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Ella Flare instantly missed the heart of the tree she stepped out of. She breathed in the forest’s scent and instantly regretted it. The air was putrid, as though the forest were dying. With her fingers entwined in Wolfie’s fur, she remembered the dark spirit that had followed Goldie. Had it found another forest rather than dissipated as she had thought? Perhaps it wasn’t Goldie’s mother after all.

When they had first left Goldie with Bruin, they had emerged from the tree into a forest she didn’t know, but instantly understood. It was not home, but near it, and within moments she knew they needed to be elsewhere. Ella had wanted to spend longer in the trees, but too soon they found themselves in a very different forest.

Something was very wrong. Not just the idea that it was dying, but that it wasn’t like any other forest she had visited. There was something unnatural about it. Although she had just walked out of a tree, it felt as though this was all an illusion rather than a real forest.

She closed her eyes, and Wolfie licked her hand, something he rarely did, and she clung tighter to him. She wanted to lean into him, squat down and bury her face in his fur. It was her safe place after all. Was it possible to continue doing that? Did she rely on him too much? She assumed he would be with her forever. Perhaps Bruin had been right. He was old for a wolf, but then how old did wolves get? How long did they live? He didn’t show any signs of being old. He still had the same jet-black fur he had when she had first found him in the forest, or he had found her.

Uncertainty overwhelmed her. Ella had been so confident before, yet something lurking in the forest unsettled her. She looked out at the surrounding forest. That wasn’t right, she thought. It was the witch, and coming into such close contact with a creature that had frightened her parents. She hadn’t fully understood the danger when she first saw her, or had she?

Wolfie licked her hand again, and she refocused on her surrounds. The putrid smell pushed in on her. She could sense the decay, but she couldn’t see it. It appeared like any other forest, but there was something there, something calling to her. The sky was inky black above the canopy, and there were no stars.

Ella walked to the nearest tree, not the one they had come out of, but another, and put her hand to the bark. It could open for her if she wanted to leave, but she was less confident about where it might take her. Something needed her here in the dark.

The tree decayed beneath her touch, and she pulled away quickly. The surrounding trees were damp and black. Many had rotted away, and there were too many stumps as though it had been a long time since the forest had flourished.

Something screeched in the distance. Wolfie, still close by her side, pricked up his ears. It did not sound like an animal. Ella was certain, as she strained into the uncomfortable silence that followed, that she could hear music. The sound grew gradually louder, as though getting closer.

Without moving a step, they were suddenly standing at the edge of a clearing, but as she focused on the bright light and the overwhelming music, she realised it wasn’t a clearing. It was a ballroom. The space was brilliantly bright and golden. Magical. Young couples of various ages danced slowly through the large open space; each wore matching bright colours. A young woman with blonde hair pinned up in an elaborate bun and a primrose pink dress danced past her in the arms of a handsome young man. They were close enough to touch, and yet they didn’t appear to see her at all.

It was only as they moved past that Ella thought he wore a simple gold circlet in his hair. Dressed in a fine coat of the same pink, he was of a similar age to the girl he danced with. He had dark hair and a serene smile. As they danced beneath a chandelier hanging above the space, a similar circle of gold caught the light in the girl’s hair.

Wolfie sat beside her, leaning a little into her side, his tail thumping on the ground. 

“Do you want to dance with them?” she asked. She had a flash of memory of their running around the forest as children. Ella had spun around with her arms outstretched, and Wolfie had leapt around her. The idea that perhaps their time together was limited or ending took her breath away. 

Another couple in dark green swept towards them, and Ella was momentarily lost in the movement, and the unnatural smile of the dancers. The woman wore a green dress, her red curls pulled up, and neat, although several had escaped. His sandy blonde hair hung in his eyes as he wasn’t as well groomed as the other young men. 

“Mama?” she asked, looking at the concern on the woman’s face as the music picked up in tempo.

She turned then; the man swirling her to a stop to stand before her. It was her parents. But before she could ask them what they were doing here, Mama gave a slight shake of her head, and Papa guided her between the other dancers, and she lost sight of them. Ella reached out for them and found a solid barrier preventing her from reaching the dance floor.

She looked down at Wolfie, who looked up at her with confusion. Her parents appeared to be trapped with the other couples. The light didn’t fully reach them from the ballroom, and she searched Wolfie’s eyes for the glow she had seen before. It was as though they were outside a window looking in on the ballroom. She stepped forward with her arm outstretched to test it, and the ballroom moved away from her. 

Another couple danced quickly past them, the young woman clearly out of breath. But none of them stopped. She looked through the crowd, finding her parents on the other side of the room and too far away. Ella missed them more in that moment than she had when she was in the forest far away with no way to reach them.

The couples all wore the same outfits except for the colour, and she wondered where they had come from. Somewhere in the distance, over the sound of the music, a bird called, indicating the morning was coming, only it wasn’t a natural sound. The dancing paused, and Ella noticed that the girls’ shoes were all worn, nearly through. Had they danced all night?

Partners bowed to each other, and for a moment she thought her mother glanced her way through the crowd, not bowing as low as the other dancers and then they lined up, tallest to shortest, her mother joining at the end of the line as though she didn’t quite fit with the rest of them. 

“Wait!” Ella waved her arm as she cried out, but they didn’t hear her. The girls filed out at the far end of the ballroom. She touched the barrier again, but despite the certainty of it, there was nothing there. She moved along the edge of the room, trying to follow where her mother might have gone, and in the pale light a jetty led out into a black river.

Fear filled her heart that they might disappear into the darkness, but as they walked in line along the narrow jetty, light appeared from above them as though chandeliers hung in the forest. They did not appear worried by their surrounds, and they stepped off the end of the jetty without pause. Ella called out, but no one heard her; no one stopped. 

There wasn’t the expected sound of splashing. As Mama, the last of the line, followed, the gentle glow of a lantern lit up along two boats. The girls sat upright and still as the boats drifted out into the water. Ella wasn’t sure if it was a wide river or something else, but too quickly they were small dots in the distance, too far for her to reach.

She turned back in search of Papa, but she couldn’t see the young men. The ballroom, which had been so bright, was now lost to the darkness of the forest. Wolfie whined, and the sun began slowly to break through the canopy above them. Ella ran down the little jetty. It appeared broken and worn and as decayed as the forest. There were no signs of the boats as the light increased. But it was still dim, as though the world around her was devoid of colour. 

The water was midnight black, and the trees lacked any sense of colour at all. She turned slowly on the spot, looking back to where they had come from, and there was nothing but forest beyond her. Nothing to indicate that her father had been there, or anyone else.

“I don’t know where to go,” she whispered.

Wolfie also looked between the water and the forest, but he made no indication that he knew where to go either. He had been so vocal while they were with Goldie, and now he had nothing to say.

Ella took a deep breath to centre herself and regretted it instantly, coughing at the foul smell. “We follow Papa,” she said when her coughing subsided. He was closer at least, or he had been, and she walked to where the ballroom had been only moments before. 

There was no sign in the dense trees that there had been anything like the ballroom she had thought she had seen. Ella had been so sure that she had been looking through a window into a complete room. Panelled walls, chandeliers, a hard wooden floor. Had there been an artwork or tapestries, perhaps? The dancers with their matching costumes and their never-ending dancing had her too entranced. There was something about their rhythm as they danced; it was as though they knew each other, danced together regularly. But there had been nothing of the forest in the room. She couldn’t see the trees or the forest floor, and for a time, she had forgotten the putrid smell of decay, or it wasn’t present when the ballroom was there. 

Ella had certainly been on the outside, separate, as though watching something happening in another world and she wondered then if it was in fact a window to another world, a glimpse of something that was happening far away and she felt the distance between her and Mama more acutely.

Ella felt overwhelmed. She had to focus on just one thing, and that was where her father might have gone. He had disappeared along with the ballroom and the young men. They were all very polished, if not vacant, as though entranced themselves. Papa had appeared the same, and she wondered how her parents had found this place. 

Her fingers found Wolfie’s fur automatically, holding tight with the fear she might lose him. If the ballroom had some power to enchant its occupants, what might that mean for her and Wolfie if they found their way in? He lingered at her side as though he understood her fear, or perhaps he shared it. 

Ella felt uncertain of his silence, where she would have found comfort before. The surrounding forest may have caused that feeling, or they had lost themselves a little on the last leg of their journey. She looked down at him. Was this just a step on the way to somewhere else, a part of a journey
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