
  
    [image: The Storm]
  


  
    
      
        
        On the darkest night of winter, can he  bring light to her wounded heart?

      

      

      
        
        THE STORM

      

      

      Scarred by loss, Irina warrior Renata has held the world at a distance. Fighting the Grigori and protecting humanity are her goals, but her heart remains frozen to the bonds of family and love. Only one scribe, Maxim of Riga, has managed to see through Renata’s armor.

      On the darkest night of winter, in the halls of her ancestral home, Renata is forced to face her past. Can a fierce storm and a stubborn scribe coax her back to life, or will she retreat into duty forever?

      
        
        with bonus novella SONG FOR THE DYING

      

      

      When a letter arrives from a remote scribe house in Latvia, Leo and Max must return to their childhood home to face the father and grandfather who raised them. 

      The past is inescapable, but can it be overcome? Is it possible to build a future of happiness from a foundation of pain?

      The Storm and Song for the Dying are novellas in the Irin Chronicles, a romantic fantasy series by Elizabeth Hunter.
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        This tale is ultimately about rebirth, about turning hundreds of years of war into forgiveness, healing, peace and love.
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      Scarred by loss, Irina warrior Renata has held the world at a distance. Fighting the Grigori and protecting humanity are her goals, but her heart remains frozen to the bonds of family and love. Only one scribe, Maxim of Riga, has managed to see through Renata’s armor.

      On the darkest night of winter, in the halls of her ancestral home, Renata is forced to face her past. Can a fierce storm and a stubborn scribe coax her back to life, or will she retreat into duty forever?
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      There was no road to the old house that sat on the edge of a mountain. An old and overgrown trail was the only path. It would take over an hour to hike in the heavy winter snow of the Dolomite Mountains. Even with the superior strength and stamina granted by his angelic blood, Maxim knew he’d be exhausted by the time he found her.

      He’d parked his four-wheel drive in the closest town, cautiously following the directions of an old librarian a few villages farther south. Chasing rabbit trails to dead ends was commonplace at this point in his search, but Max knew he only needed one more piece of the puzzle.

      He’d finally found a name for her hiding place. Ciasa Fatima.

      It had taken him eighteen years to find that name. Eighteen years of lies and misdirection. Eighteen years of frustration. At this point, he didn’t know if he wanted to find her from longing or sheer spite.

      The librarian who gave him the name of the house was an ancient Ladin man who’d lived his entire life in Southern Tyrol and claimed to know the house Max was looking for. Once it had been the house of a great family, he claimed. They had a library to rival the duke’s! Strange people would come and go. Soldiers and noblemen. Beautiful women and visitors from foreign lands. There were stories and legends galore.

      Then two hundred years ago, everything went quiet. There were no more visitors. No caravans or dignitaries. One hundred years passed before signs of life emerged.

      These days, the house was rented out to discreet and very private travelers in the summer. No one knew how it was listed, and it couldn’t be an easy place to stay. There was no electricity running up the mountain and probably no running water. But the meadows that surrounded it were worth the hike. The view, the old man remembered, was breathtaking.

      In the winter, of course, it was vacant. No one wanted to brave the snow and ice of the cold Tyrolean winter on their own, especially not on a mountain slope like the one around Ciasa Fatima.

      Except during the winter solstice.

      For a few weeks in the middle of winter, villagers claimed that smoke came from the chimneys and lights glittered on the mountain. Whoever stayed at Ciasa Fatima didn’t come down into the village.

      This did not surprise Max.

      There was no one better at hiding than Renata.
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        * * *

      

      Max crested the last hill and stopped to breathe, making a note that high-altitude training was an area of his fitness that could be improved. He’d become accustomed to the lazy heat and balmy sea air of Istanbul.

      Perhaps there was a spell he could conjure for increased lung capacity. Maxim of Riga was an Irin scribe, and though most of his duties consisted of gathering strategic information for his watcher and other allies across the globe, he was still an accomplished practitioner of magic. All scribes had to be in order to wield the power granted to them by their angelic forefathers. Male Irin harnessed their magic by writing. Female Irina used their voices.

      For scribes, the most permanent spells—those for increased strength, stamina, eyesight, speed, and long life—were tattooed on their skin in intricate talesm unique to each warrior. Max had tattooed more than most, caught for years in a friendly rivalry with his cousin Leo. Both of them were young for their race at a little over two hundred years old, but they were massive men with intense focus who had spent the majority of their lives surrounded only by warriors. With a single brush of his thumb, Max could activate a dense web of magic on his skin, giving him a coat of living armor.

      But none of that armor helped when it came to tracking down one elusive Irina.

      The hike had taken twice as long as he’d anticipated, and darkness had already descended on the mountain. It didn’t interrupt the grandeur of the view.

      The house beyond the snow-covered meadow was just as the old man had described. A typical Ladin house, almost a perfect square of solid architecture that could withstand the fiercest storm. It was backed up to the mountain slope, possibly built into it. The bottom story was stone and plaster, the top was weather-aged wood. It was in good repair from the steep-sloped roof to the large porch that wrapped around the second story. Two outbuildings stood to the side—a low stone cottage and a larger barn that looked like it had once been a dairy.

      Max started toward the house, breaking a path through two feet of solid snow. He could see lights in the distance; it was dark, and he was freezing cold. The chimney smoked, promising warmth if he could just make the last frozen yards.

      A storm was coming in, and Max couldn’t stop his smile. He couldn’t have timed it better if he’d tried.
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        * * *

      

      He beat on the door, but no one answered. “Renata!”

      Nothing but silence, though he could hear someone inside.

      “I know you’re in there, and it’s freezing out here. If you want me to keep the ass you seem so fond of, then you’d better let me in.”

      Still nothing.

      This isn’t like her.

      Renata never ran from confrontation. Instincts on alert, Max turned the heavy brass knob.

      The door swung open on silent hinges, and Max walked into a kitchen out of a Tyrolean postcard. It was nothing like he’d expect of Renata. An old stove glowed in the corner, and a round cake dotted with fruit cooled next to it. Cinnamon and sugar drifted on air filled with the sounds of soft accordion music from an old record player. A kerosene lamp was centered on the rustic wooden table, and stacks of cut wood lay piled along the far wall. Dozens of pine boughs hung from dark wooden rafters, and intricately cut paper stars decorated them.

      Someone had decorated for Midwinter.

      Max stepped into the room, immediately removing his snow-covered boots and heavy backpack. “Renata?”

      “Max.”

      He followed the sound of her voice through the kitchen and into the large open area dominated by a central hearth. More pine boughs hung from the rafters. More stars. Cut crystal lamps with glowing beeswax candles lit the room. Snow had started to fall beyond the frost-covered windows.

      Renata was sitting on the floor in front of the crackling fire, hair long and loose around her, dressed in an old-fashioned nightgown. She looked surprisingly young and more than a little vulnerable.

      Max was struck dumb at the sight. If there was anyone more jaded and cynical than him, it was Renata. But here she was, sitting in the middle of a snow-covered dream, her brown eyes locked on him as he slowly approached. She’d been crying. In her hands she clutched an old silver candelabra, the seven-branched kind the Irin people used to celebrate Midwinter, the longest night of the year, and the coming of new light and life.

      What is this place?

      Renata did not look happy to see him. Then again, he hadn’t expected her to.

      She asked, “How did you find this place?”

      He knew she was angry, but he couldn’t stop his smile. “It’s only taken me eighteen years.”

      She stood, set the candelabra down, and reached for a robe on the chair beside her. She wrapped it around herself and stood tall. She was nearly as tall as Max. He loved that about her figure. Then again, he loved everything about her figure.

      “I climbed the mountain to find you,” Max said. “The snow⁠—”

      “You should go,” she said. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

      He caught her arm before she could walk away. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      With a whispered spell, she forced his hand away. Max backed up without thinking, his body obeying her magic even as his mind fought against it.

      “We’ve already had this conversation,” she said. “I’m not interested in repeating it.”

      “I wouldn’t call that a conversation. You had your say. Now it’s my turn.”

      “I didn’t agree to that.”

      His temper spiked. “I tracked you down to the middle of nowhere. I hiked a mountain in two feet of fresh snow. I damn near froze my toes off to get here. You’re going to hear me out.”

      Renata glanced out the window. “There’s a storm coming.”

      “I know.”

      “Did you plan that?”

      “Despite your obvious admiration for my magical prowess, I don’t control the weather.”

      She refused to look at him. She walked to the kitchen and he followed her.

      “Renata—”

      “You can stay the night.” She bent down to one of the cupboards in the kitchen and took out another lamp. “You’ll leave in the morning.”

      “I don’t agree to that.”

      She continued, “There’s only one bedroom prepared, so⁠—”

      “That’s fine. It certainly won’t be the first time we’ve shared a bed.”

      “You can take the sofa in the living room.” She lit the lamp and pulled her robe tighter. “I told you. No more. There is no electricity here. You can use the lamp on the table if you need light around the house. They put in pumps last year, so there is plumbing inside now. If you want hot water, you’ll have to boil it yourself. The toilet is down the hall.”

      Max took a deep breath, forcing back the anger that wanted to take the reins. They did this to each other. They had been sporadic lovers, sparring partners, and wary allies for eighteen years. No one knew how to push his buttons like Renata.

      “You made a decision,” he said quietly, “that you decided was for my best interests⁠—”

      “You know I’m right.”

      “—but you never consulted me.”

      Max stepped closer until his lips were inches from hers. He could feel her energy, the pulsing, powerful magic that drew him. Max didn’t need a fire when he had her. She’d thawed out the cold heart of him, and then she’d had the audacity to take that heat and life away.

      “I’ll sleep on the sofa,” he said. “But I’ll see you in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      Sometime in the dead of night, she came to him. Part of him knew she would. Their attraction was a force of nature and always had been.

      The couch was too small for his large frame, so he’d rolled out a pallet on the rug in front of the fire. With the thick wool rug, heavy blankets, and down pillows from the sofa, it was far from the most uncomfortable place he’d slept.

      Renata slipped under the blankets and scooted her back to his chest. “Don’t say anything.”

      He didn’t. Max knew better than to question her need when he felt it just as keenly.

      She laid her head on his bicep, using his arm as her pillow. Max combed his fingers through the length of her hair, bringing the weight of it to his lips so he could feel the satin against his skin. Then he laid his head on the down-filled pillow and tucked his arm around her waist, fitting her body to his.

      This is how it should be. This is how it should always be.

      “Rest with me tonight,” he whispered. “Wake with me in the morning. I’m not going anywhere. Neither are you. It’s time to finish this.”
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        South Tyrol, Italy

        Summer, 1810

      

      

      Renata tried hiding her smile as she watched the fine cut of Balien’s hips as he led them up the mountain. Her parents lagged behind them, no doubt having paused to debate the manuscript they were writing together. They’d been arguing over a minor point since they’d left the village.

      Balien looked over his shoulder and caught her gaze. “Shameless,” he said with a slight smile.

      “Can you blame me?” Renata asked, glancing again at his firm backside. “You are a fine specimen of a man, Balien of Damascus.”

      He paused and let Renata catch up to him, hooking an arm around her waist and bringing her lips to his. “And you are the most beautiful of women.” He kissed her. “How was I so lucky to find my peace in you?”

      “You had to fight wars, traverse deserts, and climb mountains to find me.” Renata laid her head on his broad shoulder. “I don’t think luck had anything to do with it. You’ve earned your peace.”

      “When so many of my brothers fell around me?” He brushed his lips over her forehead. “It was only by the blessing of heaven that I survived to find my reshon.”

      Her heart swelled at the sound of his soul voice whispering within him, resonant as a bell struck in the clear mountain air. Renata closed her eyes and listened. This is the greatest joy. Nothing is more beautiful than this.

      She’d lived a quiet life with her parents, but a happy one. Trained as an Irina archivist, she spent countless hours listening to her mother and learning the songs the women of their race perfected to pass along magic, history, and learning. Renata knew songs to make the earth and the womb more fertile. She knew songs to heal sickness and fever. She knew magic that could move the very mountain their home sat upon, creating protected caves in the hills to house the library where her father and his brothers stored the written knowledge they were tasked to protect.

      Balien, on the other hand, had traveled the whole world. He’d come to the mountain the summer before, a weary warrior who’d fought too long without respite. Balien of Damascus was a warrior of an ancient order, his blood a rich mixture of the Near East, Northern Africa, and Europe. Like his blood, his looks were a striking combination that had fascinated Renata and drawn her attention at first glance.

      His people were not the rulers of their territory, but they were renowned for two things: skill in battle and magic in healing. Balien was a Rafaene scribe, descended from the offspring of the archangel Rafael and gifted in healing arts.

      A blessing and a curse for one destined to wage war. Most Rafaenes took regular breaks from battle against the Grigori—the descendants of fallen angels who preyed on humanity—to rest and heal their spirit. It was accepted and necessary.

      But when Renata had met him, Balien hadn’t taken a break in three decades. Forced into respite, he’d come to Renata’s beloved mountains, acting as a courier for a scribe house in Jerusalem. A tedious job for a warrior feared by demons on three continents.

      But Renata had met him, and she knew. Balien had taken one look at her and been struck dumb. All they’d needed was a single touch to feel their connection.

      Reshon.

      Destined by heaven, Balien was the man designed to complete Renata’s soul, as she’d been created for him. Once they mated, they would live in each other’s subconscious, connected by dreams, even if their paths took them to opposite corners of the earth. It was the mating that every Irin dreamed of.

      She rested her head against his heart, listening to the strong beat of it as her parents’ distant voices grew nearer.

      “… the conflict between the written and the oral versions of the tale only confirm⁠—”

      “That there is no conflict?” her mother asked with a laugh. “Why must everything be so rigid, Giorgio? Scribes must write everything down and file everything in neat boxes. That is not how Irina history is kept.”

      “Which makes it less exact,” Giorgio said.

      “Which makes your scrolls only words on a page,” said her mother, Heidi. “They convey nothing of the meaning—the emotion—behind the history.”

      “And do you want emotion with your history?” Giorgio asked. “Is that necessary for learning?”

      “Of course we do,” Balien said quietly, interrupting him. “For the horror of war isn’t captured by words, Father, but by the lament of a widow. The cries of a fallen brother. If we forget the emotion behind history, we have lost our souls.”

      Giorgio nodded deeply. “I see your point, my son.”

      “But you didn’t see mine?” Heidi said. “It had to come from a soldier for you to listen?” She narrowed her eyes and stalked up the path, brushing past Balien as Giorgio ran after her.

      “Heidi!” he cried. “That’s not what I was trying to say. I was only…”

      Their voices drifted in the distance as Renata bit her lips to hold in her laughter.

      “They will be like this always,” Balien said. “Won’t they?”

      Renata let herself laugh. “I’m afraid so.”

      He took her hand and tugged her along. “Ah, we can always take to the roads if it becomes too much.”

      “I can protect you,” Renata said. “I have my staff.”

      Balien winked at her. “Thank heaven.”

      Despite his joking, she knew he adored her family. His own parents were formal and a bit distant. Not unloving, but it was not in their way to be familiar. The chaos and warmth of the library at Ciasa Fatima was welcome to him. It was a small library with only four or five families in residence at once. They were constantly running out of room for people in favor of making room for books, so rooms were constantly being added and construction never ceased. It was crowded and messy and highly unorganized in anything nonacademic.

      And Renata thought it was glorious.

      Her mother and father were the undisputed leaders of the small Irin community as others came and went, but those who left always came back to visit. Ciasa Fatima was a haven in the wilderness and free of the politics that often marked larger and more connected libraries.

      They crested the last hill before the house and almost ran into Giorgio and Heidi.

      “Father?” Balien asked. “What is it?”

      Both her parents were frozen. Still as statues. They stared into the distance, and Renata could feel a deep surge of magic swirling around them.

      Balien’s eyes followed theirs and he pushed her behind him. “Renata, stay back.” He drew out the twin silver daggers he always wore.

      “Balien?”

      Giorgio grabbed his own daggers and fell into step behind Balien. For though every Irin male was tasked with the protection of wisdom and knowledge, every scribe was also a warrior, trained in the killing arts to protect the vulnerable.

      “Mother?”

      Heidi grabbed Renata’s hand and gripped tight. “Raise your shields,” she choked out, lifting the staff she used for walking and for fighting. “I don’t understand. I don’t understand.”

      Finally moving around her mother, Renata peered through the dense tree line along the meadow. She could see the house in the distance. For a second, everything seemed as it had before they’d left two weeks before on a trading trip.

      But there was no smoke in the chimney. She could hear the milk cows lowing in pain. Goats and sheep wandered outside the pen, and not a single one of the shepherd dogs barked.

      Renata lifted her shields, listening for the dozen familiar souls who shared their home.

      Nothing.

      “No.” Renata started forward, but her mother grabbed her and held her back. “No!”

      “Hush.” Heidi slapped a hand over Renata’s mouth. “Be quiet!”

      Balien and Giorgio moved through the grass, her warrior so stealthy she barely saw him. She could see his magic ripple around him. The grass barely moved as they rushed through it. Both scribes ran in complete silence. They split near the fence that surrounded the compound and disappeared from view.

      Renata lowered every shield, desperate to hear anything.

      A few minutes later, the low keening of her reshon’s soul moved Renata to run. Her mother was only steps behind her.

      She ran straight to the house. She could hear no one and nothing but her intended mate and her father.

      No, no, no.

      Bursting through the kitchen door, she saw signs of struggle. Saw upturned chairs and blackened pots on the stove. She saw spatters of blood and a staff broken in half by the stove.

      The first clothes she saw were the crumbled garments of Werner, the small boy who loved feeding the goats.

      “No!” She knelt by the bench at the kitchen table, her fingers trailing though the remains of gold dust he’d left as his tiny soul rose to heaven. “Mother!”

      Heidi had bypassed the kitchen and ran into the large living room. Renata could hear her sobbing. Clutching Werner’s small jacket, she rose and walked to the hearth.

      More violence. More destruction.

      More blood. More dust.

      Empty clothes lay scattered around the room, some kicked askew and others lying neatly on the floor, as if their owners had simply set them out to wear in the morning. Renata wandered through the room in a daze. Her father rushed in and grabbed her mother, clutching her to his chest as they both wept. Renata had never heard her father weep like that. They were deep, gut-wrenching cries of grief and rage.

      Every room had more empty clothes.

      Every room had more dust. More blood. More horror.

      Balien found Renata in the ritual room where the sacred fire of the library had been snuffed out. Linen robes from the two elders lay there, the scribe’s robes bunched by the door, lying scattered in smears of blood. The Irina robes were drenched with it, as if someone had cut the elder singer’s throat as she faced the fire.

      “The elders,” she muttered. “The children…”

      Balien stared at her, his face blank. “Everyone is gone. The whole house reeks of sandalwood.”

      Sandalwood. The heady fragrance could only mean Grigori killers. Their mountain fortress had been invaded by the sons of the Fallen. Renata couldn’t even imagine them being a target. They were a library. Balien was the only warrior here. Their community was made of old men and women. Scholars and dairymen and farmers. Children.

      She couldn’t fathom it. No, this was a bad dream. This was a horrible nightmare, and she’d wake up and Balien would be warm next to her in bed, and she would hear the songs from the kitchen and the children’s laughter outside. The house would smell like cinnamon again, and the scribes and singers would be cheerfully arguing among themselves in the library.

      Renata closed her eyes, but she didn’t hear laughter when her legs went out from under her.

      She only heard her father weeping.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Rome

        Midwinter

      

      

      Renata watched her mother light the candles with dead eyes. The songs that should have filled the house during the longest night of the year were absent. They hadn’t baked the honeyed bread that filled the house with warmth. They’d bought plain bread from the human bakers and hid in the small house on the outskirts of Rome.

      Balien had kept them alive through the Rending, but it had not been easy. They’d fled Ciasa Fatima the same night they found the remnants of their community. They’d hidden in caves in the mountains for weeks, only coming down when runners from Vienna reached the library.

      It wasn’t only their library. Irin communities around the world—even those across the ocean—had been destroyed by a burst of Grigori violence that had sprung up in the warm summer months. Northern warriors were desperately trying to reach Irin communities in the south, hoping to fortify their numbers before winter broke and Grigori attacked there too.

      They’d had no word from Balien’s family. Rumors were rampant that Irina centers of learning had been hit first and fiercest. Thousands had been killed. Children were slaughtered. The girls, in particular, were hunted like animals.

      “What are we celebrating?” Renata asked quietly.

      “The longest night.” Her father put an arm around her mother and kissed the top of Heidi’s head. “The nights will grow shorter from this one. Light will come again. The sun will shine, and our people will recover.”

      Balien didn’t speak. He rarely spoke anymore. Though he still shared Renata’s bed, they took little comfort from each other in their grief and uncertainty. Renata wished Balien was willing to go forward with their mating, but he refused until the situation had stabilized.

      “It’s not safe. Mating involves a transfer of power. We will both be weaker for a time. We need to be safe before we perform the ritual.”

      “It may never be safe,” she said. “Will we never be mated?”

      He said nothing.

      “I know you fear⁠—”

      “You don’t know what I fear,” he said. “You’ve never been in war. You don’t know the depravity the Grigori are capable of.”

      “Don’t I?”

      There were times when she felt him on the edge of her dreams, reaching out for her. It was the only thing that gave her hope. Though he’d marked her with his magic, they’d never claimed each other. Until they did, his walls could not be breached by her magic.

      Renata reached out and took Balien’s hand, linking their fingers together. She laid her head on his shoulder, and he kissed her forehead. The simple movement brought her to tears.

      Her mother sang the songs quietly. Her father read from the scrolls he’d saved from the library. But when Balien and Renata took to bed that night in the small room at the top of the narrow house, joy was a stranger to her.

      “Will we ever feel happy again?” she asked. “I can’t imagine ever wanting to sing. Maybe it’s better that we don’t mate. If we mated, I might want children.” Her throat closed with emotion. “And we should not bring children into this world. Not like this.”

      Balien turned to her and enclosed her in his embrace as she cried. “Your father is right,” he said, clutching her tightly. “We will smile again. We will sing again. We will recover from this, Renata.”

      She had no words. His reassurances rang hollow.

      “I’m sorry I have been distant.”

      “You had no idea there was a threat,” she said. “You carry no guilt for their deaths, Balien. You couldn’t protect them if you didn’t know.”

      Balien hugged her tighter. “How well you know me.” He cleared his throat. “If I were there⁠—”

      “Then we might all be dead,” she said. “We don’t know how many there were. They might have known you were there. They might have sent a legion of Grigori. They might have overwhelmed you, and then Mother and Father and I would all be dead.”

      She felt the tension in his shoulders ease a little.

      “You didn’t know, Balien. No one knew.”

      “You are wise, my little librarian.”

      She pinched his arm, and it was the first time in months she’d felt like smiling. “I am not little.”

      “You are my delicate bird,” he said gruffly. “Flying across the hills like… You know, maybe you are not a bird. Maybe you’re my delicate goat.”

      She laughed, then slapped her hand over her mouth as Balien threw his leg over hers, trapping her beneath him.

      “I love you so, Renata.” He kissed her. “I love you. I would have nothing but joy for you, my love. Nothing but peace.”

      “You give me joy. You give me peace.” She started humming a song to him, one of his favorites. It was the first song that had left her lips in months.

      He closed his eyes. “I do not deserve you.”

      Renata felt her unused smile spread.

      But that smile died when she heard whispers on the edge of her senses. They were a faint scratching sound, like claws on stone. She clutched Balien’s nightshirt as her heart began to race.

      “Renata?”

      “They’re here.”

      In seconds, the talesm that covered his body burst to life with magic.

      “Be quiet.” He sprang from bed, slipped on his boots, and reached for his weapons. “I’ll get your father. Stay here.”

      His strength could not distract from the growing voices encroaching. Renata covered her ears and bit her lip so hard she tasted blood.

      “There are too many,” she whispered. “Too many. Too many. Too many.”

      Balien shook her shoulders. “Renata, how many?”

      “I can’t tell.”

      “How many?” he yelled.

      “I can’t— Too many!”

      Dozens of clawing minds surrounded them. They were coming like an avalanche, surrounding the house. The useless magic she’d been taught died on her tongue. She was no warrior. As fierce as her mate was, this enemy was too much for him. Too much for her parents. They had been running too long.

      She looked at Balien. “I love you. I promise I’ll be brave.”

      “No!” he yelled, seeing the resignation in her eyes.

      Renata heard the street door crack. She heard her father rushing down the stairs and her mother whispering spells in her bed. Renata saw the wheels turning in Balien’s head a moment before he jumped on the bed, reached for his sword, and plunged it into the rafters. Punching with sheer force and rage, he tore open a hole in the old roof and dragged her up, shoving her through as she heard her father’s soul go silent.

      “Run!” he roared. “Renata, you must run!”

      Her mother’s voice was gone.

      She shook her head. She heard the feet on the stairs. So many of them. Too many.

      She couldn’t leave him. She didn’t want to live if he didn’t.

      “RENATA, YOU MUST RUN!”
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        * * *

      

      She had nothing.

      Nothing.

      Renata hid in a human church for days, willing the Grigori to find her. But because heaven was perverse, they never did. Days passed. Then a week. She considered searching for the nearest scribe house, but Balien had known none of the brothers there. He didn’t trust them. He only trusted those he knew, and he knew none of the scribes serving in Rome.

      She left Rome, traveling north, hiding in churches at night.

      It was winter and bitterly cold, but icy winds didn’t bother her, so she had the roads to herself. When it began to rain, she found another church. Sometimes she thought she saw shadows in the trees and heard the distant soul voices of other Irin, but none of them approached her. She wore heavy clothing and sheared her hair when it became tangled. She didn’t bathe. She only ate enough to survive.

      Every night, she prayed to heaven that the Grigori would find her and give her peace.

      They never did.

      Renata traveled north. Venice was the only port she knew of, so she took the road to the sea, hoping to find a ship that could take her to the east. She had half her family’s gold sewn in the hems of her garments, and she thought she had enough money to buy passage to Jaffa. Balien had spoken about a brother who lived there. Perhaps, if she made it to Jaffa, she could find Balien’s people. She had the ring he’d given her, and his seal on her forehead. Perhaps it would be enough and they would give her some kind of home.

      She had no one and nothing.

      She was sleeping in a church outside Ravenna when she woke to a hand over her mouth. Renata’s eyes went wide as something dragged her from the base of the altar and into the shadows of a chapel. Her heart raced for a second before she slumped against her attacker.

      Finally.

      She let out the breath she’d been holding for months, waiting for the cool piercing metal at the base of her spine that would release her from the hell she’d been living in.

      The cold silver never came. The hand over her mouth eased away, and two dark brown hands turned her around. She blinked in the darkness, trying to see who was with her. No one spoke. In the dim candlelight, she could see a figure unwrapping the heavy scarves around their head. The face revealed was a woman’s with skin darker than any Renata had seen. It was the color of seasoned walnut and perfectly smooth except for a vicious red wound on her cheek and jaw.

      Whoever she was, her magic was strong. She was unquestionably Irina.

      “Who are you?” Renata croaked out. It was the first time she’d used her voice in weeks.

      The woman held up a finger and reached into a leather bag. She reached inside and brought out a leather roll. She unrolled the makeshift scroll, and a rag and chalk fell into her hand.

      She carefully wrote in Latin: I can’t speak. My name is Mala. The Grigori took my voice.

      The woman unwound the cloth from around her throat, showing Renata the raw edges of a wound that looked like it had taken out most of her throat. The wound looked like it had been made by an animal’s teeth. It was ragged, red, and swollen.

      Renata reached for the chalk in the woman’s hand, but the woman wrote again, I can hear.

      “It’s infected. Your wound is infected.”

      Mala shrugged.

      “I can heal it for you.”

      Mala cocked her head as if to say, Really?

      Renata realized too late what she had offered. She hadn’t sung a song since Balien had died. She hadn’t wanted to. But the woman was an Irina. She’d been wounded. Renata had a duty to help her.

      Are you a healer? the Irina wrote on the leather, wiping out the words after Renata read them.

      “No, I’m an archivist.”

      The woman’s eyes gleamed with respect. An Irina archivist was like a walking magical library.

      “I know the song, but it might not work as well as if a true healer sang it,” Renata said. “What about you? Why are you here? Is your mate in Rome?”

      Mala’s eyes went cold. They killed him while he was defending our scribe house. I came to this country to tell his mother, but she is dead too.

      “My whole family is dead, and my mate.” Grief sat like icy air in her lungs, making it hard to breathe. “We weren’t mated yet, but he was my reshon.”

      The woman clasped both Renata’s hands between her own, and Renata knew from the silent grief crying in her mind that Mala had also lost her soul mate.

      “What do we do now?” Renata said. “Nowhere is safe. We traveled to Rome to escape, but they still found us. Most nights I just want death to find me, sister.”

      The woman’s eyes turned fierce. She shook her head vehemently and wrote: Not until we kill as many of them as they have killed. She drew back her cloak, revealing the wicked curved blade at her waist. Renata had never seen a blade like that, but then she’d never seen an Irina like this woman.

      “I don’t know how to fight,” Renata said. “I’m an archivist.”

      So? the woman wrote.

      “No one ever taught me.”

      My mate taught me. He was a warrior. Many of the Irina in my clan are warriors.

      Why hadn’t Balien taught her to use a sword or fight? Why didn’t she know any Irina warriors? Among her peers, they were only the subject of legends. Irina fought centuries ago, not in the more civilized modern age. Scribes were the ones who handled the dirty business of fighting off Grigori.

      “And look where we are now,” Renata murmured.

      The woman tapped her knee. What is your name?

      “Renata.”

      She eyed the fierce woman with the curved blade. She had calluses and scars on her hands, just like Balien and her father.

      “Can you teach me?” Renata asked. “Can you teach me to be a warrior?”

      The woman smiled a little. Can you heal my wound?

      Renata held out her hand and Mala grasped it. “Deal.”
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