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To those who keep fighting for freedom

(for everyone)

Even when the path is fading as quickly as dew in the morning sun.








  
  Reader's Notes


Ailbe = Ava

You do not have to keep all the dogs straight.








  
  Chapter One


Being a prisoner in the Castle of a Thousand Doors wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t for the dogs. Dozens of them, as tall as my chest, black as fate. Everywhere I go, they watch me. They follow. 
I am not pleased to be trapped here, but my days are not terrible. There are extensive gardens surrounding the castle where I may wander as I desire. I have my own room, with a clear glass window that I can open to listen to the birdsong and leave crumbs for the squirrels. The faceless servants are odd, but they bring everything I need and treat me with quiet respect. Every evening, Lord Trencoss points out that I have everything to make me happy and therefore I must be happy.
But the dogs. So many dogs. Dozens of them, as tall as my chest, all black as fate. They all look the same, and I shudder whenever I see them, which is always. Everywhere I go, they watch. They follow. 
Tonight, they stand watching me in the back courtyard, sewing in the fading light. When they pace closer, the rabbits dart into the shrubbery, but I cannot escape. The dogs circle round like a shadowy nightmare of collie-dogs, lowering their heavy heads to snap at the air. I am the errant sheep, and they must control.
“I am going,” I tell them, as haughty as a princess. “Just let me put my needle away.”
One of them growls, and I shiver. I glance behind me, wanting to take note of which dog loses his patience so quickly, but already he has crossed paths with another and I can’t keep track of which is which. I can’t tell!
Keeping my head high and my back straight, I let them chivvy me into the castle. Several dogs pace behind me, their nails clicking on the stone. One leads the way, looking back to check if I am following obediently enough. Something about him gives me pause, and I rush forward a few steps in order to see him closely—but no. This dog has a notch on his left ear.
They all look the eerily the same, but they are not the same dog—impossible to tell apart without close examination, quickly lost in the crowd. One has gray in his muzzle. One has eyes too close together. Some have slight limps, or scars making a pattern in their wiry curls. They are real dogs, but there is something sorcerous about having so many of them, so much the same, all together. Real wolfhounds come in all sorts of colors and patterns, and even two black parents will produce brindles and white spots. I don’t understand, so I measure my strides and keep the column of my spine angled just right.
We turn a corner into a broad corridor, pointed windows lining one side and huge doors along the other.
“No,” I tell them. “I don’t want to go into the ball room.”
The dog to my left flickers his teeth. Not a growl, just a warning. Lord Trencoss has ordered me to call it the throne room, and the dogs obey Trencoss.
I stop, my heart beating fast at the flash of tooth. My birth father was the dog-master for a king wealthy enough to keep an entire pack of wolfhounds, and I know in my head the beasts will not hurt me. But when they rear onto their hind feet these dogs are taller than a man—and I am much smaller. They keep records of their success on the battlefield, and I’ve seen them take down an elk. It is hard not to feel helpless when there are so many of them, all around me. 
The dogs in the back pad closer. The one to my left shows all his teeth, and the one on my right fixes me with a stare. The leader moves towards the doors, checking me over his shoulder.
“I do not want to go in,” I repeat. Wolfhounds will not hurt a human, I remind myself. 
Not unless it’s war, and their master told them to. What did Trencoss tell them?
They crowd closer. A growl—so deep that it seems to come from the stones—rattles into my bones. 
Fine. I lift my chin and go where they tell me. I am not afraid, I am—very well, I am afraid. There are so many of them, and they are so much the same.
The carven doors swing open as we approach; yet another unsettling element in this castle-that-is-not-right. Trencoss is seated on the far side of the vast room, blue and gold tiles set in a pattern that radiates like a sunburst around him, while a hundred candles flicker in lanterns arranged in tiers towards the ceiling, invisible in the dark above us. The whole effect is so absurdly over-done. Knowing he is seeking my attention, I avert my eyes. A small, polite, rebellion.
Instead, I look for the dogs.  
There are two lines of six by the walls, each sitting at attention. They are half in shadow and I see nothing beyond what I already know—black curly hair falling over their deep-set eyes, powerful shoulders, strong muzzle. They each wear the same collar with spikes all around, Trencoss’s symbol forged in the iron with his magic fastening them closed. My own six-dog escort crowds me forward, and I yank back my fingers before they brush the closest shoulder. 
“Come and sit at my table.” Trencoss smiles, a thin line on his ghostly face. He is one of the White People, born with magic in his blood. “Delighted you could join me for dinner, Princess Ailbe.”
I do not sit down. I am not a princess, but I am tired of repeating myself. He can think what he wants.
“Don’t you wish to dine?” Trencoss raises his eyebrows. “Princess. Sit.” 
He gestures to the dogs—it would be less awful if he could control me directly—and one bumps my ribs with his great head while another paws my chair into position. My heart hammers with sheer horror, and I jump away from the solid pressure behind and try not to cringe away from the mouthful of teeth that is far too near.
Resigned, I sit at Trencoss’s table, but I fold my hands in my lap and fix my gaze on my gold-rimmed plate. He cannot make me smile, and he cannot make me eat.
But Trencoss just smiles, leaning back in his chair as though we were old friends. “So, Princess, how was your day? I see that you ventured to the fountains in the west gardens. I hope you found them to your liking?”
I hate how he knows where I have been. I don’t know if he uses magic to watch me, or if the dogs tell him.
“Do you like the clothes I have prepared for you? Yes, you do, for you are wearing the crimson dress with gold trim. It complements your dark hair, my lady. And did you have a pleasant time sewing in the garden, with the finest silk that I have dyed in the most vivid colors for your enjoyment? Yes, you did. The weather was perfect. I make you very happy here, Princess Ailbe.”
It is never any use to argue with powerful men, but I am truly tired of these one-sided conversations. “I thank you for your gifts, but they do not bring me joy while I am trapped within these walls. Give me my freedom, Lord Trencoss, and you will make me happy.”
He chuckles. “Will it, my lady? What if I open these gates tomorrow, and let you leave…alone?”
I do not reply. We have had some variation of this conversation at every dinner since I arrived, and he knows I want to leave as I arrived—with my companion. 
“But my poor darling!” Trencoss tut-tuts, his face contorted into a parody of concern. “Once you leave my protection, there will be dangers! You might encounter monsters…” He leaves these pauses, as though I am speaking. “or brigands intent on ravishing a beautiful girl like yourself—or—wolves!” He breaks into cackling laughter.
All around us, the wolfhounds rustle and stare.
I would bring them all if I could. 
“Much better to stay with me.” Trencoss grins, worse than any wolf. “Therefore, I am delighted to share the good news with you.”
I stare down, stiff and silent. I doubt his definition of good news matches mine.
“Since I have defeated your guardian and carried you here.” —Trencoss’s tone is mocking, and naturally he speaks of the battle between males, with myself the mere prize—“I am within my rights to keep you, as…” He taps a narrow finger on his sinuous smile, drawing it out, letting me imagine the worst. 
But that takes no imagination. I have been the head Lady for two different castles, from the time I became an adult at fifteen until my queen was stolen a year ago. I know the things that men do to women under power; it is my job to nurse those women through their recoveries.
It was my job. In this castle, I am the captured.
At my continued silence, Trencoss is disappointed with my lack of reaction, so he clears his throat and shakes back his hair, swinging his arm so his silken sleeves sway and his gold bangles and jeweled rings catch the candlelight. He always wears a léine either dyed black or bleached white, both of which only make more work for the women who must weave and wash for him, and aren’t even pretty. Tonight it is white léine and black cloak.
“I will marry you,” he announces, pitching his voice so it carries through the entire hall, echoing off the marble and making the dogs prick their ears and shift their feet. “In three days time, you and I will wed, Princess Ailbe of Dún Allaine.”
I rearrange my hands in my lap, as quiet and subservient as possible. “But my lord, I do not wish to marry you.”
Trencoss scoffs. “That hardly matters.”
I do not even glance up at the glare I am sure he is leveling at me. 
“My lord,” I say softly, “I am a full adult with no father to speak for me. My consent is required for the marriage ceremony.”
“Would you rather—” Trencoss abruptly cuts off his snarl. He pauses, then laughs lightly. “Let me tell you a story, Princess Ailbe.”
I have told him a dozen times that I am not a princess. My parents were servants at Dún Allaine, both Fir Bolg, and I have the typical look of our race—medium-dark skin, thick black hair that half-curls, dark eyes with a distinctive slant. Only someone as disconnected from reality as Trencoss could persist in imagining that a tall, blond, Celtic king could have possibly produced a child like me. King Bodhbh Dearg let me use his name in honor of my service, not my blood.
Trencoss stands with a flourish and paces back and forth, making his anklets flash and his léine flutter around his knees.
“I begin,” he announces. “This is my tale.”
Despite myself, the traditional words settle me for the story. My shoulders touch the back of my chair; my hands loosen in my lap.
“One year past, I received a message in the form of a dove. It was sent from Fionn mac Cumhaill. Prior to this, I never bothered to meet the man, for despite the legends around his youth, he was the mere leader of a band of fianna, like dozens of others across Ireland. But some ten years ago, he became powerful enough to build a castle for his warriors.” 
Trencoss pauses to check my reaction, which is none. Of course I know about Fionn, but I am curious what Trencoss believes—and what Fionn promised him. I keep my eyes on Trencoss and my expression blank.
He clears his throat. “By this time, Fionn had begun to style himself a king. When he married the eldest daughter of the King of Leister, the other kings and lords began to murmur among themselves that his place was now fixed. The question is only how high he will ascend.”
The King of Leister is the most powerful seat in all of southern Ireland, but Saba is his only child—not his eldest daughter. As for the elder between us—that is, if Trencoss thinks I am a princess too—she and I were born the same day, the same hour; not even the midwife, running between the queen’s bedroom and my mother, knows which of us entered the world first.
“I sent my messengers out to other kings in the mortal realm after the dove arrived.” Trencoss glances at me again. “It turned out that Fionn’s wife had just been kidnapped to the Fae realm and declared lost. In the light of losing the connection with the King of Leister, Fionn wished to strengthen his position now that his wife was dead.”
Saba is not dead! She is hiding in the Peaceful Valley, where she always goes when she is frightened. Fionn gave up after three days, but I have spent the last year searching for her. The moment I escape these gates, I will continue looking still. She needs me. I allow no words to escape, but can’t stop emotion from flickering across my face.
Trencoss is pleased to note my reaction. “You wish to know who my messengers are, of course. They are birds. That’s how Fionn could use a dove—it’s my magic.”
I wasn’t thinking anything of the sort, but I have been in this castle long enough to notice the importance of the animals. I settle back into polite disdain.
“The reports from my messengers were that Fionn had become even more important than I had imagined, so I performed a divination. I determined that his star is still rising. Therefore, I resolved to attend his banquet and enter into an alliance with him. I made quite the impression, for although I do not have armed men, I arrived with half a dozen wolfhounds. Everyone was very impressed! I was given the most honored seat at the table, above all the ordinary lords.”
I did not see the delegation arrive, but I know his wolfhounds then were not all black. I made a poultice for his fawn bitch after she was injured on a boar-hunt, and I am distracted with wondering what happened to her while Trencoss natters on about his grand entrance and the favors Fionn bestowed on him.
“Since Fionn was gaining so much power, I was braced for his offer to be disadvantageous to myself.” Trencoss taps his be-jeweled chest. “Imagine my surprise when it was quite the opposite—he was making alliances by marriage, offering up his lovely ladies-in-waiting in exchange for our loyalty. We went over the contracts in the afternoon, and then Fionn prepared a feast to celebrate.”
It was I who prepared that feast; or rather, I coordinated the dozens of servants necessary to provide feasts and lodging to a number of kings and lords who all descended upon us without warning.
“If we wished to enter a contract with Fionn, we had only to select our bride from the ladies who arrived for dinner,” Trencoss continues. “I had no difficulty, for as soon as you walked through the door,…I knew I must have you.”
I wonder why, but I will not gratify him with asking. The other women were all genuine daughters of noblemen and kings. 
“Fionn agreed to my request, and the more I watched you”—Trencoss swoops a hand onto his heart—“the more passionately I fell in love. Fionn arranged the wedding feast for the following night. But alas and alack, just before the druids arrived to lead us to the ceremony, a cloud descended and a foul miasma overtook the entire hall.”
Or rather, it overtook everyone who had drunk the wine. I am amused by his lofty phrasing; the men who drank it vomited their guts out. The only miasma was the stench, which perhaps was so vile that it did form its own cloud. I didn’t stay to find out.
“By the time we came to ourselves, the ladies had all vanished into the night. No one knew where they had gone.” Trencoss raises an eyebrow at me, as though I might have known where they went.
Of course I do. I was the senior Lady, and I wouldn’t have poisoned the wine if I didn’t have a plan.
I say nothing.
Trencoss beats his breast. “For an entire year, I have searched for you! My beloved, my betrothed! I have cast every divination in my power, I have traveled by foot and by spell. Many times, I have arrived in a place only to find you had just departed—your footsteps damp upon the earth, your campfire yet smoldering.”
Not true! We never left a fire burning.
“I have followed you to the Fae realms and back into mortal villages.” Trencoss glances at me, clearly curious how a non-magical being like myself manages that.
I look away, still insulted that he would say that I endanger the forests by not putting out my campfire. My companion and I always took the time to do it properly, even when we could tell Trencoss was close.
“The other kings gave up,” Trencoss tells me. “Some of them even went so far as to say that the engagements were invalidated by the brides running away. Most of the women returned to their fathers, who refused to uphold the contract that Fionn negotiated honorably. Disgusting traitors!” 
Finally I speak, because this is in defense of Saba. “The bridal negotiations were Queen Saba’s to manage, not Fionn’s. I am sorry that he deceived you, and perhaps he meant no harm by it, but the truth—”
Trencoss throws his arms wide, interrupting me. “Finally! We are together again, and our wedding draws apace!”
“I will not marry you.” 
Trencoss narrows his eyes. “You have promised. You cannot go back on your word.”
“Fionn promised, but—”
“Fionn had the right to negotiate your marriage.”
He did not. Saba did. But there is no point in arguing. I have one point to make, and only one. 
“No,” I say.
Trencoss raises his eyebrows. “You think to refuse my offer of marriage?”
Visions flash through my head—the battered women under my care, what he would do if I am his mere prisoner—but my heart is already broken twice over, and he can trap my body but I will make no promises of the soul.
“I refuse,” I repeat, holding myself close and tight.
Trencoss smiles, slow and thin. “Let us try this again. Ailbe of Dún Allaine, will you marry me?”
“I will not.” The law is clear. No matter who negotiated my engagement, I myself must consent.
Trencoss glances around the room, crooking one finger.
Three dogs stand—another—two more. They circle our table, shoulders rolling under their fur with every step. One flickers his teeth, but the others do not look at me.
From my earliest days at my father’s knee, I have always loved animals. In some horrible ironic way, it makes sense that I would meet my end by tooth and claw.
Trencoss crooks his finger again. “Ailbe of Dún Allaine, will you marry me?”
Four more dogs join the others. Others creep towards the wall, panting with nervousness.
“I will not.” I clasp my fingers tightly, taking deep breaths to brace myself for the pain.
Trencoss laughs. “Ailbe of Dún Allaine, will you marry me?”
I would rather die by any other animal. A bear, a stampede of elk. Anything but a black wolfhound. 
“I will not,” I say, my voice steady.
“Very well then.” Trencoss lifts his hand.
A few feet in front of me, huge black paws lift off the ground, and I can’t help but wince as I prepare for his body hitting mine.
But the paws swing higher, until the whole dog hovers in the air. The dog’s breath rasps in his throat as he bats at his collar, back feet windmilling for purchase. 
Trencoss is watching me, a faint smile on his pale face, clearly pleased at the display of his own power.
The dog shakes, like a puppy caught by the ruff of its neck to remind him of his manners. But this dog is hanging from his collar, giant limbs flailing. Unwitting, my hands go to my own throat—
As suddenly as he rose, the dog drops to the floor. He rolls onto his belly and shakes out his head, ears flying, and coughs. Clearly he is not gravely injured, but grown dogs aren’t meant to be shaken like that. I am horrified, shivers going down my spine. 
Trencoss flicks his finger and another dog yanks into the air.
“No!” I cry, but the word sticks in my throat.
The second dog shakes in the air, flopping like a fish. 
I find myself on my feet as the second dog drops to the floor. He lays on his side, chest heaving, breath rasping, and I step towards him.
“Princess Ailbe…” Trencoss speaks in a sing-song.
I spin towards the sorcerer as he lifts the next dog. This one gives a strangled bark, thrashing wildly just before his feet are snatched off the ground.
“Stop!” I cry.
I can feel two dozen canine gazes boring into me. They do not draw closer, but their eyes are intent, their hackles raised. I must stop him. 
“No! Put him down!” I stumble towards Trencoss, hands outstretched.
“Like this?” Trencoss smiles, and the dog crashes to the floor with a yelp of pain. “What do you want, Princess?” 
Without moving more than his pinky, Trencoss throws another dog to the side. The great beast tumbles like he was hit by a boulder.
“This?” Trencoss throws another dog aside, skittering across the marble. “This?”
The dog yelps. Along the wall, other dogs whine in fear.
I grab Trencoss’s wrists, half-blinded with tears, knowing I am too small to have any effect on a grown man. “Stop!” I shake him desperately. “Don’t hurt them, please! Stop!”
Trencoss jerks his hands out of my grasp, sending me stumbling backwards. 
Despite the violence surrounding them, the dogs stay in their natural positions, sprawled on the floor or facing our tableau. They are all staring at me, even the ones he just knocked over.
Trencoss smiles, slow and predatory. His tongue darts out and whets his lips.
“Ailbe of Dún Allaine,” he says, enunciating every syllable, “will you marry me?”
I swallow a sob. “If you don’t hurt the dogs.”
He spreads a hand, indicating the room around us. “Use your eyes, woman. You control this scene.”
My own gasping breath pulls at my throat, my heart hammering. I can’t bear to hurt them. I can’t.
“Right now, everyone is fine, are they not?” he taunts. “No one is hurt, little princess.”
The dogs stare at me with steady gazes that I cannot interpret, do not understand. I turn in a circle, checking that every single one is safe. 
“So…Ailbe of Dún Allaine…will you marry me?”
“Yes.” My answer is immediate.
Trencoss smiles. “Of your own free will, you agree?”
“I will marry you.” I keep my voice steady, my eyes on the ground.
“Very well then!” Trencoss throws up his hand and all the candles flare high. “Our engagement is final. A woman of your standing would not go back on her word. Goodnight.”
He spins and strides back to his throne, his back to me as if to emphasize how powerless I am. 
I pause for a beat, and then skitter towards the distant door. I do not know how much longer I can hold in my foolish sobs, as though I were the one who suffered, instead of me being the one to cause pain.
“I’m sorry,” I mumble to the dogs as I pass. “And to you. And you. I’m sorry.”
“Escort her to her room,” Trencoss calls, pouring himself a glass of wine.
Several of the dogs fall in behind and beside me, but even without touching them I can tell something has changed. They are my guardians, not my jailers. Our steps tap all the way across the long, grand floor, and when I finally reach the door it swings open on its own.
“Princess Ailbe!” Trencoss calls. 
Although I want to run, I don’t dare. I turn to the sorcerer, my heart pounding.
“Remember, Princess…” Trencoss raises his goblet, as though he is toasting me. “You may have the power of the animals, but so do I. You cannot use them against me.”
The power of animals? I don’t understand. I wait for three heartbeats, but he says nothing more. I jerk a curtsey and flee.

      ***I rush down the corridors and up the stairs, and of course the giant dogs keep pace with me easily. I must hold myself together until I’m alone. I’ve lost Saba, and after that I lost my home, and now I’ve even lost—
I skid to a stop in the hallway by my bedroom, chest heaving. Did I see—was that…
I plunge backwards into the milling dogs, grabbing wiry fur as I trip over my own skirts. I catch myself against a muscular shoulder, my knees hitting the stone floor, and turn his muzzle to face me. The dog’s eyes blink in surprise.
No. He wasn’t the one I saw.
The other dogs crowd around, and I pull another face closer. No, not this one either. I seize a pair of ears, pulling this dog to look at me. Another. He drops his head and licks his nose, apologetically. Curly fur and midnight eyes waver out of focus and my breath stabs at my lungs, and I realize I’m sobbing.
“Acushla!” I cry. “Where are you? Is it you? You?” I can hardly see, hardly breathe. My desperate hands meet warm shoulders and ribs, but no one responds to my call. 
A heavy head pushes through the others. I already know he’s not right and turn away, but he shoves closer and licks my face. I gasp at the huge tongue, and then another lick catches the back of my neck. I would laugh—some part of me wants to laugh. 
But I just sink to the floor, subsumed in a wave of black wolfhounds, all of whom look almost the same and yet none are him. None are my beloved. 
“My Acushla,” I say, my face in my hands. “Where are you? Where are you?”
One of the dogs barks. Another drops to the floor beside me. A third licks his nose. I pull myself up to my knees, clutching my cheeks and trying to breathe.
“What monstrosity is this,” I demand, “that you all look like him? Everywhere I turn, I think I see his face, but it is never right!”
They pace, turn, pant. Almost as though they’re as agitated as me.
“I didn’t want much,” I tell them, the words hot in my throat. “I just want my place in the world—to save Saba, and to work together.” I thought I had found someone to be my partner again. “I only wanted to find her, and now look what trouble that brought me. And now I have lost the only one who would help me…”
But the pattern of speaking aloud to a dog is so familiar, so comfortable, that I can’t bear it. I can’t be comfortable while my Acushla is lost in this awful castle—imprisoned somewhere, beaten daily, who knows. It’s huge, and Trencoss has shown his casual cruelty. Every day, I search somewhere different, and there are dogs I haven’t met, and but none are him. Not yet. 
“Go away!” I flail my hands at the not-right dogs, knowing they won’t leave, but my palm snags on something sharp—the spikes on a collar. I turn my hand to check it in the lantern-light. No blood. Odd, but I should know better by now. Nothing here is as it should be, and I don’t have the energy for any more mysteries tonight. 
I push myself to my feet, slowly, one limb at a time, and wade through the sea of dogs, refusing to look at any of them. It’s not their fault, but I hate them for not being him.
They never follow me into my room. I pass the threshold to my room, and they stop. They never follow me inside. Some of them will spend the night on guard, sprawled in the hallway just in case I ever wanted to leave.
I close my door, but it doesn’t help. Being alone no longer feels like sanctuary.
It’s torture.






  
  Chapter Two


This bed is more luxurious than any I have ever known, with smooth fabrics made from fibers that I do not know, and a blanket that is thick and yet as light as feathers. But physical comfort does not make the mind content—although I’m sure I am more content than if Trencoss threw me in the dungeon. 
My mind races ahead to the things that Trencoss might do to me, were he to send me alone to a dungeon. It was one thing to act brave when I was wearing a fine dress and dining upon silver and gold, but now—in the dark, in my nightgown—my stomach curls in fear. I don’t know if I have made my situation better or worse by agreeing to marry him. He might enjoy making a fuss over a wife and I would live a life of luxury—but I will be bound to him even more tightly. 
In ordinary places, a woman can apply to divorce her husband. This is no ordinary town. There is no magistrate; no over-lord to whom I can appeal.
I am more alone than I have ever been in my life.
I stare towards the tall rectangle of window. It is covered by a curtain and hidden from the sky by an oak tree, so the window is neither pale nor bright, but it is less dark than the rest of the room. As long as I can see that shape, I know I am not in a dungeon. 
What a macabre turn of thought. This isn’t doing anyone any good.
I leap out of bed, pull back the curtain, and open the window mechanism. At home, windows are made of sheets of bone or oiled hide, and one must push the whole frame aside in order to see out. In the Castle of a Thousand Doors, the windows are pure glass, and there is a small pane set at the base of the large one. As soon as I lift it, I am bathed in the chirping of crickets, the sweet scent of grass, the chill of dew against my skin. 
There.
I am alive, I am human. I am trapped, but not wholly a prisoner. I shiver and slide back into my bed, leaving the window open.
When Saba was taken from me at Dún Allaine, I slept in the room we had shared and used her tools and keys. It was not only practical, as I needed them to perform her duties, but it gave me great comfort. Now I wish I had one thing to hold, to remember my Acushla the same way. Trencoss’s story keeps playing in my mind—the story of myself, created by Trencoss and Fionn. 
I wonder what he meant about the power of the animals. If we count the furry and winged ones, then I am not so alone. I get out of bed, wrap a soft blanket around my shoulders, and light the candle to go searching in the corners. Up here, the walls are made of wood, and there are always cracks in the wood. Here, behind the wardrobe. Or at the edge of the fireplace.
“Good evening, little mice,” I call. “Hail. Is anyone there?”
I find a bun and a pat of butter on the little hutch and workspace beside the fire; the place where the maids mix my cosmetics and arrange my breakfast tray. I crumble it and sprinkle it on the floor.
Then I sit and wait, leaning my back against the warm stone of the hearth. Any so-called power of the animals would involve a lot of patience, that is what I think. It is the first thing I would tell my apprentice.
That’s a joke, and just as my smile sneaks along, my heart comes crashing back down. I used to amuse myself with such thoughts, but lately I have had Acushla to share them with.
That’s the story I want to tell, of my time with Acushla—and just then, I catch a twitter of movement. The little creature scurries from crumb to crumb, then sits up on her hind legs to examine me.
I greet her in the formal way, giving my name and asking how she slept. 
She just twitches her nose.
“Mistress Mouse, would you like to hear a story?” I ask. “For I have tales to tell, if you have ears to listen.”
She drops down to all fours, and I hold out my hand so she could come closer.
Instead, she turns and runs back into the crack in the wall—and I am devastated. I let my head drop onto my knees, crumping into myself. Foolish me, joking about having an apprentice. Maybe I was born with the power of the animals, but I have lost it. Look at me, being fearful and jumpy around dogs—dogs, of all things!—and scaring the mice away. I am trapped, and don’t have any power at all.
Just then, a squeaking startles me into raising my head. It is not just one mouse, but a dozen, racing around the crumbs and then settling in. They like to curl up beneath some object, tucked away, but tonight they are all watching me, unconcealed
“So you do have ears to listen, don’t you?” I half-laugh, my mind whirling faster than their little feet. Maybe I know more about animals than I think I do. Maybe I need patience with myself.
Tomorrow, I will do something about the dogs. Meanwhile, I promised the mice a story. I gather pillows and blankets from the chairs by the hearth, moving slowly and explaining my actions so not to startle my guests. I get the sense that they approve of me building myself a nest.
A short-eared owl calls in the distance, and the oak leaves rustle in a jasmine-scented breeze. 
I flip through my memories of traveling with Acushla like they are a pile of tablecloths. The early days when both the wolfhound and I tried to use our best manners. Learning to build a camp together. Our first village. The first time he nudged me through a Door, and I was so afraid—it was perfectly fine, but we did not find Saba. Me building a harness for him, sewing and adjusting each strap. The night of the storm, when we worked together so desperately we forgot to be polite.
That evening in Lochan Uaine. This is the one I have been looking for; the moment when everything changed.
“I begin…” I say it out loud. “This is my tale.”


We came to Lochan Uaine about three months after we escaped from Fionn mac Cumhaill. It was a human town, ordinary enough with its round thatched houses, grazing pens, and central well. The lake the town was named for had gone marshy then grown in, creating a serpentine sort of swamp. You could walk through it well enough in the day, keeping your feet to the path and occasionally leaping from one tussock to the next, catching glimpses of the strangely green water through the reeds. It was, of course, a place on the edge of Between, but the people there never spoke of the Good Neighbors. They did not even tell warning stories nor sing the songs, but they left out plates of milk and kept their children close. Acushla and I were looking for the door to the Peaceful Valley, so we sought out the places like this. We were not afraid.


One of the mouselings chitters, cocking his head.
“You wanted to know why we were searching for the Peaceful Valley?”
He squeals, waving his little paws.


Saba is the sister of my heart, but she was born under a curse. The Dark Man pursues her, but she is one of the White People, and she has a deer form. In her deer form, she can always escape to the Peaceful Valley. She can take someone with her, and we have gone together many times. I hoped that my familiarity with the place would allow me to cross the Veil, even though I am not magical. So we kept moving and looking, my Acushla and I, and this day, we found the village of Lochan Uaine.
From the lake, the villagers gathered plants to make the vibrant green dye. Up and down the kingdoms of Ireland, we are united by our love of bright colors. The town of Lochan Uaine bought plain linen and sold bright green linen, and from that they were wealthy.
Wealthy enough to hire us—or so we had heard. We had our pattern by then. I stashed our cart in the forest and put on my fine dress, and we walked in together, my Acushla and I. By the time we reached the central square, we always had gathered a crowd. 
Only kings and their highest lords keep wolf-hounds. I do not know if this is the law; in practice, they cost a fortune and eat another fortune each year. Wolfhounds dine with royalty, who award them jewels after feats of bravery, like the warriors they are. Once glance at Acushla was enough to know that he was of the finest breeding, training, and pride.
As for myself, I am small like a songbird. My eyes are large and my chin delicate, which has a predictable effect on men. I made Acushla look more rugged, and he made me look more vulnerable, which improved our bargaining power significantly.
On this particular day, the headman of Lochan Uaine greeted me with a goblet of mead, and the town’s guard and merchants and magistrate gathered around. My Acushla lay at my feet, front paws crossed, head held high. The headman took the first sip and I took the second, and we started in bargaining. 
He did, indeed, want to hire my Acushla to go out with their hunting parties. It was autumn, and they had a few trained dogs but none who were so strong or bold as mine. At first, the headman declined any services that I might offer, but one of the women whispered in his ear, and we bargained that while my Acushla hunted I would teach the women embroidery patterns. Usually, I bargained for foodstuffs—oats and oil and salt and dried meat—and clothing. Today, I wanted to earn the large sheets of heavy, oiled linen to use for a tent, and had guessed this town would be rich enough to offer it. 
Over the next few days, we turned out to be luckier than I had even imagined. They gave me the oilcloth straight away, extending trust that Acushla would do his part, and then while the younger men were away, my host’s father spent the afternoons helping me stitch it into a tent. I had spent my life in a castle, working as hard as any servant, but in the same physical comfort as Saba, so this was all unfamiliar to me. This gentleman spent hours showing me how to tie knots, pack stores efficiently, and which type of trees would best support my new tent. Meanwhile, I found easy friendship among the women of Lochan Uaine.
The second and third day, the hunters did not find their game. The fourth, they took down a pair of boar, but Acushla was injured slightly. This happened regularly on his hunts but was still my greatest fear, although I never let it show. I kept on hand the salves Saba had shown me how to make, and scissors and bandages and a needle that could sew flesh. That day, I did not need the latter. I cut his fur away around the wound, so I could clean very thoroughly—boar hunting is filthy work—but the cut wasn’t deep. Acushla panted with the pain, but when I paused, he nudged me with his nose or caught my ear with a reassuring lick.
I laughed. “You would think it is me that is hurt, not you.”
He nudged my arm, his dark eyes warm and gentle.
“I am perfectly fine,” I told him. “I am just worried about—”
Even I could hear the fearful crack in my voice. I was always worried about the warriors getting hurt, but I hadn’t realized how much I worried about this warrior. Him.
Acushla cocked his head, pinning me with his stare, meaning: See, you are not fine. You are worried.
“Maybe you shouldn’t go hunting tomorrow,” I said.
Acushla gave a gusty sigh and laid his head on my knee. It meant that he was going, and I shouldn’t be anxious. 
The next day, they were to hunt deer. Before they left, Acushla assured me, with nudges and wags, that deer were not too taxing, and he would be back safely, but his gestures were—I wouldn’t say apologetic, but they were restrained. He understood that I was truly on edge. He was not dismissing my fears, but acknowledging them.
I worked with the women all day. In the afternoon, a messenger returned, and told us that the hunt had been very successful. Now they had so much meat to dress that they would be home later than expected. The women cheered, and several left to prepare the smokehouses.
“Your dog is incredible!” The messenger turned to me, bright-eyed. “He understands so much! It’s almost like he—”
The boy cut himself off in the same moment that one matron cleared her throat and another dropped a spoon. 
I was disappointed the boy had stopped; I was curious what he thought Acushla truly was. I didn’t know then, and I still don’t know now. He might have some kind of Fae—blood or bargain or curse—but I was certainly not going to mention any such thing to the people of Lochan Uaine. 


It occurs to me now, looking at the mice, that it might be me who was different. It might be a Fae blessing—or curse—that can only be realized by the two of us together.
I must find him.
The mice blink up at me. 


“Thank you,” I replied to the hunter, as though I had not heard the women’s distress. “My father, the dog-master, always said that the best dogs can simply look in your eyes and understand your thoughts.”
Everyone relaxed, nodding and mentioning good dogs they had known, which was my intention. 
The statement, of course, was nonsense. My father never said any such thing, because he actually trained dogs. If left to their own devices, dogs would rather go eat something disgusting and take a nap. I love them dearly, but not because they read minds.
Once the women resumed preparing for the meat, I was only in the way, so I slipped away and took a moment to enjoy the quiet. As the sun set, I stood at the edge of the woods, stretching my back and hands after a long day of sewing. A fox darted out from the underbrush and paused, staring at me.
“Good evening, little lady,” I said. 
She darted back again, and I was thinking that I ought to go check my camping supplies, when she came back with three kits tottering after her.
I cooed. “What lovely babies! Aren’t they so pretty? Look at this shiny fur.”
I squatted on my haunches, reaching out a hand. I wouldn’t approach a wild animal, but it thrills me when they choose to come to me. I ran one finger down each tiny silky back as they toddled up to me, showering them with praise the whole time. They grabbed at my fingers, and I laughed at their antics but kept my hands away. I dangled the end of my crios belt instead, which wraps several times around the waist and then drapes to the knee. I giggled as the kits jumped and batted the fringe, which was longer and fluffier by the time they were done. 
The mother fox pricked her ears at a rustling, then yipped to her kits and darted away.
“Thank you for visiting!” I called after them—very softly, so it didn’t disturb her hunt. 
I was retying my crios, smiling to myself, when something caught my eye.
White. Tall. Half-glowing.
My eyes flew up, and looked straight into a cervine face. Long muzzle, big ears.
I gasped, but before I could gather my thoughts the white deer had already turned and leapt into the forest. I burst forward, but tangled in the bushes. 
“Saba!” I cried, broken-hearted with frustration. “Saba!”
I caught sight of her again—another dozen paces farther, looking back at me. 
A path! Just to the right! I pushed through the branches and followed.
I almost made it to her, but had to dodge to the side. We reached a meadow, and I ran until I had a stitch in my belly. “Wait, Saba!” I cried out. Then later, “Are you hurt?” And later… “Is something chasing you?”
I paused, hand pressed against my side, and opened my mouth to call, “Why do you need me?”
But my own question gave me pause. Saba had never run from me, never. Something else must be chasing her…I looked around, holding my breath and straining my ears. There was nothing else and the forest was full dark. Actually, we were not in the forest; the sky was too open.
No one was chasing her.
Or me.
“Saba?” I called. “Is it really…” You, I was about to say, but if it was not her then I should not alert whoever-it-was that I knew what was going on. “…dark already?” I finished. “You’re taking me to the Peaceful Valley, right? Right, Saba?”
The deer form appeared again, closer this time, and seemed to nod its head.
I knew it wasn’t her, had never been her. I didn’t know where I was and couldn’t think of anything else, so I obeyed and followed the creature. I could no longer see the lights and smell the village fires, so we had come a long way.
Saba has an animal form, a white deer, but she is still always herself. She cannot vanish into the air, and maintains her human understanding. She knows that I am safe in the village, and would never have led me away.
Even though I knew better than to follow something into the marsh at sunset, I had yearned for her so deeply that I could not think. I can’t afford that, not ever. I am always the careful one.
That night, I failed.
I stopped, and the white deer appeared on one side and the other, tossing her head and twitching her ears. I did not argue, but I didn’t go any closer. All I could feel was the pain in my heart—Saba was still lost to me. 
The white deer appeared again, and stamped its foot. It vanished in an explosion of white sparks, and then it was a little white human-ish shape, still stamping its foot, and before I could look closely or run away the Fae sank into the ground, stamping and stamping all the while.
I was alone in the dark and needed to get back to the human village. I took a step, but the damp earth squashed beneath my foot. 
I tested around in a slow circle before finding a safe place to walk. A clump of birch trees forced me to turn, and I mis-stepped and splashed again. 
More careful now, I found the path. Step by step, reaching out each toe before I put down my weight. I must be in the marsh, where even the villagers who work here dare not travel at night. 
When I first started back, I knew I was going back the way I came, but I had to turn again and again to avoid obstacles. Which way around these reeds? Or these? I knocked into an old stump and lost my balance. I caught myself before I fell, but knew I could have tumbled straight into the bright-green water, which could be deeper than a man at this point. 
Something called in the distance. I was too terrified even to identify what creature it was.
Even though I was lost, I couldn’t just stand here in the muck. I turned, jerky, staring into the dark, trying to find where I was. Anything. 
I decided to go back to the clump of birches and wait. I couldn’t tell if they were the same ones I had passed or new ones. But once I was thinking about the trees, I stepped too boldly—it felt like dirt until my foot sank and sank. 
I windmilled my arms, flailing back. I grabbed an old dead branch, which was just enough to keep my balance, but my foot wouldn’t come out. 
I pulled and wiggled, inching my fingers up the branch to try to find something solid. It wasn’t a whole tree, just something low and scrubby. I couldn’t put any weight on it. 
I was so stupid! I had been too cavalier, thinking that I knew better than the villagers. Always stay in the village at night. Always stay together. Beware the lake.
My foot popped out, and I almost fell the other way. But I took a deep breath, for I had learned long ago not to give into hysteria. Saba is wrapped around in stories and curses, and I am the one who keeps things working. I kept her father’s castle running smoothly when she was gone for three years. She has the worse of it, and I do my part. We are two halves of the same.
And I had lost her—that night, and she is still lost today.
I crept back to the trees, concentrated fiercely on every step. Not allowing myself think about Saba.
The dark grew thicker and the ground solid, once I had made it to the clump of trees. The birch’s roots made a steep tussock, and their trunks a narrow vase. I propped myself among them and spread out my skirts so they would dry a little, trying to be sensible.
Clearly I couldn’t make it through the marsh with no light, and the villagers wouldn’t come for me. They were frightened to death of the marsh at night. I debated calling out, but Fae were more likely than humans to hear me. 
Dear mice, in that moment, shame wrapped heavy and stinking around me.
I decided that my best option would be to spend the night among the birches. It wasn’t safe, but drowning in the marsh sounded worse than the other ways of dying. I heard freezing wasn’t that bad; you just went to sleep. And the Fae might—
Then, suddenly, there were lights. 
I went absolutely still, clutching my cloak around me. It was dark, and might hide me.
Bobbing lights. An odd, slinking rattling sound. 
Dark again.
Bangity-bangity-bang! Metallic clattering—what sort of monster makes that sound? Is it coming from above?
The light again. So they were coming around trees and bushes, like I did myself—but so did the White Fae, leading me forward. Which one was this? How many? I racked my brains, remembering every story, every warning—
A deep bellow rent the night. It seemed to pull all the air inward, then split the marsh, bellowing through the earth and reverberating off the hills.
“Here!” I cried. “I am here! I am here!” And I slid down the tussock, wrapping my arms around my knees and swallowing a sob.
If this were but a story, my mouselings, my Ascushla would have been there instantly, and perhaps able to speak in human tongue.
But this was just my ordinary, foolish life. It took another quarter hour for my him to lead the small band of villagers through the strange and eerie marsh. I watched through blurry eyes. They banged their pots and shook their rattles and tested every step, and it took forever.
When they were close enough to speak, I let myself cry. I was frightened enough, and it might change their anger to pity. Especially the men.
“I’m sorry,” I called out. “I was such a fool. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
The light bobbed closer, footsteps squelching and low voices speaking to each other.
“Are you well?” called a woman.
“She’s here!” said the headman.
“I’m sorry,” I repeated, and buried my head in my knees.
Here was my Acushla, nudging my knee, pressing up against me. His wiry coat was damp, but I buried my hand in his fur anyways.
“Don’t apologize,” said the woman, wrapping a blanket around me. “They’ve caught many of us.”
“Myself, I was lured into the marsh,” added a man.
“I lost a daughter, well old enough to know the tales,” someone else said.
“Tricky ones—”
“Shh!”
I allowed myself to be pulled to my feet. Two women had their arms around me, solid, and I leaned into them. I did not want to die, and I wanted to go to the Fae world on my own terms. Not theirs. Their bargains were always terrible.
“We’re just glad that we were able to get out here tonight.” The matron squeezed me.
“It’s because of your dog,” the head-man said, and the others chorused agreement. “We knew he would keep us safe from any creatures that might threaten us.”
The way he said the word, I knew he meant the Fae would not tangle with a giant dog. Maybe they were small Fae, here; I did not know.
“And he followed your trail,” added another man. I could place him now; the head of the hunt. “I gave the word, and he did not hesitate. Some of ‘un can only follow game, but yours is right smart.”
“You can just look at a good dog and he knows what you want! Her father, the dog-master of Dún Allaine, said so!”
This was not even the messenger boy, so my false story had spread quickly. The others murmured their agreement, and I took the excuse to sink to my knees and embrace my Acushla.
He lowered his head, and I leaned my forehead against his, letting my hands tangle in the fur below his shoulders. His breath was hot on my chest, his heartbeat slow and strong under my hands. He smelled like mud and fresh air and the sweet spice of slightly damp clean dog fur, so I knew he had gone swimming after the hunt. He didn’t like coming home with blood on him; I think he worried it bothered me. 
I wished that I could lean against his shoulder, but he wore the spiked iron collar. Most wolf-hounds wear a spiked collar when they hunt, which protects their neck from the killing bite, but I could not unlock the one Trencoss put on Acushla. I had learned to cuddle and groom and play with him without touching it, but I couldn’t ever throw my arms around his neck or lean against him. That night I so longed to forget myself and just sink into the comfort of him.
“Thank you,” I whispered against his muzzle. “I was frightened.”
Acushla made a small, reassuring noise in his chest. 
“You will always come to me?” I translated his intention, pulling back to look at him. “Unless you’re hurt. Or trapped. Or something stands between us.” I tried to laugh.
He pulled his head back, and this low noise was a little growl. He tossed his head, then nudged me. Firmly.
I thought that meant that he would always come, no matter what dangers stood in the way. Always. But that was far too large to assume; too big to put into words on his behalf. I just rested my face against the back of his jaw—before the shoulder, before the collar, but still almost comfortable.
“Are you ready?” said the motherly woman.
“Good boy,” said the head hunts-man. “Good dog. Home. Let’s go!”
The women helped me to my feet, and Acushla turned towards the village, checking that we were all together. We set off, chatting softly to make the night seem less deep, but not boldly enough to draw the attention of another Fae. The others kept close to me, offering me support on any tricky footing. 
I could not keep my hand on Acushla’s shoulder as we walked, for we moved in a slow wobbly group, always trading places and balancing and twisting. But all through that long, terrible walk, I knew we were together—and would remain that way. He would protect me at any cost, and I him.
Never fear, my mouselings—I never stopped loving Saba with every breath of my soul. We were born on the same minute, slept in the same bed, learned the same lessons, took the same punishments. Our fates are intertwined and we are closer than friends, closer than sisters. I will search for Saba my whole life, if that is what it takes, and I will love her forever even if I never see her again.
But that night, something began to shift. Loving Saba in exile didn’t mean that my heart was frozen; I am not divided between one kind of love and another. In this moment, in this world, Acushla is here with me. I don’t care if he is part-Fae, I don’t care if he can’t escape his collar. We work together and understand each other and trust each other, and there was a joy that was growing in it.
That was the first night that we slept curled together, my Acushla and I. I left my palette to join him by the fire, but my hostess caught us and shooed us both away. Acushla was the hero of the house, and she pulled my bedding down from the loft so that he might sleep in comfort with me. 
It took me a while to find a comfortable position, out of the way of his paws and his sharp collar. Eventually, I fell asleep with my head pillowed between his forequarters and his chest, my body curled up to his. He kept me warm, and his heart beat low and steady into my soul.







