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Hollow Bones

 


 


Lir balanced on the edge of the cliff,
looking down at the beach and the ocean far below. A boat was
pulled up on the strand and a minute-looking man and boy worked at
tarring her hull.

“You’re in a mood today,” Brenna said. She
stretched, lifting herself on her toes, unafraid of the sheer rock
face at her feet.

Lir continued to gaze away. The wind had
tugged his dark gold hair free from the thong that kept it out of
his face; strands floated around his head, making him look as if he
were under the waves and not high above them.

Then he said, “I wish I had magic, so I could
turn into a bird.” He spread his arms into the wind and leaned
forward. Brenna smiled and spread her own arms so their fingertips
brushed. “If only you were a great magician, and not a
fisher-village herbwoman,” Lir said, “You could do a magic for
me.”

Brenna laughed. “Maybe I could anyway.”

“Ah, but would you have lingered in our poor
village to be with a fisherman, could you do such magics?”

“I might have, were the fisherman as pretty
as you.” She gave him her best saucy grin, but he still faced the
ocean. “You’d trade the sea for the sky, then? A boat for a pair of
wings?” she asked finally.

“In a heartbeat. I’d give anything to be able
to fly as a bird, even if only for a little while.” A cold wind
blew damp sea air in their faces and pushed against them, as though
holding them away from the edge. A pair of terns, stark black and
white against the grey-green sea, wheeled below, paused to hover
for a few wingbeats, and then flew on.

“Anything? Your beloved boat, and you the
best sailor from Ravenswing to Blackstrand?”

“On the sea I’m only another little man in a
bobbing cork, trying to pull his dinner from the grey waves.
Sometimes, when the wind’s up and the sail’s full, it’s almost like
flying, save I can’t lift free of the ocean. Yes, I’d give
anything.” Then he put his arms around her. “But not you, love.”
Even as he held her, his gaze followed the terns as they flew below
again, catching the chill wind under their feathers.

 




Cobbleshore was a small fishing village in a
rocky indentation in the shoreline where wooden houses held to the
uneven coast like the nests of seabirds. The sheltered bit of water
that formed the center of the village, called the Pond by
Cobbleshore’s inhabitants, joined the sea by a gap in the rocks
known as the Narrow.

There was no beach to be had on the Pond,
except for a small cobble strand at the inshore end that fronted
the Merchant’s house and gave the village its name. The rest of
Cobbleshore made do with docks, floating or on stilts; a system of
walks and stairways joined the docks with the houses. Boat repair
and the salting and drying of fish took place just up the coast at
Sandbanks, a thin beach under the cliffs.

Brenna was not native to Cobbleshore; she had
appeared one day, travel worn and looking for lodging, with only a
small pack full of books and the clothes she wore. She was small
and dark-haired, with eyes so dark a brown they seemed black. She
had a way of looking at a person, tilting her head to one side,
which seemed to say she was interested in everything. She moved
quickly and lightly, but with many pauses to look, head tilted, at
whatever might be around. She was a mystery, and from the first
time Lir saw her, he wanted to unravel her. Four years later, he’d
only untangled the first threads.

 


Brenna emptied out her herb basket, laying
each kind of plant in a separate pile on the rough plank worktable
that stood to one side of the big kitchen fireplace, under the
front window. Lir had built her a house apart from the village, as
suited an herbwoman’s place in community life. It was downshore
where a copse of trees sheltered a hollow in the cliff from the
steady sea wind. Even on the calmest day, there was the sound of
waves washing up on the rocks not far away.

When she had emptied the basket, Brenna tied
the herbs in bundles and hung them from the rafters. She kept a few
sprigs aside to add to a bundle of purple flowers that she tucked
into a clay jar in front of the small carved and painted shrine on
her worktable. The shrine was in three parts, hinged like a
cupboard. It stood open, and showed a woman transforming into a
black-feathered bird, in honour of the goddess of magic. Lir had
made the shrine for her one winter, after she told him the story of
her home village’s matron goddess. Brenna had known all along that
he was carving it, but he’d tried so hard to keep it secret –
hiding it in the woodpile and only carving when he thought she was
asleep – that she’d pretended it was a surprise when he finally
presented her with the shrine at the winter festival. He had looked
so shy as he handed over the awkwardly-wrapped package, just the
way he’d looked the first time he asked her to marry him. He’d
always loved giving her little gifts.

Brenna smiled as she finished tidying
everything away. She hung the black kettle over the fire and took a
book from out of a small locked trunk under her worktable. She had
just begun to turn pages when Lir came in.

He tossed a string of fish onto the larger
table opposite the fireplace, and struggled out of his
oilskins.

“Bloody hangashore tried to short me on my
catch again,” he grumbled.

“He’s a merchant, love,” said Brenna, setting
her book aside. “Money’s his life.”

“He could at least be decent. He’s a
Cobbleshore man, same as all of us.”

“Same as all you men,” she said. “The women
mostly come from upshore.”

“Still, he could be decent. And he kept
saying how ragged the Selkie looks. He knows full well I had
her refit just last spring. He ought to, bloody charged me enough
for the tackle.”

“And you should stop calling him hangashore.
It’s rude.”

“Well he is.”

“He was raised to the fisher life, just as
you were. Only he got lucky and married old Merchant’s
daughter.”

“You’re not. From upshore, I mean,” Lir said,
skipping to an earlier subject suddenly, as he was often wont to
do. “You’re from downshore. And Mag, too. Grolf Gamson’s wife.”

Brenna blinked, startled as always by Lir’s
sudden shift. “Mag Linnasdotter is from Terncliff, the next village
down,” she said. “Ravenswing’s much farther downshore than
that.”

“Ah, yes. Where the trees grow up to the
clouds and seals are as plentiful as fish.” His voice had taken on
a teasing note, his annoyance with Merchant forgotten. He took
Brenna’s hand, pulled her to her feet, and began backing towards
the other room. “And speaking of seals,” he said, “I found this in
the gut of our supper.” He reached into a pocket with his free
hand, then held up a small whitish object, a seal’s tooth.

“A princely gift,” Brenna said, and took the
tooth. She poked Lir playfully in the chest with it. “Grrr.”

“A princely gift for my princess of
Ravenswing, where they live on fat deer and worship a
shape-shifting bird goddess. And where nobody stinks of fish.” He
made to pull her into his arms, but stopped with the motion
half-complete. He sniffed himself. “Phagh! I stink of fish.
I don’t suppose you’d like to give your beloved a bath?”

“I think I could manage that.” The hot water
that Brenna had intended for tea went instead into Lir’s bath.

 


Later, Brenna sat reading her book at last,
and Lir fried up the fish in a pan over a bed of coals in the
cobblestone fireplace. He looked up and watched Brenna for a
moment. Her hair lay in a dark braid over her shoulder and her eyes
were shadowed. Her fair skin looked almost the color of
moonlight.

“Is there anything in your book about birds?”
he asked.

She looked up. “You’re burning the fish.”

Lir hastily pulled the pan off the coals and
began serving their supper. “Birds,” he said again. “Does your book
say anything about them? Magic things?”

She smiled. “Why don’t you read it?” She
offered it to him, but he frowned.

“I’m only a fisherman.”

“Ah yes, an insignificant fisherman who can
only sail any sea, tame any wind and beat out any other man and
boat from here to the city. I taught you to read.”

“Not your books.”

“If you wanted --”

“But I don’t. I fish.”

“It’s not all you do,” said Brenna. She
cocked her head and looked at him closely. Lir looked back. “If you
want to know what’s in my books--” she began.

“I don’t want to know more of reading than I
need to figure Merchant’s accounts.”

“But –”

“Birds,” he reminded her.

Brenna sighed and closed her eyes as though
looking into her memory. Then she looked at Lir again, head tipped
to one side. “You know that gulls are said to bear the souls of
dead fishermen.”

“Not fish birds,” interrupted Lir. “Fierce
birds, high-sky birds. Magic birds.”

Brenna leafed through a few pages in her
book, and read silently for a moment. “The golden hawk was thought
by the ancients to be a bird of the sun.” She turned the page.
“Every evening it flies into the sun and takes a coal in its beak.
It holds the coal all night as it roosts, then takes it into the
east at dawn, to light the sun anew.”

Lir gazed out the window. He sighed. “Go on,
Brenna. I want more.”

“There isn’t much more in this book. The hawk
is a bird of the day, fierce and fiery. It’s the bird of the
morning. It represents strength and war and logic. That’s all about
hawks.”

“What else is there?”

“Terns, owls, ravens, sparrows.”

“Read about ravens. Maybe it’ll teach me
something about you, Ravenswing woman.” He tugged a strand of her
black hair.

“We should eat before it gets cold.”

“First ravens, then fish.”

“All right.” She took a breath. “Ravens are
thought to be moon birds, even though they fly during the day. They
love forests and cliffs and their mistress is Bren, the goddess of
enchantment, who gives power to the king. I was named for her.”

Lir nodded and handed Brenna her supper. She
took a bite and said, “You are surely the greatest cook who ever
lived.”

Lir snorted and began to eat. Halfway through
his plate of fish he paused and said thoughtfully, “I think I would
like to be a hawk. Fly away from all this fish stink.”

Brenna kept looking at her meal, not wanting
to see that far-off, unfocussed look in his eyes again.

 


When winter closed down the village and
everyone turned to saltfish and hard biscuit for their meals, Lir
looked more restless than Brenna had yet seen him in all their time
together. He paced back and forth in their small house and, when he
could no longer stand its confines, he put on his flannels and his
oilskins and climbed the icy path to the clifftop. Brenna worried
about him up there alone where he could slip or be blown by the
strong winter gusts, to fall to his death on the shore, but she
knew she couldn’t keep him in. No more than he could keep her home
when she yearned to roam the highlands for herbs in spring or walk
the rough shore in autumn. They had stayed together by allowing
each other freedom to move. He no longer even pressed to marry her,
as if her need to be a separate person had at last become
clear.
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