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Willow looked down at the map and consulted her compass for the tenth time in an hour. It was official. She was lost. Her compass was making no sense and hadn’t been for the last forty-five minutes, the needle just swinging round and round as if unable to find magnetic north, no matter how many times it spun the dial.

Wonderful – just wonderful! Her first day off and chance to escape the heavy burden of her life’s responsibilities had finally come. What had she done with it? Gone on a hike in the woods on the northern side of town where she ordinarily never ventured, preferring the familiar paths of the south side’s rolling mountainside. What temporary insanity had possessed her in such a foolhardy decision? 

She jammed her useless compass into the cargo pocket of her pants and tried again to orient by the lay of the land. Knowing she had been climbing on a gradual upward slope should have helped – turning around and descending would have made sense, except the terrain had evened out and gone mostly flat somewhere along her route. Making the situation worse, the trees had changed, going from mostly pine, hemlock, and beech to species she didn’t readily recognize. The forest she had been walking through for the last hour was populated by trees with thick, gnarled trunks and canopies that stretched out wide and sprawling with branches as thick as her thigh twisting and interweaving, almost like lovers’ arms intertwining. Broad six-pointed leaves hung from smaller offshoot branches like tufts of fur caught in an animal’s frantic passing. The forest floor was smooth loam that cushioned her footfalls and made walking almost blissful. 

Willow wasn’t sure when the terrain had changed. She’d been too engrossed in enjoying her solitude and the feel of the sun on her shoulders. With the tight canopy allowing only a dappling of sunlight to reach the forest floor, she had no idea where that bright golden globe might be in the sky. As it was, the light was dim and seemed to shimmer slightly when seen from the corners of her eyes. Dust motes danced thick in the thin shafts of pale sunlight that did filter through. These stirred and eddied as she moved through them, explaining the perceived shimmer. 

Her stomach growled loudly, giving her at least the semi-awareness of her point in time. Breakfast at eight, lunch at one; her system was like clockwork, trained into a rhythm by years of structured call center work. Deciding she wouldn’t suddenly find her way in the next fifteen minutes, Willow chose a nearby tree to hunker under while she shrugged her knapsack off her shoulders. Rooting in its contents, she brought out her insulated lunch tote and settled in to enjoy her sandwich, apple, and a bottle of lemonade. 

Once her belly was full, Willow dug a small pit in the loam and buried her apple core, brushing thick black dirt from her fingers after patting it firmly. A wave of pleasant drowsiness came in the wake of satiation; she leaned back against the trunk of her chosen tree and let her eyes drift closed. 

It was so rare that she had the opportunity to nap. If Willow wasn’t ensconced behind a desk with a headset clamped to her ear, she was busy researching material for the writing class she taught most evenings at the local college to help make ends meet. In all the moments in between, she was at her ailing mother’s side, attending to her every need. There wasn’t enough time in the day for Willow to claim any portion as hers alone. This hike had been just what she’d needed: an immersive dose of the world’s natural beauty as untouched by man’s destructive hand as possible. As strange as this new terrain looked, it provided the perfect escape from Willow’s whirlwind life. 

With light birdsong in her ear, Willow drifted into a deep slumber. When she woke, it was with no small measure of worry running riot inside her. It felt like hours had passed, but neither the direction of the light nor its brightness had changed. Uncertain as to what this meant, Willow turned to retrieve her knapsack and jumped back, startled enough to let out a small scream. 

She wasn’t alone. Sitting cross-legged where her knapsack was a slender figure dressed in a loose gray-green tunic shirt and mud brown pants. The figure leaned on bent elbows propped on their knees and braced their chin on the knuckles of one upturned fist. Bright green eyes, the color of spring’s first budding shoots, surveyed her with casual, almost intimate regard. Wild wind tangles of wheat-colored hair swirled around the figure’s head, errant curls tumbling over a smooth, clear brow and framing a fresh face free of blemishes and unlined by age or worry. Dark pink lips were curved into a bemused smile. 

Willow’s heart pounded in her chest. Adrenaline thrummed in her veins. Her entire body was awake and on alert. And then the figure spoke. 

“Hello there. I was wondering when you might finally awaken.” The stranger’s voice was liquid, flowing out of her with feminine mellifluous ease. She wiggled bare toes dusted and smeared with black dirt, drawing Willow’s attention to narrow, slender feet tucked under the stranger’s thighs. Distracted from her fear by this simple diversion, Willow found the air and words to speak. 

“Who – who are you? Do you know where we are? I think I’m lost.” 

The stranger’s smile widened and deepened. “I’m Aerie, but I thought you already knew that. I probably already know your name, but why don’t you tell me anyway?” Aerie’s eyes twinkled. Willow’s brow wrinkled in momentary confusion. Why would she already know this person’s name? She’d never seen or met them before! 

“Willow – Willow Morrigan. Please, do you know where we are? My compass isn’t working.” She fumbled in her pocket, but Aerie straightened and waved a dismissive hand. 

“Oh, yes, those don’t work here. Why would you bring one anyway?” 

Willow scoffed, growing irritated. “So, I don’t get lost!” She regretted her vehemence immediately as Aerie canted her head and gave her a wry look. 

“Did it work?” Aerie tittered in amusement, and the sound deflated Willow’s ire. She clutched for it, needing her frustration as armor, and came back grasping empty emotional air. Without it, Willow had no choice; disarmed and inexplicably charmed, she added her laughter to Aerie’s and enjoyed the jibe. 

When they sobered Aerie hopped up and extended a slender hand. Willow took it and was surprised at the steely strength in the fingers clasping hers. Aerie pulled her to her feet in a swift effortless tug. Willow gasped and giggled, shocked. 

“Where are we Aerie? Do you know how to get back to Middleton?” 

Aerie held her hand in a lingering clasp and gave her a blank look. “How can you not know where you are? You found me – or I was waiting for you, I’m not sure, but what does it matter now? You are here.” This last was said as if it was the answer to all of Willow’s questions and nothing else mattered. 

Willow pulled her hand away. “I don’t understand. Where is here? I went for a hike on the north side. I didn’t find you-you found me,” she said. Aerie’s eyes widened slightly, blond eyelashes flashing, but then she shrugged. 

“This is my glade, Willow. You came into the forest seeking Nature’s touch. I heard the call of your heart and came in answer. You are never lost in my domain.” She reached out an inviting hand. Willow hesitated in taking it. Aerie dropped her hand. “Will you follow me, Willow? I will show you something that might ease this transition period. Often, we reject what we most want when it is finally given, and we cannot believe the truth as it is handed to us. Come, receive Nature’s touch, and be delivered.” She beckoned for Willow to follow and began to walk away. 

Willow remained rooted where she stood, torn between staying and following. The situation she found herself in was too surreal to accept readily. Was she still sleeping? Was all this a dream? 

Fear of remaining lost and alone propelled Willow into movement. She bolted after the strange girl and caught up to her just as Aerie held her hand in renewed invitation. Unconsciously, Willow twined her fingers with Aerie’s and let the girl lead her through the trees. 

They walked through the forest, following some path only Aerie knew. The girl’s palm was warm against Willow’s; Aerie radiated heat reminiscent of banked embers. Occasionally, their shoulders brushed. In those brief collisions, Willow
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