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      Of course, it was raining. In every movie Emma had ever watched the funeral scene was always raining and the graveyard was populated by stoic mourners with classy black umbrellas. Gram’s friends didn’t have black umbrella money. They had a rainbow of cheap threadbare raincoats and poncho’s covering their church-best kind of money.

      It made Emma feel better that not a single one of Gram’s neighbors had missed the funeral and not a single one was anything close to stoic. Losing the woman who had raised her was paralyzing. She had spent two days staring through the doorway into Gram’s bedroom before she had even been able to cry, and since then she had barely been able to stop. Only when Miss Lily from next door had shown up with her half-blind pug, Mr. Bug, was Emma able to calm down. Miss Lily had handed her Mr. Bug’s leash and made two phone calls.  The first was to Mrs. Abernathy and her son, Simon. They blew in on a gust of white-knightly bravado and the empathy of the only approximation of family she had ever enjoyed. Emma and Simon had known each other since diapers racing the big wheels down the street. Simon had hugged her tight, letting her sob it out.

      The second call had been to Miss Lily’s nephew who owned a pizza place and from whom she ordered enough pizza to feed an army. Miss Lily’s unspoken motto had always been “when you’re feeling blue food stays true.” Not much of a surprise from the retired baker.

      Mrs. Abernathy had helped Emma get the funeral plans together. Having buried four husbands and being currently married to the director of the funeral home, she had finagled the best of everything for Iliza King.

      At the end of the service, every one of her grandmother’s neighbors smiled weepily at Emma as they left the grave site. They offered shaky hugs and made her promise to call if she needed anything before they wandered to their cars, tracking streaks through the mud.

      She watched the hodge-podge of vehicles pull away except for one, a sleek dark sedan. One of those expensive cars she had seen in action movies but never in real life. Emma knew there wasn’t a soul Grams knew who could afford one of those things. It took her a second to spot the car’s owner, a man paying his respects to the tallest stone standing in the small family plot. Grams had told her that it was the oldest one standing and belonged to the woman who had brought her whole family over from Romania.

      The man had one of those classy black umbrellas and two bouquets of the most beautiful roses Emma had ever seen. He pulled out one flower and left it at the base of the stone before turning to find Emma’s gaze and stalking over. She was struck by how truly sad he looked and how certain she was that she had never seen him before. It was his eyes. She doubted anyone who had seen those fathomless pits could forget them. Even at this distance she felt transfixed by them. She shivered despite the heat of the day and looked up into the sky as the rain continued pelting down to sizzle and puddle on the ground. He moved towards her slowly, the way large dogs approach small children. It was as if he were making deliberate steps not to frighten her away. If she were being honest, it didn’t help.

      The man was tall and lean with a stern face and a hooked nose. At best the man could be described as not ugly, but by even the most generous accounts he could never be considered handsome. The suit he wore looked expensive and the rain that touched it didn’t seem to soak the material, choosing rather to bead up and roll down the lapels. When he finally stood in front of her, Emma was surprised to find that he was only a few inches taller than her. He carried himself in a manner of a much larger man.

      “You are Emma, no?” His voice was rough with tampered grief and an Eastern European accent she couldn’t place. Emma nodded, trying not to stare at him. “Iliza sent photographs, but I have not seen you in person since you were very small.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know you.” Emma took a small step back looking for a quick escape route in case things got sketchy. Just because this guy knew Grams’ name did not mean he wasn’t a creep. She had had enough experience with those to stay alert.

      “Nor would I expect you to.” The man smiled without teeth, tilting his chin down slightly, in a way that gave Emma the impression he was trying to reclaim composure. “It was many years ago. I am Vlad. Forgive me, I did not wish to cause you alarm.”

      “No, no alarm.” Definitely alarm. Dude looked like a bad guy from any action movie made after 1996. “I don’t want to be rude, but I have, like zero idea who you are.”

      Despite her inner sirens going crazy Emma forced her eyes to stay soft, schooling her mouth into as close to a smile as she could achieve standing next to Gram’s grave.

      “There is no rudeness in this.” He stepped away from her, kneeling to put his beautiful roses amongst the daisies and carnations that crowded Gram’s grave. “I am a stranger to you. I would not wish for my presence to cause you more strain at such a terrible time.”

      Standing, mud caking his fine shoes and one knee of his dark slacks, he offered her the second bouquet. Not knowing what else to do, Emma took them, the scent of roses filling her nose and sending a hot wave of sadness through her. She bit the inside of her lip hard, hoping she could stem the flood of tears before she broke down in front of a total stranger.

      “I know that they are not enough.” He looked into the clouds and whether he was blinking back his own emotions or giving Emma time to collect her own was unclear, still she appreciated the moment to wipe her eyes. “I know that any words of condolence will not be sufficient, however, I would like you to know that Iliza will be truly missed. Her passing has left a hole in my world.”

      “You were close?” Emma’s curiosity reared its head. “She never mentioned any acquaintances like you.”

      “Like me?” He smiled again in his sad way that didn’t stretch across his entire face, or bring any humor to his eyes. “Foreign?”

      “Rich.” Emma shrugged embarrassed. “Grams never had money or a reason to associate with anyone who did.”

      “Well, Iliza is more family than acquaintance.”

      “So, you’re what? Her great-nephew twice removed?” Emma hid her curiosity in the sweet, musky scent of the roses. She tried to imagine what her soft, kitschy grandmother would have looked like standing beside this bespoke tycoon. “She never mentioned you.”

      “I would not expect her to.” He looked down at his watch. “We only saw one another in person twice. Once when she was visiting the old country and once here, when you were an infant. Might I walk you to your car? I believe the other mourners will be waiting for you at the wake.”

      He turned with her towards the trail of grassy broken asphalt laying a large hand delicately on Emma’s elbow. When she didn’t pull away he tucked her closer to him, guiding her with practiced gentility towards the shabby rectangle of asphalt that her car occupied.

      “Will you come?” Emma couldn’t explain the instant connection she felt when he took her elbow. He tilted his umbrella so that it sheltered her as they walked arm in arm to her shabby second-hand Toyota. “Grams would have wanted to have family there.”

      “Unfortunately, I cannot.” He opened the door, shifting the umbrella over her so that she could slide cleanly into the vehicle. “You would not want me there. I have maudlin tendencies and this is a time for the comforts of the familiar, not for strangers.”

      “You have been to a lot of wakes?” She stood at her door, one foot in her car, and one foot still planted in the mud.

      “Too many I am afraid.” His black eyes watched her as she slid gracelessly into the car, careful not to crush the flowers he had just given her.

      “I don’t know your last name.” She felt stupid. They had an entire conversation. How could she have not learned his name?

      “Rudeness on my part, it is Tepes.” He pulled a thick vellum card from his breast pocket and handed it to Emma. “You must call if you need anything. I know it means little, but if I can ease your suffering in any way, I would dearly like to help.”

      “Thank you.” Emma relaxed into the car as much as she could manage with her plastic poncho.

      “I mean it Emma. Even if it is just to talk. I am available day or night.”

      “You might live to regret that statement.” Emma smiled at him in what she hoped was a kind way.

      “That I very much doubt, but I invite you to do your worst.” He waited for Emma to click her seat belt into place before shutting the door.

      The roses filled the entire passenger seat of her little sedan. They probably cost more than her car payment. She immediately and inexplicably missed him. His business card was heavy in her pocket.  The black vellum read

      V. Tepes

      with a phone number in curving golden script. Running her thumb over it, she felt embossing and watched as Vlad’s car slid gracefully out of the cemetery. It was a pity she would probably never see him again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      It was finally quiet. There had been people buzzing around, shoving plates of food into her hands, taking away the plates she had pushed food around just to distract herself from their well-meaning sympathy. Now they were gone, their casseroles and pies stored neatly in the fridge. All the dishes sat drying on the counter, the displaced chairs had been moved back to their places beside Gram’s long dining room table.

      Emma wished that they had left it, wished that they had been even the slightest bit inconsiderate. Not that she was ungrateful, it was simply that her neighbors had poured through the house with love, filling its small rooms with kindness. They had filled up those places left silent by Grams’ passing and in their wake each room was silent again.

      Picking up an ugly clay mug that was still drying by the sink, Emma set about making tea. Miss Lily left a bundle of her homemade blends. Each flavor picked out just for Emma. She felt love and grief bulge in her throat. Tears trickled unkempt down her cheeks. Flecks of dissolving mascara streaked along the corners of her eyes quickly destroying the careful façade of calm she had spent the whole day affecting.

      The stove clicked insistently as it tried to ignite. She wiped the black streaks from her under eye with the sleeve of her sweater. Standing in Grams’ tidy white kitchen, waiting for the kettle to boil, the hard press of silence burst. A sob shuttered out of her chest, too loud in the small space. She folded over the counter, the ugly clay mug slapping onto the linoleum floor and by some miracle not shattering into a thousand pieces. Any strength she had been carrying left her and she let her body crumple next to the ugly brown thing. Sobs rolled through her like summer storms stacking up on the horizon. There was something about weeping that felt good. As if somehow if she cried hard enough she could wipe out the sorrow sticking to her ribs.

      Above her the kettle whistled, adding its high clear scream to the symphony of cries filling the air. She ignored it. A daze was overtaking her and she was happy to let it.

      A scrape replaced the whistling as someone took the kettle off of the burner and Emma could make out the thin frame of a woman in black picking the mug off of the floor. One of the neighbors come to check on her no doubt. Mrs. Abernathy or Miss Lily both had keys, she wouldn’t be surprised if it was either. Emma struggled to sit up, to calm herself against the onslaught of emotion she had been so dutifully shoring up. It was useless. The harder she tried the worse it got. She was hiccupping, her belly seizing with every breath. Snot and mascara laced tears blotching her face, running unhindered into her open mouth. Her vision blurred and burned.

      The warmth of the woman who Emma was certain must be Ms. Lilly or Mrs. Abernathy lapped at Emma’s back and she let herself be dragged backwards into her lap. Boney knees poked Emma’s sides and the heat drained out of her body, certain that none of her neighbors was bony enough of or nimble enough to be the woman holding her.

      “Shh,” The woman murmured into Emma’s hair, petting it with sharp fingertips. “It’ll be alright, Emmy. Shhh.”

      Every nerve in Emma’s body exploded with rebellion. That saccharine voice belonged to the one person who hadn’t bothered to show up to Grams’ service, or her grave. The only person who could make all of this worse.

      “It’s okay baby girl, Momma’s here.” Melissa Caldwell-King squeezed Emma’s head too tightly against her breasts, knocking her daughter’s nose into her protruding collar bone. “I’ve got you baby. I’ve got you.”

      Emma pushed out from her mother’s arms, scrambling across the narrow kitchen floor to sit on her knees. She watched Melissa as if she were a coyote who had let itself inside.

      “What are you doing here?” Emma’s voice was hoarse and she felt a tingling weakness in her arms. She allowed herself one last snuffle and wiped the last of her black tears on her sleeve.

      “She was my mother, Emma.” Melissa folded her feet underneath her, calm as a monk. Her face was a placid slate of familiar features, slightly withered by long periods in the sun but almost the same ones Emma saw in the mirror. “I’m allowed to come and say goodbye, aren’t I?”

      Immediately Emma felt guilty. She tilted back off her knees and let herself back fall into the wall behind her, disarmed.

      “Of course.“ Emma took a long slow breath, looking around for her mug. “You weren’t at the service. I didn’t think you would come.”

      “Mom’s friends don’t like me.” Melissa reached up to pluck the mug off the counter, and hand it to Emma. “I thought it would be harder for you if I was there.”

      She wanted to believe her mom wanted to be the first thought Melissa had had when she had decided not to come. If Emma didn’t look too closely she could pretend, so she didn’t look. Nodding, Emma took the mug, tea already steeping in its fat belly, and stared into it for a long while before taking a sip. When she finally took a sip it was lukewarm and bitter. She waited until her mother looked away to spit it back.

      “I would never leave you alone.” Melissa fiddled with the sleeve of her black smock. It was the same shabby linen as usual, but Emma could appreciate the effort she had taken to dye it for the occasion. There was a dangerous flicker of hope deep in Emma’s gut, some place that still called Melissa “Mommy.”

      They sat there for a while, neither speaking. Emma pretending to sip the tea Melissa had made for her. Melissa was calm tonight, it was odd. Not that Emma would have preferred for her to be her usual manic self. A flash of her mother being escorted by security from her high school graduation blipped in her memory. She wouldn’t let it bloom into the anger that would inevitably follow that train of thought. There wasn’t room for that ugliness tonight, not with the grief filling up the room between them.

      “How’s the tea?” Melissa broke the silence first, both of them knowing she was always the one who broke first.

      “A little cold.” Emma shrugged noncommittally.

      Melissa stood up, putting out her hand to take the mug. Shaking her head Emma followed her up, handing over the brown ceramic. Her mother took it and popped it in the microwave.

      “Careful.” Emma smiled cautiously at her. “Not sure that thing is gonna make it.”

      Melissa watched it turn in the microwave wistfully. Her features seemed different from the glazed look of fanaticism that so often graced that profile in almost all of Emma’s memories.

      “I made that for her.” Her voice was lower than usual. Lost in a happy memory. “I didn’t know that she kept it. Here you go baby girl.”

      She blew against the steaming surface of the tea before handing it to her daughter. Emma took it, wincing as the scalding hot ceramic burned her fingertips. The desire for Miss Lily’s calming tea blend had lessened since her mother arrived, but this was nice. It felt as though she were not the only one floating in grief and like countless times before she thought perhaps there might be a bridge between she and Melissa. She was hopeful that in this at least they could come together. She sipped the tea tentatively, its bitter flavor filling up her mouth until her lips and tongue tingled with the heat of it. Then they were numb. Too much anise maybe, funny that she hadn’t tasted it. Emma would have to ask Miss Lily.

      “Grams kept everything.” She stared at her mother. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she still had your report cards.”

      “Mortal only knows what we will find when we go through it all.” Melissa sighed leaning against the counter.

      “Yeah, who knows.” Emma purposely avoided her mother’s mention of her icon, glazing over it with veiled annoyance. Why her mother thought she was going to help go through Grams’ things Emma had no idea. The day had been long and she didn’t feel the need to make the night even longer by starting that fight. She had seen Melissa’s cult run roughshod over the woman’s better judgment her whole life, it was better to ignore it and keep her calm. There was no way Emma would let her mother touch Grams’ stuff. She had lost that right the moment she had chosen the Order over her family, over taking care of her daughter.

      Emma took a sip of the bitter tea one more time, giving herself a reason not to say anything else. At least she felt calmer now, even with Melissa watching her so intently. Everything was going a little fuzzy where before it had been so sharp and cruel with sorrow. There was a chance it was better that way and Emma hated it. She put the mug on the counter, the walls of the galley kitchen felt like they were pressing in, trapping her in the narrow room.

      As she fled, Melissa reached out, brushing her fingers over Emma’s arm. She didn’t flinch away from it but it was a very near thing. There was still a scar along her elbow where Melissa had thrown her onto the asphalt outside after an argument with Grams when Emma was eight. It wasn’t the only scar her mother had given her and it was hardly the worst.

      The air in the dining room felt cooler and even though it wasn’t a large room it felt less oppressive.

      “Why didn’t you come to the grave?” Emma didn’t need to look back to know that her mother had followed. Absent-mindedly she rubbed the jagged cluster of skin on her elbow, grounding her thoughts.

      “I thought it would be too dramatic.” Melissa herded Emma around, trying to hand her the still steaming mug. “I know that mother had many friends and they deserved to say goodbye as much as I do.”

      “Maybe more.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them and whipped around the room with loud, pointless veracity.

      Melissa flinched away from them, her lips pursed tightly.

      “I’m sorry.” Guilt, like a lead weight, dropped in Emma’s stomach and she sank into one of the dining room chairs. “That was rude.”

      “Yes, it was.” Melissa’s face was now a hard mask and her voice had that treacle sweetness once more. “I should apologize too, I suppose.”

      Emma was speechless. Her mother never apologized for anything. She was a woman who had in her own mind, never done anything wrong in her life. Emma continued on in silence waiting to hear her mother’s contrition.

      “I never should have left you alone when you needed me.” Melissa sat down carefully, finally setting the mug on the table. The sound of its hard body hitting the wood of the table sounded like a shot, some of its bitter contents sloshing onto the lacquer tabletop. She watched Emma without blinking regularly.

      “That’s it?” The anger that Emma had thought she no longer carried with her clawed up her throat, cold and bitter.

      “I’m sure that you’re angry.” Melissa cocked her head to the side the way dogs do when they expect a treat. “Losing Mother must have been hard for you, but it is the natural order. It is our human right, a gift protected by God and the Divine Mortal.”

      Melissa blinked slowly at Emma, waiting for some kind of reaction. Whatever it was that she wanted from Emma she never got.

      Emma heard the proverbial other shoe drop, of course her mother wasn’t here to share the burden of mourning with her only daughter. She had come on another mission from those freaks. Emma knew name-calling would get her nowhere, knew from experience that screaming would do nothing, and she was well and truly tried. Her bones felt ancient tonight and more than anything she didn’t want her memories of Grams to be colored by yet another fight with her mother.

      “The Divine Mortal teaches us not to grieve, but to celebrate our deaths.” Melissa gave another slow blink. “And when you’re ready to apologize I will forgive you.”

      Her ears buzzed with white noise as Emma watched Melissa through a haze. Time felt like it was crawling and her lips still tingled from the tea. How she had ever even hoped for something else from her mother she couldn’t remember.

      “Forgive me?” Emma’s lips barely curled around the words, let alone the idea that she had anything for which she needed forgiveness from Melissa Caldwell-King. No amount of breathing exercises would quell the burning hot rage filling her lungs.

      “Yes.” The look of confusion on Melissa’s face was infuriating. “You were incredibly hurtful last time we spoke and I am ready to forgive you.”

      When last, they spoke? Emma wracked her memories trying to think of when the last time she had actually had a conversation with her mother was. There were two dozen or so hateful voicemails, and a request sent from Melissa’s new husband, Cult Master Extraordinaire, to attend an Order function, but she had never responded. She watched Melissa blink and nod dumbly, clearly thinking Emma’s silence was penitence for her past misdeeds.

      “What are you talking about?” Emma watched as Melissa’s calm façade cracked just a little.

      “When I visited you at school, Honey.” The corner of Melissa’s eye twitched, her voice getting more childlike by the syllable. “I stopped by your dorm room and you were very rude. You let that whore of a roommate speak to me like a criminal. It’s okay though, I forgive you.”

      “When you stopped by my dorm?” Realization skittered over her in an unwelcomed caress. The vigorous way her mother was nodding was making Emma dizzy.

      “I’m so glad you don’t speak with her anymore.” Melissa pushed the tea a little closer, a peace offering. Emma’s stomach rolled with suspicion. “She was such a untenable person.”

      Melissa babbled on, but Emma was trapped years in the past by the memories of her sophomore year breaking over her.

      Finals week had been kicking her ass. Both Emma and her roommate had thrown in the towel before eight o’clock. She had been out cold when someone had started screaming.  She smacked her elbow on her desk as her roommate dragged her out of bed desperate to get her away from a nearly feral Melissa. The image of her mother being dragged screaming from her dorm by three security guards, screaming slurs at anyone unfortunate enough to enter her peripherals, played on a loop in Emma’s head.

      Unbelievable, Emma starred at her mother, or rather the woman who had given birth to her, mouth agape. For a moment she had thought, really wanted to believe, that Grams’ death had unlocked a morsel of human compassion behind the Order’s rhetoric. Still her mother babbled on, pausing only to do her head tilt routine expectantly.

      “What?” Emma resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She hadn’t heard a word Melissa had said.

      “You’ll come home.” Melissa smiled, it was egregiously fake, even for her.

      “I am home.” Emma gave a shrug, trying to slough off the heavy feeling in her limbs.

      “Oh, Honey.” Melissa’s condescension was palpable. “This isn’t your home. Home is with me. It’s with the Order, with your family. I’ve let you stay here long enough. Let you play around in this faithless filth long enough. You’re coming home now.”

      Melissa’s falsetto voice harped in Emma’s ear almost as shrilly as her words. Anger was burning off whatever apathy she had been holding onto.

      “We’ll have to burn these clothes of course.” Melissa chirped happily, so completely unaware of the fight rising in Emma’s blood. She reached for the tea bringing it to her lips before catching herself and setting back down in front of Emma.

      “My clothes?” Emma mumbled, her eyes on the tea, her suspicions all but confirmed.

      “Well of course.” Melissa gestured to the simple black dress and cardigan Emma wore. “We can’t have you coming into the Temple of the Divine Mortal looking like a common whore.” Melissa grabbed Emma’s arm as she tried to leave the room, her patience with her mother used up. “I don’t blame you, Honey, you didn’t know. Iliza kept you from me, kept you from your real family, from the truth.”

      It shouldn’t have shocked Emma that Melissa called Grams by her first name. None of the vitriol pouring out of her mouth should have shocked her, but here she was, stunned. Her limbs shaking with rage and Melissa’s piss poor attempt to drug her.

      “Grams didn’t keep me from you.” The chair behind her slammed into the ground as she snapped her arm out of her mother’s grip, nearly snarling with distaste as her mother stood up to meet the challenge. “A court order kept you from dragging me out to the beach in December for a baptism. A judge kept me from having you cut off all my hair while I slept again, because I need to humble myself before the Divine Mortal. Grams didn’t keep me from you, she protected me from you!”

      “You don’t need protection from me.” The child-like voice was so strained Emma thought she might crack a tooth as she gritted out each syllable. “Drink your tea and try to calm down.”

      “I want you to leave.” Emma took a deep breath, attempting to reel in those stray thoughts of how far her mother might actually go to drag her off to the Order.

      “Nonsense.” Melissa plopped back down in the chair. “Drink your tea and we’ll talk this out.”

      “I’m done talking. I want you to leave.” Emma turned to walk her mother out of the house, realizing for the first time she wasn’t sure how the other woman had gotten into the house.

      Her hand was on the door handle when she felt those thin pointy fingers plunge into her hair. The snap of her neck popping back was enough to make her see stars.

      “This isn’t over, you simpering brat!” Finally, her true colors on display, Melissa growled like the haunting beast of Emma’s memories. “The Order has plans for you. I have plans for you.”

      Melissa pulled so hard on Emma’s dark curls she fell off balance and knocked back into Melissa with enough force that they both fell. Melissa twisted as they rushed to the ground, throwing Emma out in front of her. The table caught Emma’s brow and everything went black for a moment. She thought that perhaps her mother had finally killed her. She wasn’t so lucky. Melissa dragged Emma’s disoriented body into her lap, those pointy fingers running over her face in a shitty approximation of affection.

      “Sh… sh… sh,” Melissa cooed, her rough petting jostling anger back into her daughter’s limbs. “You’ll be fine. You just need to calm down and you won’t hurt yourself.”

      Still blinking blood out of her eyes and dragging herself out of the gentle pull of unconsciousness, Emma felt liquid being poured over her mouth. The bitter taste of the tea was almost a surprise to her. There was really nothing her mother wouldn’t do. It was enough to force Emma into action. She flung out her arm, knocking the mug out of Melissa’s hand. Vaguely, Emma registered the sound of it shattering. Melissa dug her fingers into the tender flesh of her chest. Like razors, Melissa’s nails sunk into her daughter’s skin, drawing little wells of blood. Emma threw her elbow back hard, catching Melissa in the stomach. The effect was instantaneous.

      The table shook from the force of Melissa’s shoulder shoving into one of its legs. It gave Emma enough space to wriggle out of her grasp, but not enough space to escape completely. They struggled together. Emma finally getting the upper hand for long enough to escape the cage of the chairs and table legs, keeping them trapped on the ground. The table teetered, toppling the beautiful bouquet the mysterious Vlad had gifted her. Water and petals sloshed over Emma’s back, soaking her hair and clothes.

      Melissa darted out from under the table. Crouched and snarling, she rushed Emma, who dodged her with barely a breath between them. A squeezing pain just above her elbow let Emma know that she had not escaped completely. Screaming with the effort, Emma pulled her arm around, whipping Melissa onto the table. It finally gave in, the spindly legs snapping on one side.

      Melissa picked up the now empty vase and swung it at Emma, who ducked just under her mother’s arm. The crystal connected with the glass of one of the large picture windows shattering both on impact. Its jagged broken pieces still clutched in her hand, Melissa thrust it towards her daughter, gouging into her shoulder before Emma could jerk away. On instinct Emma hauled back and threw a right hook that caught Melissa solidly in the chest with enough force to propel her through the broken window and onto the front porch.

      Screaming, Melissa charged back through the window. The broken glass had to be shredding her hands as she tried to hoist herself back through the frame, but Melissa didn’t stop. Nothing phased her. Emma put her fists up ready for her mother’s next attack.
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      Vlad slid his black BMW into its space next to three others of the same make, model, and color; decoy vehicles for the occasional public event. Stepping out into the stale air of the underground garage, he felt the stiffness of the long drive to the family plot pooling in his knees and shoulders, nothing a good meal wouldn’t fix. There was always something in the fridge and if not, the sun was down and with it peoples’ inhibitions. After the long drive, he could use something warm in his belly and his bed. Vlad pulled a phone from the inside pocket of his coat when the parking garage’s elevator door slid open. The high shine of the interior of the Wallachia Holdings private elevator cast a threatening glare of light around Vlad’s Second in Command.

      Sevystian was a stern man with a sharp jaw, dark brows and the stature of a gargoyle perched above everything, ready to devour its adversaries. Tonight, he looked even more perturbed than usual which meant someone was about to have a very bad night.

      Vlad slipped his phone back into his pocket, dinner would have to wait a while. A long while judging by the severity of Sev’s necktie.

      “I take it the Caldwell meeting went well, then?” Vlad eyed him carefully.

      “No.” Sevystian huffed handing him a tablet. “There are many things we must discuss.”

      Beyond the obscenely large number that Marcus Caldwell wanted for his groaning beast of a shipping company, there was a sloppy trail of money leading right back to the Order’s coffers. Sloppy at least to anyone who knew what they were looking at. Vlad flicked through the tablet to the pages earmarked by Sevystian for their bold contributions to charities and community enrichment programs, or as Vlad recognized them, the Order of Divine Mortalities outreach programs.

      The acquisition of Caldwell International was on the surface a brilliant move on the part of Wallachia Holdings to move swiftly into the shipping market. Even Forbes had mentioned it in a feature, without any pictures, of course. The age of film and digital media had been a maze of new obstacles for his kind. Underneath the business grandstanding and vanity articles, the acquisition had been a chance to make a crippling blow to an old enemy. The bumbling company unaware that their president and board of directors had been funneling money to an organization like the Order that Vlad and his coven were hoping to find. It was a child’s dream. Caldwell International was built on Order foundations. Money, weapons, and militants arrived on their ships and on the back of their business with just enough legitimacy to keep the law off of their trail.

      “There’s more.” Sev flicked his hand across the screen in his grumpy dismissive fashion. “He wishes to maintain a board position.”

      “Tell me he is not in your trunk.” Vlad’s joke was only half so. Sevystian’s temper was legend. “Actually, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know what you did with him.”

      “You have little faith.” Sevystian kept the humor from his voice.

      “Is this why you met me down here? I know it wasn’t because you missed me.” Vlad grimaced, hoping he could change the subject and turned on the charming salesman smile that had built his company. Sevystian simply raised an eyebrow. There was little that Vlad could hide from the man. “You don’t have to check on me. It isn’t the first time I have lost someone.”

      “Every time is the first time, my brother.” Sev took the tablet and headed back to the elevator. “Kadir is entertaining in his suite. I am sure we can find something to eat. You have had a long journey.”

      “It felt especially long tonight.” Vlad followed his comrade into the elevator, chewing over the scene at the gravesite. “She was well loved. There must have been seventy people there.”

      “It must have been quite a sight.” Sevystian punched the button for the Kadir’s floor. “She was a fine woman.”

      “That she was. I spoke with her granddaughter, Emma.” Silence fell between them in the hard wash of anger pouring from Sevystian.

      “That was not wise.” Sev clinched his fingers against the tablet. “She could be one of them. Her mother was inducted when she was even younger.”

      “The Order of Mortal Divinity has not inducted Emma. They are the reason Iliza raised her in the first place.” Vlad jammed his fist into the red emergency button stopping the elevator, squaring his shoulders against the taller Sevystian. “Emma is my family and that is sacred. She is under the protection of this Coven whether you like it or not, so I suggest you endure my actions in silence or take your leave.”

      “I suspect we might have to endure much in the face of your actions.” Sevystian rolled his shoulders uncomfortably tapping down on the anger Vlad knew was boiling up inside him. They had been allies for centuries, it was not hard to surmise.

      “I am not the one throwing a tantrum over one girl.” Vlad spoke dismissively, both of them knowing the stakes of their conversation. “I gave her my card so we may very well hear from her again. If that is the case, you will afford her the same courtesy you would afford any other child of my line.”

      “There are no other children of your line.” Sevystian straightened his tie the elevator dinging their arrival on Kadir’s floor. “You have my vow. She is as you are, Sir.”

      A few drunk coeds stumbled out of Kadir’s door giggling loudly as they traipsed toward the large pool deck, paying no attention to the two arrivals. Kadir leaned out from his apartment, his slacks low on his hips, shirt unbutton, looking thoroughly debauched. Spotting Vlad, he smiled, his whole demeanor shifting subtly as he moved to greet them.

      “To what do I owe this honor?” Kadir scratched his beard with his thumb pausing to take a swig from his beer.  Sevystian handed him the cracked tablet with no preamble and headed into the suite, leaving the other two to look over the abysmal offer without him. “Ah, so do I need to send Buchannan for a clean-up?”

      “Apparently, Caldwell continues to live.” Vlad clasp the other man around the shoulder and steered them back into the suite.

      “At least he didn’t kill him this time.” Slinking into the black marble foyer, Kadir grabbed another beer from a passing frat boy who looked like he was ready to fight, until he got a look at the man who’d stolen his refreshment. Kadir had that effect on most people.  His piercing hazel eyes and the meticulously groomed beard were pretty decorations on his large muscular frame. The smattering of scars that traced down his ribcage, up into his chest hair, and traced down from his right ear on to his neck could just barely be seen when he took a drag of his pilfered beer. The kid cowered and backed away until Kadir turned his focus back to Vlad. “Buchannan would be pissed if I dragged him away from his dinner.”

      Following Kadir’s nod Vlad caught sight of Buchannan sprawled on one of the leather sofas the young blonde in his lap nibbling his ear with abandon. He was grinning like a fool, eyes closed and the rosy glow from a satisfying meal in his cheeks. Vlad remembered what it was like to be that young. His maudlin nature was catching up with him and his joints felt heavy again. He would have liked nothing more than to wander off to his penthouse and escape the pulsing music and well-meaning conversation of his men, but the throbbing beginning in his temple told him he needed to feed. He felt the weight of Kadir’s arm settle over his shoulders steering him towards the man’s private den, where he found Sevystian holding court with two gorgeous brunettes. How Sevystian knew that Vlad wasn’t in the mood for a hunt tonight he did not know. He was thankful all the same.
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      Simon stood over Melissa, his hand twitching over his service weapon.

      “Stay down.” His level drawl swept over the otherwise quiet outdoors, like a hot western wind.

      To Emma’s eternal surprise Melissa obeyed.

      “You okay Emma?” Simon was tall and slim. He had always reminded Emma of cattle drives and the old westerns he always made them watch. Somewhere between Jimmy Stewart and Clint Eastwood, Simon’s calm authoritarian demeanor had served him well as a Texas Ranger. Even the limp he had earned in a shoot-out a few years prior only added to the lean cowboy aesthetic he exuded. “Emma?”

      “Yeah.” She snapped out of the stupor she had hurdled into head first.

      “Yeah I’m fine.”

      It was mostly true. Physically, Emma was alive with minimal damage. All things considered she was happy to not be in Melissa’s trunk halfway to some Order compound, about to be offered up as sacrifice to the Divine Mortal.

      “Shit.” Emma swore loudly when Melissa tried to make a break for it.

      Her worry was a needless consideration. Simon had her dead to rights. The click of his pistol cocking was deafening on the sleepy suburban street, populated almost entirely of older residences.

      “The police are already on their way, Mrs. Caldwell.” The timbre of Simon’s voice forcing its way through his teeth gave pause, even to Emma. It was a guttural sound that felt like she was standing too close to a passing train. The way you know that as long as you stay clear of the track you won’t get mowed down, still the tingle of danger persisted.

      The blare of the siren broke the stare-down between Melissa and Simon. When the flashing lights finally rounded the bend, every porch light was on, and each houses’ occupants were watching through their blinds. Emma didn’t blame them. If it had been someone else’s drama splayed over the lawn, painted in blood and flashing lights she’d have been just as curious.

      As the cruiser stopped in front of the house Melissa grinned, her attention diverting for the first time from the barrel of Simon’s gun, back to Emma. She made for a violent tableau, the red light pouring around her gaunt figure. That smile curling her once lovely face into something harsh and unnatural, still Emma held her ground unwilling to show her mother just how scared she really was.

      A portly deputy hoisted himself out of the police cruiser, taking in the scene with depressing familiarity.

      “McGreggor.” The deputy lifted his hand in greeting to his fellow lawman, Simon. Tilting his head in a respectful nod to Emma he sidled up to the porch.

      “They won’t be able to keep me.” Melissa taunted, already settling on to her knees, hands already clasped behind her head.

      “Come on, Mrs. Caldwell.” With the long-suffering grunt of effort the officer cuffed Melissa, taking in the bleeding bedraggled image of Emma watching them through the shattered window of a house in mourning. “Can I call you an ambulance, Ms. Emma?”

      “No.” Emma answered quickly, ready to quit the whole night. “Thanks, Michael.”

      With a gruff nod and a shuffle of his great mustache Deputy Michael grumbled his acquiescence. He was one of the dozens of so local cops who had had the pleasure, or rather displeasure of arresting her mother for the veritable smorgasbord of offences over the years. Sadly, Melissa was probably right. There was a lot of money behind the Caldwell name and no matter what outrageous stunt her mother pulled, her rich, connected husband would get her out of it.

      “You couldn’t just leave her alone.” Deputy Michael chastised Melissa as he led her to the squad car. “Just for once, just for today, you couldn’t have not shown up.”

      Melissa lunged at him snapping her teeth wildly. Slobber frothing at the corners of her mouth where her overly tanned skin made her look like some kind of sun-mad shipwreck survivor.

      “All must humble themselves before the Order.” She was stark-raving mad, and Emma felt unbearably foolish for believing anything else. Again, Melissa gnashed her teeth at them pushing herself as hard as she could manage with her arms pinned as they were, behind her. “You will be judged. The line of filth corrupts the world and you shall be judged for your collusion with this faithless whore!”

      If she had been capable of blinking Emma might have missed the twitch of Simon’s trigger finger. He didn’t react elsewise and Emma was thankful. It was bad enough to have all of the neighborhood watch as Deputy Michael struggled with her mother to get her in his vehicle. Emma didn’t know if she could stomach any further drama. Grams didn’t deserve to have her final memory thus polluted.

      “Don’t know how long they’ll hold her, Ms. Emma.” Michael slammed the door to the cruiser, Melissa firmly ensconced inside. Her wordless screaming and thuds as she kicked at the metal barrier between her and the front seat mixed with the sound of the wind picking up, nearly drowning out the soft-spoken officer. “You gonna stay with her tonight? I doubt even her lawyers could get her before morning.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be staying the night.” Simon holstered his revolver, leaning on his good leg.

      Relief swept over Emma with the next gust of wind. Simon was a good man. Emma was a better person for knowing him, a safer person. For each horrible stunt her mother had pulled over the years, including the time she had stormed the Chucky Cheese on Emma’s tenth birthday, Simon was there. They had tried in high school to make it work as a couple, and for a while it had seemed like they would be another Texas high school sweetheart love story. There had been a piece missing though, some fundamental part of their relationship that lacked a spark. Reasonably, Simon was a smart match: safe, strong. But they would have been bored. Emma wanted more for him, and in those moments of self-reflexive honesty, Emma wanted more for herself.

      “We should board that up.” Simon nodded to the broken window, still propped on his good leg, his pistol thankfully holstered.

      Mr. Bug zoomed across the yard, barking all the way. Miss Lily was right behind him, with Mrs. Abernathy not far beyond her. Emma wasn’t surprised, they had been Grams’ closest friends and it wasn’t unusual to have them offer moral support after one of her mother’s tirades. Tonight felt different, even from her mother’s worst offenses. Tonight, she was alone with their affections. Somehow this immediate outpouring of concern swaddled her in a deeper feeling of dread. She imagined the damage that Melissa and her cult could wreak in the lives of her friends. The tingling of creeping panic began in her fingers.

      Something warm and wet tickled between her toes. It was the gentlest snap back to reality she had ever experienced. Mr. Bug looked up at her with his beady black eyes, tongue lolling playfully. The little pug was the closest Emma had ever had to a pet of her own and as such she was pretty attached to the little guy. She took comfort in his warm paw weighing against her leg in his bid for her attention. Emma bent down to pick him up. Blood rushed in her ears, her vision swam. The combination of adrenaline leaving her body and whatever her mother had spiked her tea with was making her woozy. As the Earth began to wobble, a strong hand wrapped just above her elbow, keeping her on her feet. Simon.

      “Steady.” He was right there. Funny how Emma hadn’t even noticed him come off the lawn. He righted one of the dining chairs, guiding her into it. “This might need a few stitches.”

      “What?” The ridiculousness of the evening, the insanity of her mother, the strange man at the grave yard, had all distorted her whole perception of the evening. Everything seemed to flit from one moment to the next with no time between them at all.

      “This.” Simon inspected the gash over her eye with steady warm hands.

      “That looks pretty bad, Honey.” Miss Lily’s stout form waddled into view, Mr. Bug cuddled in her arms, his face smushed with equal concern. “Maybe you should let Simon drive you to the hospital.”

      “Yes dear.” Mrs. Abernathy appeared behind Simon. She was tall and thin like her son, but where Simon was rugged, Mrs. Abernathy was refined. Soft blonde hair framed her kind face. “Lily and I can clean up here.”

      “Come on Emma.” Simon made to help her up, but Emma refused.

      “I’m fine.” Letting out an exhausted sigh, Emma slumped into the hard chair.

      Hands on his hips, Simon eyed her with his patented Texas Ranger stare. Unfortunately for him, Emma was never tired enough to succumb to his He-Man posturing.

      “I’m not great, but I’ll be alright. I just want to sleep. Maybe get a shower.” That heavy feeling that had occupied her heart since Grams’ death was leaking down into her gut, her thighs and forearms were lead. Just the idea of going to the hospital made her feel as though she was sinking through the chair. “This is just a scratch, really.”

      She wiped at the thick trail of gooey blood that was congealing on her cheek. It was hardly effective and Simon straightened his stance, clearly readying himself for an argument. A first aid kit smacked down on the table between them. Miss Lily looked between them eyebrows raised.

      “You fix her up.” Miss Lily nodded once, settling the matter. No matter that her youngest niece had taken over her bakery two years ago, Miss Lily conducted herself as a woman in charge. Emma could have wept with relief. She didn’t want an argument or to spent the night twisting uncomfortably in an ER’s waiting room. All Emma wanted was to be home, to be safe. She wanted Grams to hug her and send her off to bed with the promise that everything would be okay. But that couldn’t happen. It wouldn’t happen ever again. So Emma let Miss Lily take over, grateful for the respite even if it was only for a moment.

      Emma chanced a glance at Simon and caught the desire to argue flash across his face. As the youngest division head in the Ranger’s Houston office, he was just as used to being in charge as Miss Lily. He moved forward ready to make his case when his mother, Mrs. Abernathy, thrust a hammer into his out stretched hand.

      “Why don’t you take this, mmmh?” Mrs. Abernathy was already setting herself into a chair in front of Emma. Popping open the first aid case she dug around for rubbing alcohol and cotton swabs. It reminded Emma of when Mrs. Abernathy had taught her how to put on make-up. Grams had never worn any and Melissa had slapped her for wearing Chapstick so hard once, Emma had seen stars. So, the burden of vanity training of all kinds had fallen to their gorgeous neighbor and mother of Emma’s best friend, Mrs. Abernathy. Though she was only more recently Mrs. Abernathy, as she had seen more than her fair share of tragedy, having had to bury four husbands, including Simon’s father before finding Mr. Abernathy.

      Emma winced. The acrid smell of rubbing alcohol permeated the air and even though Simon’s mother was being incredibly gentle, the wound on her brow was deep and the antiseptic stung. Around her Simon and Miss Lily dragged a piece of plywood out of the garage and affixed it over the gaping hole Melissa had left in her wake. Mr. Bug made himself at home on the living room sofa and eventually Mrs. Abernathy finished cleaning up Emma’s face. She had insisted Emma rest while she and the others finished tidying up. Piece by piece, petal by petal the beautiful arrangement the mysterious Vlad had given her was disposed of, just another victim of the Order’s destruction. Rage filled her body, stewing in her guts. She felt helpless. She felt weak. As she watched the shattered crystalline pieces of the nicest thing Grams had ever owned thrown away, Emma felt that hot liquid fury fill her throat. She didn’t think grief was supposed to feel like this. Grief should be white and fuzzy. It should be a cold and lonely sort of state not something as hateful as the feeling trying to split her in two.

      A clunk of ceramic hitting wood, brought her out of her thoughts once again. God, she really needed to get a hold of herself. The ceramic in question was a generic white affair with the Texas flag stamped on it: something Grams had picked up on a whim.

      “Just a little tea, Hon.” Miss Lily smiled sadly and bustled off, undoubtedly to finish cleaning up.

      Emma sniffed the tea before taking a sip. There was nothing sharp or bitter about it confirming her worst suspicions. Emma sipped her new tea, peppermint and chamomile with the slightest hint of jasmine. It was floral and bright, gently sweet. The taste made tears threaten the corners of her vision. She swiped at them roughly in silence. Her hand hurt from where she had clocked her mother and every time she had tried to get up to assist with the clean-up Simon had pinned her with one of his, ‘I know what’s best’, stares. Emma was too exhausted to contradict him so she stayed put, sipping tea and listening to the quiet chatter of Miss Lily and Mr. Bug. For just this moment Emma could pretend that none of the past few weeks had happened, that Grams was in the kitchen washing dishes, or upstairs writing a letter. Maybe it wasn’t healthy, but Emma let herself imagine anyway.
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      Hair still sopping wet and sticking to her neck, Emma adjusted her robe. She had been staring at Grams’ door for a solid minute, debating on how wise it would be to go inside. Eventually she would have to, but after everything with her mother and the hours it had taken to clean up, it was past midnight. Did she really need to dig up all those memories right now? Probably not. Still she let herself inside.

      Everything in the room was lacey and floral, even the walls were painted baby yellow in an antiquated feminine motif of roses and white baby’s breath flowers along the crown molding. Every throw pillow carefully selected from thrift stores or bargain bins by her grandmother just to make her happy. Emma ran her hand along the bedspread, remembering the way Grams hummed “I Got Rhythm” the hem of her white house coat dancing as she made her bed every morning. Tears gathered in her eyes, different than before. Instead of the sick horrible emotion from before, Emma felt light. It was a simple perfect memory of her grandmother no one could touch. Emma let the toffee sweet nostalgia fill her up. She let the tears slide down her cheeks easily, and she built a room just like this one in her heart where the memory of the woman who raised her would live in bright morning memories. Emma would keep Grams there, in a space perfectly her own, in a place not even Melissa could ruin.

      There was a little knock behind her and she jumped.

      “Sorry.” Simon tried to make himself look smaller, less threatening and Emma stifled a muffled laugh. Even as lean as he was, at over six feet tall, Simon was not a small man. “Just wanted to let you know I made some popcorn. There is a Buck Rodgers marathon on if you want to veg out.”

      His voice was so hopeful Emma would have agreed even if their feel-better ritual hadn’t been so appealing. This was something they had always done. Every terrible event in her memory had been followed movie marathons, a private escape filled with too much popcorn and Simon’s company. When Simon’s stepfather had died they had watched the whole Lord of the Rings trilogy. When Emma’s mom had called in a bomb threat to the middle school, they had watched Scooby Doo for two days straight. This was their thing.

      “That sounds great.” Emma hastily wiped the tears off her cheeks.

      “If you don’t want to I can just make up the couch. You won’t even know I’m here.” Simon smiled cheekily, trying to get her to laugh.

      “No, I do.” She sighed, pulling her wet hair out from under the collar of her robe. “I just need a minute.”

      “Take your time.” He turned, shooting one of his sad smiles over his shoulder, before disappearing down the narrow stairs.

      Alone with Grams’ things once more Emma sat down at the spindly writing desk that occupied a small alcove across from the bed. A cup full of pens sat in a corner and a collection of cheery holiday-themed stamps in the other. Grams had been an avid letter writer; most of the papers she had already been through were correspondence Grams had saved.

      Emma opened the desk drawer hoping to find a partially written letter or a note, anything written in Grams’ handwriting. Something to bring her back for just a moment. The drawer stuck slightly, undoubtedly warped from the high summer humidity. She tried a few times to ease it open, not wanting to break the delicate white writing desk. Finally she gave up and wrenched the drawer open with an indelicate grunt. Unsurprisingly there were more letters filling the drawer. All of them written on the same thick cream stock, all written in the same hand: Vlad. Emma felt flutters of hope and curiosity. The Vlad at the cemetery had said he knew Grams, implied that they had often been in communication and as naïve as it was, Emma wanted it to be true. She picked randomly from the pile and read.

      

      Dearest Iliza,

      I am so pleased to hear that the custody hearing has been won in your favor.

      There is no doubt that you are the best hope for Emma’s bright future. Your

      warmth has been a balm to all those who have known you. I am honored to
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