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Hazel Farseer strode onto her front porch. She wiped her hands on her apron and frowned. Hazel was a big woman, her broad face weathered with cares. The farm where she lived was serene and safe, but the Bonewood Forest lay just across the Fleetwater River. That was too close for her liking, though the trees kept to their side of the water all right.

She watched them anyway, day after day. Especially on days like this, when her husband was away and her only company was their son, a youth of sixteen years. Hazel did not trust those trees, with their twisted trunks white as bone and their leaves dark as dead flesh. The Bonewood Forest filled the western horizon with its gloom. Not a bird or beast lived there, not a nut or berry grew. Only vapors, dank and foul, moved among the deathly ranks of the trees.

Because she watched, she saw the stranger appear. A lone man, covered in a dull blue cloak, led a black and white cow with a small cart hitched behind it. Now, who in the world would use a dairy cow for hauling? 

Hazel watched with her lips pinched together. On this side of the river, pastures dotted with cattle slanted down toward the water. The hills behind the house were green with cabbages, turnips, and the vivid green of young rye. The stranger followed a bend in the river, making for the ford where shallow waters slipped over gravel bars. No one had used that ford since... How long? Since Owen Makefire went into Amberdale for supplies. And that was months ago. No one else came out of Wakedell that spring. If they had, Hazel would have seen them pass. 

She didn't like it, not with Alder away, but she had bread to knead and clothing to mend. Hazel went into the farm house and back to work, but a part of her was alert, listening. She did not trust anything that came from the Bonewood Forest. 

When the dog started barking, she dropped her knitting and strode to the door. She came out on the wide veranda in time to see Briar emerge from the stable, where he had been working. The stranger had turned into their yard—but it was no man. A maid of perhaps seventeen approached. Her young face wore a queer, set expression that was far too mature for her years. The black and tan hound skidded to a stop in front of her, roaring and snarling in his fury. 

"Heel!" Briar called as he ran forward. "Lion, heel!"

The dog obeyed, growling, but the maid ignored both of them and led her cart right up to Hazel's doorstep. The cow was terribly thin, her udders shrunken, and the girl looked little better. 

"Here now!" Hazel barked herself, when the stranger came a bit too close. "Who do you think you are, just coming onto my land like that?"

The maid stopped at last, and regarded Hazel with weary eyes. "I've come seeking shelter," said she, in a toneless voice. "I'll work, if you let me stay."

Briar came to stand beside his mam, with Lion at his heels. They both looked the stranger over. The maid was too thin to be pretty. The hood of her cloak covered hair the color of dried straw, and her skin was brown from working outdoors. Her skirt and bodice were mis-matched, both garments threadbare and patched. The white of her blouse bore dark stains. 

Hazel snorted, a quick rebuff on her lips, but then she stopped. The maid's eyes were blue, paler and more piercing than the sky. Hazel had seen such eyes before.

"Who are you?" she demanded. "What were you doing in the Bonewood Forest?"

"I am Rowan Makefire," the maid answered, as if that explained everything.

In a way, it did. "Makefire — Willow's daughter?"

Willow Silverweave had been Hazel's dearest friend, until she married Owen Makefire. The Makefires lived in Wakedell, right up against the Bonewood Forest. 

"Aye." Rowan's voice was flat. "But Mam is dead these three years."

"I'd heard that," Hazel said. Strangely, she felt better that the maid did not pretend otherwise. "Then where is your father?"

"He went into the forest."

Rowan said no more. Hazel stood solid, but inside she shuddered. The only time she ever set foot in the Bonewood Forest was for Willow's wedding. She could never forget the pale trees crowding up beside the road, and the hissing among the branches even when no wind blew. Fallen leaves swirled across the road, even in spring, and off the path they lay so thick it smelled as if something had died. Hazel missed Willow, and thought of her often, but no friendship was enough to make her set foot on the bank beyond the Fleetwater again.

And now came Willow's daughter, so haggard and worn, begging shelter. 

"Mam?  You know her?" Briar asked. Hazel had forgotten he was there.

"I knew her mam," she told him. And to the maid, "You can stay. I'll make it right with my man when he gets home."

Rowan merely nodded. Her tense face showed no pleasure or relief.  "I'll put my cow in your pasture, then, and let her graze."

"It's over here," Briar said eagerly, though Lion remained hostile and alert.  "I'll show you."

The offer met no enthusiasm. "If you want," Rowan said. With few movements she unhitched the cow and let the tow bars fall into the dust of the farm yard. 

"What's wrong with your cow?" Briar asked as they walked away. Just like him, to worry over a sickly animal.

"Fear," Rowan told him in a dull, flat tone. "She'll get better, now she's away from the trees."

The two youngsters walked off, with the sullen Lion slinking after them. Briar looked at Rowan with alarm, but Hazel heard no more of what they said. She lifted the canvas cover from the cart, revealing the few meager things Rowan carried with her from Wakedell. But with that movement a heavy odor of decay came up into Hazel's face. The smell of the Bonewood Forest, and no mistake. She caught a breath between her teeth and wondered if she was doing right.

She went into the farm house, to cover that stench with the warm scent of baking bread. There were sleeping arrangements to think of, as well. Hazel had no daughters for Rowan to share a room with. It was not for lack of trying. Eight little darlings rested under the sod on the hill above the farm, and four of those were girlchildren. Briar was the only survivor of all she birthed. And it came to Hazel that, just perhaps, Rowan Makefire might need a mother's comfort as much as Hazel longed to give it. 

Hazel had just begun shifting materials from her sewing room when Briar returned. He was a gangly boy, still growing into his height, with dark hair that curled like Hazel's and bright brown eyes like his pop's. His fair and open face was pinched with worry.  

"Where is her pop, Mam? She won't tell me." 

Every dark tale Hazel had ever heard crowded her mind. It was said the trees of that forest walked on their own, that they sang songs to beguile the unwary. They had razors for leaves and their roots drank of human blood. Wakedell had been a goodly town once, but the passing years sapped its life. Folk there must ride over to Amberdale to see a blacksmith or a barber. It seemed to her ominous, now, that Owen Makefire was the only one to stir from Wakedell this year. And Rowan said even he was gone.

"How many times have I told you, boy?" Hazel snapped. "That place is cursed. If Owen Makefire went in there, he's dead."

What youth ever listened to his mam? Briar stared at her, disbelieving. Then he caught his breath. "Then she's lost her mam and pop both? That's too bad."

The lad's sympathy for Rowan's plight spoke well of him, but Hazel cautioned, "Let her be. She'll tell you about it when she's ready. Now go on and get Rowan's things from her cart. Then put it beside the barn."

Because Briar was a good lad, he did as he was told. After him came Rowan. "I noticed your turnips need weeding," she said. "I'll start on that, if you want."

"You don't want something to eat?" Hazel asked. Thin as the girl was, she ought to be hungry.

Rowan shrugged. There was no change in her still face. The blue eyes were closed up like shutters in a storm.  

Now Hazel must take her own advice, and wait until Rowan was ready to talk. "The turnips can wait," she said. "We'll prepare this room for you to sleep in. You can help me with that, if you're not tired."

There was a flicker behind those eyes then
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