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Jaana Swavely - Thomas Stranger

James, Lise, Cora, Winifred

Rebecca, Autumn

Salome, Hazel

Constance, Jeanne

Rose, Belladonna

Helen (died young), Cleo (refused the inheritance - only male heirs: Oscar, Tennessee, August)

Robina - sole daughter of Belladonna inherits; offspring not suitable; inheritance passes to:

Cora Swavely’s line

Cora (named after the original daughter of Janie Swavely and Thomas Stranger)

Posie (legal inheritor but does not take possession), Sophie

Violette, Laurel
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Prologue: The Girl
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The Girl perched in the stand of Ash with her crows and watched the cottonwood fluff drift in the afternoon breeze down toward the stream. Centuries had passed, and she could no longer remember when she began to call this place home.

There had been a point, decades ago, when the Girl had lived so long that she had to make a choice. Go mad or give up her previous memories. Not all of them, but a great number of them. The time to do so came for all who shared her race. 

When her moment arrived, she could have purged all the recollections of the past, and part of her had been tempted. The pain of lost loves would vanish along with the regrets of mistakes made. Instead, she had decided to retain a precious few reminiscences of her life with Janie Swavely and the children she had managed to create with the human woman through desire and magic.

The problem was that she couldn’t keep them all. What she was left with was an abstract feeling of caring for the Swavely descendants who came from her initial creations, but without a clear reason as to why. Enough to know they meant something to her, without remembering how she fit into their lives. Enough to feel that she was meant to protect them, without being overly concerned with how they made their way in the world.

Recollections from her childhood were also missing. Memories of the dreadful event that had caused her to flee her faraway home were now blissfully vacant or dull spots in her mind.

She could recall pieces of her time here. She remembered the year when the Gandayah mysteriously vanished from the forest. She had searched their usual encampments, but none could be found. The only remnants she could finally locate were their counterparts, the Ohdows.

They had huddled just inside the mouth of their cave in their midnight coats of fur.  They had peered back at her with their shimmering dark eyes. When she smiled at them, they had replied with their own pointed and yellowed rows and had come out to greet her.

The Ohdows had always protected the world from the menacing creatures that would sometimes seek to creep above ground from the depths of the earth. The Girl could tell, by the way they had all gathered at the edge of their home cave, that something must be wrong below ground as well as above.

No more Gandayah to walk the woods with her. No more threats from below for the Ohdows to stifle. No purpose for the left behind little creatures - so she gave them one. They became her protectors of the forest instead of the underworld they had always known. She showed them how to mask their forms so they could move freely above ground, and out of the caves they flourished. After so many centuries below the earth, they often took to the trees and scampered from limb to limb.  

That day seemed long ago. She had watched many Swavelys pass under this stand of Ash as the years waxed and waned. For what seemed a brief while, she had seen her own children play beneath them among the wildflowers. She had tried to join the forest with the ones she loved - to keep them here with her - and it had worked for a time before Nature found her out. The power of the generations that came after them dwindled bit by bit, and she was currently in a period when no Swavely at all resided on this hillside.

There had been no one worthy for a long time now. The direct line of succession had been broken generations ago. That child of Belladonna’s, Robina, had seemed promising, and the Girl had even sought her out. When Robina arrived, the Girl could see that she was flawed. A green tinge of envy and avarice formed a halo around the young woman. She wanted too much. She would taint the gifts her ancestor had left in her care.  

The Girl abandoned her quest for an heir the day that Robina had finally been coaxed from her mother’s hands. The Girl gave up her hope of finding another entity like her Janie. That day, the Girl began to withdraw from the world of humankind.

She turned away from her perch near the Ohdows in their crow disguise and took herself along the meadow’s edge back home to her nest of furs and leathers. A bundle of chipmunks followed her inside. She stoked the fire higher and then lifted a woven blanket to look at the treasures that had been left in her safekeeping.

Seeing them nestled securely, she replaced the covering and pressed her cheek upon the downy fabric. She would sleep a while, she decided. Maybe she would sleep for a long while and let the hill take care of itself. The Ohdows would protect the land and its secrets. They would sense if someone walked here and belonged. They would come and wake her if she was needed.

She would let herself slip into dreams.
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PART ONE


Violette
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I never intended to return here. Once I left, it was to travel the world over and over again. Why on earth would I return to a place where I had already spent so much time? Too much time. 

Once we grow up though, we realize we can’t control every aspect of our lives. Unexpected situations arise, and we find that we long for the familiarity of home. Even if it’s only for a little while. My grandmother was sick, and the doctors didn’t know what was wrong inside her. There was a need for me to be here, and so I came. I sat beside her sickbed, and on good days she told me stories. Stories I had heard before mostly, but they were comforting to hear again. She told them on days when she felt strong, and so the tales were always a good sign. There were stories of when she was a young woman, stories about the day my father broke my mother’s heart for good, and stories about our ancestors and our cousins who had lived on the Hill.  

Memories of the Hill, where our relatives had lived for centuries, lingered throughout my life. They would fade away a little through the years but would always resurface. Without context and quite strongly, flashes of my time there came at the oddest moments.  

A walk with Aunt Robina through the path of a small forest that separated her home from one of the cousin’s. The moon was new that night, and the woods were so dark. A story from her about another night when a skunk had been idling unseen by the wood pile. Aunt Robina was standing outside looking at the stars, and the skunk walked right up to her. "Be still - you have to stand so still if that happens to you, little one." He had sniffed her legs and walked on. I nodded my head, too little to understand that she couldn't see me do so in the darkness. Then she said, "Listen to the katydids. Can you hear what they're sayin'?"  

"What?" I asked. The bugs were talking? I listened harder.

"They're sayin’, 'Katy-did, Katy-did.' That's how they got their name."

My Aunt Robina most likely told me this story because she thought it was sweet. Or maybe to distract me from our dark walk home. But her accent, somehow different from ours in town, made the words come out, "Katy-died, Katy-died." In that moment, the dark - which I had not minded until then - became frightening. We were almost to her door, but I was little and the distance still seemed so far to me. I was aware that the night was full of insects, a lot of them, that chirped incessantly about a Katy who had died.  

Strange, these memories of the Hill. They always were. The relatives who chose to live there, stranger still. They didn't live like the rest of us down in town. By the time I was a teenager, I didn't visit as much. Robina eventually sold the land to my grandmother, and only after her death did the visits resume.

The land had grown wild again, if it had ever been tamed at all. Something about the Hill unnerved my mother. She hated to go there alone. Only when I pressed her to take me did she relent. My grandmother's funeral had been months earlier, and the property on the Hill was a loose end. What should be done with it, now that the days of any Swavely living up there were over?

After several twisting, upward turns, my mother Posie pulled the car onto a gravel road just inside a copse of trees and shut off the engine. I turned my head and looked at an arc of branches that gently twined together from either side of a small alley that led upwards through the natural arbor they created. Like something from a book, like a fairy tale. Nothing could be seen more than three feet beyond the opening. Only shadows. You would have to go in to know what was beyond. Into the forest and up the rest of the Hill.  

The air was sweet the moment you stepped onto the path under those trees. The sounds of the town completely receded in a way that did not seem possible. The entire walk to the top was a dream. I couldn't believe it. All of those stories that Mom Mom had told. All of her searching through the years of where our family came from was explained by this short walk.  

This land, this place we called the Hill, was magic. I can’t remember if I had been able to sense it as a child. If this is where we came from, then we were magic, too. Aunt Robina had sold the entire, expansive property to my maternal grandmother Cora several years ago. Desperate to get off the isolated property and with no hope of her own children taking over the responsibilities, she had gladly sold her legacy. I want to believe she only did so because the land was technically staying in the family. I can’t be sure of this sentiment. Aunt Robina had always seemed to want something more than what she had, and her life had never afforded her much opportunity beyond the Hill.  

I remembered more clearly the years that Aunt Robina had tried to keep chickens and rabbits. The years that Uncle Rick had tried to raise a garden. The animals would escape their cages to breed anywhere they liked. The crops would always be inundated by wild herbs, brambleberries, and ramps. Someone had said it was their ill luck. But if your eyes and your heart were open, you could see the truth.  

The Hill was wild and free. Nothing domesticated could stay here. The land would give you what you needed but fight you if you tried to bridle it. Untouched, it stretched on for acres. A huge swath of forest surrounded by people and houses and farms. Here there was nothing but trees and land and everything that lived off of them. I wondered at my mother’s aversion to this place.  

"It's like there's a circle around the land that keeps it pristine," I said out loud. Posie had already moved further up the path and didn't hear me. She was standing near a place where old stones rose up out of the ground. A faint pattern that resembled a square. The old cabin was here, I thought when I moved closer. I turned a circle so I could see what they saw, the people who had chosen this spot to view the world. Mountains to the west, the mighty Susquehanna that glinted far in the south, and a perfect circle in the tree canopy above to view the heavens.

That day began my search for our history, and the Swavelys’ true origins. I had the decades of my grandmother’s own research to aid me, along with three books from Robina that Cora had been given once the property was transferred, and several voice recordings of Robina’s experiences when she had lived up there. There was also a list of names of a few other families who have lived in the region as long as ours that my grandmother had written down before her death.

With all of these puzzle pieces, I began to assemble a Swavely history stranger than I had realized, and slowly made inroads with the other families to discover they all had stories equally bizarre. Although it became clear that the preternatural events that afflicted them were because of us - because of my ancestor, the first Swavely on the Hill. While the tales from the other families had slight variations, at the root they held the same cause. The death of our first matriarch in this new land, a glowing orange light that emerged from the forest to coat them, and the gradual evidence that whatever forest magic had poured over Janie Swavely had also ensnared them all.

If this supernatural event changed the Swavelys, it was in a myriad of ways. Daughters were born with strange gifts: finders of lost objects and persons, knowing the truth in someone’s heart, diviners of secret intentions, healers of hearts and bodies. What I gathered from the other families, though, seemed to be a single talent that skipped through the generations. The Patterson men’s ability to understand the sugar maples that provided their livelihood, and the Gerber women’s aptitude in tending to the variety of plants that made up their famous garden. One’s family’s tricky relationship with fire, another’s seeming invincibility against illness or harm, and yet another whose fate in love seemed inextricably tied to a covered bridge at the edge of town. 

I reflected on the new alliances that I had forged with them all, bred from the shreds of vague recollection when I had started my inquiries. A few had turned me away, at first, and I hadn’t blamed them a bit. Even if the line of Swavelys from which I descended had always lived in town, we were still Swavelys with secrets to hide. 

I had known from a young age that my family celebrated seasons differently from others, even if they outwardly gave the appearance of being like everyone else.   

Samhain was observed with a fresh fire in the hearth at sundown and trying to read our fortunes from the tea leaves left in the bottom of a cup. At midnight, apples and milk were set out on the back door stoop for the hungry ghosts. When I grew older, I learned that this offering wasn't exactly traditional. I believed that Cora used them because she knew the raccoons would take the apples, and the alley cats would lap the milk. In the morning, I was always so relieved that everything had been consumed and no harmful spirits had entered our home. They had roamed the night when the veil between our world and theirs was thinnest, but we had slept soundly and undisturbed.

Winter Solstice brought the lighting of the new Yule log decorated with greenery, pine cones, a small pouch of flour, and a dose of cider. We would sing carols, and with a spark of light, the small piece of last year’s log that had been nestled with ample tinder underneath the log rack joined the flames.  

Yellow flowers and white candles and spiced milk for Imbolc.

There were other celebrations throughout the year that I kept from my childhood friends for fear that they would look at me strangely. Just as I would never bring up what they should do if they were to encounter a ghost; or that sometimes the women in my family would see the fetch of a loved one when they died miles and miles away.

All of these small rituals fell away from me as I wandered far from home. I was happy where I ended up, and it was rare for me to find people I felt might be familiar with the ways in which I was raised. I meant to stay away, but my grandmother and mother needed me. It’s only for a little while, I told myself the day I began the long drive home.

I had no idea my brief return would transform my life so drastically. The plan of a few weeks stretched into months, and during that time, an unexpected love that yielded the even more unexpected event of a child. As if those circumstances weren’t surprising enough, there had been a turn in my dreamscape. Soon after my visit to the Hill, shades of green began creeping in. Until night after night, my visions were saturated with hues of fern, mint, emerald and pine. Those colors along with a dozen others of varying degrees of verdancy.

All of these occurrences pushed me toward the life I have now. An offgrid cabin in the woods on the same Hill as my ancestors. A view of the stars they themselves must have regarded, and which I nightly search for omens of what is to come. I’ve been blessed with daughters. Not one girl but two, born seven years apart to the day, as all Swavely women who live on the Hill are known to bear. A strong partner to bring me joy in this life, and content to while away his time with me high above the rest of the town.

Although there have been bumps along the road. Suspicion from the townspeople - at first unsettled that I was as strange as the Swavelys who had come before me, and then hesitant to believe that I was actually as gifted as my predecessors. I myself have struggled with my own thoughts of inadequacy. The townsfolk were correct that I have not had the education that most Swavelys on the Hill were known to grow up with. I had the added dread that the sentiment with which others regarded me would also be directed at my children. Especially since I sent them to town for school. A tradition that many past Swavelys had observed, until the age that the elder sister became the new Swavely, or the younger married.

While there may have been a few difficulties in the beginning - a few tears to dry on Evie’s cheeks, a handful of months before my bright smiles were returned by the other mothers, and a lot of nights spent working out the recipes that I found in the translated books I had inherited along with the land - slowly, I felt the sentiment changing in my favor. I recall the first time I heard the bell ring through the forest to announce that a visitor was nearly to the top, as well as the first time I opened the door to find a gift had been left on the sill. A thank you, perhaps, for a previously made balm that worked or advice that yielded desired results.

My only hesitation with this new home of ours was what it might mean for my girls’ future. How much should I tell them? Have I already told them too much too soon? They deserve to be children, but I fear not preparing them will only invite harm. 

The books I inherited speak of the strangeness my ancestors encountered during their lives up here. Entries that take up a whole page, and plenty of other scribbles in the margins. 

“Today I saw the Girl.”

“I left a gift for the Ne Hwas at the stream yesterday, and today it was gone.”

“There is something blue in the woods that feels malevolent.”

Better for my children to know what is out there waiting for them, so they can be vigilant.
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The Girl
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Even before the crow’s call sounded, she knew there was a need for her to awaken. Her dreams had changed. They were full of a child’s laughter in the meadow. Young green eyes that watched the wild bees. Small hands cupped to hold sweetened water for a hummingbird to lap.

The crow cawed again, and she stretched and turned in her nest. A handful of chipmunks shook sleep from their own small bodies, awake now because her movements had disturbed their warmth, and wandered toward the muted morning sunlight at the cave’s entrance.

Following not far behind, she wiped sleep from her face and squinted against the light. She asked the crow how long she had been in dreamland, and when it clicked its beak only a few times, she was surprised. Not at the length of her slumber but at the brevity.

When she had nestled underneath the comfort of mossy blankets held together with spider’s webbing, she had all but given up hope. The Swavely women had been gone for so long - and the last one, hardly a Swavely at all - that there was no reason to keep vigil. Clinging to the memories of why she should love them had been difficult as she aged through the centuries. With a dwindling affection for what the line had produced, the appeal of submerging into dreams became more and more soothing. She had closed her eyes, resigned to forget them. She would leave them to their human lives and let herself sleep for at least a hundred years, knowing that the crows would come for her if she was needed.

The crow swooped into a tree above and beckoned for her to follow. Together, they hopped and glided the familiar route to where the Swavely cabin had once stood. The home she had made with a woman named Janie, so long ago. She neared the clearing behind the crow, and braced herself for the familiar feeling of loss. The old cabin had decayed decades ago, the space it once occupied empty again but for the square of foundation stones. 

She pushed through the final edge of tree limbs, and for a moment, thought she was still dreaming. 

There was the cabin. Not the horrid house that Robina Swavely had lived in while she was pretending to be the Swavely on the Hill. A proper cabin, so very like the one that had once been the home of Janie Swavely and Thomas Stranger. The laughter she had heard in her dreams floated out of an open window from somewhere inside. A door opened, a mother and her tiny daughter spilled outside onto the porch followed by a man, and the Girl understood her dreams at last.

She observed the woman first, and knew that she had seen her before. A visitor once or twice in the past, but clearly the mistress of the hill now. The male she studied next. After several minutes of looking inside his heart, she decided she would let him stay. The child was clearly why she had been summoned. When she saw the girl for the first time, the face tugged at a memory. There was a scratching at the back of her mind as she watched her. She was reminded of something long since lost, something she had loved.

She observed these new Swavelys for years. Since that first morning when Violette and Zack brought little Evie to the hill to live, and the crows saw that the child was important enough to wake her. Then came Lydia, and the Girl knew it was some doing of hers that made the first born Evie charmed and the second born Lydia an accessory. The Girl tried to remember...so long ago, she had placed her hand on Freddy Swavely’s swelling belly. An act that fated the rest of the Swavelys to always have two girls born seven years apart. Well, nearly all. Cleo left the hill and had three sons. The Girl smiled to remember them, leapfrogging through the forest on their way to visit their Grandma Rosie.

The Girl toyed with the idea of teaching these new girls in the guise she had used before when she instructed the Swavely women of the past generations. She tried to change her form one night in front of the fire in her cave, only to find that she no longer could.

“Old,” the Girl sighed at the flames and to the chipmunks returning to sleep away the night. The chipmunks, having such young, short lives themselves, could not fathom how old the Girl actually was.

A dilemma, then, that she must solve. The answer was plain, though she pushed it aside half the night and argued with her own shadow that the firelight danced along the wall. She went to bed, but found her torment even greater. Under her sleeping nest were her hidden treasures.

“Not yours at all,” she chastised herself. She threw off her covers and knelt beside the moss. A hesitant hand reached out, then was pulled back to her chest. The resolved part of her overruled her selfishness, and she reached out again to peel back the bottom layers to gaze upon an ancient book and an odd looking ring with a stone the size of a robin’s egg. “Not mine at all,” she murmured in agreement with the other half of her mind. “Swavely treasures.”

She raised her head to stare at the moonlight creeping across her cave entrance. “I should give them back.”

Returning them was the right action to take, and yet still she hesitated. One week bled into another, and the treasures remained snug in the place where she slept. It was the same dilemma she always faced. The items were the last connection to the person she had loved - no matter that it had been centuries since she last held her in her arms or even saw her from afar. 

“Maybe not all at once,” she reasoned with her shadow against the cave wall. “One now, and another in a few years or so.” Which to choose, though? Which was more precious to her? The book with its many forest secrets was more important to protect. If these new Swavelys weren’t prepared, what they found on the pages could be dangerous.

The crystal, then. She removed it from the hiding place and kissed it once more as a farewell. 
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Evelyn
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Her sister was six and Evie was thirteen the summer that Lydia found out about the woods around their home. Until that summer, the forest had been full of soft things in the girl’s eyes. Cotton fluff from the trees; muted sunlight through the canopy; velvet leaves of the wild ginger and sorrel along the forest floor. 

The younger girl had spent a lazy afternoon in the meadow, where she let the coneflowers tickle her chin. She practiced mimicking the sounds of the crows in the treetops as they watched her from their perches, and she was pleased when they answered her with approving clicks. She had taken the deer path out of the meadow toward home, surrounded by the familiar comfort of the forest. She didn't realize that to someone who hadn’t been raised on the Hill, the shadows on the path seemed darker than they should be. She was blissfully unaware that the scars along the trees told a tale of antlers too large for a normal-sized animal.

She felt the sensation of being watched, but that was nothing new. There were always a handful of crows in the trees, shadowing her in the limbs above the path she walked. They usually made her feel safe, which is why she became uneasy when her stomach coiled into a knot. It wasn’t the crows that were watching on this day. 

Her pace increased, and she kept her gaze focused on the route ahead. She pretended she didn’t see the creeping blue light undulating parallel to her, staying low to the ground and slinking along the tree roots. Her breathing began to quicken, but still she tried to make her expression unconcerned. If she could make it to the clearing of their cabin, nothing could harm her. 

The blue light veered sharply and suddenly toward her feet, and Lydia finally startled and broke into a run. She crested the small incline that would take her home, her chest burning with the rasps of exhalation, and saw her sister crossing the yard as she passed the tree line. 

“Evie, Evie!” Lydia ran for the comfort of her sister. She let herself be wrapped in Evie’s arms, relief flooding her as they came around Lydia’s shoulders. “There’s something in the woods,” she told her, her breaths coming out in gasps.

Her older sister, always so much wiser, said, “I know.”

*****
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LYDIA HAD GROWN UP hearing the same bedtime stories as Evie. The ones about a strange-looking girl who roamed the forest around their cabin. Another about the Ash Grove that emitted a flash of orange glowing light every equinox, and that spoke in a language the Swavelys of long ago once understood. A cave to the north where a tribe of fierce, small warriors once lived; their tiny arrowheads sometimes found among the detritus of the forest floor. A mermaid-like creature that inhabited the regional rivers and streams. Back in the days before covered bridges, when the ferry system was still in use, travelers used to leave token offerings bound in fabric on the riverbanks in hope of securing safe passage across the rushing water.

There were nights when Evie wondered why her mother would fill the evenings before sleepytime with such strange tales. Only on that day when Lydia ran to her in search of refuge did she understand. Under the dark forest canopy, not all the stories were make-believe. Violette wanted to make sure that her girls weren't surprised by anything they might find on their wanderings.

*****
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THEIR EDUCATION HAD been unconventional. Evie had an inkling that it was when she was a child, and now almost grown, she could see just how unusual her entire upbringing had been.

She might have gone to school with the other children in the town below - and her father may have been like any other in helping with math homework in the evenings - but her mother had taught her different things entirely.

Wounds heal with a compress of yarrow and comfrey, but they heal even better when you say a little rhyme with your hands held over the gash in the skin. The songs and actions of the birds around the cabin will let you know when a storm is coming and then again when it is breaking. Most importantly, while the forest around the cabin is full of beneficial flora and fauna, there are other things that lived among the trees of their hillside that may be unseen, may be ancient, and may be magical. Evie and her sister should always be alert for such entities as these, because one can never be sure if they will be benevolent, trickster, or menacing. Such is the way with most things that are unseen, ancient and possibly magical.

If her education had been strange, Evie perhaps hadn’t noticed until recently because it was all she had known. Her mother instructed her on the method of interpreting tea leaves in the bottom of a cup, steeping the secret herbal brew that kept all the Swavely women preternaturally healthy, and reading the tribute to the Ash Grove out of the oldest Swavely book they possessed. The language of the trees was strange - but then, so was the rest of the book, even with the modern translations her mother had commissioned when she inherited them. Although the tree language had no translations. Evie and her mother simply sounded out the markings as best they could, following the directive at the top of the page of when to do so.

One day when her mother said they would be skinning rabbits for dinner and then using the insides to see a glimpse of the future, her sister Lydia told her she needn’t bother. She could see just fine on her own, in flashes of brilliant silver. Faces of people she didn’t yet know, and a lush garden of green she had never been in. Evie remembers that day as the family's acknowledgement of her sister's emerging ability. Until then, they had perhaps brushed off her statements of knowing as coincidence. Lydia was finally of an age where she could articulate what she was seeing in her mind, and the sensations she felt when the images swirled behind her eyes. 

Unlike her younger sister, Evie needed the medium of the animal to ascertain the same knowledge. They skinned the rabbits anyway - because they were dinner - and used the offal, too. For Evie’s education and also in case the girls needed to show a daughter of their own one day. At the time, the thought that any of this was strange never occurred to her.

Another unusual aspect of their life was that her mother rarely left their home on the Hill in the North Woods. Evie and Father might go to town for supplies or for visiting, but her mother never came with them. Evie knew that this hadn’t always been so. When her mother was barely twenty, she had run away to see the world and never meant to return. The Hill itself was never supposed to be theirs, but fate had twisted the path of inheritance to their line. The new cabin had been built, and they had moved here as a family when Evie was still very small and years before her little sister was born.

Something had happened to her mother after that. Evie asked her once why she hardly ever went with them to town, and Mother had replied, “I need to be here.”

As she grew, she began to overhear the gossip of the townsfolk. “Poor Violette, doomed like the rest of the Swavely women before her to haunt that hillside like a living ghost.”

Her mother may not leave the Hill much anymore, but that didn't mean Evie wasn't encouraged to do so. In the past, some of the Swavelys may have homeschooled their children, but Evie and her younger sister attended the school in town. Violette was an advocate of any and every school event: pep rallies, football games, field trips. Evie was always happy to oblige, and Lydia followed reluctantly. Her younger sister would rather be on the Hill and didn't see the point of the social interactions that were pushed on her.

Evie was excited about the school trip to Gettysburg with everyone else in her class. Halfway through the day, she chatted with the kids around her about how much she enjoyed it. They had even taken a ride on horseback through the battlefields. Then there was a late lunch and the opportunity to explore before they started the journey home, and Evie fell in with a gaggle of girls she considered her best friends.   

She let herself be pleasantly distracted by the girls during the bus ride back to school, where she waved goodbye as she headed to her dirt bike that waited just inside the tree line behind the school grounds. She concentrated on the route that would take her back to the Swavely property, and then she forgot completely about her lovely day when the motorcycle sputtered just over their little bridge that crossed the stream. She had to leave it finally, and walk the steep climb up to the house. She'd have enough time before full dark, but not if she tarried and tried to fix the bike. Better to come back in the morning.

She sighed and rearranged the straps on her purse so that it became a backpack, which would be better for the climb. She thought about the centuries when this steep path was the only way you could get to the Swavely cabin, and of the hundreds of people who had done so.

Evie had recently started poking her nose into the history of their small town. Every new morsel of information seemed to lead her to the next. A Swavely woman always lived in a cabin on the Hill, keeping her surname even after marriage and long before the custom was popular. Two girls were always born to the Swavely, seven years apart. A Swavely was who you went to when your own babies would not quicken in the womb. She was the one you sought for a remedy when your sorrows would not heal.

Evie recorded all the details she discovered in a little green journal she carried with her. She wrote her findings between pages of recipes from her mother and instructions on how to make practical items, like nettle cordage and cedar bark baskets. She thought of her sister Lydia, born seven years after her and on the same day. She was old enough then to begin to realize how atypical her life was turning out to be. She saw two paths in life taking shape in front of her. One path where she could deny the rumors swirling around her and that could take her far away from this town. A path where she could walk home without being alert for an unseen, ancient and possibly magical entity. Another way of living, where she didn’t know that freshly chopped nettle leaves aid in the efficacy of a healing plaster for wounds. Dried, ground and then sprinkled around your bed, they will banish nightmares.

She daydreamed as she hiked up their Hill and pondered which life path would be better. She thought about her journal and the list she had made of the other families whose surnames were whispered about nearly as often as her own. She wasn’t at all surprised to note that they were the people who visited the Hill more often than any others.

Looking back on her early childhood, Evie could see that she was always surrounded by the unexpected. Her parents’ close-knit circle of friends had produced children who were her constant companions, and she remembers instances that - as a child - hadn’t mattered much. Viewed from the vantage point of her current age, they held a certain significance.

Her friend Artemisia Boone, who couldn’t sleep over one night. “Because,” she said, “of the moon.” Her friend Mira McLaren, who refused to take the shortcut across the Rupert Bridge in case she accidentally fell in love. Once, she had caught Minka Patterson chatting to a maple tree like they were in the middle of a conversation, and Trudi Gable was always overly concerned that her water bottle was nearby, “In case of a spark.”

She had once asked her mother if she knew about her friends’ peculiar habits. 

“That’s not my place to talk about their family secrets,” Violette had told her gently. “You should ask them yourself.” 

Maybe she would one day. None of them had ever asked Evie to explain all the strangeness associated with her own family, and she thought it rude to inquire about theirs. 

She was sure that not one of these friends was ever frightened of visiting the Swavely homestead. Their close family friends were different from the rest of the townspeople who made the journey. Some who climbed the Hill with trepidation and others with hope. Before the road was put in decades ago, a visit to the Swavely consisted of the burden of the climb. Not only to symbolize the weight of the request they wished to make once they reached the top, but also to give them time to reflect on their supposed need. A hot temper at the base of the Hill might cool by the time the person was halfway up. A lovesick soul intent on bartering for a charm to sway the feelings of another might realize that they deserved better than a person who has to be convinced to love them. 

Evie imagined all the others who did finish the climb, and wondered how many of those same townspeople would never admit that they had done so once they were safely back in town.

She was lost in these thoughts, and initially didn't feel the small tingle that began in the fingertips of her right hand. A crow above her cawed, breaking through her reverie so she noticed the dim throb that now circled her palm.

There was something near her that belonged to her. It seemed improbable to be true, but that didn't make it any less so. What could possibly belong to her out here? Something she had dropped another time, maybe. The tingling sensation flared through her left hand as well, and her right hand twitched in the direction of a shaded patch of fern and moss at the base of an oak tree. When she angled to the tree, her hand twitched again. As if it wanted to reach for the thing that was hers, nestled among a nest of moss and twigs.

Pushing aside the soft greenery, she found a ring covered in shadow and half-concealed by Lady Ferns.

The crystal housed in the band was an ugly thing, really. Especially compared to the glittering semi-precious stone in the ring she already wore. But Evie felt herself folding closer and closer to the open case where it nestled until her nose hovered just above the ground.

A dull, white stone with a dark brown cross of another crystal invading it. The silver of the ring encircling it may have been the shinier aspect, but something inside Evie understood that the stone was the most significant. While she stared, a small glimmer of orange peeked from underneath, and then ran around the outline of the stone before it disappeared again.

“Who -” she began to speak, and the rest of the words faded away. Of course, there was no one to ask. Probably left by someone from town; they were always leaving items for her mother. Although this object was pretty far from their cabin door, or even the bell that people rang to announce their arrival. 

She tried to imagine what would have caused her to come and ask for help - if she was not already a Swavely who lived on the Hill high above the rest of the town. Maybe the illness of a loved one. A heartbreak that would not mend, or to reverse a string of bad luck.

Evie knew that the people from town who sought such solutions came despite the rumors they heard from others. That the first Swavely woman to claim the land on the Hill was a witch, as were the daughters that sprang from every generation after. Evie wished she could say these rumors weren’t true, but she herself had the pesky habit of finding lost things. The manner in which she found the stone today was far from the first time this had happened. A trait she had inherited from her mother. 

She picked up the ring and cradled it to her chest with both hands, looking down at it with a soft smile. “Are you lost, little ring? Would you like to come home with me?” Then she smiled wider, because that was what her little sister said to the wild animals if she found one wounded in the woods.

She began walking upwards again, her gaze distracted by the object she held. She wished it would glimmer orange again, so she could be sure she didn't imagine the glow. She let her ambling steps be directed by the fronds of a shrub pushing her right or the gnarled roots of a tree pressing her left. Several minutes passed before she looked up again and found herself well off the path.

Nothing to concern herself with; she and Lydia roamed anywhere they pleased on this Hill of theirs. But only a little bit ago, she had been thinking of the townsfolk, and was reminded that the ones who came to see her mother were very particular about staying on the proper route. Every tale in town about the Swavelys on the Hill had the same ending.

“Keep to the path!” was always the tavern storyteller’s advice. The phrase concluded every tale of a will-o’-the-wisp spied in the evening gloom, beckoning to lead a traveler into a mud-filled marsh. It was the caution of every hunter who had ever accidentally wandered onto the Swavely Hill and had a story about the oversized crows that were particular about who was allowed to roam the property.

There were other tales about a bizarre girl who had wandered the North Woods for centuries, and another about two Swavely women who had vanished into the thick of the trees. Evie knew that there was at least truth to the last one. The disappearance of Winifred Swavely in the early 1800s was documented, as was that of her daughter Rebecca twenty-one years later. Even the family tree that Evie’s mother found listed those names with a question mark where the date of death should be.

The other stories, though, Evie chalked up to the need for entertainment to while away a long, dark evening. What other options would there have been? Stories or music or a game of some kind. Evie could see the appeal in turning an obscure detail into high drama, and inferring the crows of the North Woods were mystical guardians. 
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