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Josephine

I never wanted to be a vampire. I still don’t. Yet here I am in the local vampire Council building, 75 years after I was turned. A place that has three things that come to my mind: free blood, the day of my death, and having to watch out for Beverly. Currently, the blood is flowing, but unfortunately, so is her mouth. I was just trying to have a nice evening, restock my supply, and talk to one of my best friends about my art as I prepare for my exhibition, and get out of here after a night of good times. The plan was going great until she came over.

“I think that’s why I like my current style so much. I can show off elements of myself, even without coming through on the camera.” Talking with Michael is easy; he gets it. Not to mention his boyfriend made the device, and like some mad scientist, he got closer to photographing one of us than ever before. Sadly, he hasn’t been able to figure out how to photograph us yet. Hopefully one day.

“I’m glad it is working out fo-” his words are cut off by the shrill voice of the Council bitch, Beverly.

“I guess I don’t see the point in only taking a picture of your clothes. It’s not like it’s a self-portrait; it’s essentially an advertisement.” Her tone cuts through the easy conversation, making the edges jagged. Immediately, I whip my head towards Michael, showing him a quick flash of my rage, begging him to help.

“Beverly, fuck off. It takes a soul to appreciate art, and we all know you never had one,” he throws an arm around my shoulder protectively and uses his free hand to flip her off.

“All I said is I don’t understand why she would do something like that, I mean, what is the point?” Her eyes roll so dramatically that I think one of them might pop right out of her head. If only we could be so lucky.

“The point is that I like it, my patrons like it, and it is the closest our kind has ever gotten to taking a picture of ourselves. The closest we can get to showing ourselves like that. Now, fuck off.” My body begins to shake with scarcely contained rage coursing through my veins. My fangs threaten to come out. A quick drink from my glass makes them go back down.

Typically, I never feel the need to defend my work to others; they get it. Particularly the ones here in the Council rec room, except for Beverly, who is thankfully fucking off as requested. I turn to face Michael, “Thank Christopher again for making it for me,” I tell him as I grab his hand and spin out from under his arm as he nods his agreement. Christopher made this rendition of the camera a few years ago, but he has never stopped trying to take our pictures in full. He has come farther in the last 30 years than any other vampire in the history of photography and film. “Unfortunately, I have to cut tonight short, I have an exhibition to attend.”

“What’s the exhibition?”

“Britt texted me about it. Allegedly, I’m going to love the exhibition and the artist.” I roll my eyes at the thought. She loves to think I’ll meet my happily ever after person. Except, I don’t think one exists for me.

“She’s playing matchmaker again?” Michael grimaces uneasily. My niece wants me to be happy...to forget my past. It isn’t as easy as she thinks it is.

“You know her, she wants to see her Auntie happy. I’ll text you about it later,” I lean in to kiss him on each cheek before making my way to the bottle filler for a quick top-up on my way out the door.

Leaving the Council building is...difficult. Each of their rooms are perfectly designed for our senses. The lights are dimmed, the rooms are completely soundproofed with no echoing, and it is all perfect. Outside of the Council building? Well, that’s the real world, it’s loud, it’s bright, it’s everything constantly. The cars weaving through the traffic alone feel overwhelming, then you add in the streetlamps, the headlights, the honking, and the people on the street. Even their hearts are loud. A quick sip from my bottle calms my nerves. My heels echo as I walk down the sidewalk, trying to tune the world out and think back to my plans. I check my phone, 11:13 pm. I peek at my texts and pull up my conversation with Britt from earlier.

[image: Ch01-01]

I take a deep sigh and keep walking across town to the event space. Sticking to the side streets makes everything easier. I crave the quiet, and I know that any semblance of peace is ending before my eyes when I make it to the bustling arts district. The vibrant section of the city is always full of life, and life means noise. People are laughing, some drunk from the wine at the exhibitions, others smell like the chemical odor of acrylic paint, or the pungent smell of oils. Others are earthy from the pottery studios, bits of clay staining their clothes. Cars wait on the curbside, some blaring their radios, as they wait for their patrons to hop in. I take my bottle from my purse and swallow some of the cooled blood, its metallic tang drawing out my fangs as it calms me down, the anxieties falling away. My tongue flicks across my fangs, clearing them of the blood, and I swipe on my lipstick. I smile at the packaging as I put it away. I could never give up my standard Victory Red.

My hand wraps around the cool, gold metal handle of the door as I push inside the bustling gallery. I take a deep breath as I try to acclimate to the intensity of the room. The lights are blinding. The people’s hushed conversations still pound in my head, and even their blood flowing through their veins makes its presence known. The sharp smell of the paint and wine registers last. Within a few deep breaths, I feel like I can handle moving in the room.

My eyes start to look around, the light less blinding. Britt was right, I was going to love the art. All around me, there are gorgeous paintings on the walls. Each piece depicts women in various states of undress, showing off the softness and beauty in each person. The paintings feel reverential, like a case study on worshiping the magnificence of the female form. Instead of just being erotic, it is intimate, like you are getting to personally know each woman herself in her most vulnerable state. My heels click across the floor as I examine the pieces, lost in the world the artist created so meticulously, I actually tune out the noise. Until a pair of arms wrap around me.

“You made it!” Britt squeals with excitement as she hugs me close. The noise of the world floods back in, my attention being drawn from the soft, sloping frames of the women lining the walls. I focus on my niece; her mother used to say she could be my doppelganger if only her eyes were different. She has my same jet-black hair, pale skin, and hourglass figure. Our eye colors differ, though, my deep, chocolate-brown and her icy blue, and a slightly larger dress size. She is dressed in her business best, a simple black pantsuit with her favorite pink dotting her accessories.

“Yes, well, I figured I would come see the exhibition. And you were right, it is remarkable.” I readjust my appearance, fixing my hair and straightening the outfit she rumpled with her attack of affection. “Hot enough?” I gesture to myself, showing off the dress that hugs my curves and my staple shoe: stilettos.

“Perfect,” her eyes light up with pure mischief as she grabs my hand and leads me to the other side of the room at a faster pace than any human should be going. If I didn’t have supernatural levels of speed, I think I would have been flying behind her like a rag doll. She comes to a halt, racing to make an introduction before I have adjusted to the change of pace. “Excuse me, Gabby? This is Josephine Beauchamp, a friend and client of mine. Josephine, this is my client, Gabby Young. She is the woman behind these masterpieces around you.”

I’m sure she keeps talking, but I can’t seem to focus on anything other than the woman before me. I think I might be in front of the most beautiful woman to ever live. Her rich, tawny skin is practically glowing, even under the harsh overhead fluorescent lighting. Her brown hair looks streaked with the sun itself where the light reflects off it, her natural curls bouncing as she moves. She is in a flowy gown that reaches to a few inches above her knee, in a pale green to match her striking eyes. It is stunning on her, but she could shine in anything. I think my jaw may have dropped. She is art itself. My world narrows in its focus as she reaches her hand toward me; the rest of the world ceases to exist.

“It is so nice to meet you, Josephine,” she brings my hand to her lips to place a light peck. I can feel the warmth from her skin as she pulls back. My cheeks must be equally flushed as hers.

“The pleasure is all mine.” I can’t drag my eyes away from her. My whole body flushes with warmth. “Are any of your paintings available? They are so beautiful, I can’t imagine many are.”

“What’s your favorite?” Her smile might be the most breathtaking thing I have seen.

“Besides you?” I ask. Her face flushes to a bright crimson, adorable. “The one near the entrance with the view from behind, where a woman’s hair is swept up. Where she is still dressed in the silk slip dress. Her head is softly turned.”

“I love that one, it shows nothing.”

“It shows everything,” I respond and Gabby’s eyes light up, the look of being understood. The painting features the woman’s subtle, soft curves with a gentle expression that whispers promises of what is to come. The palpable anticipation of more is blended with nervousness about what will come next. Like undressing before a new partner for the first time. Potentially like being in love for the first time, baring your soul for them to see.

“It is all yours.”

“And what do I owe you?”

“Nothing, if you agree to come over and let me paint you in my studio.” Her brow quirks up, as if she needed any more assurance that I wanted to see her again. I can’t help but beam at her. She thinks I’m beautiful enough to paint. I hand her my phone with the contacts page pulled up.

“Now that sounds like an amazing evening,” she plugs her information in. As I take my phone back, I pull her in close to me, my hand placed on her arm. “And even better company.” I keep my voice low, my words just for her. I lean back with a smirk. “I’ll text you tonight.”

“I hope you do,” she smiles with a blush one last time before she turns away, her green gown twirling behind her as she leaves to mingle with other patrons. I thought the part of me that could feel such visceral attraction was broken. I thought it had died. Maybe what it really needed was someone else to resurrect it.

“I knew you would like her!” Britt says, breaking me out of my Gabby-induced haze. Honestly, I forgot she was there. How does this woman calm down the world around me? How can this woman I’ve just met take the storm of overstimulation and make it a peaceful, sunny day? The sensations flood back in now, though. I take a deep draw of my blood, letting the sensations of the world dull.

“Right twice in one evening, that has to be a record.”

“You love me,” and she’s right. I do. She is my only family left who truly wants to know me. The only one okay with my nature. The rest think I’m evil, a demon, something to be avoided.

“That I do. Now, let’s look around a bit more before you call it a night.” I loop my arm behind my niece’s as we behold the masterpieces on the walls. They all pale in comparison to the artist herself.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2

Memories





[image: ]




Josephine

Opening my apartment door feels like pure relief. Locking the door behind me, I sink to the ground, trying to process everything that happened tonight. The beginning of it felt normal, if not a little infuriating. But that exhibition? Meeting Gabby? That was the highlight of my day. Maybe of my week, or even my year. I haven’t felt a genuine spark like that for someone in over a decade. Each and every loss has made it that much rarer; I thought that part of me was broken.

I remember the last time I had feelings for someone. I fell in love with her.

April 2007

The night was colder than usual, and the chill in the air smelled sharp. I was wrapped up in my vintage fur jacket, that my mother had bought me back in the 40s, the one piece of glamour I kept wearing back then. I was experimenting with the styles at the time, taking a step back from the polished look my parents had beaten into me. It didn’t last. The low-rise jeans felt uncomfortable; I kept having to fight my hand not to yank them up. The gray vest I had on looked awkward on my frame. But I felt cool. Like I was the it girl of the night. Until I saw her. Amanda.

Now she was beautiful. She had on those paper-thin leggings with a long, sparkly shirt on. The sequins must have itched. Each shiny little circle was as blue as her eyes. Her honey blond hair that she straightened flawlessly, was pulled back with a little bump at the front. She was highlighted by bright, colorful lights circling the room. The brilliant colors barely registered; my eyes were trained on her.

The pounding base at the club had me draining an enormous amount of blood, but I was desperate for a night out to have fun. I had never been happier to dance in the discomfort than I was when I was watching her dance.

I remember approaching her at the club that night. My heart was pounding, and thoughts kept whirring through my head. Did she even like women? If she did, would she like me? I wasn’t exactly the most fashionable body type for the era. The music was blaring so loud I could hardly stand it; that night the lasers from the DJ booth were overwhelming, and I knew I would beat myself up for the foreseeable future if I didn’t at least talk to her.

So, I walked my way over.

“Can I buy you a drink?” I swear my nerves were audible as I yelled out my question, hoping she could hear me over the noise. Her smile though? That locked me in.

“I’d like that.” She shouted back, I would have heard her even if she had whispered.

We danced the night away.

I shake my head to clear out the memory. They are always hard; I can feel the pinpricks of tears threatening to fall down my face. When I remember her, I can’t help but relive everything again. The excitement. The love. The heartbreak. The emptiness. All of it.

Blood. I need more blood. I force myself to my feet and wipe the tear that had formed in my eye. I snatch one of the bags from my fridge and pour it into a mug, and reheat it quickly. Waiting for it to heat is like waiting for your favorite holiday: it simply never ends. The newly warmed ceramic heats my cool hands. Drinking it feels better yet, like I’m warming myself from the inside out. The sweet, metallic taste calms my nerves again. The salty drops stop threatening to leave, but the undercurrent of sadness stays.

After I drain my drink, I reach for my phone and pull up my contacts, scrolling until I see Michael’s name.

“Hey Josie,” his voice is cheery on the other end.

“It’s Josephine, how are you and Christopher doing?”

“Good, he just made me his famous blood milkshakes and put on Brokeback Mountain for the millionth time. I swear he likes those cowboys more than me.” Michael says as Christopher’s muffled voice is audible in the background, followed by their laughter.

“I haven’t had one of his milkshakes in forever.” I can almost taste it, the sweet, creamy milkshake flavored with the rich and metallic edge that the thick, red life force provides.

“Now, you don’t just call after an exhibition. Spill.”

“Britt may have been right. The art was phenomenal.”

“And I’m supposed to believe that you called me to tell me the art was good? Josie, I know you better than that.” His nickname for me has my eyes rolling. “If it were just about the art, you would have told me when I saw you next. Spill.”

“Maybe she was right about the artist, too.” My face flushes, and I am beyond thankful in that moment that we can’t video chat because he would call it out in a millisecond.

“Does my Josie-”

“It’s Josephine.”

“Does my Josephine have a crush?”

“Can you really call it a crush when you just met?” I wring my hands, the nerves surrounding her are showing up even when I’m home alone.

“Walk me through what happened, and we’ll see.” His voice takes on a challenging tone, like he knows he is right and is waiting for me to vomit out the evidence. Unfortunately, I think I’m about to prove him right.

“Well, Britt introduced us, and it felt like the world stopped. The sensory overwhelm just stopped. Like the entire world was condensed to only us. You should have seen her. I can still picture her full lips, and I wanted nothing more than to feel them pressed against mine. Is that insane? It feels insane.” Images of her in that green gown as she twirled away from me play in my mind on repeat. She is art.

“So a crush.”

“Screw you.”

“We both know you wouldn’t, much to my dismay. We would be a power throuple.” Michael’s voice takes on a dramatic tone, as if he is thoroughly devastated. We both burst into laughter as I remember meeting him and Christopher for the first time. They did try to get me to date them before quickly realizing I am simply for the ladies. Then the laughter dies down, the thoughts of fun moments fleeing from my head.

Silence.

“You’re thinking about her, aren’t you?” His voice drops, taking on that worried edge.

“Gabby? Of course.” I shift around, pouring out another fresh bit of blood. The warm liquid passes through my lips.

“That’s not who I meant.”

“I may have thought about her when I got home. Feeling a spark for someone else...it feels like a betrayal. The chance of being with someone new is like I’m desecrating the memory of her.” The drops start to fall down my face. The worst part of immortality, the part no one tells you about until it happens, is the loss. The never-ending cycle of loss. And how much that hurts. Not just emotionally, but you can feel it in every single inch of you. It makes your bones ache, your chest hurt, and you think you could die from it. Sometimes you wish that you would.

“You never know, she may even want to join you?” He tries to sound uplifting, but he can’t shake the worried tone.

“But how could I give her this curse? How could I do that to her if I end up caring?”
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Gabby

I hate waiting for a text back from someone new. Or someone in general. Admittedly, I think I just hate waiting. And when that wait is for a 5’5” bombshell in stilettoes...then it is infinitely worse. Fuck she is beautiful. Her small waist with rounded curves and that perfectly fitted dress made her look like she could be a pinup model from the 50s. She has the pale, flawless skin and black, impeccably curled hair to match.

The gods know I’m a sucker for a beautiful woman, but this felt different. You know those moments when reality feels like it has shifted? Like you have entered a brand-new chapter of life? That was tonight. I’m not sure what she is bringing into my life, but I already can’t wait to find out.

If she texts me back.

My phone dings from across my apartment, and I essentially parkour over my couch to grab it off my kitchen counter. Only to discover that it was a notification from my latest match-three game. I drop my phone back on my counter with an exaggerated sigh and take a bottle of wine from my fridge, and open it up to take a big swig of it.

I bring it to my couch in the middle of the studio. The entire unit, besides a small bathroom, is in this one room. I was lucky to find a spacious setup, most of which is covered in paints, brushes, and canvases. A few set pieces are shoved into a corner: chaise lounges, chairs, tables, and vases, all piled for some new piece. My bed and wardrobe are tucked into another corner. Near the front door, I have my normal living space, an eclectic set of furniture to make up my living and dining “rooms” and a bare bones kitchen with pine cupboards and a basic countertop across from me. It’s simple, but it’s home. The first real one I’ve had.

Halfway through my bottle, my phone finally dings again. Three times.

[image: ch03-01]
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I squeal, a giddy sound I don’t know if I have ever made before. I quickly add her to my contacts.

Finally. Standing up from my couch makes the world spin around me from all the wine. But I don’t care. I decide to go with the feeling and spin around my living space with an excited squeal or two. I feel like I’m a kid again with a new crush. The girl I want to go out with texted me back. Better yet, she wants to come over so I can paint her. I only have to wait a week.
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Josephine

I desperately need new lingerie. In less than a week, I’m being painted half-naked by someone I think I might want to go out with. The pressure is as immense as a volcano ready to blow. How do people just...go out with someone and feel ready? Because I’m half tempted to run and hide, even with the excitement of seeing her.

I enjoy my evening mug of blood and wait impatiently for Britt to arrive so we can go shopping. My red nails click on the ceramic as the warm liquid settles in my stomach. The ringing of the doorbell sends a wave of relief through my system.

“Finally,” I say as I open the door and set the empty mug down on the table next to the entrance and grab my purse. “You’re late, and I have been itching to go for ages.”

“I’m only two minutes late!”

“Well, I’ve been ready for an hour, let’s go.” I gesture for her to walk as I step through the frame and lock up my place. “I booked us an appointment at Lace and Leather, we have to be on time for it. Did you need anything while we are there?” She huffs out a laugh in response.

“Auntie, we both know I’m not seeing anyone.”

“I didn’t ask if you were seeing anyone. I asked if you needed anything. You do realize you can look good for yourself, don’t you?” She stares down at her hands as we wait for the elevator. I place my hand gently on her shoulder, my face falling as I take in her posture. Her shoulders are bent forward slightly, her eyes looking at the ground instead of at me. “Britt, it is okay to enjoy something just for yourself.”

“Okay,” her voice comes out shaky. Britt always has her confident, bubbly act going on. But I know my niece and have seen her walls crumble before. Most of her family, of our family, hasn’t been kind to her. They have always valued perfection, and in their eyes, the number on your tag is part of that. I wish she could see herself through someone else’s eyes, someone who knows she is beautiful, maybe then she could recognize it too. Potentially even own it.

“It will be a fun evening out, you’re more gorgeous than you realize. Once you see it, those stupid men will too. Sometimes your own confidence makes all the difference. I promise.” I give her hand three squeezes, our own little silent “I love you.” She returns the gesture, and I throw her a smile, “Besides, do you know what can help with confidence?”

“What?”

“Lingerie. If you feel hot, everyone else will see it too.”

The rest of the walk to the shop is filled with idle chit-chat. We talk about her new clients and upcoming exhibitions, and how she booked a gallery space for my photography in a few weeks. I tell her about the advancements Christopher made with my camera. He has been working on creating one that would finally allow for vampires to be photographed. So far, he has gotten close enough that our clothes appear, which has become part of the defining style in my art. Clothes posed as if a real person was in them, but the background shows through wherever the fabric isn’t. She mentions trying to increase her standing in the art world, maybe try to land some bigger clients. Unlike my friends and I, she wants the fame and recognition. I just want peace. Unfortunately, she also throws in her consistent bid for immortality.

“Please, Auntie, I would make a great vampire.”

“I don’t doubt that, but darling, it isn’t all fun and games.”

“Yes, yes, I know. Louder sounds, brighter lights, a lot of death. But I already only have you; there isn’t anyone to lose.” She says it like it isn’t painful. Even on the walk here, I have been sipping on my blood, trying to stop the noise. It is so overwhelming it hurts.

“You have the rest of the family, Britt,” I tell her. Her response is only a laugh. “Well, you do, they don’t want to deal with the undead, but you are still alive.”

“No, they aren’t there, I don’t have them. They think I’m corrupted for talking to you. Like, somehow they can catch vampirism by third-party contact, it’s ridiculous.” Her tone takes on a touch of frustration, which she never likes to let slip.

“I don’t understand what happened there. Your mother never cared, or her mother, or my sister. For fucks sake, I’ve only ever told our family about it, the boys too. And her.” My thoughts dart back to Amanda and her fear when I told her on the rooftop garden that night. The way she backed away. The rejection. The way she-

“What happened is they couldn’t wrap their heads around it, they stopped trying to know you and made you the personification of death and all things unnatural.”

“I’m sorry they cut you out because of me.”

“I’m not. I was the black sheep anyway. Mom never cared; she was always kind. But the rest of them? I was never perfect enough, never thin enough, never removed enough from the things humans aren’t meant to know about. Never good enough at keeping their secrets.” I clasp her hand in mine to give her another three quick squeezes.

“I would never judge you for any of that, you’re more incredible than you, and especially more than they, realize. And I only ask you to keep one secret, and you have.”

“I know, thank you. But you could still turn me.”

“Not going to happen, I’m not cursing you like that.”

“Spending eternity with my only real family isn’t a curse.”

“Only because you haven’t lived it yet.” I toss her a sad smile. The curse of losing people again and again is one you can only learn with time. One that never really stops. “Ready to shop?” I arch a brow at her as the building comes into view. It is one of the older buildings in the city, a short, two-story shop between the high rises. The bricks give it a vintage feel, and the ivy brings in the charm.

“Never.”

“Well, try and get ready because we are here and it’s time to find something that makes us each feel like goddesses on earth.”

The next hour and a half is spent getting in and out of various pieces. Britt manages to find two sets she likes well enough. Then there is me, I end up walking away with two bags full of lingerie. Gorgeous corsets, different garters, babydolls, bodysuits, bra and pantie sets. Everything. I love having beautiful lingerie in some of my photography, delicate lace and buttery soft leather adding textural elements that help the pieces pop. And maybe Gabby would enjoy seeing some of them, specifically the babydoll I picked out for her painting of me. One that is the same color green as her gown. The same as her eyes.

Thinking about Friday has me going through a whirlwind of feelings. I’m excited to see her again, and to learn how she sees me. Truthfully, to simply have the opportunity to see myself again. I have pictures from before I was turned, but nothing recent. Sometimes I wonder if I have changed.

But then there are the other feelings. Anxiety. Dread. Fear. What if I get close to her and she slips through my fingers? What if she simply grows old, and I have to mourn another human? Or if she gets scared like Amanda? Leaves like her? What if I’m left broken and bedridden from the pain again?

The line between the excitement and the worry has thoroughly blended by now. I am feeling all of it all of the time. It’s overwhelming.
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Beignets and Bangs
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Gabby

“So you met a girl?” my best friend Megan asks me at our weekly Sunday brunch, her voice comes out sing-songy.

The brunch spot is beautiful. The restaurant is on a terrace that overlooks the river that cuts through the middle of the town, separating the arts district and the business side of Noxdale. The view from our table shows the lush park around the river. All the chairs are simple and white, with white, shiny tables. Fresh flowers decorate each table, heavy vases keeping them down as the wind gently blows through.

“I may have,” I absentmindedly play with my beignet, taking way too long to dip it in the cherry sauce.

“You’re about as red as that,” she points to my plate, “so I’m thinking it is more than ‘may have’. I need the deets.” She gestures to keep talking, somehow not spilling a drop of her mimosa despite her dramatic motions. She takes a sip from the flute, narrowing her eyes over the glass until I start to speak.

“She came to my exhibition on Friday.” I bite into the beignet, the sweet and tart flavor of the cherries hitting my tongue.

“Go on,” another expert motion.

“She was wearing this blue dress with a white grid on it. It hugged her curves so perfectly. She has these full lips with the best cupid’s bow. I swear she is like a pinup come to life, but somehow even better? Literally, she didn’t have a hair out of place. Even her manicure is perfect. Red stilleto nails, except for two...”

“Oh, so she is very into women,” her eyebrows waggle. “So did you ask Miss-Perfect-No-Name out?”

“Josephine.”

“Did you ask Josephine out?” She places her glass down and grabs a bite of her avocado toast, her impatient expression staying firm on her face.

“Sort of?” I shrug.

“How do you sort of ask someone out?”

“Well, I asked her to let me paint her.” Another dip into the sauce, averting my eyes from my friend’s intense gaze.

“Did she say yes?” My face flushes even brighter. I swear I can feel the heat rising off my cheeks. “I’m taking that as a yes. Hoping to get a little fingerbang action?” I drop the beignet, and my head falls into my hands.

“You’re the worst.” I groan out. She laughs hard enough that her glossy red hair bounces around her.

“You didn’t say no.”

“No, I’m not hoping for a ‘little fingerbang action’ when she comes over,” my hands making air quotes to match with my killer eye roll. “I want to talk, learn more about her. Maybe ask her on a real date. A kiss if I’m lucky.”

“So, let me get this straight: you’re seeing a hottie with a body in lingerie or less, and you want to kiss her at most?” I swear the bite she takes out of her avocado toast radiates disbelief and disappointment.

“Yes. I want to see what she likes, what makes her laugh and smile. Those kinds of things. You know...what you do when you want to start a relationship.” I have some of my own mimosa, wanting nothing more than to not talk about sex with her right this second in a restaurant full of people.

“Or you could hook up, make sure there is the right kind of chemistry.”

“Or I could get her to say yes to an actual date first. One where I’m not covered in paint.”

“What am I supposed to do with you?” She shakes her head.

“Love me and hope that she says yes.”

“I hope she does. You need to get laid. It’s been a year.”

“A year of working hard.” I shove another beignet into my mouth, the tart cherry blending perfectly with the sweet, fried perfection.

“Or one of closing yourself in your studio and leaving me to drag you out so you can see the sun.” Her eyebrow arches in challenge. She’s not wrong. That whole time was spent holed up in my studio, focused solely on my art. But I made some damn good pieces, and made some damn good money too. So I think my chronic levels of introversion may have been worth it.

“Maybe you’re right. But I’m still not jumping into bed with her on Friday.” I keep my gaze stern, not wanting to give her room to argue that I should, in fact, get her off immediately.

“At least you learned I’m right.” She drains the rest of her mimosa as the waitress approaches so she can request another refill. I lift mine to do the same.

“To new chances at love,” I raise my fresh glass, Megan’s clinking against mine.

“To new sexventures.” We take a sip of our drinks before breaking into laughter at her own twist, still wanting me to put myself out there a little more than my own comfort zone. This will be a good brunch.
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New Beginnings and Parasitic Cockroaches
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Josephine
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I send gabby a picture of the lingerie for the painting, my heart is pounding as I wait for her reply.

[image: Ch06-02]

I hold the new lingerie in my hands and appraise it. It really is beautiful. Intricate, light sage green lace on the cups with a dark pink lace trim that almost looks like flowers, delicate. The same green color flows from the cups made from buttery chiffon. All with a matching lace thong, with the same pink trim on the top.

I just hope she loves it.

I shake my head to try and stay on task: getting blood from the Council building and talking to the guys about Britt and her never-ending desire to become a vampire. I put the lingerie away and take a quick once-over of my closet so I can put myself together.

Even in my apartment, I can tell the air has gotten balmy. I keep the look simple, a little black dress and gold jewelry from my mother, and my staple stilettos. I spend time making sure my hair is perfect. My mother used to get dressed all pretty after she fought with my father. When she would get dressed up, I would sit on her bed, and she would always tell me: “No matter how bad you feel on the inside, no one will be able to see it if you make sure you appear put together on the outside.” And right now, I feel like nothing is put together.

Memories of Amanda are resurfacing, Britt wants this curse, the sensations are still too intense, and now I throw in a beautiful artist to pine over. My last touch is my victory red lipstick and a spray of a floral perfume; the soothing notes of lilac and lilies of the valley make their way to my nose. The light scent is relaxing in a world of chaos. I grab my black purse on my way out to make my way over to the Council building.

The night is oddly quiet, even for a Tuesday. It is like the city decided to sleep, like it decided to let me breathe for once. I take a deep breath of the air, letting it fill my lungs with the warm air, as my heels click down the street, and I pick up the pace. When I get there, Christopher is waiting outside on one of the stone benches with casual grace. The streetlamps behind him illuminate his frame in the dark. The neon “BioSang Firm” sign that hangs on the building adds a cast of red over the area. The sign that lets us hide in plain sight.

“Hi there, how’s your night?” I ask as I approach, fixing my hair that the speed had mussed up on the way over. He leans in to give me a kiss on each cheek.

“Oh, it is a night. I think Michael is on the hunt for a woman again. I know he wants to find someone to round out our little family, but I think he comes on too...” he pauses like he is trying to find the right words to say, he looks tired. Not the kind you get from a bad night of sleep, just tired.

“Horny?”

“Yeah, that’s it. Too horny. He wants an actual life with them, but he isn’t exactly good at keeping it in his pants. He gives his heart over in a night, but no one else sees that.”

“Isn’t that how you two met?” I lean against him as we peer into the street.

“That was the 90s.”

“It was the AIDS epidemic.”

“Like I said, it was the 90s. Besides, we had a super cool vampire friend that kept us around.” He nudges me with his elbow.

“And I regret it almost every day,” I lean back to face him, trying my best to look serious when the words leave my lips. They are the only people I’ve ever actually turned. I remember the day I told them I was a vampire, every terrifying and heartfelt moment of it. They were dying. I couldn’t take losing my friends; they were some of my first real ones after my human ones kept aging, the first ones I had since I had to leave my human ones behind. They would have seen that I never aged a day. The guys understood me; they understood my art. They still do.

Christopher was a videographer; he loved making little short films. I remember how he would beg me to be in them and how I wished I could, but had to keep saying no. He documented a lot about the community during the epidemic; he showed the destruction and the devastation, along with joy and love. I think he still wants to, once he perfects his camera. Until then, he has been trying to figure out the right method, creating new cameras for us both. Michael though? He was all about film, of the erotic variety. I’m 90% sure he has kept all the tapes of the films he was in. I can’t say I have cared to watch any of them.

“No, you don’t.” Christopher stares into my eyes with an expression that shows his sudden lack of jokes.

“Maybe you’re right. How could I regret turning the two people who have unconditionally accepted me?”

“How could we not accept an eccentric lesbian who only comes out at night? We always joked that you were some Lovecraftian creature inside a pretty meat suit. We weren’t far off.” His face lights up with humor, some of his tiredness melting away.

“Oh, screw off,” I smile and nudge him with my shoulder.

“Come on, Cthulu, let’s get inside and get a glass of the good stuff.” His grin could truly light up a room. His arm loops around mine as we enter the sanctuary of the Council. “Fair warning, the wicked witch is here today.”

“Why does Beverly always have to be here? I just want a nice night out to calm my brain, and she shows up.” I don’t bother to hide the venom in my voice or the disappointment at her existence from showing on my face.

“First, it’s because she is a parasitic cockroach who thrives on the misery of others. Secondly, why does your brain need calming?”

“Gabby. And Amanda. And Britt.”

“Are the memories resurfacing again?”

“They are. It’s like feeling the start of a connection with someone, or the possibility of one, has brought it all back. But it’s different than before. It isn’t just the pain of the past. It’s the pain of even a chance of it happening again.” I feel the weight of the grief in my gut and the anxiety tightening in my chest. Simultaneously, I want someone who can understand it, who can understand what it is like to go through this, and yet I don’t want anyone to because it is so soul-crushing.

“What happened wasn’t your fault,” he says, turning me to face him, keeping his hands on my shoulders. Looking in my eyes like he needs to be sure his words are registering.

“But I told her and then she-”

“It wasn’t your fault. And this Gabby girl won’t do that, not if she is the one for you.”

“Not everyone has their perfect match like you do.” I can only manage an empty look in his direction. Michael and him are adorable together, they just fit. Michael, with his goofy nature and sharp temper, and Christopher stays so even. I can’t imagine many people will ever have the opportunity to experience that kind of love in their lives.

“I know you have one, Josephine. One day you’ll find her, and, I don’t know, try to get over your fear and turn her. Spend an eternity together.” His gaze is still drilling into me.

“I hope you’re right and that person is out there, but I don’t think I could bring myself to turn someone again.”

“I’m always right. Maybe one day you’ll realize that goes for turning someone too, that once in a lifetime love changes people.” With that, he straightens out, and we continue to walk down the hall to the rec room.

The second the door opens to the rec room, the sound floods in from everyone chatting. Our own little community.

My eyes dart around the room to take in all of the people visiting tonight. Beverly is in a corner with some new turns, already making them roll their eyes; they look ready to snap. Theo, the interrogator for the Council, is talking to the local Council leader. She only goes by her last name, De Medici, as she loves waving around her family’s long legacy of ruling. Their words come out in hushed tones, but I can still pick up that they are using the governing language. Secrets upon secrets. They give us an amazing place to connect and keep us fed, but their motives have always leaned towards darkness. The rest of the room is filled with vampires ranging from a few days in age to several centuries, along with the familiars serving in hopes of immortality.

The room itself is simple, art hung on the walls is made by some of us in the local chapter of the Council. Luxurious leather seats and mahogany tables line a few seating areas, games and books line shelves for people to take and use, and a high, black bar sits on one end to serve cocktails and wine mixed with blood. Nothing overly intricate, but enough to serve the local vampire population. The rest of the building is a myriad of rooms, some for the arts, some are apartments and offices, some are cells and torture chambers. Everything they could ever need.

Michael sees us enter and immediately gets up from the leather couch he was sprawled across. He has a wine glass filled with blood and what smells like Cabernet.

“Finally, you two got here. I have been waiting forever.” He leans in to embrace Christopher and then to give me a hug and a kiss per cheek before leading us back over to the couch. He curls up into his boyfriend’s arms.

“I had to warn her about the demon in the midst.” Christopher glances over at Beverly as he hisses out his reply.

“Now that I can understand,” with that, he motions over one of the familiars that circles the room to bring over two more glasses of the wine and blood mix. I’ve never understood those humans, the ones who want to be one of us so desperately that they sign away their lives to work for us for a chance at the curse of immortality. They don’t understand everything they will lose for only a morsel of power. Still, I smile and thank them for the drink before raising the liquid to my lips.

“What are we drinking to?” I ask them.

“We are drinking to new beginnings.” Michael’s smile borders on mischievous.

“What did you do?” Christopher basically groans the words out. They have been trying to find a third for decades now. It takes a toll on him.

“I met a woman for us. She is human, but I think you’ll love her.” Michael looks positively excited. Hopefully, it goes well this time. He puts on a goofy and aloof front, but he loves too deeply for his own good sometimes. I have been by his side to pick up the pieces time and time again.

“Let’s see if it lasts a week before getting too excited.” Christopher has picked up those pieces so many times before; we both have. Long nights of drinking wine and sucking down blood milkshakes while watching some cheesy romance movie and going through boxes of tissues. I just want them both to be happy.
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