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In speaking of the Merged Worlds it is
necessary to note that Heaven, Hell, the Hidden, and Earth have
always owned some connection. For no known reason the original rare
contact between the worlds became more frequent as the barriers
diminished and the Reveals began. Earth became the center of this
confluence.

Most obvious were the Magicals from the
Hidden in those early Reveals… werewolves, witches, elves, and the
many classes of fairies. With them, but not so obvious, were the
vampires, wizards, and sorcerers.

There has been a lot of research into the
origin of vampires, due to their unique status as being living even
while dead. Unlike the proverbial question of which was first in
the great egg/chicken debate, it is known that the First vampires
were of elven blood. Probably due to their affinity to magic, elves
were used to nurture the magical virus which, even to this day,
produces vampires.

The question of who conducted those ancient
experiments is a matter of strict and fearful secrecy or lost
knowledge. With the advent of genetic testing it was shown that
even in those ancient times humans were turned into vampires.
Crossbreeding created the form of vampire which is currently in the
worlds. The virus has mutated since those earliest undead were
infected, but there is no way to determine those changes.

While the earliest families of vampires
maintain their pure bloodlines and have natural childbirth, not all
vampires are born so. Many are born of a living human, or
fathered, by purposeful introduction of the virus during
feeding or in some cases during a changeover ritual. Others are
created by rogue vampires feeding illegally, usually mistakenly
assuming their victim has died completely. With enough of the
virus, they will turn into vampires. Without adequate virus the
brain can die before minimal changeover, resulting in a
revenant.

Census statistics reveal the natural
birthrate for vampires has been on the decline in this last
century. With other methods of becoming a vampire and their long
lives, this decline is not common knowledge. Most humans and gentle
creatures fear there are too many vampires as it is.

The Law allows for vampires to exist, just as
demons and demonkin have a place, even though they are inherently
evil.

Vampires are not simply changed beings. The
virus has magical properties which create the changes and sustain
the undead, and Magic, like a living thing, seeks expression…

 








 


 


Excerpt from the private journal of the
shadow wizard, Nash –

 


(While the pages are not numbered this is
found on the thirtieth page, near the middle of that page.)

The idea that a human is transformed
completely into a vampire by the first rising is a simplistic
fiction of questionable origin. At first bite a human dies. As soon
as death overwhelms the physical form, the vampire virus has free
reign in the body. The magic begins its regenerative work. With a
full dose of the virus, the initial changes are quick and painful,
usually occurring while the body is dormant at the time of death,
so the pain is not an issue and usually attributed to the onset of
death. When a minimal amount of the virus is at work, much of that
first transformation is delayed, prolonged, lasting into the period
of the vampire's first consciousness, either immediately before or
after it rises.

At such times the vampire is fully aware of
the pain of transformation. This may account for the frenzied first
feedings of some vampires as they mistakenly believe the blood
would relieve that pain. Restraints must be used in such cases.

This first change gives the vampire the
needed survival mechanisms, the sharp and curved fangs, along with
strengthened mandible and powerful jaw musculature, the hardened,
stronger, sharper fingernails, enhanced sensibilities, a manic
strength rather than that of muscle and tendon, and the thirst for
human blood.

The fangs are perhaps the most obvious
aspect. It is not just the length, sharpness and spread of the
fangs which are altered. The roots of these teeth not only grow in
size but in strength, as do the bones, the maxilla region and
mandible, and the tendons and muscles, to give the vampire its
extraordinarily strong bite.

Of course the altered shape of the teeth is
for the sole purpose of holding a grip in the flesh of its victim
while allowing space between for the purpose of sucking the blood
efficiently. The teeth are capable of ripping through flesh. Their
strength can break bones. These same vicious teeth are just as
capable of a delicate slice into the flesh beside a vein for a
fastidious feeding. Such a minor cut is frequently sealed by the
vampire's saliva, allowing a bite to heal in a single night. Mature
vampires can feed without the knowledge of the victim, using their
hypnotic persuasion to confuse or obliterate the memory.

These initial changes are quick and painful.
The other necessary changes to a human's body take a longer time to
be completed. A human may not be completely transformed for a
hundred years.

The reason for this is unclear except that
the original… (A section of this paragraph has been inked over
to the point of illegibility, likely done deliberately).
(The conclusion of this section of the journal picks up with a
statement of a human's body being incapable of living on a diet of
blood, even when blood is the only substance desired. Therefore
the magic continues its work until the digestive organs have
been restructured. A point is made that since the vampire is dead
it is not blood which sustains life but the life in the blood
sustains a vampire's magic.) (Notes in the margin are
references to the experiments Nash did with vampires over a fifty
or a hundred year period.)

-- This excerpt was provided lawfully and is
reproduced here for the sole purpose of edification.


Chapter 1


 


Donald awoke with her corpse lying across his
legs again, pinning him to the floor… like the continuance of a
nightmare following into the waking.

It was a girl named Stacey. He didn't know
her last name, it didn't matter. He hadn't been interested in
getting to know her. He'd used her, kept her ensorcelled. When the
charm expired he got rid of her and that had been it. He'd washed
his hands of her and moved on.

Her weight now held him long enough for fear
to bubble up and burst, pouring sweat across his brow as his entire
being reacted.

The unreasoning fear of zombies kicked at his
mind.

Stacey didn't move.

Morning after morning he'd awakened this way,
shocked from sleep into this… and now again.

Salt tears blinded him. The tightness of his
throat made him struggle for a second breath.

Already his feet were scrambling, shoving at
her, trying to loosen her hold, to get free.

The body rolled limply… dead… dead as
always.

After shoving the body away, he looked
around, trying to recognize where he was. He'd left his apartment
behind, hoping the dream wouldn't be able to follow him.

It kept pace easily.

The cheap motel where he'd crashed was barely
familiar. Alcohol was the only sedative that helped him sleep. He
stared at her even while scrambling, kicking. The long blonde hair
tumbled over her face.

The body that had once attracted him was
garbed in dead black. She was partially hidden in shadow.

The second, third, and fourth times he'd
awakened like this he'd feared he'd lost his mind, reliving the
same morning, the nightmare, over and over. He hadn't. It only felt
like it.

Her finger pointed at him, stuck in the rigor
mortis absent from the rest of her corpse.

The first few times he had touched her to
verify that she was real, dashing the hope that it was imagination.
He'd looked for a pulse, warmth, any sign of life or recent life,
there wasn't. Her body was colder than the room's temperature, like
someone kept her refrigerated to dump on him every morning.

He was barely able to contain his screams. He
choked them back so he wouldn't summon a witness to make this more
than just a private nightmare.

Scrambling up, slamming into the chair and
card table blocking his path, he ran for the door.

He ran without looking back, gasping with
fear, not finding breath… not feeling it… just running.

So Donald didn't see another dark clothed
figure emerge from the shadows. Neither did he see the man stoop to
gather the woman's languid corpse into his arms. He didn't hear the
soft voice with sardonic lilt speak words that varied only slightly
from one morning to the next.

"You are such a nasty bitch," the man
said.

Carrying the woman's body tenderly, he
vanished back into the shadows.

***

"It doesn't make any sense that you keep
doing that to him," Nash said after she'd opened her eyes… much
later.

A wide grin enlivened Stacey Bowen's face,
waking her completely.

"Did he scream?" she said.

"No… it was close. If you still wrapped a
sheet around his legs he'd be screaming."

"Hell no, he nearly broke a rib the last time
I tried that," then she chuckled. "If I bruised as easy as I used
to I'd feel it now."

"He did forget his pants, though. You're such
a bitch."

"His pants? Ha, that's good," her smile
spread, revealing her sharp teeth.

The humor vanished from her face like a mask
vaporizing. Her gaze tightened on him.

"You don't call me a cold heartless bitch
anymore, why's that?"

Nash turned.

She was on the bed, lying on her side, facing
him. Her face was still, only the brown of her eyes looked lively,
smoldering as she awaited his response. Her shiny blonde hair was a
bright halo about her head and a flowing pool of light on her
pillow. The bare shoulder twitched in impatience. The pale silk
sheet slid another inch, inviting his eyes to follow that shapely
line down along to her slim waist, her nicely rounded hip and the
smooth taper of her leg…

Giving a mental shake of his head, he looked
back to her eyes.

"I decided you couldn't change the cold,
heartless part, but I reserve the hope that you'll outgrow the
bitchiness," he said.

"Don't hold your breath, wizard," she said,
her voice fading.

Nash turned back to his work.

"I don't intend to," he said. "Why do you
insist on tormenting him? Haven't you tortured him enough?"

"You know the story. Hell, if I could've
proved anything I'd've had a lawyer on his ass. He'd wake up
screaming day and night."

"So, instead you torment him?"

"It's justified retribution. Well within the
laws," Stacey said. "I don't bleed him, there's nothing
permanent."

"Right, except you're driving him
insane."

Rolling onto her back, a smile grew as she
considered that possibility.

"Lovely," she murmured, pulling her hair
loose from beneath her head, she combed it out and let it fall.

Nash continued scratching at something she
couldn't see. He was working on one of his spells, the old
fashioned quill pen another sign of his quirkiness. Always with the
spells, like he had to create and store so many… like another
wizard's battle was coming. She didn't want to know what, who, or
why.

The one thing she had to deal with grabbed at
her thoughts.

"I'm thirsty," she whispered, barely a
breath.

The thirst was still a new aspect of her
hated life… or death.

The scratching stopped.

Closing her eyes before he looked around, she
avoided his concern.

"It is sooner tonight," his voice revealed
his feelings anyway.

With her eyes closed, her hearing acuity was
supernatural. Stacey felt every nuance of his breath.

Why did he care so much? What purpose did he
pursue that involved her? He'd said that he needed a new-made
vampire. She'd been in the right place at the right time. He
indulged her torment of Donald even when he didn't truly seem to
approve. It was a torment Donald justly deserved. Nash didn't make
sense in aiding her. Nothing about the wizard added up.

Stacey knew nothing of the magicals' world to
help her understand him.

With complete clarity she recalled the last
minutes of being a mundane human…

***

"That was fun," Beverly said, tucking her
arm into Stacey's, they'd always been and would be best
friends.

"It lasted way too long. I still need to get
to work," Stacey said. "And I'm drunk."

"Oh, Stace, it was fun. You were dancing
with half the guys there. Don't try to tell me it wasn't fun."

"It was fun, Bev. I didn't say that. I
won't. It's just that I have to get to work later. And I'm
drunk."

"Who was that blondie you were clinging to
for the last hour?" Beverly wondered.

"Oh, ha," Stacey said. "I think his name was
Marshal. We didn't really use names. Didn't do a lot of
talking..."

"No, babe, that was some tight dancing,
though. I felt a bit like a voyeur at a lap dance. You were the
center of attention."

"No, really? Gods, I don't remember so… I'm
so wasted."

Stacey staggered and they supported each
other for a couple of steps while the world stabilized. Both were
giggling.

"I need an infusion of caffeine," Stacey
said.

Beverly giggled again.

"Here's my turn. You go get your infusion,
change, and go to work, babe. I'm hitting the hay."

"I hate my life," Stacey said.

"But you had fun."

"I had fun."

Stacey watched Beverly head to her condo
before she turned toward her own apartment building. The street was
the division of the city. Upper yuppies lived to the right,
paycheck to paycheck to the left. Farther left were those without
paychecks.

The familiar thoughts didn't sober her at
all. She moved past the empty storefronts. The upper levels were
all offices and empty. Cabs and cops cruised along the city
streets. They ignored her.

At the wide crosswalk, she hurried, not
trusting nighttime drivers to be safe or courteous.

More deserted structures faced her along
with darkness, shadows.

Something sobered her abruptly, like a
cobweb of razor wire across her nerves.

Grabbing a lamppost, she looked around,
blinking and wishing for the mind numbing drunkenness again.

It was gone.

A heavy fear had replaced it.

"Hey. Stacey, right?"

With a gasp she spun around.

The blondie she'd been dancing with stood
there, at the edge of darkness.

"Your place is just this way, yes?" he said,
giving that tight-lipped smile that had so intrigued her.

Now that same smile showed more teeth.

"Uhm, Marshal? Marshal, what are you doing
here?"

"You gave yourself to me. Don't you
remember?"

"I… I…?"

Then his eyes were deep bottomless pools of
black, of night, and she was lost in them.

***

"I've got pig's blood."

Nash spoke quietly.

Stacey still heard all the things he'd never
say aloud. The regret at her need was unvoiced. The knowledge that
she hated this remained unsaid. There was that touch of pleasure,
faint, wispy, because he could somehow meet her need. A twinge like
anguish sounded in his voice that it was pig's blood when he knew
she desired human blood.

No human blood was allowed. There was
hesitance, avoidance at mentioning the supplements he mixed in for
this experiment. And hope that somehow she could help him in a way
beyond all that he did for her. Satisfaction… she couldn't place
that at all. Yet, she heard it all, understood nuances as though he
spoke his thoughts.

It was odd.

The last little bit kept her puzzled,
alternating between trust and suspicion. She didn't know if she
could survive alone… not lawfully. But she didn't know his
intentions.

Vampires survived because they networked,
family groups, clans, and local, national, and international
councils. Each group supported the next, big business in blood,
from one drop to an empire.

Stacey was out, while she knew little of the
ways of magicals, she knew that much.

Marshal had meant to kill her. He'd very
nearly succeeded.

After draining her nearly dry, ripping her
throat, he'd walked away, out of the dark, deserted alley. She
didn't know if he'd been interrupted or convinced of her death.
Without a pulse, death was the only option. But a touch of his
blood had crossed between them, just enough that she was vampire
and not dead, or worse, a revenant.

Even so she might've died if not for Nash.
The rip in her throat was a near fatal injury even for a regular
vampire. He'd used magic to bind her flesh long enough for the
genesis of the vampire virus to work into her. It took nearly four
days in her case. It had been a tiny touch of blood, which meant a
tiny touch of that vampire's magic.

It had been a lot of pain. She didn't dwell
on that agony.

The scar which glowed on her neck showed
barely half of how she'd been torn open. Between Nash's magic
binding the flesh and the regenerative ability of the vamp virus
magic, Stacey could almost ignore it. At times it burned but even
that faded more every day.

Vampire magic grows, though, like any virus,
with Nash augmenting it, a tiny touch had been enough.

Nash had offered her a chance at life without
tasting human blood.

Pig's blood with additives would keep her
alive… undead, at least.

She didn't ask… since the first time, about
the additives.

The coppery smell of blood danced along her
tongue at her indrawn breath, mixed with the odd flavor of those
ingredients and magic. She'd never suspected magic had a flavor… a
taste.

Stacey had never suspected a lot of things.
Her nerves, her entire being, trembled for a taste of what he
held.

Then the flavor of that scent penetrated.

It was wrong.

It was so very, very wrong.

Along with the coppery hint there should have
been something more, something powerful that her new flesh cried
out for.

It wasn't there.

It was so not there that it was
immediately repulsive.

The muscles of her stomach tightened,
pressing her diaphragm, squeezing her guts and stomach to prevent
ingestion.

Stacey had to force her eyes open.

Nash stood a pace away, holding the blood. He
hadn't moved.

By whatever sight wizards used, he knew what
went on in her mind. Mostly. She didn't think he knew what moved
inside her body. She wanted to run from the smell, the thirst was
incredibly strong but the revulsion nearly equaled it.

Shifting from where she'd laid… to the edge
of the bed, instantly, Stacey reached out.

She'd rather have fled.

Taking a step nearer, he extended the goblet,
a brandy snifter, large enough to hold the amount she needed.

It was an easy amount, less than a pitcher of
beer she once could've chugged… once, on a dare, had.

Hesitating, he approached.

Nash watched her eyes as Stacey focused on
the blood.

Neither of them knew how many times she had
slapped it from his hands, shattering it, ruining it.

It had to be glass. Stacey had to see the
blood. The warmth of it translated through the glass, too. She
didn't know why her body demanded such specifics, half of the time
it made no sense.

As her stomach pressed upward, pushing in
revulsion already, forcing her to swallow against the dry gagging,
she took the glass with both hands.

Stacey's hands were trembling. Fear,
revulsion, desperate need, and anger made them shake. They gave no
sign of it, as though the vibration moved on some other level.

It could've been. She was sure of
nothing.

A month of being a vampire and uncertainty
still ruled.

Nash released it to her hands. She brought it
close.

She couldn't close her eyes now.

The rich red color of the blood had fixed her
eyes in the shimmer of light.

Though she tried not to breathe, she couldn't
help that, either. Again, the needs of her body betrayed her. A
deep inhalation so as to savor the fragrance only wrenched at her
stomach afterward.

The nausea clenched her chest and throat,
immobilizing her attempt to take a drink.

***

The very first time… the first night she'd
awakened dead, it was cow's blood in a glass jar.

She'd grabbed it from his hands to suck it
down greedily. Though she didn't need breath, habit had her gasping
with each swallow.

Stacey had been too fast, too desperate, for
any wrongness of the taste to affect her.

After slurping out the last drops of blood,
she'd pretty much passed out… afterward remembering only pain.

The next night she'd awakened with the same
frantic thirst. There was also pain… more pain than she later
remembered. It had filled her as much as the thirst. Every cell in
her body thirsted, every cell screamed with pain.

Tied down, she'd thrashed against the
bindings. The roar of pain and consuming heat drove her crazy.

The scent of the blood calmed her, steadied
her for the moment needed to drink. Once she'd taken all Nash would
give, the pain again overwhelmed her, driving her into frenzy.

Stacey avoided the fullness of that memory.
Those times of pain, even when she remembered them, held nothing of
the reality of the pain she'd experienced. Memory was only a shadow
of what had passed.

The razor sharp fangs, reformed bones, and
strengthened jaw had come from that pain. She continued
changing.

What Nash gave her, the non-human bloody
concoction, met her needs. Her body craved more.

***

A sip of that concoction was all she could
manage now. Even knowing she needed this, she was so tight she
could barely swallow. The automatic gagging at the back of her
throat clenched again.

It would be easier if she closed her eyes…
she couldn't. Her eyes were fixed, mesmerized by the rich, royal
red of the blood.

Breathing, she didn't need to breathe, but
couldn't stop inhaling, hoping for the desired flavor, the desired
scent of human blood. It all hit her wrong. It was alien to the
desires of her body.

A whimper escaped. She struggled to take
another sip. She filled her mouth with the warm fluid. Her throat
jerked with a painful hiccup so she nearly choked.

Stacey forced the mouthful down… to take
more. Afraid to lower the glass, afraid she wouldn't have the nerve
to raise it again, she continued.

Her tongue squeezed the liquid back, so she
swallowed. Throat muscles convulsed. Stacey stopped the gagging,
clenching down on her guts, forcing them to work.

Another sip… then a mouthful.

The smell… it repulsed her.

Swallowing… she forced another mouthful
down.

Beads of the red liquid rolled down to merge
with the pool she still had to drink.

Blurring, she blinked to see it. She had to
know what she saw was real.

Was that it? Did she have to watch, to know
the truth? Sometimes she thought the desire, the thirst, clouded
her reality with the need, so, seeing proved it… as the smell
did.

Could the thirst drive her insane? Did that
make a revenant? Did they have the thirst but no capacity for
satisfying it? Were they insane?

Was she going insane, or was this feeling
sanity?

Gagging, she gulped air before tipping the
goblet to roll the last into her mouth.

It was done. Finally she closed her eyes,
stopped breathing.

Nash snatched the goblet away as she squeezed
out tears.

Stacey's hands tightened, clenched together,
straining with the fight inside she needed to win… not to throw it
up. She'd succeeded every other night. She'd do it one more
time.

She would win, the gagging diminished… the
lower spasms were controllable.

The thirst had abated…

For one more night…

***

A pale green silk chemise slid across her
flesh as she settled on the edge of the bed, waiting for the flavor
of the potion to diminish. Stacey had never concerned herself with
fabric. As a vampire her sensitivity was heightened. The fine silk
felt delicious, cool, and slithery.

It still surprised her at times… this undead
condition. She had greater strength, greater sensory awareness, and
more stamina. It was not logical to her human mind. Being dead
should have diminished all of these things. When she didn't
consider the fact her life was turned upside down and inside out,
she could enjoy the difference.

Stacey had made peace with her condition…
mostly.

The flutter of silk was pleasant as she
stood.

Walking across the floor she stopped,
stooped, to scoop up a marble. It was a green tiger's eye. It was a
distraction… or a focus.

The wizard sat at his desk, hunched forward
as he wrote. The desk lamp threw a circle of brightness directly in
front of him, allowing shadows to fill the rest of the room.

The shadows were meaningless to her enhanced
eyesight, but they were a comfort or strength to Nash.

"Do you think I could drive him insane?" she
wondered.

Nash was quiet.

"Is it wrong to want that?" she said.

He got quieter.

Holding the marble at eye level she dropped
it.

She waited.

Squatting, an instant later, she caught it
before it hit the floor.

"Why do you think it's wrong?" she asked,
standing.

A quiet sigh passed his lips.

"No. I don't think it's wrong. How can
you say that?" she said. She tossed the marble to within an inch of
the ceiling so it would go over her head.

He shifted in his seat, taking a breath. He
didn't turn.

Spinning around, she dropped to land
soundlessly on toe tips and elbows, the marble hit her upraised
palm.

"When I was human, I'd've wanted to drive a
few people insane, although I lacked the ability," she said. "That
wasn't wrong. Now that I, with your help, have the ability… it's
suddenly wrong. Why is that?"

"Why do you want to drive him insane?" he
said.

Tossing the marble back and forth, still on
elbows and toes, catching it with just her fingertips, she
increased the speed of her game.

"You know," she said. He knew the story. She
didn't want to repeat it.

Thinking of it brought the memory and there
it was. Donald had raped her. No… not only raped her repeatedly,
but abused and tormented her, keeping her against her will,
treating her like a dog… worse than a dog. She didn't know how long
he'd kept her.

Once the spell wore off… it had been a
spell… though the cops and the Watchers didn't believe her… she'd
found herself in an alley near her apartment.

Beverly had said she'd been out of touch for
four days. The time factor wasn't the issue.

Anger had been her only feeling for months
afterward. Although she knew she should have felt more, and perhaps
she did, anger had kept her moving… alive. It had been the first
time she'd hated someone. No one had believed her but Beverly and a
few friends.

No authority cared enough to look into it.
Donald escaped punishment.

Now Stacey would enjoy driving him
insane.

In the corner of her eye she saw Nash's head
movement and a shoulder twitch.

She sighed.

The marble flew in a horizontal blur. She
adjusted her elbows to accommodate the speed and grip angle.

"When can I tell others that I'm a vampire?"
she said, after quietly playing her game of toss for a few
minutes.

"I never said you couldn't."

"No," she said. "You said it would be
dangerous. It would get me on the radar. You never explained whose
radar or why I need to worry if I'm on it. Vampires are perfectly
legal, why do I have to hide it?"

"Bottom line… I don't know."

Catching the marble, pushing up, her legs
twisted around so she sat cross-legged staring at his back. It was
a move she accomplished with barely a thought, an instantaneous
shift. It was a feat she still marveled… marveling that she was
capable of such things.

"What?" she asked.

A tightening of his shoulders was apparent
even for the shirt and sweater he wore. The minute shake of his
head wanted her to drop the question. They both knew it was too
serious to leave in silence.

"I don't know who is scanning or which radar
has to be avoided," he said.

"I. Don't. Understand."

"That's unanimous at least," he muttered.

"You said the vamps would tag me since I'm
not fathered… officially."

"Right," he said. "That hasn't changed.
You're somewhat mature now, even if only a month old. Likely you
wouldn't trip an alert if they see you. Unless you do something
stupid... which you won't."

"Of course… then who?"

She saw the frustration, anger, impotence,
and anxiety he tried to conceal when he faced her.

"I don't know," he said, quietly. "I'm
getting all kinds of odd portents. I'm enough of a seer to know
something's messing with the balance of things. I just don't know
what or who."

"What balance? What are you talking about?"
she demanded.

As he sucked in a breath she saw his
frustration with her ignorance.

"Well, I'm sorry," she said. "I was born
human. I kept away from magicals' stuff. Demonkin, witches, elves…
aren't exactly appealing as neighbors."

Nash's eyes met hers until she glanced aside,
not for the power but his implication.

"So what if I am prejudiced?" she said. "This
was once a human world long ago. Then the Reveals and the Hidden…
it should've stayed Hidden, instead of coming out all over. Humans
had enough problems without magic and magicals being shoved
in."

Stacey caught the change of his
expression.

"Sure, go ahead and laugh. I'm not human
anymore, right?" she said. "Why's the human world matter to me?
Well, it does, okay?"

"I said nothing."

Stacey let a long breath hiss out through her
longer, sharper teeth.

"I'm sorry, Stacey," he said. "I only meant
it would be nice if you knew what I mean when I speak of these
things. Magicals have been around for over two thousand years.
While we're more common now… it hasn't been a purely human world
for a long time. With the amount of information available, you
should have a basic knowledge of magicals… something more than you
seem to own."

"Well, I never was a studious type of person…
human," she said. "Maybe as a vampire I'll be different. Maybe you
could explain it to me."

"I'd love to," he said.

"But you're busy with your spells. I know…
and I'm in the way. You didn't have to take me in, you know…"

Her voice trailed off into silence as she
realized she spoke the absolute truth.

She would just be really dead, otherwise.
Stacey stood, thinking to pace but then didn't.

"Look, with the radar… my problem is that I
can't trust anyone I thought I could before. I don't know which way
they've gone," he said. "And, of course, few of any breed trust
wizards."

"What are you saying, Nash?" she said.
Magicals' politics were even less interesting than human's.

"I didn't know that the law affected humans
as much as it did all the other species," he said. "Mundane humans
seemed to already have an inherent sense of the Law. Even you."

She smiled at that. He reacted to her deadly
looking teeth, making her chuckle.

"The law," Nash said, ignoring her teeth.
"Was originally intended to create a balance between warring
factions and urge them all toward good. It was effective for a
while. Some think it is gaining momentum. I mean, look at how
demonkin, once pure terror to humans, have integrated. It's
good.

"Even vampires acknowledge the law and keep
to it. Historically they were the most evil of species. Of course,
no one can tell how deep that goes. Superficial goodness is easy
and likely too common."

"So, where are you going with this?" she
said, rolling the marble in her hand.

"I'm concerned that even the Greatest Good
have an agenda that may not be in the best interests of our merged
civilization."

"Greatest Good… do you mean the Watchers and
their council?"

Unable to admit that very thing, he only
nodded.

Stacey didn't have a very good opinion of
Watchers or those claiming to be good, so she could understand some
of what he meant.

"But, gods, they're supposed to be the super
police or something, right?"

"Exactly. It's worse… Stacey…"

She'd had the marble rolling around her hand
and up her arm and down as they talked. The seriousness of his tone
and the abrupt cessation of body language made her freeze.

A motionless vampire inspired fear
instinctively in anyone. No one could guess which way it would
strike, only that it would. The attitude, the posture,
warned anyone in the vicinity. It was ingrained in the survival
mechanisms of all other species. Even in a menacing pose, sharp
teeth exposed, Stacey did not accomplish a threatening aspect…

Nash paid no attention.

"Stacey," he said. "Did you know most magic
doesn't work against vampires? Not directly, anyway, save the
entrance permission needed to a person's home."

"You did mention it," she replied cautiously,
concerned this would be another of his pop quizzes.

"Well, some really strong vampires can
develop an affinity toward magic… almost like a witch. There are
inherent… perhaps even vestigial, components of a vampire which
make them that powerful. But that's not the purpose…"

He grew silent, studying her, his eyes dark,
colorless as usual, like the shadows he used. The long crescent
scar running from his brow to his chin was pale and smooth, also
revealing nothing… though sometimes it did.

This time she waited, allowing him time to
continue his reasoning. Instead, he seemed to change the subject,
again.

"Wizards live a long time," he said. "We can
live longer than witches if we work at it. They can live two or
three hundred years. A vampire will continue… you will outlive me.
I'm over a hundred and fifty years old, although not by much. You
passed your twenty-sixth birthday. You'll never see another. You
won't age, you won't grow old, you won't die."

Again she waited out his silence.

"Witches are magical. They live with the
constancy of magic, whereas wizards must acquire the taste. Witches
live and breathe spells and potions as they study the ways of the
world. Wizards must test, try, and study the cause and effect of
magic. It's not so easy for us but we can achieve wondrous…
fantastic things witches wouldn't even consider.

"We're different," he said even as his voice
trailed off.

For a moment he studied her, she had yet to
move, the golden flow of her hair, the locks hanging about her
shoulders, curling over her full breasts, brilliant against the
green of the silk chemise she wore. One hand was a fist extended in
the air; the other was on the upper curve of her hip.

Waiting for him to continue, Nash thought she
wasn't breathing. She didn't need to but she rarely broke with the
habit.

He had to take a deep breath, lifting his
gaze to her eyes.

"I was curious about vampires," he said. "I
studied them to learn what I could from the outside. Then I studied
their insides. Since they don't die easily, I was able to push my
research beyond what I'd expected. The problem was with the magic.
If exposed to too much magic they would begin to use it."

Leaning forward, Stacey studied every emotion
he showed, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

"Suffice it to say," he hurriedly continued.
"In fifty years I learned more than nearly anyone ever knew about
vampires," he said, now ignoring her look… avoiding it. "More,
perhaps, than any modern vampire knows. Only those who first
created the vampires would know more. I'm not saying I can use or
understand it all, but I learned it. It's the way of wizards. It
took me ten years afterward to assure myself what I'd learned was
credible… at the same time overcoming the fear my study had
inspired."

The past was alive around him for a time,
Stacey saw the fear as well as the knowledge he held. Then there
was another shift.

"I told you about wizard wars, right?" he
asked.

"Yes; wizards have no scruples when it comes
to stealing knowledge from other wizards; even to killing you and
enslaving your life essence."

"Yes," he said. "So, much of my time was then
spent preparing myself for wizardly encounters. I could allow no
one to gain the knowledge I carry. No one. I've… I've embedded a
spell within my body so I can destroy myself if I'm ever at that
point."

"Why? Why is it so important?" she said.

"Vampires were created for a single purpose,
Stacey."

Avoiding her eyes, he took a couple of
breaths.

Anxiety arose in her breast as she considered
what he would reveal.

"My experiment," he started and his eyes
caught hers.

She drew a quick breath.

"Me?" she said. "You mean what you're doing
to me?"

Trembling, anxious suddenly, she couldn't
decide whether to attack or flee. She could only watch and
wait.

"Listen, please," he said. "Have I brought
you any harm? No. And I won't. Please, hear me out, Stacey."

"What are you doing to me? Isn't it bad
enough I'm a vampire but you've made me a guinea pig as well?"

"Please, you owe me this much."

Nodding, knowing he couldn't imagine what
this debt meant, she stepped back, crossed her arms, and
waited.

"Wizards are likely the least trusted of
magic-users, right down there with sorcerers," he said. "But that's
due to our methods, our training, and life-style. We don't consider
ourselves evil. That doesn't matter now, I know, just listen.

"I… since learning… what I learned, I
resolved to support the Law, the goodness, not the lawyer's
convoluted version. All that I do is to benefit our civilization.
Maybe I'm still not good, but I intend to, by life or death,
benefit our civilization.

"Now… no, wait," he said. "I want to have
this done.

"Now, with what I learned of vampires, I knew
I needed one… a specific type. Unfortunately, my arrogance
outstripped my abilities. My work was less successful than my
imagination. You are the fourth vampire I have attempted to help.
Yes, the others died. One was killed by a demon and the other two
by vampires. You are beyond all they were, as my current
understanding was aided by experience.

"Finding you was fortuitous on a number of
levels. In any case, helping you is a pleasure. Though human blood
is your target type, if you indulge in it, it will change your
psyche. I need you to be good and pure. The other aspects…"

Stacey gave a laugh.

"Nash, I'm not good, or pure. You make it
seem that…"

His hand stopped her.

"Let me rephrase this. I need to be a
good wizard. I need to gain power to establish goodness in
what I do. Therefore I need a… a good vampire companion. The
idea that a vampire can be good is ludicrous, except maybe for you.
With what I know… I believe I can establish goodness in you that
can endure, as opposed to wickedness. If you assist me, as you have
been… I can try."

Stacey was nodding, agreeing, even as she
thought through what he'd said once again.

"Wait, you need a vampire companion to gain
power?" she said.

A look crossed his expression Stacey didn't
recognize.

"Please," he said. "First, the answer is yes.
Secondly, do not ever speak that idea aloud ever again. Promise
me."

"Uhm, okay, I'll try… I promise. But…?"

"But that's why vampires were created," he
said. "We think of them as pure parasites, feeding off the living
to maintain their own life. The truth is that's only half of their
life, half of what they are. Their feeding is to gain elements that
then become food for their creators. Whatever creatures… some age
in the mythic past… designed them, did so as their own food source,
but their food was magic."

"Uhm…"

Stacey was frozen again.

"Uhm… you," she shook her head.

Nash watched her. He could tell nothing from
her immobility. Unlike Stacey, he could not discern the subtle
tells of her body language. Only when she was obvious could he
guess her thoughts.

"You… I...?"

Her eyes blinked in a slow fashion as she ran
things over in her mind.

"Oh, yuck, Nash, I don't think so."

Taking a few steps back, she shivered
dramatically.

"Yuck. No offense… but, yuck."

With a little laugh he tried to imagine what
she was thinking of.

"Stacey, no," he said. "I don't know what
you're thinking but it's not gross, or bloody. May I explain it to
you?"

"Sure, you can try," she said. "Maybe it
won't be as gross as pig's blood, but… okay, explain it to me."

Standing completely still, she listened as he
revealed the secrets he'd spent decades discovering… the truth
behind the origin of the vampires. Even for the little she knew of
magicals this one point was well known; the vampire virus was so
opposed to life of any kind that it could not be tagged in any
evolutionary methodology, human or magical. Now Nash explained it
was not a natural virus by any stretch of the facts.

As he spoke, it crossed her mind how being
immobile, as a vampire, allowed her to be bored without looking
bored. Waiting through his years of discovery as he extolled the
virtues of… she wasn't sure what, Stacey stood there. She wanted to
hear how and what he expected her to feed on without touching human
blood and what he expected to feed on from her… and how. She
controlled a shudder.

Then she wondered if she fell asleep because
he'd finished and she had missed it. Something about spells. Maybe…
probably… and nothing about exchanging… anything.

"Gee, that doesn't sound so bad," she said
sarcastically, trying for that tone anyway.

"It's just a part of what I'm trying," he
said. "It'll help you; maybe curb your inclination toward human
blood. You do want to be good, right, Stacey?"

"If the choice is good or evil, of course I
choose good," she said. "Are you saying I can't drive him
insane?"

For a moment he studied her and she felt
tension grip her spine.

"Are you really doing this as retribution?"
he wondered.

"Yes, you know I am," she murmured, her brown
eyes hardening. "And it's kind of fun."

"It won't be so much fun if he realizes
you're a vampire."

"Sure, but you said a real vampire wouldn't
act like that," she replied. "So, I don't think he'll figure it
out. He's too freaked."

"But it'll become commonplace soon," Nash
said. "All he has to realize is that nothing's happened to him,
only a dead body on his feet. He'll get past the fear and need to
act on it. The guilt associated with a dead body will fade. If he's
as bad as you say, his conscience won't hold him to task long."

Of course he didn't say the second part of
that message, but it was still loud enough for her to
understand.

"So you do think I'm wrong," Stacey said.

"I'm not saying that. But perhaps you should
re-evaluate the circumstances."

With a grunt coming off with a hiss, she
accepted maybe he was right. She rarely changed her mind, mostly
because she took her time deciding things in the first place.

Straightening, Stacey decided she'd had
enough of explanations… enough of being cooped up or taken for
walks.

"Do you mind if I go out?" she wondered.

He studied her face. Nothing of her
intentions showed.

"No vampires, no blood, right?" he said.

"Right," she said. "I thought I'd visit a
friend… show her what I've become."

Nash gave a nod to the idea, not exactly
endorsing it, but not willing to object.

Though she didn't understand it, Stacey took
note of his hesitancy.

***

Near her old neighborhood, taking a
round-about way to Beverly's, she decided to find out something
about wizards from an alternate source. Since she'd always avoided
magicals in her human life, she was at a severe disadvantage in
dealing with Nash or any other magical she might encounter. Stacey
didn't plan for the future often but when she did, she wanted
things to be right… no surprises… not anymore.

A nearby bookshop, specializing in magic,
which she and Bev had almost dared enter at least twice, would be
the place. A witch ran it. She had the reputation of being a good
witch, with the capital on Good. Confident the witch would give her
a straight answer, if she dared enter and ask… Stacey headed
there.

It was late, though, it looked closed.

Yellow tape fluttered against the building in
the slight breeze.

There were no lights upstairs. When Stacey
looked more intently, there were no unbroken windows up there,
either.

The tape was a meaningless barrier to the
demolished building. She could have entered but there was no
point.

Leaning against the intact front glass, she
saw the inside of the building was gutted. Sky showed through a
missing upper floor and sunken roof beyond that. Besides being good
the witch was supposedly powerful.

Stacey wondered what had happened.

For all the debris, she saw no paper, no
books. For a bookshop that seemed odd as well.

A sudden brilliant light cast her shadow into
the building.

"Move away from the building, please, Miss.
It's condemned for a reason."

Even with the lights and shadows, she saw the
cop's reflection in the window. It was foolish to be unaware of his
arrival. She'd seen his car lights as he'd pulled up. Maybe she'd
thought it safe, with him being a cop. That didn't mean she should
have ignored him.

Vigilance had never been high on her list of
priorities… it was something else she'd have to work on. With all
of her enhanced senses it should be easier, if she could only get
her brain in gear.

Turning, she blocked the light with a hand,
which was unnecessary an instant later as it shut off.

"Sorry about startling you but that cornice
above seems ready to go any day now. City is trying to act, but the
lawyers are messing with things from three different sides."

Stacey glanced up to see the old trim was
hanging on by strips of paint and cobwebs.

"I didn't even read the notice, officer, my
fault, sorry," she said.

"No harm, no foul," he replied, joining her,
looking at the building. "Were you looking for Pepper?"

"Pepper? The witch? Well, yes, I was. What
happened here?"

He studied her in the lesser illumination of
reflecting headlights, and shrugged.

"Wasn't here at the time," he said. "So I
can't speculate."

A muscle in his jaw tightened in frustration,
something of anger as well. A full sweep of emotions danced before
he shook his head, corralling them.

"If you do want to see her, she's got a new
place up on Cool Springs Road, east off the expressway."

"Okay," Stacey replied. "Thanks. I just had
some questions I needed honest answers for."

"Right," the cop nodded. "She's the one you
want then, especially for your kind of questions."

Only then did she realize he knew exactly
what she was, he knew, and accepted it, and her.

She was the one forgetting there was a
vampire present.

"Thanks, officer. Goodnight."

"Umm, goodnight, miss."

Catching the odd tone in his voice, she
didn't look back. Her sincerity had come across with sensual
overtones. She felt in memory how her voice had responded to his
with an attempt at manipulation. She couldn't recall being so
brazen as a human. Shaking her head, she continued on to Beverly's
condo. One of Nash's additives was meant to enhance the mental
powers vampires usually developed slowly… she'd have to watch her
tongue.

Remembering she was a vampire was going to be
difficult.

She nearly smiled at the thought.

***

"Hey. Oh, my god, Stace," Beverly said, as
she swung the door wide. "Stacey, gods, I was so worried. Why
didn't you call? What happened? You've been gone more than a month.
Give, girl, did you get lucky or what? I want details."

Stacey stood in the doorway watching a
thousand more questions blink across her friend's features, along
with a million concerns for her welfare. She'd known Beverly had
cared, but seeing it to this depth was different and not so easy to
adapt to. It took her a moment to get her bearings when her friend
paused for breath.

"Well, don't just stand there. C'mon…"

As fast as thought, Stacey raised her hand,
halting Beverly's invitation to enter. In the dim hallway Beverly
wasn't seeing her clearly. Stacey had to get this part right.

This was the one magic vampires were bound
by. She could not enter without an invitation. She couldn't let her
friend do it by accident. Only then did she realize the guards had
let her into the secure building since they recognized her from
being here so often.

She'd only waved in passing, as she'd always
done.

This moment was different.

Beverly stopped, shocked at Stacey's sudden
move.

"Beverly… I guess… well, I didn't call
because I was dead," Stacey said, slowly. "I'm still dead. I'm a
vampire now. So don't invite me in unless you know what you're
doing."

"Gods, that's why you look so different?"
Beverly peered more carefully. "This is so cool, Stace. You're a
vampire. C'mon… you don't intend to bite me, do you? I mean, I'd
donate but you'd likely get all kinky now."

Beverly laughed as she studied her
friend.

"Hey, I'm not drinking human blood," Stacey
said. "Not ever. So don't even think of donating. I've changed, but
I'm still the same."

"Sure you are. Well, come in then, by my
invitation, always. You're my best friend forever."

"And you're mine," Stacey said.

They touched fingers. Beverly stepped back,
gesturing to again invite her inside.

Feeling odd, Stacey gave a formal bow and
stepped over the threshold.

"Hey," she said. "I was thinking of you… I've
got our favorite Daggermen episode playing… Oh, damn… that just
figures with you."

"What's that?" Stacey said at Beverly's
thoughtful frown.

"I'll grow old and ugly now while you'll stay
young and lovely. You always have the strangest luck."

Stacey stepped into the living room, shaking
her head at the turn of thought.

"Maybe you'll grow older but you'll never be
ugly."

Beverly closed the door, smiling at her
friend.

The shadow walker in the hall held still for
a moment, relaxing at their reunion. Nash had been unsure how
things would turn.

The human had not seen him but the vampire
had heard and recognized his sounds.

"You have to tell me all about it," Beverly
said.

***

Beverly's fingers were cool on Stacey's neck
as she touched the scar before sitting back with her wine.

"So that hot guy you were dancing with was a
vampire?" Beverly said, frowning. "Go figure. I thought that kind
of thing can't happen. It's against the law."

"Yeah, it is. But it happens. I was supposed
to be dead."

"You are, silly girl. A vampire. I still
can't get over this. You look better than before somehow."

"Thanks," Stacey said.

"But you don't drink alcohol. And what's with
no human blood?"

"I want to be good, Beverly. I can't be
tempted by the taste if I never experience it."

Beverly looked at her with that look.

"Okay, maybe I still can't lie," Stacey said.
"But I do mean it."

"It's a big temptation?" Beverly asked.

"Worse than anything else I've ever
known."

"Doesn't that change everything though,
Stace?" Beverly said. "Can you even have a boyfriend?"

"I'm not the person I would ever have wanted
to be, but I'm hoping I might become something better."

Beverly drained her glass, her
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