident! I don’t understand her.” 

“Last time, we found her hiding in Snubs’ pen. Maybe she’ll be close,” Dad says, in what he must think is a comforting tone. It doesn’t put Hannah’s anxieties to ease. He gives Mom a kiss and grabs his heavy work coat and Cecelia’s jacket from beside the door. “We’ll find our girl.” 

“She can’t have gone far without her coat, right?” Mom asks. 

“Hopefully. I’ll take the car into town and ask if anyone’s seen her walking along the street this morning.”

“I’ll search the neighborhood with Willow and see if we can find her scent. Hannah, stay near the house and check the gardens and animal pens. Keep a lookout, in case she comes back before we do.” Mom keeps her voice even and her face calm, but Hannah senses her growing anxiety in the jerky movements of her normally deft fingers as she fumbles with the leash. Hannah nods her acknowledgment and wraps her bleeding hangnail in a napkin as Mom continues muttering under her breath. 

“Cecilia should know better than to wander off without telling us where she’s going. We’ve talked about this dozens of times. How do you ground a kid with her head in the clouds?” 

Hannah scowls at the neglected skillet of bacon cooling on the counter, and feeds a piece to Willow, who emerges from under the table. They’ve all lost their appetites with worry, even if Mom and Dad won’t admit it. When they think Hannah isn’t listening, she catches a whisper. “If we can’t find her by noon, we’ll call for help.” 

Hannah’s heart speeds up, imagining a missing-persons rescue in their backyard. Too many people poking, asking questions, turning over every corner of their yard. The flashing lights on their cars, and maybe even the buzzing of helicopters. She remembers last year, when Cecelia had gone missing for a week on one of their family camping trips. During a hike, Cecelia had fallen behind, and in the few minutes before Hannah noticed and warned their parents, her sister had disappeared without a trace. they’d doubled back and searched the entire trail, but when they couldn’t find her, the park rangers had called for a squad to track her, leaving Hannah terrified and helpless.

She hopes they find Cecelia before their parents have to repeat such drastic measures.

What if Hannah solves the mystery? She’d be a hero for bringing her sister home. Heroism is about cleverness, right? Were there any clues pointing to Cecelia’s destination? The hidden paintings are Hannah’s only hint, and they’re clear as mud. Cecelia left no note, but why hadn’t she? Has Hannah lost her sister’s trust? Cecelia had come to her last night during the storm. 

The storm.

Snippets of conversation come back to Hannah. 

The wind isn’t a friend tonight. 

Don’t draw his attention. 

The pipe on the wind, it’s deafening.

The lullaby about the faerie courts. The troubling drawings shoved under the bed.

These signs could all be the products of Cecelia’s overactive imagination, but any of them could be motive enough for a confused child to venture into the forest on a whim. And on the wild chance supernatural beings were pursuing Cecelia, she could be kidnapped at this very moment, trapped in a troll dungeon, or turned into a rat! Hannah turns their interaction over in her mind and weighs the possibilities, skeptical but unwilling to discount the theory. 

“Can I search the woods?” she asks, interrupting her parents’ hushed conversation. They turn to her with gaunt faces. 

“No.” Dad shakes his head. “Mom said to stay here. We can’t have you wandering off, too. If she comes back to an empty house, she might leave again to search for us. Besides, we never cleared the trails. We’d have two lost daughters.” 

“Cecelia would never go into town alone,” Hannah argues. “She’s wandering in the forest somewhere, if she’s not in the house or the yard.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mom says, tying on her stomping boots. “It’s too dangerous to go hiking alone.” 

“You could search the woods with me!” 

“The forest is so overgrown she wouldn’t make it past the tree line at the edge of the pasture,” Dad says. “It’s not like a state park with premade trails. She would have had to follow the road because it’s an easier path.” He speaks kindly, but treats Hannah as only a foolish child. “Especially if she ran away this morning, she could only be a couple miles away. We’ll be faster finding her if Mom and I split up the search.” 

Mom finishes her preparations and gives Hannah a serious ‘this is not up for debate’ look. “Promise me you’ll stay here. She might be . . . I don’t know, climbing a tree or something. That one maple you like at the edge of the driveway—I’ll check there. She’ll be back before we know it. You welcome her home and make sure she’s safe until we return. I trust you to stay in the house alone, big girl, okay? It’ll be alright, Hannah. Promise me you’ll stay put.”

“I promise, Mom,” Hannah lies. 

Mom plasters on a smile which doesn’t reach her eyes, and Hannah gives her a solemn nod. Dad squeezes her shoulder once then straightens and grabs his keys. Despite the words of reassurance, fear writes creases in their mother’s brow and bows their father’s shoulders as they leave on their missions. 

In a minute, Hannah’s standing alone in the kitchen. Against her better judgment, she searches the house for clues twice, hoping Cecelia’s just playing a one-sided overachieving game of hide-and-seek. Counting to thirty, Hannah shouts, “Ready or not, here I come!” and begins her search, looking beneath every bed and in the cramped spiral staircase connecting her parent’s room to the den. She looks behind the shower curtain and in the gap between the couch and the wall, where they’d pushed it to hide the hole they put through the drywall while roughhousing. She looks through the basement, where they stack wood next to the stove, and in the attic, where she turns over every cardboard box full of decorations, desperate to find more and more obscure potential haunts. 

No Cecelia. 

Hannah returns to the kitchen and flops onto her chair to wait. She positions herself across from the window so she can watch the woods as the wind rustles the branches. What if Cecelia hurt herself in the forest? A squirrel scampers past and tries to steal birdseed before sliding off the pole. The clouds billow and fade. What if she broke her ankle in a ditch and she’s lying there, defenseless?

Leaves drift from the trees and pile themselves against the deck. Hannah taps her fingers on the table in time with the clock. 

Dou-bles. Dou-bles. 

Tri-pl-ets. Tri-pl-ets. Tri-pl-ets. 

She passes half an hour in this way as the shadows shift across the table. What if a bear mauled Cecelia? Unlikely, but Hannah can’t help herself from worrying.

A mockingbird sits at their feeder, careless, and she glares at it through the window. Mimus polyglottos. Bored. Bored. Bored. Why can’t she help? She’s more useful searching, not sitting and waiting. 

The nervous energy builds from tapping to shaking her leg to leaning back on her chair until she falls backwards with a clatter. Hannah picks the chair up, straightens it, and starts pacing laps around the kitchen. After another minute of boredom, she directs the energy into something more useful: clearing the uneaten plates of food from the table. Mom will lecture her for the lack of initiative if she gets back and finds the kitchen a mess. Cleaning will help pass the time and stifle the cruel hypothetical questions springing to mind. Hannah scoops up the dishes and moves to the sink before stopping in her tracks.

There’s a message scrawled in a dusting of spilled flour on the hardwood floor. It couldn’t have been there earlier. She passed through this room a dozen times during her rounds, and there had never been flour on the floor. There’s none on her socks, and Hannah has been sitting at the kitchen table for the past half hour, so Cecelia can’t have done this if she were hiding in the house. Hannah leans closer to the writing, afraid to breathe on it and ruin the careful lettering scrawled in spidery cursive. 

The Piper tried to take her. Follow the song to the Seelie  Court. I’ll  clean  up  the  mess. —Hazel.

Their house brownie is real? Hannah sits back on her heels and takes a deep breath as she tries to come to terms with this new discovery. If it's an elaborate prank, she has no better leads. Not after Cecelia’s fear last night. 

In the woods lies Oberon’s throne. 

Cecelia had feared the Pied Piper last night. A child’s nightmare, but now...she’s not so sure. What if something hunted her sister? 

Titania’s dance in faerie ring. 

Was Hannah too ignorant to understand the real threat in her sister’s words? 

Hannah stands to her feet and gazes toward the forest again. The mockingbird still sits on the feeder, but it doesn’t eat the seeds. It stares back at her, expectant. The trees loom at the edge of the pasture, dark and full of secrets. The words of Cecelia’s song drift through Hannah’s mind as she recalls her parent’s instructions to stay put and wait for their return. 

“What do you want?” she asks the bird.

“Pay the Piper,” it says.

Hannah drops the plate she’d been holding. It shatters when it hits the floor, but she doesn’t care. Mockingbirds can talk, she tells herself. It’s a normal fact of life. There’s nothing magic about mimicry. It’s in their very name. Except they usually mimic other bird calls, not human speech.

“Where did you learn to say that?” she asks.

“Pay the Piper.” The mockingbird doesn’t use any voice she recognizes. Did a stranger teach it, or did it speak for itself? Of all the phrases it could learn to speak, why this one? Why now? 

“What do you mean?” 

“Pay the Piper!” It screeches and then flies off without eating the seeds. Hannah can’t help but notice it flies toward the woods. She takes a long breath and makes her decision. 

Her parents should be worried. Neither of them knows what’s at stake. They mean well, but they won’t find Cecelia near town, and they won’t heed Hannah’s warning. Hannah must be clever if she’s going to find her sister. It’s up to her to be the hero. 

Faeries or not, Cecelia’s in danger. Hannah will bring her home. 
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HANNAH RUSHES UPSTAIRS to her room, sweeps away the blocks still cluttering the floor, and snatches the book of fairy tales from her bookshelf. Even if she doesn’t believe in faeries, if she’s going to go looking for trouble, she wants to do it the right way. It can’t hurt to research them, especially since she can’t explain the flour message or the mockingbird. At least, not yet. Eager determination replaces her anxiety, and she takes a deep breath before flipping through the pages. 

Each story claims new facts regarding the fae folk: they wear the color green; clothes worn inside out confuse the fae’s True Sight; humans need enchanted lenses or stones with holes to be granted the Sight and discern through glamours; red string might ward them away; cold iron burns them; and one must never eat their food, lest they slumber for a hundred years. 

Hannah constructs a careful plan. She tosses her pajamas in a heap on her bed and pulls on her favorite red-and-black striped sweater, inside out. Next, her cargo pants—lots of pockets good for carrying supplies. From Cecelia’s art stash, she snips several lengths of red embroidery floss and braids two friendship bracelets. The first goes in her pocket for Cecelia; the other she ties around her wrist, using her teeth to finish the knot.

Cecelia always told Hannah she’d be binding bad luck if she tied the bracelet on herself, and she would be doomed for that luck to come to fruition were she to cut the bracelet off, instead of waiting until it unraveled on its own. Hannah shuns her sister’s warning. Necessity requires her to make do with the resources she has, even if it comes with bad luck. She’ll just have to be twice as clever to make up for the helping of hazard.

Dismissing the memory, she drops the rest of the spool in a pocket for safekeeping. She owns nothing iron, but she packs her steel pocketknife and a first aid kit, hoping it will be enough. Then her fingers drift over her spyglass. Her parents had given it to her as a Christmas gift last year, and it’s one of her most prized possessions. The antique has a wood barrel and brass couplings that telescope to the full length of her arm. The maker engraved delicate swirls as decorations in the wood, and it comes with a stamped leather case to protect either end. She hates the idea of losing it or scratching the lenses in the forest. It should stay home. 

Hannah peeks out the window. Mom and Willow are only specks on the horizon, and tracks from Dad’s truck lead out of the driveway. She remembers her lie, promising her mother she’d stay near the house. They’ll be absent most of the morning. Maybe they won’t notice her having snuck out.

What else does she need? If she’s taking this rescue mission into her own hands, she’ll need to be prepared. She snatches the flashlight off her nightstand so she won’t have to follow any will-o’-the-wisps without a light of her own. Extra batteries too—they always die when you need them most. As she turns to leave, she grabs the spyglass anyhow. Something tells her she might need it. 

She slides back downstairs and makes her way to the kitchen, where she notices the flour message swept away, along with the broken plate. Further confirmation of the house brownie’s existence. Hannah still hasn’t seen Hazel, so she’s not ready to accept they have a faerie living in their home, but it is Halloween, and so she whispers a small thanks, just in case. 

Hannah takes the last of the fresh bread from the table and puts it in a bag along with a chunk of cheese and sausage, then tucks the snacks into her knapsack. She fills up one bottle with water and one with lemonade. If they offer her treats, she will offer her own. There must be magic in the breaking of bread between humans and fae, she is sure. 

Oh, and she needs something to make a trail, other than breadcrumbs, to avoid a Hansel-and-Gretel situation. Chalk won’t work because of the rain. She grabs a notebook and pencil instead. Maybe she can make a map as she explores. For markers, she could steal pebbles from the gravel driveway, but she doesn’t want to slow herself with an armload of rocks. Hmm. She searches the kitchen for an alternative.

There! Their seashell collection from last summer’s beach trip sits in a glass bowl on the table as a centerpiece. Those aren’t heavy, and the shells will be recognizable in the forest. Hannah dumps them into a plastic baggie and zips them shut. She’s careful to leave behind Cecelia’s favorite—a chambered nautilus, Nautilus pompilius—as she doesn’t want to lose it. 

Satisfied she has everything she needs, she pulls on her mucking boots by the door. While dad took his winter gear and Cecelia’s sweater into town, he left his forest-green jacket. Hannah squints between it and her own dark-red woolen coat. If she wears his, it’ll be the right color, and she could share it with her sister. The choice is obvious. Hopefully, the wards and lucky items she carries will not only be enough to help her find the fae, but keep them from hurting her when she does. She snatches the jacket and throws it on over her red sweater, then pushes up the sleeves so they don’t cover her hands. Her satchel is out of space for Cecelia’s shoes, so Hannah ties the laces together and slings them to hang around her neck. She wonders how Cecelia walked to Faerieland barefoot. 

All set? 

One last precaution. She scrawls a note for Cecelia in their secret code. It’s a series of swirling strokes and flourishes her sister had invented and taught her for pranking their parents and visitors. Hopefully, Hannah will get more notes in this script soon. For now, she writes:

We went out looking for you. I’m in the woods. Stay put if you’re reading this. We’ll be back before dinner.

Love you,

Hannah

She hangs the note on the fridge with a magnet that holds a picture of them as babies, dressed up as faeries for Halloween. They shared a resemblance then. Hannah’s hair is still dark and curly, and she keeps it cut in a bob around her chin, but Cecelia grew her straight hair to waist-length. They have the same brown eyes and freckled faces. She does not miss the irony of the old costumes. She wasn’t looking forward to the party this morning, but now she hopes they’ll still be able to go trick-or-treating and carve jack-o’-lanterns tonight. She writes another note for her parents in normal English letters. 

I think Cecelia is missing in the woods. She was talking about faeries last night and it's Halloween. I’m going to bring her back. Don’t worry about me. I promise we’ll be back before the party. 

Love, 

Hannah

She tucks it next to the other note and inspects her preparations once more. 

All set. 

She slams the door shut, jumps over the two front steps, and lands running. As she rounds the back of the house, Hannah passes their chicken pen and does a sharp about-face, remembering they need to be fed. She throws them a handful of grain, and as they flock around her, she squats to whisper to them.

“I know Dad checked on you earlier, but did you see her leave?”

A black hen snatches grain from underneath a red one, and Hannah shoos her to peck somewhere else. “Onii, don’t steal Amber’s snack! You’re no help. No treats for the thief chicken.” 

Onii squaaaawks her discontent, and Hannah sprinkles more food on the ground. “Don’t tell anyone I spoil you,” she says, standing up to check for any tracks of Cecelia’s passing around the pen. There’s only the chicken scratch and her father’s huge boot prints, so she continues toward the pasture where she finds their miniature horse, Snubs. Hannah ruffles his mane and double checks his shed for her sister. 

No Cecelia. 

Hannah sighs and turns her steps toward the line of trees at the end of the pasture. She climbs over the fence then faces the woods. They loom over her, and the ground slopes up to show one path leading through the underbrush. She takes a deep breath, says a prayer to her guardian angel, then forges ahead. 
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THE WOODS AREN’T otherworldly or cursed. Overgrown and creepy, yes, but heaps of soggy leaves and mucky paths are mundane problems. Oak, maple, and birch trees tower so close together that their bare branches might scratch holes in the sky. Quercus, Sapindacae, Betulacea; dozens of species grow together. She doesn’t have time to stop and identify them beyond the familiar lobed leaves and genus names as she wanders. Thorns of wineberry bushes tug her clothing as she hikes along the narrow trail, and twigs snap with a sound like cracking bones when she shoves through a tight thicket. Leaves underfoot rustle loudly, and she catches herself glancing around as squirrels charge through the debris. The unfamiliarity is intimidating, more than the prospect of finding anything paranormal. She dreads the poison ivy more than the Pied Piper. Toxicodendron is only identifiable by its fuzzy vines at this point in the season, having lost its leaves of three. 

Her family doesn’t own these woods and they don’t know who does. The maps show the property lines disappearing somewhere into uncharted land, and their distant neighbors never venture close enough to clarify. As far as Hannah knows, they are wild and wonderful. 

She’d wanted to explore them long ago, but their parents had warned about wild animals, and fixing the old house kept them too busy to blaze trails. Besides, they’d forbidden exploring after Cecelia’s incident last year. Hannah ignores the twinge of guilt in her chest as she reaches the end of the beaten path. She’ll be back soon. 

This deer path chokes thin with weeds after a ten-minute walk, and there’s nary a mushroom circle or lost sister in sight. This is where they pick berries in the summer, but the fruit is long gone. The damp smell of rotting logs lingers from last night’s rainstorm. Now what? She pulls out her notebook and scratches a quick map. 

“Where do faerie kidnappers hide little girls?” she asks aloud. “Well, Hannah, you’re not a faerie kidnapper, but you have to think like your opponent. It’s chess,” she answers herself. “Not that I’ve ever been any good at chess.” 

The story says the Piper leads the children into a cave. Other stories say you can enter Faerieland by walking widdershins around a hill seven times. The fairy tales say “widdershins” means counterclockwise, so she’ll walk in a left-handed path around the slope of the mountain and keep an eye out for any strangeness that might lead her closer to the goal. 

She beats her way through the brambles, following the deer trails that offer the least resistance. Cecelia most likely followed the same route. Even if she overcomplicates simple actions because of her superstitions, Hannah doubts even her weird little sister would blaze a trail for fun. Besides, it’s unlikely she’d make it far without tools.

For all her flawless logic, Hannah finds no footprints in the damp earth, barefoot or otherwise. 

Burrs snag Hannah’s pants as her boots squelch in the mud. She tries to memorize the details of her surroundings as she marks her passage with the seashells, only using them when necessary. One goes in the crook of a tree trunk where she veers off the path. She sets another on a mossy boulder when she loses sight of the way she came. She rations them, unsure how far she’ll be able to travel before she runs out. 

The path takes her uphill, around the bend in the mountain. She enjoys the sun filtering through the last of the leaves still clinging to the trees, warming her against the late fall chill. She crunches through the litter of the forest floor and whistles a melody Cecelia composed last week that’s stuck in her head. Both of them love having background music and they often make their own songs, bandying the tune back and forth and making each other laugh with ridiculous rhymes. She leaves off in the middle of a phrase, no longer having the heart to hum without her duet partner.

As she walks, she wonders. How old are these trees? Their trunks are so wide, she cannot wrap her arms around them. What history have they witnessed as saplings? If Cecelia’s stories are true, which ones do the sprites call their home? Do the boulders guard fossils, or do they represent the ruins of an ancient city? Why do they stand guard where they do? Were they pushed here by glaciers or moved by the work of giants? Could they be the back doors to a dwarven fortress under the mountain? 

Her imagination supplies stories as an explanation—and a few spooks when she hears unexpected noises. They entertain her for a short while as she scrambles over the enormous rocks, but she knows they will not satisfy her need to know the truth. She wonders if her inventions unwittingly contain reality, but must content herself with wondering.

By midday, frustration weighs on Hannah more than her oversized coat. Her feet hurt, and despite the autumn chill, she sweats from the exertion of the uphill hike. Had the mountain been this tall when she set out from home? If this entire trip turns out to be a waste of time, she’ll give Cecelia an earful. 

Hopefully she’ll have the chance to give Cecelia an earful. She wishes she could fast-forward time to the end of this journey, that she could fly above the shadow of the trees, that she had as much confidence or as many clues as she thought she did when she left home.

The seashells run out at a small ledge overlooking the slope, but the path continues—narrow and overgrown as ever. Hannah pauses for a breath. If she doesn’t return home, will her parents worry? Should she turn back now, choosing the path that ensures her safety but leaves her sister at risk? Is she going to turn around now, when there’s no one else to save Cecelia from the monsters? She can’t imagine what the Piper would do to a child, but Hannah refuses to let Cecelia languish without trying. How can she call herself a protector if she can’t save her sister from a stupid storybook villain?

Besides, there’s still a lot of ground to cover. What if Cecelia’s stuck in a tree, or hurt after twisting an ankle on the wrong rock? How can Hannah imagine herself a hero if she stops her search now because she ran out of stupid seashells? Heroism is about bravery, right? How would she be able to face herself in the mirror, knowing she’d proved a coward? 

She refuses to quit now. No matter what these woods throw at her, she will keep moving. She has to do this. For herself, and for Cecelia. Hannah takes a deep breath and a determined step over the invisible threshold between home and the wide, wild world beyond.

A scream shatters the sylvan silence. 

She spins to find the source of the screech and stomps off the path, following the sound and flattening bushes along the way. What if that’s Cecelia? There’s only a thin line of brush between her and the next clearing, where she finds a knitted tumble of limbs and tails and teeth.

It’s a weasel, locked in mortal combat with a swarm of brown rats. Rattus norvegicus. They surround the poor animal, trading bites and scratches with human-sounding screams. The weasel fights valiantly, but its energy wanes, sapped as it bleeds from a gaping wound along its side. It chomps the leg of one rat, which falls away, but another jumps on its back. The smell of desperation whips the others into a frenzy. 

Echoes of her parents’ warnings sound in her mind, that the woods are dangerous, and she should never touch wild animals, especially not angry ones. Hannah watches, paralyzed for a moment, but when the rats band together to overwhelm the helpless weasel, she cannot stand idly by. Hannah knows injustice when she sees it. 

She snatches the nearest branch she finds and swings. Her boots stomp forward, intending to shake the earth beneath her feet. She shouts over their squeaks, fury overpowering her fear. A few of the rats scatter. One rat charges for her ankle. She bashes it away like a hockey puck, and it scuttles off to avoid another attack. The weasel twists around, clamps its jaw around the skull of the last foe, then falls exhausted beside its dead attacker, panting with pain. 

Hannah approaches cautiously and drops the stick to let it know she poses no threat. It lets her near, and she finds a large, dish-shaped leaf, places it on the ground next to the animal, and pours out some of the water in her bottle into the makeshift bowl. The weasel laps it up then sniffs her hand. She guesses he’s a male by his size and the musky scent he uses to mark her. 

“Hey there, little critter. Are you alright?” Hannah coos. “My, my, they gave you quite the nasty wound there. Here, let me help.” 

She douses the wound with water, and he hisses in pain at the contact but does not bite or scratch her. The water washes away the blood and dirt, and he places his front legs on her jacketed arm, long enough for her to cut away the fur and bind the gashes with bandages from her first aid kit. Hannah’s not sure if she’s doing it right for an animal but figures that having something to stop the bleeding is better than leaving him alone. Her dad’s thick coat keeps his claws from scratching her skin, and before long, the weasel makes a happy chitter and curls into the soft inner layer of the coat. 

“You’re a scrappy little fighter, huh?” Hannah tells him. “I think you’re a least weasel. Such a silly name for something so brave. A little Mustela nivals. You act so tough, but you’re sweet. My cat Hobbes is a lot like you.”

He regards her with what Hannah assumes is an inquisitive stare. 

“I’m gonna call you Kit-Kat. How’s that?” 

Kit-Kat chirps. He sounds joyful, and she takes it as agreement. 

“You like that name? Me too.” Hannah pets him on the head with one gentle finger, then sighs and gently scoops him out of the jacket, setting him on the ground. “I probably shouldn’t have named you. It isn’t smart to get attached to wild things. You need to find shelter, and I need to find my sister. Goodbye.” 

When she rises and walks back toward the path, Kit-Kat follows her, limping but keeping up with her strides. Hannah grins, happy for the companionship. She offers to pick up the animal, but he only lopes a couple paces alongside her, so she lets him move at his own pace, mindful that he’s still wild. “What do you think of faeries?” she asks her new friend.

Kit-Kat can’t reply, so she answers herself in a high-pitched voice, mimicking his tiny size. “If they exist, I think they’re a bunch of cowards! They’re hiding, even after you’ve searched all this time!” 

“That’s right,” she says in her own voice. “In fact, I bet I’m the only human to ever set foot in these woods for hundreds of years! They ought to be better hosts. It’s indecent. I even brought my own snacks for teatime.” 

“Perhaps that’s the problem,” Kit-Kat answers as he scurries over a fallen branch with some difficulty. “You’re too well-prepared.” 

“How could I be too well-pre—” Hannah cuts herself off mid-sentence, mid-step, as realization hits her like a bucket of cold water to the face
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