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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

		


			Dorrin Isle didn’t look like a place people came to die. The island was so small that most of the western half seemed to be covered by a single picturesque village that sprawled across the tumbled, rocky land right up to the edge of a narrow beach. Twenty or thirty fishing boats pointed their sails into the gathering sunset and bobbed above the gently rocking ocean that unrolled into infinite darkness. Look too long at that vista, Donnal thought, and you’d feel your soul unravel. He’d never had much affinity for the sea.

			But the village itself had a more cheerful aspect. The gray stone houses and wooden cottages were scattered haphazardly across the uneven land, a few clustered here, another one solitary behind a white fence, two more framing a garden plot that rioted with roses. Candlelight flickered behind most windows, smoke coiled up from every chimney, and long lines of laundry tied the whole place together with swatches of festive color. It was easy to imagine that, behind every closed door, families of robust fisherfolk gathered around their kitchen tables to dine on salmon and greens, tossing the scraps to packs of rambunctious dogs. 

			Well. Not every house would be bursting with loud, healthy people happy to be home at the end of a productive day. Somewhere on this island were a couple dozen people moaning on their sickbeds, some of them so ill they prayed for death. 

			Donnal wondered if it would really be possible to save them.

			He and Kirra had been traveling off and on for close to a month, mostly in hawk form, winging their way from Ghosenhall on a series of autumn breezes. They had paused for a week at a homestead on the continent, where Kirra had taken human shape but Donnal had not. She had wanted him to, he knew. She hadn’t said so—in fact, she’d gone to some trouble to keep her eyes turned away, so he couldn’t see her pain and longing. She’d kept her voice noncommittal whenever there was a reason to speak. She didn’t ask him to change. It was clear she had decided she never had the right to petition him for anything again. 

			He would have done it if she’d asked. And she knew it. And that was why she stayed silent. 

			At times he thought he might never again resume his human body. Living this way was almost unendurable, but any other option seemed impossible.

			As they touched down on the beach, Kirra danced on her spindly bird legs as if trying to remember a specific type of balance. Her dark, heavy wings lifted and settled; her sleekly feathered head tilted from side to side. Slowly, her body puffed up and reconfigured itself, first rounder, then thinner, then taller, then paler. She was a half-formed shadow, then a solid shape, a fair-skinned woman with finely cut features and a mass of long golden hair. The dress that she manufactured on the spot was of a close linen weave that a rich woman might wear when she wanted to appear both elegant and practical over a long journey. 

			She shook out her sleeves and smoothed down the wrinkled skirt, then patted the contents of a small leather bag attached to her waist. “Do I look respectable?” she murmured. “Do you think anyone will ask where the rest of my luggage is? I suppose I’ll have to produce a whole wardrobe. Unless the simple people of Dorrin Isle are so blinded by my charm and beauty that they don’t require me to be fancy as well.”

			She glanced at Donnal, clearly not expecting a reply. She didn’t make any observations about his own appearance, but she didn’t have to. Even he knew it didn’t make sense for her to go strolling into the village with a hawk on her shoulder. He scratched once at the pebbly sand, then allowed his body to flow into a completely new shape. Thicker, heavier, loose-jointed, and powerful. A black dog with layered amber eyes. It was almost as familiar to him as the form he’d been born into.

			“Well,” Kirra said. “Let’s go see if we can find anyone on Dorrin Isle who isn’t afraid of mystics.”

#

			Less than an hour later, they were ensconced in a cozy parlor in one of the larger houses, meeting with a woman named Eileen who had identified herself as the chief magistrate of the island. It was, Donnal knew, an unofficial and catch-all title. She had probably risen to the position because she had a knack for solving problems and handling disputes, and somewhere along the way she’d been given the authority to collect taxes and perform wedding ceremonies. That was how it generally went in the small towns throughout the country of Gillengaria. In some of the larger cities, the magistrates were chosen by the local marlords, or perhaps even the king. But in the more rural areas, the job usually fell to someone who knew how to get along with people and didn’t mind the work. 

			Eileen and Kirra were sipping tea and munching on light refreshments. Donnal lay by the fire, his muzzle on his forepaws and his eyes half-closed, but he was far more alert than his pose would suggest. Kirra had no idea if they’d be welcome here. This whole venture was a desperate gamble—but the payoff had seemed so great that Kirra had ignored the dangers. 

			Typical Kirra. 

			“So, serra,” Eileen said formally, setting down her teacup. She was a large, plain-featured woman with work-roughened hands and intelligent eyes, and it was clear she was not intimidated by the presence of a marlord’s daughter in her house. “What brings you here tonight? Do you have news from Malcolm Danalustrous?” 

			“I don’t. I plan to meet my father in Ghosenhall in a few weeks, and my hope is that I will be the one bringing news—from here on Dorrin Isle.”

			Eileen lifted her heavy brows. “You’ll have to explain.”

			“I know that this place has become a refuge for people suffering from red-horse fever.”

			Eileen’s faced clouded over and she nodded. “It has. There’s nineteen of them here at the moment, though I’d guess more than a hundred have passed through here over the last year or so.” She gestured at the window, indicating some building invisible in the darkness. “There’s an old barracks on the north side of the island. Your grandfather built it one summer when he feared an attack from Arberharst, but it’s mostly sat empty the past fifty years. A while back, your father requested that we turn it into a sanctuary for the dying, so we did.”

			“That was kind of you.”

			“Malcolm Danalustrous paid to have the barracks renovated into an infirmary. And he pays some of the townspeople to provide food and laundry services to the patients. It was a kindness on his part more than ours.”

			“And yet,” said Kirra in a soft voice, “there were reasons to refuse. No one knows much about red-horse fever, and many people are afraid to be around anyone who has it.”

			Eileen grunted. “Fisherfolk tend not to fear much that doesn’t come out of the sea. Once you’ve faced down a squall on a small boat in the middle of the ocean, there’s not much else that can scare you.” 

			“Most reports I’ve heard say that it’s not contagious. No one knows why one person catches it and another one doesn’t.”

			“The only people on Dorrin Isle with red-horse fever are the ones who had it when they got here. None of the townspeople have come down with it.” Eileen shrugged. “And none of the people who have arrived with the fever have survived it.”

			The magistrate picked up her empty teacup as if she would refill it, then simply held it a moment as she gave Kirra sidelong look. “We’ve had other mystics out here, trying to heal them, but there was nothing they could do. Maybe you’re here because you think you can save these folks. But no one can stop red-horse fever.”

			“I can,” Kirra said. “I’ve already cured two people.”

			The teacup slipped from Eileen’s hands and shattered on the floor. Donnal lifted his head, prepared to leap to Kirra’s defense if the need arose, but Eileen appeared shocked, not violent. She was staring at Kirra. “I didn’t think it was possible.”

			“It’s possible—but it requires a particular kind of magic. And some people are terrified of magic.”

			Eileen leaned back in her chair and studied Kirra with a narrowed attention. “Most people in Danalustrous aren’t afraid of mystics,” she said slowly. “Why would you think Dorrin Isle is any different?”

			Kirra didn’t answer directly. “I have some ability as a healer, but what I really am is a shape-shifter. I can take the form of any wild creature—or the face of any man or woman. And I can transform objects simply through touch.” She extended her hand, her own teacup nestled in the palm. While Eileen watched, Kirra changed the porcelain to wood, then copper, then glass. 

			Eileen’s gaze was fixed on Kirra’s face. “And can you change them back again?”

			“Easily,” Kirra replied, suiting the action to the word. “Or I can leave them that way forever.”

			“I don’t know what that has to do with red-horse fever.”

			“Magic can’t cure the disease—but there’s an herbal medicine that can. The problem is, the potion will kill a human. It only works on dogs and horses.”

			Eileen stared at Kirra in utter silence. Donnal pushed himself up to his haunches—not offering a threat, not yet, but reminding Eileen that he was in the room. She didn’t even spare him a glance.

			“I thought that shape-shifters could only change themselves,” Eileen finally said. “I didn’t think they could change other people.”

			“I’m the only mystic I know of who’s ever done it.”

			There was another long silence. “And you think—you can change these sick people to sick animals—and—give them this medicine—”

			Kirra nodded. “I’ve just come from a homestead in Danalustrous where I healed a young boy named Davie. When I changed his body and fed him the concoction, he was well within a week.” 

			“And the other person? You said there were two.”

			Now Kirra smiled. “Lyrie Rappengrass. The granddaughter of the marlady. Ariane Rappengrass was eager to let me practice my magic on someone so precious to her.”

			Eileen thought it over for a long time. “Even people who aren’t afraid of mystics might be afraid of that kind of magic.”

			“I know. And I know that the stories that come out of Dorrin Isle could make people fear mystics even more than they already do. But if I could save nineteen lives—or ten—or even one—I have to think the risk is worth it.” 

			Kirra leaned forward, her gaze intense. “Will you help me? Will you introduce me to the patients? Will you persuade them that there is no reason to fear my magic?”

			The expression on Eileen’s face said she wasn’t entirely convinced of that fact herself. “Most of them will be afraid even so,” she said. She drew a long breath. “But I’ll do what I can. If it were me? My child? I would take the chance. I would always choose magic and life over fear and death.” 

			Kirra’s smile was blinding. It had a sorcery all its own, because it made Eileen straighten in her chair and respond with her first smile of the evening. Kirra held out her reconstituted cup, as daintily as if she was at a society luncheon, and asked sweetly, “Is there more tea? We need to figure out what to do next.”

#

			There was nothing approximating an inn within the confines of Dorrin Isle, but a small stone cottage had been set aside for the use of visiting mystics, and Eileen arranged to take them there once she had provided her guest with a simple meal. She headed toward her small kitchen and cast a doubtful look at Donnal. 

			“I suppose he’ll be content with a bone or a piece of meat?” she asked. “Never had dogs of my own, so I don’t know.”

			Kirra hesitated, and Donnal knew she was trying to decide how to identify him. Why bother to reveal him as human if he was never going to appear in that form while they remained on Dorrin Isle? He met her eyes directly, something he had not done for what seemed like months now, and she studied him for an unsmiling moment. They spent so much time in animal shape—and they knew each other so well—that they had always been able to communicate without words.

			Until they stopped communicating at all.

			“A piece of meat is fine for now,” Kirra said. “He might require more human food in the future. He’s a shape-shifter, too, though this is his preferred form.”

			Eileen gave him a sharp look, then appraised Kirra a little more closely. Clearly, she didn’t think highly of unchaperoned young women traveling around the country accompanied by men of questionable abilities. “I suppose it’s different for serramarra,” she muttered. 

			Kirra answered only with an unreadable smile.

			After the meal had been eaten, and over Kirra’s half-hearted protests, Eileen roused a neighbor to help her gather supplies that would make the visitors as comfortable as possible overnight. The short trip from the magistrate’s house to the cottage proved to be something of an adventure. Full dark had fallen and few other buildings lay along their route, so it was virtually impossible to see the hazards on their way. The path was well-trodden but uneven, ascending a gentle hill before making a precipitous decline. It was obvious that the local women knew the way so well they didn’t worry about where to put their feet, and Donnal’s night vision was superb in this shape, but Kirra stumbled a few times. He guessed she was cursing silently, but she made no complaint. She hadn’t even requested a candle to light their way. 

			He was pretty sure she saw it as another form of penance. The way is hard, but it’s the best I deserve. 

			She would not say that out loud, either.

			The cottage was cramped and low-ceilinged, nothing but a pool of chilly darkness when they stepped inside. Eileen paused at a table just inside the door and quickly lit a brace of candles that had been left behind. By their wavering light, Donnal could see two threadbare chairs set before the fireplace, where three cords of wood made a welcome sight. 

			“Bedroom’s in there,” Eileen said, pointing toward a shaft of darkness that might be a doorway. She gave Donnal another dubious look. “Only one bed.”

			“We’ll manage,” Kirra replied. 

			“Cloris brought clean linens,” Eileen added, as the neighbor woman brushed past them to drop off the pillows and quilts she had carried up the hill. Picking up one of the candles, Eileen stepped deep enough into the room to reveal a long heavy table shoved up against the far wall. It held a limited selection of crockery and one large, battered pan. She set down the bread and meat she’d carried from her house and gestured to Kirra to add her own burdens—a jug of water and a bag of dried fruit. 

			“Someone will be by in the morning with more provisions,” Eileen said, “but this should get you through the night. You’ll find a pump out back when you need more water.”

			The other woman emerged from the bedroom. “There are linens and towels in the armoire,” she said. “And room for your own things—if you brought any?”

			Obviously, Kirra didn’t feel like explaining how easily she could create her own clothing. “I thought my fine gowns wouldn’t be right for working with sick people,” she said. “Maybe I can borrow some simpler dresses while I’m here.”

			Cloris eyed her. “You’re about Angie’s size, I suppose.” She nodded.

			Eileen’s gaze was back on Donnal, but she didn’t comment directly. “Should we make a fire before we go? Even in early autumn, it can be chilly in a stone house on the edge of the ocean.”

			“Thanks, but I can do it.”

			“I didn’t think a serramarra would have any practical skills,” Eileen said with a flash of humor.

			“I’m different from most serramarra you might have known.” 

			“The only other one I ever met was your sister Casserah.” She inspected Kirra again. “You don’t seem to be anything alike.”

			“We’re half-sisters,” Kirra explained. “We’re quite close, but you’re right. We’re very different. Casserah will never willingly set foot outside the borders of Danalustrous, while I can barely tolerate standing still.”

			Eileen glanced around as if checking for anything that might have been left undone. “The infirmary’s the big building just over the hill and down the path,” she said. “Come over around noon and I’ll have all the families gathered to hear your story. And after that—well, we’ll see.”

			“Thank you.”

			The women filed toward the door. “It doesn’t lock,” Eileen warned as she stepped outside.

			“We don’t have anything to steal,” Kirra said. She didn’t add the most pertinent point. We can defend ourselves more ruthlessly than anyone you’ve ever met.

			“In the morning, then.”

			As soon as the women were gone, Kirra built a fire. Once the tinder caught, she knelt on the hearth for another ten minutes, simply staring into the flames. Donnal watched her from across the room, observing how the firelight played along her fine skin and delicate features, how it turned her wild curls to spooled gold. Hers was a face made for laughter, but she showed no sign of merriment now. She looked exhausted. She looked sad. She looked as if she expected to feel both exhausted and sad for the rest of her life. 

			He didn’t know how to mend her broken heart, not when his own was just as broken. Kirra was grieving for the man she loved, the man she had renounced, the man she had left behind in Ghosenhall a few weeks ago. 

			And Donnal was grieving for the woman he loved, the woman he could not possibly renounce, the woman he could not possibly have. Romar might leave his wife someday, Donnal supposed, and Kirra’s story could have a different ending. But nothing would ever change the fact that she was a serramarra and he was a peasant’s son. He had always known the gulf between them was impassable. He had thought it didn’t matter—or, if it mattered, it couldn’t be changed. Not until she fell in love with Romar Brendyn had he realized how completely his heart belonged to Kirra. 

			His heart. His life. Everything.

			A moment longer she sat by the fire, motionless except for the impression of movement created by the flickering flames. Then she stirred, shook her head, and stood up. 

			“I don’t know why it feels so late—it’s not even close to midnight,” she said. “All I can think is how much I want to sleep.”

			She glanced directly at him, seeming to know exactly where he was even though he doubted she could see him clearly in the dim light. “I suppose I should check out this bed. If it’s anything like these chairs, it will be sagging in the middle and maybe standing on three legs.”

			She disappeared into the other room and he heard her rummaging around, speaking softly to herself. A few moments later, she reemerged. She had transformed her travel dress to a soft flannel nightgown and her boots to thick woolen socks. She had a quilt in both hands and a pillow tucked under her arm.

			“It’s freezing back there,” she announced. “I’m going to sleep by the fire.”

			Once she had arranged the bedding before the hearth, she dropped down with a sigh of contentment. “Not much harder than the ground where we slept last night,” she murmured. “And much warmer. I can’t keep my eyes open. Good night.” She yawned, turned on her side to face the flames, and seemed to fall asleep almost immediately. 

			Donnal waited twenty minutes, but when she didn’t stir, he padded over and dropped to the floor again, curling into a loose ball at her feet. A moment later, he felt Kirra stretch out her legs and rest her toes against the fur along his spine. It was the last thing he noticed before he began dreaming.





		
			 

 

 



CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

		


			Donnal came awake swiftly and silently when he heard noises outside the door. Quiet footfalls, a low-voiced exchange of words, and then the sound of footsteps retreating. 

			No doubt, these were villagers dropping off the promised provisions. He allowed himself to relax from his sudden alertness, but he could tell he wasn’t going to fall back asleep. A sullen dawn had started to peer through the closed shutters, and the cottage had started to fill with a tired, dusty light. Time to get up.

			He came to his feet then paused, watching Kirra’s face. She lay on her side, as if she hadn’t moved an inch during the night, but he had felt her shift and turn half a dozen times. He figured it wouldn’t be long before she was awake. 

			Crossing to the door, he nosed it open without difficulty because it appeared to have no latch as well as no lock. His guess had been right. Two baskets had been set up right against the outer wall, one holding cheese, bread, and a few other foodstuffs, the other containing an assortment of folded clothes. On top were a pair of dark trousers and a loose woolen shirt, both sized for a man. 

			Donnal hesitated for a long moment. When was the last time he had been in human shape? As they were on the road to Rappengrass after the disastrous outing in Nocklyn? He and Kirra had spent the afternoon chasing each other through the woodlands as their fellow travelers dealt with a broken-down carriage. Donnal had been in this very shape, while Kirra had assumed the form of a golden retriever. They had splashed through small creeks frigid with spring runoff and scrambled down hillsides laddered with branches brought down by summer storms. They had rested, panting, in a patch of mud and rolled to their backs to catch the sun on their bellies. It had been a sweet and carefree hour that he had intended to remember for the rest of his life.

			And when they had both flowed into their human bodies, he had kissed her for the first time ever and told her he was leaving. 

			He’d meant it, too. He’d shifted into hawk shape and taken wing, flying north for upwards of fifty miles. He’d planned to keep traveling, past Helven, past Ghosenhall, maybe all the way to Merrenstow. He would fly so far that he would outrun his memories, leave behind that image of Kirra’s face, stricken and stunned but unsurprised. She had known she could not expect him to stay, not when she was in love with another man. But he could tell she was struck to the heart by his sudden departure.

			I can’t say goodbye, she had told him.

			He had intended it to be a permanent separation, the end of one life, the beginning of a new one, never mind that it would be a fractured, shredded, pointless existence devoid of any pleasure or meaning. But he had only managed to stay away a single day. Every time he went airborne, his body betrayed him; he found himself headed southward no matter how determined he was to maintain his route. Even when he sought a headwind to push him toward the northern border, it would always peter out. He would suddenly find himself riding a wayward breeze that blew toward the warmer reaches of Rappengrass. 

			He would break his heart if he continued to follow her, continued to witness her radiant joy in the presence of Romar Brendyn. But he would die if he left her. 

			It was late at night when he met up with the caravan that had been making the circuit of Gillengaria for the past few weeks as the shy young Princess Amalie formally introduced herself to all the marlords of the realm. In addition to a veritable army of common soldiers, the princess had been accompanied by two King’s Riders named Justin and Tayse and two other mystics named Cammon and Senneth. Despite the fact that these four had inexplicably become some of Donnal’s closest friends, he had not rejoined them in his human shape. He didn’t particularly want any of them to know he had returned, though he suspected Cammon had sensed his presence the minute he arrived. He didn’t want to be with them, but he couldn’t be anywhere else.

			So he accompanied the travelers for the rest of their journey, all the while keeping to one of his animal incarnations. He circled above them in avian shape as they rode; when they paused for the night, he turned himself into a fox or a wolf and settled just outside their campfires. During the days they spent at Rappen Manor, he took the form of a tabby and prowled around the outbuildings, hunting for mice. One of the undercooks liked cats, and she fed him kitchen scraps as a reward.

			Then it was on to Ghosenhall, where something had gone wrong. Donnal didn’t know what it was precisely, only that Kirra had repudiated Romar Brendyn, then fled the royal city. He had watched her make goodbyes to Cammon and Justin before flinging herself aloft in her own sleek hawk shape. 

			He hadn’t even bothered to think about it. He had just dropped from his higher altitude and settled beside her, riding the same currents, never more than a few feet away. They had turned west, so he supposed she was heading to Danalustrous, but it hardly mattered. He had always followed wherever Kirra led.

			It was different now, of course. Too much lay between them, her heartache and his own. Both of them were suffering grievous wounds that the other could not heal. He had kept to his animal shape for all the days and nights of their journey, though Kirra took human form for the week she spent healing the boy named Davie. 

			He thought it was easier for both of them if they didn’t try to talk, didn’t attempt to stumble through explanations and apologies. 

			Surely both of them remembered what he had said to her right before he left, the last words he had spoken aloud, might ever speak aloud. 

			I love you.

			Better to remain a hound forever than to try to add anything to that simple sentence. 

			But.

			Donnal sniffed at the carefully folded shirt, which smelled of soap and wool. Donnal’s shape-shifting abilities didn’t extend beyond the boundaries of his own body and the clothes he was wearing. He would not be the one visiting the sickrooms, calling upon magic to transform the ill and the desperate. And Kirra might be so focused on that task that she wouldn’t notice the suspicious glances and the angry muttering of residents who considered mystics to be abominations. She might not think to take care of herself while she was caring for other people. She might not recognize danger until it was too late.

			Donnal dropped his head closer to the basket and closed his eyes. When he opened them a moment later, he was a man. 

			For a moment, it was hard to get his bearings. The world showed a different set of colors and his ability to smell seemed, briefly, to have completely vanished. When he rose to a standing position, he was unsteady at first, forgetting the precise way to pose on two legs instead of four. But it only took him a moment to regain his human senses and snap completely into this comfortable, familiar frame.

			He’d abandoned his clothes somewhere along the journey, so he was grateful for the donated items. Hoping none of the neighbors were near enough to be shocked by his nakedness, he picked up the shirt and trousers and circled the cottage, looking for the promised pump. It took a few tries to get it primed and flowing, and the first gallon was thick with mud, but eventually the water was clear enough for him to risk a thorough cleansing. He combed his fingers through his dark hair to tame it and pressed the water out of his close beard. He probably looked unkempt enough to frighten small children. With any luck, there would be a comb and maybe some scissors in the bedroom dresser, and he could make himself more presentable. 

			The trousers were both too long and too loose, but he rolled up the hems and tightened the belt and looked no worse than the average fisherman, he thought. The shirt had also been sized for a larger man, but once he had laced up the front, it fit well enough. Kirra could make some adjustments if she thought he looked too disreputable. He checked the clothes basket again and was pleased to find that the neighbors’ generosity had extended to socks and a pair of boots—also too big, but also passable once he tied the laces tight. 

			He glanced toward the window, but there was no sign of Kirra, so he headed off to investigate. Behind him lay the path they had walked in darkness last night, but ahead of him, if he remembered correctly, was the way that led to the barracks-turned-infirmary. He set off in that direction, following the gravelly path as it skidded down a slope then slipped through a gap that cut through another low hill. The countryside was half boulder and half a tough ground cover that looked like a cross between moss and ivy. The few trees he spotted were skinny and wind-whipped, their roots clutching at the ground with a grim determination. Randomly, in patches of sun and shade, wildflowers shook their rebellious heads in a ceaseless breeze. 
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