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Ella Flare walked slowly through the forest, breathing in the scent of it, the soles of her feet pressing against the damp earth. She ran her hand across the trunk of every tree she passed, her other hand nestled in the thick coat of her companion. The large dark wolf brushed against her, never more than a step away. 

He had always been larger than the average wolf, although not nearly as big as the Red Wolves her parents had taken her to visit with. Their home was far from Ella’s little cottage in the forest. She had shared a similar cottage with her parents, and her wolf, and as she had grown, the forest had provided her one of her own. 

Ella still slept wound around Wolfie, or he around her. She remembered her Papa’s frustration at him being inside when she was a child; and the wolf’s basket had always been her bed. Even now that she was no longer a girl, she still slept against him, warm and comfortable. 

Ella stopped walking and Wolfie looked up at her with his large, golden eyes. They held a connection she could not explain to others. The breeze caught her hair, pushing the thick red curls across her face, and she lost eye contact with the wolf. 

As a girl, she had been certain he was something else. Searching for the wolf that first time, she had seen a boy; a boy she hoped was friends with the wolf and would lead her to him. She often tried to remember the boy with shaggy dark hair, but she could not bring him to mind with any clarity. Ella wondered if she had seen an idea of what lived inside the wolf, rather than the boy he appeared to be. 

She may have suggested that to the faeries long ago. Ella did not exactly avoid them, but she did not seek them out either. They had helped in their way, or at least one of them had. Despite identical appearances, subtle differences existed among them, and she had grown to understand them. 

There was one she saw more often than the others, especially when she was a child. She was the faery who had saved Mama, and stolen Ella away, leaving her with a family who was not her own. A family who did not want her. 

The father had, and she missed him when she allowed herself a moment to think of him, or his memory pushed its way into her thinking. When he had died, the rest of the family showed just how much they did not want her there, even if they believed she had belonged to them. She was too different with her vibrant red curls and freckles and her love of the trees. 

Pushing her hair back, Ella breathed in the familiar scent of the forest, and Wolfie nudged at her hand. She felt a subtle pull to be in another part of the forest and when she looked through the treetops, she was certain there was a hint of a faded dress and white blonde hair. 

Ella worried the faeries had far more influence than they should, even if she didn’t see them. Being a changeling connected her far more with the faeries than she had wanted. Although she was a Flare, or a Molven, or a Wildewick. It had been her choice as to what she was to be called and who she was to be. A choice allowed by her wonderful, magical parents. A dependable father, a caring mother; very different from the parents she had thought were hers. 

With her hand tight around Wolfie’s fur, Ella stepped into the nearest tree. The wolf pressed against her, followed thanks to her magic. She had tried to send him on his own when she was younger as a test, but he either did not want to leave her, or didn’t hold the magic himself. Not the magic to move through the trees, but she was certain he held magic of some form.

She doubted Papa held the same form of magic as Mama, and yet she had seen him disappear into a tree on his own. It was rare, but she had seen it and when she had asked him about it, he claimed she had been mistaken. He assured her the magic was her mother’s gift alone, received from the faeries when a witch tried to harm her a lifetime ago. 

Either way, Ella had inherited the same skill. One she didn’t know she held until she found the faeries, or they found her, as she tried to escape the dangers of the forest. Now it was a natural process, one as easy as breathing. She did not think about it, just stepped as though the solid trunk was no barrier to where she needed to be. 

Her fingers worked through Wolfie’s fur as they moved through the heart of the tree and then stepped together into the warm summer sunshine. Ella raised a hand to shield her eyes. Wolfie growled before she could even focus on her surroundings. 

Ella took a step back against the rough bark and allowed herself to focus on the solidness of it. As the world came into focus around her, she could not see anything that might unsettle Wolfie. In fact, there was nothing around them at all other than sparsely spaced trees. It smelt different to her forest. 

Searching the surroundings, Ella soon realised she was very far from her forest. The ground beneath her feet felt different, and the trees differed from anything she knew, although she understood them. She didn’t hold a connection to just her forest; it was all of them. 

Wolfie growled, a low warning sound. Ella pressed her palm against the tree, took a deep breath to centre herself, and stepped forward. As Wolfie he stepped with her, she kept her fingers entwined in his fur. They moved in unison, along the open pathway between the trees, the ground flat and hard, and she understood that there were many others who came this way. 

The trees led them here for a reason; they just had to find it. Ella saw the hint of fabric before she saw the owner and for half a heartbeat, she was certain it was a faery. The girl who peeked from behind the tree was far from faery like.

Her loose dark curls bobbed around her shoulders as she pulled back into the shadow of the tree. Her worn and grubby dress reminded Ella of the green forest she had just left. The girl was pretty. Beneath the dust of the forest, her chubby, rosy cheeks gave her a much younger appearance than her height suggested. Wolfie sat instantly, although in some ways that made him appear taller than he was, and Ella stepped toward to the tree.

“Hello?” she called softly, and the girl stepped out. Her well-worn dress may have reminded her of the faeries, but her thick-soled boots reminded her of Papa. One lace was undone, and she almost tripped on it as she stepped out.

“Is he friendly?” she asked, tripping up to Wolfie and reaching for him. 

He was a patient wolf, and he remained still, allowing her to put tentative fingers to the soft space between his ears, and Ella felt something uncomfortable in her chest as he leaned into the girl’s attention. 

No one had reached for him before. Even when they visited the red wolves of the forest, they kept a distance as though they understood him to be something very different. And yet she understood in some ways that he was very much the same. She shook her head at the idea and Wolfie pulled back, his golden eyes focused on her as though she might have given him a command.

“He is big,” the girl said, as though it was not clear to Ella.

“Are you alone?” Ella asked her, and she glanced around then, her dark eyes darting between the trees behind her, and she turned to look over her shoulder in case there was someone else there. Ella waited, but the girl did not respond.

She turned back and looked between Ella and Wolfie as though surprised they were there. She clutched her hands before her and Ella wondered if she wanted to reach for Wolfie again or it was something else.

“Are you alone?” Ella asked again.

The girl blinked and then shook her head, her curls bouncing, and Ella wondered at the difference between them. They were of similar height, possibly a similar age, and yet Ella thought of herself as a woman, and yet the girl before her a girl. She wondered if she looked older than the girl. Ella’s bright red hair was longer, wilder, more tightly curled. She tried to tuck a curl behind her ear, too focused on their differences and it bounced back. 

“Is this your forest?” Ella asked, and then bit down on her lip. It didn’t seem the right question, and yet it was so very different from her forest, and she was again searching between the trees for a sign of the faeries. Were they in every forest? Were they the ones who had called her here?

“In a sense,” she said, and then shook her head. “Not at all.”

Wolfie looked up at Ella and gave a slight shake of his head. 

“Did you call us here?” Ella asked.

“Where?” she asked, looking as confused as Ella felt.

“What is your name?” Ella asked, lost for any other form of conversation, and wondering if they should leave her to search out what it might be that they were looking for. Or who. 

“Jack,” she said, and Ella paused, wondering if she had confused the questions. 

“Your name,” Ella repeated.

“Jack,” she repeated, looking at Wolfie, who stepped forward again, pressing his nose into her outstretched hand, and the same odd feeling filled Ella’s chest as when Jack had reached out to pat him. 

“Why are you here?” she asked the girl, who despite appearing the same age, Ella was certain was younger than her. 

“I’m in trouble,” she whispered, leaning forward, nervousness in her voice.

And yet she hadn’t called her to the forest.

“Why are you in trouble?” Ella asked, looking over her dusty dress, and thick-soled boots wanting to lace the loose one in case she fell. 

“I sold the cow,” she whispered. Fear edged her voice, and as something moved in the forest behind her, she flinched and stepped in closer to Wolfie. 

Ella looked at the girl and then down at Wolfie. He glanced at her, but then back to the girl and she did not know what he thought of the situation. 

“Were you not meant to sell the cow?”

“Of course,” she said, her brow furrowing as though Ella didn’t understand the situation at all. “But,” she whispered, her face visibly paling, “I should have asked for money.”

“What did you sell the cow for?” Ella asked carefully.

“Magic,” she whispered, and Ella looked around for the faeries again, but there was no sign of them. 

Wolfie nudged at Jack’s hand again.

“Where is the magic?” Ella asked.

“Gone,” she said, her shoulders sagging and a lone tear rolled down her rosy cheek. She wanted to ask so much more, but before she could, she heard the screech of a woman’s voice in the distance. It took her back to her own childhood and her adoptive mother calling for her through the forest. Jack seemed to react in the same way, flinching at the sound. 

“What is she calling?” Ella wondered aloud. 

“Jacqueline,” she sighed. “I don’t want to go. Nana will beat me black and blue for this.” She ran a hand over her arm, as
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