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Part 1: The Face
of An Angel

Jeffrey Tolbert was very aware that,
while nothing was so delicious as hemoglobin to the average
vampire, it was life energy they really needed, and anything
living, say, freshly picked vegetables, worked just as well. He
also knew that the sacred Pax Academe of Bergstryker University
thaumaturgically prevented any student or faculty member from
harming—directly or by proxy—any other student or faculty member.
None of that changed the fact that he got a screaming case of the
heebie-jeebies every time he had to go on the floor in the
Nosferatu dorm.

Especially the women’s wing.

Jeff wasn’t entirely sure why.
Maybe it was the idea of being surrounded by dozens of attractive
young women who saw him as little more than a blood bank with
feet.

He passed through the lobby of the
common residence hall and went to the iron-bound door that marked
the entrance to the women’s wing, Nocturnal Creatures Residence. He
reached out, hesitated.

“Oh, for the
love of…. Jeff, dammit, GET IN HERE!”

He recognized the voice. Jeff
considered the fact that she’d known he was there even before he
opened the door. Jeff did as he was told, not knowing what to
expect. When he saw what was waiting for him, he realized he never,
ever could have expected it.

The door opened onto the residence
common room, beyond which was the hallway leading to the dorm
rooms. Everything was dimly lit—no surprise there—but empty, even
the hallway itself for about a quarter of its length. Beyond that,
he could see nothing but shadows illuminated by a dozen pairs of
glowing red eyes.

“Ummm, someone
called custodial?”

The closest pair of eyes moved
reluctantly forward, and now Jeff could see the face and form that
went with those eyes—Amelia Wainwright. He’d shared a few classes
with her and knew it was a rather ordinary name for a person who
was anything but ordinary.

“Jeff, get that
nasty thing out of here!”

He blinked “What nasty thing?”

He could see her
consternation from there. “You don’t smell that…oh, right. I
forgot. Human. Of course you don’t. That,” she said, pointing at a very
small object sitting in the middle of the corridor. In the weak
light he couldn’t make it out at all. He forced himself a little
closer, and all became clear.

In his time at Bergstryker, Jeff
had learned a great deal about vampires. For one thing, they
weren’t undead, but rather a close relative of homo-sapiens that
had followed a different evolutionary path. For another, they were
not immortal. Long lived, yes—the normal age for a vampire to enter
college was about fifty, which made them the equivalent of eighteen
in human terms. Yes, a human could be transformed into a vampire
under special circumstances, but for the most part vampires had
parents like anyone else. Even so and despite that, there were some
aspects of the old vampire lore that were absolutely accurate.
Sunlight, for example. Vampires were deathly allergic to
full-spectrum lighting.

Then there was the matter of the
garlic.

“How long have
you been trapped in here?” he asked.

Amelia growled. Literally. “Twenty
minutes, thank you very much for not hurrying or anything. We’re
late for class already!”

Bergstryker tried to be flexible
on schedules but even vampires had some morning classes and so
needed to use the tunnel system that entered the dorm at the lobby.
There was a rear entrance, but anyone who tried to use it after
dawn would need sunscreen SPF bazillion to survive the attempt.
Jeff took one of the plastic bags he carried in case the Dean of
Students forgot to pick up after his Norwich again and used it to
scoop up a middling-size bulb of garlic. He reversed the bag over
the offending herb and tied it up as tightly as he could, finally
placing that bag inside another bag and repeating the procedure
until the normally pale vampire co-eds didn’t look quite so green.
Finally freed from the barrier of garlic stench, they rushed past
him in a great wave and Jeff considered that now he knew what it
felt like to be a zebra in the middle of a lioness stampede.

When the last of them was out of
sight he breathed a deep sigh of relief. His relief was
short-lived. “Jeff, wait a minute.”

It was Amelia. She stood next to
him, at first glance just a normal young woman--short black hair,
jeans, boots, a “Groucho Marxist” t-shirt. In reality a stalker of
the night, a drinker of souls, a contemporary, elegant avatar of
death with the face of an angel—

Amelia smiled. The drinker of
souls had dimples. “You think I have the face of an angel?”

Jeff blushed.
“Don’t do that!”

She shrugged. “Sorry, when you’re
thinking that loud I can’t help it. Look, Jeff, I need to talk to
you—it’s important. I want you to meet me in the basement of
Longrin Hall at eight tonight. Will you do that?” She apparently
noticed his hesitation and sighed. “Fine. Bring holy water,
crucifix, mallet, stake, whatever makes you feel better.”

“You know I
couldn’t use them.”

“I do. Which is
precisely why you don’t need them. Damn, I’m late.
Promise?”

“Okay.”

Once Amelia was out of sight it
occurred to Jeff that he should have said no. It had also occurred
to him that he should have said no when he’d been in the act of
saying yes. He wondered if perhaps Amelia had done that. Maybe
she’d used her vampire power of Influence on him.

Or maybe it was the dimples.

***

Bergstryker University was a
long-running experiment, but it was still just an experiment, and
no one pretended otherwise. It was one thing for humans to
acknowledge, as they had for centuries, that non-human, often
adversarial intelligences shared the world with them. It was quite
another thing when they were cheering next to you at the same pep
rally. Yet that was Bergstryker’s charter, backed by magic, a large
endowment and a powerful and diverse—to say the very least—Board of
Regents. That not everyone, human and non, was keen on the idea
need hardly be said.

On days like today Jeff wasn’t too
keen on the idea himself. Yet he didn’t have a great deal of
choice. Tuition had been kept artificially low at Bergstryker to
encourage just this sort of fraternization, and with loans and his
work-study job in Custodial Services, Jeff could just barely afford
the fees at Bergstryker and pretty much nowhere else. So here he
was, cleaning toilets and sweeping floors in the mornings, taking
his classes in the afternoons and evenings whenever possible and,
also whenever possible, fitting odd jobs in between.

Not this particular evening,
however. Tonight he had an appointment—he had almost thought
“date”—with a cute vampire, and he still didn’t know why. He did
know that Amelia was worried, and that understanding made him
worry, too. But what could she possibly want with him, other than
his platelets? Socially, at Bergstryker he was lower than dirt, nor
was he, in his own opinion, particularly good looking.

Maybe the black paint over her
window is chipping.

Jeff sighed. If that were the
case, she’d have asked him to come to her room, not Longrin Hall,
and to bring paint. Jeff wasn’t sure which venue would make him
more nervous. Fortunately, a full class load that afternoon didn’t
give him much time to dwell on it. By the time he finished his
Alchemy lab, it was almost seven p.m. He just had time to grab some
dinner at the Commons and head toward Longrin Hall.

It was late October, and the long
evenings of summer were well past; night was coming quickly as he
walked through the central Quadrangle and down the steps that led
to Longrin Hall. A few bats darted hopefully around the pole lights
looking for late meals, but soon they would retire to their attics
and eaves for the winter. The oak trees that lined the path still
had their fall leaves, but their best colors were gone, and the
full moon made them look all the more pale and faded. A
were-squirrel lobbed an acorn at him, but he just dodged it and
kept moving.

“Hey Jeff,
what’s your hurry?”

The voice was high and squeaky,
almost like a cartoon, but also a little familiar. And, apparently,
emanating from a branch in the oak tree on his left. Jeff paused
and looked up. There was that same were-squirrel, looking
amused.

To call it odd-looking was
accurate but hardly did it justice. Bergstryker of course had all
manner of shape-shifters in its student body, including weres. Not
to mention a few ancient European and Asian imports like phookas
and trolls and witches and yokai and oni—that one was on the
wrestling team—and even something called a no-face, which
frightened Jeff even more than the vampires, despite the fact that
the creature was completely harmless even outside the Pax Academe.
Still, the were-squirrel was an odd sight, even among the students
at Bergstryker. Its size was about that of a large raccoon, with
beady black eyes and a short snout perched on a vaguely human face,
except for the fur. Once Jeff got a good look at the creature, he
could have sworn he’d seen that face before.

“Tony? Is that
you? You’re a were-squirrel? I didn’t know.”

Tony Carruci had been his lab
partner in Metaphysics 101 his freshman year. Tony was a short,
cheerful guy, but he had tended to get a little nervous and jittery
about once a month. Now Jeff knew why. They still waved to each
other across campus now and then as each shot off to separate
classes or jobs.

Tony shrugged.
“Of course you didn’t know. Who’d brag about a thing like
this?”

“Hey, why’d you
lob that acorn at me? I barely dodged it.”

“You wouldn’t
have dodged it at all if I’d meant to hit you, which under the Pax
of course I couldn’t have meant, so relax. Anyway. I heard you got
to play hero to the vamp girls this morning.”

“All I did was
pick up a bulb of garlic.”

Tony grinned. His incisors made it
a rather dramatic expression. “Same thing. I mean, sure, not all
the vampire legends are true, but that one damn well is. Stuff
makes them blow chunks like Krakatoa, or would if they ate anything
with chunks. I wonder who could have done it?”

“Someone’s idea
of a joke, I guess, but I don’t think the ladies appreciated the
humor.”

Tony looked
thoughtful. “No, I mean, who could
have done it? It’s not easy to sneak up on a
vampire.”

Jeff remembered Amelia yelling at
him through the closed door. “I have noticed that.”

“You can only
pull crap like that when they’re dormant, and with classes
staggered as they are, even the vamps can’t keep regular hours.
You’re just not going to find a time when they’re all asleep at
once. If someone snuck in there, at least one or two of them would
know. And it’s a safe bet that none of them did it.”

Jeff thought about that. “You’re
right.”

Tony sniffed an acorn hanging from
a nearby twig. “Kudos to whoever managed it; that was one slick
prank.”

Jeff felt like kicking himself.
Here he’d been so distracted by his meeting with Amelia that he
hadn’t even considered the prank itself. It was, by any measure he
applied, simply impossible.

“Look, I gotta
go. I’m meeting someone.”

“One of the
vamps?”

Jeff reddened
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