
Chapter One 

			Elfriede

			I splash water on my face from the sink in the airport bathroom. My eyes are beyond bloodshot. Normally, the ten minutes it takes to stumble out of the plane and into the restroom is enough time to clear up a hangover, but that’s after a short flight in Europe, not an entire trip across the Atlantic Ocean. Twelve hours of drinking to barely even dull the pain is apparently enough to leave me completely wrecked once we’ve landed. I doubt it’ll last much longer, but it’s certainly a novel agony.

			I will never understand why indoor plumbing does nothing to me, but even being eight thousand meters above oceans or rivers makes it feel like my skin is trying to get up and run away and take a few extra pieces of me with it. Most of the pain is likely from that and not the drink, but it seems reasonable to assume that when I have no fresh blood in my veins and instead have a few gallons of alcohol, that likely explains some of the symptoms.

			My reflection looks a complete mess. My chic, asymmetrical red hair that had taken stylists hours to get right looks more like a frayed mop, and my tailored silk button-up is half-undone and so twisted and wrinkled as to look like it tried to join my skin in its escape.

			The hangover is finally clearing up a little, but it still feels like my head is ringing as I fix my shirt and tuck it back into my slacks. I put the rose-tinted glasses that drug dealer gave me back on, turning my blue eyes a vague purple. It covers up the red in my sclera, and vampiric eyes don’t exactly handle the afternoon sun reflecting off snow well.

			Now for the big question. Do I head to the airport bar or try to find someplace to sleep? It would be lovely to take the edge off this headache, but I didn’t have time or money to plan ahead and book a room, so I may want to get on that.

			Toronto is supposed to be the city of miracles, isn’t it? It’s where half my nonhuman friends and a good deal of my gambling buddies ran off to. The former could be explained by them trying to get away from me, but I owed the latter money, so you’d think they’d want to stay close without a pretty compelling reason, so Toronto has to be something rather special. Or a very good con. There’s no use lingering on the past. I can’t change it any more than I can change a bet once the roulette wheel has started spinning.

			I run my fingers through my hair, trying to fix it into something resembling presentable. I hadn’t had time to grab a brush. Or a change of clothes. I can take care of the hangover and the bed at the same time. The airport bar is a bad choice, as most of the women there are going to be waiting for a flight, or even worse, straight, but there must be a decent joint nearby.

			Taking a taxi from an airport is too long a wait with this hangover, and I’ve never minded walking. Cars are just a fad anyway. Give them another century, and they’ll have gone the way of bell-bottoms and hat buckles.

			Phones, on the other hand, may stick around. Mine will not, as it is well and truly dead, and is not giving me any helpful directions. So I do it the old-fashioned way and ask the first person I see walking in the half a foot of snow.

			He stares at my shirt and slacks. He’d probably be concerned by my loafers as well, but they’re hidden under the snow. “You don’t think you’ve had enough?”

			My breath probably still stinks of alcohol, and it would explain my ill-preparedness for the weather. I didn’t think getting a drink would be this difficult. I lean in, smirking, putting my will into the words. “Give me any cash you have and point me toward the nearest bar.”

			His eyes gloss over, and he reaches into his pocket, handing me a twenty before pointing across the street. I don’t see the bar, but it’s not as if he could lie to me. Probably should’ve said “give me directions” instead of “point,” but it’s too late now. “Twenty dollars, really? God, I miss when people had cash. Well, thanks for the single drink.”

			Shaking my head, I cross the road and leave him blinking in confusion. I keep going and find the place a few blocks up. It’s a sports bar, and I can hear people cheering from inside. Not exactly a dyke bar, but I’ll take it.

			I open the door and look around. There’s a hostess up front, a few people at tables throughout, and a rowdy crowd gathered at the bar cheering on a hockey game. I take a seat at the bar next to a large, bewitching woman in a hockey jersey and order an appletini. So much alcohol used to be apple-flavored. It’s weird that we’re only now starting to get back to that. It’s still nearly impossible to get decent applejack anywhere. “Hey there,” I say to the hockey fan as flirtatiously as I can manage with my head still throbbing. A sip of the drink at least helps with that, though I’ll need some blood to properly fix me.

			She looks me up and down. I got lucky. Her face is gorgeous, with glistening green eyes and a strong jaw, and she has large, rugged hands and actual biceps. I can’t build muscle anymore. I’m almost jealous. “I’m trying to watch the game.”

			I should’ve realized that. And I’m too spent to even consider staying here until it’s over. “I’m sure you can record it. Or find it online.” I smirk, letting my fangs show. I should really thank Stephenie Meyer or Anne Rice or Joss Whedon. It comes in waves, but every last one of them turned a generation of women into vampire fetishists. “I’m sure we can find something better to occupy your time.”

			She chuckles. “No offense, but I doubt you’re as engrossing as a hockey match.”

			I’ve had worse insults but so rarely about my sexual ability. I’ve had experts study me. I am perfection in bed. “Oh, I can give you the reviews if you want. Most of the recent ones are on my FetLife profile. And I’m sure a night with an actual vampire can be quite engrossing.”

			She laughs again, and I expect her to doubt me. It’s generally where I seal the deal. A show of strength, or if they seem flirty, a nip of their wrists and running my tongue along the trickling blood is always enough to take us back to a bedroom somewhere. Or a bathroom. Sometimes a closet. “Oh, it certainly can be. It’s why I’m dating one.”

			What? I stare, trying not to let my jaw drop. “You…”

			She nods, an awkward smile blooming. “Yeah. And she’s a little possessive.”

			Who’s already dating a vampire? We’re nearly extinct. No one knows that many. I’ve only met a handful myself. “Really? And you’re sure she’s the real deal? We could always have a threesome. It’s been centuries since I fucked another vampire. How did you even find one? There are so few of us.”

			She chuckles. “Maybe you can be almost as entertaining as a hockey game. You think vampires are rare?”

			Did that flight take even more out of me than I thought? The world isn’t making any sense. “We were hunted to near extinction just over a century ago. I should know. I ended up in bed with the people who were trying to kill me. There’s no way we’ve bounced back from that.”

			“Honey, this is Toronto. You can barely throw a rock without hitting one.”

			“But we’re endangered.”

			She snorts. “Maybe elsewhere. You must be new in town.”

			How on earth is that possible? Is someone just running around turning every other person they see? It doesn’t seem sustainable, as much as we drink. “I just came here from Berlin. I’d heard a lot about this place. I was hoping to sample that famous Canadian hospitality.”

			The woman sips her beer and shakes her head. “You can sample it elsewhere. Maybe check the Community Center?”

			I blink and shake my head. It’s already starting to hurt again, and I don’t think this one’s a hangover. “The what?”

			“God, you really are from out of town. You don’t know anything about Toronto?”

			Is this something I should know? Is it, like, a famous landmark? I’ve already come across as quite a few descriptors I’m not used to, and I’d rather not also seem like an idiot, so with nothing to say, I stay silent.

			“Look up the Honeydale Mall. I know it says it’s closed, but well, you’ll be safe so long as you are a real vampire.”

			That would be a good lead-in to my normal tricks, but I feel the moment is gone. “My phone’s dead.”

			“Jesus, you are just pitiful. Shit, sorry—”

			“It’s fine. Religious stuff doesn’t hurt me.”

			Her expression grows more playful, and she looks me up and down, but there doesn’t seem to be the usual lust I’d expect. “Maybe you do know your stuff.” Was that a test? It does hurt some vampires, doesn’t it? I swear that’s not just in movies. I think I remember meeting one who was hurt by a cross, but it was centuries ago, and I suppose time could be playing tricks on me, as my memory is far from perfect, especially as much as I drink. “Fine, shut up, sip your weird appletini, and let me watch the game, and you can use my phone charger.” She pulls a black brick from her pocket and slides it over. “And don’t go running off with it. Not that I can do shit to stop you.”

			I sigh. This is so weird. Why does a human seem to know more about vampires than I do? There’s already a cord sticking out of it, but it’s for an Android, and I have an iPhone. “Do you have a different cord?” I ask, holding up my dead phone.

			“You don’t have your charger? Were you just dropped from a plane or something? It would explain the hair.”

			I shrug. I give up. I take a sip. It’s good. And it’s gonna have to last me.

			She sighs. “You’re lucky that apparently, all vampires have the same taste in phones.” She grabs a tiny cord from her pocket. “I always keep it on me because she is incapable of remembering anything important in her massive purse.”

			“Thank you.” I plug in my phone and watch it light up and proclaim that it’s charging. “I’m Freddie, by the way.” I can never take non-German accents saying Friede. It just sounds weird. I’d rather make it easier for them.

			“Are you not gonna let me watch the game? I can take my charger back. The Maple Leafs are up by three, and I need them to stay that way.”

			Is she a gambler? I want to ask about the bet, maybe get in on the action, but I also don’t want to have her take the charger back before my phone can even turn on, so I shut up, sit back on the stool, and try to take my time with my drink. I have maybe enough in my wallet to afford three more, if I’m lucky, and this isn’t fast charging.

			




Chapter Ten 

			Phoebe

			I rub my eyes. This game went so far past when I’d normally run it, but I had to make it later so Dinah could come after her audition, and it went on for twice its normal length since it was the conclusion to a huge part of the story, and I wanted it to feel adequately climactic.

			Dinah takes a seat at the counter of Rachel’s internet café and orders some paninis for us. “All right, I have to give you some credit, I would struggle to tie off quite that many plot threads and weave everything so well together for a big bad.”

			I wrap myself around the stool next to her and settle into it. “I’ve been in your Shadowrun game long enough to know that’s not true.”

			She grins. “Yeah? That mean I won our bet as to who’s the better GM?”

			“Nope, you’re right, you could never compete with that.”

			She rolls her eyes, still grinning, and takes the bloody milkshake Rachel slides her. “You two had fun?” Rachel asks.

			Dinah nods. “It was great.”

			“Well, guess I’ll have to see you pull off something that impressive in our game.”

			Dinah’s eyes widen. “Well, I will.” She doesn’t sound confident. I should be a good friend and reassure her.

			“I mean sure, you have a few decades’ experience. I’m sure that can compete with my millennia.”

			She glares at me.

			“I’m kidding. You’re a great GM. I can’t wait to see what you do with that dragon CEO you’ve been building up. I always use the regular corporations when I run Shadowrun games, so it’s nice seeing what you do with the world. You’re fantastic at world-building. I have known Homeric bards who would fail to keep up with your storytelling abilities.”

			She crosses her arms, an eyebrow rising.

			“I’m not actually joking. Storytelling back then was a lot like GMing, and abilities were about as varied, and you’re definitely up there. Speaking of your epic storytelling skills, how did your audition go?”

			Dinah stops sulking and beams at me. “I actually got the lead. It wasn’t even one of the parts I was interested in auditioning for, but they really liked the energy I brought to the character, so they’re changing a few details in the script to match my version and having me play him, well, now her.”

			“Holy shit,” Rachel mouths. “Why didn’t you tell me? That’s amazing!”

			She shrugs, but her smile could be seen from space. “I just haven’t had the chance yet.”

			“I’m really proud of you,” I say.

			“You two eat your sandwiches and let me see about closing up, and maybe you and I can celebrate.”

			I eat and let the two of them flirt while I check my phone. I have a lot of Discord alerts. It’s not uncommon, but after all the drama, it’s hard not to be a little worried seeing that symbol.

			I click on the first one and lose my appetite. The original messages are already deleted, but I can see all the responses and the messages in the mod chat. “She spammed the pictures in every fucking channel.”

			“She…Paula?”

			I look up to see Dinah wide-eyed and staring. She looks as shaken as I feel. “Yeah.”

			“That fucking bitch,” Rachel mutters.

			“Yeah,” I repeat.

			“I’ve killed before,” Dinah says, as if she hasn’t spent decades hating herself for the one time she actually had to kill someone who wasn’t actively trying to murder her. “I’ll do it. Give me the word, and she is fucking gone. She can’t keep doing this if she’s—”

			I shake my head and stare at my phone. What am I going to do? I thought that once I’d dumped and banned her, she was taken care of, but clearly, that’s not true. “You’d never kill anybody, but she doesn’t know that.”

			“I might make an exception for her,” Dinah insists.

			“I’ll kill the bitch.” Rachel does not look as hesitant about the idea as Dinah. I knew she was my friend, but I didn’t think she was quite to murder-your-enemies levels of friendship. I’ll try to remember that.

			“I don’t want to kill her.”

			“Are you sure?” Dinah asks. “I could call my parole officer and make sure he’s cool with it, and he’d probably help us hide the body. He might even do it himself. You know how he is.”

			He’s in our Shadowrun game and, for a parole officer, is pretty reasonable. He sold me acid once. “At least for now, let’s not go with murder. But I do have two scary vampires who want her dead, so let’s use that. Rachel, would you be up for paying her a visit?”

			“On my own or—”

			“Just drive us and maybe threaten to rip her throat out?”

			She grins. “Yeah, I can do that. Give me, like, ten minutes to clean up a little and turn off the fryer, and then we can go.”

			This should make me feel better. Revenge is supposed to be amazing. I’ve known of so many who cared about nothing else, and many of them even seemed fulfilled by it, but the idea makes me sick. However, if she isn’t going to stop, maybe I don’t have a choice.

			Rachel is good to her word, and in a few short minutes, I have to stuff myself into the back of her car without blocking the rearview mirror. It never gets any easier. I’m dreading the next time I shed my skin and end up even larger. I’m not sure I’ll be able to use a normal car then.

			She puts the address I give her into her phone, pulls onto the road, and we head off. What will I say when I see her? I haven’t since I found out who she was. “Do you think this is all some cry for attention?” I ask.

			“You think she’s leaking your nudes to try to get you to talk to her?” Rachel asks, venom in her voice, and I can feel her eyes on me in the mirror.

			“I blocked her, so it’s not like she can message me any other way.”

			“If you blocked her, how did she do all this?” Dinah asks.

			“It looked like a new account. The mods took care of it before I got there. She must’ve used a VPN, since otherwise, it should ban any accounts with her IP address.” I check my phone to see if there’s anything that I’ve missed. I was kind of freaking out when I looked originally, and it was hard to focus.

			Of course, even looking at it is already making me freak out again. I look through all my notifications. A few mods messaged me as well, trying to let me know she was doing it. But they’re not the only people who messaged me.

			You know no one else will love you the way I do. It’s from an account that’s just a series of jumbled characters. She’s probably made a bunch of alts already. I could reply and try to talk her down, but in DMs, I wouldn’t have two scary vampires at my back or the ability to crush her bones. All I’d have is my words and tears that keep blocking out my ability to read what she’s saying.

			I stuff my phone back in my purse and take a deep breath, trying to focus on anything but what that bitch keeps trying to do to my life. Why is she doing this? “Does she think I’ll get back together with her if she ruins my life?”

			“I’m not sure she even knows what she’s doing,” Rachel says. “When you’re going to this level to fuck someone over, I don’t see how there can be any real rationality behind it. She’s not spreading pictures of you online because she thinks she’ll get anything from it. She’s doing it because she knows that it hurts you.”

			Dinah crosses her arms, sinking into the seat. “She pretended to love you for months. I don’t understand how she could turn around and do this. Even if it was all a lie, I don’t know how that much could have been fake. How she can be in a relationship with someone and then turn around and act like this?”

			Rachel groans. “She’s a sick stalker. Maybe to her, that’s just what love is.”

			“I wouldn’t think someone can be that deluded, but I guess it’s hard to argue with the evidence at this point,” Dinah says. “She’s a monster. A real one. She knows what could happen if people believe those pictures. They’d know that we’re real. And they’d probably try to wipe us out.”

			“They knew we were real when I was younger, and most of us survived it,” I say.

			“They didn’t have guns when you were younger,” Rachel points out. “Or missiles. If they know that we exist, I don’t think there’s much chance of us all surviving. Especially when so many of us live in one place. It would make the vampire hunts of the early 1900s look like child’s play. Maybe we’d be able to replenish our numbers in another century since we can spread like a virus, but for the rest of you, I wouldn’t count on it.” It’s always concerning when a Jewish couple starts warning you about genocide.

			I cross my arms and watch the buildings fly by. “Maybe the humans will be right to.” I hate how it sounds, especially to them, but we actually are the monsters the stories make us sound like. Or maybe seeing Freddie again just keeps making me think about that horror in her eyes at the idea I’d eaten people. Maybe they’re right to fear us. “There aren’t too many fiends that are that worth saving, lamias least of all.”

			“Don’t say that,” Dinah says.

			“How many vampires have you been hurt by?” I ask, already knowing the answer. “We’re a threat to them. You don’t have to look any further than the fucking slave auction that was happening while we were in the middle of our game. Maybe they’d be right to wipe us out.”

			Rachel looks back over her shoulder, meeting my eyes for an instant before she turns back to the road. She’s often a little more intense than Dinah, but there’s something about the way she seemed to look right into me. Paula may piss herself if she looks at her like that. “What’s got you saying that?”

			I shrug. “Lamias haven’t been any better to me than vampires have been to you two.”

			“I have quite a few vampire friends,” Rachel says. “I’ve only had one attack me and not apologize for it later.”

			“Kalila still tried to murder us, and Jerome did murder us.”

			“And they apologized.”

			I chuckle. I’ve heard them bicker about this so many times that at a certain point, the horror of it falls away and leaves only sheer absurdity. I never thought it would be that tough deciding on if someone trying to kill you makes them bad. “Maybe that proves my point. Even the good monsters have tried to kill you.”

			“Dinah’s never tried to kill me. You never have. There are monstrous humans far worse than any fiend, and they kill millions and let them suffer when they have so much power to change it. There aren’t too many fiends who can reach those levels. There’s no such thing as a good genocide, Phoebe.”

			“I shouldn’t have said anything. I wasn’t thinking.”

			“So let me ask you again, what’s put this in your head? Is it just because Paula has you terrified? Because that seems more like you should be hating humans.”

			I squeeze my tail. I don’t like thinking about this. “No…it was thousands of years before she was even born. I got to see just how monstrous fiends can be. And fine, maybe humans can be worse, so maybe we don’t deserve to be wiped out, but I’ve only known one other lamia who was at all a decent person, and every other one has treated me like absolute shit my entire life. And they’ve done so many horrid things. And vampires have committed just as many heinous acts against you. And we see all the time the kind of atrocities other fiends are willing to commit to make some money. So fine, maybe we don’t deserve to be wiped out, but can you really blame me for not being too concerned about it?”

			Rachel risks another glance, but she looks worried this time. “You don’t talk much about other lamias.”

			“Yeah, other than Jackie, I’ve never heard you mention any. And he was nice enough.”

			“He’s the one good one.” Gods, I sound awful saying this. I’m not usually this self-hating about it, but I suppose I also haven’t had to revisit how my parents raised me to be a monster and murder the people I loved. I should make sure Jackie’s still coming to my Warhammer 40k night since we’d had to move it to Saturday. We barely talk since he left my Friday game. “It seems like every vampire these days is against killing. I haven’t met too many lamias like that.” Is this all because of the way Freddie looked at me? I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it, but I didn’t realize it had gotten to me that badly. “They wanted us to view humans as only food, no matter how I felt on the subject. And gods, some of the other bullshit they pulled…” It’s been so long since I last thought of my parents. “Ever since I hatched, my parents had such specific ideas of who I’d be and what all it would entail.”

			Dinah turns fully in her seat, watching me, looking even more concerned than Rachel. “What do you mean?”

			I point out the window, grateful for the reprieve, but at the same time dreading what I’m about to do. It doesn’t matter how this goes, I don’t like revenge. All I want is peace. “That’s her place. We can deal with one problem at a time. Are you ready to go threaten a human?”

			“Are you sure you’re up for this?” Dinah asks. “I’m worried about you.”

			I open the door. I don’t want to look in those empathetic eyes. “There’s not much more to say. My parents wanted a killer. So let’s show them how much of a killer I can be. Just this once, maybe they were right. I should’ve eaten my lover like they taught me. Then none of this would have happened.”

			The other houses only have a few meager lights shining through their windows, but the converted garage Paula’s renting out is fully lit up. There probably won’t be any witnesses so long as we don’t linger, but it would certainly be ironic if I was caught trying to keep someone from telling the whole world about me.

			Car doors close, and soft footsteps fall behind me. They’re with me. I can do this. And hopefully, I can manage without making my parents proud.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			Elfriede

			Vivi pulls me into a hug, and heavy tears thud on my jacket. “I didn’t think…fuck, I know this shouldn’t be that scary.”

			“It’s okay.” I hug her back. I shouldn’t let her know that I even considered not coming. I can’t keep being that person. She’s my friend, and she needs me, no matter how terrible a friend I’ve been the last few decades. “It’s big. It’s reasonable to be scared.”

			She finally pulls back, and a smile touches those tear-rimmed eyes. “Thank you.”

			I shake my head and have to blink away some tears of my own.

			“She actually came,” a deeper voice says. “I would’ve bet money.”

			I turn to smile at whatever being is insulting me. “Had I known there was money on the line, I’d have come earlier. I can never say no to a good bet.” I hold my hand out and receive a sneer.

			Whatever they are, they’re big, gray, and shaggy. “I’ve heard dreadful things.”

			“Well, at the very least, I can assure you I’m disease-free, so the evil won’t rub off when you shake my hand.”

			A lip twitches, black eyes twinkle, and finally, a massive paw-like hand is held out to me. “I’m Luca. I’ve also heard a few nice things.”

			I take it and am greatly appreciative of my vampire strength; otherwise, my hand would be crushed. “They’re all lies. As are the bad things.”

			“Hmm.” They shake and release my hand. “Well, you did come. I appreciate that.”

			“If you’ve heard stories, then you know if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s coming.”

			Vivi chuckles, and her hand settles on my shoulder, but she keeps laughing long after the joke deserved. “Thank you,” she says again, and I think she may mean for the joke. “I’ve been…well, I’ve been overthinking everything. It’s kinda nice having someone who doesn’t do that.”

			“I occasionally reach thinking, but I never go overboard.” I’m a little more acerbic today. I hope that doesn’t last. Even if I’m going to become a new person, I’d hate to get rid of my good qualities in the process. “So who’s this?”

			“Sorry, this is a friend of mine, Luca. They’ve gone through this before.”

			“And you’ll be okay,” Luca says. “It’s not as bad as you’re building it up to be. I know I was terrified the first time, but it’ll be over before you know it, and you’ve got me—you’ve got us here with you.”

			I smile at Luca and don’t receive one in return. I smile all the harder and turn back to Vivi. “How’re you doing? Do you need anything?”

			“I just need to get this over with. I’m not looking forward to losing my hair.”

			I reach up and run my fingers through the thick cow-fur on her head. “You’ll look hot shaved.”

			She rolls her eyes.

			“I’d still fuck you.”

			She hugs me again, squeezing me tight enough that I may need to drink some of that blood if I want to have bones again. “Fuck, I really needed you here.”

			“It’s all right.” I hug back the best I can. She’s big enough that my arms don’t quite reach around her. “I’m sorry for making you feel like I wouldn’t be.”

			“I’m sorry for saying—”

			“No, you were right. I didn’t know how bad I’d let myself be. I needed to be chewed out like that.”

			She frets, shaking and examining the chairs. “I still feel bad. I just kind of sprang it on you after we’d…”

			“Yeah, the timing could’ve been better, but you’re going through a lot, and I’ve considered you a friend for going on three decades. If I was living up to that, I’d have been one of the first people you told.”

			She rubs her eyes, but there’s a glimmer of a smile. “Can the doctor come out already so I’m not just crying in her lobby?”

			“It’s not even midnight yet,” Luca says. “It’ll happen soon. Don’t worry.”

			Vivi seems to be growing quite adept at worrying. She glances around the room again and back to me, her lip trembling. I want to take her mind off it, but I feel like offering drinks or a quickie isn’t exactly going to help, and that’s most of my skill set. I didn’t bring any cards, so that takes out about the last thing I know how to do.

			I sit by Luca, look up at my friend, and try to accept that there’s not much I can do. I have to watch her suffer. It’s what it always comes down to. “I’m right here,” I say, hoping that it does anything to reassure her.

			She nods, crossing her arms, her fingers digging into her biceps as she looks around.

			Finally, footsteps and voices echo through the hall. “All right, just take those pills for the next couple weeks, and it should clear right up. Call me if anything changes, and that’ll be a hundred bucks, plus thirty for the pills.”

			A short woman with black hair and a lab coat, who smells like a vampire, is standing next to a weird turtle thing with water in his head. He pulls his wallet from his turtle jeans, hands her the money, and waddles out the door.

			Are there just turtle fiends I’m not aware of? How do I not know, like, any of the creatures I’m encountering? I am over eight hundred years old, and I’ve never met a turtle person.

			“Vivienne?” the doctor asks.

			Vivi nods.

			Her doctor smiles. “Looks like you brought some people with you. They can bring the chairs with them. I’ve got you set up in this office.” She points toward a nearby door. “It’ll probably take around five hours, so I hope you don’t have anything urgent planned.”

			Five hours? Shit. “I just bought some blood. Any chance I can use your fridge?”

			The woman chuckles. “Depends, you gonna share with the rest of the class?”

			“Help yourself.”

			She points behind the counter. “There’s a mini-fridge there.”

			I put the blood bags away and grab my chair, hurrying after them toward the office. There’s a metal table with supports under it that I think is where Vivi’s supposed to go. She’s studying it but doesn’t seem to have quite worked up the nerve to sit.

			“Take a seat. I don’t want you falling and hurting yourself—or the floor—if you get too tired during it.” Vivi climbs onto the table as I set my chair in the corner. “I’m gonna need your arm.”

			She nods and holds it out.

			“This is going to hurt a little, but we should be able to use the line for everything, so I won’t need to keep doing this throughout the appointment.” She puts a plastic tourniquet on Vivi’s arm and starts tapping around the inside of her elbow. She presses a needle to it only for the needle to bend and turn up. “Can’t say I’m surprised.”

			“Sorry.”

			The doctor shakes her head. “It happens. But it does mean this is going to hurt more than I was hoping.” She grabs another needle from the table. “Take a deep breath and hold very still.”

			Vivi breathes in, but she starts shaking again.

			I walk over, getting a glare from Luca as I take Vivi’s hand. She turns to me, fear in her eyes, but the shaking slows, and she almost smiles, but it’s broken by a whimper.

			The needle is protruding from her arm. “Sorry,” the doctor mutters. “Had to shove it in really fast. Hopefully, it didn’t splinter. Let me see.” She watches the needle as blood starts running through the tube on the other end. “Perfect. Great veins.” She pulls a bag from the table and hangs it over a rack. “We’ll start with your Benadryl drip, then we can move on. I’m Mia, by the way. It was Vivienne, right?”

			“Yeah, and this is Friede and Luca.” She gestures toward us with her free hand.

			Luca waves from their seat in the corner opposite mine.

			“Freddie’s fine,” I say.

			Vivi tilts her head, looking at me.

			“I have some other appointments, but there’s a bell if you need anything. I hope that’s not offensive.” She laughs, and when no one joins her, she shrugs. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

			“Freddie? Really?” Vivi asks once Mia closes the door.

			“I know it doesn’t sound that different, but I just don’t like how English speakers say Friede. It sounds weird.”

			“It’s the same.”

			I shrug.

			She shakes her head, a slight smirk spreading across her muzzle. “I didn’t think you were capable of change.”

			“I’m here, aren’t I?”

			She nods. “You are. Sorry.”

			I shrug again. “I didn’t know this was going to be so long. No wonder you were scared.”

			“You don’t have to stay here the whole time.”

			“Bullshit.” I pull my chair over and sit next to her. “You’re clearly scared as hell, and Luca’s not much help.” They glare at me, and I smile back. “You are my friend, even if I haven’t always acted like it. So I will sit here, and I’ll try to keep your mind off things.”

			“You’re not eating me out during chemo.”

			I chuckle, and Luca’s glare only intensifies. “I’d suggest we play cards, but I didn’t think to bring any.”

			“I can start a show on my phone,” Luca says. “That’s what I did when I was going through it. Just watched TV until it was over. Got caught up on a lot.”

			They pull their chair over, hand their phone to Vivi, and we all slide in and just hang out and watch television. That’s so strange. I can’t even think of the last time I did this. I guess I’ve watched a couple shows with a few women I was fucking, but there was at least some over-the-clothes action going on at the time.

			Before too long, Mia changes the bag out for something else and leaves us be to watch another episode.

			About fifteen minutes into the fourth episode, Vivi’s hand starts to shake so much that I can’t see the screen. I grip her wrist. “It’s okay.”

			She shakes her head. “I’m not scared. I just…” Her teeth chatter. “I can’t stop shaking.”

			“Hold on, let me get the doctor.” I ring the bell, and it only takes a few minutes for Mia to come.

			“What’s up?”

			I point at Vivi. “She can’t stop shaking.”

			“Yeah, that can be a side effect. Does it hurt?”

			“Not really.”

			“It’s probably just another hour or so. I’m sorry it’s like this. It probably won’t be as bad next time. Though it might be more exhausting since you won’t have all the adrenaline pumping like you do when you first start it.”

			She nods.

			Mia looks at the bag. “I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes. Do you need a drink or anything?”

			“I think I’d just spill it.”

			Mia looks between us and the bag but nods and heads back into the hallway. “I’m gonna steal one of your blood bags. I’m not getting to sleep tonight, and I need the energy.” She calls from the hall.

			“I thought we already agreed to that.”

			“Just letting you know.”

			I sit back down and glance up at Vivi. “I’m sorry. I thought she might be able to help.”

			“It’s okay. Just can’t really watch a show like this. Distract me. Talk to me.”

			“Okay.” I try to think of what I could say. I doubt she wants to hear about the sexy lamia I was with the other day. There she goes on my mind again. I don’t like it. “I’m pretty sure this jacket is spider silk. Feel it, it’s so crazy soft.”

			She reaches a trembling hand toward me and barely grazes my shoulder. “That is pretty nice.”

			I grin. “Right? Um.” What else can I talk about? “Uh.”

			“What’s been going on in your life, Friede? Freddie.”

			“Friede’s fine from you. You say it right.” I squeeze her hand and feel it shaking against me. This is what I hate seeing. Even if it doesn’t hurt, she’s losing control of her body while trying to keep a disease from eating her alive. How do you watch people you care about go through that?

			“Tell me.”

			“There’s not much to tell.”

			“It’s been twenty years.”

			“She’s probably just been whoring around more,” Luca mutters. “You’ve mentioned her enough. Surely, you don’t think she’s actually turned over a new leaf.”

			She talks about me that much? “What do you say about me?”

			Vivi huffs. “That is still not telling me anything. But I’ve complained about you being a shitty friend, an amazing lover, and how you always have the best drugs.”

			“That reminds me, if you were my patient, I’d definitely recommend some codeine to take the edge off later.”

			“Isn’t that what you prescribed for everything back then?”

			“Sometimes it was cocaine. Or vibrators.”

			She smiles, but her hand only shakes more. “So that’s where you get it from. You’re just trying to treat people.”

			“There’s so much hysteria going around. They need the practiced hands, and tongue, of a classically trained physician.”

			She rolls her eyes, but she’s still grinning. “And what has this physician been doing for the last twenty years?”

			She’s not going to let me drop this, is she? I sigh. “The same as ever. So much hysteria to treat. Just drugs, drinking, gambling, beautiful clothes, and beautiful women. Lots and lots of women.”

			“And pissing off some loan sharks.”

			“Well, that was to pay for the drugs, drinking, gambling, and clothes.”

			She gently pulls her hand away, and I let it go. She grips the side of the table and breathes in. I’m not sure if it actually helps the shaking. “Then let me ask you your favorite question.”

			“‘Do you want to fuck a vampire?’ Why? Do you think your doctor’s interested? She’s cute. I wouldn’t be against it, but I saw a ring on her finger.”

			She stares at me, shaking too much to keep eye contact, as if I’m supposed to know what she meant. “No. Are you happy?”

			“Oh.” Now I’m the one who can’t meet her eyes. Am I happy? I ask so many women that. I try to do everything I can to make them happy. For a few days. And then, I’m gone again to more women, cards, drinks, and clothes. Am I happy? “Honestly? Yes. I love my life. I’m free. I do anything and anyone I want, and I enjoy nearly every second of it.”

			“Really? Huh.” That smile returns, and the shaking seems to slow. “I’m glad. I kind of thought…especially with you being here.”

			“Oh no, don’t get me wrong. I’m a mess, and you’re completely right. I need to do better. You didn’t ask if I was satisfied, you asked if I was happy. And I am. I’m easy to please—”

			“Then what do I put in all that effort for?”

			I grin. She can be incredibly cute. “I’m lonely.” I feel stripped bare in a far less pleasant way than usual. I’ve never been one for introspection until today. I didn’t even realize how true it was until the words came out. “I am happy now, but I was happier a long time ago. I’ve been so scared of having to sit there and let people I care for suffer and die, and all it’s resulted in is that they do it anyway and don’t know that I care.” I force myself to meet her eyes and find that they’re shimmering with tears. “So, yeah, I think I’m going to try to actually…well.” I gesture at where we are. “Have friends.”

			A shaky hand grips me under the arm, and I find myself yanked out of my chair and into a massive hug. My bones creak, but I hug back, tears falling.

			Luca grumbles.

			Vivi finally lets me go, and I nearly fall and only have my superhuman reflexes to let me catch myself on the table rather than ending up on my ass. I fix my hair and smile at her. “That mean we’re still friends?” I ask.

			“You’ve been sitting with me for four hours of my chemo, and you’re still not sure on that?”

			“Just wanted to check.”

			Luca studies me but doesn’t say anything.

			“How about I hold the phone, and we can watch?” I ask.

			“Fine,” Luca says. “Just don’t go fucking it too.”

			“How strong is its vibration?”

			Vivi snickers. “Luca, please, she’s apologized, can you just play nice? She’s not the one who broke my heart.”

			“I’ve known enough sleazebags.”

			“Someone broke your heart?”

			She slides my chair closer with her foot so she’ll be able to
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