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There was something calming about the forest after the dying forest that Ella Flare was certain still clung to her clothes. And yet the feeling of uncertainty bloomed in her chest as she ran along the hard-packed path between the trees. There was no sign of Wolfie. He had run at the sound of the whistle they had heard when they first entered the forest, and she had lost him too quickly. 

It wasn’t the idea that he would run to someone else that unsettled her, but the fact he had left her. Nothing good ever happened when they were separated, although that rarely occurred. She longed to curl up somewhere with him. There had been no chance to rest, she thought, her chest burning from the fast run, and then she saw him, standing by a tree, looking in the other direction. Perfectly still. 

Ella slowed and came to stand beside him. She couldn’t see anything, but she could hear men, several of them, talking in hoarse whispers as though not to be heard, and yet they seemed too loud in the quiet forest. She closed her eyes, trying to focus on them, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. 

A distant bird called, the sound comforting after the silence of the dying forest. The wind moved through the canopy, and for a moment it was as though the forest itself was talking to her. 

Her fingers found his fur, gently rubbing through it, and then as he leaned into her, she saw what he was looking at — a deer. Pure white and beautiful, she stood in the middle of the path, her eyes locked on Wolfie. Something disconcerting settled in Ella’s chest. The deer stared as though mesmerised. Had she recognised the danger of the wolf? Wolfie was a large animal, large enough to kill a man, and she shuddered at the memory of him standing over the witch; she had never seen him hunt an animal this size.

Despite leaning into her, and her fingers entwined in his fur, Wolfie was tense. She wondered whether she could hold him back, or even if she should try. But there was something about the deer. She had large golden eyes, which made Ella glance at Wolfie. There was even a golden tinge to her nose. Or was that the light? From this angle, she couldn't see Wolfie's golden eyes, but she understood he was focused on the deer, and she wondered what similarities she might find in them.

As they stood in silence watching each other, Ella realised she could no longer hear the men. Something moved in the brush beside the path, and Wolfie and the deer turned at the same time towards the trees and then back to each other. Ella released her hold on Wolfie and stepped forward. The deer’s focus moved to her, but there didn’t seem to be fear there, just curiosity. 

Ella drew closer, her hand outstretched, and the deer took a tentative step back from her. She waited, her hand outstretched, and then the deer reached towards her, sniffing at her hand. Ella wondered if she smelt like Wolfie or the decay in the forest; she doubted enough of it had washed away in the lake. 

The deer pushed her muzzle, soft and velvety, into Ella’s outstretched hand, and she smiled. It was as though the world stilled for a heartbeat, that there was nothing but this moment and then the deer cried out, Wolfie growled behind her and she heard something whoosh through the trees. 

The thud was sickening. Ella spun around, and Wolfie lay in the path behind her, a large golden arrow stuck in his shoulder. The deer scuttled away, her hooves too loud on the path, and then she was gone. The world slipped into an uncomfortable silence.

“Help!” Ella cried into the forest. Someone had released the arrow, so surely they were coming for it. “Please!” she tried again, too scared to touch the wound, but Wolfie was too still, his eyes closed, his mouth open. 

She took a shaky breath, and put her hand to the arrow, and then pulled back. There was something unnatural about it. The cold gold shaft felt strange, like her father’s axe when she had tried to hold it as a child. She had held it recently, and it had felt different. 

Ella couldn’t think, couldn’t function. She looked about for a way to help him before she pulled at the hem of her dress. It tore away too easily, she thought, and then shook her head that she would have such a thought. Wolfie was the most important thing right now. She knelt over him, put her hand to his neck and hoped there was something there. But she couldn’t tell; he was too still. 

She put her hand near the wound, and he whimpered slightly, filling her with relief. Tears formed quickly, making it difficult to see. She put the wad of material she had pulled from her dress to the wound, and he whimpered again. 

“This is going to hurt,” she whispered, trying to be calm, but she could feel the sob building in her chest. She took the bloody cloth, wrapped it around the shaft of the arrow and pulled. It moved a little, and it was as though he groaned, but it didn’t come out. 

She dropped the cloth, stood over Wolfie, straddling him, and closed her hands around the shaft. The cold burnt her skin. She closed her eyes to it and pulled with everything she had. It made a strange sound as it left his body, and she tossed it away from him. She dropped to her knees, pushing the cloth, a little dirty from the forest, against the wound. He groaned again, and she was sure he muttered something. 

She leaned in over his face, her hand pressing on his shoulder. “Wolfie?” she whispered. Nothing. She could feel his breath on her skin, reassuring her he was still alive. They were in the open, and not safe. The deer reappeared on the path, sniffing in their direction, but not getting close. 

They needed help, and she didn’t know how to find it. If she could get them to a tree, she might hide within it or reach her parents. Or a faery, but then would they really help? She tried to piece together what had happened. They had been so calm, and it had been a magical moment with the deer. Ella did not know what had happened.

She lay down along Wolfie’s back, her hand still pressing on his shoulder, her face in his neck as she tried to keep the tears at bay.

“Don’t cry,” a deep voice murmured. “It will heal.”

Ella pulled herself closer to Wolfie, but something was not right. She took a breath, opened her eyes and found that he had gone. In his place was a man, broad with messy, jet-black hair. Ella sat up, and he put his hand to his throat as though he couldn’t believe he had spoken. He had bare feet, old worn breeches and a white shirt that was torn and bloody at the shoulder, where Ella held the material she had torn from her dress. He spun to face her, as though just as surprised as she was. She recognised his face instantly. The prince from the ballroom, the one in black.

She pulled away from him, scrambling to her feet. The bloody cloth fell from her hand. His hand moved to his shoulder as he tried to climb to his feet, but he struggled, staggered and sat back. Something sad in his golden eyes as he looked up at her, and then to the deer still watching over them. 

“Ella,” he said carefully, as though not to frighten her, holding out a hand and then he flexed it slowly before him as though he didn’t understand it. “I thought that was a dream,” he murmured, looking at the deer. Wolfie’s head tilted a little to the side as though he recognised something. 

“Where is my wolf?” she asked, her voice shaky.

He put his hand to his chest and winced at the movement. And then tried again to climb to his feet. Ella took another step back from him and found the deer directly behind her, blocking her path. 

He took a ragged breath. “I just wanted to protect you,” he said in a hoarse whisper, and then growled with frustration. And she breathed. 

“Wolfie?” Ella took a step forward and then squatted before the man. She reached out a hesitant hand and patted his shaggy black hair. He leaned into her, and something made her heart stop. He reached out slowly and wiped the tears running down her cheek. “How is this possible?” she asked. Then she stood quickly, and he flinched back from her. 

Where had she thrown the arrow? It might hold some answers. And what might have happened if it had hit her? She turned and then looked at the deer, who had crept closer to Wolfie, or at least the man who might have been Wolfie. The deer rubbed her nose against his face, and something burned inside Ella as he smiled and reached a hand for her face. For a moment, Ella thought the deer was crying. And they leaned into each other for too long. 

They had the same golden eyes, she thought and then shook the idea away, as she saw the arrow glinting in the forest. Ella stepped off the path and quickly lost sight of the man and the deer as she followed the idea of the arrow. She stopped, a hint of white hair in the brush ahead of her. And then it was gone. She tried not to sigh. Ella knew they wouldn’t help her. Her father was right. Vindictive. Yet she looked for them, longed for them and often knew they were closer than they allowed her to see. Was that the curse of the changeling? Had they given her as much as they had taken when they put her with a family who never loved her so long ago. 

The forest was the only thing that had saved her. She stepped forward again and then looked over her shoulder. Had she really thrown the arrow this far? And the wolf, she thought, one she trusted to follow to safety, to home, to her parents. He hadn’t been a wolf at all. The fuzzy memory of a boy with shaggy hair still refused to become clear in her mind. Had she seen him, or was it an idea of him, of what lived within the wolf? A man who had followed her for her whole life. The sunlight caught the arrow in that moment, pulling her from her thoughts, from the fear that she would lose him, and now she had. 

Blood covered the tip of the arrow, which was already dark and sticky, and the ornate shaft twisted as though designed for ceremony rather than use. The solid gold fletching at the end of the arrow made her wonder how someone had shot it at them. At him. No, he said he was protecting her. But did he mean the deer? Was she the reason the hunters were there, the voices she had heard?

The arrow was heavy in her hand, and cold, but not like it had been when she pulled it from Wolfie’s shoulder. It had been deep; she thought, looking over the tip. Despite the unwieldy nature of the shaft, the arrowhead was fine and smooth and designed to do damage. She ran her finger over it and pulled back with an exclamation of pain. It was sharp, too sharp, and yet as she looked over her hand she
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