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   ‌The Bones

   “When you let something go, something new always finds you,” says Grey Wethers, our Sunhealer, holding out her hand for the bones.

   My hand hesitates on its way to hers, my grip tightening round the small hard lumps inside the bundle. The bones of ten fingers, jumbled together in a loose cloth bag. I know I must pass them over, but I don’t want to be found by something new. 

   I want to keep those bones close, stashed away in their little nook in the earthen wall of the hut we share. To take them out sometimes and try to put them back together. To work out whose is whose.

   Every time spring comes round and I turn four seasons older, I want to hold them up against the bones of my own fingers, one by one. I want to watch my hands grow closer in size to the hands they once belonged to.

   I don’t want to let go of the last bones of my mama and papa.

   But I’m the Sunhealer’s Shadow, and it’s my task to give the offerings to the Sunhealer. Everyone’s eyes are on us as we perform the ritual. We both wear long robes and have a blackstone pendant on a cord round our necks – mine a miniature version of the Sunhealer’s. I release my grip on the bag and let my arms fall to my side. I gaze down at the river as it swooshes below the bank where we stand. Soon Mama and Papa’s bones will be swept away by the water, and I’ll never see them again.

   I bow to Grey Wethers, then turn to face the line of kinfolk bringing their offerings. A mother’s kneecap. A grandson’s skull. A lifemate’s shoulder blade. A father’s toes. The bones of our Longdead. Some kept with us for generations, others buried and recovered again in living memory, like Mama and Papa’s. We offer them to the Water Spirits to mark the passing of our leader, Winterbourne, who now lies in our Long Mound with the bones of our ancestors. 

   Other things are offered too. Clay bowls with zig-zags etched into the surface. A shell bracelet. A finely polished greenstone axe. I take each object in turn and pass it to Grey Wethers. 

   “Thank you, my Shadow,” she says each time.

   I bow to the Sunhealer, then step back into the huddle of kinfolk, next to my older sister Clava. Clava doesn’t even turn to look at me, but our old grey dog, Monzie, nuzzles my side.

   Belas, Winterbourne’s lifemate, steps forward. Bound to her breast is their baby son Oakley. Come tomorrow, Belas will be our new leader. When she catches my eye, I quickly look away. One glance from Belas feels as though it might turn flesh and blood into stone. 

   Grey Wethers twists her yew staff in her palm. Then she kneels down to pick up a small basket by her side, which she offers to Belas. Belas plucks a clump of elderflower heads from the basket and shakes them over the river, sprinkling tiny white flowers into the current.

   “Sickly stream, let this heal you,” says Grey Wethers.

   The elderflowers’ fragrance holds sunlight and warmth, yet all spring the sky has been shadowed with cloud and the rains have poured down. The Water Spirits should have long since settled for the calm of summer, but storms have ruined our crops and damaged our huts. And then a great flood hit the valley, sweeping our leader off his feet and carrying him to his death.

   “Water Spirits, you have taken Winterbourne from us,” says Grey Wethers. “We offer you these gifts, so you may look more kindly on us.”

   We all watch the river as if it might reply. It looks sicker than ever, the banks still covered in silt and broken branches, a scummy brown foam bubbling at its edges like spit in the corner of its mouth. 

   Grey Wethers begins to chant. Her eyelids flicker as she enters the Waking Dream. Then she casts the offerings into the water.

   I watch as Mama and Papa’s finger bones leave the Sunhealer’s hands. They fly through the air, pitter-pattering into the water like raindrops. They bob in the current for a moment, then they are gone.

   Around me, kinfolk sway from side to side, following the Sunhealer’s chants. I give Monzie’s ears a stroke as I mouth along. His short grey fur is still as soft as a puppy’s, despite his lumpy spine and creaky hips. With his eyes half closed he looks as though he’s lost in memories too. I wonder if he remembers Mama and Papa.

   Clava doesn’t move, doesn’t say a word. When she’s in a good mood, my elder sister can make me feel as big and bright as the sun, but more and more often she makes me feel like a fleck of trampled mud.

   Grey Wethers comes out of her Waking Dream and raises her staff. Everyone falls silent. “Still, we must be careful,” she says, sending her gaze up to the sky. “The wind tells me that another storm is coming.”

   I follow the old woman’s stare towards where land and sky meet. The clouds are tinged with pink and the air is still. It doesn’t feel like a storm is coming, but Grey Wethers can hear things in the wind that nobody else can. 

   I take one final look at the rushing river that swallowed up the last pieces of my mama and papa. Then I walk with the other kinfolk back along the river path to the cluster of earthen huts that we call home.
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   Chalk Howe nestles at the foot of the Rolling Hills, on the edge of the grasslands that stretch all the way to the sea. The huts of the dwelling-place are scattered around our main yard, always busy with folk cooking, chatting, knapping flint, making twine or grinding grain. Tonight we gather in the yard and feast on smoked pigmeat with garlic leaf and honey. The elders drink dandelion wine, while the youngers slurp raspberry juice. Monzie and the other dogs sniff about the beaten earth for scraps or gnaw on bones. Grey Wethers, Clava and I sit among the kinfolk, tearing into strips of meat.

   “I’m proud of you, Little Meg,” says Grey Wethers. “That was no easy task.”

   I shrug. “It was all-fine.” 

   Grey Wethers twists her blackstone pendant in her fingers. “At least your mama and papa will have their whole hands now. They’ve probably been missing those, up in the Evernight.” 

   I wish she would stop talking about it. I gulp down the last of my pigmeat and throw the gristle to Monzie. He gobbles it down in one eager bite.

   “Clava,” says Grey Wethers, laying her hand on my sister’s arm, “why don’t you go and fetch Meg another hunk of meat?” 

   Clava wrenches her arm away. “So now it’s beneath the Sunhealer’s Shadow to fetch her own food?”

   Grey Wethers sighs. “Clava—” But before she can say anything else, my sister has upped and left. 

   Grey Wethers gives me a weary smile. “You’ll make a fine Sunhealer one day, Little Meg.”

   I look away. If only she knew.

   I follow Clava across the yard and fetch some more food from the spread laid out on a smoothed tree trunk. Nearby, some of the youngers are playing Stone and Pebbles. A big round stone rests a few paces away from the starting line. The youngers take it in turns to slide their pebbles as close as they can to the stone. 

   “Want to play?” calls a voice

   It’s Wayland, Clava’s hunting partner. He flicks his long curls over his shoulder as he grins at my sister.

   Clava shrugs. “One game perhaps.”

   It’s Wayland’s turn. His pebble whizzes right up to the stone and he throws a fist into the air in celebration. Cheers rise up from the crowd. Clava shrugs again, pretending not to care. 

   “Are you playing, Little Meg?” Wayland calls over his shoulder, as if he’s only just remembered that I’m there.

   I stand there, motionless. I want to join them, but ever since I became Sunhealer’s Shadow I’ve felt separate from the other youngers. About to cast his pebble is Kennet. We were born on the same day, and on that day he lost his mama and his twin sister in the birth. He used to say I was like the third twin and we called ourselves the triplets, even though we were only two. But when we both turned ten summers old I started my training with Grey Wethers. And from that day on he’s wanted nothing to do with me.

   Kennet glares at me as I stand there awkwardly, watching them at their game. Then he throws his stone. It flies towards my ankles, nowhere near the target, and I have to leap out of the way before it hits me. I scowl and turn away, back to Grey Wethers and Monzie. Old and tired as they both may be, I know I can always rely on them.
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   It’s late by the time I lie down in the straw inside the cosy hut where Grey Wethers, Clava and I sleep. Monzie curls up at my feet. The Sunhealer’s words of warning ring in my ears. Another storm is coming.

   I’m almost drifting off when the wind begins to moan. A draught slips in under the cowhide covering the doorway. Thunder rumbles into my ears like a distant drumroll as rain sweeps into Chalk Howe, battering our dwelling-place yet again.

   Under the blankets, I feel for the calfskin pouch I always keep round my waist. From inside I take a tiny bundle – two hard lumps wrapped in a strip of cloth. I press the bundle tightly to my chest. I know I shouldn’t have kept them, but I hope that Mama and Papa won’t miss two little finger bones up in the Evernight.
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   ‌The Storm

   I wake up with a start. Sunlight streams in through the doorway, where the cowhide has been ripped from its rail. Rainwater has spilled over the threshold, pooling inside the hut.

   I’m the last one up. Kinfolk are hurrying about the yard, checking the storage shelters for damage. Standing in the middle of the ruckus is Belas. At her breast Oakley is crying. She rocks him back and forth while barking out orders.

   “The acorns and hazelnuts are all soaked,” she bellows. “Best get to work making some nutcake!” Her feet crunch on broken pot. “And will somebody clear up this mess!”

   Monzie scurries about with the other dogs, slurping up spills and sniffing at the new smells brought in by the storm.

   Grey Wethers and Clava come into the yard. “The cows are a little spooked, but they’re all alive,” Clava tells her. “The grazing lands are churned up with mud and a tree has come down on the path.”

   “Good morning, Little Meg,” says Grey Wethers, kissing the top of my head. 

   I rub my eyes, stifling a yawn.

   “I hope the sky falling on our heads didn’t disturb your dreams?” my sister says.

   “I was awake half the night,” I grumble. It’s true. I tossed and turned for what felt like eternity listening to the storm shake the bones of Chalk Howe, until eventually my lids grew heavy.

   “The Spirits surely do seem to be angry about something,” says Grey Wethers, scooping sodden acorns into a bucket. 

   “Little Meg!” roars Belas. “Go and fetch some water, will you?”

   I groan, looking down at the pails. They should be full, but the wind has blown them over. I pick one up and set off towards the river. Monzie pads after me, tail wagging.

   My mind whirls as I trudge along the path. Tomorrow we celebrate Midsummer, the longest days and shortest nights of the year, and it will be my first Midsummer Gathering as the Sunhealer’s Shadow. 

   Ever since Grey Wethers took in Clava and me after Mama and Papa died, she’s taught me the ways of the Spirits. How they move through the water and the wind, the earth and the clouds, the sun, the moon and the stars. But for the last four seasons I’ve been training properly as her Shadow. I’ve begun to learn the ways of healing. How cowslip tea can help you sleep and mallow can make a bunged-up baby poo. I’ve also been learning the Old Tales, for Grey Wethers says that stories have the greatest healing power of all. In the morning I’ll be telling my first tale at Midsummer Gathering. I’ve practised over and over, but the thought of everyone looking at me makes my belly squirm. 

   And that isn’t the only thing I’m worried about. Whenever I close my eyes, I’m haunted by images of wrathful Water Spirits. The raging rapids that swept Winterbourne to his death. The sweeping floods that swamped our valley and spoiled our crops. And the worst water of all: the swirling, boundless, ruthless sea.

   All night as the storm raged, I couldn’t stop thinking about the ocean. Deep and dark and deadly, it crashed on to the rocks in the bay like a rampaging bull. And far out to sea, beyond where the eye can see, is the most terrifying part: the Everdeep, where the Water Spirits dwell. Whenever the storms whip up waves as high as the Seabird Cliffs, it feels like the Water Spirits are rising up and hurling themselves on our shores. Grey Wethers has taught me that the Water Spirits can no more rise up from the Everdeep than the sun can fall out of the sky. But Grey Wethers doesn’t know what I did.

   The Spirits surely do seem to be angry about something. That’s what she said. I try to block her words from my mind as I tramp along the muddy path. But inside the pouch at my waist I press the bundle of cloth between my fingers. It’s only two small bones, but could that be what angered the Spirits and brought last night’s storm?

   Then Monzie stops. He lifts a paw and cocks one ear.

   I pause to listen. “It’s only the wind,” I tell him as a gust rustles the pines.

   A drop of rain lands on my nose. Then another down my neck. “Monzie, let’s go!”

   But Monzie is fixed on something I cannot see. I shake my head and push on, whistling for him to join me, but he darts off.

   “This way – come!” I call as he slips between the trees.

   Monzie is like my shadow, and usually all I need to do is whistle and he’ll come bounding over. But though I whistle and shout, he’s not coming back. I hurry after him, cursing under my breath. He can’t see much these days, but what did he hear or smell?

   I follow his paw prints through the woods until we emerge on to the grasslands. Where has he gone? At first all I see are our cattle, heads down in the meadow. But then I spot him, darting across the scrub. I run after him, the long grass soaking my legs.

   Monzie doesn’t stop, despite my shouts. I’m ready to leave him to it, for he’s sure to come back eventually. But every time I stop, he turns and barks at me as if urging me to follow. 

   “Monzie!” I yell again and again. My chest is ready to burst. I grind to a halt at the edge of the grasslands, where the scrub gives way to sandy dunes. Beyond them I can hear the ocean rolling and writhing. I peek out from between two thick gorse bushes, as if the waves might reach out and pull me in. “Monzie!”

   Silence. Then an urgent bark.

   “Where are you?”

   Another bark. Ringing out from beyond the dunes. From the beach.

   I slog up and down the bumpy dunes. With every gust of wind, sand blows into my eyes. Huffing my way to the top, I frantically scan the shoreline for Monzie, and catch a glimpse of him on the beach below. He stops and looks up at me, still barking.

   “What is it? Come back!”

   Monzie runs full pelt along the sand.

   I hurry down the dune, struggling to keep my balance. “Please, Monzie, stop this nonsense,” I mutter under my breath. The rain comes down harder.

   That high-pitched woof! rings out again. Further away now.

   My legs shake as I tumble down the final dune. But when my cowskin boots reach the long white strand, my feet root themselves to the spot. I haven’t set foot on the beach since the day it happened.

   I look out at the ocean churning in front of me. White crests splash up against each other, sending spray into the air. Clouds roll over my head. Drizzle blurs my vision. I can no longer see or hear Monzie. My mind surges like the waves that crash against the rocks. 

   His bark cuts though the thundering waves, the piercing cries of gulls and the spattering rain. Then there’s a flash of grey fur ahead, further up the beach. 

   “Monzie!” I shout into the wind. “If you don’t come back now, you’ll NEVER be welcome in Chalk Howe again!”

   He doesn’t turn. He sniffs along the tide mark, where the ocean has left a line of brown foam, bits of driftwood, cracked shells and dead jellyfish. Staying as close as I can to the dunes, I hurry towards him.

   He lifts a paw again, snout twitching. I follow the line of his nose and my eyes settle on a wet shape, something slumped on the sand.

   Monzie races towards it. Surely all this fuss can’t be over a seal carcass?

   He stops short of the slumped shape, then sniffs at it. The shape is making a high-pitched noise. Not like a seal at all. Like crying. Like a human.

   I push the fear out of my head and run.

   The shape gets clearer – legs, arms, a head. Not something but someone. Someone small and wiry, crumpled in a heap among the storm debris. Belly rising and falling with a whimper.

   By the time I reach Monzie I’m breathless. I bend over with my hands on my hips, taking in big gulps of air.

   I peer down at her.

   A girl as thin as a willow’s branch. She’s taller than me, but could be about my own age. She’s barely covered by a ragged hide and is soaked to the skin. Her slender hands remind me of Mama and Papa’s finger bones. Long hair falls around her face, with bits of seaweed tangled in it. Big round eyes stare up at me.

   “Hallo,” I say, holding out my hand. 

  

 
  
   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   ‌The Girl

   I sit on the rug by the hearth, face to face with the shivering girl who was thrown up by the sea. Grey Wethers passes her a bowl of steaming hot broth and the rough pot trembles in her hands. We’ve managed to peel off her wet things and get her into one of my calfskin tunics, which is far too short on her long skinny arms and legs. She still hasn’t said a word.

   “So, do you talk?” says Clava, staring down at the girl with her arms folded. 

   The girl stays silent. She won’t stop shaking, despite the sheepskin I’ve draped round her shoulders.

   “She’s probably stunned, poor wretch,” says Grey Wethers. “She must’ve got so cold.”

   “I wonder where you’re from,” I murmur.

   “We’ll have to see what Belas has to say,” says Grey Wethers.

   “But Grey Wethers…” I begin, but I don’t know how to finish. I know I can’t hide the girl from the kinfolk, but I don’t like the idea of Belas deciding her fate.

   Grey Wethers raises her hand to hush me. “Stay with the girl for now. Keep her warm and let her rest. I’m going to help with preparations up at the Long Mound. I’ll speak to Belas when I see her. You can make some garlands for tomorrow.”

   “So I’ll just go and move the fallen tree myself then, shall I?” mutters Clava.

   “Why don’t you get Wayland to help you?” I fire back.

   My sister’s face flushes. “Maybe I will, but I won’t be lugging branches around a moment longer than I have to. By sunset Wayland and I are going on that hunt.”

   “Are you? You should have said,” I say.

   Clava is obsessed with hunting, and now that she’s reached her thirteenth summer she’s finally allowed on the Midsummer hunt. All she ever talks about is animal tracks, arrows and traps. And her hunting partner Wayland. Who she claims is useless, yet every time she says his name her voice wavers and her fingers fidget.

   “I heard the aurochs are in the Clanlands,” says Grey Wethers.

   I shudder to think of the giant wild cattle that roam the grasslands and the forests, with their long curved horns and thundering hooves, but Clava beams. “They’re close by. We should eat well at Midsummer’s feast.” 

   “I’m sure you will make us proud,” says Grey Wethers. “But please be careful and be back by nightfall.”

   “I will,” says Clava. “Even I can’t hunt in the dark.”

   Grey Wethers bustles Clava out of the hut and I’m left alone with Monzie and the girl. 

   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   We sit cross-legged on the rug, Monzie asleep at our feet. A pile of foliage rests in front of us; deep green ferns and long stands of ivy, bright white daisies, fronds of purple vetch and bellflower. We stare at each other in silence.

   I clear my throat. “My name’s Little Meg. I’m eleven summers old.”

   The girl looks at me, not blinking.

   I pick up a stem of rowan and begin to twist it with a long piece of ivy, so the delicate leaves splay out like petals. “We will make these into garlands, to go round our necks,” I say, just to see if any understanding sparks in her eyes. “To celebrate Midsummer.”

   The girl keeps looking at me and I wonder whether she ever blinks. But then she leans forward and takes a strand of ivy.

   “Like this.” I show her.

   Her fingers twist the ivy together.

   “You can lace in flowers, though they’re always a bit wilted by morning.” I thread a buttercup stem into my garland.

   Her hands copy mine and we share a smile as we work.

   “I’m supposed to be the next Sunhealer,” I say, “but I don’t know if I’ll be any good. Do you have Sunhealers where you’re from? Do they tell tales? I have to tell my first tale at Midsummer Gathering tomorrow.” There’s something about her not being able to understand me that makes me feel I can talk without worrying what she’s going to think. 

   A shiver passes through the girl’s body. Then she says something in a tongue I’ve never heard before. The words are silky and fluid, like water.

   I smile at her. “Meg,” I say, pointing to myself.

   Her eyes stay fixed on mine. She mutters something else I can’t make out, then points to herself. “KALØ,” she says.

   “KAR-LOO?” I point at her.

   She nods.

   I raise my hand in a greeting sign. “Hallo, Kalø.”

   Kalø raises her hand. “HAH-LO, MEGG.”

   I laugh. “It’s nice to meet you, Kar-loo.” 

   I finish knotting the leaves together to make a long loop and lift up my garland. “Let’s try these on.”

   I hang the loop round my neck, careful not to tangle it with the cord that holds my blackstone pendant.

   Kalø hesitates. Then slowly she copies my final knot and drapes the garland round her neck. She could be one of the kinfolk in her Midsummer’s garland, dotted with buttercups shining as yellow as the sun.

   Monzie flops over on to his back, offering up his belly. She strokes him with the lightest touch. 

   “MON-ZEE,” I say, pointing to him. “DOG.”

   A glimmer passes across her face. “Dogga,” she says. “DOG-GA.”

   I laugh again. “Just ‘dog’!” 

   The girl’s eyes narrow. “Dogga. Dogga Ø.” 

   I shake my head. “Dogga euh? Dogga ooo?” I can’t make the sound she makes, like the flattening at the end of her name. 

   More strange words spill from her mouth. Then she carefully lifts a partly burned stick from the edge of the hearth and stubs the end out on the floor. When it’s finished smoking, she uses the charcoal to make black lines on the beaten earth.

   I peer over her shoulder as she draws curving lines, like waves in the sea. She finishes her sketch and moves back to let me have a better look. Between the waves is a small hump with a huddle of stick figures standing on it. 

   “An island?” I say.

   “Dogga. Dogga Ø,” she repeats, pointing to the island. Then she takes the stick again and draws a crescent shape among the waves.

   “A boat?”

   Kalø sketches two people inside the boat, one small and one larger. Her drawings are hurried, but there’s something delicate about them too. Despite the smudged charcoal, I think I know who the smaller one is.

   “Is this you, Kalø?” I say.

   “Kalø.” She nods, and then, pointing to the taller one: “Papi.”

   “Your papa,” I say, smiling at her.

   Kalø almost smiles back, but then her face falls. She begins to talk rapidly, her voice strained. I can’t make sense of her tongue, but I can hear her desperation, see the worry etched into her brow. She mimes a paddling motion as if she’s in a boat. She rocks from side to side. Then she raises one arm above her and brings it down with a splashing sound. Monzie jolts from his snooze.

   She finishes with a pleading, urgent phrase. I may not understand the words, but I can tell she’s asking for help. She keeps looking back to the entrance of the hut as if to say, we must go now.

   I wish I could comfort her, but I don’t know what to say. Not that she’d understand anyway. Her eyes dart about the hut. She clambers to her feet.

   “Kalø, no. We must stay here.” 

   She ignores me, tiptoeing towards the doorway. I stand beside her and we peep out from behind the cowhide.

   For once, the main yard is empty – all except for a few dogs. Monzie pads out to join them. Everyone else will be up at the Long Mound, preparing for Midsummer Gathering.

   “Let’s get you back to the fire.” I gently tug Kalø’s sleeve.

   But just then someone comes striding into the yard on legs that look too long for him.

   It’s Kennet. In the last four seasons he’s sprung up tall. He looks uncomfortable in his new body, as if his bones have grown too big for his skin. My chest thuds. Of all the kinfolk, why did it have to be him?

   Before Kalø and I have time to slip behind the cowhide, he’s spotted us.

   “Who in the name of the Spirits is that?” 

   I feel too many things at once. A knot in my belly. Anger buried deep, rising to the surface. And yet it’s one of the first times Kennet has said anything to me since I became Sunhealer’s Shadow. For a moment there’s also a tingle of hope. Perhaps Kalø’s arrival will help us put things behind us? 

   Monzie gives him a friendly sniff, but Kennet’s face is stern. He folds his arms across his chest. I hardly recognise the baby-faced boy I used to climb trees with.

   “She’s…nobody,” I say weakly.

   “She looks like something that crawled out of the river,” says Kennet. 

   Kalø looks up at him and utters some words in her tongue. He gawps at her. Then he leans in, towering over her in a threatening way. He reaches out a tree-trunk arm as if about to prod her.

   As quick as a forest cat, Kalø swipes his hand away. Her nails catch his skin.

   “Owww!” Kennet jumps back.

   Kalø ducks behind the cowhide and I’m left facing Kennet.

   “Sorry, she didn’t mean—”

   “Don’t speak to me,” says Kennet, before turning and marching out of the yard.
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   I’m standing on the shore with Mami and Papi. For once, the wind is silent and the ocean as smooth as a polished pebble, sunlight glinting on the surface. The storms could roll in and the waves arch up at any moment, but for now we have this gift of stillness, so we are skimming flat stones.

   Papi’s stone sinks right away, making Mami and me laugh. Mami’s stone skips three times before it disappears, but mine skips one…two…three…four…five times.

   “Will we ever know what lies across the ocean?” I ask as my stone sinks down with a plop.

   “We have everything we need here on the island, Kalø,” says Mami.

   Papi doesn’t look so sure. He gently presses Mami’s big belly and tells her she must rest.

   “One more go,” I plead, but they are already turning away. I’m left alone on the shore. 

   I bounce one stone six times, but there’s nobody to cheer for me. I wonder if across the water I might find someone my own age. Someone to skim stones with. To invent new games or have our own special secrets from the grown-ups, just like Papi tells me he and the Aunties did when they were little. 
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