
Chapter One

			I set my bag on the twin mattress. The walls are a far more comforting beige than the sickly off-white of my old cell, and the whole place looks like an actual house. I hear inmates moving about, but it isn’t the normal clack of shoes on metal and concrete; it’s tile floors and soft furnishings. They haven’t simply moved me to some minimum-security prison. They’ve moved me to a literal cottage.

			“I’ll leave you to it,” the officer says, and I hear her boots thud out of the cell, if I can even call it that. It’s a proper bedroom. I never caught her name, though I suppose I’ll have plenty of time for that. It’s a life sentence, after all.

			I sink onto the mattress. I need to unpack, but being back home is so overwhelming. I didn’t request this transfer. I have no idea how it could’ve happened. I’ve been in Alberta for the past twenty-four years, and all of a sudden, I’m sent back to Ontario without a word.

			And it means she’s so tauntingly close. I could scale that barbed wire fence, and I know I’d find her within a couple hours. I could find her anywhere. And then, she’d be on the run with a fugitive. I could never do that to her.

			It was so much easier in Alberta. I hold my head in my hands, forcing myself not to cry. I won’t look weak my first day in a new prison. I have no idea what to expect here. I have to fend for myself.

			I need to get the lay of the land, and I need to apply for work. Otherwise, I’ll be stuck with far too much free time.

			Jumping to my feet, I glance around the little room. It looks freshly painted and is impeccably clean. There’s not the usual metal toilet that I’d want to scuff up to make it not show my lack of a reflection, and the door isn’t a big metal slab with electronic locks. It’s all weirdly suburban.

			I unpack my meager possessions, placing my books and pens on the flimsy desk opposite my bed, and set my radio and headphones on my newly made bed.

			Do I have any more ways to procrastinate?

			There’s a window next to my bed that’s letting in enough sun that I have to avoid stepping too near it, but I can’t risk covering it until later. I sold my TV when I heard about the transfer, and I’m too nervous to focus on any of my books, so it seems I can’t procrastinate in my cell. None of this makes any sense, and I need answers.

			I stuff my hands in my pockets and stride into the hall. My room is on the second floor, so I’d normally be walking out into the range, but it’s just a normal hallway. There aren’t even any sight lines for guards. The front door closes, and I realize that had to be the only guard that was in here, and she’s gone. We’re left to just do whatever we want? Minimum security is strange. How is everyone not constantly high?

			I walk down the hall and find three women gathered in one of the bedrooms to watch something with incredibly emotional, over-the-top music on the television. There are ten bedrooms, but two don’t have any possessions in them, and the other six are all full of stuff but unoccupied. This is no ordinary prison. I’d heard horror stories about Ontario’s old women’s prison, but I’ve never heard anything about this new one.

			I’m back in Ontario. It hits me all over again. I can almost smell her. I take a deep breath, trying not to think about it, but tasting that lilac-like scent she always had. I could almost swear she’s really here.

			I could call her. Assuming she still has the same number. I haven’t taken her off my list, no matter how many times I convinced myself I should.

			And what would calling her do? She deserves a real life, and I can’t give her that. I take one last breath, tasting that lilac, and stride down the stairs, forcing myself to look casual and the slightest bit confident. I don’t want to look cocky when I have no idea who may run this place, but I can’t look weak, either. Surely, even this little cottage still works like a prison. It’s been years since I last had to fight anyone, and I’d rather not ruin that track record.

			By the kitchen I’d passed coming in, I find the remaining four women sitting around a table with some bags of chips and a collection of Dungeons & Dragons books. “Hey, new girl,” one of them says.

			Is she talking to me? I stare at her. “Hi?” I try.

			She gestures for me to come closer, and one of the women to her side giggles. Her hair is a mess of red curls, she’s wearing a colorful, loose-fitting blouse, and she looks almost as young as I do. She smells like candles, the nice kind my mother always bought. I don’t remember what scent they were supposed to be. “You want to join us? We were just starting a new campaign, and I have some pre-gens.”

			“Uh…” I stare at her and the other girls.

			“I know how rough it is when you’re new in prison, thought you might like—”

			“I’d love to,” I say. It’s not even a lie, though the main point is to get her to shut up about me being new. It could raise questions, like what my crime was, if it was my first time, how long I was going to be there for, and that had all grown more awkward over the last couple decades. It’ll be nice to have the distraction. I was in a long-running Shadowrun game in Alberta that only stopped because the GM got shanked for snitching, so while it’s been a few years, I mostly know what I’m doing. “Which edition is it? I’d rather roll a character if I can, but I’ll take a pre-gen if you’re in a hurry.”

			“All we have is time,” one of the other women says with a chuckle. She’s older than the one who invited me and has laugh lines framing a surprisingly warm face. She also has a surprisingly strong apricot smell, though it’s rather pleasant. Is this what it’s like being in minimum security? People are friendly? I don’t like it.

			“How about you draw up your character while I tell you about the setting?” the redhead asks. “I’m Millie, by the way. Sorry, Inmate Michaels.” She giggles.

			I shake my head. This is strange. I can barely remember what it was like when I first came to prison, but I could swear it wasn’t like this. Everyone left me alone. Though, granted, I was a famous murderer and barely able to handle being there. And I got in a few fights with the guards early on. Okay, the difference may be on me. “I’m Dinah.” If they hear a guard say my last name, they’ll put it together. They’ll know what I did, who I am, and how strange it is for me to be here.

			I watch, waiting for the recognition on their faces. The older woman smiles and reaches out her hand. “I’m Paige.”

			I take it, staring at it in confusion as we shake. The other two girls at the table introduce themselves as Helen and Laura, then Millie starts describing the setting, and I work on making my barbarian.

			By count, we’ve had our first fight, our bard has probably gotten herself her first STD—or apparently, they’re called STIs now—and Rachel is the farthest thing from my mind.

			Until now. Well, it couldn’t have lasted forever.

			“Join us tomorrow?” Millie asks.

			“Or later tonight if you’re not too tired,” Laura says.

			“Definitely tomorrow. I’ll see about tonight.” It’s nice having the distraction, and I haven’t gotten to game in ages. I ran a few sessions after the old GM died, but players kept getting locked up in solitary to the point that it just wasn’t worth it anymore. It might have been a gang war.

			Once the guards finish making sure we’re all alive—which doesn’t take long in a unit with only eight people—the other women all seem to realize that they haven’t eaten anything more than chips. Millie insists rather strongly that I should join them, and she makes a big show of giving me a tour of the little kitchen. It has a fridge, an oven with an actual stove instead of some meager microwave, and a cupboard with unsecured knives. “They lock those up after curfew,” she explains.

			I stare at them. I don’t need knives, and I’m not particularly afraid of them, but I haven’t seen one that wasn’t made from a toothbrush in a very long while.

			“Did you enjoy the game?” she asks as she starts searing some meat in a pan.

			“Yeah, I’ve missed it.”

			“Oh, you didn’t have anyone to play with at your assessment center?”

			Right, she thinks I’m a new inmate. I should let her believe that, but if anything slips, it could come back to bite me. Lying is always a terrible idea in prison. People will assume the worst, and I’ve seen people sent to the ICU for far less than lying about being a famous cop killer. “No, I’m—”

			“Pelletier,” someone calls. I turn to find an officer peeking in through the front door. He looks oddly like an uninvited guest, nervous to be coming in unannounced. Sweat shines on his forehead like he just ran all the way here. “Your lawyer’s waiting for you.”

			I narrow my eyes. My lawyer? I haven’t had a lawyer since my trial, and that was over twenty years ago. Is this why I’m back in Ontario?

			“We’re just about to eat,” Millie says.

			How new is she? Talking back to a guard may get you some respect, but you don’t do it on somebody else’s behalf, and it’s just as likely to make people think you talk to guards for other reasons as well. “It’s fine, I wasn’t hungry anyway. You can have it.”

			“It’s your food—”

			“Pelletier,” the guard repeats, sounding sterner.

			“You can pay me back for it with some soup.” I smile at her. I’ll need to find a dealer I can trade the soup to, but at least it’s as good as cash in prison. I’ll have to tell her why I’m here eventually, but it’s hard to argue with this reprieve, especially when it may finally grant me some answers. “Coming, CO.” I try to give the guard the same smile, but he only glowers at me.

			He leads me through the open courtyard, the sun beating down on me. My flesh feels like it’s cooking on my bones, but I ignore it. I need answers, and this is the only way to get them. I try to watch for any familiar sights, but most of the prison looks so same-y, save for the big blocky building in the center, and I was so distracted from pain and confusion when I got here that none of it means much. It’s possible that it’s a trap, and he’s planning on murdering me, but he didn’t handcuff me, and I doubt he can take me in a fair fight. I don’t have to share the same fears the other girls do.

			He leads me into the central building and finally opens a door halfway down one of a dozen hallways, leading into a private holding area. That would add to the murder idea if there wasn’t a woman waiting in there on the other side of a small table.

			She’s gorgeous, blond, tall, wearing what has to be a ludicrously expensive pantsuit, and she smells odd. It’s weirdly pine-scented, like there’s tree sap in her blood or something. “Thank you, now let me talk to my client in private.”

			“She—”

			“Please leave.”

			He grunts and closes the door, leaving me and my apparent lawyer alone. “You’re not scared?” I ask.

			She chuckles. “Why, do you have iron on you?”

			I blink.

			Her prim and proper smile grows playful. “You must be so confused. I’m sorry. I had assumed she told you something.”

			“I, what?” I stammer.

			She laughs again and gestures to the metal chair across from her. “Sit. There’s a lot to go over.”

			I eye her but do as I’m told. You get used to that in prison. “Who are you? You’re…” It sounds crazy saying it. I’ve never met any other monsters. Could she really be one? It would explain why she doesn’t smell human.

			“If you’re going to call me a fairy, you might want to know that’s considered quite impolite. My wife would take offense.”

			“Your wife?” I stare at her, my jaw dropping.

			“Yes, it’s legal now.”

			“I know that!” I sigh. “I just hadn’t expected—wait but—okay, this is all too much.”

			Her smile is playful as she reclines in the chair, watching me. I know nothing about fairies. Is this some weird game they do, or is this just what lawyers are like? My last one never bothered with much. “Well, you see, when a fair one and a fair one love each other, they—”

			“I don’t need to hear about the fairies and the bees.”

			She laughs, but her tone is cutting. “What did I just say?”

			“Sorry, the fair ones and the bees?”

			She rolls her eyes. “Let’s try this again. I’m Dovana Gudaitiene, your attorney. I’ve been trying to go through cases of fiends that have ended up in the system, as it’s, you know, not great for us to have that kind of exposure.”

			“So you’re here to kill me?”

			Her smile grows all the more wicked, and if there was blood in my veins, it would likely be running cold. How do you stop a fair one? Was the chair iron? I could break it off. “No. I had you transferred here and have had most of the records of your crime scrubbed from the internet. Fortunately, it was pretty small back when you were arrested, so that wasn’t too big of a deal.”

			That’s a real thing? I’d assumed scrubbing people from the internet just happened in movies. I was all over the newspaper. “Thank you? I can’t afford—”

			“It’s pro bono. I’m more concerned with keeping the public from finding out about us. You’re eligible for parole in a little under a year. I tried to have your records changed so it wouldn’t be necessary, but unfortunately, some friends of the officer you killed have been keeping a close eye on your case. I had hoped I’d be able to brush this all under the rug like I did with the last few cases I’ve handled, but—”

			“I’m a cop-killing vampire?”

			She nods, the playfulness gone, her expression turning oddly sympathetic. “That kind of stuff makes the news.”

			“I didn’t know he was a cop.”

			She shrugs. “That doesn’t make much of a difference. They’re not going to want to let you out. And more concerningly, you haven’t aged a day since then, and that will make you stand out. Believe me, I know the feeling. I became a changeling when I was twenty-one. We can still age a little, just slowly, but it gets me carded constantly.” She sighs, rubbing her temple. “Could you have seriously not just run away? I know how fast vampires are.”

			“I didn’t know at the time,” I snap.

			“How didn’t you know? Wait…”

			I nod. “We’d just been turned, Rachel and I. We were a couple of stupid homeless kids who crashed in the wrong house. When we woke up, we were starving, and we saw him. He’d come in, investigating something, maybe just us, and he was there and…” I trail off, still perfectly remembering the taste of my first and only kill. I’ve had blood so many times since, and it’s never been as sweet. “His partner was right outside. I told Rachel to run, and I took the fall.”

			“Shit,” she mutters. “No wonder she’s so worried about you. Poor thing probably blames herself.”

			“She…” My mouth goes dry, and if I’d been drooling at the thought of a proper meal, I stop. Rachel is the one who sent her. After all this time, she’s still worrying about me. Guilt eats at my heart. “I told her to live her life.”

			“She’s going to try to visit tomorrow. Let her. You need some contacts in the local community if you want to make parole, and we are not having a vampire serving a life sentence. If it comes to that, you have to make a run for it. Normally, when people find out about us, someone can talk to them or kill them, as the case often is, but if we end up with an immortal prisoner, it’ll be rather difficult to cover that up.”

			It’s not anything I don’t know. I’ve tried to convince myself to run so many times. It wouldn’t be hard. But what life could I have as a criminal? I’d never be able to be with Rachel. The guilt weighs all the heavier. I’ve been holding out all this time for her, even after I tried to force her to move on. Why does she still care for me?

			“I have a therapist who’s willing to meet with you to sign off that you’re not a danger to the community, and I’m trying to scrounge up some character witnesses to testify. Do you have any other friends from when you used to live in Toronto?”

			I shake my head. “None that I stayed in contact with.” Or who are likely still alive after that long on the streets.

			“You are not making this easy for us. Can you mind control the parole board and all the witnesses?”

			I hadn’t even thought of that. Could I have done that to the judge? Back then, I didn’t know it was a real thing, but I’ve had years to find out what I could do, even if I was hesitant to explore it with so many witnesses. “Maybe. I’ve only done it to one person at a time.”

			“Great.” She grinds her teeth. “Don’t cause any trouble here. I’ll be back in a few weeks with whatever I’ve managed to work out, so please, be on your best behavior.”

			“I always am.”

			She smiles, but I’m quite certain she’s biting back a comment about how I wouldn’t be in here if that was the case. “If it comes to running, go to the Community Center. It’s at the old Honeydale Mall now. You’ll be able to get a new identity there.”

			“What’s the Community Center?”

			“Vaiva, you really have no idea on any of this stuff, do you? I suppose you were newly turned when you were arrested. It’s sort of like a black market with everything a fiend could need. To my knowledge, the only one in the world is in Toronto. Well, technically Etobicoke. Other places seem to be a lot less tight-knit, but it’s made Toronto sort of the fiend capital.”

			“So fiend is, like, the general term?”

			“Yes.” She sighs. “I’m sure she’ll explain plenty of it for you tomorrow, provided you’ll meet with her. I need to get started on setting up a better case for the parole board, and I have a trial in the morning.”

			I stare at her. This has all been so strange. I’ve never met another monster, another fiend, before. “All right. I’ll try not to get into any trouble.”

			“See that you don’t.” She knocks on the cell door, and the guard opens it a few seconds later. “I’ll talk to you soon, Ms. Pelletier. You take care of yourself.”

			The crazy fairy lawyer is escorted out, and I’m left alone in the room until the guard takes me back to my friendly little cottage a few minutes later. I knew parole was a long shot, and I’ve been terrified about how my non-aging may look to them, but there was nothing I could do about it.

			That’s all stuff I can probably handle, but I’ll see Rachel tomorrow, and I have no idea how to handle that. I don’t think I have the heart to turn her away again.

			




Chapter Ten

			It’s almost reassuring to be in a proper metal cell again. I know how to handle being in this place. I know the rules, the feelings, and I don’t have to share a bathroom with anyone else.

			I can hear the other girls pacing about their cells, frustrated and restless. They’ve had too long to get used to going outside, working on the lawn, eating whenever they want, and having the freedom that inmates don’t tend to have. At least we still have TVs. I was lucky enough to have Rachel deposit some money in my account, and it arrived just the other week.

			We’ve been kept in administrative segregation in the main building of the prison since the second murder. A different cop came in to take our statements. The other girls all talked because minimum security teaches you absolutely no decency, but none of us seem to be suspects at this point. It’s honestly shocking. I’d been sure that I’d be in maximum security for murders I didn’t commit and staying there, not held for my safety until I get to go back out on ETA.

			It makes absolutely zero sense. Who could’ve done this? And why? I wasn’t here, the other girls are all human, and Millie wouldn’t hurt a fly. She was the closest thing to a friend I’ve had in years, and she was snuffed out like it was nothing.

			Will it happen the next time I’m gone?

			No, this wasn’t my fault. I’ve met with Rachel in visitation a dozen times, and no one died. Except the one time. And the one time I went out for ETA.

			But why would this happen while I’m gone? If they’re trying to frame me, that doesn’t make any sense. Are they trying to send me a message? What the hell is the message? Don’t leave my cell? People are tasty and delicious? They’re a very poor communicator, whatever they’re trying to tell me.

			What if it isn’t about me at all? Almost no one still knows what I did. It could be a coincidence. We’re a bunch of defenseless women who can’t even keep knives with us and with only a meager fence keeping out hungry vampires. It would explain why the killings don’t make any sense. If it’s simply someone feeding, it’s not my fault.

			Except, I could’ve been here to stop them.

			But I can’t put my entire life on hold to be the prison superhero. Rachel’s right. I deserve to have a life. I have to believe that. I’ll be gone in nine more months. I’ll walk out that gate and never come back.

			Leaving these girls to be killed by a hungry monster they have no way to stop.

			I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to keep from crying. Rachel deserves to have me with her. If it’s between her and these women, I’ll pick her every time. I love her. But doesn’t that make me just as bad as this killer? I’m leaving them to him.

			I groan and pull the blanket tight about me. I don’t feel the cold, but it’s the closest thing I can get to a hug right now. It’ll be okay. They’re all being kept safe here. Maybe the vampire will take a hint and go elsewhere.

			Yeah, that’s exactly it. The guards moved their prey, and now there’s nothing they can do. They’ll move on and find hunting grounds that aren’t so secure.

			And then, there are other innocents that I’m grateful are being hurt instead.

			I need to not blame myself. Would I even stand a chance in a fight against another vampire? Rachel is the only one I’ve met, and I’ve certainly never fought her. Humans weren’t much of an issue when they attacked me, but a vampire who knows what they’re doing and is willing to hurt people is something else entirely.

			Maybe I have to hope that there’s someone out there more capable of doing this than I am. I’m not a superhero. They’re right. I’m just a stupid junkie who keeps getting in way over my head, and I need to learn my lesson and keep my head down, like I’ve always told myself.

			It isn’t a satisfactory answer. It doesn’t stop anyone from dying, and it makes me feel so much worse, but it’s the truth. I can’t bear the weight of the world on my shoulders. Hell, I couldn’t even handle looking after myself. It’s what got me here.

			That therapist is going to get an earful.

			* * *

			The lights come on, but the doors don’t click open. This isn’t max; we’re sequestered for our protection, not everyone else’s. Which means we can’t gather in the range and play together. I chew on the fruit and bread I was given with dinner, as that’s all the breakfast they give us, and I’ll have to leave in an hour. It’s a long trip, and even if food doesn’t do much to me anymore, I’d hate to leave on an empty stomach.

			I don’t know how they managed to get approval for me to see a therapist back in Toronto, but I’m not going to put up a fight about it. I’ll get to see Rachel. That’s more than worth having to spend a few hours in the back of a prison van.

			A few minutes into the trip, I’m already starting to change my mind. Did cars always feel like this? I’ve been through a few prison escorts and my arrest when I was nineteen, but I don’t think I’ve been in a car for more normal reasons since I was fifteen. Were they always this bumpy?

			You’d think being dead would make it easier.

			I try to get comfortable in the beaten-up leather seat and focus on the fact that I’ll be seeing Rachel soon. Is she going to come out and hypnotize the guard for me?

			No, she’ll be at work.

			Shit, I really don’t want to do it, but this is a place full of fiends. What if someone eats the guard? What would I do? I don’t think I can just go back to the prison and be like, “Sorry, he was murdered.”

			Would I get in trouble? I wouldn’t have had anything to do with it.

			Maybe I could get him to wait in the van? Would monsters come out and eat him? I have no idea how any of this works. I don’t even know what this Community Center is like, other than that it’s in a mall and apparently has drugs, therapy, a café, and a church.

			I suppose that’s probably not that weird for a mall. Most of them already sold drugs, in my experience, and some must have had churches and therapy. So it was mostly the fiend—one of these days I’ll remember the word—angle that’s so weird. Either way, it’s probably not a good idea to drag a human into it. Other than the therapist that I’m not going to get over.

			The van finally comes to a stop, and I’m no closer to being at peace with the idea than I had been at the start of my rambling diatribe. At least it passed the time.

			The back door opens, and the guard helps me out. Can I really do this? What if he ends up as confused and blank-faced as…I stare at the guard’s face. It’s the same guy. This can’t be good for him. I’m going to give him a magical brain tumor or something.

			I glance around, hoping Rachel is going to come out and save me from having to do this, but I’m in a nearly empty parking lot in front of some run-down buildings, with only a couple cars almost as beat-up as the van and one surprisingly nice one. “Is this the right place?” Landrey asks. It probably looks rather suspicious to him. I can smell so many creatures moving about inside. It’s far more than that soup kitchen. There’re dozens of them, smells that I couldn’t place but can feel the heat from, with food and metal and so many more confusing scents all piled on top of each other.

			At least no one will see me talking to a guard. “Couldn’t tell you. I’ve never been here before.”

			“Then how did you end up with this therapist?”

			I sigh. His questions aren’t going to get any easier to answer. “Wait in the van, keep the doors locked, and don’t let anyone but me in.”

			He blinks, his eyes going fuzzy as he tilts his head. Did I break him? Is it too much? Can you compel someone too many times? What if they can develop a tolerance for it? He seems to look right through me, blinks a few more times, closes the back doors, and gets back in the driver’s seat. A few seconds later, I hear the doors lock.

			Is he okay? There has to come a point when I’ve scrambled his brain too much. He looks no worse for wear. I hope he’s not the one to take me to my wedding.

			I look around the lot and head toward the dilapidated building. Is this seriously the place? It looks, well, like an abandoned mall, but the door opens easily, on well-oiled hinges, and inside, I find the source of all those smells.

			Dozens of tables fill the hollowed carcass of the mall, with beings of so many shapes and sizes that I wouldn’t even know where to start. There are hooves, horns, fangs, claws, tentacles, and even a few that look almost as human as me. So this is where Rachel spends all her time.

			I breathe in the air. Lilac. She’s here, just like she said she would be. I want to run to her, to hold her and maybe find someplace more private, but I have an appointment that I’m already running late for.

			That doesn’t mean I can’t take another lingering whiff of her aroma, though. I know I’ve smelled lilacs so much since I came back to Ontario, but this isn’t all in my head; this is her. She’s so close, and I’ll see her after my appointment. It’s not like Landrey’s going anywhere.

			Except, I don’t know where the therapist is.

			I probably should’ve asked that.

			I try to smell my way to her, but all I know is that she’s human, and unfortunately, so are the pies, so there’re quite a few traces to sift through. I try asking the goat-man selling the Sweeney Todd delicacies. “Do you know where the therapist is? Uh, a Miss…” Shit, what was her name? “Rosseau-Lester?”

			“There’s only one therapist here.” He chuckles. “Yeah, her office is in the back wall.” He points with a surprisingly human hand. “There’s a door there. Should open right to a sitting area with a receptionist. If it’s topless women instead, that’s the massage parlor, and you went one door too far to the right.”

			“I’ll stick with the therapist.” I feel kinda bad not having money to buy any of his baked goods. I can’t remember the last time I had a good cinnamon roll. What was I, twelve? No, I got one after busking that one time, so I think I was seventeen. Maybe I could ask Rachel to buy me one. “Could you save me one of those cinnamon rolls? I don’t have any cash on me.”

			“They sell out fast. A friend of mine tends to buy them all.” He glances at the table. “I’m sure I can manage to save you one, though. Just try not to take too long. Kara will lose it if she knows I’m hiding some from her.”

			I thank him and hurry to the back. The door I open sadly does not lead to a bevy of busty demons and instead only to a terrifying, humanish, gray shape in a poofy pink top.

			“You must be the two o’clock. Only fifteen minutes late.” The creature chuckles. Her voice is high and pitchy, more valley girl than flesh-eating monstrosity. Maybe I don’t have room to judge, but I’m still adapting to this whole thing.

			“I’m sorry. Does it help if I have absolutely no control over it and have to deal with prison bureaucracy to get me here?” I can’t quite bring myself to look into her dead, milky eyes, so I settle on her stony gray forehead.

			She chuckles again, and it’s playful and friendly and does not belong coming out of the mouth of something like that. “She’s ready for you. You can head right on in.” She flashes sharp, jagged teeth in something that vaguely resembles a smile. I try not to look like I’m skirting her as I cross the room to open the door.

			“You must be Dinah.” The voice comes from a woman who looks to be around thirty, sitting in a plush desk chair with a laptop in her lap. She has green hair and an unconvincingly reassuring smile. “I’m Liz. It’s nice to meet you.” She shifts the laptop to the side and stands, holding out her hand.

			I take it, probably too firmly. “I’m Dinah. That is to say, yes?”

			With a warm laugh, she points vaguely toward a leather chair and a couch. “Sit wherever you want, just make yourself comfortable.”

			I study her for a long moment, but that genial expression doesn’t change no matter how fake it looks.

			Once I’ve sat, I realize what it reminds me of. It’s the same way I smiled when I had to learn to not show any fear in prison. I’ve never actually seen it on myself, but I know how it felt, and that’s exactly what she looks like. I could beat anyone who wanted to fight me, but that didn’t mean they knew it, and my obvious nerves got me in quite a bit of trouble early on. As a human surrounded by monsters, she doesn’t have that advantage. She must’ve had to learn to completely hide her feelings no matter how intimidating her clients are.

			A framed photo on her desk showing her in the arms of some gargantuan furred zombie thing makes me question that. She might just not know that monsters are supposed to be scary, and this is a normal therapist smile.

			“Is there anything specific you wanted to talk about?” she asks.

			That I’m utterly terrified of rejoining the real world when I’ve been away from it for longer than I was ever part of it? If I was ever even part of it, considering that I was either a child or a junkie for nearly all of that time, neither of whom have much in the way of responsibilities or a life. Or maybe that I’m utterly convinced that I’ll return to find another inmate dead, drained of blood by a vampire? That the first friend I’d made in years was killed just a few weeks ago? How about that I haven’t had the nerve to talk to my fiancée about her having found religion while I’ve been away? “Not really.”

			She sighs, and the expression falters for the merest instant. “You’re worried about how this could affect your parole, aren’t you? You think if you’re open with me and reveal what’s going on in your head, I’ll tell them you’re a threat to society and shouldn’t be released, right?”

			Is she actually a good therapist, or is the issue that obvious? I’ve only ever met with prison shrinks before, and they seemed as uninterested in talking to me as I was in talking to them. “There’s nothing to tell.” Unless she’s secretly a fiend and can read minds. Can vampire minds be read? I do not know enough about how any of this works.

			She snickers. “Okay, how about this? You’re a fucking vampire in a black market where there’s a literal slave auction right outside my door later today. I am not concerned with you re-offending. I’m concerned with you being healthy. If you want to eat people, more power to you. I hear we’re delicious.”

			I stare at her. “What?”

			The smile grows more genuine and quite a lot cockier. “I work in the Community Center. It’s not some wholesome place. I’m not here to change fiends to not be fiends. I’m here to help them function better because a whole hell of a lot of you have some serious trauma, and there’s no one else catering to this market. I’ve already written a letter to your parole board saying that you’ve made tremendous progress and are planning on continuing to work with me upon your release and that I think you pose no risk of re-offending. You can read it if you like, but I’m sending it in tomorrow. What you tell me will not leave this room. Now, you can either take this hour and spend it trying to work through whatever issues you may have, or you can sit here and not say a word. Either way, the parole board will still get that letter. Just don’t bullshit me and waste my time. If you don’t want to talk, I have client notes to do.”

			She’s a very odd person and should probably be the one in this chair instead of me. Or maybe we both should be. I suppose I do have quite a few things I want to talk to her about. “I don’t know where to start,” I admit.

			“Well, much to my great jealousy, I find a lot of vampires have trauma around being turned. Would you like to start there?”

			I shrug and study the fractal patterns of the carpet, marred by stains here and there, some of which are clearly blood. What happens here? “Apparently, my girlfriend—my fiancée—is friends with the guy who turned us. I never knew how it had happened, but she met him years later. He’s in AA with her. From everything she’s said, he’s turned his life around and had only turned us because he’d accidentally killed us and felt awful about it. Maybe if I had been awake for it, I’d be more upset with him, but it’s all so abstract that it’s hard to know what to feel about it. Though, I guess I wouldn’t be in prison if he hadn’t killed me.”

			“Huh.” She sounds genuinely surprised. “That’s still pretty traumatic, but…” She shrugs.

			“I suppose other vampires must have more upsetting stories?”

			“Usually. So how did he get you sent to prison?”

			“Rachel, my fiancée, and I woke up and ate a cop. I knew she’d face a lot more problems than I would—she’s black—hell, they’d probably just shoot her outright, and I didn’t know that wouldn’t kill her, so I told her to run. I figured I’d be a distraction. She fought me on it, but we were scared and confused, and I told her I’d be right behind her, so she finally gave in. I think she still blames herself for my arrest when she doesn’t blame my tendency to fall on every sword I meet, as she puts it.”

			Her brow creases, and she types something. “Tell me about her. How long have you been together?”

			“That’s kind of a difficult question.”

			She tilts her head, watching me. “Why’s that?”

			“We never really broke up, but I kinda, sorta, stopped letting her visit or call me about a year into my sentence because I wanted her to have a real life and not spend it waiting for me.”

			“Ah.” She types something more. I hate that. I feel like a lab rat. And I don’t even get any cheese. “There’s that sword again, eh?”

			“At the time, a life sentence seemed like it would be a long time. We were nineteen—”

			“Oh wow.”

			“Yeah…” I trail off. What’s the point of any of this? I already know what I’ve been through.

			She taps a pen on the bottom of her laptop, pursing her lips. “What were you doing before prison?”

			“Killing a cop?” I laugh, and she rewards me with a small smile. I feel like I’m not adequately winning at therapy. “We were on the streets ever since both our parents kicked us out.” I’m not even gonna try that joke again. She does not appreciate my jokes. “When we were fifteen, her dad, um, caught us. And he told my dad. And none of them took it well. So I guess we’ve either been together since we were twelve or for a few months, if that counted as a breakup.”

			She nods slowly, still tapping her pen. “I know what that’s like.” She gestures at the picture of her and the scary monster. “We were like that too. We didn’t actually get together until much later, but her parents reacted about the same. And then, she ate them.” She laughs harder than she did at any of my jokes. “Did you ever get back in touch with yours?”

			“I didn’t eat them if that’s what you’re asking, but, no. My mom tried to visit a few times.” It had actually slipped my mind; it was so inconsequential. “She tried again a few weeks ago. A friend of mine had just been murdered, so I wasn’t really thinking much about it, but I turned her away just like usual.”

			“Uh.” She shakes her head. “I’m sorry?”

			“It’s okay. I don’t want to deal with her.”

			“I meant the murder. What happened? Are you okay?”

			I sigh. “Weren’t we talking about my relationship and upcoming nuptials?”

			“Are you not ready to talk about this?”

			How do I even talk about it? I still don’t know if it was my fault, and I can’t bring myself to accept that it wasn’t. “A vampire keeps killing women in my cottage, although now, we’re all in administrative segregation, so not in a cottage anymore. She was the first friend I’ve had in years, and she was so sweet and not at all ready for prison, and some vampire ate her. I’m terrified that I’m going to return to the prison, and another one of them will be dead. It only seems to happen when I’m gone, and I don’t know why. I don’t know if they’re trying to frame me, send a message, or if they’re just hungry. All I know is that it keeps happening.”

			“I’m sorry.” She sounds more human. Not the weird fucked-up monster who didn’t care about murder or the neutral therapist with the friendly facade, but a normal concerned person. “That sounds terrifying.”

			“I don’t know what to do about it.”

			“Is there anything you can do about it?”

			I shrug and study the carpet. “Probably not. That’s what I keep trying to tell myself. I can’t be the prison superhero. But I don’t know how not to be.”

			“Well, you’re not going to be in prison for much longer. I think it’s only a few months before your parole hearing, right?”

			I nod.

			“You’ll make it, and then you’ll be gone from there. If the vampire is after you, I suppose you’ll find out soon enough, and everyone else will be safe.” I hadn’t thought of that. “If he’s not, then you’re not responsible in any way, and you don’t owe them anything.”

			“But I could stop the vampire!”

			“Can you?” she asks. “From what I understand, you’re not a soldier or any sort of fighter. Have you ever fought a vampire before?”

			I shake my head.

			“I was almost killed by one once. A few times, actually. They don’t always take therapy well. They can be kind of terrifying. If you’re not trained and experienced, all you’re doing is throwing your life away to accomplish nothing. That isn’t your responsibility.”

			I jump to my feet. “But they keep hurting people around me. Doesn
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