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        Warriors. Lovers. Enemies. Legends.

      

        

      
        The Staff and the Blade

      

      

      Some love stories begin at the beginning. Damien and Sari's begins long before that.

      Their names are already legend in the Irin world: a warrior and a singer whose union changed the course of their people’s history. But to understand how their story ends, you have to go back to where it started: a young singer with fiery ambition and a hardened warrior who never expected to find happiness.

      They met. They mated. And then the world tore them apart.

      Violence, betrayal, and grief have a way of turning love into something unrecognizable. For centuries, Damien and Sari have existed in the wreckage of what they once were to each other. Close enough to wound, too bound to walk away. Because in the Irin race, the bonds of destiny don't break. They only wait.

      
        
        "She hates me as she loves me. Wholly and completely. Sari never does anything by halves."

      

      

      Told in four parts spanning centuries, The Staff and the Blade is an epic separated-and-reunited romance that traces the full arc of one of the Irin Chronicles' most beloved couples, from a breathtaking beginning through devastating loss and all the way to a hard-won, deeply satisfying happily-ever-after.

      THE STAFF AND THE BLADE is the fourth book in the Irin Chronicles contemporary romantic fantasy series.
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        The Staff and The Blade is a towering work of romantic fantasy that will captivate the reader's mind and delight their heart. Elizabeth Hunter's ability to construct such a sumptuous narrative time and time again is nothing short of amazing.

        Cat Bowen, ReaderEater.com

      

      

      

      
        
        
        August 2016 “TOP PICK” Hunter does an outstanding job developing these characters and showcasing the events that have shattered their world. Terrific! ★★★★★
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        A hauntingly beautiful tale of love, suffering, sacrifice, and ultimately forgiveness that spans centuries.
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      Damien of Bohemia was a legend content to live in obscurity. Weary from a century of human and Irin bloodshed, he took shelter among those who would not question his silence or the martial spells he wore over his body. Until an earth singer of raw power and no delicacy came to the village where he hid. Sari of Vestfold wasn't intrigued by the mysterious warrior or his moody silences. And she wasn't interested in listening for the whisper of his soul. Even when those whispers promised a connection that could tie them for eternity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        MINE IS THE fire. Mine is the blood.

        Mine, her soft touch and her sharp tongue.

        She that wields a strong hand

        And a gentle embrace

        Is my lover.

        My own.

        Mine is the need and the desire.

        My witness, her song.

        Daughter of heaven,

        Beloved of my heart.

        My Sari.

        My own.
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        Paris, 1314

      

      

      Smoke curled from the pile of wood stacked at the feet of the condemned. His brother stood, holding an elderly knight, a leader of their order whose hands were folded in prayer and whose eyes were lifted to heaven. The old knight didn’t know what Damien and Otto were. None of the Templars did. The two men were knights of Bohemia, sent to serve the Christian god in the holy war. Nameless servants given to a cause greater than themselves.

      They were Irin scribes, sent by their elders to protect those innocents—pilgrims of any religion—traveling along the roads to the Holy Land. Damien's company had watched over them, protecting them from a threat lost in legends. Grigori. Sons of the Fallen. Human legend had given them many names. Succubus. Vampire. Demon. They were the dark sons of angels who took and fed from vulnerable humans, especially women and children.

      Despite that eternal threat, it wasn’t supernatural forces that were killing his brother. The air was acrid with smoke. The crowd jeered as scheming human rulers, fat with gold and titles, watched on.

      No, it hadn’t taken the sons of the Fallen to claim the silent scribe now standing in the growing flames. Plain human greed had slain him and those comrades he refused to abandon.

      Otto. Damien mouthed his brother’s name, standing on the edge of the crowd, his drab human clothes and cloak hiding his identity.

      The tired scribe shook his head but kept his eyes on his brother even as the humans began to cry in fear. Gasped prayers and tearful pleas from the youngest. They were old men and frightened boys. Most of those condemned were innocent of any crime. All were innocent of the crimes they’d been accused of.

      Every instinct in Damien cried out to save them.

      A hand on his shoulder. “Brother, you agreed.”

      Stephen, the watcher of the Irin scribe house in Paris, held him back.

      “This is not justice,” Damien said through gritted teeth.

      “No, Damien, this is human politics.”

      He clamped down a guttural cry as he saw Otto’s head fall, the smoke taking his consciousness before the flames took his body.

      “Hold, brother. Give him his peace.” Stephen braced both his hands on Damien’s shoulders and watched as, one by one, the humans around Otto also passed into unconsciousness and the flames grew higher. The crowd grew more volatile.

      Otto could have escaped his human captors at any time. He had most of the same spells inked on his body that Damien did, but Otto’s skills of subterfuge were even greater. Otto had tamed his magic so that he moved in shadow, barely a flicker of movement to the normal human eye. He could have passed from the humans’ sight in front of their eyes, leaving them wondering what tricks their minds were playing. Otto was the most feared of their order, the silent blade with eyes that had seen too much.

      
        
        I am resigned, brother. I cannot return to life as it was. The thought of touching anything pure with these hands is abhorrent. I have found my peace with our human brothers-in-arms, many of whom are honorable men. There are worse ways to die. Send a message to my mother and father that I will see them in the heavenly realm. Do not tell them this was avoidable.

        My dear brother, my eyes have seen too much to ever look on that which is lovely again.

        You commanded us with honor, despite our orders. I thank you, but I am resigned.

      

      

      “Otto.” Old guilt overwhelmed him.

      Damien’s tears wet his cheeks as the flames reached his brother, licked up the tattered clothes that barely covered the intricate talesm inked on his skin. The dedicated work of hundreds of years turned black at the heat of human flames. It was those very markings that had made Otto’s so-called inquisition a foregone conclusion. The quiet warrior had been accused of consorting with the devil and practicing magic.

      Little did they know…

      Red tinged the corners of Damien’s vision. He felt the black rage rising. The ignorant humans around him jumped and craned to see the humiliation of the once-proud Templars as they were brought to their knees.

      Stephen would not be able to hold him back when his rage broke. No one would if he⁠—

      A cool hand on the back of his neck. A soothing, delicate female scent and a whispered command in his ear.

      “Slemaa.”

      Peace. The familiar command of a watcher’s mate. Jovana, Stephen’s partner, pressed her cheek to his shoulder, whispering peace over and over as Stephen held Damien’s other arm and shoulder. The Irina singer, as old and powerful as the mother Damien had left behind, worked her magic with her voice as Irin scribes worked theirs with pens and ivory tattoo needles.

      “Slemaa, Damien,” she whispered again. “Otto is gone now. At peace. Let us get you away from this place. You know you are in danger.”

      “Every Templar is in danger,” he said woodenly as they led him away from the bonfire and the teeming crowds.

      “You must leave,” Jovana said. “Paris is not safe for you. There is a warrant out from the crown. Your name is known here, and your duke’s connections hold no sway with someone as greedy and power mad as Phillipe.”

      He tried to turn, but their firm hands urged him onward.

      “Stephen has made arrangements. You must go, Damien. Tonight. Immediately.”

      The rest of her words were lost in the memory of Otto’s laughter around a campfire. Recollections of when Otto still smiled. When he held children who had been frightened, with an equal measure of gentleness and strength. Children had always trusted Otto. He could not touch them for long—none of their race could touch humans without hurting them—but his quiet presence had always brought comfort and confidence. Otto was safe.

      Ironic, since Otto, like Damien, was a master of war.

      Over the decades of the cursed Crusades, Otto laughed less in the camp at night. They all did. The blood, the loss, the waste had simply been too much. And then they had slain the angel.

      
        
        I am resigned.

      

      

      The only thing Damien felt anymore was guilt and rage. Rage and emptiness and a soul weariness he knew was leading him to the edge of madness.

      
        
        My eyes have seen too much to ever look on that which is lovely again.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, he was packed onto a horse with three Irin scribes and one singer surrounding him, headed for the coast. Jovana reached up, took his hand, and pressed it between her own.

      She clenched Damien’s hand, and he felt her power as it flowed into him, jolting survival instincts that had long surrendered.

      “You will go,” she said. “You will heal. You are a warrior, Damien of Bohemia, but you are a scribe first. Find your peace, refill your soul, and one day you will fight again.”

      He looked down at the delicate brown fingers in his hand. “If I had a singer such as you at my side, I could have taken Damascus and slain every Fallen in the city.”

      Jovana smiled. “Then may you be blessed to find a mate as warlike as yourself, Damien.”

      Stephen stepped to his mate’s side and patted the neck of Damien’s mount. “Is that a blessing, my love, or a curse?”

      “A blessing.” Jovana’s eyes lit with quiet humor. “As Damien knows full well.”

      “My lady.” Damien bent down and pressed his lips to her fingers. Another pulse of magic. “You do me an honor. Thank you for your care. May the light continue to burn in your house.”

      “Return to us as a friend and a blessing.” Stephen spoke the old words. “And may your path be safe before you.”

      Jovana and Stephen were smiling when Damien rode away, leaving the light of the scribe house in Paris burning, a warm safe haven to any Irin in need, tended by the scribes and singers who lived there with their families, caring for travelers and keeping the humans safe from the demons that hunted in the night.

      The scribe on his right said, “You haven’t even asked where you’re going.”

      “Away from here,” Damien said. “Away from battle. And if heaven truly loves me, it will be somewhere warm.”

      The scribe smiled, the clean lines of his teeth bright in the waxing moon. “Well, brother, two out of three isn’t bad.”
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        Solbjerg, Denmark

        1593

      

      

      “Scotland?” Sari’s mouth dropped open. “You must be joking.”

      “The outer islands,” her sister said. “Not the Scottish mainland. It’s not official yet, but⁠—”

      “Well, let’s make sure it doesn’t become official.” Sari stood and abandoned the stolen ivory she’d been practicing with.

      “You know your mistress has the final say in your first assignment.” Tala grabbed her arm when she rose and shoved up the thick woolen sleeve. “You’ve got to be joking. This again?”

      Sari scowled. “If you don’t try, you don’t know.”

      “Only scribes can tattoo magic.”

      “We’ll see when I try it.” Sari rubbed the raised welts on her skin where the needle had scratched careful letters she’d practiced for hours. She hadn’t tried it with ink. Yet. But she would. Her curiosity would not be satisfied until she’d attempted it. When she’d asked her old mistress, Greta had only given her a withering look and told her to concentrate on the soil. “I think I’ll try my thigh first. Then if it doesn’t work I won’t have to listen to Mother nagging me.”

      “Do you ever just believe what you’re taught?” Tala asked.

      “No. Why do you think Mother was so relieved when I was ready for training?” Sari pulled on her wrap. “She’d had fifty years of my experiments. She would have shipped me off to Vinland if they would have taken me.”

      Tala laughed at her, and the tinkling sound filled the small room where Sari slept at Adna’s House. Though the house was new, Sari’s room was small and spare, befitting the apprentice she was. Tala’s room was across the hall, decorated with soft touches and examples of the needlework she was so fond of.

      The other rooms in the large farmhouse outside Copenhagen were taken by young singers who were apprenticing with the women of Adna’s House. It wasn’t a school. Only the careful scribes with their libraries of rules had actual schools or academies. But singers of every line lived in Adna’s House. Some were widows. Others were unmated singers who had the gift of teaching. Singers who were mated to warriors in the Copenhagen scribe house often taught at Adna’s House, giving the large hall a wealth of teachers from all over Europe.

      When young singers around Scandinavia were ready for training past what their community could provide, they petitioned to Adna. If there was room in the house, they were accepted. If you were Tala, with a growing gift of foresight, you were taken automatically. If you were Sari, with robust but more common earth magic, you prayed there was an open room. Luckily, there had been. Tala and Sari would not be separated.

      The sisters had giggled with delight when they’d first seen their rooms. It was the first time they hadn’t shared a room or a bed since birth. For the first year, Tala had often crept into Sari’s room, taking comfort with her twin. Now, after ten years of apprenticeship with her mentor, Tala had grown in confidence but lost nothing of her sweetness.

      Sari, on the other hand…

      “What on earth could Greta be thinking?” Sari marched down the hall. “Scotland?”

      “Orkney,” Tala soothed. “There has been an Irin community on the islands for hundreds of years, Sari, and they have never had an earth singer. For a long time it was only scribes, but so many have taken mates.” Her sister’s sky-blue eyes shone. “Children, sister. Like at home. The community is growing. Their farmers are struggling to grow enough to feed everyone. Greta thought you would be well suited to the position.”

      Sari racked her brain for anything she knew about the outer islands, but she couldn’t think past her stabbing disappointment.

      “And you?” she asked Tala. “Are they still sending you to Spain?”

      Tala nodded. “The scribe house in Salamanca has been waiting for a singer of Leoc’s line for many years, sister.”

      Sari stopped and put both her hands on Tala’s cheeks. Though they were mirrors in appearance, no one over mistook them for each other. While Sari was constantly out of doors, Tala was the softer sort. She enjoyed embroidery and reading. She loved to cook and mend.

      “My sweet sister,” Sari said, “living in a rough scribe house surrounded by warriors. What is Nienná thinking?”

      Tala blushed. “I’m sure there are mostly mated couples. The Salamanca house is old and established. It’s hardly an outpost in Vinland.”

      In fact, Salamanca was one of the most prestigious scribe houses in Europe. There was a scribe academy nearby and a thriving Irin community. Tala’s appointment was an honor, but not surprising considering her skill and lineage.

      Sari pinched her sister’s cheek. “Of course, maybe you’re not so reluctant to live among strong, virile warriors, eh?”

      “Sari.” Tala covered her blush with both hands. “Don’t embarrass me. I’m hardly likely to find a mate when I’m so young. And I want to be taken seriously, not pursued by eager scribes.” Her blush flared again.

      Sari laughed. “Your face tells the truth. And who said anything about a mate? A lover, then. Someone to give that sweet face a kiss or two. Those Spanish scribes will fall over themselves to please you.”

      Tala turned away, wrapped her woolen cloak around herself and marched down the hall. “Didn’t you want to talk to Greta about your exciting mission to Scotland?”

      Sari smiled at Tala’s back, but in her heart she mourned. Her whole life, her twin had been only a few steps away. Tala was her other half. Irin twins were attuned to each other since birth, and though their magic was often very different—as Sari and Tala’s was—they had a bond akin to that which mates shared. Sari could sense Tala’s feelings, knew her sister was equally excited and scared about her first assignment. But Tala would be heading to the heart of the Irin world, immersed in a land of culture and scholarship, while Sari…

      Would be going to Scotland.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Spring winds whipped her long blond hair from the intricate knot she’d fashioned before she’d left Aberdeen. The boat from Copenhagen to Aberdeen had only taken a few days, but she’d boarded another smaller vessel to make her way to the outer islands. She’d been accompanied by no other singer. Hers was the only assignment on the isolated islands in the middle of the North Sea. The ship belonged to Irin merchants. The couple was transporting Sari and sacks of grain to the islands, then they’d be taking back a herd of sheep.

      “Best lamb you’ve ever tasted comes from the islands,” the friendly man told her. “You can ask anyone around here.”

      Though Sari had thoroughly studied the English language the man spoke, she had trouble deciphering his heavy accent. She was told the accent of the islanders was even more pronounced and many of them didn’t speak English at all. Luckily, the language they did speak, Norn, was a variant of old Norse that she’d have an easier time navigating than English.

      “Sheep and cows,” she muttered. “So the islands have grass but no grain?” Sari kicked a bag of oats.

      “Eh, it’s harder, isn’t it? The grass grows natural-like. The grain?” He shook his head. “That takes a singer’s magic.”

      She leaned against the rough wooden board at her back. “I suppose that’s why I’m here.”

      “And welcome you’ll be.”

      A few hours later, the ship was docking in Kirkwall, the main port on Orkney. Sari bid farewell to the friendly Irin couple and waited for anyone or anything that looked familiar. She watched the sheep driven onto the boats, headed for the market in Aberdeen. There were humans all around her, but Sari had little trouble blending in. There was nothing outward that marked her as a daughter of angels. Unlike the heavily tattooed Irin men, Irina could blend seamlessly with the human population. She felt the whisper of their soul voices when she lowered her shields.

      The Orcadians sounded like a peaceful bunch. Their features owed as much to the Norse as to the Scots, but their accent was unique, totally different than what she’d encountered in Aberdeen. But their soul voices…

      Everywhere the same. Sari heard snatches of human thoughts and feelings when she lowered her shields, but nothing made her take notice until she caught the calm hum of an Irin scribe’s soul voice approaching from dockside. It was low, resonant, and oddly familiar, sending an unexpected shiver up her spine when a gust of wind snatched her hair and blocked her vision as she turned.

      She brushed the hair away from her face to see the scribe approaching from the walkway along the noisy docks. He was as tall as she was and wore dark breeches on his long legs with worn leather boots up to his knees. A brown coat whipped around him in the wind, but he wore no hat. Only a hood covered his head.

      The scribe nodded politely as he passed the humans but didn’t stop to speak to any of them. No one approached him. As he drew nearer, Sari was able to see his face. The unknown scribe was arresting in his visage. Damp, shaggy hair fell over dark eyes. His fierce gaze reminded her of the sea eagles who nested near her grandparents’ land and hunted on the fjord. No wonder none of the humans tried to stop him. If she hadn’t been expecting an Orcadian scribe to meet her, she would have avoided him as well.

      Direct and unsmiling, the forbidding male approached her. “You are Sari?”

      His voice called shivers up her spine, and Sari quickly shoved them down, embarrassed by her reaction to the somber man. “I am.”

      The scribe sent his gaze down her body, then slowly up again until their eyes met. Nothing about him looked Orcadian. His hair was rust brown and his face planed. High cheekbones led down to a jaw covered with a thick beard. His eyes were dark brown with flecks of gold and green. He caught her gaze for only a second before he looked away.

      “Einar was expecting an older singer.” His English wasn’t Orcadian either.

      “Are there many older singers longing to settle on isolated islands in the middle of the North Sea?” Sari asked, shifting the satchel that held her most personal possessions. “If there are, perhaps one of them might take my place.”

      He didn’t smile, but she could see his eyes lighten in amusement. “Don’t you find Orkney welcoming?”

      “Not so far.” She looked pointedly at the small chest near her feet. “I have been traveling for almost a week. If you’d be kind enough to⁠—”

      “The wagon will take us to the other side of the mainland.” He bent down and hoisted Sari’s chest onto his shoulder.

      Sari was barely able to conceal her surprise. It wasn’t a large chest, but she knew it was heavy. “Sir⁠—”

      “Damien,” he said as he began walking. “My name is Damien.”

      Sari followed him with ease. She was a tall woman, like all those in her family, and she matched the scribe in height. If he’d asked for her assistance, she could have easily carried the other handle of the chest. “Would you like my help?”

      “No.”

      The wagon stood waiting at the end of the docks, a rounded Irina sitting on the driving board. She held out her hand with a cheerful smile. “Hello, dear. You must be Sari.”

      Damien grunted and heaved her chest in the back of the wagon, then turned and walked back to the ship. Sari watched his retreating figure.

      “Ignore Damien,” the woman said. “I’m Ingrid. Welcome to Orkney.”

      Sari watched as Damien hoisted a sack of grain to his shoulder. “Should we help?”

      “Oh no,” Ingrid said. “He prefers working alone. That’s just his way.”

      The scribe had the strength and bearing of a warrior. An old one. So why was he carrying sacks of grain to isolated islands in the middle of the sea?

      “Come join me.” Ingrid patted the board beside her. “Damien will ride in back.”

      “Won’t he drive?” Sari climbed up behind the horses and set her satchel by her feet. If there was one thing she knew of all men in her village, they were always keen to be the one driving the wagon or sled.

      “Damien?” Ingrid shook her head. “He doesn’t drive at all. Enough about the male, dear. Tell me about yourself! What brought you here? I’m sure Einar was expecting someone older, but I’m certain Greta wouldn’t have sent you to us if you weren’t a skilled singer.”

      “I am,” Sari said. “I’m very good. It will take me some time to acclimate to the soil and vegetation here, but once I’m settled, your crops should be much more successful.”

      Delight colored Ingrid’s features. “I do like a confident young woman! Very pleased to meet you. I cannot wait to see what Einar thinks of you.” Ingrid laughed. “This should be lively.”
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      THIS was going to be a disaster.

      Damien brought another bag of grain to his shoulder and lifted it, catching traces of the women’s conversation as he loaded the bags from the Aberdeen boat. The new singer was hardly more than a girl no matter how confidently she walked. And she wasn’t the kind of docile creature Damien associated with Ariel’s line. Earth singers were usually the calm, quiet sort, content to work their magic in the fields and woods, not quick-tongued women with eyes that cut through the comfortable cloak of numbness he’d worn for the past three hundred years.

      He was too old to notice her so keenly. And Einar would dislike her immediately. If he had to, he’d put his foot down. Though Einar was the undisputed leader of the village, it was actually Damien and Henry who had been there the longest. Henry was ancient; all he wanted was to be left alone with his books. Damien had taken on the mantle of Henry’s guardian, so all he wanted was food, beer, plenty of work… and for Henry to be left alone with his books. It was a comfortable partnership.

      Sadly, Einar was a brash sort and often let his own delusions of grandeur get in the way of the good of the village.

      It was a small commune on the north end of the mainland. The humans on the island tolerated them and their secretive ways because the women were excellent healers and midwives and the men were handy and always willing to help on neighboring farms. It was a restful place that often had Irin warriors passing through for a few months or a few years. Orkney was, on the whole, isolated and accepting of the odd and wayward.

      Damien had made the outer islands his home for two hundred years and had no plans to return to the mire of politics and war, not when he’d finally stopped dreaming. But Einar dealing with this new girl could be trying.

      Damien glanced up to see her watching him and hoped she wasn’t the fanciful sort. She didn’t look fanciful. She looked… direct. Intelligent. Her height was both disconcerting and attractive.

      He had no desire to be attracted.

      At one point or another, it seemed that all the unmated women of the village had flirted with him. He ignored them and eventually they lost interest and found other men. Or they left the island if they were restless. But none had interested him as more than a passing curiosity. He was sure the new girl would be the same, though he couldn’t imagine one like her settling on the island for good. No, that one had restless eyes.

      Three more sacks of grain and he climbed in the back of the wagon, slotting in the backboard so nothing fell out.

      “All right there, Damien?” Ingrid asked.

      “All right.”

      She snapped the reins and the wagon jerked forward, throwing Damien to the side. The girl’s sea chest slammed into his knees and he cursed quietly. He glanced up to see the girl watching him. Her eyes were laughing, and Damien felt compelled to speak.

      “Your chest bruised my knees, earth singer.”

      “Do you expect an apology? You’re the one who loaded it.”

      He narrowed his eyes and watched her, but she didn’t look away like most girls did.

      Fearless.

      Heaven help her, she reminded Damien of himself at that age. Brash. Confident. Ready to take on the world.

      He was the one who looked away.

      “Ingrid says you don’t like to drive,” the girl said. “Why? Do you not like horses?”

      “I like horses just fine.” But the old nags pulling the wagon and the plow frustrated him. If there was one thing Damien did miss from his old life, it was the feel of a horse racing beneath him. The speed of galloping along the rolling fields surrounding his father’s castle or the empty deserts where he’d once fought. There was no thrill to compare to it except the touch of an eager woman in bed.

      Damien shoved that thought to the side as well.

      He wasn’t a monk like Henry. On his few trips to Aberdeen, there was a woman he visited, the widow of an old friend. But sharing a bed with Marie was more about friendship and comfort than excitement. He hadn’t seen her in months. And now he couldn’t banish the thought of an eager young partner warming his bed.

      Disastrous woman.

      He’d dump her in the village and be done with her. Maybe Henry needed to make a pilgrimage somewhere. That would take his mind off things. Ingrid took a sharp left and the sea chest slammed into his knees again. Damien winced but didn’t say a thing.
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        * * *

      

      “Damien?”

      He was copying a manuscript in his room when he heard Henry’s nervous voice. “In here, Henry.”

      “Dami— Oh, there you are.” The scribe’s round face poked around the door. Even though Henry kept up his longevity spells, there was something about the man that screamed old age. Maybe it was the bald head or the squint that no amount of magic was able to cure. Whatever the cause, there was no scribe in his acquaintance that reminded Damien more of the Christian monks who had first sheltered him after the Crusades, and for that, Henry would always have his loyalty.

      Henry was utterly kind. Completely faithful. He worshiped scholarship as much as the Creator it came from. There wasn’t an unkind bone in the man’s body.

      “Did you need me, Henry?”

      “Not precisely. I was simply curious what you thought of the new earth singer. She already seems to have rubbed Einar the wrong way, so I’m predisposed to like her.”

      Damien gave him a short laugh.

      Henry continued, “Though I’ll try to smooth things over a bit. Einar can be… Well, you know Einar.”

      “I do.”

      “So?”

      Damien put down his pen carefully. “So what?”

      “What do you think of the new singer?”

      “She’s…” He searched his brain for something noncommittal. “…tall. She’s quite tall.”

      “She’s tall?”

      Damien shrugged. “And has very blond hair. You’ve seen Norse women before, Henry. She looks Norse.”

      “Is she intelligent?”

      “It would seem so.” He picked up his pen and turned back to his page.

      “Is she humorous?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Is she⁠—”

      “Henry!” Damien huffed a sigh. “Go introduce yourself to the woman. She doesn’t strike me as shy. She was more than happy to speak to Ingrid.”

      Henry waved a hand and his cheeks colored. “Well, I don’t want to bother her.”

      Damien blinked. “Henry, are you… are you interested in this woman?”

      That was a first. Damien couldn’t remember Henry showing any interest in any woman. Ever.

      “I must confess that I am, brother.”

      Oddly enough, Damien wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He would hardly put the vibrant, fearless woman he’d met with someone of Henry’s personality. But though she’d been in the village for nearly two weeks, he’d managed to avoid her except in passing. Perhaps she’d shown Henry some encouragement or interest.

      “That’s… wonderful, my friend.” There was no one more generous of spirit than Henry. If he was truly interested in the woman⁠—

      “Did you know Orsala of Vestfold is her grandmother?” Henry’s expression was one of near wonder. “I wonder if she will visit her granddaughter during her time here.”

      Damien frowned. “Orsala of Vestfold?”

      “Surely you’ve heard of her.” Henry sat on the bench by Damien’s door. “Her singing of ‘The Lux Cycle’ was considered transformative by Vienna.”

      “‘The Lux Cycle’?”

      Henry nodded with enthusiasm.

      “Henry, are you interested in this woman because of who she is or because you admire her grandmother’s scholarship?”

      His cheeks colored pink again. “Well, I’m sure this young woman⁠—”

      “Sari. Her name is Sari.”

      “I’m sure Sari is lovely. I am simply curious.” Henry’s eyes grew wide. “Do you think my curiosity would offend her? Perhaps she came here to escape recognition. I should not say anything, should I?”

      Damien couldn’t hold back his smile. “Henry, I doubt your interest in her grandmother would offend her. And as to why she’s on Orkney, I think it has more to do with grain production than escape.”

      Henry wasn’t listening. He tapped his foot against the bench in rhythm. “I should write to the brothers in Edinburgh. They might know more about why she’s here.”

      “Or you could ask the girl.”

      “I thought you said her name was Sari.”

      “It is.” He just avoided saying it. His hand reached for a piece of blotting paper, and he wrote out her name as it would appear in the Old Language, unable to resist his curiosity. He let his pen linger, carelessly spreading ink where it touched the page.

      Beautiful. Sari was beautiful.
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      SARI nodded politely to the young man who brought porridge to the table. She gave him a half smile in thanks as Einar continued to ramble.

      “—obviously something you’re not understanding. I’d not expect you to so quickly of course, but seeing as the growing season here is so short⁠—”

      “It’s similar to some of the land where I grew up.” Sari interrupted him, tired of his monologue. She took a drink of the excellent milk the village dairy produced and set down her mug. “Greta said you’d not had an earth singer here in many years. But I don’t feel any residual magic. Have you ever had one?”

      Einar shrugged. “Not since I’ve been here. Before that? Who knows. Does it matter?”

      Sari took a bite of porridge to avoid the sharp retort sitting on her tongue.

      Henry, the friendly scholar who’d been peppering her with indirect questions about her grandmother for the past week, sat down on her left. He glanced between Sari’s carefully silent face and Einar’s complacent expression.

      “Good morning. What are we talking about?” Henry asked.

      “Henry,” Einar started, “you’ve been here a long while.”

      “Indeed.” His bald head bobbed. “In fact, I’ve been here the longest, if you recall, Einar. Perhaps you’d forgotten that.”

      Einar’s eyes narrowed, and Sari bit her lip and took another gulp of milk.

      “I’m sure it’s easy to forget,” Henry continued, seemingly oblivious to Einar’s irritation. “You do have so much on your mind in the village. But in fact, I have been on Orkney for over two hundred years. And before that I was in Scotland. That’s where I met Damien, you see,” Henry said to Sari. “I met him in Scotland and we both came to Orkney. So you see, both Damien and I have been here far longer than Einar. But of course it’s very hard to remember those things when you are very busy.”

      Sari managed to stifle a smile. “Thank you, Henry.”

      “Of course,” Henry said. “But I’m reminded of my question: What are we speaking of?”

      “Earth singers,” Einar grumbled with a curled lip. “The girl was asking if the land had felt an earth singer recently.”

      “Oh.” Henry’s eyes went wide. “Probably not ever, Einar. Didn’t you tell the scribe house in Edinburgh this was untouched land?”

      Sari sighed and closed her eyes. No wonder she’d been feeling stymied. She’d been searching for traces of old magic on ground that had never felt its touch.

      “No,” Einar said. “What does it matter?”

      “It matters quite a lot,” Sari said. “Land that has never known earth magic is like land that has never been plowed. It will take longer—much longer—for it to reach its full potential.” She took another drink of milk, emptying her cup before she banged it down. “You should not expect a full harvest this year. Petition to Aberdeen for a greater share of grain this winter.”

      Einar looked ready to erupt. “Listen, girl, if you’re not up to the task⁠—”

      “No single singer is up to the task of breaking virgin ground in a short season’s time,” Sari said. “If you’d told my mistress at Adna’s House the truth⁠—”

      “Are you calling me a liar?” Einar growled.

      “I’m calling you ignorant,” Sari said. “They should have sent three of us to break ground. I’ll need three times as long to do it on my own.”

      She ignored the stubborn scribe on her right, now fuming in the near-silent room. Through their argument, the bustle of the longhouse had ceased and all eyes had turned toward them.

      “You’re an arrogant chit, aren’t you?” Einar said. “I take it your father never used the back of his hand on that mouth.”

      Henry sat silently next to Sari, watching the argument but making no move to interrupt. He glanced at her, and she could see the curve of a smile at the corner of his lips. It gave her a surge of confidence.

      “My father didn’t need to raise his hand to me,” Sari said, continuing to eat her porridge like her heart wasn’t in her throat. “He is a wise man, and I was happy to listen to him and take his counsel.”

      Einar was the worst sort of petty tyrant. She’d seen his type before, scribes or singers who gained prominence in a small community only to forget the true meaning of leadership, which was—her father had taught her—sacrifice.

      His nostrils flared, and he looked seconds away from erupting in anger as the door banged open and a gust of the ever-present island wind blew into the room followed by the dark form of Damien.

      Sari’s gaze swung toward him without thinking. In her weeks on the island, the man had been a ghost. She’d see him for a moment at the end of the common hall, then he was gone. People spoke of him, but he never appeared. They’d passed in the village once, but he’d had his hood pulled up and she didn’t even know if he saw her. Ingrid told Sari that it had been Damien to ready the small cottage where she had taken residence. It was stocked with wood for the fire and as clean as Adna’s House.

      She wondered if he’d been the one to cut the clutch of wildflowers sitting cheerfully on the kitchen table.

      Probably not.

      Damien paused when he closed the door and turned slowly. Dark eyes swept the room as he pulled his hood back.

      “Brothers. Sisters. Good morning.” He took the offered bowl of porridge and inclined his head in thanks. Then he walked to the table as if his joining them for breakfast was a daily occurrence and sat across from Sari at the table. He met her eyes briefly, then looked away. “Good morning, earth singer. Henry. Einar.”

      The common hall, which had been silent, felt void of sound. Sari had never seen Damien take his meals with the rest of the village. Ingrid, who was the village cook, said he often took his meals with Henry in the library, but other than the old scribe, he didn’t appear to have any friends.

      “Damien,” Henry said with a smile. “Perhaps you can clarify something for us. Has the ground around the village ever been worked by an earth singer?”

      Damien paused and pursed his lips. “Not one formally trained.”

      “Ah!” Henry said. “There you go, Einar. Damien has a far better memory than I do for practical things. With books, of course, I am far superior.”

      Sari saw the corner of Damien’s mouth move up slightly.

      He looked up when Einar made a huffing sound. “Problem?”

      Einar glowered, but his volcanic mood had been tempered by the gust of cold and the new company. “The earth singer says we’re to order more grain. We won’t have a full harvest this year, even with her here.”

      Damien grunted. “I could have told you that if you’d asked. On her own, she’ll need two or three seasons at least.”

      Sari felt vindicated, but she didn’t say anything. She might have been bold, but she’d also listened to enough of Greta’s lectures to know when to keep quiet in front of her elders. These three scribes had been on the island far longer than she had. Sari had no desire to look foolish by talking too much.

      Sari spoke to Damien for the first time since the wagon ride into town. “Which grain does best?” She’d seen him plowing the fields south of town with some of the other men yesterday.

      “Barley,” he said. “There’s a variety that’s adapted well to the islands. The growing season is short, but it’s a rougher taste than wheat.”

      “If we’re looking for sustenance, we don’t worry about taste,” Sari said. “We’ll focus on planting the barley and working to strengthen the soil in those acres.”

      Henry perked up. “And if we have excess barley, we might have enough for brewing.”

      Damien smiled at his friend but said nothing.

      Sari said, “Your winters are milder here, I think.”

      Damien nodded.

      Sari turned to Einar. “Then I’ll be able to work with the soil through the winter. By next spring, you’ll have a better season. And a better season after that.”

      Einar sniffed. “If that’s the best you can do…”

      She reined in her temper and was surprised to hear Damien speak.

      “Sari is an earth singer of Adna’s House,” he said. “The island is fortunate to have her.”

      It was the first time he’d spoken her name since their meeting, and Sari found the impact of his low voice wrapping around it more potent than she would have liked. She lowered her shields and listened. In the confusing murmur of soul voices in the room, his rang clear.

      “Ya safeerta⁠—”

      Sari raised her shields before she trespassed on any more of his thoughts. It wasn’t her place to eavesdrop on Damien’s soul, and if he knew she’d been listening in, she suspected he’d be offended. It was very bad manners.

      “But if you want her to have some help,” Damien continued, looking down at his porridge and stirring it without eating, “then you can let her borrow Mirren and her daughter.”

      “The healer?” Sari asked.

      Damien nodded and finally took a bite of his porridge.

      “Oh!” Henry said. “Why didn’t we think of that? Mirren is a very talented herb singer of Rafael’s line, but her gardens bloom all winter. Of course she has some of Ariel’s blood. Good thinking, Damien.”

      Einar grunted. “Healing gets precedence.”

      “Of course,” Henry said, “but she’s not needed that often, Einar. She could easily help Sari with the songs for the fields. We should at least ask her. And as her daughter is already apprenticing with her, their magic must be similar.”

      Damien said, “It is.”

      “Well then,” Henry said. “This has been a most illuminating breakfast. Sari”—he stood and offered his arm—“I’d be happy to take you to Mirren’s cottage and introduce you. You might not have met her yet. She’s been helping a human village with an outbreak of fever the past week, but I’m sure I saw her back yesterday.

      “Of course. Thank you, Henry.” Sari stood, only to see Damien’s shoulders straighten as she did. He didn’t stand with her, but it was as if his body came to attention when she rose.

      A warrior, she thought again. He is a warrior.

      A man of his bearing could only be a warrior, and his manners told Sari he was old. What was he doing in the middle of the North Sea? And why did his ferocious gaze settle on her like a brand? She felt Damien’s eyes long after she’d walked away.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was filled with laughter and teaching. Mirren and her daughter did have earth magic. Quite a lot of it, though their primary talent lay in healing. They were herb singers, and though neither had ever worked with grains or cereal crops, they were more than happy to learn. She took them to the edge of a barley field where seed was just springing up. The men were still plowing the field across the lane, and she could hear their shouts and laughter in the distance.

      “Tell me,” Sari said, “how do you make your garden bloom in winter?”

      Mirren smiled. “It’s not anything extraordinary, I suppose. Part of it is knowing where to place certain plants. It doesn’t snow often, but the winds are biting cold.”

      “And the soil?”

      “The soil is rich here,” Mirren said. “But cold. We know it must be coaxed.”

      “Exactly,” Sari said. “It’s no different for barley or wheat. Just larger scale. But you have a step up on me. The island already knows your voice. You just have to learn how to speak a bit louder, eh?”

      The women both laughed, and Sari proceeded to teach them a few spells that would coax the soil in the small field to feed the roots of the young barley. Taught them a variation on a song Mirren already knew that would help the soil hold on to the heat of the sun, even when the temperature dropped at night.

      It was instinctive, easy work, but tedious at the same time. Teaching songs was like Tala’s needlework. It took concentration and precision when Sari craved a burst of power. Mirren and her daughter Kirsten were quick students but obviously struggled with the scope of the field. They were also like Tala, detailed and precise, but they lacked the raw power needed to sing a field.

      Still, they could help. It would be far better than singing on her own. Once they learned the proper spells, they could sing along with Sari, adding their own power as she led.

      They stopped for lunch when the sun was high, and a young man from the village delivered a basket of bread and fresh milk.

      “Sari,” Kirsten said, “have you traveled much?”

      She shook her head. “Not much. My parents’ home is near Oslo, and I studied in Copenhagen. I’ve traveled along the coast of Norway quite a bit, but nothing too grand. My grandmother has been all the way to Vienna though.”

      Kirsten and Mirren’s eyes both went wide, so Sari didn’t share that Orsala was serving a term as an elder singer. It took more explanation than she wanted to give during a midday meal.

      “That’s exciting,” Mirren said. “For myself, I’ve traveled only in England and Scotland. One day I think I’d like a short trip across the water to France, but I prefer staying near home.”

      “No, you prefer Father.” Kirsten teased her mother. “And Father likes to stay on the islands.”

      Mirren laughed. “Well, that’s no lie.”

      The girl was full-grown, so the two women looked more like sisters than mother and daughter. They reminded Sari of her mother, her sister, and herself. The three looked so similar they always drew glances, even in Oslo where tall blond women were common.

      Mirren patted her knee. “You look like you’re missing someone.”

      “My sister,” Sari said immediately. “And my mother a little. But my sister is all the way in Spain. I-I can’t imagine it. She left for Spain at the same time I left for Orkney, so I haven’t received a letter from her yet.”

      “I’m sure you will,” Kirsten said. “How lovely to have a sister. You two must be very close. Are you twins?”

      “Yes.” Twins were as common as any other siblings in their world. Irin didn’t have many children, but twins happened with regularity.

      “A blessed family,” Mirren said, her eyes drifting across the field to where the men were plowing. “I think Henry mentioned once that Damien had been in Spain.”

      “Oh?” Her eyes wandered across the lane and she tried to smother her quick inhalation of breath.

      All the men had stripped their shirts off, and sweat shone on bared shoulders and chests. Among the pale, tattooed chests of the Orcadian scribes, Damien’s golden skin glowed. He was walking behind the horses, digging the plow into the soil. His ink-swirled arms flexed when he tugged or snapped the reins. His whole torso twisted with the effort of working the soil and preparing it for seed.

      His talesm…

      She’d never seen their equal. It wasn’t just the sheer number, it was the beauty of his hand. Her father’s glyphs were straight and economical, almost utilitarian in their neatness. Sari supposed they reflected the Norse influence of his forefathers.

      Damien’s script spoke of Eastern heat. Intricate and twisting, his spells curled from his wrists up his left arm, across his shoulder, and down his right. His torso was similarly covered from the right side down his abdomen, covering the sharp cut of his muscles before the ink dipped below his waist. His left side was bare—he wore no mating mark—and dark hair dusted his chest and trailed down the center of his stomach until it too disappeared beneath his breeches.

      Sari tore her eyes away from his harsh beauty before others caught her stare.

      “Damien has traveled more than anyone on the island,” Mirren said. “I remember when I first came here. He seemed so mysterious.”

      Kirsten laughed. “He’s still mysterious. All the girls try to talk to him though.”

      Sari smiled. She had no problem seeing the allure of a silent, mysterious warrior on a small island like Orkney.

      “I think he only confides in Henry,” Kirsten continued. “If he confides in anyone at all.”

      When Mirren spoke, her age reflected in her eyes. “I think Damien saw many battles before he came here. Often those so wounded don’t seek the company of others.”

      “He’s quiet,” Sari said. “He’s barely spoken to me.”

      “That he speaks at all to you is notable,” Mirren said.

      “Has he ever come to you for healing?”

      “No.” Mirren rose and held out her hand to help Sari up. “The kind of wounds I suspect Damien carries are not the kind I can heal. Those can only be healed by the touch of a mate, and he seems to have no interest in finding one.”

      Kirsten said, “Not that any number of singers haven’t offered!”

      “Including you, daughter?”

      “I’d have to be blind and dumb not to notice a scribe like him,” Kirsten said. “But I’m not content to bash my head against the rocks. Damien has no interest in women.”

      The women got back to work for the rest of the afternoon. Sari forgot the time during the summer when the sun stayed high and there was so much to do. She taught Mirren and Kirsten two more songs before the older woman raised a hand.

      “Sari,” she said with a laugh, “enough. I don’t know where you get your energy, but I am exhausted.”

      She paused in the middle of explaining the warming spell. “I’m sorry, Mirren. I forget the time.”

      The sun had sunk, but there was still plenty of light. With nothing else to do and no one to socialize with now that Tala was gone, Sari had been working late into the evenings. Glancing across the lane, she saw that only Damien and another scribe remained plowing. All the others had taken themselves back to the village.

      “I can see the chimney smoking in our cottage,” Mirren said. “Bernard is probably cooking already, and I don’t want to make him wait to serve supper. Would you like to join us for the evening meal?”

      Kirsten nodded. “You’d be more than welcome!”

      “Thank you.” The invitation meant much, but Sari felt like she was bursting at the seams. Hours of fine magical work with none of the intense expulsion of energy she craved. She eyed the heavy plow across the lane and the horses that plodded along the rough ground. “I do appreciate it, but I need to work a bit longer or I won’t be able to sleep tonight.”

      “Understood.” Mirren patted her shoulder. “Thank you for your patience, sister. Kirsten and I have learned much today.”

      “No.” Sari grabbed her hand. “Thank you. It means much to me that you’d be willing to help with this. I know it’s not your true responsibility.”

      “Always good to learn new things,” Kirsten said. “But I’m with Mother. I’m exhausted. I hope you don’t mind if I abandon you and Father for the common room tonight.”

      “Of course not, dear.” Mirren brushed Kirsten’s chin with dirty fingers. “Enjoy the time with your friends.”

      The two singers bid Sari good night and walked back to the village while Sari paused and finished the water in the drinking jar. She eyed the slowly plodding horses and the rough, gritty soil.

      Taking a deep breath, she strode across the lane and straight out to Damien, who was clucking at the animals as they pulled the plow. His arms were outstretched and gleaming. His hair was tied back with a fine leather strap, and she could see the straining muscles and tendons in his neck.

      “Damien,” she shouted, striding across the rough ground.

      He halted, and his whole body turned toward her. She felt branded by the force of his attention, though he said nothing as she drew near.

      “Let me take the plow,” she said.

      He frowned. “No.”

      “Let me.” Her skin felt as if it would burst. She crackled with power. The awareness of his strength and physical appeal was not helping. “Please,” she forced out, hating the word. “Let me take the plow for a while.”

      “You’re not⁠—”

      “For heaven’s sake!” she shouted, stepping closer. “Don’t you know that I’m perfectly capable of plowing this field? I could plow five fields in the time you men have plowed one. Let. Me. Take. The. Plow.”

      He left one hand on the handle and put the other on his waist. Slowly he stepped back as she stepped forward.

      “Fine,” he said over her shoulder as she took the reins, “but don’t take your frustration out on these animals or you’ll answer to me.”

      It might have been the longest statement he’d ever spoken to her, but she rolled her eyes and snapped the reins, letting the horses surge forward as she raised her voice in song.

      It was an old song, one that she remembered hearing her mother sing as she walked in front of her mate. Sari’s parents had plowed their fields together, her father steering the plow and her mother walking beside the horses, singing at the top of her lungs in a laughing voice, easing the path of the horses and the metal as it worked the ground. Sari sang the same song now, letting the raw force of her power shoot down her body and release into the earth. The ground softened under the force of her magic, and the horses sped up.

      She walked the length of the small field and turned to walk back. By the time she reached the end, she noticed that Damien was the only scribe standing there, arms crossed as he watched her silently. She smiled and met his eyes on the turn, then her voice rose again in a different song. It had the same purpose as the last one, easing the ground before the plow, but Sari liked the tune more. She loosened her collar and felt the sweat on her neck cool in the biting wind.

      The earth’s soothing energy crept up her legs, and Sari wished she could strip her shoes and stockings off. She wanted to feel the earth between her toes and the mud on her ankles. Instead, she focused on the pair of horses, starting a new song just for them. They raised their heads proudly and snorted as Sari laughed.

      Joy. Peace. Utter and complete rightness in the world.

      Her song rose and carried across the field. She didn’t care who heard. She didn’t care who listened. Her power flowed out of her like water down a worn stone, soaking the ground beneath her, softening the soil until she could hear it whisper to her. Damp, rotting roots and leaves, green hopes for the season ahead. The tiny creatures that lived in the earth rose to feel the warmth of her power.

      She didn’t know how long it took her to plow the small plot, but when she got to the far corner, the sun was still up. She took a deep breath, felt the soothing energy of the soil and the water and the green hedge surrounding her. She let out her breath and her shoulders finally relaxed.

      For the first time since she’d arrived on this isolated island, she felt peace.

      Until a hand planted on her shoulder, a dark, tattooed arm swung her around, and Damien took her mouth with the force of a winter storm. Sari barely had time to catch her breath before his lips took hers. She heard the needy groan work up from her throat when he clutched the homespun wool at her back. He gripped the fabric between her shoulders in his fist and pulled her close, his tongue driving into her mouth as if he would consume her.

      Sari plunged her fingers into his thick brown hair, tugging and twisting the leather strap until it fell free and she could feel the dark warmth of it brushing her cheeks and shoulders, surrounding her with his scent. His lips were as fierce as his visage, biting and tasting hers with abandon. He was hungry, and he made her hungry too. She could smell the clean sweat on his neck and the dust that coated his shoulders. His skin burned beneath her palms.

      And his mouth…

      Hard then soft. Generous and greedy. Sari had been kissed, but she’d never been kissed like this.

      Her shields fell, and a clear word rang in her mind, low and resonant, like a bell struck at daybreak.

      Reshon.

      Reshon.

      Reshon.

      Abruptly, Damien pulled away from her, panting. His eyes looked angry and his lips were flushed. He took the reins where they lay on the plow handle and quickly unhitched the horses from the machine. Without a word, he swung up on the back of the grey mare with a warrior’s grace and tugged at the gelding’s reins.

      Before Sari could raise her shields, Damien left. He rode over the fields and out of sight while she stood on the edge of the field, her mouth hot from his kiss and the echo of his soul voice ringing in her mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Disastrous woman.

      It wasn’t her fault. Damien was the fool. A fool taken in by the joy and light of her. Walking across the land, power and magic pouring off her, she’d been intoxicating. The single most beautiful sight in four hundred years of life.

      She was an innocent.

      
        
        My eyes have seen too much to ever look on that which is lovely again.

      

      

      Otto’s words convicted him, and Damien hid from the world.

      He took his meals in his room or the library for the next two weeks. He used the excuse of his current manuscript to occupy him and begged off his usual meetings with Henry. The manuscript recounting the tale of Tomek’s journey had only three known copies in existence. Damien had been working on a precise copy for the past five years, but he’d been letting the business of the village and Henry’s stories distract him.

      Damien worked until late at night, taking advantage of the long days and his guilt. He visited the bathhouse in the middle of the night when no others would be partaking of the ritual bath. Ingrid’s son delivered his meals, and he avoided everyone but Henry.

      He never should have touched her. Her taste had entered his blood, the knowledge just one more painful memory in a lifetime of painful memories. His father’s disappointment. His mother’s anger. The rage and helplessness of battle and the blood of his brothers and friends.

      Isolation would save him. He took comfort in it and the quiet understanding of the village. Ingrid and Henry were accustomed to his moods. Einar could bite stone.

      Damien wondered if the village leader was giving Sari any more grief. Hopefully not. She was an extraordinarily gifted singer. Her power, with training, would be enough to put Einar on his backside. Added to that, she had the spirit to back up her power with action.

      Part of Damien, the part that couldn’t resist tasting her mouth under the spring sky, wanted to take her vibrant presence and hide her away. Wrap her in lamb’s wool so she could never be bruised. Her light would never be dimmed by tragedy or grief. But he knew that Sari wouldn’t stand for it. Like Damien when he’d left home on a fool’s mission, Sari would break any bond and throw off any stifling mantle. The singer was no tame thing.

      A firm knock at the door let him know when Ingrid’s boy brought his tray for the night. Damien put down his pen and rose, stretching so that his raised arms touched the bare ceiling. His rooms were cold; it was better that way. It kept him awake. Focused. When he was warm, he dreamed.

      He walked to the door and opened it, only to slam it shut when he saw Sari’s defiant face on the other side.

      Fuck.

      His stomach growled at the scent of the lamb stew. He didn’t move. Didn’t say a word. If he was lucky, she’d leave the tray and abandon him to his mood. He closed his eyes and bit out a silent curse when she remained unmoving on the other side of the door.

      “Coward,” she said simply. She didn’t whisper. Didn’t even sound angry. She was just stating fact.

      Coward.

      He was. Damien opened the door again, pulling the familiar mask of indifference over his face. He held out his hands for the tray. “Thank you for bringing my meal.”

      Sari ignored him and marched into the room, glancing for a place to put down the food. Dismissing the table where his manuscript and inks were spread, she set the steaming bowl and mug of ale on the end of his narrow bed before she turned. Her hands were on her hips as she surveyed his small room.

      “Cozy,” she said.

      “It suffices.”

      “It’s freezing in here.” She raised a judgmental eyebrow at the cold hearth in the corner of the room.

      “I prefer the room cold when I’m working.”

      “Apparently.”

      He shared a large house with Henry and the village library, but his room in it was small. Henry and Damien shared the responsibility of tending the sacred fire of the village and the ritual room where the scribes inked their talesm.

      The library was silent that night. She stood in his room, magic casting a glow around her, angry and powerful. She was, quite simply, the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Damien felt dirty and small next to her.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “You have the gall to ask me that?”

      He paused. “You’re correct. I offer you my sincere apology. I should not have kissed you.”

      “You shouldn’t apologize for kissing me. You should apologize for walking away.”

      Damien finally managed to look her in the eye. She didn’t look angry or coy. Her face, as always, was direct and open, her blue eyes clear as the sky.

      “No,” he said. “I should apologize for kissing you.”

      “Why?”

      He paused again. “I don’t want to tell you.”

      “Because I won’t understand?”

      “I’m not so foolish.” His voice was quiet. “I don’t want to tell you because I think you’ll understand too much.”

      She raised her chin. “Thank you for not patronizing me.”

      “If you were the kind of woman I’d patronize, I never would have kissed you.”

      He walked to the table and put his quill in the stand; then he capped his ink and set the manuscript to the side.

      “Why did you kiss me?” she asked.

      Damien closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His fingers pressed into the rough oak of the table. “I kissed you because your song was the most beautiful thing I’ve heard in three hundred years.”

      She was silent for a moment. “I doubt that. My voice isn’t very good.”

      “Then my ears are better than yours,” he said quietly.

      “Are you sure it wasn’t because you thought I might be your reshon?”

      He spun and glared at her. “What?”

      She said nothing.

      “I never took you for a foolish girl,” Damien said, “but the fact that you’d joke about something like that⁠—”

      “I’m not joking. Your soul was whispering it before you walked away.”

      Damien froze. He could not hear as she did. Had no idea if she was lying or not. If she wasn’t…

      It changed everything.

      “I wasn’t trying to listen,” she said quickly, looking flustered. “I promise. But… you surprised me. And then I couldn’t not hear it. Your soul voice is just… It doesn’t matter! I came here tonight because I want you to know that you’re not allowed to kiss me like that and walk away. If you want to kiss me again, then⁠—”

      “Why doesn’t it matter?” Damien asked, ignoring her words about kissing. He’d kiss her if he damn well wanted to. In fact, maybe he’d make sure she did the kissing from now on and he’d be the happy receiver of her attentions.

      Reshon.

      The word hung in the air. A mad hope and a foolish dream.

      She frowned. “What?”

      “Why doesn’t it matter if you heard my soul say reshon?”

      It mattered to him. It mattered more than anything.

      Her cheeks were an angry red. “Because I don’t believe in fate. I make my own fate. My own decisions. And I didn’t come to this village to find a mate. I came for a purpose, and I have no intention⁠—”

      “Maybe I do.” He stepped closer, and suddenly her heat felt like a promise he wanted to wrap his cold heart in. She was a disaster of a woman. Breaking into his life and bashing at the comfortable numbness he’d spent three hundred years cultivating. She was a disaster, and if she was telling the truth…

      He dismissed the thought of her lying. There wasn’t a deceptive bone in the woman’s body. She couldn’t even perform polite deceptions from what he’d observed. She was honest to the point of rudeness.

      Which meant she was telling the truth. His heart jumped in his chest.

      “Maybe you do what?” She backed away from him, but he didn’t stop. “Believe in fate or have intentions?”

      “Both.”

      She stopped near the door but didn’t cross the threshold. Thank heaven for stubborn, face-saving females. Damien stepped close enough that he could feel her heat warming his skin. He let his eyes drop to her lips and suppressed the urge to take them again. The next time they kissed, he wanted Sari to kiss him. He bent so his lips were only inches away. He didn’t have to bend far. He loved that she was so tall; he’d never had a lover nearly as tall as he was.

      “Both?”

      “It’s cause and effect, Sari.” He let his voice wrap around her name, tasting it. Teasing it between his lips.

      “What are you talking about?” Her pulse thrummed in her neck.

      “I do believe in fate. Therefore…” He let his voice drop to a whisper. “I have intentions.”

      Her chest rose and he let his eyes fall to her breasts. Her skin would be soft and pale beneath her dress. Her gold hair would spill over her shoulders when he unwound it. Would spill over his body when she⁠—

      “You can keep your intentions to yourself,” she said tartly. “I’m not a silly girl, besotted with the dark, mysterious warrior who kissed me, then ran away.”

      “I rode away. And I won’t be doing that again.”

      She scoffed, and Damien allowed himself a smile. There was a lightness in his chest he couldn’t describe.

      Hope. He thought it might be hope.

      “I only told you that because I thought it would unnerve you,” she confessed. “I wanted the upper hand because I was angry with you.”

      “Were you lying?”

      Her eyes flashed. “Of course not.”

      “Do I seem like the kind of man who is easily unnerved?”

      Her mouth opened and closed again.

      “Lesson learned, milá. That’s only your first lesson about me.”

      “I hope you enjoy your supper,” she said. “I scraped the bottom of the pot, so there should be a few burned onions in it. You’re welcome.”

      And with that, Sari turned and walked out the door. Damien tucked that bit of knowledge about his future mate away.

      Sari was a woman who liked having the last word.

      He could handle that.
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        * * *

      

      Damien took his breakfast in the common room the next morning. He’d woken early and visited the ritual bath, then spent an hour in meditation before he inked a new spell.

      He needed clarity.

      The resulting punch of magic left him restless. He took the bowl of porridge Ingrid handed him and looked for Sari.

      Ingrid asked, “You finished with your manuscript, Damien?”

      “No.”

      “Ah.” She smiled. “I didn’t think it was the work keeping you away. Mistress Sari has been up and out already. She took her breakfast to the fields with Kirsten.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Is that so?”

      “Maybe it’s her turn to avoid you, eh?”

      He leaned over and kissed Ingrid’s plump cheek. “Do you really think that will work?”

      The cheerful cook gaped at him. “Who are you? And what have you done with my sour friend?”

      He allowed her a smile before he took his breakfast to one of the long tables. Instead of focusing on finishing his food as quickly as possible, he let his eyes roam around the room.

      While many mated couples took their meals in privacy, the majority of the village ate their morning and midday meals together in the longhouse in the center of the village next to the library. It was built with community in mind. Ingrid, the village cook, and her mate lived in the back, but the common room was the site of everything important in village life. Meals. Sings. Meetings about problems or welcome ceremonies.

      It was a long room with just a few high windows. A fire burned from a stone hearth in the center of the hall, the community kitchen was at the front, and smaller benches and rugs were strewn at the end for the children. Damien saw one mother nursing her babe near the fire while her mate spoke to her quietly with a hand on his son’s small foot.

      It was a good village. A safe place. There were probably a million Irin villages scattered like this over the world, but this one had been his home for two hundred years. He still felt like an outsider, and he had to admit it was entirely his own doing.

      Henry sat down across from him. “What are you doing out of the library?”

      “Eating breakfast.” Damien stared out the door near the hearth. If he followed the path out the door, taking it out of the village and toward the grain fields, he would find her. He could drink in her presence and soak in her light.

      “I scraped the bottom of the pot…”

      Damien burst into laughter. By the time he composed himself, every eye in the hall was on him.

      Henry’s eyes were the size of saucers. “Are you feeling well?”

      “She’ll have no patience for gentle wooing.”

      “Who won’t? What are you talking about?”

      “Sari.”

      “The earth singer?” Henry frowned. “You mean… I thought you didn’t like her.”

      “She may be my reshon.”

      “That… would be surprising. Are you sure you’re well? I know you were in the ritual room this morning. Do you think⁠—”

      “I think…” Damien narrowed his eyes. “I need a plan.”

      “For what?”

      “For wooing Sari, of course.”

      “I don’t even know what’s going on.” Henry put his head in his hands. “You are indifferent to women. You always have been.”

      “Not true.”

      “Fine. You’ve been indifferent to them the entire time I have known you.”

      “That is true.” He poured himself a mug of milk from the pitcher on the table. “But I am not indifferent to her.”

      “Why?”

      “Why does it matter?” Damien asked.

      “My friend, consider this.” Henry put his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “You say you need a plan to woo her. I propose that a good beginning to this plan would be to identify the reasons you are pursuing this woman. This woman, and no other, in over two hundred years.”

      “She heard my soul whisper reshon. She told me this.”

      “And you believe she is being truthful?”

      “You’ve spoken with her. Does she seem like a woman who would lie?”

      Henry’s eyes were pained. “More than one in the village can attest she is not.”

      Damien nodded and took a drink of his milk. “So she speaks truth. My soul recognized hers.”

      “Brother, you know her hearing that could mean any number of things. Your soul could have called to hers, or it could simply be the desire for a reshon. The longing for connection. Loneliness⁠—”

      “No.” Damien shook his head. “As soon as she said it, I knew she was right.”

      “I ask you again, why? What about this woman calls to you?”

      Damien’s gaze drifted out the door again. “Sari said she doesn’t believe in fate.”

      “Fate is a conundrum. If she truly is your reshon, there is something in her soul—and something in yours—that can only be fulfilled by each other. But either of you may choose to turn away from that. If she doesn’t believe in fate, she may reject your connection even if it is compelling.”

      Damien scowled. “Why would anyone choose to do that?”

      “Personal goals. Family obligations. There are any number of very good reasons.”

      Disastrous woman. He craned his neck, trying to catch a glimpse of her in the fields. “I’ll make her see it. I’ve lived alone too long.”

      “Yes, you have,” Henry said. “But she is young. Many singers do not want the obligations of family and mate so early in life.”

      Damien turned back to his friend. “You asked me why I know it is her.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because she is my equal.”

      “…may you be blessed to find a mate as warlike as yourself…”

      The words, spoken almost three hundred years before, came back to him. His equal. That was what his soul was looking for. A woman with the spirit to stand at his side. Not follow him, but stand beside him and fight as long and as hard as he would.

      “Damien.” Henry dropped his voice. “You are a battle-hardened warrior of Mikael’s line. Both your mother and father were of the guardian’s blood. You were commissioned by the Elder Council and pledged to one of the most feared human orders in the world because of your skill in battle and strategy. You have slain hundreds of Grigori and killed one of the Fallen with your own hand.” Henry paused. “You know the council will call you back someday, and you will be given charge over a house. Most likely a significant one.”

      “I know all this.”

      “This girl is an earth singer of the northern people and barely out of her training.”

      “Yes,” Damien said. “And she is my equal.”
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