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        He's looking for answers. She's not sure he deserves them.

      

        

      
        The Seeker
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        * * *

      

      Rhys of Glast has never met a problem he couldn't solve with enough research and determination. As an Irin archivist and scribe of Istanbul, he's built his reputation on finding what others have lost. But the legendary Irina singer waiting for him on the Gulf Coast of Louisiana is unlike any challenge he's faced before, and she has no interest in making his mission easy.

      Meera didn't ask for help. She certainly didn't ask for Rhys. His mandate is to bring more martial magic into the Irin world, and that puts him at odds with everything she's worked toward. Meera has spent years searching for a path to peace, and a stubborn, arrogant scribe with his own agenda doesn't fit anywhere in that vision, no matter how difficult he is to ignore.

      But when their separate searches begin pointing toward the same discovery —ancient Irina magic that could restore the balance of power— Rhys and Meera find themselves with no choice but to work together.

      Two scholars. Two agendas. And one undeniable attraction that neither of them had planned for.

      THE SEEKER is the seventh book in the Irin Chronicles, a contemporary romantic fantasy series by eleven-time USA Today bestseller Elizabeth Hunter, author of the Elemental Mysteries.
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        Fans of Hunter’s Irin Chronicles series will love Rhys and Meera's hot and steamy story.

        Rebel Soul

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The passion between Rhys and Meera burned oh so good. Their chemistry was electric and I never doubted that they were made for each other. Elizabeth has a way with writing love scenes that aren't graphic, but still pack a punch.

        Smut and Bonbons

      

      

      

      
        
        
        This book more than lived up to the expectations I had, in fact it blew them out of the water.

        This Literary Life

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I have been waiting for Rhys's book since first reading The Scribe, and it doesn't disappoint. The Irin world gets a little bigger with the introduction of characters from India, set against the sticky, hot New Orleans area.

        Kendrai Meeks, Author of the Red Hook Chronicles
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        For my son

      

        

      
        Light of my life.

        Travel companion.

        The ultimate adventurer.

        I thank God every day I get to be your mom.
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        Houston, Texas

      

      

      Rhys of Glast, only son of Edmund of Glast and Angharad the Sage, Irin scribe and archivist of Istanbul, was not impressed by the biscuits and gravy at the diner on Kirby Drive. The biscuits were passably flaky, but the gravy tasted too much of flour and was thick enough to stand a fork in. Fortunately, the chocolate cream pie had redeemed the meal.

      The waitress walked around the counter and down to Rhys’s booth with a steaming pot of coffee. “Warm-up?”

      Rhys quickly put a hand over his mug, an edge of ash-black ink peeking from the long-sleeved linen shirt he wore. “Tea.”

      Her brown eyes widened. “Pardon me, sugar?”

      “Tea,” Rhys said again. “I’m drinking tea, not coffee.”

      She smiled. “That’s right. Can I get you some more hot water?”

      “Please. And another bag of tea.”

      “You got it.” She walked away with a natural sway to her wide hips, dodging with practiced grace the server coming at her.

      There were two waitresses working in the diner that night, the older black woman with greying hair and quick reflexes and a younger white woman Rhys suspected was just starting her job. She looked to the older woman almost constantly for cues and lingered at a table in the back corner near the toilets where a brown-haired young man smiled and flirted with her.

      Rhys catalogued the diner in detail. Fading incandescent bulbs reflecting off dated gold-veined mirrors provided ample visibility of every angle in the restaurant. The red vinyl booths squeaked whenever patrons moved, and an old-fashioned bell over the door alerted him to any new entry.

      In addition to the waitresses, there were seven other patrons. Three students who had taken over a round booth, a middle-aged couple who appeared to be quietly fighting, an older man lifting coffee to his mouth with shaking hands, and the Grigori flirting with the young waitress.

      Rhys sipped his tea as he watched the Grigori. It was plain black tea, nothing like the symphony of teas he was accustomed to in Istanbul. There one could find tea blended with spices from all over the world in countless varieties and subtle variations. Love of tea had redeemed Istanbul for Rhys.

      Pie was on its way to redeeming Houston.

      The Grigori glanced at Rhys and opened his newspaper, pointedly ignoring the scribe who watched him. A newspaper meant the Grigori had to be over sixty, early middle age for one of the Fallen children. Though his face was young and attractive to the humans around him, he could pose a slight challenge if he chose to confront Rhys.

      The air-conditioning blasted in the restaurant, even in the middle of the night, forcing the hot, wet air of the Bayou City to cold condensation that ran down the windows and scattered the light of the passing traffic on Kirby Drive.

      The Grigori glanced up, then looked down again. Despite the air-conditioning, Rhys could see a gleam of perspiration at the man’s temples.

      Rhys of Glast had spent his formative years in the cool, rolling hills of Somerset in southern England, but for some reason known only to the Creator, his entire adult career had been spent in various places that baked and steamed.

      Spain. Morocco. Istanbul.

      And now he was being sent to New Orleans, Louisiana, by way of Houston, Texas.

      Hot and hotter.

      The waitress returned with a battered metal pot with a red-and-yellow packet wedged on the side. “You want another piece of pie?” She motioned to the near-empty plate. “Sure didn’t seem like you liked the biscuits and gravy much.”

      “I didn’t.”

      The woman didn’t look offended; her pink-painted mouth turned up at the corner. “More pie, Mr. Bond?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      The waitress glanced over her shoulder before she turned back to Rhys. “Fancy British guy eating pie and drinking tea at two in the morning on a Wednesday night? Sitting in the corner booth with one eye on the door and the other on that flirty fella in the booth by the bathroom?” She wrote something down on her order pad. “If I didn’t know you weren’t carrying, I’d be worried.”

      Rhys sat up straighter. “Not that you’re wrong, but how do you know I’m not carrying a firearm?”

      The tilted smile turned into a grin. “Sugar, I’ve been waiting tables in Texas for thirty-five years. I know when someone’s got a gun.”

      “Fair enough.” He made a mental note not to discount the waitress.

      Rhys hadn’t approached the Grigori by the toilets. He’d been drawn to the diner by the scent of sandalwood that followed the half-angelic creatures—sons of the Fallen always carried the distinctive scent—but so far the Grigori had done nothing but flirt, and that was built into its DNA. In the complicated times they lived in, that meant Rhys was forced to show restraint.

      No longer could scribes hunt Grigori on sight. Though the Irin race was charged with protecting humanity from the offspring of fallen angels, recent revelations had turned black and white to countless shades of grey.

      Some Grigori had wrested freedom from their Fallen fathers and conquered their predatory instincts. Many of those had turned those instincts to join the Irin in their quest to rid humanity of fallen angels. Some of their sisters, the kareshta, had mated with Irin scribes. Rhys’s own brother-in-arms was mated to the sister of a Grigori the Istanbul scribes had once hunted.

      It was all so complicated now.

      “Has he done anything to concern you?” Rhys asked the waitress quietly. “The man by the bathrooms?”

      “No.” She lifted the empty pie plate. “Just sitting there reading his paper. He likes the blueberry and wears too much cologne. Not my type.”

      Rhys forced his eyes away from the Grigori. “Another piece of chocolate for me.”

      “Cook just put a black-bottomed pie in the case.”

      His mouth watered. “That sounds perfect.”

      “See?” She winked at him. “Knew you were my type.”

      Rhys couldn’t help his smile.

      “You be good,” she said, walking back to the counter.

      Rhys sometimes longed for the days when the borders between enemy and friend were clear. Only a few years ago, he could have stalked the creature waiting in the restaurant with a clean conscience; run him to ground, pierced his neck with the silver blades he had hidden, and watched Grigori dust rise to the heavens to face judgment.

      It is what they deserve, a vengeful voice whispered inside him. It was the Grigori who slew the Irina singers. It was the Grigori who tried to wipe out their race. It was the Grigori⁠—

      No.

      That wasn’t their world anymore. Rhys dunked the teabag into the silver pot. That would never be their world again. Their world demanded forgiveness. It required reconciliation, both within their race between the Irin who hunted and the Irina who hid, and outside their race between the Irin and those Grigori who pursued a peaceful life.

      So Rhys waited for his tea to steep.

      And he watched.
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        * * *

      

      At four in the morning, the air outside the diner was still muggy. Rhys toyed with the end of a cinnamon toothpick as he watched the entrance of the diner from the car he’d rented at the airport. His phone was on speaker, and his brother Maxim was speaking.

      “The Houston scribe house and the New Orleans house are combined under one watcher. It’s a situation that’s persisted despite complaints from New Orleans, but the American Watchers’ Council is unconvinced that New Orleans needs a stronger presence.”

      Rhys said, “It’s a large tourist destination.” Grigori liked to feed on tourists.

      “True. But as far as anyone can tell, attacks are surprisingly low. Houston has more. Larger population, bigger house.”

      Rhys pulled the toothpick from between his lips. “Fallen presence?”

      “The closest known Fallen stronghold is in Saint Louis. There are always minor angels about, but Bozidar is the closest known archangel, and he resides in and around Saint Louis. Prior to his arrival around two hundred years ago, there hadn’t been a significant Fallen presence in North America for four hundred years because of the native Irin presence.”

      And by Irin presence, Max meant what their people had once been. Not the fractured and suspicious people they were now. The Irin of North America were legend in Rhys’s world, vibrant and powerful societies of warrior scribes and singers descended from Uriel, the oldest and wisest of the Forgiven angels. Renowned for their long lives and prowess in battle, the largest group, the Uwachi Toma had routed the archangel Nalu and all his cadre eight hundred years before, leading to a golden age of Irin peace that lasted for roughly five hundred years.

      But with European expansion into North America, new Fallen came, breaking the rule of the Uwachi Toma and their allies.

      Rhys said, “North America didn’t escape the Rending.”

      “Nowhere did,” Max said. “But they had already been weakened by the American Revolutionary War. By the time the Rending happened, many Irin communities were already scattered, more stories than actual presence.”

      “So what you’re saying is it’s entirely possible this singer we’re looking for was already in hiding and lived.”

      Maxim didn’t respond. Rhys frowned and tore his eyes away from the diner entrance to make sure they still had a connection.

      “Max? Are you there?”

      “I am. According to Sari’s contact, this Irina is definitely still living. And likely somewhere in Louisiana. If we can find her⁠—”

      “We might be one step closer to restoring Irina status.”

      Max said, “The Irina need to relearn martial magic if they want a chance at regaining their rightful place in Vienna.”

      The Rending, the massive global Grigori attack that had killed eighty percent of Irin women and children, hadn’t happened out of nowhere. The Irina had spent centuries focusing on creative, artistic, and scientific magic, letting their focus drift to peaceful pursuits while Irin scribes gained more and more battle prowess. Battle had become men’s work, far beneath more lofty Irina goals. It had left the singers vulnerable to attack.

      Two hundred years after the Rending, most surviving Irina were still reluctant to leave the havens where they’d hidden. The Elder Council in Vienna was the governing body of the Irin people, financing the scribe houses and protecting the secrecy of the Irin race in the human world. Since the Rending, the council was made up of old men reluctant to part with their power.

      The lack of Irina martial power was a constant and pressing concern for those working toward reform in their world. Though the Irina Council had reformed in Vienna, every day Irina still lived with the threat of Grigori attack looming over them and a lack of confidence from Irin scribes around the world.

      Damien, his former watcher in Istanbul, and Sari, Damien’s mate, had taken over the martial training academy in the Czech Republic. They were only one example of reformers desperate to rediscover the once-potent battle spells Irina had sung. Songs that had destroyed angels had been lost to time and the Rending.

      Unlike the scribes’ vast libraries and archives, Irina libraries existed only within singers. Librarians were knowledge in human form, walking encyclopedias of magic, able to recall complex spells from memories trained since birth. They did not write magic down, believing that the delivery and emotion behind oral preservation were as essential as the spells themselves.

      It was a stubborn ideology that drove Rhys mad.

      He was a scribe of Gabriel’s blood, trained to preserve knowledge and copy any manuscript with precision, gifted in tattooing intricate magic on his body. Rhys’s tattoos, his talesm, started on his left wrist, wrapped around his arm and up his shoulder, down his chest, torso, and right arm, covering his body from the tops of his thighs to his neck. Only the space over his heart was bare, waiting for the mating mark he was mostly convinced would never come.

      His talesm were not only magical armor but personal history. Every scribe was trained to preserve knowledge for future Irin generations in the most efficient and sensible way: writing.

      “So this woman”—Rhys adjusted his seat—“the singer we’re looking for. Is she a librarian?”

      “She’s more valuable than a librarian.”

      “Right.” Rhys rolled his eyes. At this point in their history, there was nothing more valuable than an Irina librarian.

      “Rhys, Sari’s contact believes she’s found the Wolf.”

      “What wolf?”

      “The Wolf.”

      Rhys blinked. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.”

      “The Wolf and the Serpent were both killed in battle.”

      “No. Ulakabiche died in battle, but his sister didn’t. Atawakabiche lives. At least according to Sari’s contact.”

      Rhys was skeptical. “And not once in nearly three hundred years has she revealed herself to her sisters?”

      Max sighed. “Don’t ask me. You’re the archivist. That’s why Damien sent you on this job instead of me and Renata. Sort out truth from legend, talk to this woman in New Orleans, and find out if the Wolf is still living. She and her brother were the most feared Irin warriors in North America. Atawakabiche’s magic destroyed an archangel without the use of a heavenly blade. If she exists, she could change everything.”

      “Who is Sari’s contact?” Rhys asked.

      “An Irina named Meera.”

      “Meera? Who is she?”

      “I don’t know anything about her except that she’ll meet you in New Orleans in three days. Go to Jackson Square on Saturday morning, and she’ll find you.”

      Rhys groaned. “She wants to meet me among the heaviest tourist traffic in New Orleans on Saturday morning? Is she serious?”

      “I don’t make the decisions here, brother. I’m passing along information. Be there by nine.”

      “In the morning?” Rhys curled his lip. He was a night owl.

      “Nine in the morning, my friend.”

      Rhys’s eyes locked on the dark-haired man walking out of the diner with a woman on his arm. It was the Grigori and the young waitress. He opened his car door and spit the toothpick on the ground. “Max, I have to go. I’ll call you when I get on the road.”

      “What are you doing?”

      Rhys slid his hand into his pocket, his fingers curling around the hilt of a silver dagger. “Just a little hunting. No need to be alarmed.”

      “Be careful. The Houston house thinks you’re a mild-mannered scholar on vacation.”

      “Of course I am,” Rhys muttered. “Goodbye, Max.”

      He hung up before his brother could say another word. He tossed the phone in the passenger seat and closed the car door. The Grigori and the woman had disappeared to the back of the parking lot. Perhaps the Grigori had convinced the woman to give him a ride to a more secluded location where he could feed from her.

      Grigori were soul hungry. Human mythology called them incubi or vampires. Even cannibals. They fed from the soul energy that all human beings possess, though most preferred women. Women they could lure with their looks and their scent. They were born predators, dark sons of heaven made to seduce and feed.

      In a shadowed corner of the back parking lot, Rhys saw the Grigori pressing the woman against her car, kissing her neck as her head was thrown back. She was panting, her breasts heaving in a macabre imitation of pleasure. In reality, there could be no pleasure for her because the Grigori’s bare hands were pressed to her stomach and back, his touch robbing the waitress of her will. She was putty in the creature’s hands, willing to do anything he asked, his touch more effective than a drug.

      Rhys approached quietly, but the Grigori sensed him. The creature spun, keeping one hand on the woman.

      “You,” he hissed.

      “If you were smart,” Rhys said, “you’d already be running.”

      The Grigori’s eyes were cold and blank. No hint of conscience warmed them. “She wanted me. She said yes.”

      “She doesn’t know what you are.” Rhys glanced at the woman. Her eyes were closed. She was still panting. Her moans of pleasure scraped against his ears like nails on slate. “Get away from her.”

      The Grigori hesitated, his eyes narrowed in growing panic. Rhys noticed the second the man decided to run. He broke away from the woman and lunged to the left, dashing between cars as Rhys caught the human woman and laid her on the ground. Then he shot to his feet and ran after the man who was running toward Kirby Drive.

      The older waitress walked out of the restaurant just as Rhys ran past.

      “Your friend is in the back,” he yelled. “She’s hurt!”

      Rhys left the humans and sprinted, waiting for the traffic to pass so he could follow the Grigori. Cars honked and drivers rolled down their windows to yell.

      There.

      Rhys caught a glimpse of the monster as he darted between two parked cars in a multistory parking garage. The Grigori might have been running to his own vehicle or simply trying to lose Rhys. Either way, it was going to die.

      He paused when he entered the garage, brushing a thumb over the talesm prim on his left wrist and waiting for his senses to sharpen. In seconds, his eyes adjusted to the darkness, his heart rate steadied, and his ears picked up the footsteps running up the ramp and toward the roof. Rhys followed the sound, drawing the silver stiletto from its hidden sheath and gripping it tightly.

      He reached the top of the garage and was barely breathing harder. The moon had disappeared behind a blue fog that drifted over the city, but yellow lights buzzed on the roof, casting strange overlapping shadows between the parked cars.

      There were several rows, and Rhys walked among them deliberately, waiting for a sound, a scent, anything. He sorted through the acrid smells of burning sulfur, exhaust, and mold.

      There.

      A row of pickup trucks caught his eye, every one of them a potential hiding place for the Grigori.

      “Who do you belong to?” Rhys asked. “Who commands you, Grigori?”

      A creak near the blue truck.

      Not the blue, the red.

      “There are ways to live without killing,” Rhys said.

      A shuffle and a break in the silence. The Grigori took a running leap from the top of the parking garage to the office building on the other side of the alley.

      “Are you joking?” Rhys grumbled. He hated to jump, and he didn’t particularly like heights. “You fecking knob!” Rhys gritted his teeth and ran toward the edge, concentrating on the burst of magical energy as he leapt into the darkness.

      A fall from four stories wouldn’t kill him, but it would hurt like hell.

      He landed and rolled on the gravel roof of the office building just as the Grigori slipped over the side. Rhys needed to get to the ground fast. He spotted a drainpipe and ran toward it, shimmying down the dirty pipe until he was close enough to fall. He ran around the corner of the building and saw the man dangle from the fire escape before he dropped.

      Rhys grabbed him by the neck while he was still catching his balance and shoved him face-first against the brick wall of the office building.

      The man was smaller than he’d appeared on the run. Rhys was tall, over six foot, with a runner’s build and a long reach. The Grigori was far from bulky, but Rhys dwarfed him.

      He gripped him by the neck. “Who do you belong to?”

      The man’s shoulders slumped. “Bozidar.”

      “The archangel?” Not likely. Bozidar’s sons would have more natural magic than this.

      The Grigori began to laugh. “Our fathers are waking, scribe. The Fallen have only been sleeping, resting in their victory. Now you’ve roused them.”

      “Have we?” Rhys leaned in. “I look forward to the fight.”

      The man laughed harder. “You have no idea! How many of your women did we kill? How many of your men died of despair? The Irin are pathetically weak.”

      Rhys curled his lip. “You call me weak? How many unsuspecting women have you fed from like that waitress?”

      The man froze. “Not enough.” Then he turned and snapped his teeth at Rhys’s left wrist in a last-ditch effort to damage the scribe’s magic.

      Without a second thought, Rhys plunged the silver stiletto into the base of the Grigori’s neck and waited. Within seconds, the body began to shimmer and disintegrate. Rhys stepped back and wiped the dust from his blade before he returned it to the sheath, watching silently as dust rose through the heavy night sky, disappearing into the darkness and mist.

      Under his breath, Rhys said a prayer. He’d slain a son of the angels. Fallen angels, yes. But the same blood ran in his veins. The same magic fueled him. Grigori were the dark shadow of the Irin. Without knowledge and training, scribes could turn feral too.

      The lone Grigori had been no challenge, and Rhys felt no satisfaction in the kill, no sense of righteous anger or vengeance.

      Bozidar.

      The archangel from Saint Louis. It hadn’t been the whole truth, but there had been a ring to it. Perhaps the young man had belonged to one of Bozidar’s lesser Fallen allies. He’d report the incident to his watcher and let Malachi decide if he wanted to pass the information along.

      After all, Rhys was nothing more than a visiting scholar from Istanbul.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys slept until noon the next day, waking only when the housekeeper tapped on his door. He’d checked in with a Spanish passport, so Rhys called out in Spanish, asking for a few minutes more. He threw off the sheet that covered him and took a moment to enjoy the cool breeze on his bare chest. He rubbed the unmarked skin over his heart, wondering for the thousandth time what it would feel like to put a needle into it.

      His first marks had been made at the age of thirteen by his father, a stern man who impressed on Rhys the importance of history and legacy and tradition. Those talesm ran down his back, covering the magic his mother had spoken over him from the time of his birth.

      “When you find your mate, then you will know true wisdom.”

      His parents still lived, still tended the library in Glast as every scribe in his family had done since the beginning of time. Rhys was a direct descendant of Gabriel’s line in Glastonbury. His father had been the chief archivist as his grandfather had been. Rhys’s children—if he ever had any—would be expected to follow in that line.

      In the early days, the scribes in his family only took trained Irina librarians as mates, so the Great Library at Glast had been one of the rare joined archives of their race. Rhys’s grandfather had met his reshon and broken that tradition, but no one had blamed him for it. A reshon was a rare and beautiful gift, the single perfect soul created by heaven to be your equal.

      In his rare optimistic moments, Rhys hoped for a mate. A reshon was likely too much to ask. Of course, it wasn’t easy finding any mate when eighty percent of the women in your race had been killed.

      He hadn’t given up hope. Not… entirely. After all, his brothers in Istanbul had found mates. Malachi, his new watcher, had mated with Ava, an American with unique Grigori blood. Leo had mated with Kyra, and Rhys was fairly sure Max and Renata were finally together, though the cagey Irina had led his brother on a fifteen-year chase.

      There was hope. Possibly. If those bastards could find women to put up with them, there had to be someone who could keep his interest for more than a single conversation.

      Rhys groaned and rolled out of bed. He could feel the onerous heat pressing against the windows and creeping under the door. He showered and threw on his spare change of clothes, unconcerned about covering his talesm that morning. Americans were easy about such things. Tattoos were so common now; he’d noticed professionals and grandmothers inked with them. The neat rows of intricate writing covering his arms were unlikely to raise more than casual interest.

      He stood at the door of his motel room, enjoying the brief moment of being perspiration-free before he slid on his sunglasses and walked outside.

      Ah yes. Covered in sweat again.

      Walking quickly down the stairs, he found his compact blue rental car and threw his backpack in the passenger seat. Then he drove two blocks away and returned the car at the rental agency before he called for a taxi. He took that car to another hotel and walked from there to a national car rental.

      If he was going to take a road trip, he wanted the right car, and it needed far better air-conditioning than the blue compact. He took off his sunglasses and scanned the lot.

      A salesman walked up to him. “Can I help you, sir?”

      Rhys spotted it, a silver Dodge Challenger with tan leather interior. “That one.” He walked over to look inside.

      Legroom. Glorious, glorious legroom.

      “The Challenger?” The man appeared to be excited. “An excellent choice. It has⁠—”

      “Would it be possible to return it in New Orleans?”

      “Yes, sir. There would be an additional charge.”

      “Not a problem.”

      He slid his sunglasses back on. Yes, this one would do nicely.

      Within minutes, he was driving on Interstate 10, “Way Down We Go” blaring from the speakers, crossing the channel and heading east to New Orleans and a legend lost for three hundred years.
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      Meera watched the Englishman from behind her sunglasses. She licked powdered sugar from her fingers as he wandered aimlessly around Jackson Square. He tried to avoid the crowds, but it was impossible. She knew he was looking for her, but… she didn’t get beignets anywhere but Café Du Monde. They were sin in pastry form, and Meera believed in indulging.

      “You’re a mean woman.” Zephirin reached for a beignet from the paper bag Meera carried.

      They were sitting on a shaded bench in a corner of the square. Zep had patrolled all night with no Grigori spotted. Far from satisfied, it left the scribe edgy, like a tiger waiting to pounce. Lazy on the outside with all that coiled energy within. Meera offered him sugar to appease the beast.

      “I’m not mean,” she said. “Watching how someone navigates tourist traffic is very telling.”

      “So this is a test?”

      “Yes.”

      “Look at this girl.” He took a bite of the powdered doughnut. “She’s so damn cute. Little bitty thing with all that hair and all those curves, that sweet face…”

      “You know you love me.”

      “Poor scribe doesn’t know what he’s in for getting within reach of her claws.”

      Meera cocked her head. “I’m trying to decide if I’m insulted.”

      Zep smiled. “You’re not.”

      “You’re right; I’m not.” She watched the man navigate through a crowd of Chinese tourists and claim the corner of a bench. Meera had a clear view of him from her shaded seat. His eyes were covered by dark aviator glasses, but she could see annoyance in the lines around his mouth.

      She smiled. “This is so amusing.”

      “Why do I like you?” he said.

      “Because I am delightful and dangerous.”

      Zep shook his head. “Yeah. You are.”

      Meera crossed her legs, the flowing coral dress she wore brushing her calves. The sensual brush of fabric and humid breeze off the river enveloped her, feeding her energy like the humans that surrounded them. She was enveloped by humanity, the scent of coffee and the sound of jazz musicians filling the air. Vendors and artists set up their tables, and shopkeepers were opening their doors.

      It was all so rich. The first time she’d stepped into Jackson Square four years before, she’d been entranced. Everything about the old French city felt like an indulgence. It was a million miles from the quiet and ascetic compound where she’d lived for the first part of her life as the long-awaited heir of Anamitra, wisest of singers.

      Meera closed her eyes and took off her sunglasses, letting the morning sun heat her gold-brown skin. “You didn’t have to stay if you didn’t want to watch me torment him.”

      He finished the beignet in two bites. “I came to protect this poor scribe from your wiles.”

      “My wiles?” She looked at him from the corner of her eye. “I never use my wiles on hapless scribes.”

      He muttered, “Not even when we want you to.”

      “You know, when I came to this country, I was told it was a place to be free. To break with traditions and push boundaries.” She finished off her beignet and brushed her hands together before she put her sunglasses back on. “But every scribe I meet just wants to lure me into mating.”

      He crossed his arms, the black ink of his talesm swirling over light brown skin. “There something wrong with wanting a mate?”

      She almost gave in. Almost. Zephirin was a very handsome man, an attractive blend of Native American, European, and African blood like so many Irin in this part of North America. In addition to his looks, Zep was kind, funny, and respectful. Her father even liked him. When Zep had first asked Meera out to dinner, she’d been tempted.

      But only tempted.

      Meera bumped his shoulder. “Don’t be cross. I just got out of the haven. I don’t know if mating is right for me.”

      “So only human dates until you figure it out?”

      “None of your business.” She nodded at the Englishman who was still sitting across the square. “He’s handsome, isn’t he?”

      “You’re asking me?”

      “You have eyes, don’t you?”

      Zep squinted at the other scribe. “He’s thin and pale and looks like a buzzkill. Like a cranky professor.”

      “According to my mother, his name is Rhys of Glast. He’s a renowned archivist of Gabriel’s direct line.”

      “That sounds… not fun at all.”

      Meera pursed her mouth. “I think he looks amusing. And he has beautiful hair.” And lips, but she didn’t mention that. In fact, Meera found the Englishman highly attractive, with a tall, lanky build that caught her eye and a wide, expressive mouth that hinted at sinful things. He had blue-black hair and pale skin, high cheekbones and a sharp jaw.

      He looked… severe. But the mouth distracted her. She wanted to muss that dark hair and wrinkle his collar. Knowing he was a “renowned archivist” intrigued her and concerned her, all at the same time.

      “He’s pale as shit,” Zep said. “Looks like he never leaves the library.” He stretched his arm across the back of the bench, resting his skin against hers. It was a natural affection Meera had grown to enjoy.

      “Well, he’s here now,” Meera said. “So clearly he leaves it sometimes. He’s supposed to be brilliant with computers.”

      “That so?” Zep’s interest was piqued. He had an interest in technology, though he was the only one in his scribe house who seemed attracted to it. He idly brushed a thumb over Meera’s shoulder. “Are you going to keep him locked away while he’s here?”

      “Maybe.” Meera relaxed at Zep’s touch.

      Casual affection between friends in the Irin world was valued and necessary. The contact allowed singers to release energy they gathered from spending time around humans and gave scribes a boost of power. They were people of community, never meant to be isolated or alone, a tricky proposition for someone like Meera who guarded her privacy fiercely.

      She glanced back at the new scribe and her breath caught. “Oh, hello.”

      The scribe had his eyes locked on Meera. She felt… found. The corner of the man’s beautiful mouth turned up.

      Got you.

      Meera could almost hear his voice in her mind. She cocked her head and met his gaze behind her dark glasses, resisting the urge to lower her shields. In a place like Jackson Square, she would be quickly overwhelmed by the soul voices that surrounded her. Though she had to admit she was curious.

      Who are you, Rhys of Glast?

      Meera felt Zep tense beside her, so she put a hand on his knee.

      “His instincts are good,” Zep said.

      “Maybe not such a recluse after all.” She patted his knee and stood, handing him the empty paper bag. “I should go. I’ve kept him waiting long enough.”

      “Want me to come with you?”

      She shook her head. “Give me your card.”

      Zep reached in his back pocket and handed a business card over.

      Meera tucked it in the pocket of her sundress. “I’ll tell him to contact you when he gets a chance.”

      “Still guarding your secrets?” Zep looked up. “I’ll find out eventually.”

      She laughed a little. “Not if I don’t want you to.”

      “Go.” He nodded at the scribe. “It looks like the professor is getting antsy.”
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        * * *

      

      She crossed the square, watching the man’s reaction as she approached. Meera knew she was an attractive woman. She was petite and rounder than was typical for Irina. Most Irina burned massive amounts of calories surviving in the human world. Their metabolisms were faster than humans.

      Meera had been raised to have near-perfect control of her ability to read souls and ironclad control over her shields. It allowed her body to be a bit softer, which many considered an attractive trait in the Irin world. She was aware of the appeal and used it to her advantage whenever possible.

      But she was stymied by Rhys. He didn’t rise as she approached. He didn’t offer any acknowledgment at all other than a gaze locked on her face.

      Interesting.

      “Rhys of Glast,” she said.

      “And you are Meera,” he said. “That’s all Sari told me. She didn’t say you’d be with anyone.”

      “I wasn’t planning to be. Zep just happened to be patrolling the Quarter last night.”

      “Anything interesting?”

      “You’d have to ask him.” She handed over Zep’s card. “He wants you to call him later. He’s very friendly, but he’s protective.”

      “Understood.”

      He was still sitting. Meera didn’t know if he intended to be rude, but her father and mother would have found the man’s lack of deference insulting.

      As if reading her mind, he said, “I thought you’d had your fill of watching me. So it’s my turn.”

      Meera cocked her head. “Are you always so easily perturbed?”

      It was then that he rose, stepped toward her, and Meera felt the full effect of the scribe’s physicality. It caused an intriguing curl of interest in her belly. This was no mere scholar. He moved with practiced grace and control, not like Zep’s lazy tiger, more like a stalking leopard. He might be an archivist, but he was a warrior too.

      “I don’t like people,” Rhys said.

      Meera angled her head up to meet his eyes. She could see them faintly behind his sunglasses when he was close. They were thick-lashed, another fiendishly sensual detail in an otherwise impassive face.

      “You’ll like me.” She gave him a smile she knew would show her dimples. “I’m delightful.”

      He reached up, his expression unchanging, and stroked a thumb over the corner of her mouth.

      Her smile fell away. It was everything Meera could do not to shiver. “What do you⁠—?”

      “You had powdered sugar on your lip,” he said. “It was distracting.”

      “The best things usually are.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Sari didn’t say what you do here in New Orleans. Are you attached to the scribe house?”

      “They wish. My parents are in charge of a haven in this area. I’m sure you understand why I can’t be more specific.”

      “So you moved to be close to them?”

      “Hmmm.” They still hadn’t moved from the middle of the square. Meera could feel the morning sun on her shoulders. She didn’t mind the warm weather—she relished it—but she could see Rhys beginning to sweat. “Should we move into the shade?”

      Only a slight softening around his mouth told her he was grateful. He held out a hand, motioning toward the bench where she and Zep had been sitting, but it was already occupied. Zep had disappeared and more and more humans were pouring into the square.

      “Hmm. I know a place that’s quieter,” she said. “Would you like to grab a coffee?”

      “Tea,” he said. “I drink tea.”

      “How English.”

      “Or Indian.” He shrugged when she glanced over her shoulder. “I’m assuming from the accent.”

      “It would be a mistake to assume anything about me.” Meera turned and walked into the oncoming tourist traffic. “But I do drink tea. Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      The courtyard of the hotel was quiet save for the trickle of a fountain. Though they were only steps from Bourbon Street, the stone walls enveloped them and kept the crowds and the heat at bay. It was one of Meera’s favorite hidden spots in the French Quarter, an intensely crowded neighborhood filled with small private corners.

      She adored it.

      Rhys lifted a teapot delicately, his long fingers arranging the teacups just so before he poured. There was something highly attractive about a man who handled fine things with care.

      “Do you take milk or sugar?” he asked.

      “Neither, thank you. If they come back, I’ll ask for honey.”

      He glanced up as he passed her a teacup. He’d taken off his sunglasses as she had, but Meera could tell he was uncomfortable without them.

      Fuss, fuss, fuss.

      “You’re very tidy.” She cupped her chin and leaned her elbow on the table. “Aren’t you? I’m betting your suitcase is strictly organized.”

      “I live in an old house with three couples and two unruly children.” His mouth curved just a little. “I have to be tidy.”

      He liked the children even though they were “unruly.” It was the first hint of softness she’d seen from him, and it made her like him more. But he avoided looking at her, choosing to glance around the courtyard and examine every person who came in sight. He was definitely a soldier. Zep and his brothers all acted the same.

      But Zep and his brothers didn’t avoid looking directly at her.

      Hmmmm.

      “Do I make you uncomfortable?” Many scribes were awkward around Irina, but he’d mentioned living with couples. Then again, perhaps he didn’t approve of Irina living in the scribe house. Perhaps Rhys of Glast was one of those Irin who wanted to keep all Irina locked in the havens, only visiting to breed children or consult on ancient songs.

      “You don’t make me uncomfortable.” He stirred his tea.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Not knowing who you are or what you do makes me uncomfortable. Why did Sari send me to you, and what do you know about Irina martial magic? What is your role?”

      “Aren’t you direct?” Her mother would have said rude. “In your world I don’t have a role.”

      His gaze stopped wandering around the courtyard and locked on her. “In my world I live with three highly skilled singers who work with the scribes in our house in all manner of ways, from healing to patrolling to mental combat. So perhaps it’s a mistake to assume anything about me either.”

      “Fair.” What to give him? Just enough. “Like you, I am an archivist.”

      “Do you have a specialty?”

      If only you knew… “I’m currently focused on Irina magic in North America. Like many of the indigenous human languages in the western hemisphere, local Irina traditions are in danger of being lost. As an archivist, it is my job to study these traditions and preserve them.”

      “So you are a librarian.”

      She replied cautiously. “Of a specialized sort. I was told you were also an archivist, so I assume you understand.”

      “I think I’m starting to.” He sat back and watched her.

      Again, Meera had the distinct feeling of being stalked by a great cat. “As I’m sure you know, there are many singers like me around the world. What I do isn’t unique.” Best not to sound too humble. She didn’t pull off humble well. “Though unlike some of my more traditional peers, I also utilize a limited amount of technology in my study and preservation.”

      “Technology?”

      “Recording technology. Digital.” She turned to look around the restaurant. “Where is our server? My tea is going cold.”

      Rhys blinked. “Are you saying you record Irina songs?”

      “Only with permission.” Meera was pleased by his surprise; she did hate being predictable. “Do you see our server?”

      “Singers allow this?”

      “When they trust me, they sometimes allow it.” Her recordings numbered in the hundreds of hours at this point, but there was no reason for the scribe to know that. The files were safe, and the backup drive was impossible to hack. “I really would like to drink my tea.”

      “Have some sugar?” He passed her the caddy with tiny paper packets.

      Meera made a face. “No, thank you.”

      “You’re quite particular yourself. Do you have a geographic emphasis?”

      “For honey?”

      He frowned. “For your research.”

      “I’ve focused on the closest Irina communities, most of which are remnants. Communities along the Gulf of Mexico whose human blood came from Mississippian peoples.”

      “I don’t know much about North American linguistic groups,” Rhys said. “My training was in manuscripts from the British Isles, though I’ve been more focused on Western and Central Asian manuscripts since I’ve been in Istanbul.”

      “My training didn’t match my current emphasis either.” She smiled. “But I found the challenge refreshing. It’s been too long that the Irina have neglected preservation in North America, though we excel in it other places.”

      “What is the scribe tradition like here?”

      “You’d have to ask your brothers here, though there are no major libraries in this area that I know of. I believe the emphasis has traditionally been on talesm as a means of magical preservation rather than manuscripts.” She’d been aching for months to talk with someone who would understand how interesting her findings were, but she still didn’t trust him. Couldn’t trust him. “But the Irina here were incredibly influential. Oral tradition surpassed written by far.”

      “It sounds fascinating. And very promising considering the current political environment.”

      “Yes.” Meera forced herself to be pragmatic. “I don’t want to understate the challenge. My work is often frustrating. Many rumors. Few certainties.”

      “And those rumors are where you heard about the Wolf?”

      And the hunting leopard pounced.

      Meera controlled her reaction. The scribe didn’t need to know about the Wolf. Her work was knowledge that belonged only to the Irina. What would scribes do with singers’ history? Write it in some dry scroll, convinced that the recording of a thing equaled its understanding?

      No. Not with her research.

      She set her cold tea to the side and leaned forward. “I love following stories like those of the Serpent and the Wolf. So fascinating, don’t you think? They provide good context for academic exploration.”

      “Stories?” Rhys frowned. “I don’t understand. You think the Serpent and the Wolf are stories?”

      “Of course.” She had to change the subject. “Like the wonderful legends surrounding Glast. I’m sure you know of them. How Gabriel planted the hawthorn tree and the great library grew from the roots⁠—”

      “I know the legends of Glast.” His expression had annoyance written all over it. “Are you saying you haven’t found evidence of the Wolf?”

      Meera shrugged. “Can we define evidence? The hawthorn in the Glast legend, for instance⁠—”

      “Is a hawthorn tree,” Rhys interrupted. “Only a story. A library can’t be built from hawthorn wood.”

      “Why not? Is it not suitable for building? I don’t know much about carpentry.”

      “No, it’s a hardwood, but the trunk—” He shook his head. “Why are we talking about carpentry?”

      “I don’t know anything about it, but you seem to. Is it something you learned from your father or mother? I was never taught to work with my hands, and I think I should have been. It was a failing of my training.” Meera ran a finger along the edge of her teacup. “I think some kind of art or craft should be part of a well-rounded education. I always had an interest in ceramic art, but I was never given instruction. I think that’s a shame, don’t you?”

      Rhys blinked. “I… don’t have an opinion on that.”

      “That surprises me. You strike me as the kind of person who has an opinion about everything.”

      “And you strike me as the type of person who likes to avoid questions.” He swiped a hand over his forehead. “I was called here because there were reports that the Wolf had been found. If that’s not the case, why did you summon me?”

      “Do you think I summoned you?” She cocked her head. “That’s interesting.”

      Rhys said. “Who then?”

      Meera sighed. “You’re very persistent, aren’t you?”

      “Very.”

      It hadn’t been Meera who’d told Sari of Vestfold to send a nosy scribe. Meera had listened to the stories and rumors and told her mother of her suspicions, her mother had told her old friend Orsala, and Orsala had passed the information on to Sari, the granddaughter mated to the praetor of Mikael’s line.

      That tended to be the way information was passed between havens. The poor scribes just hadn’t gotten used to it yet.

      “I didn’t summon you,” she said. “I can’t tell you who did.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Won’t.”

      Rhys sat back, crossing his arms over his chest, and Meera clinked a teaspoon against her delicate cup, hoping honey would magically appear before her tea went completely cold.

      Alas, they had been forgotten. It might have been the stormy expression on Rhys’s face that kept the servers away.

      “You didn’t summon me,” he muttered. “But someone passed a message along to Sari. Someone she trusted.”

      “How much does Sari like you?” Meera picked up her teacup and sipped the cold, unsweetened tea. Then she set it down. Awful. “She might have simply enjoyed sending you on a chase.”

      “No… Well yes, she would enjoy that. But my watcher wouldn’t be pleased to lose me for no good reason. So whoever told Sari must be someone connected to the havens.”

      “Why do the scribes have any interest in these legends? Don’t you have enough killing magic of your own?”

      “We don’t need the magic; the Irina do.”

      “If you’re so convinced of that, why don’t you leave the gathering of that magic to singers?”

      “Why shouldn’t we help? Strong singers mean strong scribes.”

      “So this is about scribes.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Rhys had moved from irritation and was headed toward angry. He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “Didn’t you say you moved here to be close to your parents?”

      She smiled calmly. “I didn’t say that. That might have been another one of your assumptions.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Danger, danger, danger.

      Meera’s eyes rose to his and she set her cup down. “I think we need some new tea. This pot is cold. And honey.”

      He blinked. “Honey?”

      “Yes. I told you I don’t like sugar in my tea.”

      “Sugar is just as sweet.”

      “But it’s not honey, is it?”

      She’d rendered him speechless again. Rhys of Glast, eminent archivist, was staring at her with a mix of confusion, indignation, and fascination. Meera was extraordinarily pleased. It was the best reaction she could have hoped for.

      “You want more tea?” he asked.

      “Are you offering to get it?” Meera smiled. “Thank you.”

      Rhys sat back in his seat. “You won’t tell me who summoned me here, you’re dismissing the legends of the Serpent and the Wolf as simple stories, and you want more tea?”

      “I absolutely want more tea. After all, you’ve barely touched yours, and I think you might still be a bit jet-lagged. Are you? I’m really thinking of you.”

      He stood. Opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. “I’ll… get more tea.”

      “Excellent. And Rhys?” She looked directly into his eyes.

      “Yes?”

      “There’s nothing simple about stories.”
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      “The woman is maddening!” Rhys yelled into the phone. “I spent five hours with her today and received nothing except a tour of the French Quarter, a disjointed lecture on the different properties of honey, and more food than I usually eat in an entire day. In five hours!”

      Damien coughed as if trying to suppress a laugh. Sari, as usual, suppressed nothing. They had Rhys on speakerphone, and Rhys could hear her laughter bounce off the stone walls of their castle in Rěkaves.

      “Oh Rhys,” she said. “I wish I could see your face. I’ve never met Meera in person, but I like her already.”

      “Who the hell is this woman?” Rhys asked. “Other than a demon in Irina clothing.”

      “Trust me,” Sari said. “She’s more than your equal in learning, but I can’t share her secrets or I’d lose her trust, and I absolutely cannot do that. She’s too important.”

      Important how? Rhys was mystified. Damien’s mate wasn’t awed by much.

      “Besides, Rhys, why must you be so impatient?” Damien asked. “It sounds like a pleasant afternoon. I’ve always wanted to visit New Orleans.”

      “So have I,” Sari said. “The gardens. The music. The food. It sounds like you had a wonderful guide.”

      “Who told me nothing!” He resisted kicking the wall. “I had dozens of questions, and she managed to deflect every one. I would think I was getting somewhere, then she’d distract me by diverting the conversation to jazz musicians or azalea cultivation or different properties of American whiskey. Five hours with the woman and I know nothing more about the Wolf than when I arrived. I’m completely turned around.”

      “A woman has out-clevered Rhys?” Sari asked. “I never thought I’d live to see this moment, but if anyone could do it, it would be Meera.”

      “Indeed. An opponent with equal cunning,” Damien said. “He’ll either fall in love with her or murder her.”

      “I would not take that bet, my darling.”

      Rhys closed his eyes. “I’m glad you find all this so amusing. I don’t like it here, and at this rate, I have no idea how long this mission will take.” He was ignoring the crack about falling in love. Damien and Sari had reunited after a long estrangement. Mated pairs were notorious for thinking everyone wanted to be as they were.

      “How can you not like New Orleans?” Sari asked. “It’s probably warm. The temperature here dropped below freezing last night. In April! And it’s supposed to rain later this week.”

      “Sounds lovely.” Rhys sighed. He did miss gloomy weather. “It’s humid and hot. When it rains, the streets flood and the mud smells.”

      He knew he was just griping.

      “The mud smells?” Damien chuckled. “Rhys, you’ve only been there a few days. How is the woman supposed to trust you? Give it time. Get to know her.”

      “And that does not mean hack her computer or surveil her apartment,” Sari said. “Try using charm.”

      Rhys curled his lip. “She’s not interested in charm.” Well, not unless she was charming him. And she had. He hated to admit it, but the woman was intriguing. She was curious. Bright. Brilliant, in fact. If he weren’t on assignment, he would wander through her fascinating mind for hours. It was part of the reason it had been so easy for her to distract him.

      Add to that the dark orange dress with the strap that fell down her shoulder, the shining black hair piled on her head in a tousled knot, the curve of her leg teasing him as she walked, and…

      He was on assignment—an important assignment—and she was a subject to interview.

      One that seemed solely focused on stymying him.

      “Can you call someone?” he asked. “Sari, did you vouch for me? Can you⁠—?”

      “I have vouched for you,” Sari said. “She wouldn’t have even agreed to a meeting if I hadn’t. But Meera keeps her own council. She’s liable to take her time making up her mind.”

      “Honestly, what is the rush?” Damien asked. “This is a fact-finding mission. New Orleans doesn’t have a Grigori problem.”

      “Yet.” Rhys narrowed his eyes. “And has anyone asked why? Doesn’t that seem suspicious to anyone else? The Grigori I killed in Houston mentioned Bozidar’s name. Said the Fallen were rising.”

      Damien grunted. “Yes, they love saying things like that. Melodramatic, every one of them.”

      “I thought Bozidar was in Saint Louis.”

      “Originally he was in Chicago,” Damien said. “You can ask Malachi about him. He was routed from Chicago and is currently in the Saint Louis area, but the scribe house there is secretive and quiet. Bozidar is smart. He doesn’t cause enough trouble to attract attention from the council.”

      “Saint Louis”—Rhys mulled it over—“is also on the Mississippi River, isn’t it?”

      “It’s a long way from Saint Louis to New Orleans, my friend.”

      “Maybe,” Rhys said. “But I’m going to ask around. I’ll try to contact this Zep person Meera mentioned. The one she was with in the square.”

      “I’ll pass the word through official channels if that’s what you’re asking,” Damien said. “Do you want to clue them in to why you’re really there?”

      “For now leave it as it was in Houston,” he said. “I’m a visiting scholar, researching North American tattooing practices. They don’t need to know I’m in contact with the haven here. They’ll report any activity with Irina to the council in Vienna.”

      And right now the scribes’ council didn’t have the best interest of the Irina at heart. They were old and entrenched power brokers who were clinging to influence with every breath, not servants working for their people.

      “Fine,” Damien said. “Let us know if you need any more help.”

      “I’ll try sending another message,” Sari said. “But Rhys?”

      “Yes?”

      “Take a breath. Put up your feet. You’ve been working like a madman for five years now. Maybe it’s time you let an attractive woman distract you.”

      “I didn’t say she was attractive,” Rhys snapped.

      “Trust me,” Damien said. “You did.”
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, Rhys met Zephirin—Zep, as he introduced himself—at the entrance to Lafayette Cemetery No. 1 in the Garden District. The New Orleans scribe house was only a few blocks away, and Zep was keeping close to home that rainy morning, waiting for the sky to clear and the tourists to flood the French Quarter.

      “They come here too,” the young scribe explained. “But not as much this time of year. Parade season? It’s a madhouse.”

      Stormy skies hung low over the strange hamlet of grey and black marble graves in various states of disrepair. Ferns and moss peeked from exposed stones while many graves bore fresh bouquets and evidence of care.

      Rhys sidestepped a puddle that had formed in the middle of an alley between the graves. “But even with all the tourism, there are relatively few Grigori attacks?”

      Zep glanced at him sideways. “There’s more than what our watcher in Houston wants to acknowledge. We’ve been asking for additional men for years now—and a level of independence—but they’re reluctant to send more.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “No.” Zep shrugged. “Some of the brothers here say pressure from the haven keeps scribe numbers low.”

      Rhys frowned. “You mean Meera’s haven?”

      “Nah.” Zep hopped over a larger puddle. “She’s never lived there. Doesn’t claim it. Her parents are another story.”

      “They’re the guardians, correct?”

      “Indeed they are. About four years now.”

      “You’ve met them?” Rhys avoided the question of Meera for the moment. He’d noticed the scribe became closemouthed about the mysterious Irina, and Rhys didn’t want to push his luck.

      A man under an umbrella crossed the alley in the distance, sidestepping the growing puddles as rain continued to fall. He flashed across Rhys’s line of sight, then disappeared behind another line of graves.

      Zep continued. “I’ve met her daddy. Who is one scary fucker, I might add.”

      “How so?”

      “You know the quiet type that sits in the corner and you barely notice ’em until they stand up and you realize just lookin’ at ’em they could kill everyone in the room and not blink?”

      Rhys chuckled quietly. “My former watcher is exactly like that.”

      “That’s Meera’s daddy. And I hear her mama is just the same.”

      “So Meera’s parents are both warriors, but she became a librarian?” It was just another confusing facet to an already confusing singer.

      “Meera’s a softer type.” Zep smiled. “She’s plenty powerful, but I ain’t ever seen her pick up a knife.”

      Zep’s expression revealed his admiration, and Rhys felt an unexpectedly territorial objection to it.

      “So she’s soft,” he challenged.

      The other scribe narrowed his eyes. “Not soft. Just… not a soldier. She doesn’t have to be. She’s under our protection here.”

      “Of course.” Rhys forced a smile. “It’s clear she feels very safe here. She must live near the scribe house.”

      “She lives close enough. None of your business where she lives.”

      You don’t know any more than I do. Rhys backed off. “I would never intrude on her. I’m simply curious. It’s not typical for Irina to live independently.”

      Unless it was Renata or Ava or any number of the Irina Rhys knew. Opinions about Irina independence diverged wildly among younger scribes. Rhys hadn’t managed to read Zep yet.

      “There ain’t much typical about Meera.” Zep stepped to the side to let a couple of rain-soaked visitors with fresh flowers in hand pass them, wandering farther back into the graveyard. “She’s unique.”

      That’s what I’ve heard. Rhys said, “I look forward to consulting with her on my research. She’s clearly a brilliant woman with a much deeper knowledge of the native Irin of this region than I have.”

      Zep smiled at Rhys again. “You know, I am from around here. Just sayin’ if you’re looking for local sources, I can hook you up.”

      Rhys had already guessed that from the scribe’s accent. “Then I suppose I’ll be interviewing you as well.”

      “But you gotta buy me dinner first,” Zep said. “I ain’t some cheap date.”

      “Done.” Rhys’s eyes watched the humans turn left at the end of the graveyard. “I’ll even buy you a beer.”

      “Buy me dessert and I might make myself pretty.” Zep glanced over his shoulder. “You see that other fellow exit yet?”

      “No.”

      “This is a small graveyard,” Zep murmured, “but it’s full of corners that ain’t so obvious.”

      “Did you see him carrying a camera or a backpack?”

      “No. You?”

      “Neither.” If the man was a tourist, he’d have some kind of bag with him. Lafayette No. 1 was a walled graveyard with two entrances; Rhys had researched it prior to meeting Zep. “The Sixth Avenue entrance?”

      “He mighta gone out there,” Zep said. “But why cross the cemetery at all?”

      “Visiting a relative?”

      “Maybe. This is a working graveyard. It’s possible.”

      Rhys brushed a thumb over his talesm prim, trying to enhance his senses and gauge the air, but all he perceived was the scent of rain and mud, moss and rot, and a hint of the lilies the humans had been carrying.

      “Lily,” Rhys said quietly. “I’ll follow the humans.”

      “And I’ll try to find our mysterious visitor.” Zep turned left at the next corner.

      Lafayette Cemetery No. 1 was laid out in four quadrants, each with alleys of trees and numerous graves, most of which were far taller than Rhys. He walked swiftly, following the scent of the lily blossoms and ignoring the wet splash of his boots through the mud. He trailed the scent to the back corner where the lilies were carefully placed on a ledge under a small mausoleum marked Dours. Half the plaque was covered in a volunteer fern that obscured the rest of the name, but the bright lilies remained, a token of care and remembrance.

      The humans were nowhere in sight.

      Rhys followed a pair of muddy footprints until they dead-ended in another puddle. He hopped across it and tuned his ears to the ambient noise.

      The distant rumble of a streetcar on Saint Charles Avenue and passing traffic as it zipped through rain-soaked streets. A pair of laughing tourists on the other side of the wall, walking down the sidewalk on Prytania Street. Zep’s furtive footfalls turned into a run.

      Rhys changed direction and followed the sound.

      He leapt over fallen stones and shuffled through narrow alleys between graves before he came to the far side of the deserted graveyard where he saw Zep standing over two limp figures as the man with the black umbrella parried with him.

      Rhys ran toward them, only to see the Grigori spot him over Zep’s shoulder and swing the umbrella in a final blow that knocked the young scribe on the temple. Zep spun around, clutching his temple.

      “Down!” Rhys yelled, and Zep dropped to his knees in the mud. Rhys leapt over him to pursue the fleeing Grigori. “Get help!”

      Rhys left Zep with the fallen humans and gave chase.

      The Grigori was obviously more familiar with the cemetery than Rhys was. He ran straight toward the wall and, using the trees and fallen stones to brace himself, shimmied up and over the cemetery wall before Rhys could catch up. He followed the path of the Grigori, scraping his hands as he climbed and hoping no one noticed the soaked Englishman perched on the historic walls of the cemetery as he scanned the streets.

      There.

      The Grigori was running toward a dripping group of students with backpacks and plaid umbrellas who looked as if they were part of a tour. He shoved them out of the way, ignoring the indignant shouts and curses thrown at him, only to dodge a truck that nearly ran him over as he crossed the street.

      Rhys followed him, running around the students and turning left at the intersection. He paused, nearly cursing his luck when he thought he’d lost the Grigori.

      Then he spotted a muddy, blood-tinged handprint on the corner of the yellow house.

      He jumped the wrought iron fence and crouched down, listening for his quarry. He stayed low, ducking under the windows as he walked between the two brightly painted houses with rocking chairs on the porch. He could hear panting in the garden.

      Rhys crept on silent feet, hoping the Grigori had given up or mistakenly believed he’d lost his pursuer. The man was sitting, hunched over, his head in his hands. He sat on a dripping wrought iron chair pulled away from a bistro table under a wisteria arbor in a shared garden between the two houses. The wall on either side was at least seven feet, covered in vines and fragrant with flowers.
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