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LETI TRACKED THE BROKEN twigs and hoof prints through the woods. Her footsteps were slow and controlled, as silent as possible on the forest floor covered with leaves and branches. Leti kept an arrow ready in her hand as she tracked the older buck she'd been after for two days. The meat from this deer would last most of the winter once it was smoked and dried, and the sprawling antlers would be perfect for making into some tools and daggers she sorely needed to get through the cold months on her own.

Her village exiled her but she was glad to leave; tired of being exploited by them with their blatant lowballing when haggling for her wears. Leti often ended up trading outside the official market with others in less than legal exchanges that were more lucrative for everyone involved.

'This buck will fetch me some good coin and keep me warm.' The coming winter air threatened to make her eyes tear up but Leti kept her focus on the tracks in front of her.

In what seemed like long, agonizing minutes, Leti could see the buck in the middle of a clearing and lifted her bow, aiming for the buck’s neck. Little lights blinked to life and Leti smiled; the light made it even easier for her to line up her aim. As the number of lights increased, Leti wondered what would bring out so many fireflies that wouldn't startle the deer but she also counted herself lucky. She drew her arm back and let her arrow fly. She expected the satisfying thud of a shot hitting its mark but a hand came from nowhere and snatched her arrow out of the air.

"What the hell?"

"Who's there?" The voice calling for her sounded as annoyed as her own but infinitely more musical. "Come out."

When Leti peered through the trees, she could hardly believe what she saw. A woman made of the same colored light as the insects stood near the buck twisting the arrow in her hands. The glowing woman was draped in glittering robes, short dark blue curls crowned her head, and her eyes were as green as the forest around them. 'A fairy?' She could barely catch her breath. 'Should I run? Do I even dare to?'

"I know you're there." The fairy took a step forward but kept one hand on the buck. "If I have to come to fetch you, it will be worse."

'Damn my luck.' Leti stepped forward, her hands raised and her bow hung over her shoulder. She didn't know what to say so she just looked away from the accusing eyes and at the ground at her feet.

"Ah," The fairy tossed the arrow at Leti who was able to catch it by the staff and return it to her quiver. "You don't usually venture this far into my woods."

Dumbstruck, Leti forgot her place and openly stared at the fairy. "You know me?"

"I am aware of every hunter who comes into my woods." She stroked the buck who turned and pushed his nose into her hand. "Most know not to come here. What guild do you belong to?"

"None," Leti struggled to find her voice and she sounded more like a frog croaking than a person. "They don't accept women."

The fairy laughed. "More's the pity for them. Your shot was perfect."

"Oh, uh, th-"

"Never say ‘thank you’ to a fairy." She snapped and for the first time, the buck looked uncomfortable and backed away from the glowing fairy. "It admits weakness and makes us think you owe a debt."

Leti picked her words carefully. "Is there a reason you would tell me that?"

The fairy looked away from Leti with a tiny smile as she soothed the buck with her hands. "Hmm, a good question. Not one I will answer at this time. Off with you, then. This buck is sacred and it is dangerous for you to be this deep in my woods."

Leti accepted the dismissal and ran back to the edge of the woods and didn't stop until she was safely in her home with the bolt on the doors.

'As if locks would stop her.' She thought, nervously putting away her bow and quiver and doing her best to relax and go about the rest of her day. She passed the time trying not to let her thoughts spin endlessly on the supernatural being that took time to talk to her. It all felt like a dream and once the confusion faded, Leti fell asleep faster than she ever thought she could.
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WITHOUT HER BOW, LETI tried to retrace her path through the woods. All night long she dreamed of the fairy in the woods; briefly regretting the loss of money with that buck. Seeing her again became all Leti could think of, overriding her good sense and venturing after a fairy into her own lands.

'This is a bad idea.' She could be taken away, cursed, or some other strange and terrible fate that comes with following a fairy. Leti wasn't foolish enough to be completely unarmed, leaning on her heavy walking stick as she moved and making enough noise to keep the right animals away. It felt strange to be tracking herself but, in the daylight, the forest was a different beast than at sunset.

When she reached the clearing, Leti was disappointed to find it empty. 'Did I expect she would be lingering in a clearing all day and night?' She walked the edge for a few steps, sighed, then slipped her satchel off of her shoulder. 'Good thing I planned to wait.'

She made herself comfortable with a book and her water skin. Other than shooing away a passing bug here and there, Leti didn't notice the passage of time; nibbling on bread and hard cheese when she felt peckish.

"Are you lying in wait for me?" That sing-song voice was so close, Leti felt the fairy's breath on her neck and she yelped in shock.

The fairy laughed so hard, she had to hold her stomach and wipe her vibrant green eyes when they teared up. "You humans scare so easily. If I was the wrong animal, you would be dead."

Clutching her chest while she struggled to catch her breath, Leti glared at the devious creature. "I'm not so sure you didn't kill me." She gasped, but a few laughs of her own escaped to release some of her shock. "Do you enjoy sneaking up on mortals?"

"I couldn't help it." The fairy crouched down and picked up the book Leti dropped. "What is this?"

"My father liked to read old legends and I thought it could tell me more about you." Leti settled back into her comfortable spot, glad she didn't spill her food into the grass.

The fairy smiled as she flipped through the pages. "This is interesting. This is how humans write about us?"

Blushing, Leti took the tome and held it to her chest. "I did read about what you told me about thanking a fairy."

The fairy sat beside her and put her head in Leti's lap. "Then read me some of it."

It took a moment for Leti to get over her shock but in a few moments, she felt natural reading in a soft tone while the fairy listened patiently.

"You can call me Hira." She said, agreeing
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