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Ella regretted leaving Wolfie the moment the tree closed around her. She knew he was where he was meant to be, with who he was meant to be with, and yet losing him was so painful. He might have been able to feel the trees open around her, but he never could travel through them alone. Even if the forest was willing to return her, or she could find her way back there herself, she knew it was too late. 

The peace and understanding of the tree disappeared too quickly, and she stepped out into a bright forest. She staggered, feeling the loss of her greatest friend like a knife to the heart, and fell into another tree before she had time to appreciate the forest she was in. 

That tree was calmer, and she curled up, allowing it to hold her while she sobbed. It had been her decision; she knew she couldn’t stay, and yet in that moment she would give anything to find him again, no matter what form he might take. 

She stepped out slowly into the dark forest. It was quiet, and yet it wasn’t the forest she had been in moments ago. Or at least it had seemed like moments ago. Ella couldn’t feel anything. Not a tug, not an indication of trouble, nor anything from the surrounding forest. It was as though the entire world was sleeping. She sighed and put her hand on the tree she had just left. It was peaceful, but it wouldn’t open for her. She tried not to allow that to worry her. The trees had refused her entry before. This felt different, as though it would welcome her when it was time, but now was not the time. The forest needed her, and Wolfie no longer did.

Ella walked through the dark forest. The ground was cool and dry beneath her feet. It smelt familiar, and yet she understood she hadn’t been in this forest before. There were no signs of animals, and no light, other than the distant glow of the moon. The moonlight didn’t penetrate the forest as it had in the clearing with the deer. A place she had hoped they were safe and had been very far from it. 

Wolfie had been injured. She stopped then, fear catching her breath and making her heart ache. She had left him injured. But she hadn’t left him alone, she reminded herself; he was being cared for. She closed her eyes to the dark and rested her hand on her chest. Her fingers worked through the tear in the dress. She must be a mess, she thought. They travelled often, but they had barely stopped and rested in far too long. When had she last had the chance of a bath? When had she last had a fresh dress? The tears in her clothing didn’t bother her. Not really. She was a child of the forest after all; what did it matter if the forest marked her? 

Ella’s hand brushed over her face, and the scratches across her cheek stung. She rolled her shoulders and thought of Wolfie sniffing at her neck and found another raised, stinging scratch there. All she needed was rest, and then she would feel better.

Ella looked down over her dress, which confirmed that the world around her wasn’t as it appeared it be. She wore a fine gown of embroidered material, bright and yet heavy. It was not hers. It was not something she would wear. She stood in the middle of an open meadow of flowers. It was bright, too bright. A large black wolf leapt about her, chasing butterflies and rolling in the flowers. Birds swooped low and then landed on a spindly covered in blossom. Fear rose in her throat. The tree had not been there moments before. Ella turned slowly, taking in the bright sunlight and the wolf pushing through the tall grass and bright-coloured flowers. 

It wasn’t right. It wasn’t real. 

The wolf racing around her was not Wolfie. When she last saw him, he was a man. She had left him with a young woman whose silver hair shimmered like the deer pelt she had worn before being hit with the arrow. Ella had thought him better off, and the hurt that had flashed across his face as she stepped back into the tree had almost made her stay. 

It was as though she were inside the tree again in that moment. The warm, calm darkness closed around her. She pulled her legs in close, holding her knees towards her chest within the heart of the tree. But it wasn’t real. No matter how comforting it felt, she understood it was not real. 

With the realisation, she was back in the meadow with the leaping wolf. He bounded up to her, rubbed against her leg and then raced off again. She was even more certain as she watched him run; he was not Wolfie. This wolf was not hers.

This world was not hers. The forest was too far away, even at the edge of the meadow she understood she couldn’t reach it, although she had been inside a tree only moments ago. She set off at a determined pace towards the forest to test the theory. The wolf appeared before her, trying to distract her by racing back and forth and blocking her path. 

She tried to push past him to make it to the trees, which appeared no closer than they had when she set out. “Enough,” she growled at him, and he bared his teeth. Something dark and red flashed in his eyes before he instantly became the playful pup again, racing around her and trying to trip her. 

Ella missed Wolfie even more then. Despite seeing him as he had been. She missed the man, missed the real wolf and wondered why she had left him. The image of a girl appeared at the edge of the trees and disappeared almost as instantly. Not a faery, or at least Ella didn’t think she was a faery. And the idea of the girl she had left Wolfie with returned. The deer. 

Ella shook the memory away. In the distance, the sun shone off the windows of the spire of a castle. It was within the forest or beyond it. Too far out of reach, and yet it felt far more real than anything else she saw. The wolf was gone, and she was alone. If she tried to reach the forest again, would the image of the wolf reappear just to stop her?

Another figure appeared at the forest edge and then turned to look over her shoulder as though looking towards the castle. A faery. Ella was certain this time. Her white hair caught the light. The pale, tattered dress made her miss her own, although she couldn’t make out the pattern from this distance and although she knew the faeries, she hadn’t met all of them. They may have appeared identical, yet they were individuals. The faery watched her for a time. Ella looked down at her fine yet faded dress, and when she raised her eyes again, the faery was gone.
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Wolfie had followed a faery through the trees. She was always just ahead of him, and then she wasn’t. Initially, he was surprised that he could travel through the heart of the trees himself. But during the hunt he had felt and understood the forest, and he wondered if there was something more to him than the wolf he had been. 

He moved through the too quiet forest searching for a glimpse of the faery, but there was nothing. The forest differed from any other he had been through. He understood they were all different, that although some of them appeared very similar, they were not the same forest. The trees called to him differently. This forest was drier than others he had visited, the ground dusty and the leaves of the trees were like fine needles. 

No one had been this way in a long time, and he wondered if that meant that Ella hadn’t been. He had hoped that the faeries were leading him to her. But it had been too long since he had lost her in that forest. The deer had begged him to remain with her, and although mute, she had clung to him. She had pulled at him when he had tried to step into a tree. They had travelled for a time together, helping several people, not just the hunter searching for his daughter. There were others, he learned as they travelled, many others who’d had children stolen by witches and others. 

He had helped, but it never felt like enough, and Ella was always at the back of his mind. There was a connection to the little deer, and yet finding Ella was more important than discovering what that connection might be. 

Ella had left him. She had just stepped into a tree and disappeared. Did she not want to stay with him? Or had she thought he didn’t want her as a man? He rubbed at the beard that covered his chin; it had grown dense since he had become a man, and there were still times he wanted to scratch at his ear with his hind foot. 

His clothes were worn, and he carried the satchel over his shoulder although there was nothing in it but a golden arrow. He had expected it to disappear, but it hadn’t. Wolfie had picked it up from the ground after Ella had disappeared. The dust had spilled across the forest floor, confirming the witch was gone. He had met two witches in his lifetime and destroyed them both, and he didn’t want to meet another.

He stopped and looked around, wondering if the faery was teasing him, and whether she would lead him to Ella. The forest was quiet, too quiet, and he couldn’t even feel the forest calling to him. As he wondered if he should continue or search for the faery and Ella elsewhere, a white brick wall was visible through the trees. 

Something of it reminded him of Alec’s castle. He picked up his pace, and as he reached the edge of the forest, he found it was a castle. Despite the gleam of white stone, this was not like Alec’s castle. It appeared tired and worn, and parts of it had crumbled away. Ivy had grown over the gate, sealing it closed, and there was no sign of life. 

The faery appeared on the other side of the gate, just visible through the greenery, and then she was gone. 

“This is not fair!” he cried out, surprised at the sound of his own voice. “Why are you hiding her?” he demanded. He sank to his knees and leaned against the gate. Something in the ivy tickled his neck, but he ignored it, or at least tried to before he slapped it away. 

The ivy snaked across his body, winding tightly around him suddenly, making it difficult to breathe and difficult to move. He tried to relax, but it made no difference as the vine continued to creep around him, growing tighter and tighter. Wolfie reached slowly into the satchel for the arrow. His fingers closed over the cold metal, but it wasn’t as twisted as it had been before. When he pulled it from the satchel, it was not an arrow in his hand but a long blade; the edge caught the light, appearing as sharp as the arrowhead had been. 

He sliced at the ivy, and it pulled away as quickly as it had appeared around him. He brushed at his face with the other hand; tears had formed quickly at the idea that he wouldn’t see
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