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Wolfie stood in the middle of a forest, the morning light bright around him, making him squint. The stag glowed as the light filtered through the leaves above them, and his sister smiled so happily it made all his concerns vanish. He couldn’t explain how he had understood who she was. They had spent time together before, and he understood there was a connection, a need to be with her, but it was nothing like the certainty he now felt. Like Ella, she was a part of him, family. And even though he didn’t remember his life before he was a wolf, he knew this woman.

Ella remained close. Fiadh had held her too, remembered her, and he was grateful that she had he held her tight in return. She understood, as he did, who this Fiadh was. She was the reason he was a wolf. 

“Do you remember anything?” Ella asked, and Wolfie shook his head. He wanted to explain things to her, and yet he couldn’t. 

“I don’t even remember being called outside.” He had known she was coming, and yet he couldn’t explain that either.

“This time, or when you were a child?” a deeper voice asked, surprising him as Cian Greythorne appeared in the small clearing.

Fiadh moved quickly into Wolfie’s arms and buried her face in his chest. 

It was only then that he realised no one had mentioned her name. The queen had longed for her daughter and told the story of how she had disappeared, but had never spoken her name. He felt it the moment he had her in his arms.

And as he wrapped his arms around her again, holding her tight, he realised no one had spoken his father’s name either. What might the names bring with them if spoken aloud? 

“Who is this?” Cian asked, and he wondered if the man would recognise the little girl he had searched for most of his life. There had been some recognition of Wolfie and who he had been, even if he didn’t say it aloud, in the way he bowed to him and talked to him. 

He glanced down at the woman in his arms as she glanced up at him. She was still the skittish deer, and her eyes glowed golden. 

Cian’s eyes widened with recognition. “You hid her all this time.”

“No,” he said simply. 

The clatter of armour echoed through the forest, and he wondered if the trees would allow them an escape. Or if they were to be trapped here for longer. Fiadh wouldn’t stay without him, although she might not stay even if he did. Her golden eyes remained focused solely on him.

The queen appeared among the soldiers, and the deer made a slight sound. It wasn’t clear, not a word, just a sound, like an animal sound. She had been a deer as long as he had been a wolf, and yet he had talked as though he had always talked with Ella, even if he hadn’t realised it. If the stag had raised Fiadh, or if she had lived with him her entire life, she might have learned to communicate in different ways.

“Do you remember me?” Cian asked, and something like disappointment creased his brow as she shook her head and buried her face again in Wolfie’s arm. “We were friends,” he insisted, but she didn’t respond.

“She needs some space,” Ella responded before he could say anything to protect his sister. 

“She has returned home,” the queen’s voice echoed oddly from the trees. 

Again, Wolfie thought he should think of her differently, that she was his family and yet she wasn’t. He was certain of that. A faint recognition passed through him he couldn’t name. The queen felt outside of his reach, outside of his family, and he was watching Ella again, as she watched the deer with concern for her.

He smiled over the deer’s head at Ella, and she smiled back. 

As the queen stepped closer, Fiadh stepped behind him.

“I am your mother.” Her tone was severe, as though she expected her daughter simply to accept her. 

Had she treated him in the same way? Cian’s gaze rested on his sword, and he realised his hand had moved to the handle, prepared to defend the sister he had only recently met against a mother he couldn’t trust.

Looking around the growing crowd, he expected Branna to be among them. He searched the battlements for her, but there was no sign. He couldn’t sense her either, although he wasn’t sure if he had sensed her before, but there was something about her. Something unnatural. 

The forest felt calm, despite his uncertainties, as though it was where he was meant to be. As the queen glanced back towards the gate and the men standing closer to it, he understood he didn’t want to return. He knew they had to, at least to explain where he came from and where they might expect him to go next. Although he wanted that to be back in the forest with Ella.

Fiadh was staring at the queen, coming out a little from the blockade that Wolfie had created for her. The queen motioned her forward, and she stepped out a little more, but she still clung to Wolfie and looked up at him as though to ask if it was safe. 

He gave her the smallest of nods. Uncertain if it was safe, but hoping that it was. As she stepped out, too many people moved forward, and she froze. She again seemed skittish and frightened, like a deer, and he worried she might run off into the forest and be lost forever. 

“Fiadh,” the queen said carefully, “come here.” And yet it was a strange demand, as though directing a child. 

Fiadh stepped back in closer to Wolfie and held tight.

“You kept her from me,” the queen accused. The words hurt him more than he had expected. 

“What reason does she have to trust you?” he asked, and the queen flinched at the words. “She has lived in the forest her whole life,” he said, trying to sound calmer. “She has not experienced many people.” 

He glanced around the group, and Cian had moved closer. Fiadh watched him, and then she stepped forward. She still had hold of Wolfie, and she turned her head a little and then looked back at him. 

“I think he is safe,” he said.

“You think?” Cain snapped and then put up a hand as Fiadh stepped back. “I am sorry, I have searched for you for as long as I can remember,” he said more carefully, and a ripple of a murmur moved through the soldiers. “Perhaps we should go back inside,” he offered gently, holding out his hand to her, and she looked at it but shook her head.

“Is there something inside you don’t want to see?” a voice asked from behind the group, and the soldiers parted for the king’s sister, Branna. 

Again, he couldn’t think of her as family, for no matter who these people were, they were not his family, other than the woman still holding tight to his arm. Fiadh looked over her shoulder into the forest, and he realised the stag had disappeared. He glanced around, and yet there was no sign of it. Would she run if the stag reappeared?

Branna grinned, as though she had won something he couldn’t determine. He had found where he came from, and he only hoped that the forest had not sent him here, returned him here, to stay.

“We will keep you safe,” Cian promised, but Wolfie wondered if the man could keep such a promise.
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Ella felt something pulling her through the forest, like a sharp tug away from Wolfie, and it frightened her. Now that he had found his sister, her greatest fear was to be realised, and they were to be separated. 

They were safe, she hoped, as she stepped back from the group, and then she was running through the forest, compelled by a feeling she couldn’t explain. One she had followed her entire life.

For half a heartbeat, she was certain a wolf ran along the path behind her, the familiar soft footfalls, and then Wolfie was beside her and his sister a step behind. He didn’t slow her down, didn’t pull her back, and she wondered how far they could run before anyone tried to stop them.

“Do you feel it?” she asked, and when he didn’t answer, she looked up at him as he searched the forest ahead of them. “Do you want to stay?” she asked instead.

“I cannot,” he said, his low voice rumbling through her. Reminding her of the wolf, and yet he sounded far more like the prince he was. He was a man, and yet when they had been in the throne room, she had missed her wolf more than she could explain.

Ella pushed her hand against a tree as a test as she passed. It resisted her, not quite pushing against her, but not opening either, and Wolfie pulled her back from the tree sharply as though he feared she would disappear.

“I promised,” she reassured him. She hoped they had moved beyond the distrust. He now had a whole other life now that he needed to be living, in a world she might not touch, despite the kings and queens she had met. Remaining so close beside a prince might be something very different. 

She raced ahead then, pulling him behind her as she understood where she needed to go. And then her steps slowed as she tried to determine the best way forward. Her thumb moved over the ring on her finger. It felt different, warmer perhaps or tighter; either way, it drew her attention. Wolfie had his hand on his chest, covering the brooch he wore. Fiadh remained silently at his side, her focus solely on Ella.

“I feel something,” he murmured, but it wasn’t with the certainty that he had in the past, and again she missed the wolf running ahead of her along any path. 

She changed direction, moving between the trees carefully to understand what was pulling her through the forest. “I can’t explain what I feel,” she whispered into the forest, hoping for some clarity. 

It was something like relief when she realised it was a tree calling to her, and she stepped warily towards it. One hand reached for the bark, the other tightly laced through Wolfie’s. 

The tree did not want her; she understood that, and yet it hid something. As she reached into the heart, Wolfie let out a sound that was something between a howl and a whimper, his hand still tight around hers. Ella felt around carefully inside the heart of the tree, frightened it would take her ring in payment, and yet she had never had to pay to travel through the forest. She understood she had paid far more for the life she lived, for the life she could live, even if it was a life of service. 

Ella closed her hand around something cool, and she pulled it from the tree to Wolfie’s obvious relief. It appeared to be a hollow animal horn. It was smooth beneath her fingers; a bright brass ring created a mouthpiece. Wolfie looked from her to it and back again.

“I have never used such a thing,” he said, his voice clear and still somewhat un-wolf-like.

“A child would not have taken one into the forest, and yet your father might have lost it, or placed it in the tree for safekeeping.”

“Like the brooch?”

Ella wondered whether the forest left a trail of items for them or if his father
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