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      Inside of the jet were two coffees and three passports sitting on a tiny table between two worn overstuffed leather chairs. Emma stared at them, the sweat cooling and evaporating off her chest and forehead as her world condensed into three red passport squares. A threat and a promise wrapped in the unknown. Freedom.

      “Move,” Kadir said briskly as he carried James, her unconscious brother, inside and laying him like a rolled carpet onto the couch that took up one side of the small jet.

      Unlabeled wooden crates filled most of the cabin, a red flag if there ever was one. They might as well have scribbled smugglers on the side of the plane as far as Emma was concerned. Simon would have a cow if he knew where she was right now. A sting of guilt bit at her and she turned away from the crates, catching a lithe dark-haired man in the act of pulling up the plane’s steps. He smiled at her, stepping through the small galley, reaching out to shake her hand.

      “Alphonse,” he said, hand extended, waiting.

      For a moment Emma didn’t react, staring at his hand like she had never seen a handshake before, then her brain caught up with the rest of her. His hand was warm and callused. Looking into his face she saw that his freckled cheeks were chapped from the sun and the wind. Lines gathered around his eyes and Emma could tell that this was a man who smiled a lot.

      “I’m Emma.” Her voice felt rough in her throat.

      “Emma King,” Alphonse nodded to the passports. “Congratulations. You are officially a certified Czech.”

      Emma snorted. It was a bad joke, bad enough to be funny.

      “Don’t laugh at that,” Kadir groaned from behind where he was strapping James down with thick grey seatbelts. “He’ll get the idea that he is funny.”

      “Is that the thanks I get for bringing you breakfast?” Alphonse waved to a white baker’s box sitting on the counter in the galley.

      “Smells good,” Emma sighed, feeling the night catching up with her.

      “Van’s,” Alphonse said softly. “In the first ward, best kolaches in Houston. Best odds too, if you’re looking to run some numbers, or play a little blackjack.” The curve of Alphonse’s smile told Emma that he had availed Van of all three.

      “I heard they were raided,” Kadir came to stand behind Emma, close enough she could feel the heat of him.

      “Back up and running.” Alphonse answered, letting go of Emma’s hand. “Good dough always rises.”

      There was a pause, where Alphonse’s eyes slid to James, tied to the sofa, and something cold and angry skittered behind his eyes. Emma wondered if Alphonse knew her brother somehow, but before she could ask the look was gone.

      “You should sit down,” Alphonse said, the dregs of his angry expression settling in the clench of his jaw. “Rosie will have us taking off soon.”

      With that the plane jolted as it began to roll down the runway. Alphonse turned his back on Emma, making his way to the cockpit, the mood as uncertain as when she first stepped onto the tarmac.

      Sitting down, Emma dutifully strapped her seat belt before she picked up one of the passports. Opening it, her brother’s face stared back. Reflexively, Emma’s eyes darted to James’ unconscious form strapped onto the couch, his chest rising and falling in the gentle rhythm of good sleep. Realization dawned on Emma with an unpleasant clarity. There were three passports, not two.

      “You planned to bring him with?” Emma chewed the inside of her lip, watching her brother sleep.

      “Planned makes it sound like I knew the Order would take you.” Kadir answered.

      “Did you?” Emma looked back at Kadir, keeping steady under his yellow gaze despite the growing anxiety in her belly. If he had known she would be taken did that mean he had let her get taken, or worse, helped?

      “Eventually?” Kadir leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “Yes.”

      The bottom fell out of Emma’s world. “Eventually?”

      “A clock started ticking the moment you stepped into the tower,” Kadir frowned. “Vlad didn’t have a plan when he brought you in.”

      “But you have a plan,” It was almost a question but not quite an accusation. “Or at least I am hoping that you do.” Emma nodded to the passports. “You had these ready. That took more than a day. So, how long?”

      “How long have I had a plan?” Kadir asked, his handsome face giving nothing away. “Or how long was I planning to take you with me?”

      “How long?” Emma asked again not giving him the wiggle room specificity would allow. They waited for a pregnant minute the roar of the engine filling the space until Kadir answered.

      “I called Alphonse and Rosie the second the coven left James alone with me,” Kadir leaned back in his seat. “Better to be prepared.”

      “Prepared? No offense, but none of you really give off the Boy Scout aesthetic.” Emma stopped, a question brewing in her mind, her eyes flitting to the cockpit. “Are they like you? Vampires?”

      “Would it bother you if they were?” Kadir spoke quietly. “To put your life in the hands of a monster, your brother’s life.”

      There was a correct answer to his question. She could see it in the flash of sadness that pulled on his features so quickly she nearly missed it.

      “I’m trusting you, aren’t I?” Emma didn’t expect him to know how much it took for her to do that. He tilted his chin into his chest, a nod small enough to miss, an acknowledgement of her trust.

      “So, are Rosie and Alphonse vampires?” she asked again, more gently this time.

      “More pirate than anything, but yes.” A thin smile ran across his features.

      “Well,” Emma sighed letting her body fall back in the chair. “I’ve never met a pirate before.”

      “That you know of,” Kadir smirked, taking a long drink from his coffee. The pinks and oranges of the retreating dawn shown through the window hitting his face like a meticulously lit Vogue photo shoot. The sight of him all golden crested, staring off into the middle distance brought up a snort of laughter from somewhere deep inside her. She picked up the paper cup hoping to hide behind it. Inhaling, something more than the warm notes of fresh brewed coffee met her.

      “It’s a dirty chai,” Kadir purred. “Try it. You might discover you like new things.”

      The way he said “new things” gave Emma pause, but the thought of spending another day without coffee was unbearable. The rich complex flavors distracted her from the uneasy dynamic she and Kadir were still navigating.

      “Where are we going?” She asked after a moment.

      “I thought you were trusting me?” Kadir gave Emma a toothy grin.

      Emma found this snarky version of the tall vampire easier to stomach than the vulnerability she had seen so briefly.

      “I’ll trust you as much as you’ve earned,” Emma adjusted her grip on the coffee cup.

      “You have a deal Emma King.” His voice rounded over her name sending shivers down her spine. The glint in his eye suggested she had just made a deal with the Devil.

      “So?” Emma prompted.

      “We’re going to Berlin.” He took a sip of his coffee, eyes still glinting.

      “To do what?” Emma could already tell she was going to get tired of his mysterious bullshit fast. She needed answers.

      “We’re looking for someone who can help us fight the Order,” Kadir answered ambiguously.

      “Is this someone specific?” Emma turned the paper cup around in her hand, picking at the lid as she felt the plane leave the ground. “Or are we looking for recruits?”

      “I have someone in mind,” Kadir smirked as Emma gripped the arm of the chair, her face going pale as they wobbled in the air.

      “You should put on your seatbelt,” Emma admonished, her stomach swooping as they ascended.

      “Emma,” Kadir said her name like he liked the taste of it. “If this plane were to fall out of the sky, do you think that a seat belt would save me?”

      “No.” Emma gritted her teeth, her nerves offset by annoyance. “But I do think it would keep you from flying around the cabin if we hit some turbulence.”

      She smiled with a fake over the top cheeriness that made him shake his head, snapping the seatbelt across his lap.

      “I relent,” Kadir bowed his head a little, a grin spreading across his wide mouth.

      “Hardly,” Emma muttered taking a sip of the dirty chai. It was growing on her, sweet and complex, the cardamom warming her from the inside.

      “This back and forth with the Order must end,” Kadir’s voice was somber. He was looking out the window again.

      “You think Vlad doesn’t know that?” Emma pulled her feet into her chair, curling in on herself. It was easier to think about her mother’s acts as the acts of a single narcissist. Talking about the Order as a whole, as a weapon her mother wielded, made Emma want to vomit.

      “I think Vlad is young.” Kadir turned his face to hers. “And more reckless than he realizes.”

      “Young?” Emma picked at the hole in the knee of her jeans, peeking at Kadir sideways. “By whose standards?”

      He didn’t answer and Emma stopped picking at her jeans to look at him and truly see the thing she had been missing.

      “Kadir?” Emma set her feet on the floor. “How old are you?”

      He smiled like she was finally getting the joke he had been telling since they met. “Old enough to have stopped counting.”
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      “Simon.” Aaron appeared at his elbow, his respirator pulled down so he could speak. The strain of the night’s work showed in the clinch of his teeth. “Sun’s coming up.”

      He didn’t know if Aaron meant for that to sound as ominous as it came out. Just as Simon was about to pull off his own respirator to ask him, the scar on his bad leg burned. Simon stumbled, bracing himself against a slab of broken concrete and reached for his leg. Something about the pain made him think of Ava’s bag of bones and its cry from the day before, a warning Simon had heard too late.

      “Your leg?” Aaron asked, a deep frown of concern masking the strain on his features.

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” Simon argued, making to step out of the pile, when the pain came again.

      “It’s never been nothing,” Aaron countered, stepping down into the wreckage alongside his friend.

      “It’s an old wo-“ Simon cut himself off.

      A phantom whimper of pain and fear bleated in his ear. He shook his head rubbing at the halo of sweat threatening to fall into his eyes. God, the work is getting to me. He needed to sleep before he started to really hear things. Simon ground his teeth together, his heart breaking for the victims he knew he could not save. They’d been at this for so long he was hearing things. Aaron’s head twitched when the whimper came again, and hope sparked to life in Simon’s chest. It was real. Without speaking, Simon and Aaron moved as one further into the heart of the Transempirial crater, mindless of the first responders around them losing their hope with each stone and every dead body.

      They dug into a pile of debris far from the windows and shrouded from the work lights by a web of dislodged rebar. He and Aaron flipped rock after rock, the whimpers growing louder and mixing with Simon’s memory of the bones wails.

      Below. Below. Below.

      “Simon McGreggor.” A hand clapped his shoulder, strong and certain, but Simon paid no attention. “Simon, you’ve done enough. Both of ya.”

      Shrugging off the hand, Simon grunted pulling at a particularly large piece of rebar and cement. His muscles screaming, and maybe he had too, because Aaron’s hands grabbed next to his. Gritting his teeth, Simon pulled with all of his might, certain that Aaron’s new supernatural strength was the only thing making any progress.

      “Christ,” Captain Munroe’s surprise rose above the din of noise. “Get a medic team over here. Now!”

      The slab of concrete and iron crunched as the Rangers wedged it between one of the still standing walls and a stack of broken tables, debris that had already been sifted through. Cocooned beneath it was a grey-haired man, his arms wrapped around a woman, whose head was barely visible beneath the shield of his body.

      Simon’s heart stopped, sure in that moment they were dead, until he saw it. The quick rise and fall of their chests, almost imperceptible under the dust. With a little breath the woman let out another whimper and the man’s arms pulled her tightly against him. They hadn’t realized they were rescued yet.

      “Thought we were done finding survivors, son,” Munroe slapped Simon on his shoulder, gripping the back of his neck, emotion choking his words. “You did good, both of ya.”

      Simon let out a breath he didn’t remember taking, his throat closing up as he nodded. Munroe led them through the destruction, stepping through one of the blown-out windows, glass crunching under their feet as they made their way into the watery light of dawn. Tearing off the face masks Simon could see Aaron’s grimace.

      Shit, they needed to get Aaron out of the sun.

      “Well,” Munroe stopped at one of the many first aid stations, grabbing two bottles of water and handing them to Simon and Aaron. “You don’t know how to quit do you, son?”

      “No, Sir.” Leaning back, Simon poured the bottle over his head, taking the bottom of his shirt and wiping what he could of the grime off his face. “I couldn’t leave⁠—"

      Captain Munroe held up his hand stopping him cold. “I don’t need an explanation. But the two of you have to leave now. You’ve been on sight for twenty-three hours and I’ll be damned before I have to explain to the Rangers why two of their best dropped dead on my watch. Hell, Blanton’s already up my ass asking why you were here in the first place.”

      Simon huffed a half-hearted laugh. His hands were beginning to shake, the urgency that had kept him on his feet, was leaving him like a slow leak, making him sag into his good leg with a tremble. He winced, his bed leg nearly buckling under him.

      “Yup,” Munroe said with a wave to a uniformed officer. “There it is. Adrenaline is a hell of thing.” He turned to Aaron who was still steady on his feet. “Think you can get him home. Get ‘em fed?”

      Aaron nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good,” Munroe grunted. “Don’t think I didn’t see you in there too. You did good, real good.”

      Aaron shook his head, the outline of dust from the respirator giving him the depressingly funny look of a sad clown. Someone shouted for the captain and Munroe spared them a thin smile before leaving them there.

      “With a face like yours you don’t have to try so hard; you know.” The voice was familiar, but Simon needed to see Officer Bianca Sanchez to put a name to it.

      “Well, I can’t make it too easy for the rest of you,” Simon mustered up one of his Homecoming King smiles.

      Bianca nodded a small smile tugging at the corners of her soft brown lips. The work of the day and the days to come weighing on everyone.

      “Here.” She handed Simon a cane he hadn’t notice she was carrying. “It’s not your fancy one but it should do the trick.”

      Aaron snorted a short grunt of laughter, a manic forced sound that had Simon jerking his head towards his friend in annoyance.

      “Sorry.” Aaron tucked his head in a guilty way that let Simon know that the silver headed cane the Rangers had gotten him had in fact been his friend’s idea.

      “Get home safe,” Bianca said handing over the cane. “I have a feeling we’re going to need you both.” She gave them a nod, before heading back to the wreckage they had only just escaped.

      “Got your keys?” Aaron asked, squinting in daylight.

      Simon searched his pockets for the keys to his pickup, locking his jaw as a tremor ran from his knee up his back. Tossing his keys to Aaron, he fished out his phone, hoping for an update from Vlad or better yet a text from Emma saying they had her and she was safe. No news from them, just a cryptic text from his mother at two in the morning just saying to call her. Then a voicemail an hour later.

      Simon followed behind Aaron; his loping gate slowed by the pain in his leg. He held the phone up to his ear listening to his mother’s panicked voice.

      “Simon, sweetheart. I need you to come home right now. It’s Emma. She came by asking for the key to Iliza’s place. Oh honey, she looked terrible. I don’t know everything that Melissa did to that girl but... It’s bad Simon. She asked me not to call you, but I couldn’t. Come home, baby. She needs you.”

      Simon felt like his heart was falling out of his guts.

      “That your mom?” Aaron stopped in front of Simon’s pickup.

      “Yeah,” Simon didn’t question how much of the message Aaron had heard. He had a feeling that there were going to be a lot of things like that as they both got used to Aaron’s vampirism. “Head to Iliza’s. I’ll call the calvary.”
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      Tapping her fingers on the rough wooden slats of one of the many crates crowding the cabin, Emma watched Kadir sleep, or pretend to sleep. She wasn’t sure which and she wasn’t sure she cared. It was nice to have a moment to herself, to think, and begin sorting through the fear and anger writhing inside of her. It was going to take more than a plane ride to make peace with her mother’s actions, a lifetime if Emma had to guess, maybe never, but the quiet was at least a start.

      She’d tried for an hour or so to sleep. Exhaustion was making itself known in the piercing ache of a migraine flaring to life between her eyes. Emma rubbed at it in a futile hope to assuage it for a little while longer as she squeezed between the crates on her way to the bathroom.

      Passing her brother, Emma noticed his sleep seemed restless now. The easy even breathing of the thrall replaced by uneven twitches. He seemed angrier somehow.

      Even Sevystian, who was arguably the broodiest person she had ever met, slept with peace on his face, but not James. Thoughts of Sevystian sunk her already drowning mood. Emma wouldn’t say her day started with hope, but something close enough. Running her hand through the uneven bristles on her scalp, she looked for something to distract herself from the pang of longing for Sevystian.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” A feminine voice said from behind, spooking Emma.

      Spinning to face the voice, Emma lost her balance, bracing herself for a painful crash to the floor that never came. Two strong short arms caught her before Emma could touch the worn carpet.

      “Careful now, can’t have you mussing up the place.” The woman’s voice tinkled with sarcasm, her delicate accent living somewhere between England and Austria.

      “Of course,” Emma played along, her nerves settling as she took in the woman’s petite rounded features. “Rosie, I’m assuming.”

      “Careful with those assumptions, darling.” Rosie smiled, lighting up the whole plane with the charm in her blue eyes and blushing cheeks. “They could really make an ass out of a person.”

      Her smile was infectious and as she righted herself. Emma noted the soft glances Rosie made to her hair.

      “The stylist got a little carried away,” Emma joked, a hiccup of sadness jarring her words as she stepped out of Rosie’s protective grip.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Rosie said, catching Emma’s hand before it could run through the shorn strands again.

      “Do what?” Emma forced a smile.

      “Try to make me comfortable,” Rosie let her smile fade, a soft caring expression settling into her dark brows and bow lips.

      “Sorry, I –” Rosie’s raised hand cut off Emma’s reflexive apology.

      “None of that,” Rosie nodded and took her hand away, setting it on her hip with a little flourish. “Now do you want to talk about what’s keeping you awake, or shall I assume you are finally the one to steal our Kaddy’s heart?”

      “What?” Laughter burst out of Emma in a sharp bark. She looked around at the two sleeping men, certain she’d woken them up. When neither stirred, she lowered her voice. “Excuse me, Kaddy?”

      “So, you have stolen his heart?” Rosie said conspiratorially.

      “No.” Emma’s eyes bugged out. “No. I’m just— he let’s you call him Kaddy?”

      “Oh, of course not.” Rosie’s easy smile was back in her voice and on her face. “But I would like to see him try and stop me.”

      She aimed her words half over her shoulder towards where Kadir was sitting, cementing Emma’s suspicions that he wasn’t as unconscious as he was pretending.

      “You don’t really think he and I are together, do you?” Emma squinted at the petite vampire already feeling a twinge of affection for her.

      “Of course not,” Rosie answered, “But you needed a laugh.”

      “Do you really call him Kaddy?” Emma whispered, leaning closer.

      Rosie leaned in too, mischief twinkling merrily in her blue eyes. “Every chance I get.”

      They giggled together, until the happy moment turned sour for Emma. She didn’t know exactly what it was, maybe the promise of happiness she thought had been stolen from her for good, or maybe it was just all too overwhelming. Tears started to stream down Emma’s face.

      “I’m sorry,” Emma choked out, wiping at the tears with the back of her hand.

      “Shush,” Rosie hushed, gently reaching out to pull Emma into a tight hug. “No apologies.”

      Emma let herself sink into Rosie’s arms. Leaning her cheek against Rosie’s dark hair, Emma breathed through the tears until she could speak without choking.

      “Did he tell you what happened? What they did to me?” Emma let go of Rosie reluctantly standing on her own.

      “Not the details,” Rosie smiled sadly, nodding to Emma’s hair. “But the Order’s violence has a certain flavor to it. We can clean that up when we get to Berlin, if you want.”

      Emma nodded slowly, not trusting her voice.

      “It’s not just them, is it?” Rosie asked confusing Emma. “The Order, they aren’t the only reason you left.”

      It felt like a hole was opening in Emma’s chest and she wanted to deny it, but Rosie was right.

      “I’m not…” Tears threatened to fall again, or maybe keep falling. Emma didn’t know if she had actually stopped crying. “…I don’t think I am the same. Not now, not after...”

      …I had killed someone, she finished in her head.

      “I would be shocked if you were.” Rosie rubbed her arm, her kind eyes meeting Emma’s grey ones. “Have you ever given any thought to piracy?”

      This time when Emma laughed a bit of spit flew out, landing somewhere in the maze of crates. Shaking her head as she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand.

      “Go wash your face,” Rosie huffed, the heaviness of the moment gone. “I have to get back to the cockpit or else Alphonse might take us to the north pole.”

      Another snort of laughter left Emma and Rosie waved her off.

      “He knows what he’s doing.” Rosie paused on her way back to the cockpit. “Mostly.”

      In the bathroom Emma shut the door behind her. It might have been a private plane, but it was not a luxurious one. Though clean, the bathroom was too tiny for her feelings, so Emma went about her business trying pointedly not to look at her reflection in the warped mirror. It was inescapable though, and as she washed her hands, she met her own eyes in the reflection. They seemed darker somehow, or maybe all her trauma was finally getting to her, and she was hallucinating. Emma splashed some cold water on her face before the thought took shape in her head.

      When she came out, James was squirming against the heavy belt holding him to the couch. Kadir stood in the aisle holding the mostly empty box of kolaches, an enigmatic expression spread calmly across his face. He turned as Emma shut the door to the toilet, his attention still focused on her brother. She wasn’t used to that yet, having a brother, calling him her brother.

      “He’s awake?” Emma asked in half-whisper.

      “Yes,” Kadir answered letting his eyes finally leave James, who was grunting softly with the effort to escape his bonds. “It’s better he is awake when we get there.”

      “Have you told him where we are going?” Emma made her way over to the two, the plane shaking through a pocket of turbulence. She steadied herself on one of the wooden crates as her stomach did it’s best to drop out of her feet. Emma hadn’t had much of a reason to get on a plane in her life and the few times she had, the planes hadn’t been quite this small or piloted by self-proclaimed pirates.

      “Berlin,” Kadir answered without the protest Emma had been expecting.

      James’ eyes widened.

      “What?” Kadir smirked. “You don’t like schnitzel?”

      “My father has people in Berlin.” James’ voice was strained drifting up to them from his supine form on the couch arched and wriggling under the duress of the seat belt. “The Order is vast. The truth has wings and purpose.”

      It was a favorite line of their mother’s: the truth had wings and purpose. She hadn’t heard that since the first time Melissa had shaved Emma’s head and for a moment Emma felt a twinge of panic grip her.

      “We could leave him on the steps of the American embassy,” Kadir addressed Emma, both ignoring and acknowledging James’ threat.

      “It would be easier.” Emma responded, knowing she couldn’t give up on him just yet.

      “Certainly quieter,” Kadir joked. He had a round-about way of speaking; a rhythm, like a riddle he wanted her to solve. It was exhausting and intriguing, and almost unfortunately, Emma had the unpleasant feeling like she was starting to understand its appeal.

      “Leave me,” James shouted, blinking up at them, his expression confused as Emma leaned over him. “Sister?”

      “Hi, James,” Emma smiled at him, feeling the itch of his scrutiny. His gaze traced over her, taking in her uneven hair and the scratches on her arms. Worry beset his young face, and Emma could see where the wrinkles would set in around his mouth, if he managed to live long enough to get them

      “Who did this?” The fury in James’ voice rose. “Did they? Did he? You will pay for this.” James struggled harder against his bonds, anger flashing in his grey eyes as his gaze turned to Kadir.

      “It wasn’t him.” Emma stopped James’ rant. His attention flickered from her to the vampire. In the moment he looked so lost, and so painfully young “This was Melissa’s punishment for ‘making’ her blow up a building.”

      “No,” James shook his head confusion pulling his pupils into pinpricks. “She wouldn’t.”

      “She had you break into the tower to try and kidnap me. You know that waitress you used to get inside died, right?” Emma asked, watching him struggle with the information. How could he not see their mother for what she was? It was so obvious to everyone else. For a moment she thought she saw a flicker of reason in him, then he opened his mouth.

      “The Order does not stand for such disrespect; our women are sacred vessels of the truth of the Mortal.”

      The door to the cockpit clicked open and Alphonse stepped out, a scowl marring his jovial features.

      “Sacred?” Alphonse huffed dismissively, flipping open the box of pastries Kadir was still holding, carefully plucking one between two fingers like a fine cigar. “I have mopped the tears and blood of more of your precious Order’s sacred vessels than there are days of the year. The Order’s truth is a plague.”

      Alphonse took a huge bite of the kolache, giving Emma just a hint of fang as he chewed. Emma liked Alphonse; his being a vampire seemed like further confirmation that she was picking the right team.

      “They would never— “James was cut off.

      “Wouldn’t they? Do you not hear yourself?” Alphonse slid past Kadir grabbing another kolache and perching next to James’ legs on the sofa. “Open up.” He shoved the pastry in James’ mouth.

      Emma lunged for her brother worried that he would choke, but Kadir stopped her, pulling her back from the scene, whispering into her ear, his hot breath sending a shiver through her. “Let them speak.”

      Emma let herself be drawn back to the worn leather seats at the front of the plane. “What was Alphonse talking about?”

      “The Order, I would expect.” Kadir met Emma’s annoyed look, his yellow eyes glittering. “It’s true.”

      “Just because the part of the story you’re telling me is true, doesn’t mean you aren’t being duplicitous.” Emma turned in her seat to watch the pair on the couch from around Kadir’s thick arms.

      “Fair enough,” Kadir nodded, rubbing his chin in a professorial manner and Emma could imagine it, like that scene from Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Then tell me where we’re going.” Emma slumped back against her seat, leaning slightly sideways so she could keep an eye on her brother. “I know we are flying to Berlin. Why there? Is your person there?”

      “Yes and no,” Kadir held his hand up at the glare she sent his way. “They are an elusive creature. Berlin is the start of a journey I fear will be longer than either of us would like.”

      “So, the plan is to play Carmen San Diego? Jesus Christ.” Emma gritted her teeth in frustration. “I really thought you had more to go on.”

      “It will be⁠— “

      “LIAR!” James’ shout cut Kadir off, jerking Emma to her feet. She had already taken a step before Kadir’s large warm hand grabbed her wrist with surprising gentleness.

      “Where’s your proof. There is none, because you’re a liar. The filth always wants to bring the righteous into the muck.”

      Another one of their mother’s old hats.

      “What proof would you believe?” Alphonse asked, ignoring James’ outburst. “Should I bring you to the graves I have dug for the bodies I have buried? Would you believe the living? You did not believe your sister when she stood in front of you. Would you recognize the truth if it sat before you and told you how it escaped the warehouses where the Order, your father’s Order, keeps women in cages? Or would they be liars too? Is your sister a liar? Maybe you would believe the vials of poison your father has his goons pump the women full of before they shove them onto the streets?”

      James sat silent for a moment, his jaw clinching and unclenching.

      “You don’t know what you are talking about.” James was barely audible over the roar of the plane’s engine. “My father is a blessed man.”

      “The Order serves the blessing of money.” Any sympathy had left Alphonse’s voice. “You may not believe me now, but you will. Like you said, the truth does have purpose and wings.”

      Emma couldn’t see James’ face from her position between the seats. Alphonse stood up abruptly, catching Emma staring at them, making his way back towards the cockpit. He clapped her on the shoulder with an encouraging smile.

      “Gather your strength,” he said in a low voice that didn’t travel the length of the plane. “It is better not to let the war sneak up on you.”

      Emma thought it was almost funny, Alphonse’s warning. The war had stopped sneaking anywhere the day it blew a hole in the Transempirial.

      When he was back inside the cockpit, she could see Rosie’s small pale hand reach for him. Alphonse took Rosie’s hand in his and kissed her palm, the wide contagious smile returning to his lips. The memory of Sevystian’s lips were still fresh in her mind and suddenly the scene before her felt too intimate and Emma looked away. Maybe I should have stayed in Houston, with Sevystian.

      Kadir was watching her, he was always watching her, it seemed.

      “What?” Emma snapped.

      “We will not have time for regrets once we land.” Kadir said with a cocked brow, reaching across the short isle to grab a stainless-steel bottle out of the mini fridge.

      “I—” Emma stopped herself from protesting. “Regrets aren’t going to stop me from helping you find whoever it is that you’re looking for.” She paused for a moment, chewing over the questions pouring through her head. “Are you going to tell me who it is before we land?”

      Unscrewing the lid of the thermos, Kadir took a long draw on the contents of the bottle and Emma watched his Adam’s apple bob under the tan skin of his throat. Their eyes met, golden and grey, and he kept drinking. Emma pursed her lips recognizing he was done answering her questions, at least for now. It had been wishful thinking to assume he would stay as forthcoming as he had been.

      He tapped his fingers on the lid of the wooden crate between them and Emma noticed that his manicured nails had been replaced by razor sharp claws, a blatant reminder that he was not human. The tapping continued for a few drawn out moments until Kadir finished the contents of the metal bottle: blood. It was always blood with vampires.

      He reached behind his chair, feeling for something before pulling a small black briefcase onto his lap. Inside were two phones and a new laptop, along with tidy stacks of colorful foreign bills.

      “Here.” He handed her one of the cell phones.

      Emma took it, careful not to scratch herself on his claws. She studied his hands for a moment. How could anyone mistake him for human? Even without that monstrous characteristic, Kadir didn’t seem real. “You’re giving me a phone? What if I called Vlad? Or Simon?”

      “As long as you don’t call the Order, what you do with it is none of my business,” Kadir zipped the briefcase shut and slid it back into place behind his seat.

      The phone felt heavy in her hand and at first, she thought that it was fatigue, but looking at the thing she noticed the logo.

      “I don’t recognize this brand.” She held it up the fading light of the window.

      “I would be surprised if you did.” Another concerningly vague answer from him. Kadir must have noticed the annoyance in her face prompting him to elaborate. “Wallachia Holdings has many subsidiaries, and many avenues of investment, technology being one of them.”

      “Translation, being...one of them bought some secret tech start-up with a new phone designed to be untraceable and perfect for super-secret spy shit?” Emma pressed the button on the side of the phone and the screen lit up green like a 90’s computer thriller. “If it makes me pick a hacker name, I call Crash’n Burn.”

      The logo blinked on to the screen, a snake eating its own tail.

      “Ouroboros,” Kadir said, nodding to the screen. “It ends where it began.”

      “Or greed makes us hungry enough to eat ourselves,” Emma countered, making eye contact over the top of her new device, silence hanging between them.

      “Well things seem just about as heavy as Alphie left them,” Rosie appeared next to Emma, startling her. She opened the mini fridge and grabbed another metal bottle from it and perched on the arm of Emma’s chair. “We will be making our final decent in about an hour if winds keep steady. You should let the family know so they can have a car waiting for you.”

      Family?

      “Should I tell them you will be joining us?” Kadir smiled lazily at the short woman.

      “Alphie and I will make it to the club on our own. We have a few deliveries to do before we settle in for the night.” Rosie took a sip from her bottle and stood, cupping Emma’s shoulder as she made her way back to the cockpit.

      “You have family in Berlin?” Emma tilted her head, futility hoping it might give her a better angle to understand the vampire in front of her.

      “It’s not that kind of family, Emma.” Kadir smiled his eyes filling with an ominous sort of mischief.
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      “Ava Jordane Bélanger.” This was the third time the starry-eyed desk officer at the police station had asked for Ava to pronounce her name since she had handed him her ID. He had gone a bit dreamy when she’d first walked in and that was a good portion of why she had picked him as her target: Officer Francis Burke. Somewhere in the bowels of this police station were two very old and very pissed off vampires.

      “And who did you say you were here to pick up?” Burke’s voice was sweet and slow, and Ava couldn’t help unfavorably comparing it to Simon’s.

      She had grown fond of Simon and his heavy-handed hero complex. He had a handsome face to go along with his sweet voice. There was the added bonus of a mystery unravelling within him. The bones had spoken to him and more importantly he had understood them.

      “Vlad Tepes and Sevystian Vulpe.” Ava pushed thoughts of Simon and his tight Levis aside and answered the officer. “I believe they were brought in last night. Some kind of misunderstanding.”

      “Hell of a misunderstanding.” The officer balked, his eyes flitting between his computer screen and the witch. “Says here they were booked under murder charges.”

      “Psh,” Ava hissed, waving her hand in the air. “Impossible.”

      “You got a lot of faith in your... husband?” Officer Burke let the question dangle, the corner of his mouth quirking with flirtatious inquiry.

      “My…” Ava paused, leaning over the counter to take her ID back, giving the young man a quick glimpse of her cleavage. “…Employer,” she winked at him. “Is in the middle of a contentious acquisition. The company has been less than honest with its intentions. It has led to more than one awkward situation. This was an escalation, but not on my employer’s part.”

      “Well, I hope your loyalty isn’t misplaced, Ms. Bélanger,” his accent put a hard G on the name and Ava had to force herself not to wince. She was supposed to be collecting the wayward vampires, not giving French lessons to besotted HPD officers.

      “I doubt it.” She smiled, tapping the card on the counter before slipping it back into her bag. “I am very picky.”

      “I bet you are.”

      There was a purring rattle to Burke’s words that let Ava know her coquettish smile had been just as effective as she’d hoped. She needed the man to fall in love with her for the duration of her conversation with him, so he didn’t notice how strange it was that they were about to let two men accused of murder walk out their front door without so much as a hearing. Ava needed this man to think about her the way teenaged boys thought about Victoria Secret, with a blush on his cheeks and enough wood in his trousers to muddle his memories.

      “That’s weird,” he said glancing back at his screen. “I could have sworn they— they hadn’t been processed yet.”

      “Something wrong?” Ava tried to keep the amusement out of her voice. Buchannan made his own kind of magic when it came to computers and Ava suspected that whatever was making the desk officer rattle his mouse like that had something to do with him.

      “No,” he stuttered, eyes disbelieving the forms in front of him. “It looks like your boys are headed out now. Their lawyers must really be something.”

      “Innocence has a certain urgency to it,” Ava countered with a vague smile.

      This game of cat and mouse had been fun for a minute or two but Vlad and Sevystian were not who she was concerned about. Emma was still out there somewhere. It had been difficult sneaking out of the compound with four police cruisers blocking the street, but Fields and Buchannan had managed, thralling a pair of Order Faithful to give up a few choice details on the way out.

      It seemed their Emma was a self-saving kind of princess. The coven had missed her by moments, and now she could be anywhere in the city, or out of it. So far, Ava’s tarot kept Emma’s secrets, much to the witch’s frustration.

      While Fields and Buchannan’s impromptu interrogation had born fruit, they hadn’t been able to change the outcome for Vlad and Sevystian who had been surrounded on all sides by the Order’s cronies, a number too large to thrall into submission and forgetfulness. A good thrall was complicated and dangerous, which brought Ava here, to this sterile police station to flirt with a clueless man until Field’s could roust Wallachia Holdings’ army of lawyers to clear the slate.

      It wasn’t as if Vlad and Sevystian couldn’t have torn through the Order, or the bars of the cell in which they now sat. The limitations of a human body did not apply the same to vampires, nor did human laws, at least in a moral sense. What did apply, the thing that prevented the coven from slaughtering the Order wholesale was the secret that kept the whole magical universe spinning. Anonymity kept the regular humans out of magical business, and despite its monstrous C-suite, Wallachia Holdings was a company of regular people. As far as the public knew, magic at the company was made in the boardroom.

      “Sure, honey.” Officer Burke stood up, leaning over his workspace he grabbed a key and turned around to rummage through a locked cabinet of bagged items. The moment he opened the drawer a buzzing noise filled the room and Ava knew it was Vlad’s phone; the same way she knew it was Simon calling. “When they get out, I’ll have them sign for their personal items and they can be on their way.”

      The buzzing stopped for a second before starting up again. Both Ava and the officer looked at the phone light up, jiggling against Vlad’s wallet inside the plastic evidence bag.

      “Looks like your boss is a popular man,” Burke said with more than a hint of disdain.

      “Well, someone did blow up his office yesterday.” Ava let the information sink in, as she watched an array of uncomplicated emotions play over the officer’s features.

      “He works in the Transempirial?” The officer looked over the desk at Ava with a distressed expression. “I’m assuming you do too?”

      “Worked, lived,” Ava let her eyes go soft, a sadness she had yet to let herself feel permeating her big brown eyes. “I don’t think any of us will be comfortable going back there for a long while.”

      Which was true, but not for the reason this man was thinking. The magic of the Transempirial had been tainted by the Order’s act of terrorism. The violence scented the air, salted the earth; any workings done there for a long time to come would be colored by their violence, even if it was properly cleansed by a full coven of witches. It might even become a void, not the first in the new world, not even the first in the state, but certainly it would be the largest. In a place like Texas that was saying something.

      “I’m sorry,” The officer spoke softly, chewing his lip in a nervous sort of contrition. “There are city resources for relocation assistance if you need it. Are you... were you hurt?”

      “No,” Ava waited until Burke met her eyes. “But a friend of ours is still missing.”

      A broken little groan escaped his throat.

      “I was there giving first aid, before—“ Ava let her voice trail off, waiting for the officer to prompt her for more details. He did with a nod of his head, his eyes wide and curious. “A police officer demanded we clear out.” A little lie to whet the stone, sooner or later they were going to need the help of Houston’s finest, and a trail of breadcrumbs was often useful. “Sergeant Duncan. He was...unkind.”

      “Ugh, prick,” Officer Burke shook his head laying the bags of Vald and Sevystian’s belongings on the counter between them and rubbing his jaw. “Apologies for the language. Sergeant Duncan isn’t known for his tact, ma’am. I can help you file a complaint if you would like.”

      The way he said the last part suggested that he would rather not, and Ava followed his lead. There was an opportunity to bolster some good will between the coven and the police here and Ava did not let opportunities pass her by.

      “No,” she said looking down the hall to the door that had just opened. Vlad’s dark head was visible behind another uniformed officer walking him and Sevystian to the desk where she stood. “I am sure he was just doing his job. I cannot imagine the stress you all are under.”

      She turned back to officer Burke. He was smiling, a goofy, expressive smile that told Ava he had never really learned to mask his emotions. She liked that about him.

      “Ava,” Vlad’s stern voice broke her train of thought. How to use but not abuse officer Burke’s infatuation would have to wait, and so would the creeping feeling of guilt she had about it. “Good of you to come.”

      Vlad had a hastily applied a bandage on his forehead and despite the wound continuing on through his bloodshot right eye, down his cheek across his lips to the point of his chin, nothing else was bandaged. Ava could imagine how well nursing that patient had gone. There was a reason Fields was the only one attending to Vlad.

      With his kind of money, a veritable arsenal of assistants wouldn’t be unheard of, and yet here Ava was alone fetching the son of the dragon himself from mortal hands. That was the nature of secrets and tempers, the fewer people who knew about it the less likely it was to get out. Vlad’s ill temper wasn’t much of a secret, and it wasn’t what was worrying her. That wound should have closed hours ago. Vampires were full of old magic: either Vlad was starving or something was very wrong.

      “I have transport waiting,” Ava addressed Vlad respectfully, which earned her a cocked eyebrow from both vampires.

      “If I can have your signatures on these forms, you can be on your way.” Burke slapped two stacks of papers on the counter. He spared Sevystian and Vlad a look of mistrust before turning his attention back to Ava. “If you need anything,” Burke grabbed something from in front of his computer and scribbled on the back. “This is my card. It’s got my information here at the station and I,” he glanced around surreptitiously. “I put my cell on the back if you find yourself in a situation where⁠—”

      Vlad coughed pointedly, cutting him off.

      “Merci,” Ava said, taking the card with a gracious nod of her head. This was even better than she had hoped. Getting her two criminals out of the clink had been the main objective of her mission, but a little in-way with HPD was a happy addition.

      Burke handed over the two bags to Vlad and Sevystian with a nod.

      “Have nice day, ma’am.” He smiled at Ava, a slight blush in his cheeks.

      “Stay safe, Officer Burke.” Ava didn’t wait to see if Burke’s blush would reach his ears, turning instead to follow Vlad and Sevystian into the creeping light of day.

      

      Vlad flinched at the light, jogging down the steps onto the sidewalk ahead of her, squinting around the strangely quiet street, looking for the silver Mercedes Sprinter van that had been parked one light down hours ago. Buchannan had insisted that he had all the access he needed from his custom laptop, thrown the van into the parallel spot with the precision of a formula one driver, slammed it into park and began fiddling with some kind of code on his computer.

      Fields on the other hand had hopped out of the door insisted Ava and Josie “wait right there,” and returned fifteen minutes later with two coffee cups, four orange scones, and a stainless-steel thermos, the contents of which Ava knew better than to ask. By then he was already on the phone with the tippy top of Vlad’s phone tree of lawyers, half of whom had already been activated by the news of the explosion. No doubt the attack was already being spun by Wallachia Holding’s entirely human crisis management team into something suitable for public consumption.

      Vlad’s phone buzzed again, and he cursed answering with as much vitriol as Ava had seen him fire at the Caldwell Inc. staff during their merger talks.

      “Who the fuck is this?” Vlad stopped dead, as did Sevystian, and Ava lamented her inability to hear whoever was on the other line. “We will be there shortly.”

      He hung up the phone, marching towards the silver van with renewed purpose.

      Ava was about to ask who was on the other end of the line when they reached the van and a hyperactive Buchannan slid the door open.

      “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” Buchannan’s default setting was sarcasm.

      “We’re going to Iliza’s,” Vlad pulled himself into the van without a backwards glance. “Simon has a lead.”
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