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The figure in the long black cloak moved surprisingly quickly through the forest. Ella and Wolfie raced after them as they moved quickly between the trees. Ella’s lungs burned from the effort of trying to close the gap between them. She pushed her red curls from her face as she ran, the large black wolf half a step ahead of her. A sense of danger hung heavy in the air. She did not know why she was so determined to catch them, other than the forest needed her to.

As she lost sight of the figure altogether, it appeared as though they had a magic of their own.

Ella slowed as she brushed against a tree, hoping the forest might give her a sign as to who or what they were following. Wolfie moved silently ahead of her, his nose to the ground and then raised in the air, shifting his path between the trees as the figure came back into view ahead of them. 

For half a heartbeat, Ella wondered if the figure understood they were following, and she stopped. Could the figure be leading them somewhere? What if it was another trap? What if they found themselves in a similar situation to that they had just left? 

Ella’s hand moved over the deep red scratches on her arm. The growing bruises were likely darkening over the rest of her from being thrown around in a basket and a cage. Wolfie rubbed against her, distracting her from her injuries, and she took a tentative step forward. 

“What kind of creature is it?” she asked.

Wolfie shook his head a little, and although she thought the figure was magical, she could not sense it, not like she had with Jack and her beans. 

He growled, low and steady.

Ahead of them, through a gap in the trees, a white stone tower glinted in the early light. She thought it part of a castle until they grew closer. As they hid at the edge of the trees, the black figure moved towards the tower and paused at its base. Ella thought how pretty it looked, before she focused on the thick dark bushes, with large spiny thorns, that surrounded the base. 

The figure moved to the far side of the tower and out of view. Wolfie leapt from the cover of the trees and followed before Ella could call him back. Again, she had the feeling that they were being led somewhere she did not think they should be. 

“Lavender! Throw down your hair!” an old woman’s voice called.

Ella watched with awe as a golden braid caught the light as it sailed down from a window at the top of the tower, reaching all the way to the ground. The hood of the cloak fell back to reveal an older woman, although as she climbed, she appeared to grow younger, stronger, and less wrinkled. Perhaps the shadows of the hood gave the illusion that she was older than she truly was. She climbed using the white stone wall to steady her, surprising Ella with her firm hold on the rope, and yet she was being pulled up, not pulling herself.

She was a witch. The idea formed quickly, and Ella was not sure where it came from, but she was certain. And witches only kept what benefited them. 

Ella had grown up hearing the story of the witch who had captured her parents when they were younger, and the faery who had hidden her mother in a tree to save them both. But it was not until she was an adult that her mother had told her of the horrors they had experienced, and the fear inside what they had thought was a sanctuary. She had heard stories of witches in the forests, but she was yet to meet a witch herself.

The idea did not excite Ella, but she didn’t quite hold the level of fear she thought she should, given the stories. The older woman climbing into the tower as the hood had fallen away appeared harmless. If Ella had met her in a market somewhere, she might have offered to help her with her basket. 

Not that she had carried one. That was part of what was odd, that she was moving so determinedly through the forest and she carried nothing with her. Her cape caught the wind and blew about, revealing that there was nothing hidden beneath. Although the longer she watched her climb, it was hard to focus on her. Ella shook her head, and in the next instant, the woman had disappeared.

Someone pulled the rope in from the window. A rope made of hair, and Ella shivered at the idea, despite thinking of it as a braid when it first lowered from the tower. She wondered at who was inside the tower to lower the rope, and whether they could leave. 

Standing in the shadow of the trees, staring at the tower, Ella could feel the magic. It was tangible in the air, as though she could taste it. It was different to the magic of the faeries and the forest, and her parents. She remembered as a child trying to lift her father’s axe, and his broad smile at her efforts. It wasn’t just heavy because of its size. The magic weighed it down, and it wasn’t heavy, not like it should have been for a child. It was a weight she knew she was not ready to carry, and Papa had caught it easily as it slipped from her grip.

A beautiful young woman appeared at the window, looking out as though looking for someone else. Her short golden hair was the same colour as the rope that had lifted the older woman inside. There was something sad and longing in the way she looked across the forest as the breeze blew her hair about her shoulders. She took a deep breath and pulled a smile to her face before she turned back into the room. Even at a distance, Ella recognised the smile as staged. 

Ella waited before she crept out of the shadows of the trees, Wolfie by her side. It was then that she saw another figure in the trees. He, too, wore a dark cape, but clearly a younger man, who had come by hard times. In the silence that had descended on the forest, he continued past the tower, using a staff. He staggered over a small branch in his path and stopped. Taking a breath as he tapped the staff across the ground in front of him, he cocked his head to the side as though listening to the sound it made before he continued. 

He did not appear to see them as he passed right by. Wolfie moved slowly between the man’s path and Ella as though to protect her, but she didn’t need it. In the dim light, beneath his hood, she could make out pale eyes and deep scars. All too quickly, he disappeared into the trees behind them, and she wondered how often he came this way. 

Ella could feel the forest, and she took a deep breath, dragging in the scent and understanding of the trees and leaf litter. But it was too silent. There was no sound of birds, or animals and she wondered why there wasn’t at least something skittering about, or that the wolf’s presence had not created a stir amongst the animals. She waited, but nothing followed. 

Shouting emanated from the tower, breaking the silence. Over the sound, she thought she heard the man’s staff tapping on the ground as though he were trying to find his way back. But she wasn’t certain that was what she could hear. The world pressed in on her as though the fight affected the surrounding forest. The thorny bushes at the base of the tower changed, becoming more pronounced. Darker than their previous dark green, the leaves now seemed more purple. Sharp thorns grew longer, catching the sun as though in warning. 

Just as the man appeared at the edge of the forest again, standing still as though listening, the voices died down. Not that she had heard what they were saying, only the angry tone. The man walked forward, towards the thorns, and before Ella could warn him, he stopped, cocked his head, and then turned towards something that Ella couldn’t hear. She ran her fingers through Wolfie’s fur, wondering if he could also hear something she couldn’t. 

The man continued past the tower and disappeared into the trees on the other side of the clearing. Wolfie looked up at her with golden eyes, and they stared at each other for a moment. She wanted to follow the man into the woods, and yet she feared if she did, she would not find the tower and the girl again. She knew it was more important to stay with them. Although it was just a feeling. As was the feeling of magic in the surrounding grove. 
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Lavender sat against the stone wall beneath the single window as the dying light gave an orange glow to the only room she knew. For a brief time, it had felt magical and filled with hope, but the feeling had been fleeting and it hurt all the more to look around now. Mother slept on the chaise, her arms tucked around her, and her thick, black cape across her legs. Although she dressed in black as though in mourning, Lavender understood it to be far from the truth. 

She longed to walk in the surrounding forest and touch the trees, which she was sure were not as smooth as the furniture that had been made from them. The sleeping woman, now snoring loudly, was not her mother, despite the title. She understood that, and yet she was the only mother she knew. The woman who had birthed her had given her away. Abandoned her. The idea hurt. Not that she remembered the woman, but that she was unwanted. 

Mother reminded Lavender of the fact whenever she could; and the sacrifice she had made by taking her in. She often wondered why the old woman had done that, although she hadn’t appeared to have aged at all in Lavender’s lifetime. She particularly wondered what Mother had gained. For it seemed very little. 

And then she had met Alec, a simple man, and yet he soon became her everything. He had asked her so many times to run away with him. Too scared to agree to go with him, she was now alone. He was long gone and her stomach grew round. That scared her more than the snoring woman on the chaise. 

The child moved within her as though he understood she was thinking of him. Lavender did not know what she would do once he was born and what she could do to protect him if Mother wanted to take him away. She ran her fingers through her hair, still bright and golden, and she missed the weight of it. She looked at the rope, made from her recently severed hair. It hung from a hook and when Mother called, she dropped it out the window and pulled her up. In the morning, when directed, she would lower her down in the same way. 

Looking at her sleeping form, Lavender wondered why she had never considered not lifting her up. If she had left her below, Mother would never have discovered Alec. It had been a such a little thing to ask Mother why she weighed so much more than him, that had given her secret away. He had asked her not to tell, that they would work out a way to be together. She had not only given them away, but sharing the secret had led to his fall, losing her hair, and the reason he hadn’t returned. She did not even know if he had survived. 

Lavender had searched the surrounding landscape for a sign of him, of his body, but there was nothing. The fact he had not returned only reinforced Mother’s anger and victory. She had been right; it was not worth her time to explore the world, and people would always abandon her. Lavender closed her hands around her stomach in fear the child would do the same.

As the room grew darker, she stood carefully, feeling somewhat dizzy and overwhelmed. Mother snorted and rolled over, her back to Lavender. She sighed and wondered if Mother was truly asleep, or testing her. 

She reached up beside the window and ran her hand along the long, thick braid. And then she lifted herself onto the windowsill. Despite the life she had lived, and her limited access to people, loneliness burned in her heart. She had to hope that there was more, and that there was a life worth living beyond the tower. 

Lavender closed both hands around her braid and leaned back, hoping she was strong enough to hold her own weight. She took one last look at the dark figure across the room and allowed herself to fall from the window. She was strong, and she lowered herself carefully and slowly towards the ground. Her heart leapt at any noise around her, fearing it was Mother coming to get her. 

Beneath her, the thorns of the bushes that
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