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The Merged Worlds

 


 





Heaven, Hell, the Hidden, and Earth each
held a share of magic, certainly not in equal proportions or type,
as the Merging forces all magic Earthward, creating the imbalance.
As the four realms merged, it likewise forced the migration of
magicals onto earth. The presence of magicals, and magic itself,
created fear, confusion, and factions among all people, both clan
and race.

War was inevitable and in one sense
unending.

There were many who ignored or rejected
magic, the power, and lived their lives as they were used to, since
the needs of life do not change. Others strove to grasp the power,
seeking means of control, through spells and formulae, or hidden
conspiracies and manipulation. Yet there were some who not only
rejected magic but sought to abolish it and any or all
magicals.

In that time of the world, when the idea
grew, it was expected to be an easy task, destroying all magicals
who had been revealed… werewolves, witches, elves, vampires,
wizards, and sorcerers. It slowly became obvious the numbers and
powers were too great to destroy easily, especially as they were
accepted in the sight of the Law, just as evil had a place.

When even a large organization runs into a
tidal wave of change it must submit or be swept aside. The
unyielding philosophy of rejection, as the worlds merged, allowed
no change. Nature itself, as a part of the turbulence, cuts down
what opposition stands idle, leaving but a few to carry the banner
of bitterness. Those few, of course, lay the blame on the magicals
they oppose and bolster their dedication with hatred.

Time continued to march on and the
opposition to magicals sought a means to fight magic… secrecy was
their primary tool… exploration yielded other resources.

Can magic be fought without using magic?

How can anyone do without it, since Magic,
like a living thing, seeks expression…?


Chapter 1




"I'm fine," Stacey Bowen said, trying to
hold the phone gently. "I said I'm fine. Why can't you believe
me?"

"You vanished," Everett Morgan said. "Your
trail ended at a demonic vortex point, you and your friend
vanished. What was I supposed to think?"

"How about you think I'm a vampire and I can
handle myself?"

His choked off sound seemed suspiciously
like a laugh.

Holding the phone from her ear, Stacey
glared at it, almost wishing it was one of the new video-phones.
Then she realized she wouldn't want him to see her and calmed
herself. She drew a hissing breath through clenched teeth.

"Yes," he said finally. "You're a vampire
and you can take care of yourself. But the little human with you
can't."

"I protected her just fine," Stacey replied,
angrily.

"Protected her from what? Demon vortexes
only lead to trouble. What were you going after?"

"That's my business."

"Admit that you need my help… with whatever
it is you're doing," Everett said.

"Like crap. I don't need your help," she
said. "Why do you think I need your help?"

"What is your problem? I thought we had a
good thing and all of a sudden it's all twisted around."

"Why's that?" Stacey said. "Do you have a
clue?"

"I did something… right?" he said. "What'd
I…?"

Snapping the phone closed angrily, she
barely caught herself from using too much force. She nearly cramped
her hand as she stopped from crushing it.

"Oh, my God, how can he be so blind?" she
said.

"Everett?" Angie Mack said.

Stacey turned to see the artist lying on the
bed with her head propped on her hand. The sparkle in her dark blue
eyes showed her amusement.

"Yes, Everett," Stacey said, nearly hissing.
"First he tries to order my life to his way. Then when I'm gone, he
acts like a stalker."

Openly smiling, Angie waved her other hand
as though fending off Stacey's anger.

"It's not all his fault, since you haven't
actually gone anywhere," Angie said. "You still talk to him at
work. You spend time with him sometimes after work. It's not like
you ever slammed the door in his face and told him to get
lost."

"Right. I suppose you'll say he's a
werewolf, so I need to expect such behavior."

"Well, yes. Isn't that the whole reason you
got angry with him… he was being a possessive werewolf?"

Stacey looked away. She heard Angie's
chuckle.

"Face it, Stacey, you're changing and you've
got to understand what's…"

"Do you think that's it?" Stacey said. "That
I'm a vampire now? I'm changing and I haven't gotten used to
it."

"It's been what… five, six months?" Angie
said. "There is a chance you're still adjusting. And this whole
Daggerwoman thing, jeez. I'd hate to think what Everett would do if
he knew you were out on patrol nearly every night."

"There's nothing he can do. Nash spies the
rogue vampires. I go there and kill them."

"He could join you," Angie murmured, before
raising her voice. "And they don't seem to be stopping."

"No, but these are fairly widespread. Last
night I was in the Apache Nation and then in California. Nash says
there's been nothing at all among the Sioux or the Navajo. They
have shamans who do the same protection every night."

"You know what's strange?" Angie said,
leaning her head back. "A human who did the night shift you do
would sleep all day, you on the other hand should be dead all day,
but you're not. You've been going twenty-four-seven for two weeks
now."

"Oh, I guess I wasn't paying attention."

Angie smiled.

"You've just been enjoying time with Nash
too much," she said.

"No. I've been enjoying it just enough," she
replied, smiling widely, displaying her deadly fangs.

"Why'd he call?" Angie said after Stacey sat
on the bed near her.

"I don't know, well, I mean, he doesn't
know," Stacey said. "He says there're signs of vamps in the area
around Dawn's, but no one goes in. I mean, why should they, since
they mostly don't eat food?"

"And they avoid him?"

"They've avoided everyone," Stacey said. "He
simply wanted to warn me, I guess, since I have to work
tonight."

"Did you tell him you were up during the
day? I mean, how'd he know?"

"Maybe he was gonna leave a message. What
are your plans tonight?"

"Paint. I really need the sleep but I've got
the bug," Angie said, smiling. "I need to get back to it. I'm so
grateful Nash loaned me that room. Was that your idea?"

"No. I mentioned how you come and go so much
because of your work. He decided this on his own."

"It's very nice of him," Angie said.

"About that… I think you've thanked him
enough. He enjoys you being here, too."

"Can I put your hair up?"

Stacey smiled. She pulled it forward over
her shoulder, so the ends curled at her lap. She could stroke her
fingers through easily.

"Are you gonna do those loops and curls
again?" Stacey asked, frowning.

"The loops, yes, okay?"

"Sure," Stacey said, knowing her friend
could talk her into it, even if she tried to stand firm.

"Too bad I don't have one of those gold and
pearl hair net things. With your hair getting darker it would be a
neat look."

"Pearls and gold, Angie?" Nash asked as he
entered. "The design that has the hair combs, too, you're
saying?"

"I think so. I've only seen the results,"
she replied. "That would be such a cool look in that first
painting. It wouldn't take much to change it.

"Your hair is more than a foot longer since
the last time you sat for that one."

"But how many paintings have you started?"
Stacey said, "Nine, ten, now? You can't change all of them… maybe I
should just cut it."

"No," exclaimed Angie and Nash at the same
instant.

Looking between the two, Stacey smiled,
deliberately showing her teeth.

"You two… you're both… hmmm," smiling again,
she looked at them and how they studied her. "At least you're both
pleased by the same things. Okay, but if you do all those loops
now, you have to take all the pins out and do that French braid
style for work tonight. I like the way that conceals the
length."

Angie gave a pleased smile, nodding. Stacey
turned as Angie looked to Nash. She caught his look to Angie with
the same smile.

When he looked at her, his shadowy eyes were
enough to hold her.

She didn't look away until Angie started on
her hair. As he turned to leave, she saw how pleased he was.

The freshly ragged scar on the side of his
face caught her eye but couldn't change her mood.

The past few weeks had been pleasant. Angie,
when she was there, was a natural presence. The artist and the
wizard got along better than the vampire had ever thought.

Stacey was unused to Angie's dedication even
after these weeks. Not only did she take care of Stacey but she'd
begun tending Nash without missing a beat.

Stacey knew, but didn't really understand,
all of the reasons Angie had given covenant. The covenant was so
old-fashioned that she'd never considered it a part of her life…
now that she was dead… well, she never would have considered it,
ever. The covenant was a… a kind of way of giving a life time of
service to another.

In ages past, perhaps at the time of the
original Daggermen, people, especially humans, needed tighter and
larger family groupings to survive or just to make a way in the
world. Single children, widows, widowers, and others without
families of their own would often become a servant to farmers,
merchants, or wealthy households. It was a more certain
relationship than that of being employed or employing another.

Those giving their bond became the servant
of the one receiving it. The covenant required that food, clothing,
and housing be provided, as well as a respectful relationship.
Either party could dissolve covenant if circumstances changed. The
exact situation of each covenant would be worked out between both
parties.

Angie had given covenant in a way which
expressed her resolve and devotion more than any need she had.

The artist had somehow decided on claiming a
relationship with Stacey even before they'd gone on their nearly
deadly mission. Nash had been captured by some really wicked evil
types, a wizard, some vampires, and a really nasty were-creature
which was called a Servant.

Without Nash, the young vampire had had to
find someone trustworthy to mix up the magical brew she used
instead of blood. Even though it was legal to buy human blood or
use living donors, Nash kept her from it, as part of his experiment
with her. As a wizard, he had started keeping Stacey as the latest
in his series of vampire experiments.

Through the months of tending her and trying
to make the potion palatable, he had grown to care for her, and in
time loved her. As a wizard, owning such feelings was seldom
done.

In finding someone to fix her potion while
Nash was missing and held prisoner, Stacey had come to know Pepper
Paull, a good witch. The witch had an extensive knowledge of herbs
and managed to fix the potion. While it still took the place of
blood, it was not as nauseating a taste as when Nash first made
it.

All the while he was lost to her, Stacey
searched for him. Her friendship with Angie had grown during that
time.

During Nash's absence, through Pepper's
research, Stacey found how the pair of daggers Everett had given
her, through a weird twist of the fates, made her a Daggerwoman.
The daggers were magical weapons used by the original Daggermen.
Her ownership of them enrolled her into the Order of those Knights,
a position recognized by the church.

To Stacey, the Daggermen had just been the
subject of an old television show. She'd been an avid and admiring
fan. When she'd dated Everett, he'd learned of her interest in the
show. He'd informed her it was real... or at least based on a real
group of freedom fighters. The werewolf who had been a part of the
original Daggermen Order had been his ancestor.

Since she'd been a young and inexperienced
vampire, not a fighter, he'd given her a second pair of the daggers
for her protection. He had no idea the daggers would have such an
impact on Stacey's life.

So, when those holding Nash tried to trap
Stacey, they underestimated her.

They also didn't count on Angie taking that
moment to declare herself to Stacey, following her through the
vortex into a dark cavern in the Hidden.

It had been a trap.

With Angie's help, especially her rather
loud scream, Stacey had defeated their enemies and rescued Nash.
The three had escaped from the Hidden. That first step, when Angie
had sworn to follow Stacey, led to her covenant.

But for the covenant, it was their
friendship which had grown since then.

On top of that, Angie's art, her muse, had
kicked into high gear. The artist now had more than ten paintings
going and some serious sculptures in the works.

Stacey's oft repeated question about the
number of unfinished paintings always caused the artist to laugh
cheerfully. Claiming she had too many images in her mind to ever
get down, she had to do what she could when she could. It was the
kind of logic Stacey failed to grasp.

While it made sense to Nash and, of course,
to Angie, it was strange to Stacey. She felt it was better to start
a project and continue through to the end.

What was the point of having nothing
finished?

***

"Hey, Stacey?"

"Molly, what's up?" Stacey rejected one of
the water glasses from the rack. She grabbed another as the redhead
leaned close.

They were working together in one of the
large upstairs dining rooms at Dawn's.

Dawn's had started out as a regular diner.
It had grown through the years claiming several floors of one of
the downtown business buildings. The owner, Robert Jennings, had
invested in the building when the city was in an economic decline.
He'd made good use of the many floors and rooms.

As fads developed over the years, Jennings
had embraced them to carve out niches throughout the building.
Everything from video games, traditional and online, to the themed
sports bar, featuring wide flat-screens showing Oriole games,
tennis matches, golf, and every football league. There were
ping-pong tables and pool tables, along with various table sports
for the college-aged crowd.

Of course, there were the traditional family
and party dining facilities as well.

Dawn Jennings took care of the day-side
dining and Robert carried through the nights.

Thursday through Saturday nights they were
open until nearly dawn, for the late night crowds, whether magicals
or human.

This night promised to be a late and busy
one for a Thursday.

Noticing Molly's heart rate, Stacey glanced
at the other server. With her curly red hair and dark green eyes
Molly always got compliments and comments from customers. The
confidence and aplomb she showed as a matter of course, gained her
friends from all sides. Her buoyant cheerfulness had steadied
Stacey more than once on a long Saturday night, especially back
when she'd been a mere human.

Molly began picking at the glasses, moving
them around.

She wasn't cheerful, now, and a glance back
at her table brought a frown.

"That party of six I've got is trouble,"
Molly said, quietly. "Benny's watching, but hasn't seen anything,
so it's not alcoholic drunkenness. They might be on something. I'm
just nervous around them. It's like they're getting set to lose
it."

"You want me to take them?" Stacey said,
looking to the table.

"If you don't mind," Molly said. "I'll take
nine and eleven."

"Sure, no problem. Tell Karen and Everett or
Benny."

"Thanks, Stacey."

"You're welcome."

Stacey watched the smaller girl walk away,
her heart already settling to a calm pace.

Stacey touched her earpiece, "Molly?"

"Go, Stace."

The girl turned from across the room.

"You'll need to talk me through it when the
order's up."

"Easy as pie."

"'Kay, out."

Molly was smiling as she turned away.

"I guess I'll find out," Stacey said to
herself.

Checking on the guys at Molly's table showed
they had full glasses and pitchers.

She listened to their chatter.

There was nothing incriminating but there
was definitely something off about them.

"Hey, blondie, did we scare the redhead
off?" one of them said, earning smiles and a few chuckles from the
others.

The unfamiliar buzz continued to circle
through them as Stacey looked to the one addressing her. They were
all watching her… their looks were almost, but not quite,
unsettling.

This guy looked human, about twenty-one or
so. Maybe still in college.

"Hi, my name is Stacey and I'll be your
server for the rest of your stay tonight."

She caught his eye and held him easily.

The others were still chuckling.

"You are?" she asked, cocking her head in an
inquisitive manner.

"Tom Martin."

The others heard something in his voice, in
the way he replied, and quieted.

"Well, Tom, will you and your friends need
anything else before your meal arrives?"

Stacey let her lips part as she smiled,
showing the length and sharpness of her teeth.

Several pairs of eyes widened as Stacey
glanced around the group.

Part of Nash's experiment with her had been
to give her the abilities of a more mature vampire. Because of
that, she could easily use the mental coercion elder vampires were
known for.

"You're a vampire," one said.

"Yes. I know," she said, relaxing her
smile.

That strange buzz still flickered among
them. It reminded Stacey of an alcoholic euphoria. There was no
scent of alcohol in the air. Everett would've booted them if they'd
brought a bottle upstairs. The werewolf would've caught the scent
of alcohol even if the cap was sealed.

Only the lower floor dining rooms and sports
bar served alcohol of any kind. Dawn's was too big a place to
indulge drunkenness on every floor. The extensive security system
allowed patrons to relax and enjoy themselves. Drunk and disorderly
patrons were dealt with and politely escorted out.

Any public place had this type of security
when it dealt with mixed clientele of human and magicals.

Though she turned her back on them, Stacey
kept listening.

Mostly they discussed her as a vampire. Then
their talk turned to comparing how well she and Molly filled out
their halters. Then it was about the short shorts. It was the
costume for all the servers. All of the servers were female… human
or other.

Stacey continued to listen, but heard
nothing actionable. All the girls were used to the comments about
their uniforms… it wasn't an issue.

The flickering mental buzz steadied. It
began to grow. It still seemed familiar to Stacey but she couldn't
place it. She tried to tease that familiarity into something she
could recognize, but it wasn't happening. There was no way to place
it in her memory. She still hadn't been a vampire long enough to
get used to all of her special senses. It was especially difficult
since she had no other vampires to coach her. In the vampire world
she would be considered fatherless, since she belonged to no
clan.

"Stacey?" it was her earbud, the two-way
radio system they used.

"Yeah, Ev?"

"What was that about?"

"Trying to get a scent of what they're on,"
she replied.

"Any luck?" he wondered.

"No drugs that I know of. No alcohol. It's
funny, but I'd almost say they're on magic. Doesn't make any sense,
though, since they're all humans."

"I'll check into it."

Even though she'd been around a lot of magic
since becoming a vampire, she didn't know a lot about it. That
feeling of familiarity was meaningless without something more to
relate it to.

***

Stacey found what Molly had thought was
funny when their order was up.

It was a round of the assorted wings and
puffs. Each guy had the exact same thing.

They were quiet as she served them. They
thanked her appropriately. That odd sense of a magic buzz kept
humming. It was growing… almost as if it was focusing.

Shaking her head, she stacked the trays.

Whatever it was they were on, she had no
clue.

As she was filling a tub to take downstairs,
Karen pinged her with a party of two.

"My friends?" she asked at the curious tone
in Karen's voice.

"Maybe. They're vampires," Karen
replied.

"Huh? Okay, thanks."

Staying upstairs then, she watched the group
of boys, feeling something was going to happen. Maybe it was the
sense of magic. It kept nagging at her… like a strange itch between
her shoulder blades… something she needed to itch.

The arrival of the vampires was obvious.

A hush swept across the large room.

As at other times she knew it was a purely
subliminal reaction. Most of the mundane humans had no idea they'd
even reacted. There was the hush and stillness as a predator
entered the room. Then the normal chatter resumed after only a
breath… predators were allowed.

Even though Jennings had deliberate hours
for magicals, vampires included, they rarely came into Dawn's. The
usual crowd was human, witches, and werewolves. The Fey would never
enter.

Molly had a trio of witches at one table.
While they looked at the curiosity of the vampires in the diner,
they made no comment. Some others were more interested, while
others didn't even look around.

The witches went back to their talk.

Stacey approached as soon as Melanie had
seated them.

They'd picked up on her approach. They
appeared to be relaxed, which was a better sign than if they'd
become hostile to her presence.

"Hi, my name is Stacey," she said. "I'll be
your server for this evening."

They had turned to her, their eyes meeting
hers without concern.

It was a male and female. She'd already
noticed they were a couple, devoted to each other. The level of
their magic indicated they had likely been vamps for about twenty
years since a slight humanness still clung to them.

The woman presented her hand and Stacey
touched fingers, wondering at the token of peace offered. The guy
accepted her move with only a slight flinch, though it wasn't
obvious why.

Stacey gestured to the menus.

"What may I get for you?" she asked.

"Oh," said the man. "We'll take an order of
rice puffs with sweet and sour sauce and one of onion rings…"

"Not onion rings," the woman protested.

The guy gave her a slight pleading look, and
she capitulated.

"Fine, onion rings," she said, giving
something of an aggrieved sigh. "I'll have a hot tea, green."

"I'll have warm water," he said.

"Oh, and another rice puff order with
barbecue sauce, please."

Looking between the pair, Stacey shook her
head.

"You guys can eat that?" she asked, lowering
her voice.

It was their turn to study her.

"I mean," Stacey said. "You can eat
food?"

Her voice was a near whisper.

The woman nodded, puzzled.

"We can eat," she said. "Not much, our
systems don't metabolize solids very well. Once or twice a month,
or special occasions."

Her eyes shifted to her mate's.

"Yes," he said, a smile growing, "Special
occasions. But, don't you eat?"

"No," Stacey murmured, shaking her head.
"No, I don't."

The woman leaned toward her and sniffed.

"You don't drink human blood, do you?" she
whispered, her eyes on Stacey's.

"No," she said.

Just as she was thinking to say something
else, a faint disturbance behind her struck her nerves.

It was that magic again.

Turning around, she saw the boys were wiping
their hands.

It wasn't the fact that they were being
neat. It was that all six were moving to the same impetus. Stacey
couldn't tell what that was, but the boys kept glancing around
their circle, eyes to eyes, as their hands moved. All the movements
were appropriately timed but were synchronous. It was as though
they'd rehearsed the movements to have it so perfect.

"Excuse me," Stacey said and headed for that
table.

There was something else, something Stacey
only noticed as she neared them.

She stopped. Not only were their movements
synchronized, their respiration, and heartbeats were all exactly
the same.

That was not normal, yet it didn't seem like
magic. It was nothing she'd ever heard about.

Calling Molly over the headset she asked her
to serve the vampire's drinks. Then she placed the order with the
kitchen. She was already heading out of the room.

Once she went through the door, she picked
up her pace, running to the stairs and nearly flying down. Moving
so fast as to be a blur, she went to the changing room. She pulled
her bag out.

Taking the short dagger she started to wrap
it in a towel…

She paused before folding the cloth over,
looking at the single dagger.

A faint voice suggested she take both
daggers.

"Hello?" she said, looking around.

No one was in sight.

"Hmm? Hearing voices," she murmured. "Not a
good sign."

A very faint peal of laughter echoed through
her head… it definitely wasn't in the room. It almost seemed to be
in her… head.

Definitely not a good sign.

"Not good at all," she said, looking around
again.

"Better be safe," she muttered and grabbed
the long dagger as well.

Wrapping them both in the towel, she headed
back.

"Stacey, what's happening?" Everett said in
her ear.

"I don't know," she replied, "Maybe nothing.
Maybe some kind of magic."

By then she was back at the dining area to
slow to a walk.

The six boys were still sitting, although
they were now glancing from one to another, regularly, as though to
some pattern, eye meeting eye.

Stacey set the towel on a shelf. She went to
Molly.

Several other patrons were aware something
strange was happening.

The witches were holding hands and talking
softly, pulling magic.

The vampires watched curiously.

Several of the female patrons around the
room began looking uncomfortable.

Then the boys took each other's hands around
their circle, it was a single movement. Again as though they'd
practiced it.

Magic snapped down.

Its center was the group of boys.

As she approached their table she was
stopped.

A barrier had been raised. It was of magic
strong enough to stop a vampire. Feeling along it for a few paces
she knew it surrounded them.

"We didn't say you could approach," said Tom
Martin, a sneer of a smile on his lips as he watched her.

The look on his face was something she
wanted to slap off but she kept her temper to herself.

"What are you doing?" she said, still
feeling along the barrier.

"Let's have a floor show," said another one,
eagerly, ignoring her.

"Let's do what we came for," said another,
giving a little fist pump.

The other boys mimicked him, grinning to one
another. Their eyes were darkish, almost with a glow to them.

Stacey stood still, studying them… wondering
what it was.

"Let's have that little redhead."

"Yeah, she can be the floor show."

"No, no, on the table. She can dance up
there."

"Yeah," said one.

The comments were all eager. Each and every
voice was tingling with magical power and expectation. Stacey felt
it in jagged waves pressing outward.

A man and woman tried to leave, only to find
a barrier at the door.

"Sit back down there, folks, don't worry,
you won't feel a thing," said Tom, speaking loud enough to be heard
in all corners.

The couple returned to their table quickly,
frightened.

"So? Table dance with the redhead?"

They all nodded.

Stacey glanced to Molly. The petite girl had
heard… she was backing away.

As soon as Tom called her, though, Molly
changed direction.

She walked toward their table. Her green
eyes still looked frightened but not rebellious.

Stacey knew the girl would never do that of
her own free will.

When Molly passed through the barrier,
Stacey moved to the shelf.

As Molly was being helped, by several
willing hands, to get up on the table, Stacey approached the
barrier with both daggers drawn.

Just like every other magical shield or
barrier she'd confronted since having them, the daggers pierced
through, allowing her entrance.

None of the boys noticed, as they were
staring at Molly, urging her to start dancing.

Even though the sound system for the room
didn't have much in the way of dance music, Molly started to move
to some beat, perhaps the rhythm of several of the boys chanting
for her to take it off.

It all changed as Stacey laid the long
dagger against Tom's cheek and the short one on the joined
hands.

A ripple of reaction went around the table
each way.

Tom tried to jerk away from the knife but
Stacey held the pressure.

All hands separated. The boys shivered,
trembled. Several looked around as though bewildered.

Stacey couldn't tell if they were coming out
from a spell but so it seemed.

A few of them were angry.

Whatever she had noticed before about their
eyes was now gone.

"Oww," said Tom.

"Stacey?" Molly said, confused.

"It's okay now, Molly, get down."

Benny was suddenly there to help her.

Nearly all of the security staff was in the
room.

"What is it, Stacey?" Everett said, standing
beside her.

The three witches approached, moving around
behind the boys.

"I don't know what… but it has to be an
illegal use of magic, somehow."

"Nothing illegal," Tom said, surprised. "Get
that knife away from me."

"I think not," Stacey said. "Not until we
have an understanding."

"Understand what? We didn't do
anything."

Several of the boys proclaimed their
innocence, still showing anger.

The others were gazing around, puzzled.

One of the witches went to each of the boys,
going around the circle until she was standing by Stacey.

"It's nothing I've ever seen," she
proclaimed. "It's magic but it's twisted or something."

"Demon magic?" Everett asked.

"No, unless it's a brand I've never heard
of. Move your knife for a moment, let me take his reading."

Stacey complied, pulling both daggers back
to hold safely.

The witch touched Tom's shoulder,
immediately pulling her hand away.

"This is the source… or the prime vessel,"
the witch said. "It's a transference magic of some kind. It's
fading now… you must have severed the root."

"Is there any chance that you can snag me a
sample of that magic?" Stacey asked. "Possible?"

The witch was shaking her head.

"If there's anything remaining of it, it'll
be in your dagger. The reaction of that spell might be the only
trace. It's not one of my skills."

The other two witches agreed. It was outside
of their experience.

"Is everyone okay?" Everett asked.

Molly and Ben, Karen and Mike went among the
other patrons checking on them, advising them that there'd be no
charge for their food or drink for the evening.

Most of them decided to leave. There'd been
twenty-two others and besides the boys, ten people remained. Benny
had to take down names and addresses for the incident report.

Stacey stayed behind Tom.

"Tell me what you were playing with,"
Everett asked him, glaring with wolfen anger.

"Magic," Tom said. "It was just magic. Just
a feel good charm."

"Where'd you get it?"

"On campus. One of the theology geeks said
he was testing a spell, that's all. Everyone who's tried it said it
was a great euphoric. There's nothing illegal about it… or about
using it."

"Using magic to manipulate others most
certainly is illegal," Stacey said.

"Maybe you should get the police or Watchers
on this," she said to Everett.

"That's up to Mr. Jennings. He's thinking it
over. For now we'll take these guys down to security… no, the
employee break room. On your feet you guys… and, no holding
hands."

The boys muttered to one another. Except for
Tom and a couple of the others, they acted truly surprised.

Stacey wasn't certain how normal Tom's
behavior was for a college guy, so she had to leave it with
Everett.

The look the boy shot her was more neutral
than anything else. There was no animosity or bitterness, which she
had expected more than the lack. Although it was possible he didn't
want to antagonize a vampire.

Stacey showed her teeth in a grin, not
having considered being thought dangerous before.

There was something on his face that she
didn't expect, though.

Where she'd laid the knife, she'd been
careful not to cut him. Instead of a cut was a perfectly straight
burn mark, a glowing red stripe shaped like the blade of that
dagger.

It was as though the knife had been red
hot.

Everett took Tom's arm to lead him away.

"Stacey?" her earpiece, it was Karen, from
downstairs again.

"Go for Stacey."

"Mr. Jennings says to put away your knives
and get out a serving knife, just in case anyone checks."

"Copy that. Thanks, Karen."

"No problem, also your puffs and rings order
is up."

"Thanks."

The two vampires were watching the roundup
with curiosity. They were no different than any other patron.

"Will you guys be staying?" she asked them,
checking on their needs.

"Yes," said the man. "We didn't expect a
floorshow."

Stacey smiled.

"I think the show's over," she said. "It's
not usually so exciting around here. I'm going to get your order
now."

The two vampires exchanged a look but didn't
comment as she walked away. There was something whispered behind
her, but the language was unfamiliar.

Harrison, one of the cooks, met her as she
was picking up the order.

"Hey," he said in his deep quiet voice. "Did
you have a serving knife up there?"

"Yes, thanks. Does everyone know what was
going on?"

"The bare minimum," Harrison said. "Ev's
gonna cut a copy of the action for our viewing pleasure."

Stacey gave a laugh at that, balancing the
tray and gathering another pitcher, for a different order.

"There's likely not much to see. It was
brief."

"That's not what Molly said. She was
terrified… so thankful you were there."

"Terrified?" Stacey wondered. "I'm sorry, I
didn't have time to talk with her."

"I know, she said it was horrible, she had
no control over what she was doing."

Harrison wanted to keep talking and Tommy
Willows, another kitchen staffer, joined them. Stacey moved out at
the first opportunity.

***

"You don't know much about being a vampire,"
said the female vamp in a nearly soundless murmur as Stacey was
serving.

It wasn't a question.

"You can break up magical spells with those
knives," the male said just as quietly. It was unlikely anyone else
even knew they were talking.

"Daggers," the woman corrected him. "They
were daggers."

"Knives, daggers… same thing."

"Not for a daggerman… woman," his mate
insisted.

Both were watching her casually and sharing
glances. Stacey could think of no protest to their comments.

"We don't normally go into a human dining
facility," the man said.

"There are Vampire eateries and nightclubs,"
the woman said.

"We heard you were here."

"We heard a woman using daggers as weapons,
worked here."

The man turned to the woman.

"Must you always correct me?"

"No," she said, nodding slightly to him,
"Only when you may be giving the wrong impression. We came here for
understanding, not suspicion."

"Fine," he said and looked to Stacey. "We
wanted to talk to you, Daggerwoman."

Looking at the two, she saw their tension
but it was fear of how she'd react, nothing more.

"How could you know about me?" Stacey
asked.

"We know others from our family have been
killed, likely by you."

"We know," the woman insisted. "That some
have vanished and are presumed dead. A woman in the guise of a
Daggerman was seen in the area of a couple of these
disappearances."

"Why me?"

The guy didn't want to answer.

"Lloyd, just… it was a werewolf," said the
female. "Lloyd works with the mass transit administration… computer
tech, trouble shooter. If something goes wrong with the operating
system, well… anyway, some of the light rail guys are friends of
his even though they're wolves."

"She doesn't need all the details, Margaret.
One of the night runs picked up a werewolf who'd been silver
burned. He went off about watching a fight where six werewolves
took on another werewolf and a Daggerwoman, you. He described this
place so even second-hand they knew where it was."

"Yes, they verified the fact of the fight
but there was no mention of you in the incident report… that would
only happen if they knew you were a real Daggerman… okay, woman.
You know, keeping your secret."

They both stopped talking and looked at her
expectantly.

After a moment of studying them Stacey shook
her head.

"You know I can't comment on that rumor,"
she said, as quietly as they had been.

"But you don't deny it," the woman
responded, her eyes getting intense, "especially not after the
floor show."

Stacey didn't say anything.

The two watched her anxiously for another
moment.

"That's not why we're here," said Lloyd. "We
need…"

"We're innocent. We've never killed humans
or even taken blood by force or persuasion."

"Yes, please don't kill us," he said. "We
were human once."

"I'm… I'm pregnant. We just got married and
we want to raise a family. We haven't done anything wrong."

"If you haven't done anything wrong why are
you worried?" Stacey wondered.

"You're a dagger… woman, even if you are
like a vampire. That's what you do, right, kill vampires, like on
the TV show?"

Stacey hesitated to admit to anything but
the pair needed something.

"If you're innocent of murder then you have
nothing to worry about. This isn't a TV show. If there is a dagger…
person, then he or she only kills those committing such a crime. I
don't think the rules of the series applies… for the most
part."

"That's just it," Margaret exclaimed a bit
louder than needed. "We've been directed to feed whenever we want,
off of anyone we want. We just can't leave any traces."

"So your father tells you to and now you'll
do it?" Stacey said.

"No," she said, shaking her head.

"We won't," he added. "We know it is part of
the game but… it's wrong. We're modern vampires. We don't need the
old ways to enjoy living."

"No," Margaret said, looking at him. "We
have each other. That's all we need."

Stacey shook her head as a shiver struck her
spine.

"What game? What old ways?"

"The game of kingdoms… and slaves. The old
way of owning all you can control."

"But what of the Watchers?" Stacey said.
"That's what they stand against."

"We were told they wouldn't be interested as
long as we left no evidence."

***

"It seemed too random to have been directed
at you," Everett said, breaking her silence.

They sat together in the changing room.

Pulling her attention from the long dagger,
Stacey looked his way.

"Not everything is because of me," Stacey
said.

"I know that. Do you want to go
running?"

Tucking the dagger away in her pack she
shook her head.

"No, I can't. Sorry," she said. "I need to
check some things yet tonight."

"I could help you with that," he said.

"Everett, it would be better if you don't
get involved in this stuff," she was looking at her hands holding
the pack rather than at him.

"You are assuming this is about you.
I think that's a mistake. Why don't you let me help?"

"I'm not assuming a thing."

"But you won't let me help."

Stacey was watching him. She wanted to tell
him to back off but didn't want to hurt his wolfy feelings. Half of
the reason their relationship had changed was how things had to be
his way, or at least he had to control it. She still liked him. He
was a nice guy, so she didn't want to slam the door, as Angie had
phrased it.

"No. I have to go," she said, figuring he
was one of those Alpha wolf types but didn't have a pack to
control.

Brushing past him, she headed out the door.
It clicked shut as the lock sealed.

He didn't go with her. That was how she'd
wanted it.

He still had to stand for the police
visit.

It just didn't feel like the right thing to
do.

'You could've handled that better,'
said that voice, it was sounding more familiar in her head.

"Sure, I could've, if I'd known how," she
muttered, shaking her head.

When she and Everett had started dating,
he'd promised no attachment… but wolves couldn't change their
traits as easily as they changed their forms.

Pulling the pack into place, she headed
north.

It was too late for buses and she couldn't
risk a cab. Half of the night shift cabbies were weres of some
type, the other half were vampires with maybe a few insomniac
humans.

Stretching her legs into a trot, she began
picking up speed.

'He could've run with you,' that
mental voice said.

"I don't need to tell myself that, I already
know it. I can't do everything right… and I can't work at pleasing
him."

'Oh, no, a nice safe werewolf you'll avoid,
while working at pleasing a wizard with all of your heart; if a
vampire has a heart in that sense.'

The bitterness of her inner voice brought
Stacey up short to lean against the corner of the alleyway.

"I have a… wait, I can't… Who are you and
what are you doing in my head?" Stacey said quietly as she looked
around.

That familiar peal of delighted laughter
filled her head. It seemed familiar but she couldn't place it.

"Would you…?"

A figure stepped out from around the corner.
It was a man, wearing a dark duster that nearly merged with the
shadows, a wide brimmed slouch hat added to his shadowy look.

"Who are you?" Stacey said, sensing nothing
familiar about him.

He stood in her path.

"Stacey Bowen?"

The deep voice of the man tried to impress
some authority, like a spell, onto her. It didn't take. She'd
expected a lighter voice somehow.

"Yes," she said. "Who are you?"

'It's not me,' the voice in her head
said.

"I'm Watcher Inspector Jeremy. You're the
woman posing as a Daggerman?"

'Don't answer him,' the voice
advised.

"What do you want?" she said.

"The Watcher's Council does not recognize
the authority of Daggermen nor does the church have the right to
create knights for dealing with criminals. While the order was
never rescinded, the absence of Daggermen over the ages nullifies
such office. You are herewith ordered to turn those daggers over to
me and cease such vigilantism."

'Better pull those blades and brace
yourself, Daggerwoman, he's going to do something.'

Stacey sensed the build-up of magic and had
both daggers in her hands in an instant.

'If you have a means of escape it would
be wise to use it,' the voice said.

"You plan on attacking a Watcher with those
blades, vampire? I think prison would be too good for you. I think
you'll die resisting arrest."

"I'm defending myself," she said.

Slipping the long dagger away she held the
short one to defend herself. Reaching to her necklace she fingered
the two charms she wore.

Stacey pulled the ring free just as a blast
of energy was unleashed.

Although she saw nothing, she felt the
tremendous power hit the dagger with most of the force peeling away
to either side.

The impact of it shook her arm.

It felt like she was slicing an oncoming car
in half, with the acceleration running up her arm, slamming at her
chest.

"There's no way," he whispered, halting his
energy blast. "No way."

Activating Carol's shadowy concealment she
slipped the wizard's ring on, crossed her fingers and stepped
forward, the dagger still extended.

Her bed was right there. The familiar room
surrounded her.

"Oh, my God," she breathed and dropped to
her knees.

"Stacey? Stacey?" the wizard's voice was far
down the hall. Then Nash was kneeling beside her in one shadow
step.

"What's wrong?" he said. "It's still early,
why'd you use the charm?"

"It was the only thing I could think of,"
she said, turning in his arms. "I'm lucky I got away. Listen, a
Watcher can't trace this charm could he?"

"A Watcher?" Nash said, surprised. "No. Not
unless he was expecting it. Even then it would be difficult. Why
are you worried about the Watchers?"

Angie came running into the room.

"My God, what happened?" she exclaimed.

Stacey deactivated the shadow charm. Angie
immediately relaxed. She started pulling on the robe she'd
grabbed.

"No blood," Angie said. "So you're okay,
right?"

Her blue eyes searched Stacey and then Nash
when neither answered.

"Yes," Stacey said finally. "I'm okay."

Shrugging off the pack, she began explaining
all the events of the night.

'Daggerwoman, please do not tell of me
until we've had time to talk, I pray,' the disembodied voice
said when Stacey neared that part of her tale.

Stacey looked around, seeing no one but
slowly nodded as she continued.

***

Angie had gone back to bed. Nash had
disappeared to one of his work rooms. Stacey sat on the edge of her
bed ready for daylight to knock her out.

"Okay," she whispered, looking around. "Who
or what are you?"

'You know me, Daggerwoman. I'm… you'd say I
was a ghost right now, you allowed me to be free.'

"Oh, the woman trapped by the wizard that…
I… killed."

'No. Please believe me. I chose death to be
free. I'm not human by the way. I'm an elf.'

"But you looked human. Very beautiful as a
ghost."

The laughter that filled her head was
becoming more familiar as it echoed there. It seemed the delighted
laughter of a child, somehow.

"I don't understand," Stacey said.

'Elves are different than humans,
Daggerwoman,' the voice said. 'As a spirit I will live
forever… if I choose. Leaving that body allowed me to move on to
the Elvenhame for judgment… if I had chosen that course. I would've
been judged by the elders and given permission to live again
through another body to continue my work.'

"So, what are you doing here as a
ghost?"

The ghost was silent. Stacey gazed about the
room trying to see her.

'If I had chosen rebirth,' the ghost
said. 'I would endure years of weakness before purpose could
move in me. A child is innocent. Even though my life is driven by a
great need, as a child I would be held apart from that purpose. At
least, so it is to a certain degree. I have come to believe my
obligation to you is a tool of fate.'

Stacey stared at her hands considering what
the ghost said. Turning one hand and curling it closed, she looked
at her nails, realizing how hard and sharp and clawlike they'd
become. She shook her head.

"You aren't obligated to me. I killed you,
remember?" she said, twining her fingers together, still studying
them.

'Listen and believe, Daggerwoman. Your
arrival there was as the hand of fate, or the creator you serve as
a knight, it was no happenstance as your whimsy says. Surely you of
all can see the purpose your life has taken. You did not kill me…
here I am.'

Stacey looked around without seeing anyone,
no ghost even.

"You're a ghost, you're dead… I did it."

'And you're a vampire… of we two, who is
most dead?'

Shaking her head Stacey didn't know how to
refute that.

"Still, I killed you," Stacey said. "You're
under no obligation to me."

'Aah, for the sake of life, listen, I begged
you to kill me though I could not speak. I took onto myself the
mark
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