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The heart of the tree pushed Ella and Wolfie into a new forest. Wolfie groaned as they arrived in the forest, as though he also felt the loss of the tree. It wasn’t too long ago that Ella had been sleeping for a long, long time, and yet she felt as though they hadn’t rested. She ran her hands over the silk dress she had worn since the dream. One that didn’t feel like it belonged to her at all, and yet she couldn’t seem to change it. 

She was so busy smoothing her hands over the still fine fabric that she didn’t notice that Wolfie had stopped ahead of her and she walked into his back. She staggered back, but he didn’t move. The sweet scent of the forest was comforting, as though the forest was familiar, and yet she knew she had never been. Despite the fresh air and lack of mist, she thought it too close to the forest they had just left. 

“Wolfie,” she nudged, but he remained still.

“I know this forest,” he whispered. There was something in his voice she couldn’t read. 

“Did you come here with the deer?” She hoped her voice didn’t carry her disappointment. “Or before you met me in the forest?”

He nodded, and she wasn’t sure which question he was answering. But he remained unmoving and staring into the forest before them. There was no hint or pull from the forest as to why they were here. No sense of danger, and she waited for Wolfie to lead the way. Instead, he turned back to the tree, but as he reached out, his hand pressed flat against the bark, he turned heartbroken eyes on Ella.

“What happened here?” she asked, her hand on his arm.

“I can’t remember,” he murmured. But there was something in the way he pressed his hand against the trunk of the tree that told her otherwise. And the tree was not allowing him in. She reached out and put her hand beside his, and the tree refused her entry as well.

“There is something here the forest wants us to do.” Ella wondered after their release of the king if it was in fact a good idea to trust the forest. She had doubted it, and now she had more trust than before, but it wasn’t complete. She didn’t trust it not to lead them into danger. It could easily have been their last adventure in the last forest, lost to a gold coin being counted by a king who couldn’t stop. 

But there was hope that the forest wouldn’t allow that to happen. The forest was their home after all; it had given them shelter, kept them warm and dry, and fed. She thought then of the little cottage she shared with Wolfie, and she looked up at him, thinking that it was going to be different now, only she couldn’t put words to how that would be. They were together; they had always been together, and when she had been mistaken enough to think that leaving him was a good idea, the forest had brought them back together. 

Or was it the faeries? Either way, they were where they were meant to be. He flinched then, pulling his hand away from the tree as though he had been burnt. Without a word, he turned slowly and walked away from the tree. Ella followed silently, wondering if he felt something, some pull or voice that she couldn’t. They had both heard the spirits calling in the last forest, but there was nothing like that here, only calm.

She thought it a forest she could remain in. It reminded her of her own forest and the time spent there with Wolfie. Ella looked about then, and Wolfie had disappeared. 

“Wolfie!” she called, but there was no response. Something else tugged at her heart then, a need, not a danger, and yet it felt like that, like she was running out of time.

She ran towards the feeling and found him again, standing stock still by a tree, his hand on the bark and focus fixed ahead of him. She came up slowly beside him, took his hand, which gripped tight to hers in return, and looked up at his confusion. 

Ahead of them, a castle stood tall between the trees. Reaching up behind high, dark stone walls. The windows were dark. There was a feeling of loss about it.

Ella took a step forward, but Wolfie’s tight hold kept her close. Ella glanced up at him, surprised by the tear rolling down his cheek. She reached up and gently brushed it away, and he looked at her for the first time, really looked at her, and then pulled her close.

“What happened here?” she asked gently.

“I can’t remember,” he returned, his voice wobbling as he dragged in a breath. “I don’t want to remember.” Ella waited, holding him close in the shelter of the trees. 
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Wolfie felt as though something crawled beneath his skin. He wanted to leave. He wanted to climb into the nearest tree, take Ella with him, and pretend this place did not exist. But the trees rejected him, and he felt the same desperation he had seen in Ella when the trees wouldn’t let her in with Bruin. And yet he knew they had to stay, that they needed to see this out, whatever it might be. 

He clung tightly to Ella, thankful that she was there with him and willing to stay by his side. He only hoped she would remain with him. The memory of her leaving him flashed through his mind, along with the pain piercing his heart. But she had done that because she thought he would be better off. That he needed to be where he had been. The same fear edged in again, trying to pry its way between them. He couldn’t let that happen, couldn’t let her go ever again.

“Wolfie,” she murmured, and he looked down at her as she gave him an awkward smile. “You are crushing me.”

“I can’t let you go.” He sounded as desperate as he felt, and he took a step back and wiped at his face, surprised at the dampness.

She smiled, warm and genuine, and brushed her fingers over his cheek. Her eyes sparkled, although he wasn’t certain if that was with magic or a hint of tears. “I am not leaving. I won’t leave you.”

He nodded slowly, wanting her words to be true, and then he looked back at the castle. 

“Do you know this place?” Her voice was low and gentle.

“No,” he admitted. “But something about it feels familiar. Perhaps it is because we have visited a lot of castles.”

“What do you think we should do?” she asked.

“I want to go home,” he whispered, reaching for the tree again, but stopping short of the rough bark. Wolfie understood Ella was his home. She had always been his home, from the first moment he saw her in the forest as a girl. The memory appeared more real, and it was as though he could see her standing as a little girl before him, and he closed his arms around her. 

“Wolfie,” she whispered, and the closeness of her brought him back to the present. 

“I know,” he said before she could say anything else, and he reluctantly let her go and stepped back, brushing against the tree again that wouldn’t allow him entry. 

“I am not saying you need to let go,” she reached for him, and he clutched her hand. He was so unsettled in this forest. No matter how at home he felt, how familiar and calm it seemed, it felt as though he shouldn’t be there.

“Ella,” he said her name slowly, as though it might slow his heart beating far too fast. “I think we should leave.”

“Then we walk out.” She smiled up at him, and he felt calmer instantly. 

Wolfie allowed her to pull him away from the tree, and he felt the loss of the forest as they moved away from the trees that wouldn’t allow him entry. But he breathed a little easier, although this too, as they walked beside the castle wall, appeared familiar as though he had once crept this way. It felt as though he shouldn’t be there, as though it was a place that he would get into trouble being. It felt uncomfortable, and he stopped, tugging against Ella as he did.

She looked back at him questioning, her brows pulled together, but she was patient. She glanced around then, up at the castle looming over them, and he wondered if she could hear something. Wolfie then noticed a woman on the wall walk watching them. She was older, but too far away to make out any features. There was something that pulled him towards her, and when she pointed further along the wall, he pulled Ella along in that direction.

“What can you hear?” she whispered as they walked.

“Nothing,” he admitted, although he could sense a pull then, one he hadn’t felt when they first arrived, and yet he knew they needed to be there, but he didn’t understand if it was dark or not, if they were to help or there was danger. Just a sense of understanding that they needed to be there. “Do you feel it?” he whispered.

When she didn’t answer, he looked back, and she gave the slightest nod. 

“Do you hear something?” Fear took hold of him again, and he held tighter to her hand in case she slipped away. 

“I will stay with you,” she reassured him, but it didn’t answer his question. 

The large gateway in the wall appeared quickly. Two large wooden gates swung out towards the forest; two guards bowed, and the queen stepped into the gap between them, her hands clasped before her. 

“Thank you for coming,” she said, her voice steady despite the uncertainty in her features. 

“Your Majesty,” Ella bowed, and the woman looked her over as though trying to read what she might be. She barely looked at Wolfie, and he wondered why that worried him. “How can we help you?”

The queen wore muted colours, but the dress was finer than that work by Alec’s mother. A thin circlet of gold sat nestled in her white hair, catching the light. There was something familiar about her, but perhaps it was the regal way she held herself. Like the dancing princesses.

She looked at him then, her brow creasing, but it was fleeting, and she turned and headed back through the gateway, waving them forward. They followed silently, and he wondered what this woman needed, this queen who knew they were coming when they didn’t know themselves. She led them directly across a courtyard like any other, and yet there was something here too that made him slow his steps. 

Before he could think about what was so unsettling about this place, Ella nudged him, and they were walking through a large entrance and into a narrow throne room. The throne differed from the last one they had seen, with a tall back and ornate carving. Various portraits lined the walls, and many of them showed a similarity. As the queen settled herself into the throne and looked back at them, her arms on the armrests, her face stern, worry edged her alert eyes. A portrait over her left shoulder made Wolfie step forward and nudge Ella.

“My husband’s great-great-grandfather,” the queen said, glancing towards it. 

It was the counting king, looking just as young in the portrait as he had before he stopped counting.

“He disappeared one day into the forest.”

Wolfie shared a
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