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The Merged Worlds




 


Life in the Merged Worlds has always been
complicated. Those who live by magic must live by a different set
of rules whether they are good or wicked. In a melting pot
civilization with creatures from Heaven, Hell, Earth, and the
Hidden, those rules are as varied. There are many instances of
confusion and dispute. The Law is in place to create order.

While the wicked may live side by side with
the good it doesn't mean peace rules.

Therefore there are those who keep the law,
from the average policeman on the street, human, witch or demonkin…
to the secret guardians watching over the powerful magicals. The
system is anything but perfect. It continues to evolve as society
grows. The fascinating aspect of those within the realms is that
understanding the rules means they play by them. Even the idea of
cheating is understood and accepted. The rules must be established
to be cheated upon.

The good and the wicked accept the fact of
Order. They may not always agree on the nature of that order.
Therein lies the basis for the continual war between species for
dominance. From the very first reveal, Earth held the new battle
fields. When vampires tried to use their typical manner of
ownership from the Hidden, humans found a way to stand against
them. Witches and werewolves found their former struggles in the
Hidden did not have to drive them when they crossed over. A few of
them, as the Hesperus witches, forsook wickedness and became some
of the earliest guardians of humans and those weak in magic.

The Merging of the Worlds offered
opportunities to all species. There were more challenges as well.
That is the way of life and magic. To grow, there must be new
expressions coming from the bare soil of the living and the
dead.

When destructive powers from beyond these
realms creep in, no matter how strong, something of the worlds will
arise to resist, as that, too, is the way of life and magic…

 



Chapter 1

 


 


"Stacey?" Stacey's earbud sounded with
Everett's voice.

In the midst of serving a late dinner to a
vampire couple, Stacey Bowen couldn't reply.

She was the only vampire server at Dawn's,
because of this the vampires usually sat in or near her area. It
wasn't that she could serve them all. Usually she only covered six
or seven tables. Most still dined in the quiet and more intimate
settings of the lower floor's dining areas. The upper two floors
were usually college kids. They spent half their time playing games
or dancing. The other half was pizza and cola.

Vampires and more vampire families were
coming to Dawn's ever since Stacey had become one. At least that's
what Robert Jennings, the owner, claimed.

Stacey had the uncomfortable feeling the
vampires were coming regularly since the Daggerwoman had taken a
hand in controlling the rogue vampire problem. If the vampires knew
she was the Daggerwoman, they were giving her tacit support,
keeping her secret as was the tradition.

She didn't think about it often. Angie
considered the matter more frequently. When it crossed Stacey's
mind, she was uncertain she wanted to know their reasons. Vampire
politics was a subject she avoided… avoiding Vampire politics more
assiduously than she'd avoided human politics.

"Would there be anything else?" she asked
the vampires.

Vampires didn't eat much, or often, as far
as the food served at Dawn's went. Dawn's didn't serve blood of any
kind.

Most of the vampires showing up had wings or
rice puffs with a variety of sauces, since neither would upset
their altered digestion. Others had a wider range of desires within
their menu.

After filling water glasses, she stepped
away. She looked over her other tables.

It was getting late… or
early… nearing pre-dawn. Most
patrons had left earlier.

Thinking about why vampires did what they
did, or any magical for that matter, Stacey was clueless. As a
human she'd avoided magicals. Now, being one, she dealt with
magicals in a completely different way. She was still learning… she
had plenty of time before her.

Gathering dishes, Stacey wondered why the
head of the security staff would be pinging her so late. It was
near the end of her shift, giving her an hour or two to get home
before the rising sun knocked her out for another day.

It didn't simply knock her out, it killed
her. She'd been a vampire for years now. Stacey still remembered
her human life. She still felt or thought as a human… usually.

She hadn't completely adjusted, mostly
because she didn't want to forget being human. And her other role
didn't help. Nash, the wizard who'd helped her, said it took a
human nearly a century to become completely vampire… at least
physically.

He'd never said how long it took
mentally.

When she stepped away, she pinged Everett
back, as she looked into one of the security cameras. He was likely
watching her.

"Everett?" she said again, when he didn't
respond.

"Yeah?" he said, as though he didn't
remember pinging her a moment ago.

Everett Morgan was a werewolf. He'd been the
only magical working at Dawn's when she'd started there. Then,
she'd been attacked and changed… gone from life to undead.

There'd been many other changes in her life
since then.

There'd been changes at Dawn's, too. Nicki
Park, also a werewolf, and a friend of Stacey's, worked in the
kitchen. Another werewolf had joined the security staff, Slip. A
new chef had started. To Stacey's surprise Hamilton was a vampire.
He was the fattest vampire she'd ever seen. He was about two
hundred years old, as a vampire, and his passion was cooking. To
her it seemed a strange occupation for a vampire. He claimed it was
for the fragrances he created… and flavors he tasted.

"Oh. Hey, Stacey," Everett said. "There are
reporters out back again. This time there's a camera crew,
television, and a few journalists, half a circus... I thought I'd
warn you."

"Okay, thanks," Stacey said. "Out."

Even as she resumed her duties on the floor,
her mind was racing and worrying.

Stacey Bowen wasn't simply a vampire. She
was also a Daggerwoman, the first in centuries.

When she'd been a teen, she and her best
friend, Beverly, had loved the television show, Daggermen. It had
been an adolescent fad, an infatuation with the idea of heroes and
the cute hunky actors who starred in the show. It had only run for
four seasons but the enjoyment had never waned. She'd never
suspected it was based on historical events and real people, a real
group of freedom fighters from one of the earlier reveals.

When she'd dated Everett briefly, after
changing over, he'd given her a pair of real Daggermen daggers
which had been passed down through his family from an ancestor of
his. Concerned for her safety as a new vampire, he'd given them for
her to use as protection. Neither had suspected destiny had taken a
hand.

She'd soon found out being a true
Daggerwoman, a Knight of the Church of that Order, was nothing like
the old television series.

The fact of a television crew staking out
the back door hinted at her current problem.

The first Daggermen had fought an invading
horde of vampires. The vampires had claimed the human town as their
own. To reclaim their freedom, the humans had to fight a guerilla
campaign. The Daggermen were born. They weren't only humans, but
also a young witch and a rescued werewolf. They used daggers since
they were easy to conceal.

Later, the church sanctified their mission.
They became Knights of a closed Order. The church had their most
skilled armorer-priest create new daggers with spells against evil
and for protection.

Those spells still worked. In her hands
they'd grown with her personal magic.

The key element which allowed the Daggermen
to work so well was their secrecy. Any who witnessed the Daggermen
kept their secret, the victims were usually dust.

Now, in these modern times, keeping a secret
was more difficult. Stacey was no longer alone. Nicki, the
werewolf, and Angie, an artist friend, had both been given daggers.
A witch, descended from the witch who'd been of the original
Daggermen was keeping an eye on them. She seemed to be in charge of
keeping the ancient daggers.

From the second time she'd helped Stacey,
Angie had worn a mask, so she was mostly hidden. Nicki's abilities
were of a higher order than most werewolves. She could disguise
herself at need… simply adding fur was usually enough.

Stacey hadn't been concerned when she'd
started, now she was in the open.

The one advantage Stacey had was in being a
vampire.

Since the original… and even the staged
television enemy of the Daggermen were vampires, no one expected a
vampire to be a Daggerman… or Daggerwoman.

She'd been in a few dangerous spots before,
but losing her secrecy was not something she could afford… the bad
guys weren't only vampires now.

It was difficult to even tell who the bad
guys were.

The last fight they'd been involved with had
pitted them against a hidden Fortress of Plainmen and some of their
hit men. Even though that had been years ago, with no sign of them
since, Stacey couldn't relax her guard.

She also crossed paths with the Watchers.
She preferred to avoid anything to do with them.

The Watchers were a world-wide organization
of trained magic users, organized to monitor magical abuse. Since
being organized after World War II they'd helped ever since,
especially in World War III, where so much magic had been in
play.

From the beginning of her new life as a
Daggerwoman, the Watchers had interfered.

It had been minimal at first, and later
their high-handed attitude had forced her to act.

She'd killed two of them.

Killing them was not so much the problem
since their revealed nature was even worse after they'd died. They
didn't get up and walk like a zombie or revenant, but became some
kind of amorphous creature… a very, very deadly creature.

Pepper Paull, a friend, as well as a
powerful witch, was the only reason the creatures had not wreaked
havoc in the police station where they'd first been exposed. That
incident was a secret kept by police witches and some memory
tampering.

The witch had taken care of them.

There hadn't been enough action recently for
her and her sister Daggers to show up in any news story, so she
wondered why the news crew was here.

There were no rogue vampires feeding
illegally. There were no similar crimes for them to deal with on a
regular basis.

During the remainder of her shift, Stacey
kept her suspicions close. She checked out those around her in case
someone was already trying to spot her.

Enough people had already figured out she
was the Daggerwoman that the only part of her secret left was a
published image of herself in that garb.

The vampires coming to Dawn's might do so
because they knew who and what she was, but they also kept it a
secret. For some reason the vampires who knew her secret were also
staunch, though secret, supporters.

Stacey hunted rogue vampires and the
law-abiding were pleased Stacey did the job of retribution which
was deserved. Those who should have killed the rogues, the
Watchers, had ignored them… or worse… excused them.

Vampires could sense the difference in her
if they got close enough, her scent was different. The werewolves
and other magicals could tell she was different as well, but the
vampires considered it to be more… to them it was significant.

Many of these vampires talked with her.
Their opinion was that a vampire was perfect as a Daggerman.
Getting killed by one of their own, if they broke the laws, was
righteous retribution, rather than having a human, witch, or were
do it. Within some clans certain vampires took on that role,
usually called hunter/killers, they took the executioners role,
never to be gainsaid.

Those who came to Dawn's trusted her, even
though she wasn't a normal vampire.

It was good.

There had been an intense decline in rogue
vampire attacks in and around Baltimore City and suburbs.

Nash, the wizard who had saved her, giving
her an undead life without human blood, spent a few hours every
night watching the shadows for disturbances.

He was a shadow wizard.

It was not a breed, but the magic he
specialized in. He could use shadows to spy wherever he desired, or
travel through them.

When he spied activity falling within the
Daggerwoman's purview, he would assist with transportation and
whatever else they needed.

They'd become a close knit team. They were
powerful with the daggers. Nash could set them wherever they needed
and they'd deal with what difficulty they found.

When Stacey's shift ended, she met Nicki in
their locker room. The werewolf had found a job in the kitchen
after being rescued by Stacey and Angie… later becoming a
Daggerwoman.

"What's the plan?" Nicki wondered. "Run the
gauntlet or slip into the shadows?"

"I was planning on slipping away," Stacey
said.

"Did something happen?" Nicki said.

"I don't know. I didn't hear anything. I
haven't even killed a vampire in the last two months or so."

Molly, another server, came in, smiling,
brushing her thick red hair with her fingers.

As she studied the others, digging clothes
out of her locker, her smile faded, green eyes going serious.

"What's up?"

"Just a camera crew in the alley," Nicki
said.

"I know," Molly's smile returned, with a
laugh. "Ben's getting off now, too. We're going out to see if we
get a few minutes of screen time. Are you coming or checking
out?"

"How many are doing this?" Nicki
wondered.

"Everyone who's leaving," Molly replied.
"How about you?"

Stacey and Nicki both became aware of more
chatter than normal by the exit.

"I'm gonna duck out," Stacey said.

"I'm with her," Nicki said. "If you mob
them, they won't notice anyone missing."

"Well," Molly said grinning as she tied her
blouse at her breasts. "We are doing some of this to help you guys.
If we can keep them distracted they might forget the rumors that
you're here."

Nicki smiled at that.

"We are here," she said. "That's the
problem."

"No, no, it's late," Stacey said. "We're out
of here, okay? Have fun, Molly."

"I will," she laughed again. "I will."

***

A few minutes later the two daggerwomen
stepped from the shadows into the study of their home.

'Why come the shadow
way?' Ariastina said, as they were relaxing.
'Did something come up at work?'

Ariastina Pelladolian was an Aes, an elven
ghost, who Stacey had rescued. Although the elven woman had died in
order to escape what a wicked wizard had done to her.

Rather than choosing rebirth, the elf had
pledged to serve her for several lifetimes. Both gratitude and a
future need moved her to make that promise.

The blue eyes glittered from the mostly
translucent form.

"There was a news crew with cameras looking
to catch the Daggerwoman," Nicki said as Stacey remained quiet.

"What am I supposed to do about that?"
Stacey said, nearly growling. She'd been feeling the frustration
for some time, this was one more occasion.

***

 


"Did you know Pepper was engaged?" Angie
wondered, the next night, handing Stacey a glass of warm water,
cherry flavored. Stacey was still experimenting with taste.
Sometimes a flavor became repulsive between one day and the
next.

"No, I haven't seen her in a while. Why? Did
you get an announcement?" Stacey wondered.

Nicki joined them in the kitchen, already
dressed for work.

"No, not an announcement, but an invitation
to her wedding, it's this Saturday, at ten P.M." Angie said. "I
think it's a witch thing, a late night wedding. Either that or she
really would like you there. So you have to get off."

"That's neat," Nicki said. "Are you…?"

"The invitation is for all of us," Angie
said. "Stacey, Nash, you, and me, with a request of the Princess
Ariastina to come, as well."

'Really?' the
Aes said. 'That's nice of her.'

"She has a lot of ghosts hanging out at her
place," Stacey said. "It's a rather interesting family."

"Not just the family, but her coven," Angie
said.

"Did you ever finish the painting of Carol?"
Stacey wondered.

"Which… uhm, no, not yet… I was working on
the one of Nicki," the artist said. "And I haven't scheduled her… I
mean it hasn't worked out… yet."

Stacey laughed while Nicki shook her
head.

"Why don't you just face the fact that you
don't like finishing any of them?" Nicki said. "If you finish them
then you'll be done and can't play with them. Like your favorite
toys or something, you don't want to let them go."

Angie laughed.

"Maybe," she said. "There's a…"

A phone rang. Angie made a face as Stacey
moved to answer it.

"Hello, Detective, long time no word,"
Stacey said.

"It seems you've been busy even without my
help," he replied. "The rogue vampires don't even hunt in Baltimore
anymore. My captain is grateful, unofficially."

"What's with that, official, unofficial?"
Stacey said.

For a moment the cop was silent.

"It's your methods. Some don't like…" his
voice trailed off. "Sorry, no reason to go into that… some of it's
the fact you can get around the law…"

"Don't even go there, detective," Stacey
said, her voice becoming tight. "I don't oppose the Law. I work for
the law. I can't do otherwise. Just because there's waffle room for
some wickedness in society, from lawyers, doesn't hold any water
for me. Do you w…"

Angie, Nicki, and Ariastina were close by
her side.

"Hey," Detective Hastings said. "Hey, I
don't want to get into that. I'm calling for something else."

"You don't like my methods or means," Stacey
said. "Then why are you calling?"

"I wanted to warn you," he said after they
each took a deep breath.

"Warn me about what?"

"There've been queries about you from all
sides," he said.

While he let that settle in, Stacey looked
at Angie. She had her ear up to the phone. Stacey, Nicki, and even
Ariastina heard it clearly.

"About me or us?" Stacey said.

"You, I think," he said. "I'm not certain the
others have been verified publicly. We don't even admit to your
existence, but some witnesses…"

"Right," Stacey said. "So who's asking?"

"The whole list, State Police, Feds, the
media, the LRA, and…"

"Wait, why's the LRA asking?" Stacey
said.

"Why do you think?" he retorted. "If you cut
down their clients before they can hide them behind legalese in
courts, they'll be out of work. They'd be afraid this type of
vigilantism will catch on. I think they may be trying some class
action thing but dust can't testify."

"Class action…?" Stacey said. "That's
silly."

"Some lawyers are silly. If you get enough of them together
you get ten times the silliness. Anyway, I think you should be more
concerned about the Watchers and wizards."

"Watchers and wizards?" Stacey said. Shaking
her head, she looked to her friends.

Then she glanced around looking for
Nash.

"Why wizards?" she said, quietly.

"Don't know. But it's something come down
from their world council… a lot of peeps and snitches mouthing
off.

"With the Watchers it's a bit different.
They're not so much looking for you as they are checking into crime
scenes you've been involved with."

Stacey couldn't think of anything to
say.

"Unofficially we're keeping you and yours
off any fact sheet. Officially you're a rumor… maybe one of those
urban legends.

"That's an order from very high up. Somebody
likes you."

For a moment Stacey considered this.

"What about you, detective?" she asked
finally.

"I put you on the positive side of things…
you haven't interfered in any investigation and you have helped… a
lot. I'm okay with you existing," he said. "That's why I called. It
would be good if you watch your back and your tracks a little
better."

"Okay, I will," she said. "Anything
else?"

"Yes, be totally careful when it comes to
those Watchers," he said. Considering he'd been a witness to her
killing two of them, and their subsequent transformation into the
amorphous deadly creatures they really were, he should know she'd
take care.

"Right, thanks," she said, slowly.

"Bye," he said, almost abruptly.

The line was dead.

For a moment she held the phone as they
exchanged glances.

Then she carefully folded it closed.

"So," Nicki said. "Why such an
interest?"

"Maybe we're just the new thing on the
block," Angie said.

'Not that new,'
Ariastina said.

"I'm sure that's a part of it," Stacey said.
"At least with the media. I don't know about the LRA. I mean what
do lawyers really have to worry about."

"Maybe they're trying to figure a way to sue
us," Nicki said.

"We need to talk to Nash," Stacey said.

***

"I don't know why wizards would target
you, but there is no world
council," Nash said sometime later. "You don't have anything
they could use. That's the only time they would be
interested."

"That's what I thought," Stacey said. "They
couldn't use the daggers even if they caught us. Otherwise we're
nothing special."

Nash shook his head; his expression creased
the scars along the side of his face as he rejected her
comment.

"You're special. Well," he looked at the
others. "You're all special to one degree or another. But the way
you said it, makes it sound like it's a collection of wizards. The
convening of a council is illegal, it cannot happen. It's gotta be
something else."

"It sounded like something," Angie said,
"both the wizards and Watchers in groups."

Again Nash shook his head.

"The Watchers I can see as a group. Wizards
are solitary people, paranoid, and clinical. I don't get why they'd
be together in a group… the idea of a council. I wonder where that
came from."

"What would bring them together?" Nicki
asked, later.

The thoughtful silence she'd broken resumed,
no one wanted to voice their thoughts or suspicions.

It was Ariastina who finally spoke.

'They join together when
they want something… when they need a group for strength…'
she said.

Nash agreed, quietly.

"That's not wrong," he said. "But, there
would be more to it… I don't know about them specifically looking
into you guys, we already said they can't use you. It only means
they want to eliminate you… to get you out of their way."

"Right," Nicki said. "So they're planning
something they think we'd oppose."

"Sure," said Angie. "But is it soon or a
long range plan?"

Nash swept the question aside.

"I don't think you have to worry about
wizards," he said. "I'm concerned at the idea of Watchers checking
you out. You've all taken down wizards, especially Stacey."

Stacey continued watching the others,
considering how Detective Hastings had sounded. She knew he didn't
care for the Dagger's methods, he thought of them as vigilantes.
There had to be a particular reason he'd warned her, though. While
he disliked the Watchers and distrusted them, this was only a part
of it. The detective was one of the few who had witnessed Stacey
killing two Watchers and their after-death transformation. It was a
well kept secret.

Watching Nash she wondered at his
concern.

"You don't trust the Watchers, either, do
you Nash?" Stacey said.

Angie and Nicki were talking with
Ariastina.

"Of course not," he said. He took her hand,
folding it in his gently. He watched her.

"Nicki and Angie were lucky to get away from
those Watchers, Nash," Stacey said. "If they didn't have the toys
you made, they might've been caught."

Angie and Nicki had been patrolling during a
full moon. Stacey had been somewhere else busy with a vampire
attack. There had been reports of a were-beast in that area. Nicki
had insisted they investigate.

None of the local werewolf packs could tell
Nicki what it was. It was not a wolf and not social at all.

Most werewolf packs of the city knew of the
Daggerwomen. The pack leaders had offered any help needed. Nicki
had a similar situation with the werewolves as the vampire's had
with Stacey. They were trusted and accepted.

No one but the wicked questioned their
integrity.

They'd hunted fruitlessly for the were
creature. Nicki could get no trace of scent.

They were surprised when two Watchers
attacked. Nicki was hit. Angie was hit, but the daggers kept both
safe. They were threatened with arrest. They used one of the
refined, impenetrable shadow bombs and their transportal rings to
get away. Going home, they touched down at two other locations in
case they were being followed.

"We need to do something about those
things," Nash said, still holding Stacey's hand.

Stacey concealed her reaction to the blank
feeling as they'd touched. She expected his tender feelings. It was
surprising how she missed this awareness, when she so rarely felt
his. Missing the feel of his emotions was especially troubling when
he was being tender.

That talent, of sensing pain or other strong
emotions through touch, had grown in her.

She was comfortable with it. With others, Nash hid his feelings…
she hadn't expected him to hid those feelings from her.

"Most independent wizards have reasons to
distrust them," he said.

"I thought the Watchers were wizards," Nicki
said.

"In their beginning that was true," Nash
said. "When they were first chartered, unaffiliated wizards and
magic users were brought together. Since then they choose younger
magic users, training them up in their methods, rather than using
wizards already set in their ways. They don't advertise how they
choose their personnel, no one really knows."

"No one is in charge of policing them,
right?" Stacey asked quietly, her gaze focused across the room into
the shadows even though she still held his hand.

Nash was slow in replying. The others turned
to study Stacey.

"No one does," Nash said. "When it started,
the ethics of their calling was considered surety."

"That seems to have failed," Stacey
commented a moment later.

She had not changed her focus. Even Nash was
regarding her, suspiciously.

Another moment passed in silence.

It was Nash who broke the silence, but only
after her eyes met his.

"No, you can't think about taking on the
Watchers," he said, watching her.

Nicki, Angie, and even Ariastina were
surprised at his comment.

They were shocked when Stacey didn't deny
it. She merely returned his scrutiny.

"Well," she said. "You don't think we
can take on wizards… and they are
checking into us. The best defense might well be a sneak
attack."

Angie gave a choked laugh.

"That's not how that saying goes," she
said.

"Interesting prospect, though," Nicki said,
her eyes glinting wolfishly.

Nash's fingers tightened.

"You guys can't consider this," Nash said,
watching Stacey. "You're not ready. You're not going to be able to
take them…"

"I killed two of them," Stacey reminded
him.

"Not from what you said. They weren't dead
when Pepper took a hand," he said.

Stacey gave a shudder at the memory of
touching the… thing… it had turned into. Even though it had been
years ago, the terrible feeling had yet to leave her mind.

"One point," Stacey muttered.

'A most significant
point,' Ariastina said.

"We need to talk to Pepper about this,"
Angie said.

"Wait a minute," Nash said. "You're actually
considering this?"

The women held silent, motionless, until
Stacey nodded.

"I consider it," Stacey said. "If only to be
prepared in case they attack us again."

"You're not ready," Nash said. "Nicki and
Angie were lucky to get away."

"Then we'll get ready," Angie said.


 Chapter
2




 


"Explain to me how we'll get ready to face
them," Nicki said as they all walked toward Dawn's. Angie
accompanied them, along with Ariastina.

"I have no idea," Stacey admitted, not
caring if the shadows heard.

'You must all become
warriors as you proposed earlier,' the Aes
said.

"That's Angie consideration," Stacey said,
smiling.

"Guns won't do for facing down… those guys,"
Angie said, she shook her head. "And I'm not a warrior."

"We don't believe that, Angie," Nicki said.
"Artist you may be during the day but when the need comes, you
fight."

Angie didn't comment. She'd made a promise
to always have Stacey's back. She'd never renege on that private
vow. From the first vampire she'd killed with a paintbrush, to this
moment, she had no regrets. Even so, she did not consider herself a
warrior.

They approached the employee entrance at
Dawn's.

Nicki stopped, looking ahead.

Everett stood beside the door, watching
them.

"Guns?" he said. "Warriors? What are you
guys up to?"

Stacey couldn't think of an innocent reply.
Nicki didn't want to say anything.

"I'm doing another painting, Everett," Angie
said, smiling, "something with a little more action."

"Ah," Everett said, "another painting…
right. Anyway, I wanted to know something about this paparazzi
thing that's growing. Why is it growing? Is this Daggerman thing
real? I thought you were just playing around or… is it real?"

He was talking to Stacey. He was glaring at
her.

Ever since he'd given her the daggers as
protection, she'd moved from a close relationship to a polite
casual friendship. Everett failed to understand that it was his
wolfish attitude which had pushed Stacey away.

"It's as real as any of my paintings," Angie
said, answering again as the others could not. "Even if she's only
seen with the daggers, people are going to believe what they want.
Stacey's no more a Daggerman than… than I am."

"Yeah," Nicki spoke up. "She's a vampire,
Everett. Just because she can use the knives doesn't mean anything
special."

Ariastina was laughing, unheard, by the
security werewolf.

"You called me a Daggerman before, Everett,"
Stacey said. "If you'll remember."

"You took the name," he said, "and that
business with the magic upstairs… the detective. Are you saying
you're not involved in…?"

"You can call me a Daggerwoman if you want
to," Stacey said. "But Nicki and I need to start our shift."

Almost reluctantly, Everett moved to open
the door for them. Stacey saw he wasn't satisfied. The werewolf had
an impressive stubborn streak.

He was confused, maybe, but not satisfied.
She didn't want to think what he'd do if evidence of her secret
life became known.

"Look, you guys," Angie said when she didn't
follow. "I just thought of a call I need to make. I'll see you
later."

They parted ways. Stacey and Nicki went
inside with Everett, to begin their night of work.

***

Angie, with Ariastina, headed to the front,
to the well-lit street where traffic flowed at a steady pace. While
it was okay to travel the back alleys of Baltimore with a vampire
and werewolf beside her, she chose to avoid putting herself in
jeopardy. Being a Daggerwoman didn't make her invincible. She
wouldn't risk leaving Stacey alone.

'Where are we going, Lady
Angela?' Ariastina said as she moved by her
side.

"Maybe to Hell," Angie said. "Why are we
back to the Lady Angela bit?"

'Sorry,'
Ariastina said. 'I was dwelling in
memories. As a physical living elf I could be of much service to
our Lady. I guess… I...'

Falling silent, the Aes did not look back
when Angie studied her.

"I'm sorry this is difficult for you," Angie
said. "I'm sure Stacey wouldn't…"

'Please do not suggest
such a thing,' Ariastina said. 'Our lady would easily say that I should go… I cannot,
Angela. I simply have no choice now.'

Angie stopped abruptly, moving to the side,
out of pedestrian traffic.

"How could you have no choice?" Angie
wondered. "I thought…"

Ariastina moved close, giving the artist an
insubstantial hug.

'Perhaps I should say I
chose and cannot betray my own decision,' Ariastina
said. 'Yea, I am elf. As such I might
change my mind, as indeed I am tempted. The witch, Pepper, and even
Nash, pointed out that truth to our lady in a way which made me
ashamed of all elves and our fickle, selfish nature. Perhaps that
is why the elves are fading… I cannot be such an elf any longer. I
may desire to have the power of my corporeal self but not if I make
a lie of everything I am.'

"You're not like that. You've only been
help…"

'Bah,'
Ariastina said. 'I said I would help
our lady for saving me and, selfishly, because I saw some
continuance of my own plans in her actions. The dread I have for
the future still weighs on me. I am not a good person, lady… not as
you and our lady… indeed; I own the selfish heart of an
elf.'

Angie studied the ghost as they stood in a
strange closeness.

"Don't be so hard on yourself, princess,"
Angie said. "You know you have no heart at all these days."

Ariastina gave a sudden laugh. She kissed
Angie's cheek before moving apart.

'So I call you lady, for
you are worthy of honor,' Ariastina said.
'Thank you.'

"Fine," Angie said, giving her own
laugh.

The two noticed some of the passersby
looking at Angie oddly.

Angie laughed again.

"It must look as though I'm talking to
myself," she said to Ariastina.

'Get out your cell phone,
then,' the Aes said.

Angie shrugged, giving another laugh. They
resumed walking.

"It doesn't matter, but I should make that
call," Angie said. "I don't know whether to call Arthur or his
wife."

'Why are you…?'
Ariastina turned to study Angie. 'You mean to have him help train all of you?'

"If he's willing," Angie said. "I don't know
what I could do to pay him. Are you okay with the idea?"

'Yes, although I've never
been to Hell. I'm sure Nicki and Stacey would accept the idea as
well,' she said.

"Can you go to Hell?" Angie wondered.

'Yes,'
Ariastina said. 'I haven't been
stopped from going to any realm.'

"That's good," Angie said. "I doubt I'll
ever know everything about magicals, since I'm always learning
something new."

***

Stacey went down the steps slowly, thinking
about Everett and his suspicions. It was only a matter of time
before he would realize she and the others were active
Daggerwomen.

The weres Nicki had come to know in her
role, called them the Daggers. Some of the vampires she'd overheard
also used this shortened name. It made as much sense as calling
them Daggerwomen. It was also easier on the tongue.

There was no way to guess which way he'd
take the news… when it went beyond rumor.

If he hung out with his former pack more, he
might have learned it was real by now.

Evading the cameras was nothing she could do
forever.

Nash had fixed them up with a distortion
field that kept digital or electronic cameras from focusing on
them. They used it along with their shadow cloaks when they
patrolled. Nash was concerned the distortion field emitted a
frequency which might register on special tracking equipment.
Because of the risk, they rarely used such cloaking.

Both Nicki and Angie wore masks now, unless
Nicki was going wolf.

The werewolf was capable of altering her
features. The length of fur and shape of ears could distort her
human form. Stacey thought it unusual but knew little of the
reality of werewolves. She couldn't ask Everett. She couldn't bring
it up the few times she'd talked to Carol, Pepper's apprentice. The
girl was a werewolf as well as a witch, but there was rarely time
to talk.

With security systems throughout the city
and police CCTV's in popular areas and major streets, it was likely
they'd been spied on more occasions than they suspected.

There was also the fact of police witches
who specialized in spying crime scenes and known trouble spots.
Stacey hoped those witches were sympathetic to her mission enough
to keep the secret.

Stacey pressed her com-button as she turned
toward the kitchen.

"Karen, I'm taking five, okay?" she
said.

The night manager gave her an okay.

Stacey dropped off the tub of dirty dishes
she'd carried. She went to the end of the downstairs bar to the
serving door.

For a moment, she watched out into the
dining room where families and groups of friends or business
colleagues sat at tables. She listened to the murmur of
conversations. She could tune in to any if she wanted, but she
didn't care to.

Amber, the night bartender, spied her,
giving a smile. With bright blonde hair in a short spiky hairdo and
clear blue eyes, the girl looked elfin, but wasn't. She was
definitely more cheerful than any of that breed seemed.

"What'll you try tonight, Stacey?" she
asked.

Stacey had yet to settle on a drink which
she enjoyed repeatedly.

"I don't know. Do you have any new ideas?"
Stacey said.

"I could surprise you," Amber offered, her
smile brightening.

"Ahh… okay, we'll give it a shot…
sure."

"Cold, hot, or warm?"

"Warm," Stacey said. "You know me."

Amber nodded. She glanced over the multitude
of choices, even as she took a tall thick glass to hand. As she
turned the hot water on to run, she glanced back to Stacey.

A hand motion turned the vampire from
watching. Stacey turned, to look out at the diners. Still she heard
Amber's work and soon heard her approach.

"No peeking," Amber said. "Close your eyes.
Now take a slow sniff."

Stacey felt the warmth of the drink and
breathed in. She disliked alcohol. Amber knew it so there was no
sharp odor. Instead there was something citrus or fruity.

Nodding her head, Stacey looked to catch
Amber smiling.

Then she set it on a tray to slide to
her.

"Go on, now," Amber said. "You'll enjoy
that, I'm sure… for a few times at least."

"Thanks, Amber, I appreciate it."

"You're welcome," Amber said, already moving
away to take another order.

Carrying the tray, Stacey went to their
break room.

Before she could even pick a seat in the
empty room, she was no longer alone.

Spinning around, she nearly snarled in
surprise… she didn't drop the tray or spill her drink. A figure
concealed in a gray cloak stood beside the table. There was no door
in that direction.

"Amelia?" she said, studying the figure.
"How did you…?"

Sniffing the air, even as she realized the
strangeness of the situation, she shook her head.

"But you aren't really here," she murmured,
studying the other. "You have no heartbeat and you're not…
breathing. Amelia?"

Stacey set the tray down on the nearest
table.

"It's me," the figure said, she threw the
hood of the cloak back, exposing her features. "I have a duty,
unlike the others, unlike you. I need to move in such a way I leave
no footprint, no scent, that's all. But I'm here to tell you what
you must do in…"

Holding her hand up abruptly, Stacey stopped
Amelia.

"I've gotta go in here a moment," Stacey
said, nodding toward the door. "Come with."

Stacey pushed the door open to their
changing room. Though Amelia favored shadowed places, she followed
Stacey to the bright, nearly shadowless room. Stacey made sure the
door was closed.

"Okay," Stacey said. "What were you
saying?"

Amelia shrugged.

"Wait, I saw you this evening… before… was
that you?"

Again Amelia shrugged, but this time
smiled.

"It may have been," she said. "I'm arranging
the defense of the city and, as well, much of the world. I need you
to do something, you and Angie, Nicki, and Everett, Daggerwoman.
Are you willing?"

Shaking her head, Stacey studied Pepper's
friend and coven sister… she frowned.

"Yes," she said, doubtfully. "I
suppose."

Amelia gave a sharp nod and smiled.

"You must hunt down and destroy all of the
Watchers… even all of those in their college. Hunting them
worldwide would be best."

Taking a step back, Stacey gave Amelia a
hard stare, trying to claim her wits. Her head was shaking in
denial even as she reconsidered what the woman had said.

"You want us to do what?" she managed a
moment later.

"Take care of the… wait, what year is this?"
Amelia asked with a frown, looking around.

A laugh escaped Stacey.

"Twenty nineteen," Stacey said.

"Okay," Amelia said, nodding. "That's right,
at least. Yes, I… you need to destroy all Watchers."

Taking a deep breath, as much as she didn't
need one, she met Amelia's hard gray eyes.

"Do you know what they are?" Stacey
asked.

Amelia waved that aside.

"That's not even necessary," Amelia said.
"You… you just asked Pepper about this very need, what
changed?"

"Nothing changed. I didn't know I'd be
volunteering to hunt down all Watchers."

"Well," Amelia said. "It needs doing and
you're the only one proven at the task."

Moving toward the taller woman, Stacey shook
her head.

"What's going on, Amelia? What are you
defending the world from?"

"There is a war coming," Amelia said.
"Didn't I tell you about this, yet?"

"No," Stacey said, again shaking her head.
"And I suppose I don't want to know."

Turning a pace away, she hugged herself.
Stacey looked back to Amelia.

"Everett, huh?"

"What? Didn't you… hasn't he joined you,
yet?"

"No," Stacey smiled. "This is news to
me."

"Crap," Amelia said, closing her eyes,
though she moved as though looking to heaven. "I knew this would
happen sooner or later."

"Don't worry about it," Stacey said. "I had
a feeling about that. He's already had the daggers. He just needs
to make the decision."

"It's not something I should do, though,"
Amelia said, shaking her head. She groaned.

"Well, since you already spilled the beans
about that, when are you from?"

"Uhm," Amelia thought about it for a minute.
"Oh… twenty twenty four."

"Five years…" Stacey murmured. "How did
you…?"

Shaking her head, she denied Stacey's
question.

"Sorry, Stacey, Daggerwoman. I have to… you
will take out the Watchers, right?"

Gritting her teeth, hoping she considered
everything, knowing she had no clue, Stacey nodded and bowed.

"I shall do my best," she said. "We all
will."

Turning swiftly, as the door slammed open,
Stacey was ready to fight. She relaxed, seeing Nicki. The werewolf
held her daggers ready rather than kitchen cutlery.

"What's going on?" Nicki demanded,
frowning.

Turning back to Amelia, Stacey found the
woman had vanished.

Waving a calming hand at Nicki, Stacey swept
the room with a look to be certain it was empty.

"I need a drink," she muttered.

"What?" Nicki demanded, but moved from
Stacey's path.

Knowing a camera spied the room, Stacey sat
before she took up her drink.

Nicki had hidden her daggers, slipping them
to invisibility behind her back.

A finger motioned the werewolf near.

"Had a visitor," Stacey murmured, her voice
quieter than a whisper, although Nicki heard clearly. "We have a
fight ahead of us."

Nicki nodded as their eyes stayed
locked.

"That's what we're preparing for, right?"
she said, so only Stacey could hear.

After another sip, Stacey nodded.

"Yeah," she whispered. "It's just a bigger
battle than we ever thought."

Nicki stood up straighter.

"Oh," she said. "So, we'll see if we
survive, yeah?"

"Yeah. I'll tell all about it later."

Nicki nodded. She took a step away.

"I gotta get back in there," she said.

"Right," Stacey said.

Nicki looked at her friend. She saw the
growing power of a vampire in the woman she'd come to care for.

After Nicki was gone, Stacey sat in thought,
continuing to sip her drink, without tasting it.

***

Sometime later, Angie was connected to
Jennifer, Arthur's wife. Standing out of the way of pedestrians,
she watched all the movement to every side, even as she spoke to
the woman.

Outlining her needs, Angie asked for the
demonkin's opinion on how she could recompense Arthur for the time
they'd need.

"You want him to train you for combat?"
Jennifer said. Her skepticism came through the long distance call
clearly. "A werewolf, vampire, and human daggermen… women… sorry…
it's not his usual duty. He took the time to train you as a favor
to Pepper, you know that."

"I do," Angie said. "Is there any way I
could persuade him to do this? I've never…"

"How about this," Jennifer said. "I'll
persuade him to do it if you do me
a favor…"

'Beware promises to
demons,' Ariastina whispered in Angie's
thoughts.

Angie nodded, glancing to the Aes.

"What kind of favor?" she asked.

"I know you wanted to do a painting of the
mutts," Jennifer said. "Arthur would greatly appreciate such a
painting. I'd like to give it to him as a surprise for Leluvialnas.
I could get some images of the hounds and give them to you. You
just can't tell him."

"When is Leluvialnas?" Angie said.
"What is
Leluvialnas?"

"Oh," Jennifer said with a quiet laugh.
"Leluvialnas is the day we remember the destruction of Atlantis. I
know it's not a human holiday, since it set back human civilization
for hundreds of years, we remember it as a great coup. It's easier
to deal with barbarians than the educated… well, you know… in the
old days."

"Right," Angie said, shaking her head in
wonder. "When is it, though? How much time would I have?"

"Let's see, you're in the middle of July
right now. That would give you nearly three months. Is that
doable?"

"I think so," Angie said. "I'd love to do
the hounds, they are so… powerful. And Arthur won't get
suspicious?"

Jennifer laughed.

"I can distract him easily enough. Really,
he'll enjoy training you and the others. I know he had fun training
you. He didn't think a little human like you would do so well."

"I didn't either," Angie said. "So, it's a…
a deal?"

"No," Jennifer said. "No, no registered
deals on this level. Just an exchange between friends and
allies…"

"An exchange," Angie said. "Okay, great.
When should…?"

"Angie, you should communicate your plans to
Pepper," Jennifer said thoughtfully. "I believe there's… a need…
yes, a need for her to know. I'll have Arthur get back to you,
okay?"

"Yes, Jennifer, thanks."

The connection went dead.

Angie closed her phone.

'Well, that was
interesting,' Ariastina said, drifting
back.

"Yes," Angie agreed. "We're going to have to
get organized about this."

***

"Yes," Stacey said to Pepper, on the phone.
"We'd be thrilled to come, thank you so much for inviting us.
Ariastina was touched. I'm so happy for you, Pepper."

"Thank you, Stacey. I'm glad you can all
come. It will be a joyous time," Pepper said. "Amelia said you'd be
calling… there was something else?"

"Yes, Angie has set up a training regimen
for us because…" Stacey hesitated. "Well, we intend looking into
the… uhm… the kind I thought I'd killed at the police station that
time, you know?"

"Yes," Pepper said. "Yes, not easy to kill.
You're going to investigate them?"

"Right," Stacey said. "Well, Jennifer
suggested we inform you."

"Of course she would. Stacey, are you
certain this is the right direction for you?"

"I believe so. You know I had a visitor,
right? You know who. And they are looking into our lives. I don't
want to be caught flat-footed. Do you agree we don't know enough of
their motives?"

"I agree," Pepper said. "I did not know
anything about a visitor, Stacey. I recommend you do as that person
advised. I'll have to look into this. It would be best to keep such
a visit secret."

Stacey was quiet, expecting Pepper to
speak.

When the witch remained silent, Stacey
looked to Angie and Nicki. They and Ariastina watched her.

"It will be more dangerous than anything
you've yet done," Pepper said after another moment. "You saw how
ineffective my magic was with them. I'm not certain I can give you
any magical aid. I will consider it, though I can help as I helped
with Angie."

"Do you think this is a bad idea?" Stacey
said.

"I think it's dangerous. You have the
ability to take them down faster than I, but it's what comes after
that I don't understand."

"So you haven't examined them anymore in
that after-death condition?"

"No, I couldn't manage an easy collection. I
couldn't risk taking more time for a sample, not then," Pepper
said. "What I could see was not helpful. I'm sorry to say I haven't
had sufficient time to devote to the research that is
required."

"Oh," Stacey said. "Well, is there anything
we can do to help with that?"

"At this moment I can't think of anything,"
the Witch said. "I will consider this as well."

"Thanks, Pepper," Stacey said.

"You're welcome."


Chapter 3


 


Arthur stood in the alley with Angie
chatting about their last meeting. The two Hellhounds paced around
Nicki, their fiery eyes glaring at the werewolf. The Huntsman kept
an eye on their behavior.

Nicki watched them warily, turning slowly,
keeping both hounds in sight… trying to. It was almost a game with
the creatures.

"Arthur, this won't be an inconvenience for
you, will it?" Angie wondered.

"No, little lady," he said, studying the
petite artist. "It will be interesting. I don't know that I've had
the pleasure of training such a diversified team."

Stacey observed, with quiet amusement, how
relaxed Angie was with the large demonkin… and his Hellhounds.

With weapons strapped about him, swords,
knives, guns, and a shield. Half of them flashing in the
streetlights, he looked large. His size alone was intimidating. The
addition of weapons made him more threatening than she'd imagined.
She was proud of her friend, the feeling rising up unexpectedly at
the sight. Angie was the bravest of them. Stacey felt a bit
self-conscious… awed by the figure she'd only ever considered a
distant character. Someone from a story of magicals she'd always
avoided.

Now she was asking for his help, putting
trust in a creature she'd never considered good.

Being a denizen of Hell, he could not be
considered good. At the moment their goals coincided. There was a
unique level of trust between them. It could be broken at any
time.

That Arthur was Pepper's friend didn't
change the fact
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