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Chapter One
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490 CE

Fingin flung the fishing net with all his might. The circular sieve spun wide and nestled onto the surface of the gently flowing An Ruirthech River. The weights on the edge sank slowly to the rocky floor, and with gentle tugs, Fingin pulled the handline and tightened his snare. 

A few times, the edge caught on stones, but a slight twitch freed the twine. Once he hauled it to shore, he scowled at the paltry three small salmon and one young pike he’d caught. 

Typically, he did much better at this time of evening, as the sun kissed the edge of the dusky horizon. Nevertheless, he had plenty to eat and more for the morning market. 

Since Fingin had left home seven winters before, he’d learned to balance his work and his needs pretty well.

Perhaps just one more cast would be wise. He secured his catch, sniffed the fresh wind for any hint of rain, and waded back into the water.

The river narrowed at a sharp bend, making the current run swift and strong, and corralling the fish into a smaller area. Fingin whispered, urging the fish to come closer. His voice flowed out through the air and into the water.

Sometimes, the fish listened, but more often, they fled. Fish were wary of any fisherman, despite his ability to talk to them. Just because they understood him didn’t mean he could command them.

He didn’t like speaking with fish. Even with magic, his voice was distorted by water. He preferred talking with larger animals, as they had more interesting conversation. But sometimes he could persuade fish to swim closer toward his net. 

A ripple upriver caught his eye, glinting in the setting sun. Fingin squinted as it grew closer. Something large swam beneath the surface, a fish too big for his net. 

Hastily, Fingin yanked his net in, but it caught on a rock. With frantic hands, he tried to untie the handline from his wrist, but the water-soaked knot stuck fast.

His heart raced as he yelled, “No, no, no! Go away! Go around!” 

The huge salmon ignored his shouting and hummed a sprightly tune as it leapt, cutting the river’s surface with a glint of silver and pink, before barreling into the net. 

Fingin held on for dear life as the fish plowed through, snapping braided horsehair and vine like a rotten bit of thatch, but the main part of the net held. The force pulled Fingin well into the center of the river, spluttering and gasping for breath like the fish he often tossed on shore.

The water roared above him and into his lungs, forcing his breath out. His panic rose as the current slammed him into a jagged rock. Pain shot through his midriff. 

When his face reached the surface, he sucked in a deep breath and coughed. The water snatched him away from blessed air. He gasped again, but water flooded his mouth. His lungs burned as he sunk under again. 

The handline cut deep into his wrist, digging through his soaked skin. He clawed at it as the water and the salmon swept him downriver, then wriggled through two more bends in the bank as Fingin’s sight turned to gray.

His arms wrenched as the huge salmon finally tore through the net. Fingin fought back to the surface. He rasped a huge breath, drawing sweet, fresh air into his lungs, then drifted downriver, his tattered net trailing behind him.

When he finally made it to the riverbank, Fingin retrieved the shredded remains of his net and slogged back to the shore. 

He clenched his jaw at the damaged net, pulling the now useless thing onto the bank, squelching through the river mud and reeds to dry land. After he wrapped it into a ball, he considered throwing it back into the river as a just reward for its betrayal. 

With a deep sigh, Fingin tucked the awkward, sopping bundle under his arm and walked upriver. The net hadn’t been at fault. A salmon that size had no business being this far up An Ruirthech. He was leagues away from the sea, and only the smaller salmon ever made it this far past the weirs and the rapids. 

The river wound through the countryside, but walking overland to his hut was fairly quick. 

Fingin didn’t live in high style. The rough hut wouldn’t last more than a winter or two, but he never bothered with building a permanent home. Not anymore. 

His current home stood in a clearing nestled within a riverbend. A beach allowed easy access to the water, with a flat rock next to the hut. This rock allowed Fingin to spread his net out when it needed repairs, or to clean his catch. 

Fingin preferred the simple life, and while he craved friends, he didn’t dare seek people out. He spoke to birds and squirrels, but they only talked of sweet, simple things, like food and rain and mating.

From his flat rock, he stopped repairing the net to watch the meandering river, wiggling his hands to keep them from aching. Then he bent back to his task, determined to fix at least half the damage before dusk. Occasionally, he’d glance up at a sound or to stretch his back.

That salmon must have been a cursed fish, or maybe some faerie conjuration. His net never had a chance. Still, he jerked the strands with frustration as he knotted vines and braided new strands.

Fingin rose to fetch more rope from his hut. Although the ball of rope was hefty, repair on this scale would use most of it up, so he’d need to make more.

When he sat again, he let out a deep sigh. He’d forgotten to stoke the fire. While he’d banked it that morning, if he didn’t start it now, it would be dark before he cooked his meal.

He stood again, watching the water as a log swung lazily along the current, with something round and furry in the middle. Fingin squinted to see the object between the glints of the setting sun.

The thing lifted its head, and Fingin realized it was a scraggly wolfhound, soaked and scrambling to stay on the branch.

Without a thought, Fingin rushed to the far end of the river bend. He scurried down to the beach and dove into the water, swimming with powerful strokes to reach the log. He almost got a handhold before it spun away. 

With a spluttered curse, he yelled at the dog, “Come! Swim to me! I’ll take you to shore!”

The dog lifted his head up. Fingin had seen that expression on animals before. He’d never have heard anyone speak to him in words he understood. 

After a heart-breakingly long moment, the dog leapt from the dubious safety of the soaked log and paddled toward Fingin. The enormous dog draped his huge paws on his shoulders, almost dunking him, but Fingin rolled on his stomach, asking the dog to lie on Fingin’s shoulders. “I’ll bring us back to shore. Just keep your head above water.”

He crawled to the beach and dropped onto the sand, trying to catch his breath. The dog did the same, his pink tongue flopping out of his mouth. 

When Fingin could breathe again, he sat cross-legged across from the beast. The poor thing looked half-starved and half-drowned. The silver-gray fur looked matted and patchy, and his ribs showed through the skin. 

He patted the poor dog a few times. “Stay here just a few moments, dog. I’ll be back with food, water, and a nice cloth to dry you. When you’re fed, I’ll take you up to the fire and get you warm, aye?”

The wolfhound opened his eyes once and closed them again, still exhausted. Fingin took that as agreement and climbed the rough stairs he’d built into the hillside. He gathered fish from the day’s catch, turnips left over from yesterday’s stew, and a skin of water. On the way out, he grabbed his blanket and returned to the beach.

The dog hadn’t moved so much as a paw but was breathing easily now. Fingin spied a gash on the dog’s leg, and he daubed it with river water. The dog whimpered but let him work. 

With some urging, Fingin convinced the hound to sit up to drink and eat. He took a little fish but wouldn’t touch the turnip. Fingin let out a chuckle. He didn’t care for plain turnips either, and he lived too far from the ocean to spice it with salt.

“What’s your name, boy? I’m Fingin.”

The hound turned his head and Fingin heard his words within his mind. “Why can I understand you? I never understand humans.”

Fingin gave a shrug. “My grandmother gave me a faerie gift when she left me.”

The dog shook his head, as if the last bit didn’t make sense. Fingin supposed it wouldn’t, to a dog.

The hound let out a single woof. “I’m Bran. At least, that’s what my friend called me.”

Bran. One of the two famous hounds of Fionn ma Cumhaill, the legendary leader of the Fianna. A worthy name for an enormous wolfhound.

Putting a hand on Bran’s shoulder, Fingin asked, “Do you want to be called Bran? If you’d rather another name, I’ll call you something else.”

Bran’s tongue lolled out. “Bran is good. I’ll remember Bran. I don’t remember things very well. That’s why my friend sent me away.” He ducked his head as if ashamed.

Fingin put a hand under Bran’s chin and lifted until he gazed into the dog’s eyes. “Hey! That was a mean thing for him to do. Would you like to be my friend? I promise I won’t make you go away.”

The dog’s tail thumped three times on the sand before he gave a cautious, “Yes, I would like that very much. Do you have more fish? My leg hurts.”

With a grin, Fingin nodded. “I have fish up at my hut, and a warm fire. I’ll wrap up your leg so it can heal. Here, let me dry you off first.”

Fingin rubbed the wiry gray fur hard with the blanket, and Bran squirmed under him, the tail now wagging so hard it bruised Fingin’s arms. “Settle down, Bran! Settle down. We’ll be done here in a moment.”

Once Bran’s coat was fluffy and dry, Fingin led him up the hillside. Bran didn’t like the steps but made it to the top after several whines. When he spied the fire, he rushed next to it and lay down, “This is warm. I really like warm. Will you let me stay near the warm for a while?”

With a chuckle, Fingin said, “You can stay next to the warm all night if you like. I’ll be there, too. The sun’s going down. Let me put more fish in the pot for my meal, and I’ll give you the rest.”

He glanced over at the still ripped net and sighed. He’d have to repair it in the morning. Keeping the hound warm and fed was more important just now than the net. 
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Fingin woke the next morning with a warm body next to his, all along his back. He panicked, not remembering meeting anyone. He hadn’t talked with another person in a long time, much less been comfortable enough to fall asleep next to them. 

With cautious movements, he twisted around. In the dim light of the growing dawn, he made out the gray, furry form of Bran, stretched out almost as long as him, snoring slightly. 

Yesterday’s events came rushing back, from the massive salmon to the nearly drowned dog, and he grinned. 

Fingin once had a dog when he was eight, a puppy who’d loved him like no other. The dog had lived with them before Fingin could talk to animals, and before his grandmother had disappeared.

The puppy had been a mixed hound from across the sea. At least, that’s what his grandmother had told him. He’d always believed her tales. His father would tell lies all the time, just to make himself more important or impressive, but his grandmother had never lied to him.

Fingin gulped back the memories, rose from the warmth of the dog, and stoked the banked fire back to life. He poured water into the tin kettle for tea and stepped outside to greet the day.

His parents had been fanatics of the new Roman religion, but his grandmother had taught him the proper way to honor the dawn. Fingin faced the east and sat cross-legged on the outcropping overlooking the river. As he waited for the sun’s first rays to peek out from behind the hills and across the countryside, he closed his eyes. When the sun touched his skin, he smiled at the warmth, then sang.

The song had no words, at least none he recognized. He’d learned it by rote, some old language his grandmother had known. Or perhaps she didn’t know the meaning either. 

It didn’t matter. They’d called to the sun as the sun now called to him. He drew in the power of the morning, energizing his body and his soul with the promise of the new day.

When the shimmering orb cleared the hill, his voice faded to blend into the song of the surrounding birds. The power within him tumbled into the earth below, curling away like a heavy smoke from a smoldering fire. Once he’d released the strength back into the soil, his body and soul were refreshed and ready for what lay before him.

Fingin strode back to the hut where Bran still lay sleeping, now curled into a ball next to the flickering flames of the hearth fire.

He needed more fish for breakfast. Yesterday’s catch had been enough to feed himself for two days, but not himself and a starving wolfhound. 

But to get more fish, he needed to repair his net. 

With a determined stride, he fetched his abandoned project and bent to his task. He pulled a length of thin rope, braided with horsehair, thin vines, and reed stalks. Fingin tied knots to one side of the enormous gap left from yesterday’s fiasco and tied the other end to the opposite side of the gap. Then he tied parallel lines across the gap until he’d connected each strand in that direction.

Now for the hard part. He added rope cross-ways, tying new knots at every juncture. This step took much longer than the first pass, and he had to get up often to stretch his legs and back. 

The hound still slept. Fingin smiled every time he glanced at his hut. He hoped Bran would want to stay. It would be nice to have a friend.

Just as he tied the last knot of the main gap, a loud yawn came from the hut. Bran stretched and rolled over but didn’t wake.

Fingin held up his repaired net, searching for gaps. There, that knot didn’t look secure. He re-tied it and tested the fastness of the net as a whole, tugging and pushing each section. 

A sloppy job now meant empty bellies later. If Bran stayed, he had two bellies to fill, and failure wouldn’t mean just his own hunger.

“What’s that for?”

Fingin just about jumped out of his skin. He spun to find Bran staring at the net with a cocked head. 

After he calmed his heart, Fingin explained, “It’s a net. I throw it in the water to catch fish.”

At the mention of fish, Bran’s ears perked up and his tongue fell out of his mouth. “Fish? More fish?”

“In a little while, Bran. I have to catch them first. Do you want to come watch?”

“Fish!” Bran twisted crosswise and nibbled at the bandage on his leg.

Fingin tapped his nose away. “Don’t eat that, Bran. It will help your leg heal.”

Bran stared at him, then at the bandage. With a pout, the dog left the cloth alone. 

Together, they walked down to the river. Fingin waded out to his normal perch, a flat stone in the middle of the river. He cast his net, letting the weights pull the edges down to the riverbed. When he tugged, he watched for any unusually large salmon, but none appeared to ruin his net this time.

A few expert tugs and he almost had the net drawn in. Bran bounded into the water and yanked the net, his teeth latched onto one edge. “Bran, no, no, you’ll tear it. It’s only designed for one person to pull.”

Bran bowed his head and shrunk away with a whine. 

Fingin hadn’t wanted to hurt his new friend’s feelings. “It’s all right, Bran. I’m glad you wanted to help. But I’ve made my net so I can work alone.”

Fingin tugged and pulled at the net. He pulled in a decent haul, at least a dozen trout and a pike. One little salmon wiggled through a hole in the net, and Bran leapt after the tiny fish, losing it in the splashes. 

One paw stepped on the net as Fingin was still struggling to pull it to shore. Soon, both paws were twisted in the net and he yipped, trying to get free. His eyes grew wide with panic and he yipped again.

“Bran! Stop moving. I’ll get you out.”

Fingin waded back out into the river and patiently extricated Bran from his freshly repaired net. “Now, stay clear of the net. It’s easy to get tangled.”

When Bran returned to shore, he tried to nibble on the cloth again. 

“Stop that, Bran. It won’t heal if you don’t stop bothering it.”

Bran bowed his head, his wet fur dripping on the shore. “I’m sorry. It itches.”

“Don’t be sorry. Just learn.” Fingin grinned to take the sting from his words. “I’m glad to have you as a friend.”

Bran’s tail wagged so hard that droplets splattered them both. 

[image: A picture containing drawing

Description automatically generated]

As Fingin cleaned their catch on the rock next to the hut, Bran’s tongue lolled out of one side of his mouth. “Can I eat this one yet?”

“Not yet. I have to clean it. I don’t want you choking on a fish bone.”

“What about this one?”

Fingin shut his eyes for a moment, wondering if he’d been this eager as a child. “No. Wait a few minutes and I’ll have this one cleaned. Then you can have it. But eat slowly, because I have to clean all these fish, and no, you don’t get to eat them all.”

Bran settled down and placed his head over his crossed front paws, the very picture of patience and virtue. Fingin stifled a chuckle and set to cleaning the first fish.

It had been quite a struggle to drag the net up the steps with Bran’s all-too-willing help. Just as he reached the halfway point, the dog had let out a volley of furious barks, making him slip two steps and lose his grip on the net.

Once the squirrel who had caused that mishap disappeared, he’d trodden on Bran’s paw, causing the hound to yip and whine. 

Finally, Fingin wrestled the net full of fish to the clearing. Now he had to clean each one. With fourteen—no, fifteen—fish, most decent-sized, he could give two to Bran, two to himself, and have eleven for market. Fingin glanced at the sun to judge the day. He’d woken early and the sun hadn’t reached its zenith yet. With luck, he’d still have time.

The market was less than a half day’s walk through the woods to a valley. Ten families lived in a cluster and met every ten days to trade when the weather was bright. And today was a fantastic day, full of sunlight and singing birds. Everyone would be out just to enjoy the warmth.

Fingin hated going to market, but he needed to trade his fish to get things he couldn’t catch or make. He talked well enough to Bran and other animals, but his ability to speak with humans left much to be desired. 

His voice always stumbled and halted, making him sound like an idiot. No matter how much he practiced or tried, he barely got words out, much less whole sentences. Each word was like pushing against a riverbank. 

He’d often wondered how much of this difficulty was because of his grandmother. Before she left, he’d talked like anyone else to humans, and not at all to animals. At least, when he spoke to dogs then, they hadn’t answered back. 

But when she left, she took his human voice and left his animal voice. This left him unsuited to living with other folks. Invariably, the locals chased him away after a few seasons. 

He’d grown used to moving on every two or three winters to a new place, which is why he didn’t keep many things. He had to carry everything he owned on his back too often.

While Bran gleefully munched the growing pile of fish guts, Fingin gutted and cleaned each one. When he’d finished, he stretched his arms behind his head and let out a long, low groan. His back ached from hunching over.

Bran looked up from his meal, slime dripping from one side of his mouth. “Is my friend hurt?”

“Not hurt, just aching. I sat in one place too long. I shouldn’t do that.”

Fingin cracked his neck to each side, then cleaned his gutting knife. After wrapping the cleaned fish in bark and tying it with string, he placed it inside. 

“No more fish?”

“You’ve had two. No more now. I have to cook some for myself.”

“Cook?”

“Make it hot with fire.”

Bran cocked his head. “My other friend did that. Why?”

“It tastes better. I’ll let you try a bite when I’m done.”

Bran pouted again. “He never let me taste any.”

Sending a silent curse to whoever had been Bran’s friend, Fingin poked the fire with a stick. He skewered the two fish on another and placed it over the fire, across two Y-shaped sticks staked into the ground. 

Just then, he realized he’d eaten nothing since yesterday afternoon, and it was already midday. The sizzling fish made his mouth water.

He poked the flesh a few times to gauge the cooking. When he judged the fish ready, he pulled it from the flame.

“More fish now?”

“Wait until it cools, Bran. Otherwise, you’ll burn your mouth, and that’ll hurt.”

Again, Bran pouted with impatient eyes. When Fingin pulled the cooked flesh of the fish apart with his knife, Bran perked up and his tail pounded against the ground in delighted anticipation.

Fingin placed a big chunk of cooked fish on the ground near Bran. The dog sniffed at it several times before he licked the treat. He nibbled the edge and then devoured the whole thing in less time than Fingin took to blink.

With a chuckle, he said, “I suppose that means you like the cooked fish?”

Bran let out a yip. “I do. More?”

“Not just now, Bran. I have to finish my meal. Then I need to go to market with the rest of the fish. Would you like to come along? Or would you rather stay here and guard our home?”

“Home?”

“This place, where we sleep. It’s our home, yours and mine.”

His tongue lolled to one sided. “I like our home, but if you leave, I want to go with you.”

The simple answer made Fingin smile.

Why had he never had a dog since he realized he could speak with animals? His grandmother had left fifteen winters ago. In all that time, he’d seen dogs, but usually they were working on someone else’s farm. 

He’d talked to a cat once, but when he moved away, she didn’t want to follow. She’d been far too independent to attach herself to any human, no matter how nicely he talked.

Birds, squirrels, rabbits, even the occasional deer, had spoken with him, but the simpler the animal, the simpler the speech. While he barely understood bees and beetles, the bits he did understand centered around food and survival. And their conversation didn’t help his loneliness.

Bran, however, might become a true companion, someone to help him through the long, lonely nights. Someone to watch his back while he slept on the road. Someone to share the things he did and saw and thought.

He ruffled the dog’s head until the gray, wiry fur stood on end. With a grin, he rose and gathered his wares, wrapping the fish to sell in a woven reed mat he’d made.
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Birds filled the woods with song and swooped across the path as Fingin and Bran walked along the trail. His new friend bounded after partridge and rabbits, delighting in the adventure. The distance seemed shorter with Bran at his side. 

Once, after burrowing into a rabbit’s hole, Bran raised his head and Fingin had to laugh out loud. A ring of dirt and clover surrounded the hound’s snout. After a sneeze and a violent shake of his head, Bran trotted next to him in quiet dignity, as if nothing had happened. Fingin continued to chuckle every few minutes.

They passed a derelict roundhouse in the next glade. The place had been empty for a while. Fingin had even considered moving in, but something about the place made him wary. Besides, the thatched roof needed lots of repair, difficult for one person. 

They passed another bend in the river, the huge badger hole in the hillside, and a stand of enormous oak trees. He spied a burdock bush and paused to harvest several large leaves to wrap his fish in. 

Then Fingin had to call Bran away from investigating the badger hole. He didn’t want his new friend to suffer a nasty bite on the nose.

Beyond the oaks was a circle of three ancient standing stones. Fingin shivered as they passed. Even in the bright sunlight, the circle gave off a sense of danger, a feeling of being watched. He never went there.

After they rounded a tall hill, the village came into sight. Five farms clustered in the middle, with five more on the outskirts. Folks gathered in a center space for fairs, harvest celebrations, and markets.

The largest roundhouse held a family of seven and rose two stories. The smallest was almost the size of Fingin’s home. Farms with fields of turnips, wheat, cabbage, barley, and rye radiated out from the roundhouses in a random pattern, like a broken wagon wheel. Smaller kitchen gardens grew herbs such as rosemary, onions, garlic, and chervil, things he could smell as he walked by. Fingin wished he could afford some of the fancier herbs.

Mid-summer meant the first fast-growing vegetables would be harvested and offered in trade. Fingin spied several people he knew by name. They knew him, but rarely offered any friendliness. 

He’d moved into his hut only a winter ago, and so would still be considered a stranger, even if his speech hadn’t been broken.

Twenty people gathered in the village center. Several sat behind benches, blankets, or trestle tables to show their wares. A few had a lean-to set up for shade. Summer dust rose from the trampled ground and tickled his nose until he sneezed. Bran echoed his sneeze and shook his head.

The first bench held the tanner’s goods. Sometimes Fingin caught a deer or rabbits and traded with the tanner, but today he only had fish. 

He continued past the baker, the weaver, the chandler, and took the space at the end, next to folks selling vegetables and fruit. 

Bran examined each person, sniffing them and their wares. The tanner shooed him away, but the baker gave him a small treat, much to his delight. After that, Fingin called him back, but he wouldn’t listen, not with the possibility of food.

Unfurling his blanket, Fingin put down his pack and unrolled his fish. Bran settled down on the blanket behind him.

“I want to go sniff more people. The woman with the blankets smells like sheep.”

Fingin murmured, keeping his lips still. “Stay behind me until the fish are gone. Maybe she’ll come to us.”

A few minutes passed before anyone approached them. A young mother, toddler on her hip, strolled up and peered at his offerings. She lifted a pot and raised her eyebrows. “I have honey. How many fish would you trade?”

Fingin hadn’t had honey in moons. His mouth watered at the memory of the sweet treat. He licked his lips and counted his fish. He’d never been good at adding, but his grandmother had taught him numbers. 

A fair trade demanded at least four of his catch. He’d caught fifteen fish. Bran had eaten two and he’d cooked two. Another two remained at his hut for tonight’s meal, the smaller ones. That left him nine to trade. 

If he gave four of the nine to this woman, he’d only had five left. There were lots of other things he should trade for instead. He craved bread, he needed a blanket for Bran, and he’d love some potatoes. Maybe the honey woman would bargain. He held up three fingers and raised his eyebrows.

The woman frowned and examined the fish with a narrowed gaze. She pointed at the three largest. He nodded and wrapped them in a burdock leaf. She put down her child and handed him the pot of honey. Then she stowed her fish into a bag over her back, hiked her child back onto her hip, and strode away.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky and no one else had stopped, Fingin gathered his remaining six fish and told Bran to wait for him on the blanket. Bran whined and wagged his tail, but stayed as he walked to the weaver. 

The portly woman scowled as he approached. Fingin assessed the items on her trestle bench. Three thick blankets, a léine, and two hats. The thickest blanket had been dyed a lovely, vibrant green. He wanted something thick for Bran for cold nights. However, the vibrant dye would cost more fish than he had. He pointed to the gray one and held up his fish.

She narrowed her eyes. “What’s the matter, boy? Can’t you ask like a human? Or have the Fae stolen your tongue?”

They’d encountered each other before. She knew quite well that he had trouble speaking. He set his jaw and repeated the gesture. 

She waved him away. “I don’t sell to mutes. Prove you’re human.”

He closed his eyes and swallowed, willing his voice to cooperate, just this once. “F-f-f-four fish... gray blank...et?” His voice scratched out, barely audible. 

She let out a nasty, mocking laugh, and gestured over the baker. “Come, listen to him try to talk, Máire.”

The baker waved the weaver off. “You’ve heard it a dozen times, Nuala. When are you going to tire from the sport? The man just wants a blanket, for Danu’s sake.”

With a scowl at her friend’s betrayal, Nuala shoved the blanket in his face and put her hand out for the fish. “There, you’re done. Now go.”

Fingin rolled the blanket like a snail’s shell and tucked it under his arm. He had wanted to get some turnips with the remaining fish, but he felt he owed the baker some custom for her unexpected support. After placing the blanket next to Bran, he approached her table.

She wrapped three loaves into a thin cloth. “Here. Take these and welcome. No, I won’t take your fish, young man. You deserve better than such treatment. Save that fish for something else.”

Tears pricked his eyes at the kindness, and he bowed his head in thanks, putting one hand over his heart. With a shy smile, he left her and went to the vegetable table.

When he completed the last trade, he grabbed both blankets and the bread. He stowed them and they walked out of the clearing, giving another shy smile to the baker. She waved at him and turned to her own child, murmuring something to the girl.

He hadn’t even walked halfway to the first hill when the baker’s girl ran up to him. She held something in her hand. “What’s your dog’s name? Can I give him a piece of bread?”

Another prickle of tears threatened him as he nodded. He squeaked out the name, “Bran,” as the child petted the hound with a clumsy hand. For his part, Bran wagged his tail with great enthusiasm and slobbered all over the girl. 

She gave him a final pat and a grin and ran back to her mother’s bench.

“What do you think, Bran? Was it worth the long walk?”

Bran’s tail thumped. “Can we come back tomorrow?”
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Chapter Two
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Bran’s leg healed over the next few days, and he bugged Fingin every morning, asking if it was time for the market yet. 

After the third morning, Fingin gave a sigh and told Bran to watch him. He grabbed a stick and marked a line in the sand. “That’s one line. You know what one means, right?”

Bran nodded eagerly. “I have one friend!”

Fingin couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, you do! So do I. Now, if I make another line, that’s two.” 

He did so, and Bran gave a hesitant nod. “Two. Like there are two of us.”

“Right. Now if I draw a third line, that’s three.”

Now, Bran cocked his head but didn’t say anything.

Fingin drew a fourth line. “This means four. One, two, three, and four.” He pointed to each one in turn. 

Bran gave a yip and pawed the ground. “That’s a lot of lines. More than two. Many lines.”

“Now I can draw a fifth and a sixth line. That’s how many days until we can go to market again.”

The dog shook his head and barked. “That’s just lots. I don’t understand!”

Fingin took a deep breath, erased his lines, and tried again. But after explaining three more times to no effect, Fingin gave up. So, Bran asked each morning. And each morning, Fingin had to say no.

When he was finally able to say yes to Bran’s daily question, the dog leapt around the clearing, barking and spinning like a child with a toy. 

Luckily, Fingin had not only caught several dozen fish this week and dried half so they’d keep much longer. Fresh fish tasted better but dried fish would last into the cold winter, if kept well. But he would keep those, as he had two mouths to feed now.

Even with only the fresh fish, he had twenty to trade, which should get bread, vegetables, and maybe meat for Bran. A diet of all fish and bread might not appeal to a dog. Fingin had grown used to such fare himself, but he was human. 

As he cleaned the last of that morning’s catch, a sound to one side caught his attention. Bran stood to the other side, his nose deep in the fish entrails, happily munching. Then Bran’s head popped up, alert and wary. Fingin gripped his knife tightly and scanned the trees. 

A branch snapped. Bigger than a rabbit. A deer might have ventured close. Fingin wished he had skill with a bow, as a deer would last them a long time. He’d never learned how to shoot, though, and his snares were too small for deer. 

Bran let out a low growl, a menacing warning to whatever threatened their glade. Fingin held up a hand to signal him into silence. He listened again, trying to find the sound, the intruder, or whatever lurked in the shadowy trees.

No birds sang. No wind rustled the leaves. The low buzz of a few bees filtered through the bushes and the ever-present murmur of the river gurgled behind him.

Another twig snapped. There, behind the ash tree. A flash of blue where none should be. Something curled up at the base of the tree, almost hidden by a rowan bush.

Then came a piteous sob and a sniffle. He lowered his knife hand and glanced at the dog. “That doesn’t sound like an animal, Bran. What do you sense?”

Bran snuffled at the still air. “Human, definitely human. Wet? He’s wet. In several places.”

Fingin wrinkled his brow, unsure what Bran meant by that. Had they fallen into the river? If they were sitting under a tree, they weren’t drowning. With a painful grip on his knife, he crept toward them.

As he drew closer, their sobs grew louder. A child’s sobs, full of anger and despair. The boy looked up, perhaps eight winters old, younger than Fingin had been when his grandmother disappeared.

The child huddled under the tree, his blue léine sleeve torn ragged. His bare, dirt-smeared feet poked out from under his arms, beneath a mass of messy brown hair.

“Hey, n-now, are you hurt?”

The boy jerked his head up, his eyes wide and darting back and forth. He shrank away from Fingin’s outstretched arm.

“It’s f-fine. I won’t hurt you.” 

Bran had stepped up behind him and the child’s eyes grew even wider. Fingin glanced down and put a hand on the gray hound’s head. “Bran won’t hurt you. He’s f-fond of children.”

Fingin didn’t know if Bran had a fondness for of children at all, but this child needed comfort and friendliness.

Long ago, in his own childhood, he’d run off on his own and cried until his throat burned raw with pain. No one had come for him. No one had comforted his own anguish. 

Bran lay down and inched forward, his nose near to the ground. As he got closer, his tail thumped the ground and his butt wiggled. His antics elicited a high-pitched giggle from the boy, cutting through his sobs. 

Fingin extended his hand to the child. “C-c-come with us? I have f-fish stew, if you’re hungry. What’s your name?”

The boy sniffed mightily and rubbed his ripped sleeve back and forth under his nose, smearing dirt and snot rather than cleaning it. “I’m Lorcan.”

With a half-smile, Fingin took the boy’s hand and they walked to his clearing. He led the boy to a log. “Sit here. B-bran will stay with you.”

Bran said, “He’s still wet on the other end. He can’t lick himself, can he?”

Fingin realized what the other wet meant. The boy had pissed himself. He must have been so frightened, he lost control.

“Would you like to swim in the river? You can be c-clean.”

The child backed away, shaking his head, bumping into Bran. “No, not the river! I don’t like the river.”

Bran let out a woof at the child’s distress and shoved his head under the boy’s hand. Surprised, Lorcan petted the hound while Fingin thought fast.

Something bad must have happened in the river. But if the child didn’t care about his wet clothing, Fingin wouldn’t force him to wash or change. 

Fingin stoked his fire circle, then sat on one of the surrounding logs. The boy scooted on the ground on the opposite side of the fire and Bran curled around him, forming a protective circle. Fingin smiled, pleased he had been right about Bran liking children. 

“W-w-wait here. I’ll get the... stew.”
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After Fingin stuffed both dog and child with fish stew, Lorcan curled up against Bran’s flank and promptly fell asleep. Fingin gazed down with a wistful smile. He would have enjoyed having a family. Once he’d dreamed of finding a lovely girl with a nice farm and raising his own family full of laughing children. 

However, being unable to speak to a girl without tripping over his own tongue made wooing difficult.

After swallowing down a sudden tight throat, Fingin let out a deep sigh, grabbed a length of stout canvas, and escaped into the woods. He’d gather more deadfall for their evening fire while the two slept. Bran would take good care of the boy. 

The whisper of undergrowth as he walked turned into a tune, a wild song of the forest, raucous and strong. A sudden exclamation of surprise came in his mind as a rabbit fled to the left. 

“Don’t worry, bun. I’m not after you.”

The rabbit stopped and turned, twitching his ear a few times. Then it bounded off, not trusting this human, despite his words. 

Fingin chuckled. He’d lived in this glade for a full turn of the seasons, but smaller animals had fleeting memories. He’d spoken to that rabbit at least a hundred times, and he still didn’t trust Fingin. 

A bird swooped at him, warbling madly. He glanced up into the branches and spied the nest. With a respectful nod, he moved away from the tree and the bird’s precious eggs. 

Fingin gathered several large branches, fallen from the last summer windstorm. After scratching his arm on one, he stopped to pick off the entwined thorny vine. After he added an armful of smaller branches and some kindling to the canvas sling, and he headed back to the glade. 

Lorcan was still sleeping, but Bran eyed Fingin and whined. He wagged his tail with three solid thumps on the ground. “I need to pee, but the boy is happy where he is.”

Fingin chuckled. “I’m sure he’ll forgive you.”

Bran wiggled away from Lorcan, inching to keep from waking the boy. Lorcan moaned once when his head shifted to the ground, but Bran pulled away without waking him. He bounded to the edge of the glade and watered a tree.

When he returned, he was stepping high, then he cocked his head at the sleeping child. “Are we keeping him as well? He doesn’t smell good, but he is gentle.”

“I don’t think we can keep him, Bran. He’ll have a family, and we should find them and return him. They’ll be very worried about him.”

“Do you think my first friend worries about me?”

Fingin frowned. “I don’t know, Bran. But from what you’ve said, he doesn’t sound like the sort to worry about anyone but himself.”

Bran nodded. “That’s him.”

He wondered if he knew the man. “What did your friend look like? What did other people call him?”

“They called him Guaire. He had thinning gray hair and stood very tall. He used his switch a lot.”

Fingin’s blood grew hot at the mention of a switch. “He hit you?”

Bran ducked his head and his tail. “I was a bad dog.”

In an instant, Fingin was hugging the dog’s huge head. “You were not a bad dog. He was a bad friend. I promise I will never whip you, never ever.”

The tail thumped twice. Bran licked Fingin’s face, making him laugh. “Stop that! It tickles!”

A giggle from behind him made him turn. Lorcan had risen and watched them with a grin. 

Without urging, Bran bound to the boy and licked his face. This made Lorcan throw up his hands in mock defense and roll on his back, which gave Bran more room to lick the child. Fingin couldn’t hold in his laughter, and they all laughed until his side hurt.

As the laughter died, Fingin offered the child a bucket of water and a cloth. “Go into the... hut and c-c-clean. We’ll be at the river.” He pointed to the steps down to the beach, and the boy nodded, a hint of uncertainty in his eyes.

“Take as long... as you n-need.”

Once the boy disappeared, Fingin grabbed his net and led Bran down the bank. Every moment, Lorcan’s eyes had darted from side to side, as if expecting a sneak attack. He’d only relaxed around Bran. 
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