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Ella felt as though the tree pushed her out into the forest. She struggled to keep her footing as they stepped out into the dark forest. Wolfie’s hand was tight around hers, helping her find her footing. 

The forest smelt wrong. 

“That was unexpected,” Wolfie murmured sleepily, as though had been lost to the cocooning warmth of the tree. As he looked down at her, disappointment etched on his face. “I could have stayed there forever. How long since we had suitable rest?”

Ella shrugged, although she too could have stayed wrapped in his arms for a lot longer than she had been. “What happened that they need us here now?” 

“Does the forest, or the faeries for that matter, need a reason?” His eyebrows rose, and she wondered if there were aspects of this man she didn’t fully understand. She had understood him completely as a wolf, but there were some differences as a man she had not learnt. 

“Not that it tells us, not always. Do you know where we need to go? Can you feel it?”

“I feel unsettled.” Wolfie looked around as though searching. “I’m not sure how else to describe it.” He looked at her as though she might have a better way to describe how he might feel. “Something dark is out there, like in the forest with the ballroom ...” His gaze quickly returned to the surrounding trees, his nose scrunched as though he too could smell something putrid. His gaze returned to her, and there was something she couldn’t quite read in his expression, something like fear.

She squeezed his hand.

“Death,” he whispered. “I can smell death.”

The forest with the ballroom smelt of decay as though the forest had already died, but this was something different; this was something else. Ella shivered, and he closed his arms around her, resting his chin on the top of her head. She was safe with him, no matter what the forest might have sent them into. 

The forest was dark, but the sky was light above them. Few leaves covered the branches, and she turned and put her hand on the closest tree, the one that had thrown them out into this forest. It wasn’t ready to let them back in. Whatever the smell of death came from, it wasn’t the trees. 

She touched his satchel over his shoulder and tried not to shiver again as her name whispered through the branches. Ella stepped closer to the tree and listened. But there was nothing. Wolfie still held her hand, and she looked beyond him through the trees, turning slowly. Something moved, a person in the distance, although she wasn’t confident in what she saw.

It wasn’t a faery. The distant image was too dark and too tall to be a faery. 

“Did you hear that?” she asked.

“Someone is calling me,” he said, appearing confused how anyone could know his name.

“I thought they called to me.” That someone or something was calling to them separately worried her all the more. “Where is it coming from?”

Wolfie raised a hand and pointed into the trees. “That way,” he whispered.

A shiver crossed her skin. 

“We can go slowly,” Wolfie reassured her. 

And he moved as though studying the surrounding air, taking deep breaths as though that might tell him the way to go. 

“Can you smell it?” she asked.

“It isn’t clear, not like it might have been,” he murmured, as though talking to himself rather than her. “I lost something,” he said, looking down at her, “when I became a man.”

Ella’s heart sank. But she was unsure if it was because she didn’t want him to be a wolf again, or because she might be the reason that he was lost.

He smiled, and it lit up his eyes, that gentle, distant glow that hinted at the magic within. They had glowed when he was a wolf. He was still the same, no matter his form. “I gained more,” he whispered, leaning down and pressing his lips against her forehead. 

Ella imagined them sitting in the sunshine, in the fresh grass outside their little cottage in the forest. Wolfie lying with his head in her lap as she ran her fingers through his hair, like she had when he was a wolf. 

Her name whispered across her skin, and she was certain in that moment that the trees had called to her. The forest had always talked to her in a way, but it was more a sense of what it wanted, where it needed them to go. This was something more tangible. 

She was about to ask Wolfie if he had heard it too when she saw the hint of a building through the trees. It was just as dark as though surrounded by a thick mist, the light barely penetrating it. 

Wolfie rubbed at his nose as though he had smelt something foul, and he blew out a long breath. 
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Wolfie tried not to show the fear that prickled his body. It was as though every hair stood to attention, every part of him wanted to run in the opposite direction. If he were still a wolf, his hackles would be up. But he didn’t run; his hand tight around Ella’s, he continued towards the voices. At first, it was only his name that moved through the trees, directing where they should go. But it was louder here, more distinct. 

Doubt edged his thinking. He tried to shake it free as the forest called louder. 

“They are calling you changeling,” he whispered as the voices became clearer, the mist deepened around them, and it was becoming harder to see Ella. He held tight, determined not to lose her. Were they trying to pull them apart?

“I don’t think it is the forest,” Ella replied, her voice almost as distant as the voices around them, as though she might become one of them. 

A strange noise echoed through the mist. Was it tapping? Metal against metal? It continued rhythmically and unstopping. Clink, clink, clink.

“Something in the mist?” he asked. But he knew that wasn’t right; it was the mist, and he knew it was not as it appeared to be. “Can you hear the sound beneath the voices?”

Ella stood closer to him, straining forward as though listening for it, and then shook her head. She put her hand over her ear, and he could feel her pulling away from him to put the other hand over the other ear. 

“So many voices,” she murmured. 

Wolfie held tight; he was not losing her here. 

Sudden silence descended on the forest, and it felt more unsettling than the voices that had called to them. In the silence, the sound of metal on metal repeated. And without looking at each other, they stepped towards the dark stone wall, just visible through the trees.

The forest opened into a small clearing, and in the middle sat what appeared to be a fort of some kind, perhaps built for defence, and he thought of the tower that they had found Lavender in. This didn’t have thorny bushes around it, but it appeared uninviting. 

A voice called through the silence, and he turned to see someone standing by the wall, and then they were gone. It was more like an idea, a shadow, and he wondered what they were being led into. Wolfie then noticed the large wooden door behind a latticework of metal in the high stone wall. He had seen something like this somewhere, although he couldn’t remember where. 

The mist grew thicker around them. Heavy, making it hard to breathe. He lost sight of the gate and the stone walls, and he held Ella closer in fear that she too might disappear into the thick fog. 

A deep grinding sound moved through him, as though metal ground on metal. Again, there was something familiar in the sound, but he couldn’t put his finger on what that was. Wolfie almost laughed aloud at the idea; he had thought paw. He still thought of himself as the animal he no longer was. 

Something shifted, the sound of wood dragging against wood. Wolfie reached into the satchel for the arrow to see what it might become. As his hand closed around the cold metal, he wondered if he should bring it out. He had survived long enough without it, and he wondered if Papa’s axe sometimes needed to be left behind when he was on an adventure. He would have to ask the next time he saw him. 

The door swung open, surprising him by opening in the middle, and a young man stood in the opening. He appeared weary. “Who are you looking for?” he asked, as though he had been asked many times before. 

“We are lost,” Ella said, still holding tight to Wolfie, and something shifted in the man’s gaze as though they were not to be trusted.

“Where are you from?” His voice was alert and sharp.

Ella vaguely pointed off in a direction, and the man stepped back, ready to close the gates.

“Please don’t leave us out here,” she begged. “There is something in the mist.”

The man looked beyond them, but he didn’t appear worried by the idea; perhaps this was a natural part of the forest, or he simply didn’t believe them. He sighed and disappeared, leaving the doors open. Ella glanced up at Wolfie and before she could say anything else, the lattice wobbled and with a terrible screaming of metal on metal; it lifted slowly.

He ushered them in, and they hurried beneath the pointed lattice and through the doorway, although Wolfie worried if this might be another trap, another place they wouldn’t be able to leave.

Before they had made two steps into the courtyard beyond the doorway, the lattice dropped with a clang that made him jump, and he was even more certain that it was a trap. The young man sighed and then looked around the small courtyard as though trying to determine the best place to put them. The sound of metal clinking against metal continued. 

Ella’s hand was tight in his, and he squeezed it. She too was looking around, taking in the small courtyard. The thick fog didn’t appear to have made it inside the walls, and the sunshine hadn’t either. He glanced up at the dark clouds above them, appearing heavy with rain, and yet it was dry as though the weather had never really touched the surrounding space. It was sparse, but not clean. A fine layer of dust appeared to cover the stones and the window sills that looked out onto the courtyard. 

There were several doors, and he thought the latches had rusted, as they followed the young man as he approached one. He raised his hand to it as though he might knock, and then he lowered it again. Before Wolfie could ask why he might need to knock, it opened slowly with a creak, as though rarely used. 

He realised then that they hadn’t knocked at the gate. They had arrived, looked it over, and then it had opened. How had he known they were there, and who did he think they might be looking for?

The sound of metal was louder inside as they stepped into the dimly lit hallway behind the young man. Most of the light came from the open doorway, and again, in only a few steps, it closed behind them. Wolfie thought he heard a bolt slip into place, but then it might simply have been the sound of metal that hadn’t stopped. The odd clink, clink, clink.

There were torches along the hallway, enough to show that it continued, not enough to see what might be before them
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