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 Prologue

 


 


Heaven, Hell, the Hidden, and Earth had been
separate realms. Interaction between those realms grew as they were
of the same universe and congruent to one another. Inhabitants of
each traveled between, some accidentally, most with premeditation.
Those who traveled easiest commanded magic. Or, their nature was so
attuned. Some could not move from their own realm. Others, if they
moved, could not return.

The realms began to merge. It was not a
symmetrical event, it appeared random.

Destiny was never random.

Earth was touchstone and those of the
magical Hidden took advantage first. It was easier for those
inhabitants to cross over. The first were of the fairies, sprites,
and elves. Later came witches and werewolves. Vampires, wizards,
and sorcerers came later.

The fairy classes, from forest sprites to
elves had often crossed, long before the worlds began merging.
Occasionally, humans followed, tricked, trapped, or kidnapped. As
barriers thinned, humans were taken purposefully… as slaves, as
subjects, or food.

Earth became a battlefield… where tyrants
hoped to gain control.

The first vampires found humans had little
protection. Only the Law holding their homes as sanctuary was aid…
along with sunlight. In those days the first Daggermen appeared,
becoming a secret Order, sanctified by the Church. This small band
of warriors, a young witch, an orphan werewolf, and several
ordinary humans, thwarted the efforts of the arrogant vampires.
Through their efforts they not only saved their town but seeded
fear in the minds of vampires.

For years those early Daggermen protected
their region. The strength of the Law grew.

Those Daggermen became a lost page in
history until the needs of the worlds in the current age required
their return. Even with the growth of all species in the modern
age, it was still surprising that a young vampire woman, Stacey
Bowen, first took up daggers. Following her heart, bound to this
vampire, a young human woman, artist Angela Mack, took up the
daggers. An elf, Ariastina Pelladolian, saved from torture, though
not from death, joined them as Aes. Aided by the shadow-wizard,
Nash, who saved the vampire, the Daggerwomen hunted rogue vampires
and wizards.

The third of the Daggers was another woman,
Nicki Parks, a shape-shifting werewolf, saved from captivity by the
Daggerwomen. She is gifted with Daggers after proving her heart. A
young half-wizard, Alexander Dyrosky, after trying to kill Stacey,
has a change of heart and joined them. Then another werewolf,
Everett Morgan, a descendant of the first werewolf Daggerman,
joined them.

While at first Nash assists them, providing
magical tools, he is proven false. His betrayal nearly destroys the
Daggers.

After five years, and Angela's recovery, the
Daggers have nearly forgotten that betrayal, or at least put it
aside, as their fight continued. With the coming of war, their
alliance with the good witch, Pepper Paull, has them working by her
guidance. Stacey, in disguise as Marian Blackwood, is an honored
member of Baltimore's Vampire council. Her companion, Angie, as
Wren, is ever by her side, in her heart and mind.

The world changes as Magic, like a living
thing, seeks expression…


 Chapter 1

 


 


"I'm not in the mood for this tonight," Wren
said, stretching her legs to keep up with her vampire.

They were nearly running, running late.
Mostly, she was nearly running, her vampire had longer legs
and simply strode purposefully.

Wren was petite. Her vampire was an average
height, for a human female, but wore four inches extra as part of
her disguise. To compensate, Wren's platform boots added a
stilt-like extension to her lithe movements.

Five years of this disguise had eliminated
awkwardness. Concealed magic and practice were fundamental. The
necessity… she'd applied herself devotedly. A fluid sensuality at
odds with her usually reserved artistic nature had grown of it. Not
only was it evident in her movements but in how she looked at those
around her. The attitude which went with her altered appearance had
become nearly real.

"Sorry, my love, it's a council meeting. I
want you here," Marian Blackwood said.

The short, raven-wings of black hair danced
as Marian lengthened her strides. She had a lot on her mind.

They shared the tension.

"You just won't let me out of your sight,
you mean," Wren said, muttering.

Marian always wanted Wren near.

Wren's frosted lips offered an apologetic
smile for her contrariness. Her dark blue eyes cut a look to
Marian. A silver coronet held her white hair back, even though it
was the same short cut as her vampire's. Tonight she was again
white and silver, bands of metal and clinging fabric. Her look was
frosty, completely opposite the midnight black of the vampire.

"You're worried," Wren said.

Her vampire ignored the implications,
neither smiling nor returning the look.

Marian maintained a haughty attitude in
public, no matter what feelings trembled in her heart. The black
she wore, like her attitude, kept her separate. It made her
unapproachable. Silver braces and buckles accented her dangerous
nature. No weapons were visible. As a hunter/killer she needed
none. There was no lack concealed about her person.

Vampire and companion, their link was beyond
that, secret, their hearts attuned.

"That's right," Marian hissed. "What if it's
true?"

"You believe it's true," Wren said. "I know
your thoughts, remember. We never found his body… even though you
beat him nearly dead. But, my love, you're worrying about nothing.
He has no reason to return. I mean, why now… why ever? You get
so…"

"We can't figure on knowing his reasons,"
Marian said, her anger in the depths of her tone. "He could… he
would come just to finish."

Wren sighed, nearly hissing. She glanced
around and cooled her expression.

"Pepper placed protection around our homes,"
she whispered. "She made that warning spell for you at Dawn's.
She's gone out of her way to help. It's been four years with no
sign of…"

"I know. I just… feel… uneasy,"
Marian said. "It's been five… more than…"

'I will watch over you,' Ariastina
said. 'With what Pepper did, I don't have to worry about him
trapping or banishing me. Gods, that witch is incredibly
talented.'

"Yes. She is," Marian said, replying quietly
to the Aes.

The Elven Aes was invisible, in spirit form.
She could reveal herself at will. The magic she'd once owned in
corporeal form was mostly restored.

The vampire's dark eyes surveyed the scene
around the courthouse. Those observing her, even casually, looked
aside.

Marian was an intimidating vampire, even
among vampires. Secretive and rare, usually ancient, the
hunter/killers were a class of vampires being a law unto
themselves. Among vampires these were honored and respected,
definitely feared. They upheld vampire's laws across clan and
country boundaries… even, at times, between worlds.

The usual crowd loitered about the entry to
the courthouse, waiting for the doors to open for the public. It
was a typical hot, humid, Baltimore night. Vampires didn't much
notice the conditions. They stood motionless and silent as though
conserving their cool. The few humans and weres were all the more
obvious among them for their restlessness.

The monthly meeting of the vampire council
was open to the public. Recently, it had been standing room only.
Events locally and through the worlds were rousing interest in
politics on every level.

As Marian and Wren climbed the steps, a path
opened.

A few greeted the councilwoman but none
approached her or her human.

Marian gave no regard to any.

The warden opened the door, bowing.

'My ladies,' Ariastina said as they
entered the main lobby. 'Enjoy your council meeting. Wren, don't
snore.'

"Funny," Wren said quietly.

The Aes touched both with a quick kiss
before departing.

"Anything special tonight?" Wren asked
Marian.

"No. Nothing… besides that I'm introducing
the facts of the coming war."

"Right," Wren said. "Callisto wanted to
start that ball rolling last month. Why didn't you let her?"

Marian smiled, showing her fangs. She
chuckled.

"Following orders," she said. "Callisto has
me chairing the meeting tonight. I'll be able to do as the coven
desires."

"We owe them so much," Wren murmured. Her
thoughts were scattered.

"We pay our debts," Marian said as they
entered the council chambers.

***

Laurel Hanson took her seat, turning to
Wren, as was usual.

They were the only humans in the gallery.
There other six present were vampires. Only companions of the
council vampires were allowed there. Few chose to come, or stay for
the meetings. Angie had come to know most of them over the five
years she'd been Wren. This time Laurel's cheerful regard held a
hint of anticipation.

"Good eve, Wren," she said, giving a slight
bow.

Wren had learned a lot about the correct
behavior between vampires and companions. As long as no one gave
offense, vampires behaved much like humans. It simply took longer
for vampires to be comfortable with others. Very few companions of
vampires were companions in the sense Wren was to Marian,
or, in truth, as Angie was with Stacey.

Most companions held the position through
family ties or friendship.

For some it was an obligation. Some were
there as blood donors.

In Laurel's case it was devotion bordering
on love. Her vampire, Walter Shadowwing, had been intrigued by this
human professor who studied the early migrations of vampires. She'd
been so committed in her pursuits she'd tracked his legend into the
Canadian wilderness, finding him.

"Laurel," Wren said, giving courtesy…
studying her. "Is something wrong?"

The other woman glanced around as the
chamber doors opened. The public began entering.

Leaning close, she lowered her voice. She'd
gotten better at whispering over the years.

"War," Laurel said in a breath. She glanced
around again. "You already know, since your Marian is going to
speak on it. Callisto talked to Walter about it last night. Has him
concerned, I'll tell you. He so much wants peace, Wren. These years
he's said how nice it's been. I hardly know what he means. I never
saw the struggles he's described, those he's lived through.
He says how the Daggers are the best thing for this town.

"Can you imagine? Vampires admire them for
bringing peace. And they're led by a vampire. That's what Walter
says, anyway. Those guys are so secretive. But vampires always have
that way of knowing.

"What does your Marian say of the Daggers,
really? I know she has to be politic when she speaks here, but does
she believe that, the way she says. I mean, she's a… a… a killer
among them, but says the Daggers are to be… respected."

"She would never speak other than her
belief," Wren said. "Her opinion of the Daggers is that they keep
the law… they enforce it… as she has enforced vampire law. She
approves."

"Of course," Lauren said. "I'm sorry. I
never meant to imply that she would lie or…"

Wren gave her a look, feeling Marian stop
her paper shuffling to look her way, as well.

Laurel blushed, noticing Marian's gaze.

"I'm sorry," Laurel muttered. "Can you
forgive me?"

"Yes," Wren said, "of course. You must
remember I can't abide any slight to her, Laurel."

"I know," Laurel said, glancing from one to
the other. "I know. You're so tight with… My god… thank you. Should
I apologize to…?"

"No. She knows," Wren said, giving the
worried woman what assurance she could.

"She certainly does," Laurel said.

Wren saw Rocky and Bert shaking their heads
at Laurel's continuing embarrassment. It was a slight movement,
hardly enough to notice… Angie's senses were sharper than the
average human's… linked, as she was, to Stacey.

Laurel remained unaware.

The woman usually fell asleep halfway
through these meetings. She seemed unchanging and somewhat
unflappable. Walter Shadowwing watched her with affection, as he
always did. Laurel even seemed unaware of his attention. She was
earnest in her affection for the vampire. In these days she was his
only donor, rather than merely his favorite.

Attractive and intelligent, the professor of
vampire studies could talk for hours on vampiric history on Earth
and the Hidden, with aplomb and considerable knowledge. Wren had
endured hours of it until coming to appreciate what the woman
shared, learning from her. For all of that, though, the woman was
naïve about relationships and uncomfortable expressing her
feelings.

Laurel reminded Angie of Pepper at times.
Though she plied Wren with questions about Marian, Wren insisted
she could speak no details. All was vampire secrets. It was
expected of a hunter/killer.

Tonight felt different. Laurel's
professional attitude was evident. Questions all but hovered
visibly, buzzing around the woman's head.

Activity saved Angie from Laurel's
curiosity.

Octavia, the vampire who held Rocky's
loyalty, had been scheduled as chair this evening. It was Marian
who stood after most seats filled. Others continued wandering in,
as the meeting began.

Wren felt the trembling nerves Marian had
failed to conquer.

Shifting, Wren considered loosening her
corset. Impossible.

Swallowing her discomfort, she offered what
calm she could to Marian… it failed to help. The vampire could face
a dozen foes with only her fangs, claws, and no hesitation… here…
she trembled.

Still, bravely, Marian stood and took the
chair position.

Voices hushed as this difference was
noted.

Those few wanderers quickly found seats or a
place to stand without distracting others.

The Baltimore Vampire Council was called to
order.

Marian faced the gathering. She swept a slow
penetrating look over them all.

Most vampires responded to Marian's mere
presence as intimidating. With the dark look to her, many shifted
in their seats. A nearly absolute stillness took the gathering,
after. Without trying, she claimed their attention and held it.
Though a young vampire, Stacey had the mental powers associated
with the elder, ancient vampires… as her disguise implied. She used
a touch of that strength, not enough to be considered unlawful,
coercive, just enough to enhance the natural reactions of those
assembled.

Even Laurel became attentive.

"All of you know this body of the council
stands with the law," Marian Blackwood said. "We have been at peace
with human, witch, and were since we formed. We abide by the law. I
personally, stand for the law.

"For this session, I have some grim news we
must face… facts we all must prepare for.

"Soon, war will be coming to our worlds. The
very…"

Marian's head lifted.

She flinched.

Gunfire shattered the quiet.

Marian's arm jerked back.

She spun and shifted, facing the
attackers.

Wren felt the first impact. She'd already
moved.

Standing on her chair, guns in hand, Wren
was firing at those firing at the council members.

She'd fired twice, taking down two attackers
before anyone else reacted.

Besides Marian, several others were hit.
Knowing the danger, they shifted with speed enough to avoid taking
more hits.

Wren continued firing, killing two more.

Others were moving, reacting, running, or
leaping to protect their leaders.

Wren was making headshots.

One attacker grabbed a hostage. Wren took
him out, anyway.

Another tried to hide in the scattering mob
but Wren saw him, tracked him, killed him.

Laurel was screaming, her piercing voice
painful. She wasn't the only one.

Marian, struggling with pain, supporting her
injured arm with her other, regained her position at the
podium.

"Attention… everyone, settle down, people,"
Marian said loudly, getting their attention.

"You two, and you and you," Marian pointed
to various vampires by the doors. "No one leaves."

Marian looked to Wren. Wren had moved along
the chairs, standing at the edge of the gallery, looking over the
assembly.

"Wren?" Marian said.

"That's all we saw," she said, her guns
still ready. "My lady."

"We need to call the police," Richard
Armstrong said.

"No," Marian said. Her fangs showed in a
snarling, silent growl. "No one touch your phones. Not until the
end of this meeting. You of the media, no reports go out until
we're done. No one leaves. Any dispute will be answered by me. Wren
will enforce my will.

"This, what just happened, is the proof of
what we will face in the days ahead as the war takes shape.
Therefore, we will not allow them to achieve a disruption.

"Wren, you and Rocky and Bert check the
bodies. Move them over to the side, back there.

"Council members, is anyone too injured to
continue?"

"What of you, Marian?" Octavia said.

Marian looked at the blood dripping from her
arm. She glanced to Wren.

"Wren, attend me, first," she said, stepping
back from the others.

Wren had put fresh clips in her guns. She
returned them to hiding. Hurrying to Marian, she pulled the
med-packet from a belt pouch. They'd always been prepared.

Dizziness pushed at Marian. The room
threatened to spin with every sound, with each breath she took,
though normally she needed no breath, the pain fought her
focus.

Wren used their connection, sharing the
stability she held.

Marian steadied, never giving a sign of what
she felt.

Wren pulled up the shirtsleeve, carefully
unbuttoning it as she studied the wounds. The first entry wound was
a small hole, nearly bloodless. The exit showed flaps of skin, torn
muscle, and more blood. It seeped slowly, as was natural for a
vampire. The healing was already begun. A human would have had a
chunk of arm blasted away. The vampiric difference minimized the
injury. Her shirt was soaked, though.

Someone came to assist but both Wren and
Marian growled.

They backed off.

Using a magically scented wipe, Wren smeared
through the blood. Marian cleaned her hands with another. Wren
poked the flesh together and wrapped it. A spray of prepared scent
covered the blood trace. A small bandage went on another, smaller
wound, lower on Marian's arm.

"What type of bullets were these?" someone
asked, dealing with others' wounds.

"Fragible rounds," Wren muttered, angrily,
nearly growling.

"Wren," Marian said. "Hush."

"Yes, my lady," she said. She sealed over
the bandages with more magically prepared material. "Sorry, my
lady."

Pulling another scented wipe, she knelt,
cleaning up Marian's blood from where she'd leaked. There was more
sprayed against the back wall. Casually, she released a covering
spell the vampires shouldn't notice. It would disguise the nature
of Marian's blood. Only a few members of the council were aware of
Marian's true identity.

When she'd had to disguise herself, to keep
her Daggerwoman identity secret, there were some aspects she
couldn't change. One was the fact she was a vampire… a young
vampire. Since vampires, weres, and many other magicals hunted by
scent, her disguise had to alter that.

It was something Nash had helped with, along
with his nephew, Alexander. In altering her scent, making her seem
an elder vampire, they also happened to have her seem a
hunter/killer. Vampires reacted to her scent, both fearing and
respecting her… conditioned.

Stacey had never meant to abuse the
opportune results.

Callisto, an elder, had followed Stacey's
transformation to Marian. She persuaded the Daggerwoman to take a
seat on the council. It had been beneficial for all vampires.
Stacey was able to use what she witnessed as Daggerwoman to help
advise other members and guide policies.

In return, as benefit, Marian learned of
situations from the council which helped direct Dagger action.

The secret was essential. Her pure blood
could betray her. It held nothing of what the masking scents
suggested. Pepper's emergency medical pack would minimize the
danger.

"Is there anything else, my lady?" Wren said
as she straightened Marian's sleeve. She buttoned it over the
bandage.

"Check the bodies," Marian said, nearly
growling. "Call that policeman you know. Tell him he may send
someone in half an hour. Then you may resume your lounging
about."

"As it pleases you, my lady," Wren bowed and
stepped back.

Marian turned to see the others waiting,
watching her.

The injured councilmen included Richard
Armstrong, Heather Halloway and Samuel Eldersmith. Heather and
Samuel were already bandaged. Richard gave Marian a nod to
continue.

"Wren will inform the police," Marian said.
"They will come for the bodies later. As you have observed… these
were not vampires. Have you asked yourselves why?"

At the podium, she included everyone in that
question. The gathering had settled quickly, following the lead of
the council. There were few humans, in any case. Weres and vampires
tended to handle sudden outbreaks of violence with aplomb, as their
natures owned. It was all too common in the worlds. The way Marian
held control of the situation, there'd been little room for panic.
Wren's quick response had ended the threat almost before everyone
knew what was happening.

"Why would strangers attack us, me, your
council?" Marian said.

"Why would they… when I mention the
approaching war?

"Consider these things."

Marian looked at them, her dark eyes taking
in their mood. This tension was different. Expectant. The violence
and blood had settled Stacey's nervousness. She held them all with
a look. While the scent of blood in the air would normally incite
vampires to some action, Marian's authority claimed their will.
Even the weres present responded to her demeanor.

"Why," she said. "When I speak of the law
and upholding the law, are we met with violence?"

***

Wren crouched with Rocky, Bert, and two
other vampires with the bodies. They'd moved them to one side in
the back.

"Gods, Wren, I never saw a human move so
fast," Rocky said.

"You know I've been trained as her
protector," Wren said, her tone businesslike. Cool. Detached. "What
do you have here?"

"I don't know," Bert said. "We think
human."

"Think?"

"Yes," said one of the others. "It's not
human, but almost. These two are more human, this one is pure, but
these three… no idea."

Wren looked at the four vampires crouched
with her, frowning.

"What's the difference? Magic? Were? Fey?
What?"

"Don't know," Rocky said.

"Who can identify them?" Wren asked.

"No idea, Wren, sorry," Bert said.

"Gods, she won't like this," Wren said.
"Strip them. Down to skin. Search the clothing. Every seam. Get her
some ID."

"Okay," Rocky said. "But the police?"

"I'll deal with them."

Wren pulled her phone, watching Marian as
she spoke. Watching the assembled.

She backed into a corner. Watching.

"Hello, detective," she said when the call
went through.

"Gods, do you know what time it is?"
Detective Hastings complained.

"No," she said. "Did I wake you? Sorry."

"No," he said. "I was… I suppose you're
going to ruin my night."

"No rush," Wren said. "I have six dead."

"Where are you?" Hastings said. "Obviously
the dead are not vampires or you wouldn't be calling. What
breed?"

"They attacked the vampire council. Monthly
meeting."

"Damn. How's Stacey?"

"Marian was wounded," Wren said. "They were
using fragibles. Not vampire killers."

"Most people don't have access to the gear
you get, so that's no surprise. Six? You didn't say what
breed."

"Don't know the breed," she said.

"What?" he said.

"Mostly human," Wren said, she sighed. "I've
got four vampires assisting and none can identify what takes them
out of the human category."

"Oh. Okay," he said. "Did you observe
anything to show the difference?"

"No. I was busy protecting my lady," she
said.

"Oh, right. Wren," he said. "I thought you
sounded different. What do you want from me?"

"First," she said. "Do you know anything
about near humans like this?"

"There are so many near human types,
halfbreeds, kin… best way is the autopsy," he said. "That's part of
why we do them."

"Okay. You can pick them up in half an hour…
or take your time. Enjoy your evening. They aren't going
anywhere."

"Thanks, Wren," Hastings said. "You know, I
do like Angie better."

"Don't we all," she said. "Oh. I'm going to
keep a hand."

"You're keeping a…?"

Wren clicked the phone shut and put it
away.

After surveying the gathering again,
carefully, she approached the bodies.

"Find anything?" she said.

"Weapons," Rocky said. "Some cash, CS
currency. No papers. No ID."

"Right. It can't be easy, can it?" Wren
said.

There were several ammo clips, several more
handguns than they'd used. A few knives, military style. Several
throwing weapons, stars and knives. A pair of handcuffs.

"Any marks, tattoos, identifying wounds?"
she wondered.

"No tats," one said.

"No wounds. Uhm, Wren," Rocky said. "I'm
suspicious about that. Any military types I've ever known have
wounds somewhere, scars, busted knuckles, something. These guys are
pure smooth."

"Oh?" she said and looked over to
Marian.

The vampire paused midword… turning
back.

Wren shook her head in apology. Marian
resumed her discussion.

The vampires with her noticed.

"What do you know?" Rocky said.

"Nothing good," Wren muttered.

She studied the bodies and weapons.

"These are the only weapons?"

"Yes, Wren," Bert said.

They watched her.

Crouching, she poked at each and every one
of the bodies. Wren looked at hands, feet, arms, legs… She nodded.
Taking one of their knives, she pulled it, tested the edge.

"Which one is least human?"

When they pointed, Wren moved to it. She
folded a discarded shirt. She laid the dead wrist on it, on the
floor. The vampires watched as she removed the hand. She cut
through the wrist joint. It only took her a moment.

"Wren, the police won't like that," Rocky
said.

Normal looking blood slowly flowed, oozing
out.

"They don't have to," she said. She left the
knife on the floor, on the bloody shirt.

Holding the dripping hand over the shirt,
she dug in her pouch with her free hand.

There were five vampires around her. Each
watched silently.

From her nearly bottomless pouch she pulled
a plastic bag, large enough to hold the hand. After sealing it, she
shoved it back away.

"What?" she said, looking at the vampires
looking at her.

"This war she speaks of," Rocky said. "Is it
as bad as she makes out?"

Wren shook her head.

"Worse," she said. "Much, much worse."

"How does she know?" Bert said. "Where's she
getting the details?"

Wren almost smiled.

"You'll have to ask her that one," she
said.

"Right," said Rocky. "Those bullets hit her
and she barely flinched. I'll wait for full disclosure."

"You're with Octavia. Bert, you're with
Marcus," Wren said. "What about you guys?"

"I'm with the Sunpapers, Troy Alswer, Wren,
can I get a…?"

He stopped when he noticed the gun aimed at
his face.

"Heh," he said, showing his fangs. "That's a
no comment?"

Wren didn't blink.

"Ah, Troy," said Rocky. "You'd better pay
attention to the official speakers."

He and Bert turned the reporter away from
Wren. He moved off.

"You two?" Wren said, the gun lowering.

"Elias Sunderlan," one said, grinning,
keeping his fangs half-hidden.

"Sheridan," the other said. "Just…
Sheridan."

The gun was gone.

"Are you two here for any special reason?"
she asked.

"I like staying informed," Sheridan
said.

"Me, too, although I did have a question,"
Elias said. "It's not important now. I didn't know these meetings
were so exciting."

Wren glanced to Rocky, sharing a nod at
that.

"Are you two able to stay and watch these
bodies until the police take charge of them?"

"Sure," Sheridan said. "I can."

"I can," Elias said. "If you answer one
question."

"Depends," she said.

"Exactly how tall are those shoes?" he
wondered.

Wren shook her head.

"Maybe eight inches," she said. "Is that
all?"

"Well, what do we tell the police when they
complain about stripping them and the hand?"

"They won't," Wren said. "If any question
comes up, direct them to the councilwoman Marian Blackwood,
yes?"

"Yes."

Wren, with Rocky and Bert, circled behind
the assembly.

Eyes tracked her, and she, in turn, studied
every movement.

Troy Alswer gave her a grin she ignored.

Most were watching and listening to Marian
and the other council members. Plans for vampire involvement in the
coming war and the defense of the city were being outlined.
Vampires and weres listened intently.

When Wren resumed her seat to lounge through
the rest of the meeting, she noted Laurel shifted away. She was
quieter than normal.

Rocky shook his head at the human woman's
behavior.

***

When the police arrived later, Octavia
announced the next meeting would be in a week rather than a
month.

"Communicate this news to all law-abiding
vampires," Octavia said. "Whether good or wicked, the law stands
for us and in it we can abide. The coming war will wash that away
if it can, with the blood of all people. I will fight for the Law.
I hope you choose to do the same.

"Now, any who desire giving testimony to the
police on this incident, any affected by the action here should
stay. Everyone else can leave. There will be no private questions
tonight due to this attack."

There was no mad dash for the exits as
sometimes happened. Instead, many took a look to the side where the
police and coroner worked. Those of the news media were on their
phones sending in the stories they'd already composed. Several went
to the police to give testimony.

Police approached the councilors. Octavia,
Callisto and Richard fielded their questions.

Marian remained seated. She and Wren held an
eyelock for a moment. Thoughts buzzed between them.

Laurel had hurried away. She pulled a chair
up to Walter's at the council table.

"Hey," Rocky said. "May I sit here?"

"Yes," Wren said. "I think this'll take some
time."

He sat on one side. Bert sat on her other
side.

Laurel was crying.

"I think you made more of an impression on
her," Bert said.

"Yes," Wren agreed. "Not very good."

"Did I tell you she quizzed me about you
again, three months ago, I think it was."

"No," Wren said. "Three months… yeah, we
were busy then."

"Must've been," Bert said. "Can't
imagine."

"Why would she quiz you about me?"

"That thing you've got with Marian," he
said. "It's always fascinated her. Asked me all kinds of questions
about the bonding, the possession, the soul-link… I don't know…
maybe ten of the mythic connections some human and vampire pairings
develop."

"Why didn't she ask Walter?" Wren said.

"She said he didn't know a lot about it,"
Bert said, "him being the solitary type."

"Asked me, too, a few times," Rocky said,
"said she was investigating if some of the myths have a factual
basis… real professor type of questioning."

"So, what did you guys tell her?" Wren
wondered.

"What could I?" Bert said. "You're the only
one I've ever seen linked like this. Everything I've ever heard was
rumor and myth. Although, heh heh, I did expound a little…
exaggerating abilities and all of it. Really had her going. Not
that she ever tripped to the fact. Heh."

"And you?" Wren turned to Rocky.

"Sounds like I did the same, although I had
the sense she was digging for some other answers altogether. Just
didn't want to be obvious."

Wren turned to Marian, who smiled with a
nod… slight though it was to anyone else…

"Right," Wren said quietly.

"Like that," Bert said. Wren glanced at him.
"Except now I'm not so sure."

"Not sure about what?" Wren said.

"It's just what you two have. What you did
tonight," he said. "Maybe my exaggeration falls short of the
reality."

"Yes, but there's a point you're missing,"
Wren said.

"Is this what Marian just told you?"

"Yes, some," she said. "I've learned about
this… phenomenon."

Wren glanced down to see Laurel leaning
against Walter's arm.

"She isn't just curious," Wren murmured.
"The poor girl wants the same connection with Walter that I have
with Marian. It's too bad, really."

"Why?" Rocky said. "I'd love a connection
with Octavia like you have. Although what we have is pretty damn
good."

Wren smiled, shook her head. Her frosty
white hair fluffed at the move.

"That's just it," she said, lowering her
voice so even these vampires had to lean in to hear her. "It has
only been recorded of same sex pairs."

"Oh," Rocky said. "Damn."

"Yeah," Bert said. "But Marcus and me…"

"Oh, you guys. You're not even human. It's
only between human and vampire. I don't know what could develop
between vamps."

"Right, stupid me," Rocky said. "I wasn't
even thinking you were human, Wren. Sorry."

"No problem," she said, smiling.

"You're sure of all this?" Bert said.

"Yes, but this really is a secret,"
Wren said. "Even among you vampires this kind of a connection is
honored, nurtured, but it is never revealed or documented. The few
bits of testimony I found were… safeguarded… let's say."

"Don't worry, I'd never say anything. I'm
impressed, though."

"Same here," said Rocky. "Octavia would skin
me if I did anything to upset Marian."

"What?" Wren said, turning to him.
"Why?"

Rocky gestured toward the council members.
Some had left but most were huddled at one end of the table with
the police.

"She's never seen a more unified body of
councilors. She's been a part of many vampire councils. She
believes Marian is one of the keystones here. I agree."

"Right," Bert said. "The last five years,
vampire commerce has settled and grown. This town has peaceful
relations between all species."

"And now war," said Rocky.

"Yeah," Wren said. "Ain't that the way?"

Marian summoned Wren.

"Looks like I'm up," she said.

Marian stood with Detective Hastings. He
didn't look happy.

"Do you need us?" Rocky said as Wren started
moving.

"No, but thanks," she said. "I have to face
the consequences of my actions."

"It was justified retribution," Rocky said,
following.

"I know. I'm not worried a bit…"

When she hesitated, he and Bert looked at
her.

"What?" Rocky said.

"I let her get hit, damn it," she said.
"That's gonna cost me."

Wren walked away as they considered her
words.

Marian shook her head, frowning at the
joke.

"Detective," Wren said.

"Miss Wren," he said. "Do you admit to the
killing of six humans?"

"Yes, sir."

"You killed all six?"

"Yes, sir."

"Ms. Blackwood, why was there no security in
here… armed security?" he said.

"Uhm," Marian frowned and looked around.
"We've had no trouble in years… as long as I've been a
councilor."

"I think we've grown lax," Callisto said,
joining them. "Detective, we will certainly have more stringent
security from this point on."

"Thank you, Ms. Douglas," Detective Hastings
said. "Miss Wren, from all testimony, your actions, though unwise
and hazardous to the public, was justified retribution for the
unwarranted and unprovoked attack. My report will state those facts
and because of the nature of this incident your identity will not
be included."

"Why is that, detective?" Callisto said.

"It's something we lawmen learned during
westward exploration, Ms. Douglas," Hastings said. "While Wren may
be the heroine of the moment, anyone associated with these
characters will see her as a challenge. It's always best for such
acts to be held in trust. We know what she did. But officially
there will be no record. Even if newspapers get the details,
without substantiation by authorities it will soon pass to rumor
and speculation.

"And," he gestured to the room. "In this
place, anyone could have done the protection, so why single out one
person? If you hold any sway with the media, removing a name will
help all law abiding persons.

"Besides," he added. "Who would believe one
human could take out six in a crowded hall? Nobody is that good a
shot."

The remaining vampires were the trusted of
the council. They agreed with the detective's program. With war on
the horizon they knew all advantages must be owned.

"Donald," Octavia said to their media guy.
"Call who you can and get Wren's name dropped. If not dropped…
misspelled… make it R E N, rather than a W. Got it?"

"Good idea, Octavia," Callisto said. "Create
aid through sleight of hand… as long as Wren does not mind?"

Wren looked to Marian, who said it was a
good plan.

Hastings and Wren exchanged a glance, unseen
by all but Marian.


 Chapter 2

 


 


"You could have stayed for the meeting,"
Angie said, drying her long black hair.

'Those meetings are usually so
boring,' the Aes said, smearing a mark on the steamed mirror.
'Is our lady okay?'

"I'm fine, Ariastina," Stacey said, leaning
into the bathroom, smiling. "You should have seen Angie, though.
She moved faster than a vampire."

"How're your wounds?" Angie said.

"The little one is completely gone. The
other… just an ache. Those bandages worked well. I asked
Callisto."

'Ah la, the scent,' Ariastina said.
'The vampires did not notice?'

"No, with so much blood in the air from the
other councilmen and Wren's shooting, no one noticed. And the
bandages, the spray… We'll have to keep that kit handy and loaded.
Do you realize what it means, though?"

"Oh," Angie knew what Stacey was thinking.
"You can't use weapons as Marian Blackwood. We'd already…"

"Right… although as a hunter/killer brand of
vampire, the reason I don't is because it's beneath me. We have to
keep the daggers secret, anyway."

'O,' said Ariastina. 'You are such
a tough vampire. But you will kill at need, correct, my
lady?'

"Oh, yes," Stacey said. "Believe me. I have
no intention of dying again."

'The dawn comes soon,' the Aes said.
'Unless you have magic.'

"I have some. I had to examine the
bodies."

"Really? I didn't feel it this time," Angie
said.

"There wasn't a lot I could gather," Stacey
said.

"Did you call Pepper?"

"Yes, she said she'd meet with us," Stacey
said. "Does she ever sleep?"

Angie laughed.

"Where's Alex?" she said.

'He's with Nicki and Everett,'
Ariastina said. 'That's where I was, before coming
here.'

"What are they doing?" Stacey said.

'Alex has a new idea for the gear you'll
need.'

"That boy needs a girlfriend," Angie
said.

"He's got you," Stacey said. "He doesn't
need more than that."

Angie turned, staring, her dark blue eyes
steady.

"Stacey," she said. "Don't say that…"

"He's been infatuated with you forever,
girl," Stacey said. "He's grown out of puppy love until you're his
vision of woman. We can't change it without hurting him and he's
been through enough."

"Haven't we all?"

The image of Angie came to Stacey's mind
with a stab to her heart for the memory. Angie writhing on the
floor in her own vomit as poison tore her apart from the inside.
Nash sipping wine, mocking the dying artist. Flexing her hands,
Stacey remembered beating the wizard until he was a bloody mess in
a broken wall. Then Angie rested in a green bubble of timelessness
by Pepper's magic.

It took a week for the healing witches to
effect a cure for the poison. Pepper had let the healing witch
touch Angie for a second here and there to test the cure, until
they knew it was effective. Even then, Pepper watched in some odd
way of hers, controlling the passage of time around the artist
until the poison was gone and Angie was healed. It took some time
for her to regain her strength and full health.

Taking Stacey's hand, Angie brought her out
of the memory as she'd done time and again since. Betrayal by the
one she'd loved and the near death of the one who most loved her
had nearly shattered the vampire's cold heart.

Stacey had suffered during that time. She
suffered the exactness of memory all the more.

"Alex went through hell while you were in
that stasis field," Stacey said, meeting her eyes. "He'll always
love you."

"Well, hell, he should find a…"

Stacey put a finger to Angie's lips.

"Who are we to judge love of any kind, my
dear?" the vampire said.

"Yes, forgive me, my lady."

Stacey laughed.

"Are you ready to go?" she said.

"I should wear more than
panties."

***

"Heeellllooo, Aunt Stacey," Celeste said,
giggling as she dropped from a tree in the dark yard. The yard of
the mansion's property was usually dark. Only the house showed
illumination from its many windows.

"What're you doing up in a tree, you little
nut?" Stacey said.

The little witch giggled, covering her
mouth.

"Mama says you was coming. Helloooo, Aunt
Angie… oooh. Auntie Wren, you was on TV shooting some bad guys,
Whittlesbee said."

"It was on television?" Angie said.

"Ahhm hmm, what's Whittlesbee says. But he
says no worries, distoration was working good. All blurs like, he
says. Just you an' frosty white hair. Oh, hey, I saw a cold one
with frosty white hairs but hers was longer, longer than even your
black hair. Her's got frosty white eyes, too, also. And peculiar
teeth."

"Really?" Angie said, smiling. "She sounds
interesting."

"Oh, yes," Celeste said, nodding. "Her is
very interesting. But don't go lookin' for her or mama says
she freezes anybody looking… like a… ahm icicle dead, too, uhm
hmm."

"Where're your friends?" Stacey said as they
walked toward the porch.

"Ah, well, they's punished," Celeste said.
"But not they… their fault, it is mine, my fault. They tell me how
to go and I shouldn't of gone, you know?"

"I'll take your word for it," Stacey said.
"Where's your mom? She said she'd meet us. Is she with your
dad?"

"No, him's asleep," Celeste said. "You know
it's getting to be dawning soon. You got magic?"

"Some," Stacey said.

"I can give you some if you needin', it's
okay."

"Thank you," she said. "So where's your
mom?"

Celeste looked at the mansion.

"Her is with Aunt Amelia," Celeste said.
"Auntie A. got something to say to mama that's not so good. So I am
out here so I don't hear it all. 'Cept I know it is not so good at
all."

"Oh," Stacy said.

"What about you, little witch," Angie said.
"Why aren't you in bed asleep?"

"Don't know, 'cept mama says the guys always
burn me up 'til I am tired and sleepy. So, no guys… no getting
burned up and sleepy."

"Ah, and Aunt Carol?"

"Her is…" Celeste said and stopped. "I don't
know where her is. Went to see Max and her mama, I think. I can ask
Whittlesbee but he are with Mama and I should not listen to them
all. You wanna sit here? It is a pretty night, right?"

The three sat on the steps of the porch with
the little witch in the middle.

"Yes, it's a lovely night," Angie said. "The
stars show very bright and twinkly."

"Yes, twinkles. That's 'cause of
atmospherical distoration, like clouds but you can't see them. Up
higher where no air is to breathe they don't twinkle so."

"And who teaches you lessons," Angie
said.

"Oh, uhm, all of them," Celeste said. "Every
day is something new, you know?"

"I know."

"So," Celeste said. "What something new did
you learn today?"

"I learned I have to react faster when
there's trouble," Angie said.

"Oh, when you are Wren, uhm hmm," the little
witch said. "But Whittlesbee says you shooting six guys inna head
and don't miss or get no innocently standbys is pretty darn good
shooting for a human, even a daggerhuman."

"Yes, but if I had started faster, Stacey
wouldn't have gotten shot," Angie said.

"Oh, was Marian Blackwood 'at got shot and
one more and 'nother vampire. Are you all okay now, Aunt Stacy,
Marian Blackwood?"

"Yes, dear," Stacey said. "Wren didn't let
them shoot me very much."

"Oh, good," Celeste said and then yawned.
"Getting shot is no good thing."

"No, it's not," Angie said, wrapping her arm
around the little witch. "Are you sleepy?"

"Yes, uhm hmm, so it is," Celeste said and
yawned again.

The mansion's door opened. Pepper and Amelia
crossed the porch.

Angie lifted Celeste, though the little
witch was getting a bit heavy.

They all stood.

"C'mere, darling," Pepper said. "Let's get
you into bed."

"Yes, mama. G'night Auntie's… all of you,"
Celeste said quietly, as Pepper carried her into the house.

"What's wrong, Amelia?" Stacey said.

"The war has started, some of it," Amelia
said. "The attack on you and Carol is minor compared to Heaven's
news. The Courts have been destroyed… the High Court."

"Carol was attacked?" Angie said.

"Courts of Heaven?" Stacey said.

"Yes. You sound unfamiliar with them,"
Amelia said. "The courts are where the ministers to humans and the
needy reside. Most of the courts have been destroyed. In the days
and weeks… even the months and years ahead, the absence of these
ministers will affect the humans and much of the worlds. Morale
will decline and hope will be hard to come by."

"This is a step by the… the enemy… the
terror campaign you talked about," Stacey said.

"Yes," Amelia said. "It's hard to believe
this came to pass. It was betrayal by their own. It's
unbelievable."

"You knew?" Angie said.

"I knew it would happen but I've had my eyes
on earth and the battle more," Amelia said. "I didn't know when or
all the reasons or these results. But even if I knew… I could not
interfere with that realm."

They had settled again on the steps, even
though the eastern sky was lightening.

"Pepper?" Angie asked.

"In shock, I think," Amelia said. "Some dear
friends have been cut down. I cannot tell her all of it. She'll
learn in time, at a pace she can handle."

The Daggerwomen exchanged a look.

"Carol?" said Angie. "How is she?"

"Fine," Amelia said. "Like you, Stacey, she
was wounded. Being a werewolf helped."

"Being a witch helped me survive, though,"
Carol said, stepping from the shadows. "Hello, ladies."

"Greetings, Carol," said Angie.

"We should likely be going," Stacey said.
"The sun's coming."

"You haven't dealt with the reason you
came," Amelia said.

"Let's go inside," Carol said. "I can give
you some magic. We can get drinks."

***

"A hand?" Carol said, a few minutes later,
looking at the contents of the bag Angie had dug outl. "What am I
going to do with a hand?"

"I thought you could ID the species," Angie
said. "The vamps all said not quite human, so I thought you could
tell me."

"Because werewolves have better noses?"
Carol said.

The hand remained in the plastic bag on the
table.

"You've got magic, too," Angie said,
smiling. She sipped her wine.

Amelia sipped wine as well but her eyes were
on Stacey. They were in the darkened back parlor. The vampire had
been very quiet.

"Why not quite human? It looks human," Carol
said. "Nothing magic, really."

"Yes, but the bodies were suspiciously
flawless," Angie said. "The vampires…"

"Flawless?" Carol said.

She glanced at Amelia who did not look
back.

"And the Courts betrayed. It must be the
same," Carol said. "Those who minister from the courts are more
than human. They heal themselves. Most would have no scars."

"What's that mean? The ministers of heaven
support this war?" Angie said.

"No," Amelia said. "But always there are
some who think they know a better path. Betrayal and
bitterness."

"So the hand belongs to what creature?"
Stacey said.

"Lesser ministers of heaven, human but not,"
Amelia said.

"That clears it up," Stacey said. She
smiled, showing fangs, shaking her head.

"Odd how they would use guns, or fail in
killing you all," Carol said.

"Wren killed them in the correct way,
thinking they were vampires, head shots," Amelia said. "But this is
not about destroying the leaders of the people but terrorizing the
populous. If they had used their personal weapons, it would have
been a quiet slaughter. The gun fire was meant to seem more
earthly, more frightening. They did not know of Wren."

"You are very forthcoming," Stacey said.
"That's unusual."

Amelia smiled. Then she shook her head.

"Ah la," Amelia said. "That's all I
can give on this day, Daggerwoman. I must go to bed."

The shimmering, ghostly form of Martin,
Amelia's Aes love, appeared. He touched her hand as she stood.

"Good eve to you," Amelia said, giving them
a bow.

"Where's Whittlesbee and AP?" Angie said to
Carol.

"Whitt's up with Pepper," Carol said.

AP poked his head out from Carol's thick
hair.

"And the cat's right here," she said.

"So you got shot?" Angie said.

"I'll have to do something about that,"
Carol said. "I've got a bulletproof spell I should be testing.
Guess I'll have to, now."

"What can you tell us about these
ministers?" Stacey said.

"No more than Amelia has said," Carol said.
"Pepper would know more but there is nothing much. Their weapons
are unique to each. When they are young, at an age they determine
for themselves, they go on a quest to create their weapon.

"It usually has the appearance of a sword.
The greatest of these weapons is…"

Carol stood and walked across the room, into
the shadows, turning away.

"So many died," she said quietly, facing the
darkness, her back to them, "so many of the High Court."

Wiping her eyes, she turned back to resume
her seat.

For a time Carol didn't speak. When she did,
she did not look at them.

"Their weapons are forged of the elements,
by their will. Almost, it is a measure of who they will become…
their character, I suppose… or their strength of purpose."

She brushed tears away.

"Anyway, these weapons can absorb bullets,
magic, and most anything ill-favored thrown at them. When they
don't swallow the projectile they redirect them to their desire.
Few weapons of earth or the Hidden can stand against them."

"Angie took 'em out okay," Stacey said.

Carol shook her head.

"Only because they were playing human," she
said. "If they stood against you with power, you'd have little
chance, even with your Dagger abilities."

"How can such people be brought down?" Angie
wondered.

"Well, they have powerful self-healing
abilities," Carol said. "So they must be taken out completely or
they'd rise again. You killed them properly, like most species,
with a head shot."

"So, they're difficult to kill," Stacey
said.

"Yes. They were originally created to stand
against demons," the wolf-witch said. "A lot of them are able to
move in the moment. It would seem like teleportation to you."

"Well," Angie said. "We don't have any
demons as allies. We have no way to restrict their movement or copy
it. I don't like this at all."

"No," Carol said. "But Amelia knew how wide
this war would reach."

***

"My lady," Angie said. "How can we fight
ministers of Heaven?"

The pair had returned to Angie's
apartment.

"They're lesser ministers, my dear," Stacey
said.

"Yes," Angie said. "It would be so nice if
that difference mattered."

"I know," Stacey said. "You did well against
them."

"Right, as long as they're playing human and
we get the drop on them, it'll be no problem."

"We know how to create surprise," Stacey
said.

"Really? Maybe you should remind me," Angie
said.

"Marian Blackwood has no need to remind her
Wren of any such thing."

"Forgive me, my lady. Your Wren is only
concerned for your safety."

"I know, my love… I know."

They were prowling through Angie's new
apartment, surveying the studio setup. Angie had not started a new
painting in several years so the setup was mostly to display those
she'd finished or had started earlier. When in a creative mood,
rare now, Angie started more than she finished.

Stacey was restless, concerned with her
feelings. After the wizard Nash had escaped, though nearly dead, he
was always on Stacey's mind. Every time those feelings grew to such
a point, Angie had to move.

They lived together.

Neither could bear long separation. The bond
of vampire companionship allowed the two to share thoughts and
feelings. While the sharing of thoughts wasn't constant, their
feelings were another matter. When they needed such a connection
they could use it. When Stacey's fear of losing Angie grew… it was
difficult for them to deal with.

Now, looking at the display of Angie's
paintings, Stacey relaxed. Part of that ease was from Angie's
selfless nature… sharing it with her love. It was the one thing in
her life Stacey had no doubt of.

They lived together, as much as any vampire
and human could with daylight barriers. Stacey frequently held
enough magic to walk through the day, although she couldn't face
the sun without dire consequences. Angie had always taken care of
Stacey. With them, also serving Stacey was Ariastina Pelladolian.
The elven princess was currently living as a spirit, an Aes, as the
elves called their disembodied form.

Also living with them, no matter which house
they moved to, was Alexander Dyrosky, a young wizard and the nephew
of Nash. Using his elementary wizardry and human-like mechanical
aptitude he continued to serve the Daggers. Although he'd first
intended to kill Stacey, he'd changed his mind when he learned the
truth about the wizards he'd known.

The other two Daggers, Everett and Nicki,
usually lived at Everett's apartment. With Stacey convinced Nash
was watching them, they'd moved to one of the rooms in their house.
Pepper located each new safe-house for them, when needed.

Pepper had helped Stacey ever since she'd
become a vampire. From helping with the potion Stacey used, rather
than blood, to arming them for their battles, even to recommending
missions for the Daggers. The good witch was a critical part of
their lives, not only as support, but as a cherished friend, along
with her small coven and family.

After Nash betrayed Stacey, after he failed
to kill Angie, after he survived and escaped, Pepper created
spells, barriers, and protection against him and his shadow-magic.
She wiped all traces of his influence from the Daggers. She'd
provided easier and more efficient spells and charms. Teleportal
charms, cloaking magic, and weapons, anything they could think of
to empower the Daggers, the witch assisted with.

To Stacey, privately, Pepper offered the
opinion Nash had given her barely adequate devices, as though
betraying the vampire from the very beginning. It had little to do
with the fact Pepper disliked the majority of wizards, not trusting
them. She'd measured the efficiency of what he'd provided.

***

Calling the Daggers together, Angie and
Stacey explained what they'd learned about those Wren had
killed.

"Wow," Alex said. "I've heard of them.
Ministers. You got six, Angie. That's impressive. But I wonder
why."

"Why what?" Nicki said, watching the
half-wizard.

"Okay, maybe not why, but how," he said. "We
know Angie is fast. When she's with Stacey, she's even faster. But
the ministers are able to shift in the blink of an eye. When the
first went down, or the last took a hostage, they could've escaped.
Why didn't they? Was something preventing them?"

"You tell us," Everett said. "Sounds like
you know."

"No, I don't, not with this," Alex said,
looking to the others. "I mean, why would they stay when she was
just picking them off? It makes no sense."

"Okay," Stacey said. "Make a note of that.
We'll consider the implications day to day. My concern is… will
they try again?"

"They failed," Nicki said. "They didn't even
disrupt that meeting."

"Right," Alex said. "The news report said
how, despite a terrorist attack, business of the Baltimore
Vampire's Council proceeded in an orderly manner. The main topic of
discussion was how vampires would organize for this threat of
war."

"You watch too much TV, Alex," Nicki said,
grinning.

'My lady and daggers, there is another
point to consider,' Ariastina said. 'This is not the only
vampiric council. Were there other attacks?'

"Callisto said she'd call me if there was
news," Stacey said. "She hasn't called."

"It's daytime, Stacey," Angie said. "Maybe
the news is postponed."

"No, there would be no delay."

'So, why would this council be the only
one attacked?' Ariastina said.

"This is the focal point," Alex said.
"Amelia said it once last year. This is where Pepper will stand
against the dragons."

'Ah la,' Ariastina said. 'Aye, so,
they seek to undermine her stance.'

"Yes," Angie said. "She'll be too powerful
to touch… but if they weaken the ground she stands on…"

"This is crazy," Everett said, standing up
abruptly, "dragons, demons, ministers of Heaven, wizards, and every
other freaking thing. How on earth are we going to make a
difference?"

For a moment his question was met by
silence.

"Uhm, sweetie," Nicki said. "You're such a
drama queen. What's the diff?"

"Sweetie?" Angie said. "Nicki, is there
something going on between you two?"

"Like you didn't guess years ago," Nicki
said.

"I know, but sweetie?" Angie said. "I
thought he was an Alpha?"

"No, no, he's a drama queen," Nicki said,
smiling. "I don't know why he worries so."

"Dragons? Ministers? Servants? Wizards?"
Everett said. "What's not to worry about?"

"Hey, the Watchers are long gone," Alex
said.

"We hope," Everett replied. "We all know
how…"

"Enough," Stacey said. "This is not
constructive."

Everett resumed his seat beside Nicki. She
whacked his thigh.

"Stop it," Stacey said.

They did stop and face her. Her demeanor
held tense and serious. Despite being their friend, they knew when
to submit to her leadership.

"Listen," she said. "Yes, Everett, we have a
multitude to face. This is war. We have no special powers or
weapons but these daggers."

She held hers up.

"We are Daggers," Stacey said. "I
don't care what we face, we will stand. We will consider our stock
of weapons, our training and our purpose. If we see any need, we
will address it.

"Alex will inventory everything we've ever
used and look for what's missing.

"Angie has shown us our one tactical
advantage. It's the one the original Daggermen relied on. It is the
one we will make use of… our secrecy."

"Secrecy? But, Stacey…"

"No buts," Stacey said, raising a pointing
finger. "Sure, everyone knows we're around. But few know who we
are, anymore. What we need is an even better way to use our
secrecy. We need to be right there when something hits."

When Stacey fell silent they considered her
words.

"Oh," said Nicki. "What about Alex's
invisibility?"

They looked to their youngest member.

"Right," Everett said. "Right, when he first
attacked Stacey. Our equipment didn't even track him… except at
that door. What about it, Alex?"

"I don't know," he said. "It's kind of a
personal spell. I never tried making a charm of it. I'll definitely
try."

"Okay, that's
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