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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.

Brenna wondered what she could do to lift
this mood from Lir, and she spent much time searching and
re-reading her small store of books for mention of birds and magic.
Perhaps a good story would help, something full of adventure and
mystery and people who could fly. Or maybe a tale about the sea
would be better, to remind Lir of how he had once wanted little
more than to stand the decks of the Selkie in a gale and
bring man and boat safe ashore.

There was one page she kept turning back to.
It had a picture in bright pigments, showing a thin person, a man
of the Folk, wearing a cloak shaped like a pair of wings and a
helmet like a hawk’s beak.

“I need to sail,” Lir finally said, and
instead of heading to the cliffs when he went out, he went down to
the Pond.

Brenna didn’t worry until there was a hurried
knock on her door and she opened it to find a wet, shivering
boy.

“Andry,” she said. “Come in and get
warm.”

“No time,” Andry said. Brenna could barely
understand him he was so out of breath. “It’s Lir—”

“What’s happened?” Brenna reached behind the
door for her coat and didn’t pause even to put it on before
stepping out into the rain. She followed Andry down to the village
and from there to the docks, and on the way he gasped out an
explanation.

“Only Lir could sail in the weather we’re
having,” he said. “But Da thinks the storm’s too much even for him.
He’s been keeping a watch from the window, Da has. Just now he
spotted the Selkie. Her sail looks pretty torn and it’ll be
magic if Lir can bring her home safe.”

Brenna peered out to sea trying to see Lir’s
boat. The wind and rain made it difficult to see anything. “If
anyone can get a boat in with this heavy weather,” she said, “it’s
our Lir.” Her voice was not as confident as her words.

“There,” said Andry, pointing, and then
Brenna could see a ragged sail. It looked grey from this distance,
the color of a gull’s wing but not nearly so strong.

“Go home, Andry, and get dry,” Brenna said.
Her voice was calm and when the boy hesitated, she said again,
“Go.”

When Andry had gone, Brenna walked to the
farthest point of the dock. The sail moved out of view behind the
rocks on the south side of the Narrow, came back into view,
disappeared behind the northern rocks, and appeared again as it
tacked against the wind. Brenna kept her gaze on the thin passage
into the Pond and watched the sail pass by again and again, first
one way then the other. She began to sing. It was the song they
sang in the depths of winter, to bring the sun back; maybe it could
help bring Lir home.

Each time the sail veered past the Narrow,
her breath caught so she could hardly form words, but she kept on
until at last the sail seemed to straighten and she could see a
boat coming through to the Pond.

With the Selkie tied up, Lir clambered
onto the dock. His hands shook as he reached for Brenna. “I needed
to feel like I could fly,” he said.

 


Back safe in the house, Brenna steered Lir
first into a chair by the fire and then into a hot bath. As he
dozed in the steaming water, she stared absently at a book. Then
she blinked and focussed. The book was open to the page with the
winged Folk man. She traced the wing-cloak with one finger and
smiled. Perhaps she should give Lir a piece of real magic after
all.

 


Brenna didn’t get out much in the harsh
weather, but when she did, she collected feathers and bird bones.
She hid them in a spare pillowcase under the quilt-covered bed. But
winter on the coast was not long, or at least the harsh icy part of
it was not, and Brenna was soon able to wander the highlands
looking for early herbs and rock-growing lichens to use in her
simples and charms. In the hills she found the bones of a great owl
with a few banded brown feathers still clinging to them, and along
the cliffs were feathers of gulls and terns. She clambered along
the rocky shore searching out medicinal seaweeds and found more
gull feathers and bones. Along Sandbanks where the smell of hot tar
was thick, the fishermen – Lir among them – repaired their boats
for the new fishing season and Brenna found the remains of small
birds among the tough grasses at the edge of the sand. Tiny sparrow
bones, soft dark feathers of turnstones and pipers and wrens. And
also the great heron.

And once, as she wandered the farthest end
of Sandbanks, she found – sticking up at the top of a dune as if
she were meant to see them there – two pinion feathers from a
golden hawk, just the color of Lir’s hair.

 


“You’ve been going out a lot,” said Lir one
day as she came into the house with drops of rain still in her
hair.

“I’ve missed being outside,” she said as she
took off her dark wool coat. “And how should you know, anyway, with
you out at the fishing all day?”

“How could I not, with no supper and no
bath?”

“It’s your turn to cook,” she said, but went
to get water for his bath. He was always more cheerful after.

Later that night, when Lir slept as deeply
as only a fisherman can, Brenna took the pillowcase out from under
the bed. It was now full of the bones and feathers of many kinds of
birds. Folded carefully into a scrap of linen were the two hawk
feathers.

Brenna sorted the bones by shape and size,
putting them in neat piles. Then she divided each pile into bones
from the left and right sides of the bird. The feathers she laid
out by color – black and grey and banded brown, speckled,
iridescent green and two of gold. Most were grey. Like she had with
the bones, she sorted the feathers by size and divided them into
left wing and right wing. Spread out on the floor, they formed a
many-hued downy blanket, almost bird-shaped already. There were
enough bones and feathers, she thought, for a nice pair of
wings.

 


The next day when Lir was out in the boat,
Brenna sat beside a censer of smoking heather and nettle, stitching
her lover a pair of wings. She began by lacing the delicate hollow
bones together with wire -- copper to carry the magic.

Once she paused to refer to one of her books
and came across a story about a man who made himself wings and grew
too sure of his own strength. He stayed too long in the air, and
the Sun Hawk singed him with the coal it carried in its beak at
sunset. The man lost control and, instead of escaping from the land
as he had wished, he plunged to his death in the sea.

Brenna bit her lip when she reached the end
of the story and looked down at the bizarre framework spread across
the kitchen table. But she trusted Lir not to grow too bold. If he
could handle a pair of wings the way he could handle a sail, there
was no reason to worry. She closed the book and went back to her
work.

 


In the morning the sea was too choppy for
fishing, but the sky overhead was clear. Lir and Brenna climbed the
cliffs with a basket of lunch.

“I have something for you,” said Brenna.

Lir raised his eyebrows. “And what something
is that?” He tumbled her onto her back at the edge of their blanket
and pressed his lips to hers.

“Not that, oaf,” she said, but didn’t resist
when he kissed her again.

When he paused to breathe, he said, “So what
is it you have for me then?”

“I can’t tell you yet.” She grabbed his
bright hair in both hands and pulled his head down to hers again,
kissed him, then pushed him away and over on to his back. “For now
you’ll just have to settle for me after all.”

Brenna’s shining dark hair hung down to
brush against Lir’s chest. It swayed as she moved and he
laughed.

“You’re tickling me,” he said. “Your hair
feels like those bits of down that get out of the pillow in the
middle of the night.”

She kissed him again.

“And you’re so light.” He put his hands to
her waist and lifted her up then lowered her down. She tossed her
head back. Up, then down. “You must have hollow bones, like your
bird goddess,” he said. Then he drew her to him, held her to his
chest and rolled over on top of her again. “Now it’s my turn to
fly.”

 


A little later Lir stood at the edge of the
cliff, looking out into the sky. Two terns flew there, perhaps the
same pair as before.

“So free,” he said, tying to mimic the
movement of their wings. The muscles in his arms stood out, even
covered by his loose linen shirt, and his strong bare toes dug into
the sod.

Brenna did not reply, but watched him. His
hair was loose and floated around his shoulders, shining like the
two hawk feathers she’d found on Sandbanks.

He tilted his head back and let the breeze
push him away from the cliff. When he came back to Brenna and sat
down he looked melancholy. “I would so like to fly.”

“And leave me behind?”

“No love, of course not.” His grey eyes were
distant. “You could fly with me.”

“We could go, you know. Not fly. We could
walk. Or take the Selkie.” She touched his arm.

“And go where?” Lir picked at one of the
stems of grass that poked through the blanket’s loose weave like
pinfeathers on a new-hatched gull.

“Downshore. To Ravenswing.”

“No. I could never live in a hunter village.
Fishing’s all I can do.”

“There are fishermen in Ravenswing too,
love.”

“I’d just like to get free of the earth for
a while, to look down from the sky instead of up at it.”

 


While Lir slept, preparing for an early
morning on the sea, Brenna sat with her chair pulled close to the
kitchen table. A candle stood beside her and the banked coals in
the fireplace leaked a dim orange glow from under their blanket of
peats.

Brenna sewed feathers to the bone-and-wire
wing frames. She used silk thread because it resisted magic,
because too strong a magic could tear the stitches free if she were
to use linen. The feathers were tern and owl, eagle and turnstone,
eider duck and heron, and the thread was silver grey for moonlight.
The golden hawk feathers she saved for last and attached one at the
very tip of each wing.

When she was finished, she hid the wings
under the bed again and saw that she had a single feather left
over. It was long and glossy black, the feather from a raven’s
wing. Brenna smiled; perhaps it was a sign of the goddess Bren’s
favor. She placed it in on the table in front of her shrine. Then
she crawled into the big bed and snuggled next to Lir. When she
woke the next morning, Lir had already gone.

 


The fishing was going well, and even when it
wasn’t possible to get out on the waves, there was net mending to
do. Brine for salting had to be prepared, and the flakes, low
wooden platforms for drying fish, always needed fixing of one sort
or another. Lir was often busy from before dawn until near dark,
and when he was home he was too tired to do much more than drowse
by the fire.

On the evening of the full moon, Lir ate his
fish quickly. The tides would be very strong and he would need to
be awake early, so he went immediately to bed after supper. Brenna
missed his company, but with Lir asleep, she had a chance to work
her magic.

She moved about the kitchen, cleaning the
dishes and tidying, until she was sure Lir was deep in sleep. Then
she selected an assortment of dried herbs from the jars on the
mantel and the bunches tied to the rafters, and crumbled them
together in a wooden bowl. She fetched the wings from under the bed
and paused to look at her sleeping lover. His hair was spread
across the pillow and his cheekbones stood out in the faint light
from the kitchen. Brenna could just see the lines beginning to form
at the corners of his eyes and mouth, and the small scar on one
cheek where a careless youngster had clipped him with a fillet
knife. In a few more years he would be as worn and creased as any
Cobbleshore fisherman, and he’d still be beautiful. Brenna brushed
his cheek softly with the tip of one finger, then gathered the
wings close in her arms and carried them out to the kitchen where
she picked up the bowl of herbs and continued outside.

The moon was high overhead, flanked by
brilliant stars like a scattering of salt crystals around a
flatfish. There were no clouds and the air was cool and moist –
Brenna could feel the prickle of it on her face. The damp ground
meant the path to the clifftop was slippery, but she dug her bare
toes in and clambered up. She selected a level area where the sod
was even and springy and laid down her bowl and the
bone-and-feather, wire-and-thread wings. She made a circle of
smooth white stones, each about the size of a dried codfish and as
round as she could find. Then she sprinkled the herbs around the
circle and placed the wings in the center.

Brenna began to dance around the wings, just
inside the circle of stones and herbs, using the beat of her own
heart for a rhythm. She sang birdcalls to the moon and spread her
arms to take in the moonlight and fill the feathered things with
it. This was magic as she had learned it from her mother and
grandmother, the magic of herbs and the power of the moon. She
called on the goddess Bren, whose name she bore, and asked her to
enchant the wings that Lir might know the freedom of flight.

When the spell was complete, Brenna made her
way back down the cliff and into the house. She laid the wings
carefully on the kitchen table before she crawled into bed next to
Lir. He curled up against her back when she was settled, and
mumbled, but she couldn’t catch his words.

 


Brenna was aware of Lir getting up in the
darkness before dawn, as she always was, and waited for him to be
gone before settling back into sleep. But she didn’t hear the door
open and close and wondered if she had slept through his leaving
after all. Then she heard him stir in the kitchen, and remembered
the wings.

She got up and pulled on clothes, and when
she went into the kitchen Lir was standing next to the table,
running a hand over and over the glossy feathers.

“Love?” she asked.

“What are these?” Lir’s voice was uneven. He
cleared his throat.

“I made them for you.” She stepped up close
behind him and rested her chin on his shoulder.

“Will they work?”

Brenna kept her voice colorless. “Do you
trust me?”

“In most things.”

“Then trust me in this.”

“Brenna . . . .” He still stared at the
wings, tracing the shape of one golden hawk feather with a
forefinger.

“They’ll work.”

At last he turned to look at her, and Brenna
thought his smile alone worth all the work she had put into the
gift.

“Then I must try them,” he said.

“Now? But --”

“Sharks take the fishing. The others can go
without me.”

And so Lir and Brenna climbed the cliff with
the wings of hollow bones and motley feathers. Brenna tried to help
carry but Lir wouldn’t surrender his new prize. He kept stumbling
over them, but each time he laughed and flourished whichever wing
had tripped him up. “They can’t wait to get me off the ground,” he
said.

When they reached the cliff above Sandbanks,
Lir finally let Brenna take the wings, but only one at a time to
help him work his arms into the straps. He flapped them
experimentally, then folded the wings along his sides.

“You look gangly,” said Brenna.

Lir frowned, but said nothing as he stepped
to the edge of the cliff and spread his arms, his wings. The wind
from the sea pushed at him, caught the feathers, and almost lifted
him from his feet. He laughed.

“Oh, thank you, love!” he cried, still
looking out to sea.

“Aren’t you afraid?” Brenna asked.

“Do I need to be?”

“No.”

But he had already stepped over the edge and
didn’t hear.
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