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Raven's Wing

 


There was a
storm coming up when Lir Skavinson and the Selkie slipped
into Clew Harbour under sail. Most fishermen wouldn’t have dared to
hoist sail in such a wind, but Lir could read a storm the way a
shark reads currents. And, except for the time when he could fly,
Lir had always been most comfortable on a boat. The Selkie
was only a small fishing boat, but Lir handled her like her boards
and mast and lines were his own limbs.

When he neared
the docks, Lir took down the sail and fitted oars into the
rowlocks. Clew Harbour’s fisherfolk didn’t stop their work
preparing for the coming storm, but they all watched him arrive
just the same. Strangers in upshore-style fish boats weren’t common
in Clew Harbour. Dressed in his knit fisherman’s sweater—like all
fisherfolk, the pattern of the knit was unique to his home village
so his body could be returned if it washed ashore—Lir looked much
like the local men. But he didn’t move like the other men. He
worked his boat like a golden hawk works its wings, and his
too-long-to-be-fashionable hair shone gold like a hawk’s plumage,
too.

Only one man
wasn’t busy rolling up net or securing tackle. He signalled to Lir
to tie up at the dock he stood on. The man caught the line Lir
tossed him and helped moor the Selkie. He was blond, too,
but instead of gold, his hair was washed-out pale, as much white as
yellow, and though his face was tan and lined, the man on the dock
didn’t look shaped by salt and wind, but merely by life. He was
thin as a scarecrow, and handy enough with the rope, but he seemed
like he belonged somewhere more earthbound.

“Where from?”
asked the man.

“Cobbleshore,”
said Lir. “What village is this?”

“Cobbleshore’s
not close,” said the man. “Not close at all. You’re standing in
Clew Harbour.” He grinned suddenly, and his weathered face took on
a liveliness more intense than many a much younger man Lir had
seen. “Most folk like to think it’s a town rather than a village,”
he said.

Lir flushed. He
still wasn’t used to the idea that not every settlement was a
village. These downshore folk had different names for all sizes of
places: towns, hamlets, cities.

The man held
out his hand. “You haven’t offended me, Cobbleshore man. I’m Jeskin
Jendelson, but they call me Jeskin the Story. And I’m no Clew
Harbour man.”

Lir took
Jeskin’s hand and shook it. He still wasn’t used to shaking hands,
either. Folk upshore clasped forearms instead, and it wasn’t really
so long since he had left Cobbleshore. “Lir Skavinson,” said Lir.
“You’re a talespinner? But not in Clew Harbour?”

“I’m a
storyteller all up and down the coast, though not as far as
Cobbleshore. Inland, too. But home is Ravenswing, more or
less.”

“I’m headed to
Ravenswing,” said Lir.

“Not ‘till this
storm blows itself out,” said Jeskin, pointing at the dark clouds.
“And about that storm, we’d best get under roof.” He lead the way
off the dock and into Clew Harbour. He stopped at a building with a
sign in front, and held the door open for Lir. With his limited
reading skills, Lir worked out that the sign said Tinker’s
Mule. Under the words was a picture of a long-eared mule
reclining in a bed sipping from a mug of beer. The two men entered
the inn.

“Are there many
Tinkers around here?” Lir asked.

“We prefer to
call ourselves Travellers,” said Jeskin. He laughed when he saw the
confusion on Lir’s face. “I don’t look it, do I? My father was a
Ravenswing hunter, and it’s from him I have the eyes and hair.
Mother was a black-haired, green-eyed Traveller woman with an
uncanny skill for knife-throwing.”

The men settled
themselves in front of the fire and when the innkeeper approached,
Lir asked for beer and lunch.

“I thought
Tinkers . . . Travellers never married non-Travellers,” he said
when the innkeeper had headed back to the kitchen.

“They don’t.
But sometimes they have children with non-travellers. Ravenswing
has a few families with Traveller blood.”

Lir nodded,
though he wasn’t entirely sure he understood. Then the innkeeper
brought him a large mug of beer and a bowl of stew with a slice of
hot bread stuck into it. While he ate, Jeskin told him an old tale
about a Traveller woman who could turn into a bird. Ravenswing was
said to be named for her.

“The local
healer is supposed to be descended from her,” Jeskin said as he
finished the tale. “The goddess Bren herself is thought to be an
ancestress.”

Lir paused in
eating. “I’ve heard Ravenswing folk honour Bren above even the day
god Solis.”

“Some do. We
love the night as much as the day,” said Jeskin.

Lir considered
for a moment, then asked, “How long will the storm last? I’d guess
many days, but I don’t know the weather this far downshore.”

“It’ll be a
long one, most like. You’ll be here a while, unless you leave your
boat and go overland.”

“I thought I
might go into Ravenswing by land anyway. How many villages . . .
settlements between here and there?”

“This is it.
Just a long stretch of empty coast, all rocks and wrecks, then
Ravenswing. There’s a path along the coast, and a good road just
inland. I go by road this trip.”

“You’re going
to Ravenswing soon?”

“I am. If
you’re in a hurry to get there, I can take you, but it’ll be a wet
journey.”

“Rain or not,
it’ll get me to Ravenswing sooner. I just may go with you,” said
Lir, and went back to his stew.

 


Lir had
expected Jeskin the Story to be a talkative travelling companion,
but he was not. In fact, he was as often silent as he was talking.
Lir had packed his gear and left the Selkie tied up at the
dock. If all went well in Ravenswing, he would come back for the
boat later.

Jeskin helped
him carry his things to the Tinker’s Mule and then left to make
ready himself. He soon appeared again, leading a small sturdy horse
that was hitched to a Tinker wagon. He introduced the horse as
Essa, and pointed to a huge brown dog that followed him. “That’s
Lurcher,” he said.

As they passed
though Clew Harbour, Lir looked carefully around. He had only
stayed in other settlements long enough to buy supplies off the
docks or sell his fish. Clew Harbour was the first town he’d gone
right through. Unlike tiny Cobbleshore—more than half on
stilts—Clew Harbour’s houses rested solidly on the ground. It was
still a rocky landscape, but one set against a forested background
instead of a barren cliff. There were narrow cobbled roadways,
where Cobbleshore had only planked walkways and stairs.

The inland road
was dirt, but packed hard and well cared for. Much of the time it
passed through deep forest. The immense trees and thick moss made
even the air seem green, and Lir felt closed in. He was used to
having the sea stretch out, grey and open, in at least one
direction. And though the taste of salt was still in the air, it
was almost submerged in the moist fragrance of plant life. Lir
thought he might drown in the smell and taste of fir needles.

Jeskin, on the
other hand, seemed invigorated by the forest. He walked beside the
caravan as often as he rode on it. He was perhaps as old as Lir’s
father, but more full of life than many young fishermen Lir had
known.

They had not
been on the road for more than a few hours when it began to rain.
The road was partly sheltered by trees but the rain was heavy
enough to make walking in the open unpleasant. Jeskin paused long
enough to put an oilskin blanket over the horse’s back and allow
Lir and the dog Lurcher to climb into the wagon. When they
continued on their way, Jeskin sat just inside the doorway of the
wagon, the long reins in one hand. Essa continued stoically
onward.

“Why are you in
such a spate to get to Ravenswing?” Jeskin asked, coming out of one
of his silent spells.

“I know someone
there,” said Lir, his voice soft with some bittersweet thought. “At
least, I think she’s there.”

“Aah,” said
Jeskin knowingly. “A woman. Me too.”

“I don’t know
if she’ll want me,” said Lir.

“Me neither,”
answered Jeskin.

“She gave me
magic, and I abandoned her. I didn’t even know it at the time.”

“That’s hard,”
said Jeskin. “I’m merely courting.”

“She showed me
how to fly, and I flew away from her.”

“She may not
want a dried up storyteller like me.”

“I flew, and I
brought her back a raven, to have the bird as a pet.”

“She’s a
beauty. Her family’s got Traveller blood.”

“It was dead.
She cried as if I had given her a dead child,” said Lir. “And next
time I flew away, I was much longer in returning.”

“She likes my
stories at least. Her dark eyes turn bright when I spin tales for
her, and she cocks her head at me like a curious bird.”

“I turned into
a bird, I was flying so long. She brought back my own shape again.
And I never gave a thought to her happiness.”

“She makes me
giddy when she laughs,” said Jeskin.

“Then she left
me.”

“I spent all
winter thinking up stories to make her laugh.”

“I was
stupid.”

At that flat
statement, Jeskin blinked, and turned from watching the road to
stare at Lir. “She gave you wings, and you took everything for
granted?” he asked.

“I didn’t
think,” answered Lir.

“You are
stupid.”

Lir looked up
angrily, but despite Jeskin’s harsh words, there was compassion on
his face. “Yes,” Lir said finally.

“She may not
have you back,” warned Jeskin, his voice soft. “She cared enough to
help you, but cared for herself to know she had to leave.”

Lir didn’t have
any reply, so Jeskin continued. “How long ago was it? Maybe it
isn’t too late.”

“Three years. I
took my time getting here, because I wasn’t sure I’d be welcome. I
lived on my boat, sold fish, bought supplies. Hardly talked to
anyone, if I could help it.”

“You won’t find
it easy to win her again, Cobbleshore man. I wish I could feel more
sorry for you, but you brought it on yourself. And how can I feel
bad when I’m on my way to confess undying love to the perfect
woman?”

“So am I,” said
Lir. “I thought she knew, but I guess I forgot to remind her how
much she meant to me. I guess I forgot to remind myself.”

The men were
silent then, listening to the plod of Essa’s hooves, the patter of
the rain on the caravan roof, and the snores Lurcher made in his
intense doggy sleep.

 


Sometime later,
Lir woke, prodded from a doze by Jeskin’s hand on his shoulder. The
wagon had stopped and Essa tossed her head nervously and fretted in
her traces.

“What is it?”
Lir asked, then fell silent as Jeskin held a finger to his
lips.

Lurcher was
crouched in the doorway, starting intently at the trees, his
usually lax ears almost touching above his head. Lir listened,
trying to hear whatever had the dog’s attention.

“I’d say
brigands,” said Jeskin in a voice that was not a whisper, but was
barely above audible just the same. Lir imagined the man’s trade
afforded him great volume, too, should he need it. “But Essa
wouldn’t be especially bothered, then.”

“What, then?”
asked Lir, trying to duplicate Jeskin’s quiet voice.

“Wolves, maybe.
A bear. Could even be a dragon.”

“I didn’t think
dragons were real,” said Lir, though his experience didn’t include
wolves or bears, either.

“Who told you
that?” said Jeskin, reaching forward to put a calming hand on
Lurcher’s back. The dog turned his head to glance briefly at his
master, then resumed staring into the trees.

“I guess I just
thought a huge flying reptile that breathes fire is unlikely.”

“Unlikely,
maybe, but they do exist. Not so many of them around here, but we
are close enough to the mountains that they appear from time to
time.”

“If it was a
dragon,” asked Lir, “Wouldn’t it be flying?” He craned his neck to
see out the door.

“It’s spring.
Could be looking for a place to nest.” Jeskin looked back at Lir.
He grinned. “But it’s more likely to be a bear, after some fish
from the river up ahead. I’ve seen plenty of bears in these woods,
both black and brown. Even saw a white bear once—not a snow bear,
mind, but what some people call a Spirit Bear. Like the black ones,
only pale. Even seen a wolf or
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