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Should Have Gone to Vegas…


Downloaded From: Should Have Gone to Vegas… on Twisting the Hellmouth.


		

An Angel/CSI crossover. This story is set immediately before Angel episode 3.01 “Hearthrob”, and contains minor spoilers for that episode and for Buffy 6.15 “As You Were”. All characters are the intellectual property of their respective creators and production companies; this story may not be sold or distributed on a profit-making basis.




Catherine sighed, saved her report, and picked up the phone. “Willows, CSI.”




“Gil here. Got a body for you, room 1267 at the Seven Stars hotel. No obvious cause of death. Warrick and I are still on the treehouse killings, Nick and Sara are on the exploding nun, so you’ll have to take it on your own.”




“Okay, on it.” She stretched, logged off from the computer, picked up a fresh crime scene kit, and went down to get a van. Plenty of time before her shift ended, maybe she could wrap things up quickly. Fat chance…




The radio in the van was set to the news. The big local crime story was the nun, the dead children in the treehouse were last week’s story and getting much less attention. Both took a back seat to the impending marriage of a minor rock star, and new shows opening at two casinos. National news like the aftermath of the World Trade Centre was there too, of course, but you had to listen hard for it. You don’t emphasise terrorism in a resort city.




The Seven Stars was a small hotel at the low-rent end of respectable, wedged between a service station and a Burger King a few blocks from the main casinos. She’d been there before. Not quite sleazy; the food wasn’t good but the rooms were rented by the night, not the hour. A bored bellboy showed her to the elevator, which was clean but needed a lick of paint. A couple of uniforms and a paramedic were waiting outside the room when she reached the twelfth floor, while a detective she’d met a few times talked to a maid. Catherine guessed she’d found the body. She didn’t interrupt; she wanted to get her own impressions of the place before anyone bothered her with opinions. One of the uniforms gave her the minimal facts. “Booked in as John Smith at five yesterday morning, said he’d been travelling. Booked the cheapest room in the hotel, paid a week’s deposit in cash. Yesterday he put out a ‘do not disturb’ sign, this afternoon it was gone so Pamela there went in to clean the place and found him. The paramedic says no obvious cause of death, suppose it might be natural. Nobody’s touched anything, they say.”




The room was dimly lit by a single bedside light, its curtains tightly shut. From the doorway she could see the bathroom and the foot of the bed. There was a small mound of towels dropped on the floor. For the moment she turned her attention to the bathroom, taking a dozen pictures of the floor, walls, and shelves with the digital camera. Not that it looked like anything had happened there; if it wasn’t for the tub of hair gel and toothbrush and paste she would have thought that nobody had used it.




She listened, realised the questioning was over, and went out again. “Did you clean the bathroom?” she asked the maid.




“Yes… I must have missed seeing him somehow when I came in, or I wouldn’t have started on it. Not that there was much mess, just a couple of damp towels.”




“Thanks. Are those the towels on the floor?”




“I dropped them when I saw him.”




Catherine shone a halogen light around the entrance. Nothing obvious… Wait a minute. There was something on the wall and the edge of the door, traces of some sort of crystalline powder glinting there. Concentrated in an area about five to six feet from the floor. A couple of bare patches, one on the door and one on the wall, vaguely hand shaped. She had a mental image of someone standing inside the door, one hand on the door and the other on the wall, with someone else spraying something into his face. Jumping to conclusions already, Grissom wouldn’t approve. 




Carefully Catherine scraped samples — the powder was purple under the light of the corridor, which didn’t sound much like any drug she knew — and made a note to check the door and frame for prints once she’d looked at the body.




Next stop the open wardrobe, at the entrance to the room. A black jacket and a long leather duster. Why on earth would anyone bring something like that to Vegas, even at the end of summer? Playing cowboy? She checked the pockets. Nothing… no, wait, a badly creased card in the inside pocket of the jacket. She took it out and looked. ‘Angel Investigations’ and an LA phone number and address, with a logo that looked like the outline of a half-dissected rat. No name on it. Nothing to indicate what they investigated, probably some sort of fly-by-night P.I. outfit. She put it in an evidence bag and dropped it into the case.




Time for the bedroom, and Mister Smith. She looked around, with a nagging feeling that she was missing something obvious, but whatever it was seemed to be determined to stay in the back of her mind.




The bedroom was warm, in the eighties. Someone had turned the air-conditioner off. Catherine sniffed cautiously. A body at that temperature for any time… No, nothing. First impression then, not long dead. A couple of battered-looking canvas suitcases in the corner. Clothing stacked neatly on the chair, all blacks and dark greys, a jacket on the arm. Watch on the bedside table, looked like a Rolex or a good fake, set to local time. Mobile phone, cheap, might be worth checking for the numbers it had recently dialled and had in memory. No evidence of a struggle, if anything the place looked too tidy. No marks on the walls or floor. She took some pictures of the room, then turned to the body.




He was lying sprawled on the bed, on top of the covers, with his legs slightly apart. She took out her pocket recorder and began to dictate as she took pictures. “Male Caucasian, early to mid thirties, height about five eleven, say a hundred and eighty pounds. Excellent physical condition. Pale skin, dark hair, used hair gel. Naked, not circumcised.” And kind of cute for a corpse, though she wasn’t going to say that… Something caught her eye — the faintest trace of a white mark, possibly a scar. She brought the light over for a closer look. Another… more… “Extensive well-healed scarring on torso and arms. Could be knife wounds, a couple that look like bullet wounds, several burns. Cross-shaped scar on the chest, multiple puncture or burn scars on the chest, abdomen, thighs, arms and the soles of the feet. All very well healed and extremely faint, must be years old.” As she spoke she saw more. The last time she’d seen scarring that extensive was on a political refugee from Chile, who’d been tortured over several weeks nearly twenty years earlier. He’d needed crutches to walk. Smith seemed to be in perfect health. Apart from being dead, of course. “No signs of recent wounds or trauma. Hello…” Purple powder again, on the face and shoulders, traces on the pillow. Again the same image crossed her mind — Smith opening the door, and someone blowing the powder into his face. She brushed another sample into a specimen tube, then pushed an electronic thermometer into the mouth.




“Air temperature eighty-four, oral temperature… also eighty-four. Okay, he’s been dead a few hours then. Doesn’t smell like it. His core temperature might tell us more.” She dug in her case for a long probe and attached it to the thermometer, then moved to insert it. A strong hand grabbed her wrist, and a drowsy voice with an odd accent said “Don’t you think we should be introduced first?”






“Considering where I was going to put the thermometer, I guess he was quite understanding,” Catherine said two hours later.




“Cataleptic fits? Abnormally low body temperature?” mused Grissom. “Odd he didn’t have a medical alert card or bracelet. And downright weird that the paramedic couldn’t pick up a heartbeat or ECG.”




“What can I say? He was alive, he said that he was okay, he didn’t want to sue us, he didn’t want to talk about himself past the bare bones of his medical condition, and he wouldn’t let the paramedic back into the room. No evidence of anything that concerned CSI. When I left the paramedic was running diagnostics on the ECG, said it must be faulty. It’s as good an explanation as any.”




“Maybe so, but let’s see the pictures.”




Catherine pulled the memory card from the camera and downloaded it to Grissom’s computer. “Okay. Door frame and door, some sort of powder there. You got samples?”




“Naturally.”




“Four of the bathroom. You said the maid had cleaned there before she found the body?”




“That’s right. Certainly looks clean enough.”




“Maybe too clean. The wardrobe. Nothing much there. Find anything in the coat or jacket?”




“Business card for a detective agency in LA. No name on it, so it may have been his, maybe someone he met.”




“And you took the details?”




“I’ve got the card, forgot to give it back to him.”




“Okay. Now, let’s see the pictures of the bedroom. Okay, a couple of bags. Did you look inside?”




“Didn’t get a chance. I was going to go back to them after I finished with the body.”




“Notice anything odd about them?”




“Not really.”




“See how they’re close together in that space between the chair and the TV? There was plenty of room there, why would they be jammed together like that? Now, if there was a third bag that size it would just about fill that empty space. No way to be sure, of course, but it seems possible.”




“This from the man who tells everyone not to jump to conclusions.”




“Man lying on a bed. What light were you using?”




“Halogen lamp.”




“Not UV?”




“No, I hadn’t got that far.”




“Even so… Really pale skin, almost luminous, can’t have been in Vegas for long. Can’t have been in the sun at all recently. Maybe an ex-con? Lots of faint scars. Did you see his back? Any scars there?”




“Only a glimpse when he was dressing, I didn’t get close enough to see faint scars. There was a tattoo on his right shoulder; black ink, some sort of animal, looked like a cross between a sheep and an ostrich, perched on a letter A with crossed legs.”




“Could it be a military unit crest? Or paramilitary? You said he was Irish.”




“Nothing I recognised. Looked old, heraldic or something. The accent was more Irish-American than Irish, I think.”




“You see anything else odd about these pictures?”




“Not really… though I did have a feeling that there was something that wasn’t quite right.”




“I think I know what it was. This is the first picture you took from the doorway. Shows the entrance to the room, the foot of the bed, and the wardrobe, which was wide open. See something strange there?”




“Not really.”




“Look at the bed reflected in the mirror inside the wardrobe door. You can’t see much of it, but if I zoom in here you can just make out a few of the buttons on the padded headboard. Just there, there’s a hole where one is missing. What you can’t see is our friend Mister Smith.”




“So the angle was wrong, I guess.”




“Maybe, but take a look at this picture, number seventeen, you took from the foot of the bed. Same headboard, more or less the same angle, but his head is in front of the missing button. The other pictures make it clear that it’s the only one that’s like that. Time five minutes and twenty seconds after picture one.”




“That is a little odd… maybe he moved between the pictures?”




“Not if he was in a cataleptic trance deep enough to fool you and a paramedic.”




“So he came round after I took the first picture, and before I took number seventeen.”




“If he did, he stayed completely immobile through pictures seventeen to thirty-nine, another five and a half minutes, while you prodded his skin and put a thermometer in his mouth. I couldn’t do that, could you?”




“No. Weird… Bearing in mind that we have no evidence of any crime, and all our usual cases to handle, what do you want to do about this?”




“Take that powder down to the lab. I’m going to see if I can get an ID on Mister Smith.”






“Where did you get this stuff?” asked Greg the following afternoon, staring at the screen, “Sure as hell it isn’t anything I’ve ever seen before. It’s not a single chemical; it’s a cocktail of at least a dozen different organics, with some very complex processing to put it all together. I’ve got haemoglobin in here, seven plant alkaloids, two amino acids I’m not sure of, something that’s close to DMSO, and traces of monosodium glutamate and calcium carbonate.”




“Haemoglobin? From human blood?” asked Catherine.




“No way to tell. Mammalian, certainly. It’s about a third of the mix. It looks like it was mixed thoroughly, almost down to individual molecules, probably in water, heated and cooled repeatedly, filtered, dried into crystals, then crushed to fine dust. The calcium carbonate might come from that if a marble mortar and pestle was used. I think it was exposed to ultra-violet or possibly radiation too, some of the molecules have odd energy levels. I’m not sure I could make this, even if I knew all the ingredients.”




“So what does it do?”




“If this oddball molecule here does work like DMSO it would get into your body really fast — it’d be absorbed if you swallowed it or inhaled it, maybe just by sniffing it or touching it. But apart from that, and the negative reaction some people have to MSG, I can’t see it doing anything good or bad for you. I’m checking it against the pharmaecopia and narcotics databases, nothing so far but the search is still running. If it’s there, it’s something really obscure.”




“Thanks. Let me know if anything comes up.”




“My pleasure.”




“What’s this about? Drugs? Murder?” asked Nick, who was making coffee. “Please don’t tell me it’s more important than the nun, I need those results.”




“One of Grissom’s hunches,” said Catherine. “Don’t worry, I’m not trying to grab priority.”




“The nun samples are still processing, you’ll get them ASAP. But I’ll keep the powder search running too,” said Greg “Weird stuff…”




Grissom came into the lab as they were talking, logged on to one of the terminals, and called Catherine over. “I ran the pictures through the ID computer and got a match. Here we are…” He showed her a blurry photograph, a man in a leather duster striding through a mall or some other large building. Probably from a security camera. The face was familiar. “Name of Angel, no first name or middle initial on record. The face matches, and he’s supposed to have a tattoo on his shoulder.”




“Certainly looks like him, and the card in his pocket said ‘Angel Investigations,’ sounds like he’s our man.”




“LAPD put out a want on him last year, kidnapping and murder, cancelled it the next day. One prior arrest for harbouring a fugitive, released without charge, several other arrests on various charges, all dropped. No current wants, no charges pending, no convictions. Oh, and no investigator’s licence, although he works for a detective agency.”




“Works for? I thought it had his name?”




“Apparently he founded it then someone called Wyndam-Pryce took over a few months ago. Now Angel works for him. There’s a lot more. I called one of my LAPD contacts and asked a few questions. Ever heard of a law firm called Wolfram and Hart?”




“Brass told me about them once,” said Catherine, “client list like a Who’s Who of the rich and crooked, if you ever hear of them on the case you can be sure the perp is as guilty as hell. This Angel is one of their clients? That’d explain the charges being dropped.”




“Not exactly. A few months ago something really strange happened. A dozen or so Wolfram and Hart lawyers were at a wine tasting in an old bomb shelter. Someone locked them in and threw the key away; for some reason they started fighting amongst themselves, by the time they were found there were only two survivors.”




“Angel was there?”




“Angel allegedly got mad at them and locked them in the cellar. But there’s never been any proof, just rumour.”




“Wow. Any idea why?” asked Nick.




“Not a clue. On the positive side, my contact says he’s given LAPD a lot of unofficial help, including information that let them catch a couple of serial killers and wrap up some organised crime cases. Some of them were perps Wolfram and Hart were defending. Angel’s main contact on the force was a detective called Kate Lockley, but she was fired a few months ago, moved to New York. She’s supposed to be a little strange — my guy says she’s ‘gone Scully’, believes in ghosts and aliens, and that this Angel was involved in whatever made her believe that.”




“Scully’s the one that doesn’t believe. It’s Mulder that believes,” said Greg.




“I wouldn’t know. One other thing; apparently he checked out of his hotel an hour or so after you left, Catherine. No idea where he’s gone.”




“Great. Okay, let’s just recap here,” said Catherine. “He’s given us a false name, but that isn’t illegal since we weren’t charging him with anything. He’s allegedly committed some crimes, but there’s no proof and all charges were dropped. We have no evidence whatever that there is anything going on here beyond someone sleeping unusually soundly and checking out of his room without giving a forwarding address. I’d agree that things do look a little suspicious, but half the people in Vegas are suspicious one way or another. And we do have other work to do.”




“Humour me. Catherine, I know you have a lot of reports to complete, but here are the contact details for Lockley, see what you can find out from her. Greg, keep running the analysis of that powder through the computers. Nick, you stay on the nun of course, but try to find time to take a look at these pictures and see if you can spot anything that looks odd. I have a feeling about this one.”




Nick, Greg and Catherine exchanged glances, shrugged, and set to work.






“Angel… haven’t seen him in a while, why would you want to talk to me about him?”




The voice at the other end of the line sounded cagey. Catherine wondered why. “I ran into him yesterday under rather odd circumstances. When we checked him out your name came up.”




“Odd circumstances and Angel. What a surprise.” She didn’t sound even slightly surprised.




“What can you tell me about him?”




“Tall, dark, and handsome. Fights well. Knows some odd people. Saved my life three or four times, but he’s one of the reasons I was kicked off the force. People thought I was cutting him too much slack, maybe I was. Then there was that business with the lawyers…”




“Wolfram and Hart?”




“Are they involved in this? If they’re around count your fingers before and after you shake hands. Better yet, don’t shake hands.”




“We have no reason to believe that they’re involved. As I said, we’re just a little curious about this Angel, and the name came up.”




“Well… tell me what happened, and I’ll tell you what you need to know.”




“Need to know? Is this something to do with national security?”




“No. But there are things that I might not want to tell you if he parked on a yellow line, but would tell you if you think he’s a mass murderer.”




“We’ve no reason to think he’s committed any crime. Briefly, he was found in a hotel room yesterday, the maid and a paramedic thought he was dead. I was called in to examine the room and the body, I’d just started to examine him when he came to and stopped me putting a thermometer up…” Catherine stopped; the voice at the other end of the line was laughing.




“Sorry, that’s a vivid image… Okay, you say he was unconscious. Any signs of injury?”




“No, a lot of faint old scars but nothing recent. But the paramedic couldn’t even detect a heartbeat.”




“Really.” Catherine blinked as she realised that there was still no surprise in Lockley’s voice. “Any signs that he was drugged or zapped some other way? He said once that someone hit him with a cattle prod that put him down for a while.”




“Well, no burn marks. There was some odd purple powder around, but nothing that would knock anybody out so far as we can tell.”




“Doesn’t sound familiar. Look… if Angel’s got problems you probably don’t want to get involved in them. The best thing you can do is stay out of the way and leave him to handle them by himself.”




“I don’t understand.”




“Believe me, you don’t want to. I told you he saved my life a few times? Most of those times I wouldn’t have been in danger if I hadn’t gotten in his way, if I hadn’t gotten involved in his world.”




“His world? Could you be more explicit?”




“I could, but I won’t. Let me make a guess — from the way you’ve been pussyfooting around I’ll bet that someone told you that I’m a flake. I know that the word is that I’ve ‘gone Scully.’ ” She gave the words a sneering intonation.




“Scully is the one that doesn’t believe in things. It’s Mulder that believes.”




“Well, this Scully doesn’t believe; this Scully knows. You don’t — cherish your ignorance. And stay out of Angel’s way.” There was a click, followed by the dialling tone. Catherine shrugged, made a few notes, and went back to yesterday’s reports. After a few minutes she realised she’d typed the same sentence four times. She saved the file, got her bag, and drove back to the Seven Stars Hotel.






“Two things,” said Nick that evening. “First, Greg identified the powder. It wasn’t in the Bureau of Narcotics database or the pharmaecopia, but he realised that everything in it could come from natural sources. So he did a search on folk remedies, alchemy, voodoo, that sort of thing. And eventually it popped out. Calynthia powder.”




“And what is Calynthia powder?” asked Grissom.




“Well, as far as I can figure out it’s a really old spell against demons. Binds them or controls them, something like that. The source is in ancient Greek and worded pretty oddly; you’d need a better translator than I am to get precise details. I found some modern sources, but I’m not sure they’re reliable.”




“Okay, I can’t say I was expecting that. What else?”




“Before I go on, I just want to make one thing quite clear. This isn’t someone’s idea of a very elaborate joke, is it?”




“No.”




“I was afraid of that. And there’s no possibility that any of your pictures were taken in another room?”




“Of course not.”




“Okay. Did there seem to be anything odd about the placement of furniture in that room? The TV in particular? Or the actual shape of the room? Were you using a polarising filter on the camera? Or holding it unusually low or high?”




Catherine shook her head. “No — I was just back there to look for prints. Didn’t find any, just unusable smudges. The room is the usual sort of oblong box, roughly square; the TV was in the corner, placed diagonally. And no, I wasn’t using filters or holding the camera oddly. What about it?”




“Picture fifteen, general view of the room showing the bags and the TV.” He clicked icons on the computer, bringing up a 3D model of the room. “That’s a twenty-one inch screen, normal curved tube, and as you say placed at an angle of about forty-five degrees. The size of the screen in this picture gives us a fairly accurate idea of your distance from it; we can place you horizontally and vertically by measuring the casing and seeing whether it seems to taper to the left or right, top or bottom. With a margin of say six inches you were about here,” he put a figure in position in the model, near the centre of the room “with the camera at your normal eye level.”




“Sounds about right.”




“OK, taking lines of sight from the camera to the screen, and factoring in the curvature of the screen,” He added more lines to the model, diverging from the corners of the TV across the room towards the bed and entrance to the room. “Anything inside this area should have been reflected in the screen. Probably more, I’m being conservative. That includes you, the armchair, the bed, and anyone lying on it. And we can see you quite well, the armchair and bed rather dimly. What we can’t see is your man Angel. Unless he moved a lot in the minute or so between this picture and the first of the body, number seventeen, he ought to be in view. With that pale skin he ought to be quite easy to see.”




Catherine shook her head, confused. “I don’t understand that. I can’t have been turned away from him for more than thirty or forty seconds, just looking around the room and taking shots to establish positions.”




“That’s confirmed by the timing on the photo files,” said Grissom. “And you saw no movement at all?”




“I thought he was dead. You don’t get moving corpses.”




“Anyone got an explanation?” asked Grissom. For the first time Catherine could remember, he seemed a little lost.




“Not one you’re going to like.” said Nick. “When Greg identified the stuff as Calynthia powder I did a web search on it; narcotic effects, uses, that sort of thing. Not many hits, and all of them were references to demons and vampires. One of them was a site called ‘Demons, Demons, Demons’, which had its own search engine and database for the supernatural. Here, I’ll show you.” He opened a web browser, already set to show a web page with a drawing of a snarling demon.




“OK, now if I put in ‘Calynthia’ I get this description. Summarised, what it’s saying is that it makes demons sleepy and suggestible, may also cause temporary amnesia. Basically, the supernatural equivalent of something like Rohypnol. Put in ‘Angel’ and you get a couple of dozen hits. Most of them are the usual guys with the halos and wings, but near the bottom we’ve got this.” He pointed at a line that read ‘Angel (Angelus)’, and clicked on the last word. The illustrations on the new page included sketches of a familiar face and an odd tattoo. The room was suddenly very quiet.




“Here we go. What we have here, according to nutjob central, is a two hundred and fifty year old vampire that killed hundreds of people in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, was cursed by gypsies and got his soul back, and is now a warrior for good who founded a detective agency that ‘helps the helpless’. You guys sure this isn’t a joke?”




There was a long pause. “If it is,” said Grissom, “It’s being played on all of us. We’d better keep this to ourselves for now, and try to figure out what we do about this.”




The phone rang. Nick picked up, listened, and said “Okay, I’ll tell her. Catherine, you have a visitor asking for you at the desk. A guy named Angel.”






If Angel was surprised to see three people in Catherine’s office he didn’t show it. He just stood at the entrance, as though waiting for the others to leave. Catherine wondered if he needed an invitation, and decided to give him one.




“Come in, Mister Angel.” said Catherine. “My colleagues and I have been hoping to speak with you. This is Gil Grissom, he runs CSI, Nick Stokes has been researching you. Do you prefer Angel or Angelus?”




“Angel.” He walked in and sat, and seemed to relax when Nick pulled out a mirror and tried to look at him in it. “Okay, you know who I am, what I am. When Kate called me I guessed that you might work it out. Just as well, it saves a lot of explanations. And since you aren’t throwing holy water at me or chasing me with crosses or stakes I’m assuming that you know that I’m unusual, even for a vampire.”




“How do you do that?” asked Nick, still staring at the mirror.




“Damned if I know. It just goes with the territory, same as the fangs and the sunburn problem. It’s a real nuisance when I’m shaving.”




“Fangs?” asked Grissom. Angel’s face rippled, with a noise like cloth tearing and became a demonic mask for a moment. He opened his mouth for a moment, revealing sharp teeth, then his face rippled again and went back to slightly goofy handsome. Grissom stared and said “That’s… fascinating.”




“Holy… What was it you wanted?” asked Catherine. Nick just kept looking back and forward between Angel’s face and the mirror.




“I need your help, and I think you need mine. Something was stolen from me, and I’d like to get it back before more people get hurt.”




“More people?” asked Grissom.




“Nuns, priests, holy people. Good people. According to the papers I read you’ve already got one dead. Believe me, there’ll be more.”




“I think you’d better explain.” said Grissom, and began to take notes.




“I just got back from Sri Lanka. It was supposed to be a spiritual retreat at a Buddhist monastery, but when I got there some demon monks were terrorising the place. I had to take them out, which was kind of messy, and afterwards the real monks asked me to help with the repairs. I’m a lot stronger than human; it comes in handy when you have to clean up after demons. While we were doing that they found something nasty.”




“Go on.”




“Ever hear of the Holy Hand Grenade? What the monks found was more of an unholy death ray. It’s a rod, about two feet long and two inches thick, made of wood and covered in carving. Seems pretty harmless, if you don’t look at the carvings too closely, and for most people it is. Except that if it’s pointed at someone who is truly good and you say the right words, or just touch them with it, it rips their soul from their body, destroys the life force that binds the body together so thoroughly that it explodes. It killed the first monk that touched it; none of the others dared go near the thing, so they asked me to get rid of it for them. I had it in my luggage when I got here two nights ago, but somebody stole it from me.”




“I think we’ve seen what it does.” said Grissom grimly, “Sister Marie Therese, murdered yesterday morning. Why in the world did you bring it to Las Vegas?”




“Something like that rod, until you know exactly what it is you don’t just smash it up or set fire to it or throw it into the sea. I’ve tried that sort of thing a few times now, more often than not it backfires; the smoke kills everyone it touches, or a tuna swallows the rod and ends up being eaten by the Pope, or a hole opens and snatches your best friend to another dimension, that sort of thing. The carvings show enough that we could work out what it does, but that’s about all. In LA there are people who can research it and destroy it safely, or maybe find somewhere safe to bury it. But there didn’t seem to be any particular rush about it, and Las Vegas was on the route home, so I thought I’d stop off for a couple of nights and take in some shows. Big mistake.”




“Somebody used Calynthia powder to knock you out and steal the rod?”




“You’ve done your homework. The rod, some presents I bought for friends, and most of my laundry.”




“I’m surprised they didn’t kill you when you were helpless.”




“Probably didn’t want to risk trying it. Vampires have very good survival instincts, and the effect of Calynthia wears off fast if we’re in danger. You saw that yesterday, I was well out of it when you began to examine me, as soon as you started to get too personal I snapped to.”




“Exactly what happened?”




“Well, I’d been travelling for a couple of days and I was kind of hungry, so the first thing I did was find somewhere to eat.”




“What exactly do you eat? I thought vampires drank blood.”




“Yes, but it doesn’t have to be human, it’s just that most vampires prefer the taste. In LA I buy from a slaughterhouse, but there are alternatives. Most towns you can find a bar that doesn’t have mirrors and keeps pig’s blood behind the counter. Some places they have human blood too. The local vampires appreciate having a place to relax, usually keeps them from slaughtering the barman. Generally they’re neutral ground, places where vampires and other demons and even an occasional human can get together without killing each other.”




The CSI team stared at him.




“Did you really think that I’m the only vampire in town? This is a night city, it’s full of strangers and it’s an easy night drive from LA and handy for other places vampires like to go. When I was through here in the sixties there were at least a dozen resident and lots of visitors, I doubt that there’s less now. Just a few months back I ran into one that used to hang with the Rat Pack. They’re probably keeping clear of the casinos, there are too many mirrors there for them to feel comfortable, but they’re around.”




“And killing people?” asked Grissom




“Probably. There are ways for vampires to feed without killing, especially if they can connect to the Goth and SM scenes or make a contact at the blood bank. But they like to kill, like to make more vampires, and they like human blood much more than animal, so probably yes. I doubt that it happens often, not like some places I know, you’re smart cops and you’d notice, but it probably happens. They’d be careful, and you won’t get much forensic evidence from a vampire kill if they cover the bite-marks. Look for bodies with extensive blood loss that have been mutilated around the neck, a shotgun blast or bad burns will cover it pretty well.”




“Not much forensic evidence?” said Catherine, “What about fingerprints?”




“Vampires don’t sweat or have oily skin, so we don’t leave prints on hard surfaces. You might see them in clay, or if a vampire had bloody hands, but that’s about it.”




“Getting back to this case…” said Grissom. “So you went to one of these vampire bars two nights ago. Where was it?”




“Sorry, no. It wasn’t one of the really bad ones, and if you close it down, they’ll just find somewhere else. You try to arrest vampires, you’re likely to end up dead.”




“I’m not sure that I can accept that, but if you don’t want us to check the place out, why tell us about it?”




“While I was there I saw someone, human I think, that gave me an odd creepy feeling. Like something walking over my grave.”




“And where would that be precisely?” asked Nick, “Don’t you have to take a coffin around with you?”




“My grave’s in Ireland, the coffin thing’s a myth. Unless you’re Dracula, of course, but that’s a long story.”




“I’ll bet it is.” said Catherine, irritated by the digression. “So, you saw someone who made you feel ‘creepy’. Can you describe him?”




“Forties, balding a little, thin. Here’s a sketch.” He pulled a pad from the pocket of his duster, and showed the investigators a beautifully-drawn sketch of a total stranger. “I got a feeling of power from him… my guess would be a magician, warlock, something of the sort.”




“A magician.” said Grissom flatly.




“You know I’m a vampire, I’ve told you about a magical death ray, why should a magician be any harder to accept?”




“Sorry… go on.”




“Vampires have keen senses; good hearing, we can see in the dark, and we have a very good sense of smell. He was sitting near the door, when I left the place I picked up his scent. I smelled it in my room yesterday. I can’t remember what happened, but I think that he spotted me for what I am and sensed some trace of the magic I’d been handling, tracked me back to the hotel somehow, and decided to see what he could find. The annoying thing is that I’ve an odd feeling I’ve seen him before, or smelled him, or maybe I’ve just seen his picture somewhere, I don’t know. I spent last night trying to find him but he covered his tracks well, must have guessed I’d be looking for him. Maybe you have something on him in your records.”




“Well, this sketch is a good start; you obviously have a good eye for faces. I’d like you to work with one of our ID technicians to put together a photo-fit picture that the computer can process. Oh, and draw a picture of the rod, it might be useful.”




“Okay. Then what?”




“We hope that we find something. Meanwhile try to think who it is. Nick, look after him.”




“Okay.” Nick got up and went to the door, saying “This way. So, you were saying about Dracula…” as they went out.




Grissom looked at Catherine. She shrugged and said “Welcome to the Twilight Zone.”






“Okay,” said Nick, “That’s three versions of his face I’ve put through the computer. We’ve run the age back ten years, I’ve tried a beard and glasses, nothing’s coming out. Looks like your boy never had a criminal record.”




“It’s odd — I know somehow that you’re wrong. I’m not sure how I know, but I know. Damn it — I can remember the Boxer Rebellion as though it was yesterday, why can’t I remember this?” Angel looked frustrated and a little angry. Nick remembered how strong he was supposed to be, and tried to cool things down.




“It’d help a lot if you could remember where you encountered the scent; was there any other scent you associate with it, or any person, or a place?”




Angel sat for a moment, deep in memory, then whispered “A room… no, a shop… Buffy.”




“And this Buffy is…?”




“A girl. I think I remember now… Let me make a call.” He pulled out his mobile and tried a number, listened, then tried another. “Hello? Dawn? Hi, this is Angel. Yes, I’m good. I’m back in the country — no, I don’t think I’ll be in your neighbourhood any time soon, but I ought to be on my usual number in LA in a few days. Is Giles there, or any of the gang? Not home yet? Okay, maybe you can help, this is kind of urgent. Could you turn the music down?”




There was a pause, then Angel said “That’s better, I can hear you now. Listen, I’m trying to remember someone’s name, this would be four years ago, I guess you would have been ten or eleven. He was a magician, did something to people’s costumes at Halloween, turned them into monsters. Willow and Giles broke the spell but he got away. He attacked Buffy a few weeks later, tried to feed her to a demon. I never really saw him for more than a few seconds, and I’m pretty sure that someone said he’s in jail. I just can’t remember the details.”




Nick blinked as he listened, trying to imagine how monsters and spells and ‘…tried to feed her to a demon…’ could fit into the world he thought he knew.




Angel listened again, said “Okay, if I have to. Put him on… Spike, I need a name. Magician, British, Giles knew him, caused trouble a few times… what’s it worth? So far one life, probably more, he isn’t playing games… Okay, please tell me his name — happy now? Ethan Rain? R… A… Y… N… E…? OK, got that.” Listening, Nick typed ‘Ethan Rayne’ into the search engine, added nationality and age in the appropriate fields, and pressed ‘Send’.




“Any idea what happened to him?… Oh, yeah, Initiative, Riley’s friends. They went out of business, didn’t they?… No?… Okay, might be a lead… Yes, all right, thank you… Listen, Rayne’s on the loose again. I doubt he’ll come your way, he ought to know better, but warn everyone to be on their guard, especially Giles. And if he does show up, let me know. Put Dawn back on, please… Dawn, say ‘Hi’ to everyone for me, and look out for a package from me in the next few days — assuming I get my luggage back, Rayne stole it. Got to go, there’s a cop here trying to find him for me and I think he’s getting impatient. Yeah, nice to talk to you too. Bye.”




“Okay, you heard most of that. The name is Ethan Rayne, he’s British. Anything coming up on your computer?”




“Nothing. Several perps named Rayne, none match your picture or the other details.”




“I’m not surprised. My contact says the government had him under wraps, they’ve probably classified him Top Secret.”




“The government? The US government?”




“Your tax dollars at work.”






“Let me get this straight.” said Grissom, flatly. “The US government was capturing monsters and using them for experiments?”




“They exist, the government took notice and tried to take advantage. They blew it.”




“Where exactly was this? Area 51?”




“California. My friends helped kill the demons and rescue the survivors; afterwards the place was destroyed. It was a black operation, very black, there won’t be any records now, but remnants of the old organisation are still in business hunting monsters. Anyway they had him, they took him to some sort of special Federal prison, looks like they’ve erased his records. Since he’s in Vegas I’m assuming that he’s got away from them.”




“Do you have any way of contacting these people?”




“No, I never had much to do with them, but I don’t think you need worry about trying to reach them. I’ve mentioned Rayne in a call to a number that they probably monitor, you’ve asked about him through your computers. I’d give it a day before they’re at your door, less if they’ve already tracked him to Vegas.”




“Great. Just wonderful. Meanwhile what should we do?”




“Circulate the picture, warn everyone that he’s armed and dangerous. I doubt that many cops will be in danger from the rod, but he may have other tricks up his sleeve. Trying the picture at hotels and motels might be a good idea, if you can do it without alerting him. One thing… I don’t think Rayne knows who I am. I wasn’t using my real name at the hotel, as far as he knows I’m just a vampire that turned up with some powerful magic that he wanted to steal. That first time we only met for a few seconds in poor light, and my appearance has changed since then. If he did know he would have realised that I might talk to you, or to the Initiative, so he would have killed me — or stayed well away from me. That’s my guess, anyway.”




“Okay, maybe so. Any other ideas?”




“I want to hit the streets and take another look for him, see if I can pick up his scent, it isn’t midnight yet and I might get lucky.”






Catherine finished her shift at four AM and headed home. About halfway there she was overtaken by three identical olive Humvees, with Army plates, driving in convoy with dipped lights. A few minutes later she saw them parked by the road, with armed men in commando uniforms climbing out and fanning out around a motel. Putting two and two together…




She pulled in fifty yards past the Humvees and called in to Grissom, then walked back to the motel. One of the soldiers, a woman, moved to stop her; she held up her badge, identified herself, and asked for her commanding officer. The soldier said a few words into her radio.




Another commando walked out of the motel’s office, closely followed by Angel, who was saying “…and you let him have that stuff? What else would he do with it but escape?” The commando didn’t look pleased.




“Detective Willows? I understand that Angel has told you something about the situation?”




“Enough to know what’s going on. You’ve lost this man Rayne, we’ve gained him. Incidentally, do you have some identification?”




“Sorry — Agent Finn, Riley Finn.” He didn’t show a badge. “Angel can vouch for me.”




“He’s who he says he is. What he is I don’t know, what are they calling your outfit these days?”




“We’re a federal anti-terrorist task force. No name as such.”




“That’s interesting,” said Catherine, “Don’t you need some paperwork to run an operation in my city?”




“I can assure you that the appropriate federal, state and city officials are aware of our presence. They may not know precisely why we’re here, but they are aware of us. Right now they welcome us.”




“Okay, who’s in the loop in the department? It sounds like we need to co-ordinate.”




“It’d be better if you co-ordinated directly with us; Angel has my number. We really do want to keep this low profile.”




“I don’t have the authority for that. Who’s in the loop in the department?” she repeated.




“Since Angel tells me there’s been a death, I think it would be Captain Brass, Homicide. I expect you know him.”




Catherine nodded.




“Nothing here, sir.” said the female commando, listening to a headset radio. “I’ll get the men loaded and ready to move out.”




“Nice meeting you, Detective Willows.” said Finn. “Angel, call me if you find anything.”




“Sure, and then you can get another fix on my cell phone,” muttered Angel as they drove off. “Never liked that guy.”




“Why’s that?” asked Catherine, suddenly very aware that she was alone with a vampire on a deserted street.




“Well, part of it was he sort of stole my girl, part of it was he started screwing around on her and left her at a very bad time, and part of it is he’s still screwing around on the job, his smell’s all over Ms. Schwartzenegger there and her smell’s all over him.”




“Sort of stole your girl?”




“We’d parted… we still loved each other, we just couldn’t be together. Never can be, now.”




“Oh?” Catherine wondered at the look of pain in his eyes, guessing at some sort of tragedy.




“Long story. Short version, there are good reasons why I’m not going to tell you about it. Okay?”




“I guess. Need a lift anywhere?”




“No, I’m staying here, just hope Finn and his boy commandos haven’t made too much of a mess of my room. Oh, by the way, one thing I should say in justice to the man. He’s pretty good at what he does. If we can find Rayne they’ll be able to take him.”






“Here’s a list of the ingredients for Calynthia powder,” said Nick next day. “Maybe they were exotic in ancient Greek days, but most of them are things you can find if you visit a delicatessen with a good selection of spices and mushrooms, a florist, that sort of thing.”




“But not all?” asked Grissom.




“No. We’ve got this one ingredient here, Lethe’s Bramble. That ‘Demons’ database says it’s the ingredient that affects memory. It grows in the Middle East; it’s toxic to sheep and classified as a noxious weed. That means it’s illegal to import the plant or seeds into this country without a special permit from the EPA. “




“But you’ve found someone with a permit in this area?”




“Not exactly. When I checked the EPA database I found that there were only three importers, none of them local, all of them companies that supply ingredients to Chinese herbalists. It comes in as the dried plant or as seeds, irradiated to ensure sterility.”




“Which would explain the odd energy levels Greg mentioned?”




“Maybe, I’m not sure but it sounds likely. Anyway, I phoned the nearest supplier and asked about it, they say it’s sometimes used as a headache cure. But they told me something else — the stuff is also bought by magic shops, the sort of place that sells crystals, tarot cards, incense, that sort of thing. Accounts for most of their trade in it. Most of their sales on this side of the country are along the coast, LA and Southern California especially, but they knew of four outlets in the city, another just outside the city line. The other suppliers gave me two more shops.”




“Good work; I’ll get the addresses to Brass, he’s got the manpower to check it out. I’m still wondering why the rod hasn’t been used again — if Rayne is this big bad-assed magician you’d think he’d want to play with it.”




“Angel seemed to think that Rayne likes chaos, not evil as such, maybe he doesn’t want to make things too easy for the bad guys,” said Nick “Or maybe he’s still trying to figure out how to use it properly, our forensics on the murder scene make it look like he actually touched her with it rather than using it at a distance. Must have left him really messed up.”




“That’s thin, but let’s hope it’s right. Something like that we might be able to stop before too many people get hurt.”






“You’re wrong,” said Angel that evening, “I’ve checked with friends who knew him. Rayne likes chaos, likes scaring people, and he wouldn’t care if he was giving evil a helping hand. He hurts people then gloats about it. He’d be aiming for maximum carnage, something to make the news. Maybe a convent or a monastery, a church school, something like that. Not necessarily Christian. If he doesn’t already know how the rod works it’d slow him down, but my guess is he knows by now, he’s waiting for some reason.”




“Finn finally came through with some useful photographs,” said Catherine, “We’ve circulated them to all the main religious organisations, if he’s seen anywhere near any place of worship we ought to hear about it.”




“That’s a good start, but I’d be happier if there was some way to lure him into the open.” said Grissom. “Finn says that he’s got the airport and surface routes out of the city monitored in some way, so Rayne can’t get out, what I don’t understand is why Finn can’t close in on him.”




“They’re using some sort of spell to locate him, maybe a psychic, and there’s too much magic inside the city.” said Angel.




“Now you’ve got me confused again.”




“It’s simple, really. Every night hundreds of thousands of people gamble here, and all of them want to change the odds. Enough of them have some magical talent that they swamp the place with random power, like static on a radar screen, most of it just cancelling out. Then there are the spells the casinos use to protect themselves from magical cheating, and the spells the real magicians are trying to use to get past the protective spells… What?”




Grissom, Catherine, and Nick were staring at him again. Finally Catherine said “I’m sorry, all this takes a little getting used to. I worked in casinos half my adult life, I don’t think I ever saw any signs of magic being used there.”




“You wouldn’t — the protective magic goes on well behind the scenes, some of it before the buildings are even built. Some of it is in the shapes of the buildings, or the construction of the foundations. You wouldn’t believe the spell they cast the night they broke ground on Caesar’s Palace. Most of the employees, even most of the management, have no idea, and there are spells to make sure things stay that way. And on the other side magicians know better than to try anything overt inside the casinos, it’s all well-hidden, like any other type of cheating.”




“Okay, fine. The economy of this city is based on magic. Does this get us anywhere?”




“Damned if I know.”




“One thing,” said Grissom, “we’ve found where he bought the ingredients for the Calynthia powder. Little magic shop not far from here. He’s been back once since he got the stuff, bought some more supplies. He might be back, I suppose. Here’s the list of what he bought.”




Angel read it, thought for a minute, then said “Disguise spell, I think. You’d have to concentrate on your appearance while you were using it, but it’d get you past someone with a photo.”




“Damn. Back to square one.” said Grissom. “What about cameras and mirrors?”




“They’d be affected too, I think. Let me make a call, there’s a witch I know who could confirm that.”




“A witch?” asked Catherine.




“Yeah, nice kid. You two have a lot in common. For one thing her name’s Willow.”




“Willows the witch…” mused Nick as Angel dialled.




“Don’t even think it,” said Catherine flatly. “I can make your life a living hell given suitable provocation.”






“Willow confirmed it.” said Angel. “It’s a powerful spell, but you have to concentrate all the time you use it. Any distraction, try to do anything else, and it starts to slip.”




“That’s something, I suppose, but it still doesn’t tell us his target,” said Grissom. “I’ve got the security camera tape for the shop, it shows Rayne buying that stuff. He’s carrying some bags, but I can’t tell what they are. Greg is having some stills enhanced.”




“Let me see it,” said Angel “Maybe I’ll spot something you’ve missed.”




The tape was black and white and split into four images, the view from different cameras. One of them showed Rayne at the counter. Angel watched intensely. “That’s him, all right. Talkative, isn’t he.”




“Talkative?” asked Grissom.




“Talking non-stop. Look here… she’s going into the back room now, he’s still talking to her. Be nice to know what he’s saying.”




“You’re right.” He picked up the phone. “Greg, I want the whole of that tape enlarged and enhanced, and call Mrs. Webster in to take a look at it.”




“Mrs. Webster?” asked Angel.




“She’s a lip reader.”






“Well, here he’s asking for powdered ram’s spleen… eye of newt…” said Mrs. Webster, an elderly lady who seemed totally unphased at being called out in the middle of the night. On screen the clerk went into the back room. “Now he’s saying something I can’t catch… no, he’s humming something, I think.” the clerk came back. “Holly berries, and a half-dozen beeswax candles.” she went out again. “Still humming… dum dum di dum di dum di di.” Grissom and Angel stared at her. “tum tum ti tum tum, tum tum ti tum tum, get me to the church on time.”




“I’m getting married in the morning.” said Grissom.




“That’s right, Mr. Grissom.” said Mrs. Webster. “My Fair Lady.”




“A wedding.” breathed Angel.




“There must be a couple of hundred churches and chapels in town.” said Grissom, gloomily.




“But there’s only one that fits the profile,” said Catherine “Rayne wants an event with maximum publicity. He wants something so frightening that it’ll scare people away. I think he’s planning to make a run for it in the confusion. So it has to be seen by thousands, by millions. There’s only one wedding coming up that fits the bill. This one.” She showed them the evening paper.






“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today…”




Catherine and Finn watched the scene on monitors in the TV control van next to the church, trying to stay out of the way of the technicians and producer. “How the hell did Angel persuade him to let us do this?” whispered Catherine.




“Apparently he once removed a curse that was killing the band’s drummers,” replied Finn. “Nigel was grateful.”




“Known Angel long?” asked Catherine.




“Met him a year or so ago. There was a girl…”




“Angel said something.”




“I’ll bet he didn’t tell you the full story,” Finn whispered grimly. “Did he mention where he loses his soul and starts killing people if they get together again?”




“Kind of glossed over that part. Where is he hiding, anyway?”




“I’m not sure, he’s somewhere in the church. Went in last night.”




“I thought that vampires couldn’t go near crosses. Is it because he has a soul?”




“It’s mostly a myth — fortunately a lot of them believe it. Crosses and holy water burn them, but if they don’t actually touch them they don’t get hurt. Wait a minute… There, camera five.”




The picture showed the gallery of the church, rows of seats in front of bright stained-glass windows, with white statues in niches between the windows. Most of the seats were filled with the sort of people Catherine expected to see at a rock-star’s wedding; burned-out looking hippies, Goths, punks, rockers. The small nattily dressed man in the third row, now getting to his feet, didn’t look anything out of the ordinary, maybe a celebrity tailor or a florist. Until his face started to change…




“All units, all units, target identified. Gallery, man in third row left starting to stand. Move!”




Rayne was pulling something from under his jacket. On another camera Catherine could see ushers, Finn’s men, trying to get into position for taser shots. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion, and she somehow knew that they were going to be too late.




Behind the seats something was moving. Impossibly, one of the statues, a figure wearing a monk’s cowl and cloak, was turning and throwing something — a spear or a trident — no, a crucifix on a long pole. Dust flew from its hands and face, and Catherine thought she could see wisps of smoke. The cross flew with blurring speed, hitting Rayne in the shoulder and slamming him forward to sprawl into the second row. A fight started, and one of the rockers grabbed the rod from Rayne and hit him with it. By the time the ushers reached Rayne he was more than ready to be arrested.






“How did you do that?” asked Catherine a couple of hours later, back at CSI headquarters.




“I got there before dawn, moved the real statue to a store room, and took its place. Then I just stayed still until you saw Rayne.”




“For seven hours?” asked Grissom.




“I’m dead, remember. Immobility comes easy.”




“But vampires can’t stand sunlight. You were right next to a window.”




“In a deep recess, not in front of it. I wasn’t in direct sunlight there, and the cloak and hood and the sun-block and plaster of Paris I put on my hands and face gave me just enough protection. Of course I had to move quickly once it had cracked off, but I didn’t have to go far — it was only fifty feet or so to the storeroom. Then Finn’s men got me out under a blanket.”




“How did you hold the crucifix?” asked Catherine.




“It was on a pole, I made sure that I only touched the pole. It was a strain, but Rayne was alert for a vampire, I wanted to be sure he wouldn’t spot me. I’m just sorry I had to use a cross disrespectfully.”




“I think you can say it was justified by the circumstances.”




Nick said “We were lucky that the rod didn’t hurt anyone.”




“Rayne didn’t think it through. You just don’t find many saints at a show-business wedding. It’s possible that there were a couple of people there that were genuinely virtuous, but what are the odds he would point it at them? Even the preacher… well, let’s just say that he was the best that they could hire, and that the fee didn’t go to charity. Love of money is the root of all evil. The hard part was making sure that there weren’t going to be any children there, they might have been at risk, but Nigel was very good about arranging for a crèche. Fortunately they hadn’t planned to have a choir.”




“What about the rod?” asked Catherine.




“Riley Finn has it, one of his men snagged it while they were arresting Rayne and breaking up the fight. He ought to be bringing it along soon, they’re just checking Rayne’s motel.”




“Which brings us to Rayne.” said Grissom quietly.




“There’s no way you can convict him,” said Angel, flatly. “You’d be laughed out of court if you tried. Even if you could, he’s a powerful enough magician to get out of any ordinary prison. Anyway, I doubt that Finn will give you the opportunity. Rayne isn’t going to go free, you can count on that.”




Finn came in as they were talking. “Rayne is going to be joining one of our field teams, with a couple of powerful shamen to keep him under control. We’ll see how he likes being on the receiving end of magic for a change.”




“Field team? What the hell does that mean?” asked Nick.




“A few months in the nastiest jungle in South America fighting demons, then maybe a trip to sunny Bosnia, or Afghanistan if we ever get clearance to operate there. After that I’m sure we can find other things to do with him. Believe me, he’s not going to be enjoying himself.”




“And the rod?” asked Catherine.




“Here. Although I’m not sure that I should be giving it to a vampire.”




“I don’t think you need worry too much,” said Angel, examining it. “The wood’s split, must have happened when that rocker hit Rayne with it, and nothing catastrophic happened. That means that we can get rid of it by destroying it, and I’m willing to bet you have a really good incinerator somewhere here. Burn it, pulverise the ashes and wash them away.”




“No problem, we have to dispose of hazardous waste all the time,” said Grissom. “Feels like we’re destroying evidence, but I can see why it’s necessary.”




“Now about the other stuff in this bag,” said Finn, “I take it you have a permit to export antiquities from Sri Lanka, and the jewellery appears to be modern, but would you mind telling me what the hell you’re doing with a shrunken head…”






“Well, I suppose that’s over.” Catherine said later that evening. “It feels really strange, knowing that there’s all this weirdness going on in Las Vegas. Things we never even suspected. Magic, vampires, wizards, shamen and demons.”




“Well, we know now,” said Grissom. “The question is, what do we do about it?”




“Damned if I know. I suppose call for help if we need it, I got Angel’s number and Brass knows how to reach Finn and his men. It’s not a problem we run into every day.”




“Sounds about right. After all, we’ve got a budget for consultants, might as well use it.”




“Where is Angel anyway?” asked Nick.




“He hit the road for LA as soon as the sun set, said he wanted to get back to normality,” said Catherine.




“In LA? Oh well, I suppose it depends on your definition of normality,” said Nick.




“He promised he’d try to stay out of our hair if he visited Vegas again. I hope he does.”




“Hope he visits, or hope he stays out of our hair?” asked Nick




“Work it out for yourself.”




“Okay, we’ve closed one case, we still have others,” said Grissom, “Now about the treehouse killings, did you hear anything from Springfield PD about that Simpson kid…?”
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Part I



Donny Parker stopped, for about the fiftieth time that day, to write a ticket. The battered old camper was parked illegally on a fire road in an industrial zone on the edge of town; there was a puddle of oil underneath and he guessed it had broken down, but it was still illegally parked. As he stuck the ticket on the windscreen he smelled something rotting, and realised that the interior of the cab was full of flies. When he noticed the blood stains around the rear door he called in a report. 






“What have we got?” asked Gil Grissom as he put on Hazmat coveralls and a face mask.




“Camper’s licenced to a James Walker in Reno, he says he sold it two months ago.” said Catherine, “Purchaser was a John Parker. Bought it privately via an ad in the evening paper, paid cash. He didn’t register it with the DMV, still checking if he insured it. He’s described as about six-one or six-two, heavy build, in his forties or fifties.” 




“None of which match the body?” 




“Female, about five eight, extremely heavy build. And skinned.” 




“Completely?” 




“Yes.” 




“We’ve got a sick one on our hands.” 




“Grissom… I’m not a hundred percent sure the body’s human.”






Forensic anthropologist Teri Miller’s brow wrinkled as she looked at the X-rays again, and said “Not a gorilla; more like Homo habilis, although the posture is different. The teeth say a carnivore or omnivore. Do you have anything on that?”




“Carnivore. There was some meat in the stomach, seems to be raw rabbit.” said Grissom.




“Grissom, this is undoubtedly the most important anthropological and zoological discovery of the last hundred-odd years. An entirely new hominid species. That or a remarkably convincing fake. I want to know everything.”




“Well… what you see is what we’ve got, so far. The body was found in an old camper, someone killed it… no, her… with at least two shots then skinned the body. So far we haven’t found any usable prints in the camper, it looks like the killer wore gloves whenever he was in there.”




“The murderer.”




“I thought you said it isn’t human.”




“Technically, perhaps, but my guess is that whatever this is was at least as intelligent as a gorilla. I’d provisionally class it as much closer to human than ape, but the skull structure is strange, especially the jaws; more like a muzzle than a normal hominid mouth. Genetic fingerprinting may tell us more, but for now I’d say you were justified in treating it as a homicide.”




Catherine Willows looked in at the door, and handed Grissom a file. “Ballistics and bloodwork. You’ll want to read these right away.”




Grissom leafed through the folder, then said “Have you still got the number for Angel Investigations?” 




“Angel Investigations?” asked Teri. 




“The bloodwork on that corpse comes out as human, all down the line, and Ballistics say the perp used silver bullets,” said Grissom. 




“So we’ve either got a psycho perp or the victim’s a werewolf,” concluded Catherine. “And Angel’s an expert on that sort of thing.” 




“Have you two been drinking?” asked Teri. 






They used the conference phone in Grissom’s office. Teri still seemed to be confused, and the conversation didn’t help. 




“…Okay, according to my diary you found the body four days after a full moon. Most werewolves change for three nights around the full moon, which would fit. The pictures you e-mailed look right, although I’ve never seen one skinned.” 




A woman’s voice in the background added “And can I say ‘ewww’ again…” 




Grissom said “We know that the flies we found in the camper hatched from eggs laid four to five days ago. Given the general state of the body I’d say that they were laid within hours of death. Thast certainly fits that timeframe.” 




“Is a werewolf human?” asked Teri, her professionalism warring with her scepticism. 




“Definitely, at least for most of the lunar month,” said Angel, “There are a few that can act rationally the other three days as well, and have conscious control of the change, but mostly not.” 




“Are they evil?” asked Grissom. 




“Not exactly, not in the way the Church would define it; they don’t lose their souls or get taken over by demons like vampires. It’s more like a disease, rabies with an attitude. Very infectious, by the way, it spreads through saliva or blood in wounds so you want to be really careful handling the body. No, the way it works is that when the change comes on they black out, the animal takes over completely. At first, anyway. After the first few times they start to know what’s happening, although they still can’t control themselves. Some let the condition get to them and enjoy the killing. Mostly they’re horrified when they know what they are, and do their best to avoid hurting anyone. One werewolf I know used to lock himself in a cage on those nights, needed to key in a combination to get out and he could only do that once he was rational. Others try to get to some isolated area and camp out on those nights, chase rabbits and deer.” 




“And courting couples,” said the voice in the background. 




“Are they dangerous?” asked Catherine. 




“Oh yeah. They pick up on fear, sexual tension, and other emotions that affect body odour, tend to attack when they smell them. They’re about as strong as a bear, and much more cunning.” 




“And they can rip the roof off a convertible,” added the voice. 




“Okay, Cordy, they’re strong and they’re gross and they messed up your date. One bad experience four years ago and you’re our resident expert. Any other details you want to add?” said Angel, his mouth away from the handset. There wasn’t a reply, but a door slammed. 




“We’ve got no record of any attacks that would fit a creature like that in this area,” said Grissom, “why else would anyone want to kill it?” 




“Money. There’s a black market in the pelts. Mostly Sri Lankan witches, I was offered a couple when I was there earlier this year.” 




“Do you know anyone who could give us more information?” asked Grissom. 




“Let me think… there’s Harry… no, she’s really more of a demonologist… Oz is out of the country… I’m not really sure. Look, I’ll ask around in LA but they tend to stay away from big cities, and right now things are a little busy here so I won’t be able to check further afield. Meanwhile I’d guess your best bet would have to be Riley Finn, I’m sure his guys have dealt with werewolves. Can you reach him?” 




“I’ve got an e-mail address.” 




“Okay, give it a try, and I’ll see if I can find anything from this end.” 











Three days later Catherine watched the Humvee drive up to the coroner’s building and thought “Here we go again.” It wasn’t that she exactly disliked Riley Finn, but the idea of a heavily armed commando squad running around her city killing monsters was a little unnerving. An Air Force driver climbed out, moved to the back, and opened the door for a passenger. Not the commandos she expected. A short man in his early twenties, with unruly brown hair, wearing a faded sweatshirt with a ‘UC Sunnydale’ logo and jeans, with some sort of bead necklace and bracelets. He stood there, squinting in the sunlight, while the driver got a canvas bag and guitar case from the back. He looked absurdly young to be any sort of expert — if anything he reminded her of Doctor Evil’s kid in the Austin Powers movies. Catherine walked over. “Mister Osbourne?” 




“Call me Oz.” 




“I’m Catherine Willows.” An odd look seemed to flicker behind his eyes for a second as she said “How much do you know about the situation?” 




“Not much.” The car drove off. Oz waved laconically at the driver. 




“If you’ll follow me I’ll get you a visitor’s badge then take you to Gil Grissom, he’ll fill you in.” 




“Lead on.” 











“Mister Osbourne?” said Grissom, offering a hand. “Take a seat. Let me introduce Teri Miller, the forensic anthropologist working on this case, and Nick Stokes, who’s another of our crime scene investigators. Coffee’s on the table, or there are some cold drinks in the cooler.” 




Oz took bottled water, Catherine coffee, and they sat. Nick looked at Oz oddly, but didn’t say anything. 




“Oz. Mister Osbourne’s my dad.” 




“Damn, thought I recognised you.” said Nick suddenly. “Oz from Dingos Ate My Baby. You played my college.” 




“What?” asked Grissom. 




“Used to play bass guitar.” Oz didn’t seem especially pleased to be recognised. “The group was kind of okay, but I had to give it up.” 




“You come highly recommended by Riley Finn, and I think a gentleman named Angel also mentioned you.” 




Oz half-smiled. “You know Angel?” 




“He was in town a few months ago. You could say he introduced us to Finn. Rather an… odd character.” 




“He’s okay, I guess. Considering… Used to date a friend. Couple of years since I’ve seen him.” 




Teri guessed that there was some subtext she wasn’t getting. Maybe this Angel was gay. 




“Yes… Well, both of them seem to think that you’re an expert on werewolves, and that’s what we need here.” 




“Someone been attacked?” 




“We think someone killed a werewolf.” 




“Treating it as murder?” 




“Isn’t it?” 




“Surprised, not arguing. Most places they’d pat the killer on the back, or turn away.” 




“So, you’ve had experience with werewolves?” 




“Been there, been bit, got the T-shirt.” 




“Then you’re…?” 




“Relax, it’s a long time to the full moon, and I’m kinda protected against turning anyway.” He tapped one of the bead bracelets. “Meditation, plus herbs and a little magic. Keeps it under control.” 




Catherine hesitated, then said “Have you ever…?”




“Attacked anyone? Yeah. Killed another werewolf that was trying to kill my girlfriend, but another time I nearly killed an innocent girl. Riley and his guys rescued her. Later he saved me from some people who wanted to dissect me. Which is why I came out of the monastery for this gig.” 




“You’re a monk?” asked Grissom, surprised. 




“A student. There’s a Buddhist monastery in Tibet helps people like me. Meditation, yoga techniques, that sort of thing. Riley was through there demon-hunting a couple of months ago and we bumped into each other, guess he remembered and thought I could help you. Sent a chopper to get me out of Tibet, then a jet from Nepal. First time I’ve ever flown Air Force, give me Pan Am any day.” 




“I’m sorry,” said Grissom. “You must be tired from the journey.” 




“Not really. Spent most of it meditating and sleeping, but I wouldn’t have said no to a couple of movies. Before we start, there are some things you need to know about werewolves. Including me.” 




“Yes?” 




“First thing, don’t get bit. If you do, clean the wound with mercurichrome or hydrogen peroxide, fast and really thoroughly. Nobody really knows how infectious it is, all I know is that I caught it from one tiny bite, and it wasn’t around the time of the full moon. Avoid body fluids, things like saliva and blood. I used to make sure my girlfriend didn’t have any mouth sores when we kissed, and I always used a rubber. If for any reason I need CPR you want to take the same precautions you would if I had AIDS. Okay?” Grissom and Catherine nodded. 




“Second thing, when I’m changed I’m a lot bigger and a hell of a lot nastier.”




“I thought you could only turn wolf at the full moon,” said Teri. “Also, how can you possibly change size?” 




“Usually, but really powerful emotions can sometimes trigger it too. Doubt it’ll happen here, but you never know. As to the size, you have to understand that this isn’t anything like natural, it’s magical.” 




Teri stirred in her seat, thought of objecting, then subsided. 




“It acts like a disease, but it doesn’t obey the normal rules of nature. Size is nothing to magic, I’ve seen a girl change into a rat and back, and a man change into a sixty foot snake. Anyway, the only things that’ll do much to stop a werewolf, including me, are silver weapons or a dose of tranquillisers that’d drop a horse. A cattle prod or a taser will work too, but only for a few minutes. I’ve got a dart pistol in my bag, someone else should carry it, it’ll keep me out for about two hours.” He hesitated, then said “I’ve also got silver bullets in four calibres. I don’t like the idea, but one of you had better carry a gun that will take them.” 




“Why silver?” mused Grisson, wondering if there was a biochemical reason. 




“Magic again, I think. Silver and the moon are connected symbolically. Whatever, it works. Silver is about as poisonous to me as arsenic is to you. And that’s all the time, not just when I’m in wolf form, so I’d appreciate it if you’d save that for a last resort.” 




“It sounds like you could use silver against the infection,” said Catherine. 




“People have tried it; it kills them before it cures them. Maybe you could use some sort of silver compound instead of peroxide, immediately after a bite, but would you want to risk it?” 




“Third thing,” he went on, “dogs really hate werewolves, and they know when they’re near one. So don’t be surprised if they freak out when I’m around.” 




“Anything else?” asked Grissom. 




“That’s the highlights. Want to tell me what this is about?” 






About an hour later Grissom concluded “We’ve found more in the van. The main thing is that there are earlier blood stains, two different groups, about a month older than the current cadaver. There were also some tufts of coarse hair which don’t match anything in our database, you might recognise them. There were small metal droplets on the kitchen work surface which turn out to be silver, and a scorch mark which is about the right size for a bullet mould, probably a large-calibre rifle. Which wouldn’t fit with the bullets we found in the corpse, they were .22, probably fired from a small automatic. Oh, and the engine of the camper was seized, presumably the result of an oil leak, that’s why it was abandoned. We’ve tried to trace its movements, and the movements of the driver after it was abandoned, so far we’ve nothing.” 




“Certainly sounds like a hunter,” said Oz. “There was one after me once, guy called Cain. He set up shop in a camper.” 




“Can you describe him?” 




“Never met him when I was in my right mind. The people who did… I’d really prefer not to involve them, or let them know I’m back in the country. They’ve been through a lot, way too much. One thing; I never exactly met him, but he spent a lot of time stalking me and I think I know his scent. If he was around that camper I should be able to smell him, let’s try that and see where we go from there. If it is him I suppose I can make some calls.” 




“Grissom,” said Catherine, “You know that a sense of smell isn’t going to give us usable evidence.” 




“We’ve done it with police dogs, ran tests to show that they could identify people on scent alone, why not a man?”




“Because by his own admission Oz has no direct evidence that Cain and the smell are linked, just inference. He also has reasons to dislike Caine. Any defender could tear that to shreds.”




“I agree, but it’s a starting point. If we can identify Cain as involved we can look for admissible evidence. While being careful not to rule out other possibilities, of course.” 




“This whole thing is so crazy that it’ll probably never get to court,” said Catherine. “Same as last time, that business with the magician.” 




“I think that’s possible. Nevertheless we’ll treat it like any other murder investigation. We have evidence of one death, possibly three. We’re going to nail whoever is responsible.” 











“I don’t think I want to go in there,” said Oz as he put on coveralls and protective boots in the CSI garage. The camper was there, surrounded by the usual evidence tape barriers. 




“The smell isn’t that bad.” said Catherine. 




“You don’t understand. I want to go in there, the wolf part of me doesn’t. That’s never a good sign. I think I’m okay, but be ready for trouble if I’m wrong.” 




Nick’s hand brushed against the grip of the tranquiliser gun. 




“Okay. I’m ready. Have to do without the mask though.” Oz pulled it down to his neck and began to walk around the barrier. “Okay, smell of blood, that’s real strong. Smell of deisel, oil, some propane. Urine, human I think. At least one werewolf, female.” As he spoke he seemed to crouch slightly, and his face looked a little strange. Bestial.




“Are you all right?” asked Teri. 




“Yeah. Haven’t smelled that in a while.” His voice sounded deeper. “Wolf on the make.” 




“I don’t understand.” 




“Female werewolves go into season at the full moon. The scent is kind of distracting.” 




“Can you handle it?” asked Catherine. 




“Yeah, but don’t come too close, it’s making me twitchy.” He circled closer. “That’s about it from the outside. Open the driver’s door.” 




“Are you sure you’re ready?” asked Nick. 




“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” 




“Okay.” Nick pulled the door open. 




Oz moved in. “Cigarettes. Whisky. Gun oil.” he bent to sniff at the leatherette seat. “Sweat. Yeah. That’s Cain.” His face was twisted to something inhuman, hairy. Nick half-drew the tranquiliser gun. 




“Are you certain?” asked Catherine. 




“As sure as I can be. It’s him, or someone that smells a hell of a lot like him. Also another werewolf, male, much fainter.” He stepped back from the camper, and his face slowly went back to normal. “I’m going to have to make some calls. People I really didn’t want to talk to.” 




“You can use the phone in my office.” 




He hesitated. “The people I need to talk to… they’re in the same line as Riley. Monster hunters. Thing is, they’re a lot less official. Riley knows about them, but they have less protection than him, and sometimes they have to work well outside the law. It’s possible that they won’t want to get involved, and I’m not going to be the one that forces them. I think I need to use a public phone. Give me your contact details, fax, phone and e-mail, someone may want to send you something. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”






About three hours later Catherine’s phone rang. “Hi, this is Oz. I talked to my friends. Took longer than I expected, one of them turns out to be in Britain. He’s associated with an organisation that has a lot of contacts, says they probably know about Cain and he’ll try to put some sort of dossier together. Can’t promise how soon it’ll get here.” 




“Okay.” 




“Can somebody bring my bags out to me, and give me a lift to my hotel? It’d save me having to walk back and I’m a little wiped.” 




“No problem, I’ll do it myself.” 




“Thanks.” He gave her an address, a coffee shop a mile or so away. When Catherine got there Oz was waiting at one of the tables outside. “Want a coffee?”




“Well… iced tea would be nice.” 




“I’ll have one too. Waiter…” 




“Grissom said we’ll have a meeting at ten tomorrow, if that’s okay with you.” 




“Fine, I guess. Should be rested by then.”




Catherine studied him as she drank. He looked unhappy. “Something wrong?” 




“It’s a complicated story. Jerry Springer complicated. Soap opera complicated.” 




“I’ve got time.” 




Oz looked around to make sure they couldn’t be overheard. “I sort of told you some of it before. I used to date this girl… then I ran into a female were who was on heat, and I didn’t have the control to do anything but mate. My girl found us together the next day, and freaked out. What I didn’t realise was that Ver… the were… was a killer. She thought that we were some sort of superior race, I think. When I didn’t want to have anything more to do with her she tried to kill my girl… I ended up killing her. I think it was the wolf part of me that killed her, but I’ll never know for sure.” 




Catherine nodded, said nothing. 




“After that I split for the first time, went looking for a cure. Eventually ended up in Tibet, and after a few months I thought I had the answers. So I went back to her and found out I was wrong.”




“Oh.” 




“While I was away she’d found someone else… another girl. I couldn’t handle it.” 




“That’s… unfortunate.” 




“I think maybe I could have taken it if it had been a guy, but as it was I totally freaked out. Could have killed both of them, but Riley and his men saved them. Saved me, eventually. None of it was her fault, she thought I was gone for good and she had every right to make her own life. It might have happened even if we’d been together, we were sort of drifting apart. I was into rock, she was into other stuff and her girl had the same interests.” 




“And the calls you just made?” 




“Her best friend… not her girlfriend, just a friend… was around when Cain was hunting me. She saved me from Cain, more or less single handed. Later on she gave Riley a big push towards rescuing me when I was going to be dissected.” 




“So she knows what Cain looks like?” 




“She couldn’t give me much of a description, it’s been a long time and she only ever saw him at night. She told me how to contact the guy I mentioned, the one who went back to Britain, and that ought to help. But one of the other things she told me was that my girl and her girlfriend have split.” 




“You want to go to her?” 




“Damn right. But I think that if I do I’ll mess things up more than they are already. They’ll get back together if I stay out of it, if I interfere I’ll just make things more complicated. From what our friend says things are already bad enough, and I don’t think you’d believe it if I told you why they’ve split, so she doesn’t need me to turn up and ruin her life completely.” 




“I think you’re probably right. It sounds like you can’t really give her a normal life at present.” 




“Define normal. But no, not a hope in hell.”




“So what did you do?” 




“Made Buff… my friend… promise not to say I’d called. If I ever find a real cure I’ll go back though, just to say ‘Hi’ and see how things are.” 




“I hope you can.” 




“Yeah. Look, I really do feel wiped, or I wouldn’t have asked you to bring my bags. If you’re ready I’d appreciate that ride.” 






The file Grissom found on his desk the following morning was unusual. No agency name or logo, nothing to indicate the origin. Just an oddly-sized plastic binder with a dozen or so pages of rich rag paper, laser printed, and a plastic file pocket containing a glossy photograph. There was a printed label reading ‘Cain’ on the cover and an envelope clipped to the first page, addressed to Oz in flowing black italics. After a moment Grissom recognised the paper size as A4, which probably meant a European source. Nobody could remember the file being delivered, or had seen any outsiders enter Grissom’s office. 




The dossier wasn’t exciting reading. The first six pages described Cain in reasonable detail and gave contact details, a bank in the Bahamas that handled his business. There were no fingerprints, but the photograph was excellent. There were copies of his bank records for the last two years; Grissom couldn’t begin to think how they had been obtained. As to the rest… Grissom read it through several times, made some copies, went on line to get US census figures, and punched numbers into his calculator. When Oz and the others arrived at ten he was beginning to reach some worrying conclusions. He passed Oz the envelope, and waited while he read the note inside. 




Oz scanned the page quickly, smiled, and said “Okay. Lot of strings pulled to get this sucker. My guy says that it’s all that his associates know about Cain. He had a hard time getting it, if I’m reading this right they think that Cain is one of the good guys. Shows how much they know.” 




“Shows that they can’t handle basic maths,” said Grissom. “Oz, Teri, take a look at the last three pages of this file, Cain’s trading record, tell me what you think. Catherine, Nick, take a look at the bank transactions.”




Oz read for a few minutes, his face increasingly pale. “This can’t be right. He’s sold fourteen pelts in the last year, all of them in the USA. He’s got thirteen full moons in that time, three days per full moon, so he’d have to be killing one every two or three nights of hunting. And there just aren’t that many of us. If there were I’d be smelling them everywhere I go. I’ve met two others my entire life, apart from Tibet, and one was the kid that bit me.” 




Teri nodded. “I agree. The population dynamics are all wrong. If there were that many werewolves the disease would be spreading so fast that nobody would be safe. My assumptions, before I saw these figures, was that the disease is rather less infectious than Oz believes, and that there are very few survivors of werewolf attacks. Both would limit the spread of the disease. 




Grissom nodded. “That’s more or less what I thought. Nick, Catherine, what about the money side of things?” 




Catherine rubbed her ear, puzzled. “If I’m reading this right his expenses have gone down and his income has soared in the last eleven months. Before that he had one large influx of cash every three or four months; now he has cash coming in every month. There was this one month when his income doubled, I guess he sold two pelts, after that it drops slightly, looks like the market price went down a little. At the same time the amount of cash he’s withdrawing has gone down considerably.”




“Definitely,” said Nick, “Up to a year or so ago he was withdrawing nearly as much as he was spending, and seems to have travelled a lot. There are withdrawals from all over the southern states, and he was never in the same area two months running. About a year ago the pattern changed; he seems to have started moving at two or three month intervals, and the distance he travels is much less. He was in Reno for two months, came to Vegas this month. It doesn’t make any sense.” 




“It doesn’t make any sense if he’s hunting werewolves,” said Grissom. “I think that we’re seeing something different here.” 




Oz said “Yeah, has to be…” 




Catherine finally said it. “He’s making them.” 




Nobody disagreed. 





Part II



“It makes a lot of sense when you think about it,” said Nick, scanning through the missing persons database. “If you’re a psychopath. Why risk your life hunting werewolves when you can just infect some poor sucker, keep him prisoner, and kill him at the full moon? I’m surprised he didn’t think of it straight away. Hmm… here’s a woman with the right blood group, but she only went missing two days before the full moon. How long does it take?”




“Week or two.” said Oz. 




“Not her, then.”




“Probably.”




“Damn it! How the hell am I supposed to identify her without more to go on? We’ve got a body that ought to be fully human, but it’s totally unrecognisable. We can’t reconstruct the face, we don’t even know her real height or weight.”




“Might be a way,” said Oz, “it’s dangerous.”




“How?”




“She would be human again if she was alive. The magic that changed her may not be quite gone. If it’s pushed it might just switch the body back.”




“How would you do that?” asked Catherine.




“Reverse the spell I use to stop my change.”




“So why is it dangerous?”




“I’ll be part of the spell, might turn wolf.”




“We can take precautions.” said Nick “I know it’s a lot to ask, but I can’t see any other way to do it.”




“Okay. Need some ingredients, mostly Chinese herbs, some candles, beads, things like that. And lab supplies.”




“There’s a Chinese grocery about ten minutes from here. The rest should be easy enough.”






“I should apologise,” said Oz, as Catherine drove him to the shop.




“What for?”




“Babbling. Usually I’m kinda laconic. Yesterday I was jet-lagged and on a caffeine high, haven’t drunk coffee in nearly two years, think I’m still a little buzzed. I think I’ve said more since I got here than in the last year. Hope you weren’t annoyed.”




“No. I’m flattered you trusted me.”




“Instinct. Goes with the wolf.”




“Instinct?”




“Know you won’t hurt me or my friends.”




“Don’t rely on that too much. If you told me about a crime I’d have to take action. That girl you mentioned, the werewolf you killed. With Riley involved I’m assuming that things were handled legally. Don’t tell me if I’m mistaken.”




“I won’t.”




“These friends of yours… do they really hunt monsters?”




“Oh yeah.”




Catherine waited, but he said nothing more for the rest of the trip.






“He’s been chanting for about half an hour now,” said Grissom.




“He didn’t really say how long it would take,” said Catherine.




They’d moved the body to one of the interview rooms. Oz was squatting in a circle of candles, stripped to the waist, his wrists linked to the body by long leather strings of beads. Catherine, Grissom, Teri and Nick watched through the one-way mirror, with a view from the other side of the room via a video camera. Nick was wearing a bulky padded jacket and trousers, borrowed from the trainers at the police dog unit, and thick gloves.




“And I used to think spraying with superglue was a wacky technique,” commented Nick.




“If it doesn’t work we’ll have to think again; maybe there’s more to be got from the camper, or the place it was parked, by conventional techniques.” said Grissom. “We’ve checked all nearby buildings for security cameras, but that end of the road seems to have been a blind spot. If he’d only driven on another hundred yards he would have been covered. That’s probably why he parked there, for privacy.”




“But he didn’t,” said Catherine. “Remember, the engine was seized, and our mechanic says it was running when it happened. He was driving somewhere along that road. He would have only had a few seconds to pull in to the side. Wait a minute…” she tapped into one of the computers for the scene of crime pictures. “See here, the way the body was tied up for skinning.”




“What about it?” asked Nick.




“That’s improvised. He’s put the ropes through holes in the steel frame under the camper roof, one of them is frayed from a sharp edge. If he was doing it regularly he would have put grommets on the holes, or fitted eye bolts. I think he had to set that up in a hurry after the camper broke down.”




“We’ve been idiots,” said Grissom. “He was transporting the body somewhere more suitable, to skin her and dispose of the carcass.”




“Which implies that he might have driven that way before, or maybe in the other direction.”




“If it was a month ago, around the last full moon, we’re screwed,” said Nick, “most security camera tapes are kept on a three week cycle. But it’s possible it was earlier that day, or…” 




 None of them noticed the chanting stop, at first, until Teri interrupted: “Guys…”




There was a crash, and they turned to see the monster in the next room.




Catherine had thought of Oz as a skinny little guy. Now he was six foot six or so, furry, fanged, bestial, very male. And tearing the room apart.




“Oh crap,” said Teri. Oz heard her, despite the soundproofing, and sprang at the glass, which cracked but didn’t break.




“That’s supposed to be bulletproof,” complained Grissom.




Catherine said “He isn’t shooting it,” as Nick ran round to the door of the interview room and drew the dart gun. Teri picked up a camera and began to take pictures. Oz battered the glass again, then turned away, sniffing.




Catherine shouted “Nick, get in there now! I think he’s going to try to eat the body.”




Nick heard and went in. Oz leapt at him and tried to bite his arm, but his fangs hit the chain mesh under the padding. Before he could try again Nick shot him in the stomach.






Oz woke, and tried to work out where he was. Under a blanket on a reasonably comfortable mattress. Naked, and with a pain in his stomach. He peered out, and saw the bars of a prison cell. Memory returned.




“Hey!”




There was a pause, then Nick’s voice said “You human again?” Oz looked around, and spotted an intercom sitting on a chair with his shirt and some other clothes.




“Yeah. Let me dress.” He pulled on underwear and jeans — the waist was right, the legs were a little too long — and his shirt, found his protective beads and charms in a plastic evidence bag next to them, then said “Okay, let me out.”




“Coming.”




Nick came along the corridor, carrying the dart gun, and peered in from a safe distance.




“It’s okay.”




Nick looked doubtful, but unlocked the cell.




“Did I hurt anyone?”




“Not really. You took a bite at me, but the padding worked. Bruised my arm a little, but you didn’t break the skin.”




“Sorry. Thanks for the jeans.”




“We always have some spare clothes here for emergencies. I’m afraid yours are ruined.”




“Not surprised. It worked?”




“We think so, the body looks much more human. Still skinned though. Thery’re working on it now.”




“How long have I been out.”




“All night. It’s just after seven.”




“What now?”




“Breakfast. And another meeting.”






“Werewolves?” said Warrick Brown, watching the camera tape from the interview room.




“We need more manpower on this one,” said Grissom. “I’ve been trying to keep the loop small, like the vampire case a few months ago…”




“Vampire?” asked Sara Sidle and Warrick, more or less simultaneously.




“…but I have a feeling that everyone is going to be needed. We’re dealing with a serial killer. You two will have to get up to speed. Look, it’s simple. Supernatural things happen, just like in the horror movies. We’ve known for a few months. Vampires, magicians, demons, werewolves. We’ve been keeping it to ourselves for now, at the request of the government agency that handles this sort of thing. I’m in the loop, so are Nick, Catherine, Greg, and Jim Brass. Now I’ve decided to add you.”




“Government agency? Like in ‘Men in Black’?” asked Warrick.




“It’s primarily a counter-terrorism unit that specialises in supernatural threats, but there’s a line in that film that pretty well sums up the situation. People on their own can be smart, people collectively are a dumb mob. You tell them they need to be frightened of monsters, and soon they’ll suspect that everyone is a monster.”




“Which gets people hurt.” said Oz, entering the room with Nick and Catherine.




“Warrick, Sara, this is Daniel Osbourne, our technical consultant. Warrick Brown, Sara Sidle.”




“Oz.”




Sara recognised him from the tape, and said “And you’re… a werewolf?”




Oz nodded.




“Okay, I know it’s a lot to take in,” said Grissom, “but there just isn’t time for a gentle learning curve. Catherine, any progress on identifying the body?”




“As far as we can tell Oz restored her to her normal human form. This is what we’ve put together from bone structure, fat content, and so forth. Greg is checking dental records.”




She showed them photographs, computer-generated models. A Caucasian woman in her late teens or early twenties, brown hair, with a slightly uneven jaw.




“You’re sure she’s white?” asked Warrick.




“Certain. At the same time that Oz changed the body, the sample of fur in the lab changed to human hair. There was still a little skin attached.”




“Interesting,” said Grissom. “I wonder if that happened to the rest of the skin.”




“If it did our perp is going to be seriously annoyed,” commented Warrick.




“How about the jaw?” asked Grissom.




“We may be showing it worse than it was. There was some atrophy of the jaw muscles on her left side, I’d say the result of a facial injury, several years old. My guess would be trauma from a blow to the face, possibly a car crash.”




“I’m sure I’ve seen that face before,” said Nick.




“Me too,” said Sara.




“Any idea where?”




“Not long ago…” said Sara, typing at one of the computers. “Three weeks? Grace something. Bennington? No, here she is, Bonnington. Age twenty, secretary. Suspected rape, someone spiked her drink in bar, she woke in an alley. We found traces of Rohypnol in her bloodstream but no evidence of sexual contact. Just a gap of a couple of hours where she couldn’t remember what had happened, and some scratches on her arm. We couldn’t go anywhere with it, there was no useful evidence.”




“That’d do it,” said Grissom. “He stalks them, drugs them, infects them — I’d guess he uses blood from his previous victim — waits to see if they turn at the full moon, then kills them and skins the body. Catherine, Nick, check it out, makes sure it is her. Warrick, Sara, I want you to check for security camera footage showing that camper along the route it was taking, prior to it being abandoned.”




“Wait a minute,” said Teri, “we’re missing something. I think we’re agreed that no disease is a hundered percent infectious, but he’s been getting pelts every month, and there was that month when he sold two. There has to be more than one victim. I think he infects two or three per month, probably living in the same area. He must have some way to keep tabs on them.”




“So you’re saying we might have two more werewolves at large?” asked Grissom.




“He’s had a year or so to get things right. I’m guessing none, maybe one other. But I could be wrong.”




“Okay, change of plans. Oz, you said you could smell other werewolves at a distance — what sort of distance?”




“Forty, fifty feet.”




“How about Cain?”




“Few feet, maybe.”




“Catherine, Nick, take Oz with you when you check on Bonnington. Oz, check out the area around her apartment, see if you come up with anything. Wait a minute — does Cain know you by sight?”




“No. Only saw the wolf.”




“Okay. Be careful though, he may have some way to spot you. Warrick, Sara, check for similar attacks, anyone else that’s been drugged under similar circumstances, especially anyone living in the same area, over the last six months. Try hospitals and doctors as well as police records. Also look for anyone who’s dropped out of sight following this sort of incident. I’ll check the security cameras myself.”




Nick finished a phone call, and said “She hasn’t been into work since Tuesday last week, the full moon was Wednesday, and there’s no reply from her home. I think it’s her.”






The drive to Grace Bonnington’s apartment was quiet. Eventually Nick broke the silence. “Oz, what do you think?”




“Worth a shot.”




“I noticed… Grissom didn’t ask you, he just took it for granted you’d help.”




“Knew I would.”




“Why?”




“To stop Cain. Get the weres to Tibet, maybe. At worst, get Riley to control them. Hope Cain hasn’t made one that enjoys killing.”




“I’m afraid I don’t think that’s going to be a huge problem,” said Catherine. “Teri may be right, but our murderer seems to have planned this very carefully. My guess is we’re looking for bodies, not werewolves.”






Grissom met Brass on the way to his car and explained the latest developments.




Brass thought for a moment, then said “So your identification of the perp is solely dependent on the nose of this Osbourne?”




“For now, yes, but we’ve got some forensics if we can locate him. Hair, skin cells, that sort of thing. Nobody goes through this world without leaving something behind them.”




“But until we locate him we have the word of a… a werewolf… who has every reason to hate this Cain.”




“Believe me, I’m aware of the problem,” said Grissom. “We’ll need solid evidence to nail him, and it’ll have to be evidence that isn’t dependent on the supernatural.”




“That’s not what I mean. He could be lying; he hates Cain, for all you know he could be the killer.”




“Not unless he somehow got to Tibet between committing the murder and our call to Finn. I checked with Finn last night; he really was pulled out of a monastery to help us. I haven’t run a records or immigration check on him, but I’m willing to bet that it would come out the way he tells it.”




“All right, that still doesn’t tell us what we do with this Cain, or whoever the murderer is, if we find him. Although I suppose that Finn could take him off our hands.”




“You’re suggesting that we have him locked away without a trial? Last time Finn was in hot pursuit of a prisoner who’d escaped from Federal custody in this state, which simplified things enormously. This time we’ve got to play it by the book. You’ll notice that he hasn’t sent in his men to handle this; that’s because it’s a matter for local law enforcement. I’m fairly sure that he only arranged for Osbourne to help us because he owed us for our help in that case. Osbourne is a civilian, so Finn doesn’t risk exposing his own operation by involving him.”




“What about Osbourne? Can we trust him?” asked Brass.




“He’s unconventional, but we’re not going to rely on his uncorroborated word. In fact I want to minimise his contribution to the final evidence.”




“Which means that the defence will probably want to put him on the stand to mess up your case.”




“That’s a risk we’re just going to have to take.”






“Okay, what the heck is this site and why is it bookmarked?”




“I thought you were checking records.”




“The records server is down — should be back in a few minutes. So I went on-line to see if there were any references to missing persons in the press, and found this site bookmarked in the browser.”




Sara looked over Warrick’s shoulder and read “ ‘Demons, Demons, Demons.’ You must have some weird hobbies.”




“Not me. Come to think of it, Nick was using this PC, he must have forgotten to log out. I guess these are his bookmarks.”




“Must be something to do with the case, or with the vampire case Grissom mentioned. See if it has anything about werewolves.”




“Let’s see… magical disease, no known cure, controllable by magic and meditation, yadda yadda. Okay, pretty much what Grissom told us. Any links there?”




“Mmm… Other lycanthropes, preventing infection — hey, that’s been copied from the Surgeon-General’s AIDS site, they just changed AIDS to lycanthropy, magical significance. Hmm, says werewolf pelts are used for ‘dark magic’ in Sri Lanka, wearers can voluntarily become werewolves if they use the right spell.”




“Yuck. Explains why there’s a market, I suppose. Does it say anything about sources?”




“No, just that they can be obtained through ‘the usual channels’ there. Hey, what’s that?”




A new link appeared on the screen, ‘Download order form’.




“I wonder why it didn’t show at first,” said Sara.




“Bad web design, I guess. Let’s take a look, see if it gives us any leads. Okay, it’s a Word file, we can open that.”




Warrick clicked to open it. About ten seconds later Word opened to show a black page with the words “Rot in hell, you murderers” in large red letters. Before he could react the network crashed.






Grace Bonnington lived on the third floor of a modest apartment block. There was no reply from her bell, but another tenant on the floor below let them in when they explained what they wanted and showed their ID. As they went up the stairs Oz sniffed, seemed to stiffen, and said “It’s here. Smell of wolf… and blood. I think Cain has been here, but I’m not sure.”




The apartment door was locked, and nobody responded to Catherine’s knock. She shone a torch around the lock and said “It’s been picked. Scratch marks, I’d guess old-style button-hook style picks, examining the mechanism may tell us more. Nick, we have reason to suspect that a crime has been committed here, and reason to believe that the owner of the apartment can’t give us permission to enter. Call it in, roust out the janitor and we’ll see if there’s any other route inside. Oz, you won’t be able to come inside until we’ve done some forensics, take a look round the neighbourhood and see if you pick up anything else. Okay?”




“Suits me. I don’t want to go in there.” Oz and Nick went back downstairs. Catherine waited patiently, alone with her thoughts.




The first police car arrived five minutes later, and in ten Catherine and Nick went in through the service stairs. The apartment was a mess, with slashed cushions and bedding. A glass coffee table was reduced to splinters, and there were bloodstains on the carpet.




“Okay, easy to work this one out,” said Nick about an hour later. “The perp picked the lock and shot her from the doorway when she came to investigate. She tried to leap forward but collapsed first — bloodstains and tears to the carpet where she went down. The damage to the apartment was done before she was shot; there are bloodstains overlying the broken glass and the carpet it’s lying on, consistent with wounding after the table was broken. The slashes in the carpet look like claw marks. There are also stains where the body fell, and two cartridge cases. As for the perp, we’ve some gloved fingermarks, some strands of black hair, and three partial footprints, size nine or ten.”




“Not exactly subtle,” said Catherine.




“I know. Maybe he was simply a little late getting there, giving her time to do the damage before he broke in. Maybe he intended to kill her elsewhere, but something went wrong. Look around again, we may be missing something.”




Twenty minutes passed, then Nick reached carefully into one of the torn cushions and said “Found it.”




“What?”




“Hypodermic dart. Must have intended to drug her then take her elsewhere to kill her, but missed the shot. By the time he used his back-up gun the place was wrecked. Get photos, then I’ll bag it and tag it. You never know, there might even be prints on it.”




One of the detectives called Nick down to the back door of the block, which also had pick-marks. 




Oz was waiting at the car when they got back outside. “Find anything?” asked Nick.




“No. You?”




“She died here. Looks like he tried to shoot her with a hypodermic, missed, and had to use a hand-gun to finish her off.”




“Careless.”




“Mmm… doesn’t sound quite the mighty hunter we were expecting,” said Catherine.




“Not sure it was Cain,” said Oz. “Similar, but the smell is guns and clothes, not the man.”




“But you said you smelled him in the camper,” protested Nick.




“That was Cain. I think this wasn’t.”




“Damn,” said Catherine, “Sounds like he’s got an accomplice.”





Part III



Warrick came through on the car phone with the results of the record search.




“…so there was one similar attack reported this month, and two last month?” asked Nick.




“Yeah. All victims resident within a mile or so of the Bonnington apartment. We’re still looking for earlier incidents.”




“Looks like Teri was right. Have you checked the current whereabouts of the victims?”




“All accounted for, nobody missing. And nobody’s mentioning having turned into a wolf last week, for what that’s worth. Not that I could exactly ask that.”




“Not something that fits easily into a conversation,” said Catherine. “ ‘Are you now or have you ever been a werewolf?’ ”




“Hmm…” said Nick, “let’s say that there are three people attacked every month, and usually one gets the disease. That would mean that one victim didn’t report an attack this month, and that someone else was attacked last month, didn’t report it, and was presumably infected and murdered.”




“At least that many,” said Warrick. “On those figures four out of six attacks were reported, which sounds a little on the high side. There was no obvious harm apart from some scratches, and at least some of the victims would assume that they’d got falling down drunk. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was four or five people attacked each month.”




“If it was that many the whole operation would be too complex,” Sara said over the radio. “Cain, or whoever it is, has to be monitoring the victims somehow, and there’d be a substantial risk that at least one werewolf would get away from him. I think Nick is right, it’s three a month, even four would be stretching things.”




“Let’s check out the other victims,” suggested Catherine, “we may be able to find some sort of common link, or work out how they’re being monitored, or Oz may smell something. We’re in the area, let me have the addresses.”




“Downloading to you now,” said Warrick.




“Have you found out where the rabbit she ate came from?” asked Sara.




“Looks like she bought it, ready for cooking, then changed and ate it raw. There was a recipe book in he kitchen with a marker at the page for rabbit stew.”




“Full moon…” said Oz “…it gives us an appetite for meat.”




“By the way, know anyone who writes computer viruses, Catherine?”




“No. Why?”




“We tried to take a look at an order form for werewolf pelts on a web site. It looks like the site had been hacked, the form was a phoney carrying a macro virus payload. Nasty one, targets Macs as well as Windows. Slid through our firewalls and virus checkers like they weren’t there, crashed the network, would have wiped the hard disks on the records server if it hadn’t been down for maintainance. The systems guys are still getting rid of it.”




“What’s that to do with me?”




“Oh, just that it seems to be called ‘wil0’. Probably just a coincidence.”




Oz winced slightly, but said nothing.






Grissom’s eyes were glazing slightly as he watched his second hour of video. It hadn’t been hard to find a factory with security cameras that covered the road at its next junction, the trouble was that the resolution was poor; the picture was quartered to show the view from four cameras, so vehicles were little more than boxy blurs. He had the recorder linked to a portable computer with image enhancing software, as anything that looked remotely like a camper passed he froze the picture and waited thirty seconds or so to get the enhanced view. So far it was eight times unlucky, now he was waiting for vehicle number nine, recorded a few hours before sunset on the first night of the full moon. And… bingo. Even enhanced it wasn’t possible to read the licence plates, but it certainly looked like the camper. He ran the tape back a few seconds; it had turned left, out of another road leading further into the industrial zone. He noted the date, time, and direction, and patiently settled back to watch the rest of the tape.




An hour later he started to repeat the process at a factory that had cameras overlooking the next junction. He had a feeling this was going to take a while.






“Just thought of something,” said Oz as they went up to the first apartment. “Were any teeth missing from the body?”




“No,” said Nick. “Why?”




“I was told he takes one for every werewolf he kills.”




“That picture,” said Catherine, “I thought he was wearing a necklace of sharks’ teeth. You’re saying those were werewolf fangs?”




“Yeah.”




“Then he’s killed twenty or thirty…”




“…people,” Oz finished.




“Maybe he stopped doing that when he stopped hunting them.” contributed Nick.




“Maybe,” said Oz.




“It’d make sense if an accomplice is doing the killing,” said Catherine. “Someone who wants the money, not souvenirs.”




“Here we are… Apartment 14, Laura Howard. Smell anything, Oz?”




“Mmm. Yeah, same man, smell of gun oil and leather, very faint, but there’s no blood and no wolf.”




“Okay, sounds like she wasn’t infected. Look at the lock… similar scratches, not as recent. Oz, stay in the background, Nick and I will do the talking.”




“Okay.”




The door opened. Laura Howard was an attractive brunette in her twenties, who didn’t seem particularly pleased to see them.




“Miss Howard? I’m Catherine Willows, this is Nick Stokes, Daniel Osbourne, here’s my identification. We’re investigating a homicide which may be related to the drug incident you reported last month.”




“You’d better come in.”




Catherine asked a few routine questions, leading her into a long recital of the evening’s events. “…so I got to the bar and I asked for a bloody Mary. And then they wouldn’t take the voucher I gave them, so I had to pay $4.95 which is ridiculous for a drink that size.”




“Just a moment,” said Nick. “I don’t think you mentioned a voucher before, what was it?”




“Oh, someone sent me a half-dozen vouchers for free drinks at that bar, some sort of promotion, only the barman pretended that he didn’t know anything about them. I wrote and complained to the management and the Chamber of Commerce.”




“These vouchers… did you have to use them at a particular time?”




“Yes, how did you know that? That evening, between six and eight.”




“Miss Howard, we have a murder victim who seems to have been lured to another bar and drugged under similar circumstances. It’s possible that the same person or persons was responsible. Those vouchers may be a vital clue. Do you still have them?”




“Maybe… I don’t know.” She moved to a desk and rummaged throught the drawers, eventually pulling out two crumpled paper tickets. Nick bagged them as evidence.




“But why me? Why drug me?”




“It’s a little difficult to explain…” said Nick, floundering slightly, as he realised that there was no way she would believe the truth.




“Tissue typing,” Catherine improvised, recognising the problem.




“Tissue typing?” echoed Laura. As she looked at Catherine she missed seeing Nick silently mouth “What?”




“We think that when you were drugged they took tissue samples for organ donation. We have evidence of several similar incidents. Eventually we believe that they found a victim who met their needs.”




“Oh… my… God. Are you serious? Suppose they come back for me?”




“It isn’t likely, we think they got what they were looking for. But I’d strongly advise you to be more careful about invitations from unknown sources.”




While they were talking Oz wandered around the apartment, almost unnoticed, looking at ornaments and pictures. From somewhere he’d picked up a notebook; he jotted a few words then gave it to Nick, saying “I forgot to pass on this message.” It read: “I think the room is bugged.”






“Organ thieves? What in hell made you say that?” asked Nick when they were back outside.




“We couldn’t very well tell her the truth. ‘Someone tried to turn you into a werewolf but you were lucky and didn’t get the disease’; that’s really going to freak her out. But organ thefts are an urban legend, everyone has heard stories, it’s just inherently more believable.”




“I would have said alien abduction.” contributed Oz. “Less threatening, especially if you liked ET.”




“Thanks,” said Nick. “That really helps. Now, what was that about the apartment being bugged?”




“Smelled damp plaster and the same man-scent as before, so I found the place it was strongest. Looked like the wallpaper had been cut and replaced, with something plastered in underneath. Two little pin-holes through the paper, and something about a foot long going up above it. My guess is a camera with a pinhole lens and microphone, and a wire antenna above it. Seen them on sale in electronics shops, a couple of hundred bucks including a short-range transmitter. I made sure that I didn’t look at it directly.”




“Well, there must have been a reason why he went into the apartment, and it wasn’t to kill her,” said Catherine. “You’re probably right. Presumably there was one in the Bonnington apartment too, and in the apartments of the other people who were drugged.”




“Yeah, that would make sense,” Nick agreed. “Why didn’t you just say something, Oz?”




“Cain might still be using it. Doubt it, the batteries have probably run down, but I didn’t want him to see me find it. Too easy to guess what I am.”




“You’re worried that Cain will panic if he finds out a werewolf is on his trail? Okay, we’ll check the Bonnington apartment with a frequency scanner, and pretend to find the bug accidentally if we pick up transmissions.”




“That’s good, but it’s not why. Cain doesn’t think werewolves are human; he won’t panic, and I don’t want to set myself up as a target. Not unless you can use it to catch him.”




“You’d let Cain take a shot at you?” asked Catherine.




“If it’s the way to catch him.”




She shivered, despite the heat, as she realised that he meant it.






That evening they met back in Grissom’s office. “Well? Warrick, Sara?”




“We’ve three Rohypnol victims, this month and the month before, no other bodies,” said Warrick. “Reno PD say they have five similar cases over the three months before that, including one girl who disappeared three weeks later. Sounds like that month’s werewolf. We’re still trying to find where they were before that.”




“No men?” asked Grissom.




“None so far. But men are less likely to report something like that, they tend to assume that they’ve blacked out and had a wonderful evening.”




“Nick, Catherine?”




“We’ve visited four apartments,” said Nick, “it looks like all four were burgled and bugged while the occupant was out. Oz smelled damp plaster where the bugs were hidden.”




“Anything useful about the bugs?”




“Not really. They used Mitkoto 2300 modules, that’s an integrated monochrome camera, microphone and transmitter unit. The transmitter only has a range of about fifty feet, less through walls. There would have to be a relay somewhere picking up the signal and re-transmitting it, or putting it on line, but we haven’t found one yet, I’d guess they retrieved them. Only one transmitter was still live, the batteries had died in the others. Typically they have a battery life of three to four weeks.”




“Oz?”




“No more werewolves so far, but I picked up the scent of the same person in all four apartments. Not Cain, someone else. I checked the camper again, Greg got the seat out so that I wasn’t distracted by the blood smell. Cain’s smell is definitely there, as well as the other man, so he has a partner.”




“Greg?”




“Yeah, I can confirm that, I’ve got hair and skin cells from two different males. Both Caucasian, black hair. No prints. The vouchers were printed on a colour inkjet, something that takes a standard high-resolution Hewlett Packard cartridge. Again, no useful prints.”




“Teri?”




“I’ve contacted customs and the CITES organisations which monitors traffic in endangered species, warned them that we’ve had a tipoff that poachers are smuggling wolf pelts from Las Vegas to Sri Lanka. We’ll be contacted if anything unusual turns up. I haven’t been able to find out anything about existing smuggling routes, unfortunately.”




“Keep on it, ATF or Narcotics may be able to tell you something. Well, we’re certainly getting a picture of their M.O.” said Grissom. “They come into town and find some likely prospects — looking at your report I’d describe the typical victim as single, unattached, a part-time worker or unemployed, with the beginnings of a drinking problem — and trick them into visiting a bar where they can be drugged and led outside to be infected with the disease. Meanwhile another perpetrator breaks into the victim’s homes and plants the cameras. At the full moon they wait to see if any of the victims change; if they do the victim is murdered. I’d guess that the murder is usually much neater, and tends to be reported as a missing person. Once the victim has been killed the corpse is transported somewhere where it can be skinned and buried or destroyed. The camera tapes seem to indicate it’s somewhere in the industrial zone, but I haven’t pin-pointed it yet. Ought to have it tomorrow. Comments?”




“There could be more than two perps,” said Sara, “or some information source giving them the names of suitable victims. They infected the first victims in Las Vegas only two weeks after they left Reno.”




“I thought about that,” said Catherine. “All of them would have been at home during the day occasionally. I think one of the perps might have posed as a market researcher, offered some token payment or a prize for taking the time to answer a few questions. When we finish I’ll check it out.”




“There’s probably at least one other vehicle,” said Nick. “I think they kept the camper as an expendable vehicle for moving the bodies, didn’t use it for anything else. There are no prints inside, and it’d been through a car wash no more than a day or two before it was abandoned so nothing outside.”




“We might get lucky with the car wash,” said Warrick. “Most service stations have a few cameras to get the licences of drivers who leave without paying. It’s possible that our perps would show up.”




“Unless you can find something to indicate where it was washed we’ll save that for a last resort.” said Grissom. “There are more than four hundred service stations in this town. Something I’m still not clear on, if there were two perpetrators, and two vehicles, and they weren’t both in the camper, why did they skin the body in the camper? It would have made more sense to get the other vehicle, clean up the camper before abandoning it, maybe set fire to it, and transport the body to be skinned at their base.”




“I think I know,” said Teri, “It makes sense if Cain is out of the picture that evening, and the other perp has to do everything on his own. Oz, when you examined the camper the first time you said that you smelled a male werewolf as well as Cain, but the evidence suggests that most of the victims are female. Could you still smell the werewolf when you smelled the seat tonight?”




“Yeah, still there.”




“Oz, could the male werewolf be Cain?”





Part IV




“Okay, try this next one,” said Greg, passing a small plastic tube to Oz.




“The other guy, no wolf.”




“And this?”




“Nick.”




“And this?”




“Cain… and the wolf.”




“And this?”




“Vinyl or some other sort of plastic.”




“This?”




“Catherine.”




“And this?”




“Cain and the wolf again.”




“Okay, I think that pretty much proves it. You’ve been right every time, and you weren’t fooled by the controls I put in. Cain’s skin cells and hair have the wolf smell, every time, and we can’t get the male wolf smell without Cain. It isn’t just a smell in the camper, it’s coming from his tissues. That last tube was a skin sample I’d flushed with a mild detergent to remove anything that was sticking to it. You still recognised it.”




“Why didn’t you spot it earlier?” asked Grissom.




“It could be that the original smell hasn’t changed,” said Oz, “the wolf is like an… an overlay. I’ve never met someone before and after they became a werewolf, maybe that’s how it works.”




“Could it be that the overall scent has changed, but you’re processing it in some way to find familiar scents within it? That would maybe explain why the wolf scent as a whole seemed faint, you were only picking up the parts that said ‘werewolf’ and handling the parts that said ‘Cain’ as a separate smell.”




“Damned if I know,” Oz shrugged. “It’s not like lycanthropy comes with an instruction manual.”




“Would it be okay to take a sample of your skin, just a few cells?” asked Greg. “I think I know a way to figure it out.”




“Sure.”




A few minutes later Greg called them over to the gas chromatograph.




“Here we go. I compared organic molecules, scent molecules, released by three samples; your skin, the skin flakes we think are from Cain, and a piece of the skin from the corpse. When I put them through they’re mostly well within human norms, showing fairly random variations, but all three have several spikes of unusually high concentration in common. Any one of them would be nothing too unusual, maybe a slightly unbalanced diet or some sort of metabolic disorder. That one is often associated with type two diabetes, for example, that one with thyroid problems. Put them all together and you’ve got a signature smell, one that probably isn’t going to turn up for any other reason. But it’s made entirely out of normal human scent components.”




“Could you use it to spot werewolves?” asked Oz.




“Not easily. Like I said, everything there is in any normal human’s odour, in the smell of most mammals too. It’s just a little more concentrated than usual. A chemical sniffer could be built to spot those specific chemicals, but it’d give hundreds of false positives for every werewolf it found. A dog would do better, of course, but you already knew that.”




Oz seemed to relax slightly. “Dogs I can live with. Werewolf detectors would make life difficult.”




“I think we’ll have to go with the assumption that Cain is a werewolf,” said Grissom. “If he was bitten about fifteen months ago, the last time he sold a pelt before he changed his trading pattern, he had four months to get this alternative plan up and running.”




“That’s fast,” commented Greg.




“I’d imagine he’d already given it some thought before he was bitten. The main need was presumably a reliable assistant, I’d be surprised if he didn’t have someone lined up for the job.”




“I never heard of Cain working with anyone, but I’ll ask my friends,” said Oz. “I’ll make a few calls tonight, unless I have some urgent news I’ll see you guys in the morning.”






“Okay,” Oz said over coffee in the conference room the following morning. “That was a bust. Nobody seems to have a handle on him beyond what we’ve already learned. Everyone promised to look into it, but they’re all kinda busy with their own problems… I got one suggestion that might work, but we’d have to be really dumb or desperate to try it.”




“What’s that?” asked Catherine.




“I summon a vengeance demon on behalf of the victims and wish that the murder should be solved.”




“You’re joking, right?” Nick asked, spluttering coffee. Oz shook his head. “You can do that?”




“Sure. She suggested it, and I’ve got her cellphone number. But vengeance demons aren’t big on helpful; anything I wished for would be twisted to hurt us or the world, a lot more than it helped us.”




“How about ‘I wish that the murderer or murderers should be brought to justice’?”




“Define ‘justice’. Define ‘brought to’. Define ‘murderer’. Want a solution that gets them arrested but incidentally kills a few more innocent people along the way? Want them sent to eternal torment? Or skinned alive? Because that’s what vengeance demons are about.”




“Let’s stick with normal investigative techniques so far as is possible,” said Grissom hastily, “I think we still have some avenues open.”




“Works for me,” said Oz.




“First some news,” said Grissom, displaying a map on the plasma screen. “Reno police have ID on Cain as the purchaser of the camper. The vendor recognised him from a photographic lineup. That and the body give us grounds to arrest Cain if we find him. Later today I hope to know where they are based. I’m still viewing tapes, but it looks like the camper came from one of the factories or warehouses in this area. We ought to be able to pin it down more precisely by early afternoon, I already have a judge ready to sign search warrants. Catherine, did you get anywhere with the victims?”




“Two of them remember being visited by a market researcher about a week before the attacks. He asked questions about their purchasing habits, with an emphasis on leisure activities, food, and drink. He paid twenty dollars in cash for their time. The third was evasive, says she can’t remember; I think she slept with him. I checked in records, she has some prostitution arrests as a teenager.”




“Get a description?”




“The two that are cooperating are with artists now. The preliminary description is early to mid thirties, about five ten, stocky build, attractive, dark hair. Wore a business suit.”




“Get the sketches, descriptions, and Cain’s photograph circulated to all hotels and motels. Nick?”




“I checked the bars. All of the bartenders were questioned after the original druggings, but of course we didn’t know about Cain then. I have one tentative ID on Cain as a customer who might have been near one of the victims, but I’m afraid it wouldn’t stand up in court. They were just too busy.”




“Leave it for now. Warrick?”




“Looks like the car wash is a bust. Standard chemicals for an automatic wash process, so could be pretty well any service station. Nothing in or on the camper to pin it down more precisely.”




“Leave that one too. Sara?”




“I’ve been checking the evidence to see if we’ve overlooked anything, or if there are any anomolies in the case we’re putting together. A couple of things came up. First, there seems to be some confusion about Cain’s movements. The transaction records that we received suggest that he arrived in Las Vegas within the last month, we more or less ignored that once we had evidence that he began operations here earlier. I’m not sure how that can be explained, but it needs to be clarified before the case goes to court. It could simply be that for some reason a few withdrawals took a while to reach his account.”




“Good point, although I don’t think those records will be admissible in court anyway. Unknown source, and we didn’t have any legal right to see them. Unless you can tell us more about that, Oz.”




“I’d guess they were obtained illegally, possibly magically.”




“But none of us know, which means they’re inadmissable as evidence. What was the second point?”




“There’s blood from three sources in the camper; this month’s body and two different groups about a month earlier. DNA tests show all three samples are from women. We did discuss it initially, but I think we’ve been tending to overlook it in subsequent consideration of the case. It’s possible that one or both has another explanation but I doubt it. So we’re looking for two more missing women, not one, and two bodies. If there were two werewolves and two survivors last month we also have to assume that a minimum of four people were attacked, not three. I see no reason to assume that it wasn’t a typical month.”




“You’re right. This isn’t the first slip-up we’ve seen since this case began, and I have to remind you all that we ought to be paying full attention to all details. I think that we’re all guilty of letting the weirdness of it all get to us, and it’s making us a little sloppy. Thanks for pulling us up, Sara. Greg?”




“I’ve checked with the distributors, found an electronics store in Reno that sold a dozen Mitkoto 2300 modules and two receiver units two months ago. The purchaser may have been Cain, the description more or less matches, and I’ve arranged for Reno PD check the clerk with photos. The receivers plug into a PC like a web cam, and have a directional antenna. I’d guess that there was a laptop in the camper, our perp simply parked outside, checked to see if there was a werewolf, and went in if he saw one.”




“Get photographs of the receiver units from the manufacturer, and details of any software that the camera uses. If the receiver is bulky add a picture to the photos that we’ll be circulating to hotels. Teri?”




“FBI and customs have been trying to put together a big case, illegal importation of endangered species and transportation across state lines. They say that the route they’re following takes in Sri Lanka, and that they have evidence that contraband is flowing in both directions. They were able to give me some names, people in Nevada suspected of involvement, but they want us to stay clear until they’re ready to make arrests.”




“Get the details to Brass, he can have them watched, see if Cain pays a call.”




Grisson tapped a key on his laptop, and a calendar appeared on the screen. “This is the timetable for the last four months, so far as we know it. Here are the incidents reported in Las Vegas and Reno. The women were drugged and presumably infected on the dates highlighted in red, with the full moon two to three weeks later. If they follow this pattern again they’re almost ready to infect their next batch of victims, and will do so in two to three days. We have a deadline. If we haven’t made major progress by the end of the day I’m going to advise Brass to go public with the picture of Cain and the best artist’s impression of his accomplice; this will most likely make them dive for cover and start up again in another city, but the only alternative is to let them carry on and accept the risk that one or more of the victims will become a werewolf.”




“There’s something else we need to bear in mind; having all of us work on a single case like this is an enormous drain on our resources. The rest of the department is overworked, and people are losing out on leave and their free time. We can’t sustain it indefinitely.”




“Now I think it’ll be at least two to three hours before we’re ready to search. I’d appreciate it if everyone could get their notes up to date and check for any errors. Oz, I know you don’t have any notes, but we need you to brief the SWAT team that’ll be going in with us. Brass has assigned men who worked with Finn and Angel earlier this year, I think they can be trusted to keep your… unusual condition to themselves. In particular, I think we have to be prepared for the possibility that Cain can also become a wolf at other times of the month.”




“It isn’t likely, there’s only one place that gives that training and he hasn’t been there in the last eighteen months. I’d know.”




“Nevertheless, I think they need to be briefed for that contingency. I think you’ll have to show them the tape we made.”




“Two conditions.”




“Conditions?”




“You let me destroy the tape afterwards. And if we find any bodies, I get to try to turn them back to human.”




“Are you sure? It looked like an ordeal for you…”




“I’m sure. They didn’t ask for this, nobody does, the least we can do is bury them as human.”




“Agreed.”






“Good morning, everyone. My name’s Oz, and Captain Brass and Gil Grissom have asked me to brief you on some problems we may be encountering today. Now, I’m sure that many of you like horror films. In a minute or two I’m going to show you one, with me as the star. Afterwards I’ll try to explain what’s going on, and what you’ll need to do about it…”




“How did they take it?” asked Grissom, an hour or so later.




“Pretty well, apart from the guy who threw up when I was sniffing the body. A couple have gone off to get some more tranquilliser guns from the animal control unit, the rest are discussing tactics. It’s amazing.”




“What is?”




“Guys twice my size with guns, edging away from me.”




“It’s probably good for them to be reminded that you can’t always judge by appearances. When you go back in you can tell them we’ve narrowed it down to a block of four warehouses. We’re just waiting on warrants, we ought to be able to move within the hour. And here are copies of the artist’s sketch of Cain’s accomplice. We’re running it through the ID computer now, so far there’s nothing. I don’t suppose you know him?”




“No. I could e-mail it to my contacts, see if they know anything.”




“Good idea — I’ll get it out to Angel and Finn. Here’s the file code if you want to download it from our computers and send it anywhere else.”






Grissom put a large-scale map on the screen. “The warrant covers the four warehouses along this road between these two junctions, which appear to be the origin of the camper we’ve been trying to trace. They’re owned by Stag Properties, according to them all four should currently be unoccupied, they’re scheduled for refurbishment later this year. All four of them share a common site, with access via these gates.”




“Shouldn’t they have some security there to make sure that they aren’t vandalised or used illegally?” asked Nick.




“You’d think so, but apparently not.”




“Wonder why…”




“Whatever the reason, they have allegedly been empty for the last three months, but we have evidence that the camper came from one of them. We’re going to check all four, looking for vehicle tracks, any sign of recent use, and of course evidence related to this case. Any questions?”




“What support will we have?” asked Catherine.




“Thirty officers, SWAT and Serious Crimes squad, all briefed on werewolves, some of them have tranquilliser guns and protective clothing. A helicopter flying aerial patrol around the site. A wrecking van with all the equipment we’re likely to need for forcing an entry. And additional SWAT support will be available if needed. Anyone else? No? We’ll go in fast, but we’ll take it cautiously. Everyone in bulletproof vests, that includes you, Oz. I don’t want any evidence lost through carelessness, so watch out. Once the the site is secured and any arrests have been made we’ll conduct a thorough search. This means that everyone else stays out of the way to avoid contaminating the evidence field. Oz, that includes you, but I do want you present. There may be something you’ll smell that we’ll miss. All right, let’s get down to the cars, it’s going to be a busy afternoon.”






“Up ahead on the left,” said Grissom in the lead car. “Stop here, let’s take a look before we go in. Check if the helicopter has spotted anything.”




“Air 320, this is CSI 04, any signs of life?”




“Air 320 to CSI 04, I can see some dogs on the ground behind the buildings, they’re running round toward the gate now. Apart from that there’s nothing.”




“Copy, we can see them now. CSI 04 out.”




Four large German Shepherds raced around the corner of one of the buildings and ran towards the locked gates. As they got closer they suddenly stopped, and began to bark furiously.




“They smell me,” said Oz from the back seat. “Let me out, I’ll handle them.”




“Are you sure?”




“Yeah.”




“Be careful.”




Oz walked towards the gates and crouched in front of them, putting a hand out through the bars. One of the dogs sprang forward, still barking. Somehow, so fast that none of the CSI team could see it, Oz grabbed its collar and pulled its head to the bars, then growled loudly. The dog barked again; Oz growled, and seemed to blow air into its muzzle. It started to whine, and the other dogs stopped barking. Oz released his hold and the dog slunk back to the others. All four began to back away, whining.




“Okay, that ought to hold them for a while, but you might want to get someone to round them up.”




“What did you do?” asked Grissom curiously.




“Established that I was the Alpha male and not to be messed with.”




“Did you learn that from the monastery?”




“No, the Discovery Channel.”




“Figures. Someone get the bolt cutters, we’re going in.”




“Cain’s been here, so’s the other guy,” Oz said suddenly.




“Are they here now?” asked Grissom as a burly officer worked on the lock.




“Don’t know, scent is pretty fresh. Maybe today, maybe yesterday. Know more inside.”




“Okay.” The lock finally snapped, Nick bagged it for forensics. Grissom walked in, flanked by Oz and the uniformed officers.




“Everyone keep on the hard paving, but watch out for any vehicle tracks and stay off them. Check all four buildings for signs of recent entry. Oz?”




“Don’t know… let me check nearer the buildings.”




They fanned out around the warehouses, with Oz taking the lead, crouching and sniffing every few yards. “This way. One of the two buildings to the left, I think.” Eventually he stopped in front of a metal shutter door. “Here. I can smell blood, smoke, at least two werewolves, and Cain and his friend.”




“That door’s padlocked from the outside. Everyone, check for open entrances.”




“Nothing.”




“Right. Get us inside. It sounds like they’re not here, but they may have left something behind.”






The door rattled up, and the first officers entered, fanning out with rifles ready. “Nothing,” one shouted, “they’ve cleaned it out.”




The CSI team followed, and Oz said “Wolf smell over there, really strong.”




“Walk carefully, don’t touch anything.”




“Here,” said Oz, squatting in front of a clear area of floor.




“It’s been cleaned,” said Grissom, “but if you look carefully there’s a square of darker concrete, about ten foot on a side, with holes drilled around the edges. Oz?”




“Stinks of wolf. Wolf pee. Cain, that’s where they kept him.”




“Could be. If they had to keep him under control for three nights they’d need a cage. Something portable, that could be bolted to the floor.”




“Over here,” shouted Warrick. “Something in the ashes of this fire.”




There was a pile of old timbers in one of the corners of the building, smouldering slightly. Warrick took photographs while Catherine pulled a pair of tongs from her evidence kit and groped in the ashes, pulling out a piece of translucent material, a few inches across, burned at the edges.




“What have you got?” asked Nick.




“Looks like human skin, but I’d say it had been treated with tannin or some similar chemical process.”




“Human… Oz, check this out, but watch where you walk.”




Oz came over and sniffed. “It’s her… the body from the camper.” He shook his head, and added “She’s not the only one here… I can smell them…” He crouched again, sniffed. “Something rotting… and some sort of chemical, maybe lime… and something else. Concrete? They’re buried here, somewhere under the floor.”




“Can you pin it down?” asked Catherine.




“Over this way, I think. Somewhere in the loading bay.”




“Wait, let me get a halogen light,” said Nick, shining it around the bay. “Nothing… nothing… wait, the floor here looks different from the rest. Smoother.”




“I think they’ve filled in some sort of drain, or a small inspection pit,” said Catherine. “It’s hard, we’ll need a drill to get at them.”




“Cain’s gone, isn’t he,” said Oz.




“Certainly looks like it,” said Nick. “Looks like they loaded their equipment and left some time yesterday or this morning. They must have decided to get out, once they realised we were on their trail.”




“But why now? Why not leave as soon as they had to abandon the body?”




“I don’t know.”




“I do,” said Grissom. “That skin… it must have been the pelt they took from the body. When you turned her human again, the skin changed too. They must have decided that we were using magic to find them.”




“So… I did it… I made them run…?” asked Oz.




“I guess so.”




“And they could be starting up again now, somewhere else?”




“I guess so.”




“No… No they won’t…” said Oz, and dropped to a crouch. “Stay back, and keep out of my way.” His face changed, and his arms, and his clothing tore, revealing shaggy fur. He roared, and began to bound towards the door.




“Follow him and don’t shoot!” shouted Grissom.




Oz roared again, and leaped past a startled SWAT officer, out of the building and toward the road.






Part V




There was a police car blocking the gate; Oz leaped onto the roof, crouching, seemed to sniff the air, then bounded off along the road, faster than a running man, stopping at intervals to sniff the road. 




Grissom shouted “Get some cars ahead of him, but give him plenty of space, so long as he isn’t hurting anyone let him run. Use the loudspeakers to say that there’s a rabid cougar on the loose, that’ll get people off the street. Warrick, Sara, with me, Nick, Catherine, stay here.”




The cars set off in pursuit, with the helicopter overhead ready to follow if Oz left the road.




“Where’s he heading?” asked Sara a few minutes later.




“Looks like out of the city,” said Warrick.




“Certainly not much more left,” said Sara. “All that’s ahead of us now are some of the outer suburbs then the freeway.”




“Heading for the coast?”




“Yes. Could be Los Angeles, San Francisco, anywhere,” said Grissom




“With a few hours start they could already be there,” said Sara gloomily




“Think positively, they might still be in Las Vegas,” said Grissom.




“And this is good?” asked Warrick




“Not really…”




“It’s been over half an hour now,” said Grissom. “Nothing ahead but service stations and motels. He’s not planning to stop, is he?” 




“I don’t think so,” said Nick. “Although he does seem to be slowing. I think he’s losing the scent.”




“Not surprised, there must be five hundred vehicles an hour on this road. I hate to think what the traffic is like behind us.”




“If this gets on the TV news it’ll look like the OJ car chase,” said Warrick, “with a werewolf on the road instead of a car.”




“So far the press don’t seem to have noticed, must be a big story breaking somewhere else.”




“Five million dollar jackpot at the Sands,” said the driver, listening on the radio.




“That’d do it. Not for long though.”




Oz stopped, crouched panting, then ran towards the side of the road and off across country.




“Air 320, any idea where he’s headed?”




“Looks like the truck stop about eight miles back.”




“Damn. Have you got a dart rifle aboard?”




“Affirmative, CSI.”




“Wait until he’s closer, make sure he’s going there, but drop him at least half a mile out. I don’t want any accidents.”




“Affirmative… Okay, he’s definitely headed there… firing… he’s down.”




“Right, now let’s get some cars to that truck stop.”






“Where am I?” said Oz, then looked around to see a familiar cell.




“Feeling human yet?” said Catherine over the intercom.




“Pretty much. What the hell happened?” Oz dressed from his bag, which someone had fetched from his room.




“You went wolf on us, started chasing Cain. We had to dart you, you were heading for a truck stop, could have bitten someone.”




“Damn. Did I catch him?”




“Led us right to him. Are you dressed?”




“Give me five minutes to put my spare talismans on then let me out of here, I need some food.”




“On my way.”






Oz was eating a triple submarine sandwich with fries when Grissom came into the canteen.




“How are you feeling?”




“Hungry, a little tired.”




“I’m not surprised. How much has Catherine told you?”




“Not much.”




“Well, the good news is that you led us to the truck stop where Cain and his associate were eating lunch. We arrested them, and impounded a truck carrying all of the equipment we expected; the bugging transmitters, the cage, skinning knives, rifles and other weapons, and so forth. We also found the other two bodies, buried where you said.” 




“Who was his friend anyway?”




“A man named Harvey White. He has no criminal record, he was apparently a hunter like Cain, just not as well known.”




“And the bad news?”




“They have excellent lawyers, an LA firm called Wolfram and Hart. At the moment it looks like they’ll get bail.”




“I’m not surprised, Angel told me some stories about them. Wouldn’t surprise me if they were Cain’s customer for the pelts.”




“Why do you say that?”




“The buildings were owned by Stag Properties. A Hart is a type of stag. Could just be a coincidence, of course.”




“Worth checking. Anyway, their lawyer is claiming that the two corpses aren’t human, and that the evidence trail linking Cain and his accomplice to the original body is tainted.”




“Because of me.”




“Not exactly; I don’t think they know exactly how we restored the corpse, but they know that it happened. They somehow obtained photographs of it before and after. Their argument appears to be that the body currently in the morgue isn’t the body that was found in the camper, and that the body in the camper was an ape.”




“So what will you do?”




“Eventually, prove that they’re wrong. We have genetic fingerprinting, before and afterwards, and if necessary we’ll have to show the tape of the transformation. But we’ll need to document every minute, to show that it isn’t trick photography. We may even need to demonstrate it in court.”




“Demonstrate me, you mean.”




“That’s right, I’m afraid. We’d have to prove that werewolves exist, and that you in particular can affect other werewolves, affect their corpses, and make them change too.”




“And I’d be a freak-show forever, or until someone came gunning for me with silver bullets.”




“Yes. I’d imagine that we could arrange something with the witness protection programme…”




“That’s just another cage. The hell with it.”




“You could choose not to co-operate.”




“No… no, I’ll co-operate all right. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” Something strange appeared in Oz’s eyes, an odd black feral glint.




“I don’t understand.”




“You will. I need to go out for a while, get some air. Talk to you a little later.”






An hour later Nick found Oz outside, chatting to an attractive blonde. Oz waved, and said “You still got silver bullets loaded?”




“Um… yes. You know, nothing personal…”




“Don’t worry. While Cain is around it’s a wise precaution.”




“They’re about to release him, you know.”




“I know.”




The door opened, and Cain and White walked out with their attorney. Half a dozen reporters snapped pictures and tried to ask questions, which were ignored, as they climbed into a car and began to work their way out of the car park.




“There they go,” said Oz. “They’ve murdered at least a dozen women, and they’ll probably go unpunished. A dozen women calling for vengeance. Anyanka, I wish that everyone could see Cain for what he really is.”




Nick saw something out of the corner of his eye, and turned towards the woman. Suddenly her face was a monstrous mask, streaked with blood vessels, and in an inhuman voice she said “Wish granted.”




The car swerved, lurching from side to side, and something grey and furry could be seen inside. Soon the windows were spattered with blood.




“Nice to see you, Oz,” said the woman, her face changing back to normal, “don’t be a stranger.” She blew him a kiss, and somehow vanished.




“I think you’d better get over there,” said Oz. “Innocent people might get hurt.”






“Three dead,” said Grissom flatly.




“The last three,” said Oz.




“You planned that. You and your friend the demon.”




“Demons are as mythical as werewolves.”




“How are we supposed to explain this?”




“Some sort of wild animal in the car. Cain was a hunter, he probably put it there.”




“And Cain?”




“Ran, used it to cover his tracks.”




“So you killed an innocent man.”




“Cain killed another murderer and a lawyer working for Wolfram and Hart. If he was genuinely innocent I think that he would have survived. He didn’t.”




“Lucky that Nick had silver bullets.”




“I had a spare clip if he’d forgotten them.”




“Oz, what you did was inexcusable.”




“I know. Grissom, I thought that you were beginning to understand. The wolf is in me. I can keep it under control, most of the time, but it colours the way I think, the way I behave. The wolf wanted them dead. And to be honest, I couldn’t see one good reason not to oblige.”




“And what am I supposed to do now?”




“Let me try to restore those women to their original form, then give me a lift to the airfport. Unless you’re planning to arrest me I’m heading back to Tibet.”




“Very well, you’re free to go. And Oz…”




“Yes?”




“You got away with it this time. Don’t push your luck.”




“Wouldn’t dream of it.”






“You’ve got everything?” asked Grissom a few hours later.




“Yeah. Guitar, clothes, a couple of souvenirs for the priests. All checked in.”




“How long do you plan on staying in Tibet?” asked Catherine.




“I don’t plan on coming back. Bad memories in the USA, if I ever leave I’ll probably go somewhere else.”




“What about that… demon girl?” asked Nick.




“Too many issues. Besides, sooner or later she’d probably turn me into a frog. I think this is my flight.”




“Air India, not Air Force. At least they’ll have some movies,” said Catherine.




“Best of Bollywood. If you’re ever in Tibet get Riley to give you my address. It’d be nice to see you.”




“Thanks.”




Oz raised his hand in a half-salute then turned and walked towards the gate, whistling something.





“I see the bad moon rising,

I see trouble on the way…”







Soon he was gone.




Epilogue



Catherine looked at her notes on the case and wondered what would eventually happen to Oz, and to the strange people he knew. She took a pad from her desk drawer and began to add to the notes she’d started during Angel’s visit to Las Vegas:



	 
		Angel 
	
			Vampire, detective

			Los Angeles 
		
				where before then? Europe prior to 20th century

				where since? in last decade?

		

		

			Brief prior contact with Ethan Rayne

			Mentioned witch called Willow

			Link to R. Finn; same former girlfriend.

			Link to Oz — knew his name — contact via R. Finn?

			Link to “Harry” — female, demonologist. Harriet?

			Works with woman called “Cordy” — prob. Cordelia. 
		
				Was victim of werewolf attack four years ago.

		

		

	

	

		Riley Finn 
	
			Covert government operative — military background?

			Iowa accent

			Link to Angel; same ex-girlfriend

			Involved with experiments on supernatural creatures in California

			Responsible for arrest of Ethan Rayne

			Link to Oz 
		
				knows him, rescued him, recruited him for CSI

				rescued Oz from dissection — govt. project?

				Possible link to California (LA? elsewhere?) where he met Angel

		

		

	

	

		Ethan Rayne 
	
			British

			Magician

			Dangerous

			Likes chaos

			Prior contact with Angel.

	

	

		Daniel Osbourne (Oz) 
	
			Werewolf. Former rock musician.

			California accent

			Wore UC Sunnydale sweat shirt — check university records?

			Played for Dingos Ate My Baby — check for web sites etc.

			Knows Finn, Angel, “Cordy”

			Was hunted by Cain — where?

			Has friends who are unofficial “monster hunters”.

			Former girlfriend — now lesbian

			Knew female werewolf — “Ver…”; Vera? Veronica? — now deceased.

			A friend influenced R. Finn to save Oz’s life 
		
				Friend’s name begins “Buff”; poss. “Buffy”, usually nickname for Elizabeth.

				Friend is not Oz’s ex-girlfriend but knows her.

		

		

			Knows a “vengeance demon”, female, has phone no. Anyanka?

	

	

		General 
	
			Oz’s friend (female) and former girlfriend are monster hunters

			Source of documents is British 
		
				organisation that supports monster hunters, including Cain.

		

		

	

	

		Hypothesis 
	
			”Cordy” was attacked by a werewolf — Oz?

			Oz’s friend (Buffy?) is female, knows R. Finn. Angel’s ex?

			Experiments imply laboratories. UC Sunnydale facilities, or associated with them?

			wil0 — some connection to “Willow”? 
		
				Planted by someone who likes werewolves?

				Oz’s former girlfriend? = Willow the witch??

		

		

	

	

		To Do 
	
			Web search on Angel, Finn, Dingos, Oz, UC Sunnydale, monsters in California

	

	





A lot of it was reaching, of course, but if she assumed that Angel, Finn, and Oz had a lot of common history it seemed to make a little sense. She wasn’t sure what she intended to do if she managed to put the pieces together, but she’d always liked a puzzle and this one was beginning to intrigue her.





Slayer, Las Vegas



Downloaded from Slayer, Las Vegas on Twisting the Hellmouth.




This story is set between seasons 6 and 7 of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.



Part I



The raid was timed to the second. Four police cars blocked the side doors to the building, while the SWAT team hit the main entrance. They found it unlocked and unguarded. The first body was a few yards inside the door. The second and third, on the stairs up to the studio they’d intended to raid. The rest were in the studio.




“There’s another body over here, in the jacuzzi,” said Nick Stokes. “Child, about seven.” 




“How many is that?” asked Sara Sidle.




“Twelve. Five adults, seven children, ages about five to nine.”




“Same wounds?”




“Yeah. Punctures to the neck, extensive blood loss.”




“Vampire.”




“Certainly sounds like it.”




“Call Grissom.”






“I can’t get Angel,” said Gil Grissom. “I’ve tried three times now, every time someone different tells me that he’s not currently available to handle cases.”




“Did you explain it to them?” asked Catherine Willows.




“I don’t know anything about Angel’s associates, and none of them were voices I’ve heard before. I’ll save that for a last resort.”




“Finn?”




“Left a message, hope he responds.”




“Last time he was quick. It’s already five hours.”




Catherine’s pager beeped, and she picked up a phone and called the reception desk.




“Caller for you, said it was urgent but couldn’t stay on line. Said it concerned a homicide case. She left a California number.”




“Let me have it… Okay, can you pin that down more closely than California… Thanks.”




Catherine hung off, thought for a moment, then said “I think we may just have a lucky break.”




“What sort of break?”




“When we first met Angel and Finn I began keeping notes on our contact with them. Partly out of curiosity, and partly because I was concerned about the irregularities of the cases that involved them. It was obvious that they had some history in common; most notably, that they had been romantically involved with the same woman. When Oz was here I learned a little more, and did some research. Oz was a student at UC Sunnydale, and had previously attended Sunnydale High School. Finn was a TA at UC Sunnydale from 1998 to 2000, a period when he was already apparently involved in covert operations. Angel first appeared in Los Angeles in 1999; I haven’t been able to trace his earlier movements, but he arrived shortly after Oz’s class graduated from high school. Oz also told me that he had been involved with a group of unofficial monster hunters.”




“Your point?”




“The only obvious connection between Angel, Finn, and Oz is this coincidence of dates. It occurred to me that they would make sense if Angel was romantically involved with a student, or possibly a teacher, at Sunnydale High School, who later went on to UC Sunnydale and met Finn there. It would also make sense if she were one of these monster hunters.”




“And that call was from Sunnydale?”




“Concerning a homicide investigation.”




“Put your call on the speaker phone, I want to hear this.”




“This is Catherine Willows at CSI Las Vegas returning your call.”




“Just a second… Buffy! It’s for you!…”




Catherine hastily covered the microphone and said “Oz mentioned someone whose name might have been Buffy.”




“Hello. Buffy Summers here.”




“Mrs. Summers, I’m Catherine Willows at CSI Las Vegas. You were trying to contact me.”




“It’s Miss, that was my sister. Okay, I hope you’re the right Willows, I’ve spoken to three wrong ones so far.”




“Would I be right in guessing that Daniel Osbourne gave you my name.”




“Thank God. Yeah, Oz mentioned it, but I only remembered the Willows part cos’ we have a friend called Willow. He called a few weeks ago, said Riley Finn had him working with you. Did that go okay?”




“We solved the case, and I think Oz was happy with the outcome.”




“Great.”




“What can I do for you, Miss Summers?”




“I got a FedEx package from Las Vegas an hour or so ago. Inside were some photos… Polaroid, I think… dead children, in some sort of film studio. Looked like a vampire attack. You know about them, right? And a card saying ‘Come and join the party’.”




“Have you handled them?”




“The photos… yeah, I guess so, and my sister and the FedEx guy touched the package.”




“Before you do anything else please put everything back into the envelope, handling them only by the edges, and put the envelope in a larger envelope or a clean dry plastic bag.”




“Just a sec… okay.”




“Miss Summers, please contact your local police as soon as we finish this call. I’ll arrange for them to collect the package from you and have it couriered here.”




“The local police are kinda useless. It’d be better if I brought it myself.”




“I don’t understand.”




“Look, there was an invitation in there. Someone wants me in Las Vegas, and they’re killing children to make sure I take it seriously. And I’m guessing they’ll kill more until I come.”




“Why you, Miss Summers?”




“Because I’m the Slayer. The Vampire Slayer.” Even over the phone Catherine thought she could hear the capitals.




“You’re…”




“Ask Riley.”




“I’ll do that, if he ever picks up his voicemail.”




“There’s one thing, it’s kinda awkward…”




“Yes?”




“I’m kinda broke, and I’m going to have to bring my sister with me, there’s nobody else to look after her. Can you recommend somewhere cheap for us to stay?”




“I’m sure we can arrange something. How will you be travelling?”




“Road.”




“Right, I’d better give you some directions.”




“That’d help. One thing first… how long ago were they killed, and what have you done with the bodies?”




“About twelve hours. They’re in the morgue awaiting post-mortem.”




“This is vital. Get someone down there now, and put something made of wood through their hearts; a pencil ought to do it. Have somebody with a shotgun covering whoever does that; if the body moves shoot at the neck, you’re aiming to sever the spine.”




“Miss Summers…”




“Do it.” There was urgent authority in her voice. “Call me back with the directions once you’re sure that the morgue is secure.”






“Buffy called you?” asked Riley Finn. The line crackled, and Grissom suspected a long-distance link.




“Yes. Someone apparently wants to involve her in one of our cases. Several deaths, a vampire attack, apparently committed to get her attention.”




“If she’s willing to help you, go for it. Just be prepared to stay out of her way if she has to fight something.”




“What makes her so special?”




“She’s the Slayer.”




“What exactly does that mean?”




“It’s some sort of mystic destiny — a champion against the monsters. There’s always been one, since the dawn of recorded history. Always a girl, usually in her teens. She gets superhuman strength, speed, and reflexes, incredibly rapid healing, a sixth sense that detects vampires and demons, and occasional flashes of precognition. Oh, and an average life expectancy of two to three years once she’s stuck with the job. Buffy’s been the Slayer more than seven years. She’s good, probably the best there’s ever been.”




“How old is she?”




“Twenty-two.”




“And she kills vampires?” asked Grissom disbelievingly.




“She averages two or three a night.”




“I’ll look forward to meeting her.”




“Okay. I wish I could be there to help, but we’re in hostile terrain a couple of hundred clicks from our insertion point, and we’ve got a mission to finish.” There was a distant sound, a deep ‘boom’ followed by machine-gun fire. “Okay, I think things are getting busy. Tell Buffy that Sam and I say ‘Hi’, we’ll call her when we’re back in the USA.” There was a click and the line went dead.




“Okay…” said Catherine. “So… we’re expecting Xena.”




Part II



“Your visitors have arrived,” said the intercom, and Catherine went down to the lobby to meet them. She looked around; a few civilians leafing through magazines, nobody who looked remotely like the warrior she was expecting. “So where are they?” she asked the desk clerk.




“Over there,” he said, pointing to a table where two girls — no, a girl and a woman in her twenties — were reading magazines, “the blonde chick in the red leather trousers.”




“There has to be a mistake,” thought Catherine, saying “Summers?”




“Yeah, they’re both called Summers.”




“Right.”




“Not what you expected, huh?” said the brown-haired kid as Catherine neared their table.




“Dawn…” said the blonde warningly. Catherine recognised their voices. “Hi. I’m Buffy Sunmers, this is my sister Dawn. You must be Catherine Willows.”




“Um… yes, I’m Willows.”




“Don’t worry, I’m used to people being surprised. You were expecting someone like Power Girl, weren’t you?”




“Actually I thought Xena.”




“Okay, well I guess I look a little like Gabrielle, so we’re half-way there.”




“Just don’t ask her to sing or recite poetry…” said Dawn




“Do you have the packet?” asked Catherine.




Buffy reached into a large leather bag and pulled out a dry-cleaning bag, secured with a wire twist. Catherine noticed metal gleaming in the bag. Swords.




“I’ll just label this and have it sent to the lab.” She suited word to deed, and waited while a messenger came to fetch the pack. “Later we’ll have to get your fingerprints, to eliminate you from our enquiries.”




“You may find they’re the only prints there, vampires don’t usually leave them.”




“I know, but Polaroid film has a soft surface when it’s developing, prints can sometimes be left in it. If you’d like to follow me…”




Buffy picked up the bag, and another like it, while Dawn carried a small suitcase.




“Would you like a hand with one of those?” asked Catherine.




“Don’t think so, but thanks for asking.”




“You couldn’t lift them,” said Dawn, “Buffy never heard of packing light.”




“Well, I do like to travel well-prepared.”




“I keep telling you two axes are plenty.”




“So, both these bags contain weapons?” asked Catherine.




“Yeah. That’s why we had to travel by road. Try going through airport security with this stuff and there’s going to be problems.”




They reached the lift; Catherine noticed that it lurched downwards slightly as Buffy stepped aboard. They were the only occupants, but the “load limit” light lit for a second, blinking out as Buffy moved to the middle, putting the bags down with muffled thuds.




“Do you want Dawn to wait somewhere while we’re talking?”




“No. There are reasons… good reasons… why she needs to be involved.”




“My boss isn’t going to be happy.”




“Don’t worry, I’ll persuade him.”






“Buffy, Dawn, this is Gil Grissom, he runs the department. Buffy Summers, Dawn Summers.”




“Miss Summers, I’m pleased to meet you. Would your sister like to wait in the recreation room?”




“No, I think she’d better stay here,” Dawn said, completely deadpan.




“Dawn will be participating,” said Buffy, “judging by previous experience there’s a good chance that this whole thing was a plan to separate us so that she can be kidnapped and used to pressure me. Vampires tend to be a little unimaginative. She’s also probably the best person in this building for supernatural research, and we’ll need that.”




“I see. Miss Summers, please don’t feel offended, but we didn’t actually ask for your help. Perhaps you could explain why we need you.”




“Riley Finn explained some of it, I’m sure. Briefly, I’ve been fighting vampires and other monsters for more than seven years, and I’m very good at it. I know how to find these things, I know how to fight them, and I can usually do it without getting hurt. If police try it on their own they’re going to get themselves killed. I don’t usually work with the police, Sunnydale has possibly the worst police force in the USA, but from what Oz told me you’re a little better at handling this stuff.”




“That’s all very well, but we have the law to consider; our job isn’t to play judge, jury, and executioner, our job is to find the perpetrator and bring him to trial. We aren’t vigilantes. Did Oz explain what happened when he was here?”




“No, last I heard he was still working on it.”




“He led us to the killers. We arrested them, but we had problems with the evidence and they were to be released on bail. Oz knew that we would have to publicise the existence of werewolves to prove our case; he found that unacceptable, so arranged for them to be killed.”




“Oh. Poor Oz, he must have hated having to do that.”




“No, Miss Summers, I think he enjoyed it.”




“You’re wrong. Oz is very good at hiding his feelings.”




“Oz thought through and carried out what I can only describe as a flawless and completely unprovable multiple murder, in front of numerous witnesses. I don’t want to see anything like that happen in this case.”




“Okay… I can see your point, I guess. All I can say is that unless something is done these murders will probably continue. These things are worse than any werewolf; vampires kill intelligently and sadistically. Would I be right to guess that the death toll already exceeds the werewolf case?”




“Yes, at least for this state.”




“That’s one night, I’d guess from no more than one or two vampires. And if they want to they can kill themselves an army to help them. It can expand as fast as a disease, and deadlier than any plague. Usually they try to stay out of sight, and have more sense than to alert people like this, but you’ve got the equivalent of a vampire terrorist on your hands, I think, and one that wants me in the game. If it doesn’t get what it wants I think it’ll stage some more demonstrations. I need to be out on the streets by nightfall, making my presence felt. Once they know I’m here they’ll probably switch to attacking me, and that’s a whole different ballgame.” 




While she was talking Jim Brass appeared in the doorway. “Miss Summers, I’m Captain Brass. Welcome to Las Vegas. Gil, the governor has just been talking to me. Apparently this isn’t the first time that Nevada has needed the help of a Slayer. The previous governor concerned laid down some guidelines for future emergencies, our current governor has decided to follow them. The directive is to treat this as a major terrorist incident. Under state law this involves the use of all necessary force to bring the threat to an end. Miss Summers is regarded as the necessary force.”




“Under normal circumstances I’d be tempted to offer the governor my resignation,” said Grissom, “But I have a feeling he may have a point. Miss Summers, can I at least assume that you will do your best to minimise collateral damage and civilian casualties?”




“I’ll try.”




“Very well, let’s get to work. I should warn you now that some of the details are unpleasant,” said Grissom. “Are you really sure your sister should be here?”




“Mister Grissom, I’ve been doing this for seven years now, and Dawn has been caught in the crossfire more times than I can remember. She’s seen the aftermath of vampire attacks, she’s killed a few herself. Don’t show her those photographs or the bodies, apart from that she’ll be fine.”




“Nevertheless…”




“She knows what she’s talking about,” said Dawn, “I won’t freak out. Barf, maybe.”




“Very well.”




“So, d’you have any suspects?” asked Buffy.




“Given our rather limited experience of vampires, I suppose I would have to say only one. Angel, who appears to have dropped out of sight from Los Angeles at the moment.”




“No, not a chance. Angel, as Angel, would never hurt an innocent, especially a child. Angelus, the monster he used to be, would have been more… artistic.”




“I don’t understand.”




“Angelus was an artist. He made sadistic murder into an art-form. In these pictures, there’s nothing that looks like art. You’ve got a group of bodies, they’re just lying around on the floor in… what is that place anyway? A film studio?”




“We raided it on an anonymous tip a few hours after the murders. It was a studio for child pornography, we’d been looking for it for some time.”




“Ugh. Well, anyway, the place looks to have good lighting, and it wasn’t used. Some of the bodies have hair covering their faces, some are in kinda ugly positions. And the pictures are badly framed, a little out of focus, and taken with a Polaroid. Angelus would have posed them, sketched them on paper, probably used their blood for ink, and if he’d taken a photo at all it would have been perfectly framed and focused, and printed up as an eight by ten glossy.”




“But Angelus was last active in the late nineteenth century. Couldn’t he have changed?”




“No, he…” she seemed to catch her thoughts for a moment then said “No, there’s something about vamps, they just don’t change something that works for them, even over centuries. On the phone you said that none of the bodies were vamps, right?”




“No,” said Grissom. “They were just dead, as far as we can tell. Thanks again for suggesting that, I can see we’re going to have to make it standard procedure if there’s another case like this.”




“More evidence that it wasn’t Angelus, he was notorious for sending vamp children back to their families.”




“But Angel does seem to have disappeared,” commented Grissom.




“A year or so ago he and his friends vanished off the face of the earth — literally. They were transported to another dimension. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s gone back there for a vacation. There’s something weird about the place, Angel can walk around in daylight, and Cordy, a friend who works for him, got made their princess. Which is truly bizarre if you know Cordy.”




“I think I heard her on the phone once,” said Catherine, “the woman whose date was interrupted by a werewolf?”




“Yeah, that’s Cordy,” said Buffy, grinning at a memory.




“Well, eliminating Angel, we’re short of suspects,” said Grissom.




“Okay, since those pictures were sent to me I have to assume that it’s a vampire I’ve met, or might know of. I didn’t recognise the writing on the card or the mailer, so that doesn’t help. Dawn did some research on the way here, but we haven’t had a chance to talk it over yet. Dawn…”




“Well, number one on the list is a guy called Marcus. He’s a real creepo, about two thousand years old, a torturer who likes harming children. But I don’t think you ever met him.”




“No. Angel killed him a couple of years ago.”




“Are you sure?” asked Grissom.




“Oz and Cordy saw it,” said Buffy, “Doyle too. Impaled on a stake in daylight. That’s good enough for me.”




“Rats.” said Dawn. “We’ve got to get Internet access in the car, books just don’t cut it. Okay, next up is Harmony. She’s stupid enough to think you’d fall for a trick like this, and children are about her speed.”




“Says the girl who invited her into our house. No, I’d love another crack at her, but there are problems. First, she’s kind of squeamish for a vampire, I think she’d regard the whole kiddy deal as kind of icky. Second, I’m pretty sure she’s hiding in Mexico. Third, she’d never think of FedEx, she’d phone to gloat.”




“Okay, can’t argue with that.”




“Do you have a picture?” asked Catherine.




“Sure, she’s in my high school yearbook, got turned during graduation.”




“During?” she said disbelievingly.




“It was kind of a traumatic ceremony, got attacked by vamps and the Mayor turned into a giant snake-demon. He was an immortal wizard, he’d been planning it for more than a century. Sixteen dead, and the school burned down.”




“Is that sort of thing normal for Sunnydale?” asked Grissom.




“Oh yeah,” said Buffy and Dawn, almost in chorus.




“Sunnydale was built on the Hellmouth,” said Buffy. “A place where mystic energies are strong. Disneyland for monsters.”




“I read Sunnydale’s statistics for murder and other violent deaths when I was researching the university a couple of weeks ago,” commented Catherine. “I think you just explained them.”




“Next I had Angelus,” said Dawn,”But I guess you’ve already touched base on him. Moving on, we have Count Dracula.”




“Dawn, he’s dead. I killed him, remember.”




“Everybody’s killed Dracula, he’s notorious for it. Van Helsing killed Dracula, and he was a total wacko. But Dracula keeps coming back from the dead.”




“Well, if he can come back from being staked three times in ten minutes I suppose it’s possible.”




“You killed Dracula? “ said Catherine, “I thought he was a myth.”




“Everyone does,” said Buffy, “smartest thing he ever did was talking to Stoker. All the other vamps hate him for it, he did reveal quite a lot about how to kill them, but it meant that even I thought he was a myth until I met him. He’s really old, he’s got the hypnotism stunt down cold, he’s about the only vamp that can really change shape, and he’s very difficult to kill. But I don’t think children are his style, he’s more into seducing people into becoming willing victims, and I’m as sure as I can be that he’s dead.”




“If you’re wrong?” asked Grissom.




“Is there a castle anywhere around here that recently got a new owner? Or someone just built one? Look for something like that, Dracula tends to stick out if you know what to look for. But I don’t have photos. He’s handsome, in a sort of ‘Interview With The Vampire’ way. Got a bite mark if that’ll help, you could maybe compare sizes. Got one for Angel too.”




“For Angel? Not Angelus?” asked Catherine.




“No. A few days before graduation, the Mayor tried to distract us by having Angel poisoned, with a special venom that could only be cured by drinking the blood of a Slayer. I made him do it…”




“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” said Catherine, “But all of this is so strange to us.”




“Finally, and I think most likely,” continued Dawn. “Drusilla.”




“Could be,” said Buffy.




“Who’s Drusilla?” asked Catherine.




“Angelus’ finest creation,” said Buffy, “sired some time in the nineteenth century. She was a psychic about to become a novice nun. Angelus murdered her family and drove her totally insane, then turned her into a vampire. She’s mad, strong even for a vampire, totally unpredictable, knows how to hypnotise people, and kills for the sake of killing. And she does kill children. Likes to play with her food. I’ve come up against her three or four times, never managed to kill her.”




“Here’s a picture,” said Dawn, “It’s kind of old though.”




“Victorian,” said Grissom. “Does she still look like this?”




“Oh yeah,” said Buffy, “Vamps don’t change much, except that they sometimes get ugly when they’re older. Hair’s a little different though. Oh, she’s about my height and she has an English accent, sings kind of nonsense songs, and often carries a doll.”




“Is she rational enough to take photos and post them to you?” asked Catherine.




“It’s possible,” said Buffy, “and she was always good at recruiting minions to help her. Okay, there’s one more Dawn missed.”




“Did not.”




“Spike.




“No, Buffy,” said Dawn, a note of protest in her voice.




“Who’s Spike?” asked Catherine.




“A vampire sired by Drusilla,” said Buffy. “He was captured by Riley’s commandos about two and a half years ago, they had a chip put into his brain that stopped him hurting people. It seemed to change him… he didn’t have a soul, but he gradually started to help us fight the other monsters. He saved our lives a lot of times, helped look after Dawn while I was… out of action… for a while. Eventually I let myself… forget what he is. A soulless creature powered by a demon. The problem is that at the end the chip in his head wasn’t stopping him from hurting me. I don’t think he wanted to, but he could. The theory is that I’m abnormal enough that it didn’t think I was human, but it may have been running out of power. He dropped out of sight a while ago, nobody knows where he is.”




“But he started to have a conscience, Buffy,” said Dawn “and he was always good to me once he’d had the chip a while.”




“Maybe. All I know is that if the chip is gone he has the potential to be as bad as Angelus, he was nearly as vicious before they caught him. About all I can say in his favour is that he wasn’t known for killing children. I doubt it is him, but we can’t rule him out. If you’re going to help me you have to be prepared to look at all the possibilities, not just the ones you like.”




“Yeah… I guess.”




“Do you have a picture?” asked Grissom.




“Sure,” said Buffy “It won’t be him… I hope. I think he really did have something approaching a conscience. But we have to consider the possibility.”




“How would you rank them in order of liklihood?” asked Catherine.




“I’d say Drusilla first, then maybe Harmony, the rest somewhere behind,” said Buffy.




“Drusilla, Dracula, Harmony, Angel, Spike,” said Dawn.




“So what now?” asked Grissom.




“Well, first of all you want our fingerprints, I think. Then Dawn stays here and makes sure that you’re up to speed on vampires, while I hit town and make my presence felt for a couple of hours. Then I’ll pick her up and we’ll check in at the hotel. Are your guys still working at the studio?”




“Yes, we probably have another day’s work to do there.”




“Get them out before sunset — I make it about another hour, is that right? I’ll be going in a little later, I’ll try not to disturb things but if my guess is right the vamps will expect me to go there. They’ll probably try to set some sort of lame trap.”




“And that doesn’t… worry you?”




“Nah, used to it. Besides,” She reached into one of her bags and took out a bundle of wooden stakes, some bottles of holy water, a silver crucifix and a crossbow, “I’m not easy to trap.”





Part III



Greg Sanders never liked cases involving children. From the photos this one was worse than most, and for once he was glad he hadn’t been near the crime scene. What he had to do right now was strictly routine; check a bunch of photos and a mailer for prints, handwriting, and anything else that might be a clue to the sender. Just concentrate on the technology, and forget what the photos actually showed. He started the recorder as he set to work, with the photographs in a glove box to avoid contamination.




“Okay, let’s see now. All of the pictures are the same size and shape, some sort of instant format. Could be Polaroid or Fuji, my bet would be Polaroid. Which is confirmed by the trademark on the back. Let’s see, any batch number? Type number?” he punched the dimensions and numbers into a database of film sizes. “Here we are. Old Polaroid SX70 format. Still a lot of cameras around using it. Any distinctive marks from the camera mechanism? Mmm…” He shone a halogen light across the surface of one of the pictures, eventually spotting a slightly raised line in the plastic towards one edge. Measured its position. Found the same mark on the other prints. “Okay, slight notch in the top pressure roller, position nineteen point five millimetres from left edge of photo, width zero point three millimetres. Corresponding ridges in the under-surface of each print, most noticable in the foil capsule, caused by a similar notch, my guess would be it was caused by a trapped piece of grit. It’s on all of them, so damaged prior to these… let’s see, twelve photos… that’s a pack and a half. Wonder what’s on the other four…”




“Keep it down a little,” said Nick Stokes, at the next bench, examining the card, “or I’ll start giving you a running commentary on the chromatography I’m going to do on this ink.”




“You’d get bored before I do.”




Catherine came in with two sets of fingerprints. “Summers, Buffy. Adressee of the package and opened it. Her prints are probably on all of the photos and the card. Summers, Dawn. Handled the package, says she didn’t see the contents, but she’s a teenager and I’m willing to bet she took a look if she got a chance. Probably regretted it if she did.”




“From California? Hell of a way to come to give us a few prints.”




“You’ll be meeting them later. They’re going to brief us on vampires.”




“Friends of Angel?”




“Yes and no… They’re more in Finn’s line of work. Vampire hunters. Except they call it vampire slayer. She’s a vampire slayer.”




“You’re kidding, right? You’ve got The Slayer here?” said Nick.




“Nick, you’ve been spending way too much time on that Demons Demons Demons web site.”




“We’ve had a vampire, two werewolves and some sort of demon through here in the last year or so; I think someone needs to get up to speed. And if you spend any time researching this stuff you find out about The Slayer; most of the rest of it is really ugly, a story about mystically-selected girls with super-powers that fight evil tends to stick in the mind.”




“So does what Finn told us about their average life expectancy.”




“Slayer? Life expectancy?” asked Greg.




“They’re girls, they’re strong and fast, they fight monsters, they die young, usually violently. Any questions?”




“Is she hot?”




“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” said Catherine, handing him the prints and walking out.




“Yeah, I’ll bet she’s hot.”




About an hour later Grissom came by with a teenager wearing a visitor’s badge; both men overheard a few words as they passed the lab: “…and make sure the sewer access is too small for vampires…”




When they were gone, Nick said “I know the web site said The Slayer was young, but that’s ridiculous.”




“Catherine said the death rate was high.”




“Damn… that poor kid.”






Sara Sidle needed to do at least another hour’s work at the crime scene, Grissom’s message came while she was lifting faint footprints from the tiles around the jacuzzi, a delicate job that just couldn’t be left at a moment’s notice.




“Warrick, you head back, I’ve just got a few more to get here. Find out what Grissom wants, and if it’s important call me.”




Warrick Brown was just about finished with fingerprints on the cameras and lights. “Okay, but if you’re late for an important briefing don’t blame me.” He shouldered his camera bag and left.




Sara was good at this. The trick was to find the print using a halogen lamp, cover it with a sheet of specially prepared black aluminised mylar, and zap it with a few thousand volts of static electricity. Then you lifted the sheet off and hopefully the particles of dust and dirt that made the print had jumped to it, if the damned equipment hadn’t gone wrong. Sandwiched in plastic, the print stood out clearly on the black background and could be examined properly back at the lab. So far she’d mostly found the marks left by paramedics, plus the bare feet of several children. Then the high-voltage power pack had died.




Twenty minutes with her tools and it was working again. Since she was using the light to find the prints it took a while for her to notice that it was getting dark, and that she was alone in a building that had recently been the scene of a vampire attack.




“Okay… Not such a clever place to be…” she thought, then she heard a woman say “Where is everyone?”




Sara said “In here.”




The door opened, and the most beautiful woman she’d seen in her life came in, wearing a red silk dress. She seemed to be about thirty, and had light brown hair and green eyes.




“This is a crime scene,” said Sara, “what’s your business here?”




“We’re waiting,” she said, in a voice with some indefinable accent. Another woman came in, followed by a third. All three looked very similar, and they were dressed almost identically. Sisters?




“Waiting for what?”




“The Slayer.”




“What’s that? The murderer? Coming back to the scene of the crime?”




“Don’t be silly,” said another woman. “Why would we do that?”




“Why would we… oh shit.” Their faces seemed to shift, becoming ridged, and their eyes glowed yellow. Their mouths morphed into fangs, and all three began to advance on her…




Sara thought fast, said “take a look at this,” and switched the halogen light back on. All three hesitated, shaded their eyes with their hands, and came on. Sara backed away, desperately looking for something, anything, that could be used as a weapon. She was still looking when she caught her heel on the edge of the jacuzzi and fell backwards into it, dropping the light as she fell. All three crowded forwards, spreading out around the edges of the tub.




“Come out, woman,” said the first vampire. “This can be… pleasant… if you want it to be. If you come out now. You know you want to…” There was something odd about her eyes, and she was swaying from side to side, in a way that reminded her of a snake. She had a feeling that it was only the cold water and the fear that were keeping her from obeying.




“Afraid of a little water?” All three vampires swung round to look at the door. So did Sara. A blonde woman, short and pretty, in leather pants and a tank top, holding a wicked-looking crossbow. “Hi. Looking for me?”




“Slayer! We shall have our revenge!” said one of the vampires.




The blonde said “Why do you guys always say that?” and fired; one of the vampires caught the bolt a few inches from her chest, and hissed with rage. The others leaped the jacuzzi and joined her in advancing on the blonde, who held the crossbow up, revealing a silver crucifix fastened to the wood. They backed away, snarling.




The blonde reached into a pocket and came out with a fragile-looking bottle, marked as holy water. All three vampires leaped back, leaving the jacuzzi clear. “Quick,” said the blonde, “get over here and out. I can’t hold them for long.”




Sara didn’t need telling twice. In seconds she was on the stairs and looking for something, anything, that she could use as a weapon. Behind her she could hear the noise of breaking glass. There was a mop and bucket on the landing below, the mop had a wooden handle. She broke the handle across her knee and ran back, hearing something clang in the studio above.




“Who are you guys anyway?” shouted the blonde, swinging a sword at one of the vampires. The vampire dodged it, ran for one of the camera tripods, and advanced on the blonde, swinging the tripid like an awkward flail. She parried it with her sword, slicing one of the legs from the tripod. Sara slipped in behind the blonde and held up the pieces of broom as a crucifix. The vampires began to back away again, then seemed to reach a decision. Suddenly all three were gone, morphing into bats which fluttered up, circling to gain height, and flew out through an open window.




“What the hell was that?” asked Sara, panting and trying to shake off some of the water.




“Vampires. Weird, they can’t usually do that. Wonder where the hell they came from, and what they wanted with me. You one of Grissom’s people?”




“Yeah…”




“What part of ‘get out of the building an hour before nightfall’ didn’t you understand?”




“Got a little behind.”




“Would have got a little dead if I hadn’t showed up.”




“Thanks. Who are you, anyway?”




“Sorry. Buffy, Buffy Summers. I’m the Vampire Slayer.”




“Sara Sidle. The what? Vampire Slayer?”




“Don’t you guys have phones? Look, have you got a car handy? I left mine at your offices.”






“You are without a doubt the worse driver I ever met,” said Sara as she squelched into CSI headquarters.




“Okay, so I’m not used to city traffic. You’re in no state to drive, you’re shaking like a leaf.”




“I’m cold, I’m wet, and I’ve just had the shock of my life. What did you expect?”




“Get some dry clothes and a cup of hot chocolate. With the little marshmallows if they have them. Always worked for me.”




“We have coffee, tea, coke and mineral water. Chocolate I somehow doubt.”




“Never mind, you get changed, I’ll find a kettle. I think I have some packs in my bag. I need to check up on my sister anyway, by now she probably has your boss stringing up garlic at all the windows.”




“Does it help?”




“Nope. Handy if you like Italian though.”






Buffy found Dawn and Grissom in the conference room, where Grissom was helping her to set up a presentation on vampires.




“Find anything?”




“Well, this building has better security than some. Strong doors, the sewers are pipes rather than tunnels, and nobody here seems to be a vampire already, which is a definite plus. Trouble is it’s a public building, nothing to keep vampires out apart from the physical barriers. Same for the offices.”




“What?” said Grissom, “When Angel was here he didn’t come into my office until he was invited, I thought that meant he couldn’t.”




“No, he was probably just being polite,” said Buffy.




“They’re only stopped from entering homes,” said Dawn, “and that’s only so long as nobody who lives there invites them in. Once they have an invitation they can just walk in, unless someone does a ritual to uninvite them.”




“Can the ritual be done on a public building?” asked Grissom.




“Not a chance,” said Buffy. “Maybe if someone lives in part of it, permanently, that might be secured, but not just office space or public areas.”




“Damn. Okay, we’ll just have to try to find a way to spot them at the entrances. Two cameras, maybe, covering the same area but one reflected in a mirror.”




“That’s the least of our problems.”




“Why?”




“Because I just ran into the vampires. Three of them.”




“Did you know them, Buffy,” asked Dawn.




“No, but I think I know of them. I owe you an apology, it looks like Dracula’s back for another round.”




Part IV



“Dracula?” asked Dawn, “Are you sure?”




“Well, I didn’t see the guy himself, only the brides. Three vamps, they turned into bats.”




“Brides?” asked Grissom.




“Dracula was a great one for his home comforts, which included his brides. Three of them, all vampires, all beautiful. Can’t vouch for that myself, I only saw their game faces, but Sara may be able to say more.”




“Sara? Sara Sidle?”




“Yeah. Didn’t get the message about clearing out of the studio. They were trying to hypnotise her when I got there.”




“Is she all right?”




“Wet and annoyed, she jumped in the jacuzzi to get away from them. I guess they didn’t want to ruin their dresses following her.”




“Fell in,” said Sara from the doorway. “I tripped on the edge and fell in.” She was wearing a grey tracksuit with the Las Vegas Police Department logo, and carrying two mugs of steaming chocolate. She gave one to Buffy, saying “I was wrong, the cafeteria did have some. Probably about five years old, but what the heck. No marshmallows though.”




“Just as well, I forgot to look for it. Sara, this is my sister Dawn. Dawn, Sara Sidle.”




“Getting to water was probably the best thing you could have done,” said Dawn.




“Why’s that, Dawn?” asked Buffy.




“There’s a lot of legends about Dracula, and some of it is really strange stuff. We know he can change into a bat or a wolf or a cloud of mist, which means that he can get in and out of this building any time he wants to. But he has some odd weaknesses too. According to Stoker’s book he couldn’t sleep unless he had earth from his grave, and he couldn’t cross running water. He must have sired the brides, they have at least one of his powers, so they might have the same weaknesses.”




“But they leaped across the jacuzzi,” said Sara.




“Well yeah, but maybe they couldn’t get into it.”




“It wasn’t actually running.” said Buffy.




“If Sara was splashing about a lot…” said Dawn “I know, I’m reaching here, but they could have easily pulled her out if they’d gone into the water. Has to be some reason why they didn’t.”




“We need more information on this. Riley and Giles met them, maybe we should contact them.”




“I think Finn might be busy,” said Grissom. “When he called me earlier he was in the middle of some sort of firefight. Reminds me, he said to say that he and Sam say ‘Hi’. Sorry I didn’t mention it earlier.”




“Oh… Well, Mr. and Mrs. Rambo can handle that, I guess, if he could take time out for a phone call. But I’d better not disturb them. Giles, maybe. What’s the time in Britain?”




“About four in the morning,” said Grissom, running a world clock program on his PDA.




“Probably not a good idea to disturb him then, he’s an old guy and got hurt a few weeks ago, he needs his rest. If I call him around midnight or one he ought to be up.”




“Would he possibly be the source of some documents we received in the werewolf case? Someone Oz contacted in Britain?”




“Probably,” said Buffy, “Giles has some very unusual information sources. Why?”




“The documents he got us were useful… but we couldn’t have used them in court, there was nothing to show how they were acquired, and no proof of their authenticity.”




“That’s never been a high priority for his sources. I’ll be honest, if this does turn out to be Dracula you’ll never get it to court; it’s going to be a fight to the death, one way or another.”




“I appreciate that’s probable,” said Grissom, “but we might find a way to capture him. If so, we need grounds to hold him. In the werewolf case we might have had a better case if we had a legitimate source for the documents he sent; maybe Oz wouldn’t have done what he did if he’d seen a reasonable chance of a successful trial. I’m worried that we might paint ourselves into a corner where we catch him but have to release him. Dracula may be a vampire, but I’d guess he and his brides still have the protection of civil rights.”




“I guess… let’s put it this way; if Giles comes up with anything later than the nineteenth century I’ll be surprised, Dracula was always good at covering his tracks. But if he gets lucky I’ll ask him to make sure that everything is legit. Okay?”




“I suppose so. We’d better get ready for our meeting, I want you both to meet everyone here, and make sure that you’re up to speed on what we’ve found and vice versa.”




“Let me just go and wash up. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”




“Don’t miss that stuff in your hair,” said Dawn.




Buffy grabbed her purse and hurried out.




“What stuff?” asked Grissom curiously. “I didn’t notice anything.”




“Oh… well… nothing, really, but she panics so beautifully if she thinks it’s a mess.”




“That’s evil!” said Sara with a grin.




“You should have seen her when she was wearing it long.”






“So there’s this kid and you say she’s about fifteen and she fights vampires?” asked Warrick sceptically.




“We saw her a couple of hours ago,” said Greg. “Fifteen or sixteen, tops.”




“See this web site?” said Nick, pointing at the page describing the Slayer. “One girl in every generation with the strength to fight the vampires… it’s her. Come on, we’ll be late for the meeting.”




“Yeah, but I can find you a web site that says that the Teletubbies and Harry Potter are satanic, or that Santa Claus is real,” said Greg as they entered the conference room.




“Santa Claus is real,” said Dawn as they entered, “but he wasn’t as nice as the legends make out. He was a demon that climbed down chimneys to eat the children. I’m pretty sure that one of the earlier Slayers killed him, but the records are a little sketchy.” 




“Thanks for shattering my illusions,” said Sara.




“I’d give you the lowdown on the Easter Bunny, but my source is a little biased on that one — she had rabbit phobia and freaked out whenever she talked about it.”




Warrick looked at her for a second then said “You’re serious, aren’t you?”




“Yeah… the more you get into this stuff, the more you realise that there’s some truth in every legend. Santa Claus is typical, you have a pretty ugly truth then someone dresses it up in a story to make it less frightening.”




Catherine came in with Captain Brass while they were talking and sat listening.




“So… Bigfoot?” said Nick.




“Were-bears. Like werewolves but bigger. Fortunately they’re timid.”




“Alien abduction?”




“Not sure on that one, but it’s a lot like the stories of people taken away to fairyland. Time passes differently, memories they can’t make sense of, that sort of thing…”




“So what really happens?”




“Fairies. They live in another dimension, like to use humans as servants, keep them for a few months then wipe their memories and send them home. Not usually much harm done, and they generally cure any illnesses so that they have healthy servants. It isn’t really a matter for the Slayer.”




“Weird. Thanks.”




“Of course it could be aliens that happen to do things in the same way…”




“Right…”




“…Or I could have made that one up because I have absolutely no idea.”




“So, what’s it like fighting monsters?” asked Greg, after a short pause.




“Kinda gross, mostly. There’s all this icky stuff that comes out of demons when you cut them, and vampires turn into dust which really messes up your sinuses and your hair. And don’t get me started on mud monsters…”




“Dawn,” interrupted Grissom, “your sister’s back. Perhaps we’d better start.”




Dawn took a seat, while Greg, Nick, and Warrick checked out the newcomer.




“We’ll begin with you, Miss Summers, since you have some information on the nature of our current problem. Miss Summers, Greg Sanders, Nick Stokes, Warrick Brown. You’ve already met Sara, Catherine, and Captain Brass, of course. Everyone, this is Buffy Summers, the Vampire Slayer.”




“Okay. Right.” Buffy moved to the head of the table, looking slightly embarrassed. “Call me Buffy. Now, I wish I could be giving you good news, but it isn’t. First, we don’t have one vampire to deal with; there are three of them. I don’t know their names, but they’re usually referred to as the ‘Brides of Dracula’. They’re usually associated with the Count, he wasn’t around tonight which means he’s either letting them do the work or out of the picture. Since I killed him a couple of years ago I’d guess they’ve gone into business on their own account. Second, it looks like they have some of the same powers that Dracula has, which are different to normal vampires. How many of you have met a vampire before today?”




All of them, with the exception of Warrick and Sara.




“Angel, right? Okay, Angel is a typical vampire, except that he has a soul and has spent years developing his combat skills. Even without the skills he can run as fast as a car, jump twenty or thirty feet straight up, and bench press a small car. He has reflexes to match, and can catch a thrown knife or a crossbow bolt if he sees it coming. He can see in the dark, and all of his other senses are much better than humans. That’s normal for a reasonably experienced vampire. You may not have seen him do all that, but believe me, he can. Some of them can also hypnotise people. What vampires can’t usually do is the horror movie stuff; turning into bats or clouds of smoke and so on. The really bad news is that Dracula could do all of that…”




Buffy spent the next five minutes describing Dracula’s strengths and weaknesses, ending “…so that’s what we know about Dracula. Assuming that he made the brides, they may be able to do some or all of the same things. Sara was attacked at the studio an hour or so ago, and both of us saw them turn into bats, so they obviously have that power.”




“I think they were trying to hypnotise me,” said Sara, “but the cold water stopped it from working. If you hadn’t arrived they probably would have had me.”




“What Dracula liked to do was find someone in a position to spy on his target and hypnotise them, like Renfield in the Stoker book. He puts them in what they used to call thrall — I’m sure there’s some fancy psychological term for it. Then the guy in thrall would report back, help to set up traps and so on. I think that’s what they planned for you, if I hadn’t interrupted. They’ll probably go after someone else now. When Dracula came after me he managed to put me and one of my friends into thrall. It stopped me from telling anyone that he had bitten me, and made me go to meet him, my friend was completely under his control and became his spy. Had him eating bugs, just like Renfield. I think I’m immune to it now, trouble is there’s no way I can give anyone else that immunity. And I doubt that there’s any way to keep Dracula or his brides out of this building; even a bat could probably find a way in, if they can do the cloud of mist trick they’d just come in through the ventilation system. Mister Grissom, you suggested a way to make a vampire detector using your security cameras, I think you’d better try to make it work.”




“Certainly,” said Grissom, “I think I can handle most of it using web cameras and the computer network, if the department will let me spend a few hundred dollars on cameras and some other components.”




“Let me have the receipts,” said Brass, “I’ll get it out of the anti-terrorism budget.”




“What about our homes?” asked Catherine.




“They can’t come in unless they’re invited,” said Buffy, “but you want to be really careful answering the door. If they’re as good as Dracula they can just stand on the doorstep and put you in thrall, then get you to invite them in. We think Dracula got into our house that way, our mother was usually much more careful.”




“I think we all have some sort of security system, if only a door viewer. We’ve all seen what happens to people who are careless. We’ll just have to be alert.”




“Buffy,” said Dawn, leafing through a notebook, “You’ve been saying you killed Dracula two years ago.”




“Yeah?”




“It is, almost to the day. The second anniversary is in two days.”




“Okay… That probably means that they are planning some sort of revenge for that day — that, or they plan to bring him back to life. For that I’d guess they’d need my blood, it’s usually blood. Or my entire body, of course.”




“You don’t seem too worried about it,” said Catherine.




“Been there too many times before. All sorts of magical high-jinks need the blood of a Slayer.”




“Why this year?” asked Grissom, “Why not on the first anniversary?”




“This time last year I was dead and buried.”




“You were… dead?” asked Grissom.




“Welcome to the exciting world of the supernatural. I’m twenty-one and I’ve died twice so far, the first time it just needed CPR, the second time I was dead and buried for three months. My friends used some really powerful magic to bring me back to life, but it was a couple of weeks after the anniversary.”




“But you’re not a vampire or a zombie or anything like that?” asked Nick.




“No, just human, more or less.”




“Do you remember anything…” began Nick, then noticed Dawn shaking her head in an urgent “NO!”.




“It’s okay, Dawnie,” said Buffy softly, “The best answer I can give you is that I’m pretty sure that I was in Heaven, or something that felt like it. I felt peaceful, loved, happy, but I can’t really remember anything more specific than that. Coming back to life… to my life, fighting demons… was horrible. It took me a long time to deal. But I’m okay with it now, I just can’t really answer questions, ‘cos I don’t have the answers.”




“Do you have any ideas on what they could be planning, other than a ritual?” asked Catherine, after a pause.




“Going by the horror movies I’d guess they’ve got some of his dust, maybe his coffin and grave earth, and plan to mix them with my blood. There’s probably a whole lot of chanting involved, pentagrams, the usual sort of thing. The nearest thing I’ve heard to it was a ritual some evil lawyers used in LA a year or so ago, brought a vampire Angel had killed to life. Not just as a vampire, as a living breathing human. That used a lot of really powerful magic, I’d guess getting Dracula back as a vampire would be easier. In a few hours I’ll phone someone in Britain who may be able to tell us more.”




“The other obvious question,” said Grissom, “is ‘why here’? Why in Las Vegas? Until about a year ago we never saw any supernatural activity.” Brass stirred in his seat and seemed about to comment, but said nothing. “Since then we’ve met Angel, Finn and his monster hunters, a wizard, Oz and other werewolves, now you and the brides of Dracula. I’m worried that it’s going to become more of a problem as time goes by. Can you explain it?”




“So far as the Brides are concerned, I think it’s simply that they came here after I killed Dracula, planning to return to get me the following year. It’s far enough away that I’d be unlikely to run into them by chance, near enough that they can get to Sunnydale overnight and keep an eye on the place relatively easily. And I get an odd feeling here, the sort of feeling I get when someone is doing magic, I think it comes from all the gambling. Supernatural creatures can draw on that power, use it to make their lives easier.”




“Angel said something about that,” said Grissom, “I thought he was exaggerating.”




“No. It’s real, but you have to have a sort of sixth sense to spot it. I’d guess it’s the same for most of these guys — they feel reasonably safe here, far enough from the Hellmouth to be out of my way, and out of the way of anything really nasty that happens around Sunnydale, but close enough that they can drop by easily if they have to, and magic to tap into if they want it. Remember, you’re only seeing the bad side of things; there are probably plenty of others around that are harmless or even good, they just haven’t made themselves obvious. I haven’t had a chance to make my presence felt yet, tap into any information that’s available. I’ll probably take a look around a few bars and clubs later tonight, I don’t need much sleep.”




“Jim,” said Grissom, “I think you were going to say something.”




“Well, it’s just that this isn’t the first time this has happened. I was a patrolman the last time around, we had a vampire kill five over a two-week period. It was hushed up to avoid a panic.”




“What happened?”




“Someone close to the governor knew how to contact the Slayer they had then, think she came in from New York. Stayed two nights, killed the vampire, left again. Never met her, never even learned her name, just heard rumours.”




“About the way it usually works,” said Buffy. “Incidentally, I hope you all appreciate that I really don’t want any publicity. It’d make it impossible for me to do my job.”




“Don’t worry,” said Brass, “Nobody is going to be talking, Grissom and I will take care of that.”




“Fine.”




“Can you suggest anything we should be looking for at the crime scene?” asked Grissom.




“Nothing beyond the obvious. We need to know where they’re based, I think we’ve already guessed most of the rest.”




“Agreed,” said Grissom. “Nick?”




“The mailer was prepaid, with a premium for maximum speed,” said Nick, “posted in a FedEx pickup box three blocks from the studio no later than eight this morning. You can buy them at any FedEx outlet. This one seems to have been sold by a branch of Mailboxes Etc., but we won’t know which branch or when it was sold until tomorrow at the earliest. The ink is standard black Pentel, there are at least seven sets of prints on the mailer including both of you, I’d guess the rest are FedEx people but of course I’ll check. There was some grass pollen inside the mailer, I’d say a fairly typical mix for almost anywhere in the Las Vegas area.”




“Greg?”




“I have Buffy’s fingerprints on most of the pictures and the card. There are smudges on all of the pictures; from what we know I’d say a vampire, since there were no oils left. One picture has a fairly good imprint fingerprint, I’d say left thumb, where someone touched the surface before it had hardened. It doesn’t show up on any of the databases though.”




“Keep checking. Warrick?”




“Same here, bunch of smudges plus prints matching some of the bodies. About all I can tell you is that there don’t seem to be any human fingerprints I can’t account for.”




“Sara?”




“Well, assuming that the vamps didn’t trash them after I left, I had some reasonably good footprint traces. They might have left more, of course. I’d prefer not to go back there tonight though.”




“Agreed. Tomorrow, though, we hit that building with everything we’ve got.”




“Including me,” said Buffy, “it’s just possible that they’ve gone to ground there, and you really don’t want to disturb a sleeping vampire.”




“Anything else?” asked Grissom. “No? Get a good night’s sleep, everyone, we’ll meet here at nine tomorrow.”




Buffy said “One thing… Dawn and I left Sunnydale in a hurry, and we still haven’t checked into a hotel. If you remember, we need somewhere fairly cheap.”




Catherine looked embarassed. “I was going to offer you my spare room, but I have a young daughter, and I don’t really want to make my house a target…”




“That’s cool. Any suggestions then?”




“You could stay with me,” said Sara. “I’ve got the room, and after this evening I’d really appreciate the company. I don’t like the idea that they might want to… er… thrall me, if I’m not alone it’d be harder for them to get to me.”




“Well, if you’re sure you can handle me and destructo-girl there…”




“Buffy!”




“…We’d be delighted. Ready, Dawn?”






After the meeting Warrick stopped a few blocks from headquarters, went into a call box, and dialed a local number. “Mistress? They know who you are and what you plan… No, nothing yet… As you wish, mistress… They are staying with Sara Sidle, the address is…”




As he hung up the phone, a minute or two later, he grabbed a cricket that was crawling on the glass and stuffed it into his mouth.




Part V



Sara had to spend nearly an hour with an identification technician before they left headquarters. Fortunately she had a good memory for faces and knew how to make the system work efficiently. Meanwhile Buffy described the vampires’ clothing to Dawn, who sketched it and made dozens of small changes before Buffy was satisfied.




“Okay,” said Sara, “Three good-looking vamps, and from the look of it three designer dresses, or good knock-offs.”




“They’re current styles,” said Buffy, “usually vamps are a few years behind the times.”




“If they moved here in a hurry two years ago maybe they had to change their wardrobes,” commented Sara.




“Could be, we never really checked out their place properly once we were sure they were gone. Dracula was really loaded, maybe they just went on a shopping spree with his cash once he was out of the way. Although it’s kind of hard for a vampire to go clothes shopping inconspicuously, not having a reflection is a little obvious in a dress store.”




“Most times I’ve heard of vampires on a shopping spree,” said Dawn, “they just pick what they want and kill anyone who gets in their way.”




“Well yeah, but I think the Brides were trying to keep a low profile. A high body count tends to attract attention.”




“Those sketches are very good,” said Sara, “I’ll get copies circulated to dress stores and boutiques, see if we can find out where they came from. Okay, I think we’re about finished, I’ll lead the way back to my place. When we get there remind me to give you a parking permit to display behind your windscreen, or you’ll be clamped.”






As Sara got out of her car she thought she saw something flicker through the security lighting. Something flying…




Buffy and Dawn pulled up in their Jeep, and Sara went over with a parking permit. “Could be nothing, but I think I just saw a bat.”




“Do you get them normally?” asked Buffy.




“Can’t say I’ve noticed any here, but there’s plenty in the area. Get a rabies case every two or three years.”




“They mostly fly on moonlit nights and around dusk, and near lakes and rivers,” said Dawn, “it’s not the right time and there’s no moon.”




“How do you know that?” asked Buffy, reaching into the Jeep for a crossbow.




“Because unlike some people here I occasionally remember to do my science assignments,” said Dawn, getting out a cross.




“I used to do mine… sometimes. Wasn’t the same after that giant mantis thing killed my favourite teacher.”




“So what do we do now?” asked Sara, thinking “Giant mantis?”




“Get inside. Dawn, I’ve got a feeling Sara’s right, I can feel something watching us. You take the small case and the crossbow and a couple of bottles of holy water, I’ll bring the bags. Sara, take the cross from Dawn and another couple of bottles.”




Sara noticed the Jeep visibly rise on its springs as Buffy got the bags. “What on earth do you have in there?”




“Clothes, cosmetics, a few weapons.”




“Even for you it’s a little heavy,” said Dawn. “What are you packing there? Hope it’s not another rocket launcher, they’re kind of illegal.”




“If you must know, I brought the hammer,” said Buffy.




“We’re fighting vampires, not Bugs Bunny.”




“Hammer?” asked Sara, leading the way up the outside steps to her apartment, and wondering how the sisters found time to bicker when their lives might be in danger.




“Troll hammer. It’s big and kind of heavy. Fought a goddess with it once. Didn’t know what I’d need when we left Sunnydale. It’s probably overkill for the brides.”




“That thing is overkill for demolishing buildings, Buffy. And I’ll bet it’s crushed my clothes.”




“Yeah, well… Sara, when we get to your apartment don’t invite us in. You never know who else might be listening. Just open the door and get inside quickly, leave us room to follow you.”




They reached the landing outside the apartment. Buffy looked around, and said “I think we’re clear. Remember, no invitations.”




Sara unlocked the door, checked the burglar alarm readout inside, and punched in the over-ride code, then switched on the light and stepped in, stifling her natural urge to say “come in.”




Dawn followed, then Buffy, who put her bags down, took the crossbow from Dawn, and stepped back outside with a finger to her lips, shutting the door loudly. A couple of seconds later there was a loud thud, a cry of pain that sounded like a man’s voice, and a “swoosh” noise.




“Buffy dusted one,” said Dawn. Another swoosh. “Must be at least one other, she’d want one to question.”




Through the door they heard Buffy say “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. The easy way is you tell me what I want to know. The hard way is I chain you to this pillar and we wait for the sun to rise.”




“I can’t let her do that,” said Sara, “she hasn’t read him his rights.”




“He’s a walking corpse,” said Dawn. “The only right he has now is that we stop the bitches who made him that way.”




“But… torture?”




“Oh, there’s worse Buffy can do,” Dawn said loudly, “put a cross in his mouth and make him swallow it, or pour holy water in his eyes, or pull off his arms and legs, or…”




Outside they heard a man’s voice, talking fast, then a loud thud and a cry of pain. Buffy shouted “Give me some handcuffs.”




Sara pulled a pair from her belt, noticing Dawn rummaging in one of the bags, and cautiously opened the door. Buffy was kneeling on the back of a ragged figure, dressed in tattered jeans and T-shirt. “Newby. Cannon fodder for the Brides. Well done on the threats, Dawn.”




“Who was making threats?” asked Dawn, producing a much larger pair of steel manacles, “like you wouldn’t do it if you had to…”




“Where do you want him?” asked Buffy. “Remember, I can’t bring him inside unless you invite him, and if you invite him he can come back any time he wants to.”




“Cuff him to the hand-rail out here,” said Sara, “I’ll call Brass, he’s got a team ready to handle this.”




Buffy looked doubtful but did as she asked, using the larger cuffs and stepping back quickly as he came to.




“Okay,” said Sara, “You have the right to remain silent…”




A few minutes later a trio of officers in full riot gear arrived. “Good evening. Got the keys for the cuffs, Sara?”




“Good evening, Jeff. Buffy?”




“Here. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”




One of the officers unlocked the cuffs, covered by the others, while the vampire stood there, apparently subdued. As the key clicked his face morphed and he tried to bite him. One of the waiting officers slammed a baton into the vampire’s teeth, breaking fangs, the other shoved an electrified prod into his stomach. In moments they had the vampire cuffed again, and a heavy leather gag in his bleeding mouth. “Resisting arrest, that’s good enough to hold him,” said ‘Jeff’. “We’ll take care of the paperwork in the morning.” He joined the others in dragging the vampire away.




“We may only be police,” said Sara, “but we’ve got the resources of one of the richest cities in America backing us. Perps often have a hard time understanding that.”




“Impressive,” said Buffy, “just hope he doesn’t hypnotise someone and escape.”




“Do you think that’s likely?” asked Sara.




“Not really, it’s only the older vampires, and ones that were psychic before they were turned, that seem to have the knack.”




“Okay then… coffee?”




They went inside.






“…so then the guy is practically on his knees,” said Buffy, cutting another slice of pizza, “begging me not to tell anyone that he’s a virgin, and Xander is taking it out on the eggs, hoping we won’t notice that she kidnapped him for the same reason.”




“Happy days?” asked Sara, wondering how Buffy kept her figure on that calorie intake.




“Occasional happy moments, maybe. One kid was vamped the day I started, three others were killed a couple of days later. My final year someone realised we had the lowest death rate since the school started keeping records. Some of the class thought that was a reason to celebrate at the prom, then sixteen people died on graduation day. What do you think?”




“That’s… tough.”




“Nothing like a corpse falling out of your locker to brighten your day.”




“That might brighten your day,” said Dawn, “but I’m beat. When you call Giles say ‘hi’ for me, and give Willow a kiss. I’m heading for bed.”




“How about you?” asked Sara once Dawn was gone.




“Slayers don’t seem to need much sleep. I’m going to hit a few bars, a couple of places that fang-face mentioned and anywhere else that looks interesting, and make my presence felt. The vamps know I’m here, I want them and everyone else to know that life will be very tough if I don’t get what I want.”




“I’d better come with you.”




“No. You’d slow me down, and like I said the vamps know I’m here. As in, here in this apartment. If you were right there was a bat out there, and I doubt it was one of the newbies I staked. I’d really appreciate it if you could stay up until I get back and make sure that Dawn doesn’t come to any harm. She knows better than to fall for most vampire tricks, and I hope I’ve told you enough that you’ll be all right until I get back, but I don’t want her left on her own.”




“Why would they want to hurt Dawn?” asked Sara quietly.




Buffy hesitated, then said “Most magical rituals will work just as well with Dawn’s blood as with mine.”




“But she isn’t a Slayer.”




“I know. There are reasons… but I can’t discuss them.”




“Okay. If you could leave me a crossbow and some ammunition, and show me how to use it, I’ll make myself another coffee and keep watch.”




“Keep your gun handy too, they might have human servants that don’t need an invitation to get inside.”




Buffy strapped a sword to her back, covering it with a loose leather jacket, put stakes into the pockets, and went to the door. “Lock and chain it as soon as I’m gone. When I get back make sure it really is me before you open the door. And whatever you do, don’t invite anyone in, even me.”




A few minutes after she left Dawn came out of her room, still dressed.




“I thought you’d gone to bed,” said Sara.




“I’m like Buffy, don’t need much sleep. You mind if I keep you company until she gets back?”




“Sure. I was just going to read, but if you’d prefer TV or some music…?”




“No. I’ve got things to read, need to find out more about Dracula.” She paused, and Sara knew something important was coming. “What Buffy said about my blood is true.”




“You have good hearing.”




“Yeah. I’m like Buffy in a lot of ways. What she didn’t say…” she hesitated again, then said “It works both ways. When she died last year, it was in my place. Someone started a spell with my blood, it would have destroyed the world. She stomped the bad guys, but the only way to stop the spell was to kill me… except Buffy realised it would stop if she killed herself instead.”




“And you’ve been blaming yourself ever since?”




“Wouldn’t you?”




“Were you responsible for the spell?”




There was a long pause, then “No.”




“Did you do everything you could to avoid it?”




Another pause. “Yes.”




“Did you ask her to do it?”




“Of course not!”




“Then why blame yourself for it?”




“I don’t know. The really bad part…”




“Yes?”




“She told you how they brought her back from Heaven. Afterwards she was… different. Like part of her wanted to be dead again. She got over it eventually, but I spent most of the last year hating her because she wanted to leave me.”




“Did she?”




“I don’t think so. But I wasn’t thinking too straight then. And then a few weeks ago she was shot, nearly killed again, and I actually blamed her for it.”




“All girls hate their brothers and sisters some of the time. From the sound of things, if I led the life you two lead I’d be catatonic. I think you’re tough, and I think you’re handling a really rough deal as well as you can. You can have my sympathy, for what it’s worth. But if you want advice go to someone else, I’m fresh out.”




Dawn thought a while, then smiled. “I guess. Any of that pizza left?”






In the lab Greg soldered the final resistor onto his latest project, waited a few seconds for it to cool, and clipped a nine volt battery into place. There was a subdued whistle; he raised the board towards the nearest fluorescent light, and it changed to a shrill hum. When he shook a bunch of keys a clicking noise came from the speaker, and there was a loud rasp when he rubbed his fingers together.




“Now for some real tests,” he muttered, and fired up some of the equipment he usually used to analyse suspect tapes.






Catherine sat by the bed, with a book of fairy tales on her lap, and wondered if she was being a coward. Her daughter stirred slightly in her sleep, and Catherine gently pulled the covers up a little. If this was cowardice, she decided, she could live with it.




She slowly dialed down the brightness of the light and went to make herself supper and write up some reports.






After visiting a couple of shops Nick went to the pistol range and got an unusual gun from his locker; a huge smooth-bore black-powder revolver normally used for specialist contests. He spent the next two hours experimenting with loads until he had what he wanted. He locked the gun and ammunition into a steel transport case and took it home. In the morning he’d do the paperwork to carry it instead of his normal gun.






Grissom didn’t know it, but his mind was working along similar lines to Greg. He stopped off at a discount computer store on his way home and picked up a job lot of cheap web cameras, and spent the rest of the evening reading and checking on-line sources. As far as he could tell standard laboratory equipment would do nearly everything he wanted. Once he was satisfied he went to bed.






Warrick sat in his apartment, staring into space and waiting for instructions. Occasionally he opened a jar of flies and ate one.






Buffy left Sara’s apartment on foot and headed across town towards the first bar on her list. Her route would take her through two cemetaries and a park. She didn’t know the city, but she was reasonably sure she’d be able to take care of herself. She was sure that she was being watched. Although she didn’t know it, she was being tracked by four cameras and half a dozen pairs of eyes, most of them human.





Part VI



With nearly a year of lead time since Angel had reminded him that vampires exist, Captain Brass had made some useful connections and knew how to access some unusual equipment. Currently a piece of that equipment was 2700 feet above Buffy and roughly the same distance North, pretending to monitor traffic. Borrowed from the Air National Guard, and flown by police pilots who were Guard reservists, the Pave Low helicopter took off before Sara and the Summers sisters left headquarters, and could stay in the air all night. With broad rotor blades and a shrouded vector thrust fan it was also relatively quiet, barely audible above the traffic at ground level. Normally its armaments included mini-guns and an assortment of bombs and missiles; for this mission they were replaced by four computer-controlled gyro-stabilised thermal imaging and image intensifier cameras with thousand-millimetre lenses, linked to video recorders and encrypted transmitters. The cameraman could see Buffy’s face clearly enough to recognise her from a photo. “Air three-niner to base, Elvis has left the building, heading North-West. Locking cameras onto Elvis.”




“Copy. Shadow and report, maintain your distance.”




“Stopped at a street lamp, looking at something… a map, I think. Now heading downtown, fast walk.”




“Copy. Stay on Elvis, watch out for any groupies.”




“Copy… Air three-niner, we have groupies. Say again, we have groupies.”




“Copy. What have you got?”




“Three of them, look like college kids, hanging way back. Think they came from the adjacent apartment building, number 1249, someone must have been watching out for Elvis. Okay visually, but thermal imaging is way off. Almost no heat signature.”




“Copy. We’ll get a ground unit out to check 1249 once Elvis has left the area.”




“Elvis has reached the park. Starting to run… I make that fifteen… twenty… twenty-five miles per hour. They’re out in the open, can’t see any civilians nearby. Groupies are following, closing. Elvis is stopping and turning, drawing some sort of weapon… sword, I think.”




“Copy.”




“Groupies fanning out. Now five, say again five groupies, all abnormal body heat. Elvis is engag… holy crap.”




“Say again, three-niner.”




“Scratch three groupies, Elvis is now pursuing four and… scratch four, Elvis is pursuing groupy five. What the hell happened to them? They just vanished when she hit them… Elvis has closed groupy five, looks like hand to hand combat… Groupy five is down. Elvis has him. Looks like they’re talking… Elvis is standing back, Groupy five is running. Shall I follow?”




“Negative, three-niner, stay with Elvis, maintain radio discipline. Is Elvis pursuing?”




“Negative. Continuing on original route.”




In the control room Brass watched the monitors intently, knowing that his career might be on the line if things got out of hand. “I knew that the Slayers were good,” he said to one of his lieutenants, “but that’s goddamned awesome. Looks like she’s letting the small fry go to spread the word.”




“Risky. They might be working for the main hostiles.”




“Probably are. I think she wants to spread the word that doing that’s a really dumb idea.”




“Any idea where she’s headed?”




“She said something about hitting some bars. Places where the monsters hang out.”




“That ought to be interesting.”




“Oh yeah…”






“All units, disturbance reported at Clancy’s Bar and Grill, nine-two-seven east…”




“Brass to all units, operational override code one-niner-niner. Do not repeat not repond to disturbance…” 






“Air three-niner to base, Elvis has entered another building, I make that Luigi’s Pizza Palace and Cocktail Lounge, corner of eighty-seven and… Okay, same as last time, several customers leaving in a hurry. Five through the door, all warm, three abnormal thermal images out through the window, which is totalled. Elvis is following. One dusted… two gone… talking to the third… third is trying to fight… scratch three. Elvis is going back inside.”






“Hi. Sorry to disturb your evening. Some of you know who I am, I think the rest of you can guess. For the benefit of the slow of thinking, I’m the Slayer.”




Buffy was shorter than anyone else in the bar. She still dominated the room effortlessly.




“Now you’re probably wondering why I’m here, rather than sitting at home watching Passions or patrolling the Hellmouth. The answer is that someone who lives here has made me a little annoyed. Don’t drool venom when I’m talking, it’s gross.”




One of the customers wiped its mouth apologetically and tried to retract its protruding jaw.




“That’s better. Now then, some of you will have seen the story about the murdered children on the news. If you have any sense you’ll know that’s vampire work; to be precise, the work of the Brides of Dracula. As far as I can tell they’ve done it specifically to bring me here, and I’d guess that most of you won’t be too happy with that.”




“What’s it to us?” asked someone who looked more or less human apart from bleary yellow eyes.




“Right now the only reason there aren’t a dozen cops here is that the police have given me a free run. They’re getting ready to crack down on the vampires in a big way… do you really think you won’t get caught in the crossfire? This is your warning, guys, either this one gets settled fast or there won’t be any bars left that serve your kind, no butchers that keep bags of blood or brains or eyeballs and don’t ask questions, and the magic shops will drop the yak urine and Dagon spheres and go back to selling card tricks and ouija boards. Don’t try to leave, I’m not finished yet.”




Buffy threw a stake, almost without looking. It pinned a demoness’s sleeve to the bar. She hastily sat down.




“Now if someone gets me the location of the Brides and details of their plans, and it happens really, really fast, I may not have to come back. I can’t guarantee that the police won’t pay a visit, because the Brides have them angry, but you can probably get past that if you’re careful and keep the place clean. Right now I am just a little annoyed. If anyone wants to see what I’m like when I’m angry just say the word and I’ll be happy to demonstrate. Or you can ask that pile of dust in the corner, or the three outside, if you’re good with a ouija board. Any questions?”




The barman, who looked human, timidly raised a hand. “I don’t know anything, but if someone does, how should they reach you? And is there a reward?”




Buffy threw him a card. “Here. It’s the police hotline for this case. And no, there’s no reward, except the reward of being good citizens and seeing me go back to Sunnydale and out of your lives. Does anyone think the reward is inadequate… thought not.”






Buffy got back to Sara’s apartment block just after one. As she crossed the car-park a voice called her:




“Miss Summers? We met this afternoon. Warrick Brown, CSI.”




“Yeah, I remember.”




“There’s been some trouble here. Nobody’s hurt, but the apartment isn’t secure. Sara and your sister have been moved to a safe house outside town.”




“Okay… did they take my bags, my equipment?”




“Yes, they’ve got everything.”




“Okay… you lead the way, I’ll follow in my Jeep.”




“Better not — we think they might know it. I’ll give you a lift, we’ll get it picked up in the morning.”




“Okay… Let’s go, then.”





Part VII



The meeting began at nine. Everyone was there except Captain Brass and Buffy. Grissom nodded to Dawn and said “Miss Summers? Is your sister here?”




Dawn’s face was pale and her eyes a little red. “She didn’t come back last night. I think she’s been taken by the Brides. I’ve called for help.”




“What sort of help?” asked Nick.




“They’re sending Willow.”




“Willow?” asked Grissom.




“She’s a wicca. A witch. Really powerful. Famous for it, if you know about magic.”




“I remember,” said Catherine, “Angel mentioned her once. You don’t sound too happy about it.”




“It’s… kind of dangerous. Angel’s never seen her since she got her full power. She’s Buffy’s best friend but she’s done things…last year she fought a hell-god and nearly won, a few months later she brought Buffy back from the dead, just a couple of months ago she cured Buffy when she was shot. But she did it all with black magic, as black as it ever gets, and sometimes it tries to take her over. When her girlfriend was murdered she couldn’t bring her back and went looking for vengeance. It was bad, real bad. If she loses control, even for a second…”




“Worse than a vengeance demon?” asked Nick, remembering his last contact with magic.




“They offered to make her a vengeance demon a couple of times. Really wanted her. She turned them down. I think she shought they were too limited.”




“What would happen if she lost control?” asked Grissom patiently.




“I only saw it once. She was like… like the Emperor in Star Wars. Only worse. It’s… it’s like she has this power inside her, like an H-bomb, and she can do almost anything with it. But if she lets it out too far… Once she gets here she’ll find Buffy. If they’ve hurt her there’s no way they’d be able to hide from her, no defence when she kills them. But if Buffy is dead she probably wouldn’t stop with the Brides… The only reason she isn’t here already is that she’s in Britain, it’s too far for her to teleport so she’ll have to take the plane. Won’t be here until tonight.”




“Then I’d suggest we try to find Buffy first,” said Grissom. “Always assuming that she’s in need of our help, of course. Anyone have anything to report? Greg?”




“I finished with the photographs last night,” said Greg. “No surprises. Fingerprints for Buffy on the prints, for Buffy and Dawn on the envelope. Also prints for at least three others on the envelope, I’ve identified FedEx employees for two of the three, still working on the third. I’ve got some partial prints that don’t match Buffy or Dawn pressed into the surface of some of the prints, but they aren’t anywhere in our database. I’ll be honest, the only prints that hit on the database were Buffy, seems she’s been in trouble a few times. No outstanding warrants though. One thing, at least three of the photos should have shown reflections of the photographer. They didn’t.”




“Confirms vampires,” said Grissom, “but I guess we knew that already. Nick?”




“I’ve been down at the range experimenting with some ideas for anti-vampire rounds. While I guess we could make wooden bullets, I’m not up to doing it overnight. But I did come up with this.” He pulled a huge revolver from its holster. “Smoothbore, with five black-powder cartridges. I’ve filled them with hardwood beads, about the size of birdshot. Ought to be fairly effective against bats.”




“That could be useful. What about mass producing them?”




“No chance, it’s a custom-made gun. But I’ve got a friend making a couple of hundred riot-gun cartridges with the same beads. He thinks I’m nuts, but he’s doing it. Ought to be ready this afternoon.”




“Forgot to say,” said Greg, “I did a little work on bats myself. I’ve built a couple of ultrasonic detectors, they’ll pick up bat sonar and let us know if they’re around.”




“Well done,” said Grissom, “I’ve had some ideas along those lines myself, we’d better get together later. Catherine?”




“Nothing immediately helpful, I’m afraid. One thought for the future, though… this building has air scrubbers and other biohazard containment features. It might be possible to extend them to keep out any other vampires that can turn into vapour. A few ultra-violet lamps in the air intakes might be useful, if that’s what hurts vampires.”




“I’ll put in a funding proposal. We can say it’s for use if there’s a terrorist attack. Sara?”




“Brass has his men taking pictures of the Brides and their dresses to every designer clothes shop in town. We ought to get feedback on that later today with luck.”




“And Warrick?”




“Nothing useful on the prints I found at the scene. We need to get back in there, finish checking it out, see if there is any fresh evidence after the attack on Sara last night.”




“Okay. Now Jim Brass tells me that Buffy was very active yesterday evening. We had reports of disturbances at half a dozen different bars, when units followed up on the calls they found that every one of them seemed to be having horror theme nights, with what the patrolmen described as excellent costumes. I think we have to assume that the Brides caught up with her at one of the bars and snatched her. But from the looks of things she made quite an impression first, it’s possible that some information will be forthcoming.”




“Okay, this morning I’ll be setting up the anti-vampire camera system I mentioned, covering some key locations in this building. I also want to get together with Greg a little later and discuss the ultrasonic detectors he’s built, and some refinements I’ve thought of. Dawn, you may be able to help with that too, and if there’s any news of your sister we’ll hear it here first. Warrick, Sara, I’d like you go back to the crime scene and finish up there. Nick, I think you’d better go with them with that gun.”




“Take a crossbow too, Sara,” said Dawn. “I left one in your car.”




“Catherine, Greg” said Grissom, “I’d like you to run forensics on a vampire that Sara arrested last night, he’s in one of the holding cells downstairs. Brass has some men standing by to assist you in controlling him. If there’s nothing else let’s move, we have a lot to do.”




After everyone had gone Grissom said “Do you think he bought it?”




Dawn said “Let’s hope so. Right now Warrick’s our best lead to the Brides, and with luck he’ll try to contact them right away. That’d be difficult once he was with Sara and Nick, so it has to be pretty soon.”




“It’s hard to believe…”




“It’s not like he has a choice. They must have caught him on his way out of the studio, before they attacked Sara. Thrall is like brainwashing, you think you’re doing the right thing.”




“That’s not what I meant. That story about the witch, do you think he’d believe all that?”




“He might not, but the Brides will have heard of her. I wasn’t exaggerating, she really is that famous if you know magic. She’s in no state to deal with something like this right now, but if she was I’d be begging her to take the next flight.”




“It’s a good thing that Brass still had Buffy under surveillance when Warrick picked her up last night. If only they hadn’t lost the car…”




“Buffy would have spotted your guys following her, and I think she must have had an idea what Warrick was up to. Letting herself get caught would be the best way to get to the Brides quickly, and she probably thinks she can break herself out if she has to.”




“Let’s hope that you’re right.”




“Even if I am, it doesn’t mean we should sit by and do nothing. Can I use your phone? I need to make some calls.”






Buffy woke in a grey featureless cell. The only furnishings were a dirty mattress on the floor and an empty plastic bucket in one of the corners. Illumination was a small electric light, high up on one of the walls and protected by thick wire mesh. Nothing that looked promising as a weapon. Her jacket was missing, so were her weapons and the cross and holy water. She felt woozy, and remembered that she’d been drugged. Warrick. He hadn’t fooled her, of course, especially when he said that Dawn and Sara had moved her weapons; no way was anyone going to move the troll hammer easily without Slayer strength or a fork-lift truck. She’d expected a quick ride to vampire central; she hadn’t expected him to jab her with a hypodermic along the way.




She pulled herself upright and checked the door. Big. Metal. Not promising. There was a small grille at eye level; it showed a fascinating view of a corridor stretching left and right, and a vampire sat opposite reading a copy of USA Today. From the headline it was at least three days old. No sign of the Brides.




“Now here’s my plan…” thought Buffy. She sat on the mattress and began to practice one of Giles’ meditation techniques, the one that was supposed to focus her energies for a forthcoming struggle. Odd how often she seemed to use that one…





Part VIII



Warrick tried to use his cellphone and swore. Signal too low, one of the cell masts must be down. He’d have to wait until he was in the van.




“Warrick,” said Nick from the door, “Can you give me a ride to the crime scene? My engine was playing up on the way in, I don’t want to have to wait for the AAA.”




“No problem — head downstairs, I’ve just got to get some more lifters and print powder, be ready in a couple of minutes.”




That settled it. He picked up the phone and dialled.




In a nearby office Jim Brass and an Internal Affairs technician watched the view from a tiny bugging camera in Warrick’s office, while a computer monitored the phone system. “He’s using the phone, extension two-one-five. Dialling… okay, that’s a cellphone number. I’ll put in a trace, see if we can locate the phone at the other end.”




“Can you record the call?”




“I am.”




“Good thing he isn’t using his own cellphone.”




“Good thing my ass, I’m jamming the signal.”




“Isn’t that illegal?”




“It’s short range, won’t affect anyone outside this building. If the FCC complains I’ll refer them to you. Okay, he’s off the phone.”




Warrick put the last supplies in his bag and left the office, heading downstairs. Brass said “Track him through the security cameras, let me know if he does anything else that’s odd. And play back the tape.”




“Okay. Here we go…”




“8435,” said a rasping male voice.




“It’s Warrick Brown, I don’t have much time. Tell them that the Slayer’s sister has called someone called Willow. She says she’s a witch. She’ll arrive in Las Vegas some time tonight.”




“So?”




“According to the sister, this Willow will be able to find the Slayer wherever she might be hidden, and is powerful enough to harm the Brides.”




“She lies, but I will tell them. Go now. Serve well, and you will join the Brides in eternal life and youth.”




“That’s it,” said the technician. “Witches and eternal life and slayers, huh? Some sort of cult? Going to tell me what this is about some time?”




“Trust me,” said Brass, “you really don’t want to know. Now get me some information on the number he called. A location would be nice.”






“Has he been read his rights?” asked Catherine, looking at the raggedly-dressed prisoner on the closed-circuit TV screen.




“Read by the arresting officer, apparently,” said the grizzled Sergeant in charge of the cells. “Captain Brass warned us he’s dangerous, he left a couple of men standing by to restrain him for your examination.”




“Nice of him. Get them down here, I want to get started. Greg, you know what to say?”




“No problem. Sounds like it’ll be fun.”




“Okay, let’s get downstairs.”




Catherine looked at the prisoner through the bars, and the prisoner looked back. Apart from the clothes he seemed normal enough. Eventually he said “What are you staring at?”




“Just checking.” She turned to Greg and said “He’s a vampire all right. Only one inhalation in nearly three minutes.”




“A vampire? Me? What are you on, drugs?”




“No. We’ve seen vampires before, so don’t waste your… sorry, you don’t breathe do you… let’s say your time.”




“I want an attorney.”




“Fine. Give us the number of your attorney, we’ll call him, or we can assign one from the public defender’s office.”




“Do that.”




“Very well. Let’s go upstairs to the interview room to see him.”




Catherine nodded to the guards. One of them unlocked the cell, while the other covered the prisoner with a Taser.




“I know my rights,” said the vampire, walking towards the cell door. The guards moved to escort him, extremely carefully.




“You might want to shut your eyes for a moment when we go out of the cell door,” said Greg, “it’s kind of a bright morning.”




“Wait a minute,” said the vampire, stopping. “I want to see my attorney down here.”




“Sorry, it’s the interview room or nothing.”




“I have an allergy to sunlight. Bring him down to me.”




“Come on, a couple of minutes won’t hurt you.”




“Err… I want to waive my right to an attorney.”




“Smart,” said Catherine. “Very smart. Let’s go back to the cell, we’ll start again.”






“Dawn, there’s a call for you,” said Grissom, “says his name is Clem.”




“Let me talk to him… Okay, Dawn here, thanks for calling back. Do you have anything for me?… I’ll tell the police, doesn’t mean much to me. Anything else?… He’s in Las Vegas? Okay, I’ll try to find a way to see him if you think it’d help. Keep digging. And thanks again.”




Dawn hung off, then said “That was a friend in Sunnydale. He’s been talking to the demon crowd there, trying to find out if anyone knows anything about the situation in Las Vegas. He says that the vampires here mostly hang out around a place called Lorenz Park, he thinks it might be where they hunt.”




“It might be where they’re based,” said Brass from the doorway. “Warrick called a cellphone that’s in the cell covering the park and the surrounding neighbourhood. The address it’s registered to is a phoney, but the phone itself was in that area an hour ago. No guarantee that it’s still there, of course, but it might be a lead. I’ve got men working on it, and I’ve applied for a warrant to intercept all calls to or from that number.”




“That’s good,” said Grissom, “did your friend have any other leads?”




“Only one thing,” said Dawn. “He says that there’s a psychic in town that might be able to help. Name of Lorn, Loren, something like that. He sings at one of the casinos.”




“If that’s Lorne,” said Brass, “he’s the nutjob in green makeup that’s starring at the Tropicana.”




“If Clem knows him it probably isn’t makeup. Can someone give me a lift there? I need to see him.”




“I’ll send someone out to talk to him,” said Brass.




“No, he’ll need to see me. His power apparently works like that.”




“Okay, I’ll take you myself,” said Brass. “My men can take care of things for an hour or so, and I always did like to meet celebrities.”






“This is a nothing assignment,” said Warrick. “What good are we doing here?”




“Same as any other case,” said Sara, lifting another footprint from the studio floor. “Gathering the evidence we need. You know as well as I do that the only way to get all the evidence is to collect all the evidence, even things that turn out to be irrelevant. There might be something here that shows us where they’re holding Buffy.”




“What good is she anyway?” asked Warrick. “Okay, so she killed a few vampires. We don’t even know that they were hurting anyone. She hasn’t got near the Brides yet. Assuming they really are the perps, of course.”




“Why not?” said Sara. “I saw those bitches myself, if I hadn’t been lucky I would have been lunch for them before Buffy got here.”




“I’m beginning to wonder if they were here because Buffy was here. Sure, somebody murdered the people here, but maybe those three turned up because the Slayer was in town and they wanted to protect themselves.”




“No, they pretty much said that they were the murderers. No doubt in my mind.”




“Maybe… but who are we to judge them?”




“What?” asked Nick. “Are you serious?”




“Think about it. What do we do to vampires apart from kill them? Do we give them any alternative? There’s a Slayer that does nothing but hunt them, and I don’t see people volunteering to give them blood.”




“That’s a… novel perspective,” said Sara. “Doubt you’ll get many people agreeing with you though.”




“Maybe they should think about it. I’ve done with the fingerprints, heading back to the lab.”




Sara and Nick listened to his footprints going downstairs, then Nick punched one of the preset numbers on his phone and said “Warrick’s on the move, headed out.”




“Okay, on him.”






“I’ve known federal pens that were easier to get into,” said Brass as he and Dawn were finally allowed behind the scenes at the Tropicana.




“I guess that he must have a lot of fans bothering him,” said Dawn, staring nervously at a poster of Lorne in the corridor leading to his dressing room. “I hope he’s okay… the last time I met someone with a complexion like that it was a dancing demon that was killing people with spontaneous human combustion.”




“Weird.”




A showgirl wearing green glitter makeup and small red horns, and very little else, opened the door to the dressing room and invited them in. Brass looked around and snorted. “The last time I saw something this glitzy was Liberace’s funeral.”




A tall green figure with red horns, wearing a silk dressing gown, came in from another room and smiled at Dawn. “I was told that the police wanted to see me. Aren’t you just a little young to be a cop?”




“I’m Captain Brass, Las Vegas Police Department”, said Brass, “this is Dawn Summers.”




“You want autographs? Tickets for the show? Coffee? Chocolate? A job in the chorus line when you’re a little older?”




Dawn blushed, then said “No. We need your help. My sister is missing, and I’m told that you’re the demon that can find her.”




“Moi?”




“Word gets around.”




“I don’t do that sort of thing any more, it never seems to end well.”




“Would you do it for the Slayer?”




“Slayer? You’re not the Slayer, I know what she looks… wait a momento, Dawn Summers? As in Buffy Summers?”




“Yeah, she’s my sister.”




“Why didn’t you say so? Cupcake, your sister’s ex and I go way back.”




“Angel?”




“That’s right, mister tall, dark, and broodsome himself.”




“We think that Buffy’s been kidnapped by the Brides of Dracula. They’re three really old vampires, we think they’re pretty powerful.”




“More powerful than Angel?”




“Uh… maybe.”




“Well… like I said, I’ve pretty much given up on this stuff, but for you I’ll try. What do you want to sing?”




“Sing?”




“It’s the way it works, sweetlips. You sing and I get the vision, set you on your path.”




“I’m not going to end up married to you and swept off to hell, am I? Cos’ that’s what nearly happened the last time a demon wanted me to sing.”




“No, nothing like that. Nothing bad. You sing something, I feel your mojo. Except I can kind of feel it already, that’s a big green aura for such a little girl. Austin Powers should have that much mojo.”




Dawn blushed again. “What should I sing?”




“Doesn’t matter. A love song, a nursery rhyme, it’s all good.”




“Okay… um… Dido then.” She started to sing uncertainly:





I thought it was funny when you missed the train

When I rang you at home they said you’d left yesterday

I thought it was strange when your car was found

By the tree…







Lorn listened for a moment, then cried “Stop!” and collapsed into an armchair, looking shaken.




“You all right?” asked Brass.




“Sorry… a little too Hellmouthy for my tastes. You people live in that place? ‘From beneath you it devours’, wonder what that means. Sorry, passing thought. Let me try again, but this time sing something a little less angsty.”




“Okay” said Dawn, “Mom always watched Passions, I know the theme song:”





Breathe in, breathe out,

You keep me alive.

You are the fire burning inside.

Breathe in, breathe out,

You keep me alive.

You are the fire, my passion for life.







“Better… I’m getting something… kind of odd, a feeling like something’s watching over her.”




“Over Buffy?”




“Over her and over you, cupcake. Not one of the Powers, more… uh oh… oh crap… whatever it is, I think it just noticed me. Owww.” He staggered again.




“Are you okay?”




“I think so, if I take a couple of dozen aspirin. But I think I just set off someone’s alarm. Someone that really doesn’t want anyone spying on the Slayer or you. I don’t want to try that again, I get the feeling that next time there’ll be more than alarm bells ringing.”




“But what was it?”




“I don’t know, sugar. I really don’t know. But I’ve got a matinee in twenty minutes, so it’s going to have to wait. Come back between shows if you still need help and you think of something else. I’ll tell the doorman to let you in straight away.”




Lorne saw them out. A few moments later the casino owner came in, with his retinue of thugs. “What was that about?”




“That was about the sister of the Vampire Slayer and the Las Vegas police department wanting me to poke my nose where someone a lot more powerful than I am doesn’t want it. If you want me to mess with that again I can try, but I get the feeling that it’d be a really dumb move for you to do anything but stay well out of the way. Whatever that was, it isn’t taking prisoners.”






A few feet from Buffy, in the darkest corner of her cell, the tip of a green shoot poked out through a tiny crack in the concrete. Slowly, but with inexorable power, it began to grow. Meditating, Buffy didn’t notice.





Part IX



“Do you want to tell me what that was about?” asked Brass as he drove Dawn back to headquarters.




“I don’t know. It sounded like a spell, something protective. Something to stop… oh.”




“Yes?”




“There was a spell… a couple of years ago now, some monks used a spell to hide me from someone who wanted to kill me.”




“They wanted to kill you? Not your sister?”




“Uhuh. She wouldn’t have gone near Buffy if she hadn’t been protecting me. It’s kind of complicated.”




“Okay. So, can these monks cancel the spell?”




“No. They’re all dead. She killed them, and drove a whole bunch of people in Sunnydale insane.”




“Okay, scratch that idea. Sounds like we’re going to have to do this the hard way.”






Brass and Dawn got back to headquarters as Warrick left the studio, and were in the control room as the cars following him began to report in.




“Target on Washington Avenue heading West. Passing Bruce Street.”




“Sounds like he might be headed towards Lorenz Park,” said Brass.




“That’s where Clem said the vampires are based”, said Dawn. “Look out for old warehouses, factories, that sort of thing. Places that don’t have a lot of windows.”




“Passing Highland Avenue.”




“Brown’s making a call from his cellphone!” said one of the technicians. “Same number as before.”




“Put it on speaker,” said Brass.




“This is Warrick Brown. I think I’m being followed, I’m going to lose them before I come in.”




“Damn,” said Brass. “See if you can pin down the location of the phone he’s calling.”




A familiar rasping voice said “Stay away, Brown. The Brides wish you to draw off your pursuit. When the ritual is complete and the Master has risen you will be summoned for your reward.” The call ended.




“North side of the park, or close to that side inside the park.”




Brass said “There’s a lot of small streets in that area. Could be difficult to pin it down precisely. I think we’ve learned all we can by letting him run free, have them bring him in.”






“Let’s see…” said Catherine, pressing the vampire’s hand to a fingerprint form, “your name is Harold Croft, you used to live on Niblick Drive near the golf course, and you’ve been a vampire how long?”




“About a week.”




“And you’re already in trouble with the police and the Slayer. Hmm… get the feeling you’re in the wrong line of business?”




“It’s not like I asked to be a vampire,” Harold said sulkily. “They haven’t even let me kill anyone yet.”




“I guess not. Must be a big disappointment to you. Your other hand please. Onto the ink-pad first, then one finger at a time onto the paper like the other hand.” She noticed its face start to shift a little, and said “Don’t even think about doing anything else, it’s still daylight outside and officer Reilley here would really like to play with his TASER again. Now, we need samples of your skin cells and saliva. Here’s a swab, put the end in your mouth and rub it on the inside of your cheek, then put it into this jar.”




“Why are you making me do all the work?”




“If you think I’m dumb enough to put my hands anywhere near a vampire’s mouth think again. Oh, I forgot, vampires don’t seem to be able to do that very well.”




“This is racism.”




“Sue me. Oh, the courts are only open in the daytime, how sad.”




“She’s enjoying this,” said Grissom, watching the examination through the closed circuit cameras.




“It’s a good way to get vampires to talk,” said Dawn. “Buffy can threaten them, but they aren’t really frightened of anyone else, except maybe Faith. Insults and flattery work better for everyone else, provided you can stop them from tearing your throat out.”




“Who’s Faith?” asked Brass.




“Another Slayer.”




“How can there be…” began Grissom, then realised. “Oh, when your sister was killed?”




“Sort of. The first time Buffy died Kendra was activated, but she only lasted a year or so. Drusilla killed her. Faith was her replacement.”




“Does she work with Buffy?”




“No. They don’t really get on too well. She’s… kind of quit.”




Back in the cell the vampire was saying something, a threat. Grissom tuned it out until he heard the words “…when our Master arises tonight.”




“Tonight?” asked Catherine.




“Yes. Tonight, two years to the very second since our Master was killed.”




Dawn turned white, pulled out her notebook, and looked for the section on Dracula. “Tomorrow night, not tonight!”




“Are you sure?” asked Grissom.




“Here… tomorrow’s date, ‘Buffy killed…’ oh crap.”




“What?”




“It was late when Buffy got home, I was in bed. She told me the next morning.”






Something roused Buffy from her meditation. She looked around, expecting to see the door open, but nothing seemed to have changed. Through the bars of the cell she could see the vampire guard working on a crossword — she briefly thought of asking for water, but decided not to risk being drugged again — but otherwise things outside were also unchanged. Inside the cell… there was something growing in the corner by the door, a tiny green plant she couldn’t remember noticing before. If that was there… she went over to the corner and examined the floor around the plant, tracing a network of fine cracks. She needed some sort of tool, but there was nothing inside the cell. Just the bucket and the mattress.




“Good thing I have Slayer-strong nails,” thought Buffy, quietly ripping the mattress open. Inside she found what she was hoping for; a layer of padding, then a mesh of steel springs. Breaking a length of wire loose without alerting the guard wasn’t easy, but she managed it. Then she pushed the wire into the most promising-looking crack and started to dig.






“About half past nine?” said Dawn.




“Near as I can remember it,” said Xander over the speaker-phone. “I was in thrall the first part of the evening, then punched out. Giles might have a better idea, I guess.”




“I’ve tried calling him but all I’m getting is his answering machine. I think he said he was taking Willow to a retreat in the country, he must have decided not to have calls forwarded.”




“What about Riley? He was there.”




“He’s on a mission somewhere with Sam, the police here have tried calling him but he isn’t picking up his voicemail much.”




“Well, it’s more or less right. Buffy dusted him for the first time around nine-fifteen, then she got us out of the castle, then she went back to finish him off about fifteen or twenty minutes later. So some time between nine-thirty and nine-forty, I guess.”




“How did you break the thrall?” asked Grissom.




“It kinda went away once Dracula was dusted. Wait a second… no, it was gone when I woke up, and Buffy had only just staked Dracula when I got back to the main hall of the castle. Being punched out must have done the trick.”




“It could work,” said Grissom. “Pain and shock might snap him out of it.”




“A little hard on him though,” said Brass. “Maybe there’s other things we can try first.”






“So let me get this straight, these dresses were stolen from your shop four months ago?”




It was Sergeant Porter’s eighth dress shop of the day, on Vegas Drive a few hundred yards from Lorenz Park. She’d almost given up on finding anything, but now the manager was giving her everything she needed in one weird package. A few minutes later she called it in to Brass.




“The store’s been losing stock for the past year. Eventually they realised that it was mostly happening on Thursday and Friday evenings when they open late, but none of the staff admitted to seeing anything. They put in some hidden cameras and found these three women coming in, trying on clothing, and simply walking out without paying. The counter clerks were even taking the security tabs off for them. So the manager showed the tape to the clerks and they acted like they had no idea what was going on. He fired them, and a couple of weeks later it happened again. At least four times so far, twice when the manager was actually there, and nobody remembers a thing about it. But he says the faces of the women on the tape match our composites.”




“Any theft report filed?”




“Yes, after the initial loss a year ago. Nothing since, the manager has been writing it off to stop the owners realising that he can’t stop the shop from being robbed.”




“Pull the security tapes if they still have them and get them back to CSI.”




“On it.”






Two Internal Affairs lieutenants brought Warrick to Grissom’s office. He didn’t struggle or protest, just asked “What’s this about?”




“The disappearance of Miss Summers. We have positive identification of you picking her up outside Sara’s home, and we’ve been monitoring your calls today. You might as well tell us all about it.”




“I haven’t done anything!”




Grissom pressed ‘play’ on a recorder: “It’s Warrick Brown, I don’t have much time. Tell them that the Slayer’s sister has called someone called Willow. She says she’s a witch. She’ll arrive in Las Vegas some time tonight.”




“We have much more,” said Grissom. “Tell us about it.”




“He can’t,” said Dawn. “Maybe he wants to, but until the spell is broken he won’t be able to say or do anything to harm the Brides. But I just realised what the cure must be. He just needs to drink some holy water.”




“Holy water?” asked Grissom, oddly troubled by the idea. “Do you think it will work?”




“Well yeah, it burns vampires like acid, it ought to burn away their influence.”




“I’ll send someone to the church.”




“No need, I’ve got a couple of bottles with me.” She poured part of a bottle into a plastic tumbler, and gave it to Warrick. “Drink up.”




Warrick held the glass in his hand and started to move it towards his mouth, then his muscles seemed to lock.




“Okay, let me help you.” said Dawn, and stood in front of him to guide the tumbler to his mouth. Without any warning she kneed him in the groin.




Warrick collapsed to the floor, gasping, and Dawn pushed the neck of the bottle into his mouth and tilted it back, then pinched his nostrils closed. One of the lieutenants moved to pull her off him, but Brass waved him back. She held on to him until all of the bottle was gone.




Coughing and spluttering, Warrick struggled back onto his knees then threw up on the floor. Grissom noticed the remains of several insects in the mess, and decided to make sure that Warrick was given a thorough medical check. “Sorry,” said Dawn, “I don’t have Slayer strength to force you to drink and there isn’t time to play games.”




“Damn it,” gasped Warrick, “you know how stupid that felt, doing everything those bitches wanted, and eating bugs and all. Thanks for that, if it didn’t hurt so much I’d be kissing you.”




“Ewww… you’re a bit old for me, you know. D’ya want to get up now and help us rescue Buffy?”




“Just give me a minute to start breathing properly again, and let me wash my mouth out, and I’m all yours.”






“So what have we got?” asked Brass, when everyone was back in the conference room.




“All I can really tell you,” said Warrick, “is that they had me drug her and bring her to the junction of Orange Avenue and Riverside Drive. They loaded her into another car, a black Volvo. Didn’t get the licence. Last I saw they were heading down Riverside Drive towards Baker Avenue, but I don’t know if they turned off before they reached it, there were too many vehicles in the way.”




“What drug did you use?” asked Grissom.




“Pentathol. She’d have been out for two, maybe three hours.”




“Assuming that they didn’t drug her again, of course.”




“Usually for sacrifices and things they don’t do that,” said Dawn. “Drugs mess up the magic.”




Sara said “I’m not sure what bothers me most, the fact that you know that or the fact that I believe that you know what you’re talking about.”




Dawn silently lifted the hem of her shirt, revealing faint scars. “The time someone tried to sacrifice me, they wanted me awake and dying as slowly as possible. Drugs would have interfered.” There was an awkward silence. “Hey, no big deal. I’m still alive. Buffy took the fall for me.”




“Okay,” said Grissom, “That gives us a point on the map. She was taken here. Did the vampires give you any indication of their base’s location, when you were driving there today?”




“No, I was supposed to go there and wait for someone who would drive me the rest of the way there. I guess he would have torn my throat out first.”




“Can’t be a vampire, it’s only just gone noon. They must have other people under their control. Catherine, Greg, you learn anything from our prisoner?”




“He claims not to have killed anyone,” said Catherine, “but he was present at the original crime scene, we have footprints that match his shoes and he left fingerprints on one of the lighting stands.”




“I thought vampires didn’t leave fingerprints,” said Dawn.




“Normally no, but there was blood from one of the victims splashed on the stand, he must have dipped a finger in to take a taste. That means he was at a minimum an accessory to murder, probably one of the murderers. We know that he lived on Niblick Drive near the park, which gives us another dot on the map. He’s refusing to answer questions concerning the exact location of their base.”




“We could always threaten him with crosses, or holy water…” said Dawn.




“Sorry, that would be unlawful interrogation,” said Brass. Dawn snorted, but said nothing.




“There are some tapes coming in that show the Brides ‘shopping’ ”, said Brass. “Looks like they were using that thrall trick on the counter clerks to avoid paying. We might learn something from that.”




“All right,” said Grissom. “I think it’s safe to assume that we know roughly where the brides are based. What we’re looking for now is the exact location. Nick, when the tapes come in I want you and Sara to work on them, see if you can spot anything that gives a clue to their location. Greg, Catherine, review the forensics and see if anything else shakes loose. Jim, I’d appreciate it if you could pull some strings with the military and the phone company, see if we can do anything to locate that cell phone more precisely. Warrick, I want you checked over by a doctor, make sure you didn’t pick up any infections or parasites with those bugs. Dawn, you look hungry. Join me for lunch, then we’ll sit down together and see if we can come up with sort of plan.”





Part X



“Okay,” said Nick, “what we have here is a basic CCTV security system. Six monochrome cameras feeding into a switching unit that records channels one to three continuously and switches between the others randomly, on a timer setting, or under manual control. It’s on random here. Tape runs at a third normal speed, each image is a quarter the video frame, so we’re not exactly talking high definition, but it ought to give us something.”




Sara made notes. “Looks like cameras one and two are on the ceiling above the main sales area. One pointing towards the cash register, two towards the door. Three is behind the counter looking at the customers, four above the cash register looking down at it, five in the stock room, six in the changing room. Hold it — here’s our perps coming in to the shop. Black car outside the window, could be a Volvo S60, which would match what Warrick told us. Difficult to tell, there are a lot of reflections in the glass.”




“Which don’t include the perps, of course.”




“Yeah. Let’s freeze this frame a second. If they were human they’d be visible in the mirrors there and there, and in the glass of the counter. There’s nothing. Okay, perps one and two are looking at the dresses, perp three is talking to the sales clerk. Notice anything odd there?”




“Not really… wait a second, take it back about thirty seconds and give me the views from cameras one and three side by side.”




“Okay… what have you got?”




“Watch their eyes, and their body movements,” said Nick.




“They make eye contact straight away, the perp is saying something. Wait a second…”




“See it? The perp is swaying from side to side as she talks, after ten seconds or so the sales clerk is following her. Her eyes are locked to the perp.”




“Hypnotism.”




“Maybe, but my guess is that there’s more to it than that.”




“Magic?” said Sara. “How could we tell?”




“Could be that, or could be something like pheremones.”




 “Okay, the sales clerk is standing there now, looks like she’s in a trance state. Looks like the other two are looking for dresses, while perp three stands by to deal with problems.”




“Right, take it forward at normal speed, watch out for anything that might be a clue to their location.”




“Okay… looks like perp one has found something she likes, the other two are talking to her. She’s taken over at the counter while perp three goes shopping, and the clerk is taking off the security tag. Hey, they’ve got her wrapping it!”




“That’s classy.”




“Here’s something… another customer. Uh-oh… perp one is talking to her, looks like she’s working the mojo on her. Damn, she’s gone under.”




On the screen one of the Brides took the hypnotised woman by the arm and led her towards the door. They went out, and outside Nicka and Sara briefly saw the interior lights of the car go on and off again.




“Take that back,” said Sara, “See if you can get a good shot of her face. My guess is she’s turned up missing or dead.”




“Talk about a one-stop shop. Clothes and take-away food…”




“It isn’t funny.”




“I know. Okay, I’m taking this back at quarter speed, dropping to single frames as we get back. I’m going to freeze it as they go out of the shop… now.”




“What have you got?”




“If I’m not mistaken that’s the licence plate of the car reflected in the door.”




“Okay, zoom in and see if we can enhance it.”




“Okay…”, said Nick, feeding the image to a computer, “mirror the image, yep. Correct for perspective. Okay, that’s a Nevada plate. Let’s enhance… can’t make all of it out but the third and fourth digits are reasonably clear. Third is either a 6 or an 8, or possibly a three, fourth is a seven. Let’s try that in the database…






“There’s a radio intelligence package,” the Army technician reluctantly admitted, “it’s classified, but let’s just say it’ll do what you want if you’re close enough. Accuracy about plus or minus one percent at short range. But we’re talking under a mile.”




“Can you put it in a van?” asked Brass.




“It’s built into a HumVee. Room for the driver, the tech sergeant that operates it, and a couple of guards.”




“Perfect. I need to borrow one, who do I have to talk to?”




“You’d need to start with the base commander, but I’d guess it’d go a lot higher.”




“Let’s get started then.”






“…So the medical examiner slips on the spleen and falls face down onto the corpse,” said Catherine, “and that compresses the stomach, so there’s this god-awful fart…”




“Okay, now that doesn’t exactly gross me out,” interrupted Greg, “but it’s always nice to be reminded why I prefer to work with teensy little pieces of clue, not the whole enchilada. What do you make of this, sample 33?”




“Gravel embedded in the sole of mister vampire’s left shoe. White, about four millimetres on a side, I’d say marble or something very similar. Looks a lot like samples 34 and 35, also from this shoe, and 47 through 51 from the other shoe.”




“Let’s take a closer look. I’ll make a section from 33 and check it under the mineralogical microscope, you want to run the chemical tests on one of the others?”




“Sounds good to me…”






“So,” said Grissom, leading the way to a table in the cafeteria, “what are you planning to do once you leave school?”




“College, I guess,” said Dawn, munching on a fry, “Mom had a college fund set up for me when she died, there was one for Buffy too but she’s pretty much used it all to support us.”




“Doesn’t she work?”




“Right now she’s looking for another job. It’s kind of difficult for her to keep one, what with not being able to work nights and the injuries and all.”




“Injuries?”




“Cuts, bruises, stab wounds, broken ribs, and she’s broken her arm a few times. She heals real fast, but she still has to spend a day or two in bed sometimes.”




“A day or two for a broken arm?” asked Grissom, incredulously.




“She heals real fast,” Dawn repeated. “Usually her friends can cover for her until she’s back on her feet. I help when I can.”




“Dawn… it really isn’t any of my business, but you’re a very intelligent girl and while I appreciate that what Buffy does is important, you can’t let it take over your entire life.”




“It won’t… but it’s what I’ll be doing for the rest of Buffy’s life, unless some sort of miracle stops her being the Slayer without killing her. What do you think the odds are on her reaching thirty? Or twenty-five? Or next week? She’s died twice already, how long before it’s permanent?”




“I’m sorry… I guess I’m not used to thinking in those terms.”




“Nobody is, unless they know someone with AIDS or something. I was fifteen before I realised that she’ll never have a normal life or a proper career, and that she’ll probably be dead before I graduate. I’m going to do everything I can to help her until it happens. D’you want to change the subject, please…”




“Okay… I have a feeling that we’re going to locate the Brides reasonably quickly. When we do, what’s the best way to handle it?”




“Help Buffy to escape, if she’s still their prisoner, then let her kick ass.”




“Okay, that means we need a way to get to her quickly. Where would they have her?”




“If she’s still a prisoner they’ll either have her in chains or a really strong room, like a jail cell. It’d be somewhere away from sunlight, so that vampires can guard it; humans couldn’t do the job, especially if they were in thrall. Probably in a cellar.”




“So when we go in we go down, not up. We’ll need bolt cutters, battering rams, possibly lock picks. Building plans, probably. What about weapons?”




“Crossbows, there are a couple more in Buffy’s bags, guns for any human servants, TASERs are good against vamps and people, and so are swords or axes if people know how to use them. Bring a load of stakes for Buffy, but forget them for anyone else unless they really know what they’re doing, most people are too weak and too slow to make them work, and a lot don’t even know where the heart is.”




“Most people? How about you?”




“I’ve done it a few times, but mostly they were running at me, I just got the stake up at the right time and their own speed and weight did the rest. ‘Course, I’ve trained a lot with Buffy.”




“Anything else?”




“Those shotguns Nick mentioned, and the bat detectors. Flashlights. Holy water. Crosses. First aid supplies, including whole blood and plasma if they’ve been bleeding her. She’s the same group as me.”




“Also body armour, from the sound of things, especially something to protect the head and neck. How about preventing thrall?”




“Don’t really know. From what I’ve seen it seems to work like hypnosis, so I’d guess anything that’d prevent you from being hypnotised might work.”




“I’ll have to look that up.”




“When you go in… I’ll have to go with you.”




“Absolutely not. You’re a minor, Dawn.”




“I’m the only person you have here who’s done anything like this, and you’re going to need me.”




“Dawn, from the sound of things you’re used to sneaking around with one or two people. This is going to be a SWAT operation, it’ll be more like the invasion of Normandy. You can ride in the control van, I’ll want you there to advise us, but that’s as close as you’re getting.”




“This sucks.”




“So does being kept here at headquarters, which is the only alternative I can offer.”




“Okay, I’ll ride in the van.”




“It would help if you could be present when I brief the SWAT team on vampires. It’s the same unit that helped with the werewolf case a few months ago so they ought to be able to cope with this. Basically, I’d like you to explain combat techniques, do’s and dont’s, that sort of thing. We have footage of our prisoner and of your sister dealing with some vampires last night, that ought to help give them the idea.”




“Will they take me seriously?”




“They met Oz and saw him change; I think that they’re prepared to accept that appearances can be deceptive.”






“Hey!” said Buffy.




The vampire guarding her cell looked up, snarled slightly, and returned to its crossword.




“Hey! Any chance of some water?”




“You don’t need water,” said the vampire. “Few more hours and you’ll be dead.”




“Fine… in the meantime, you want to explain to the Brides how I’ve sweated away so much water that my blood clots before they can use it in their ceremony?”




“Blood doesn’t clot that fast.”




“I’m a Slayer, my wounds heal real fast. That means my blood clots fast too.”




“I’ll ask.”




The guard went off down a corridor. Buffy smiled, then turned her attention back to the floor. By the time he came back she wanted to be ready to escape.






“You’ve seen the video,” said Dawn. “Just to summarise again, try to remember this — a vampire is as strong and as fast as three or four normal men. You aren’t, and the only way you’ll survive this is by protecting each other. Don’t give them any chance to get in close; guns won’t phase them much, but TASERs work well, so do crossbows. Crosses and holy water will hurt them, but won’t kill them quickly. Sunlight fries them, and that does work fast. Anything else you may of heard of is probably a myth. Garlic won’t help, nor will silver bullets, and they can mostly cross running water. They can’t turn you into a vampire just by biting you, but if you let them get close enough to bite you’re probably dead anyway. If you get bitten and don’t get killed you do need medical attention; there’s often rotten flesh stuck to their teeth, and that can cause blood poisoning.




“From the sound of it you’ll be up against the three Brides, who can turn into bats and maybe mist, you’ve seen their pictures, some ordinary vampires who can’t, and probably a few human servants. The servants will be in thrall, that’s like brainwashing, so try not to kill them. And please do your best not to kill my sister, it’ll only annoy her.”




There was a ripple of laughter from the SWAT team.




“That’s about it, really. We ought to know where they are soon enough, and then you can kick vampire ass. Thanks for your time.”




Brass rose and said “Thank you, Miss Summers. If there are no further questions I’m sure everyone has a lot to do. Most of you have already had some training with unusual weapons, those who haven’t had better carry shotguns with wooden shot. All of you, without exception, will carry crosses and holy water. And yes, that does include you, Bloom…”






“The Centre for Disease Control wants the prisoner,” said Grissom as he and Dawn met Catherine in the hallway.




“CDC want a vampire?” said Catherine, “What on earth for? And how did they hear about it?”




“They want to see if they’re a significant vector in the spread of AIDS and other blood infections. No idea who told them we have one.”




“Okay, I can see that being a concern, but he hasn’t even been before a judge yet. He could walk.”




“Tell me about it. Don’t these guys have any understanding of due process?”




“I doubt it.”




“Let’s hope it really is the CDC,” said Dawn, “not some creepy science guys like the Initiative.”




“Who?” asked Catherine.




“It’s what they used to call Riley Finn’s guys when they were doing experiments on monsters instead of just killing them.”




“What happened to them?”




“They got eaten by monsters…”




“Figures.”






“Okay, we’re pretty sure of the location. This mansion here.” said Brass, indicating it on a large map. “There are twenty-odd rooms, wine cellars, storage, and recreation rooms in the basement, and it stands in its own grounds. The owner of record is a Catherine Van Helsing, which might just possibly be an alias, she bought it a little less than two years ago.”




“Sounds like vampire humour,” commented Dawn.




“She’s also on record as the owner of a black Volvo whose registration may match the one we’re looking for. It’s less than fifty yards from the park, a couple of hundred from the home of our vamp downstairs, and the borders of the driveway are topped with white stone chippings. Marble, which has good reflective properties. We found pieces of marble on our prisoner’s shoes.”




“Is that enough for us to raid the place?” asked Grissom.




“Not quite, but let me just make a call…” Brass picked up his mobile phone and said a few words to someone. “Okay, Warrick, I want you to call the vampires from your own phone. Just say that you’re going to be busy here until the evening and want instructions.”




“Okay… Warrick Brown here, I have to stay at headquarters. What should I do?”




“Do nothing,” said a female voice, “you will be called when the Master is… ready for you.”




“As you wish, mistress…” Warrick ended the call then said “Okay, that was one of the Brides. Sounds like they’re up early.”




Brass listened to his phone for a moment, then said “She was calling from a room in that house, plus or minus twenty feet which is still well inside its grounds. Okay, we’ve got building plans from the county office, the judge is ready to sign warrants, and the troops are in the trucks and ready to go. Let’s roll.”




Part XI



“When you said ‘invasion’ I thought you were exaggerating,” said Dawn, “bur this is… wow!” 




“Expensive is the word you’re looking for,” said Brass, “but worth it.” 




A fleet of trucks and armoured vans was en route to Lorenz Park, and the house was already under helicopter surveillance. In the control van Brass, Grissom, Dawn and the rest of the CSI team were studying the building and utility plans and calling in the details to the trucks. 




“All this to rescue Buffy! Usually it’s a couple of us with axes and crossbows.” 




“This isn’t just about your sister,” said Grissom. “It’s about twelve murder victims, more than half of them children, and anyone else they’ve killed over the last two years.” 




“Oh… yeah, I’m sorry, I totally get that, it’s just that it’s hard not to take this personally.” 




“I know you’re worried, but if your sister is all we think she is she’ll be okay. Now, is there anything else we need to consider before we go in?” 




“I was worried about sewers,” said Brass, “but it doesn’t look like there’s anything large enough to for a vampire to move through closer than two blocks away.” 




“Maybe not large enough for a vampire,” said Dawn, “but what about a bat? Or a wolf?” 




“Okay…” said Nick, looking at the plans with a magnifier, and tapping commands into his computer. “Nearest street drain is fifty feet from the house, nearest small utility tunnel is just outside the grounds but it’s only about a foot in cross section. Closer than that and you’re looking at small-bore pipes and buried cables. They could have dug something, of course, but the sewers here were inspected only two weeks ago and nothing unusual was reported.” 




“That’s good; in Sunnydale there are tunnels everywhere, so we kinda expect the vamps to use them to escape. Looks like you don’t have that problem.” 




“There are two cars and an SUV under the car porch,” said Warrick, watching the view from the helicopter’s camera. “All of them have tinted glass, the vampires can probably drive them by day. Might be more vehicles in the garage.” 




“So we’ll block the drive.” said Brass. “Okay, five minutes to showtime, people. All units are at their takeoff positions.” 




“Communications check,” said one of the technicians, “activate all radios and cameras.” 




A dozen more screens came to life, showing the interior of the crowded trucks where the SWAT teams were pulling on modified riot gear, including gleaming gold mirror-visored helmets, thick gloves, and padded leggings. Most of the cameras were helmet-mounted, worn by the police who were to lead the assault. 




“Two minutes,” said Brass, “Start your engines… One minute… Thirty seconds… Showtime…” 




“Greg,” said Grissom, “start the music.” 




Greg pushed a few switches, and dogs began barking, first one or two then dozens of them. Dawn shook her head and said “What is that?” 




“Ultrasonic jammer,” said Greg. “High pitched continually varying signal, covering all of the ranges a bat might use for its sonar. Wolves probably won’t like it either.” 




“Yeah, I can hear it a little. That’s horrible, like a squeaky motor.” 




“You’re a kid, you still have young ears. Give it five years, two if you listen to much rock, and you wouldn’t hear a thing.” 






Two armoured cars were first to arrive at the house, smashing through the steel gates as though they were made of tin. One covered the front of the house, the other cut across lawns and wilting flower beds to the rear. Close behind were four covered trucks containing the SWAT teams. As the troops moved to surround the house the armoured cars began to spray the house with water cannon, smashing the windows and tearing away curtains. 




“It’s a shame we couldn’t get a priest out in time to bless the water,” said Brass, “flood the place with a few thousand gallons of holy water and there wouldn’t be much left of the vampires.” 




“Maybe next time,” said Grissom, “let’s hope the need never arises.” 




“Where’s the fifth truck?” said Brass, “I want that entrance blocked.” 




“On the way,” said one of the technicians, “any second now.” 






In the cellar Buffy heard glass break, and decided not to wait for the guard to return. She began to tug on the base of the door frame, now freed from its foundations. There was a loud ‘crack’ as it ripped loose from the wall, followed by a dull thud as the door came free of its bolts and Buffy kicked it out into the corridor. 




The guard came running along the corridor towards her, his fangs protruding as he leaped to attack her. Buffy staked him with the sharpened tree root she’d dug from under the floor, then started to look for better weapons. 






The first wave of police came under fire as the vampires’ human victims began to defend the house. Most of them were lethargic, half drained of blood, but they had shotguns and pistols and seemed to know how to use them. 




“We should have fired tear gas,” fretted Brass. 




“No,” said Dawn, “It wouldn’t affect the vampires and Buffy’s in there… she has to be able to fight.” 




“I guess… I just hope none of my men get hurt.” 




“So far we have two casualties,” said Grissom, “neither serious. They don’t seem to be using anything that’ll get through body armour. I’m worried about the helmets though.” 




“Me too. They don’t make armoured mirror visors for that design, we had to settle for perspex.” 




“Why mirrored?” asked Dawn. 




“We looked at the security camera footage of the Brides,” said Grissom, “it looks like they need to make eye contact with their victims to make their thrall work. With mirrored visors they can’t make eye contact.” 




There was a burst of loud gunshots, and two of the police came out dragging a struggling man. As they got him out into the sunlight he burst into flames. “Scratch one vampire,” said a technician. 




“Do they have to see the victim’s eyes?” asked Dawn. “What if it works if the victim just sees their eyes?” 




“It’s a chance we’ll have to take,” said Grissom. 




Somebody screamed, and one of the monitors went dark. 




“Damn,” said Brass, “that sounded bad.” 






There was definitely something going on upstairs, and Buffy cupped her hands to catch a trickle of water dripping from the ceiling. It tasted of dust, but it was the first drink she’d had all day. She kicked in the door of the room next to her cell, and found a typical vampire nest; half a dozen beds, filth, and a rotting corpse in one corner. No weapons, no vamps, but there were a couple of wooden chairs; she pulled one apart and grabbed the cross bars and slats from the back to use as stakes. She could hear shots now, and screams; if there was a war going on up there she’d need more to deal with it. 




Back into the corridor — two vamps coming from the left, neither had time to stop before she staked them. Too easy, more of the Brides’ cannon-fodder, not even armed. 




Round a corner, looked like a recreation room; a bar, pool table, more filth, and another corpse. The bottles on the bar were dusty, unused by the current occupants. Buffy cracked open a bottle of soda water; it was stale and flat, she drank enough to take the edge of her thirst, hoping it wouldn’t give her cramps. There was a sharp knife behind the counter, probably used for lemons once. It’d do until something better came along. She broke one of the pool cues in two and took it as a long stake. Back into the corridor… 






“Officer down in rear dining room, sucking wound to chest…” 




“Officer down, front reception, broken arm…” 




“Damn,” said Grissom, “sounds like they’ve hit trouble.” 




“We knew there’s probably be casualties,” said Brass, “so far I hope we’ve avoided fatalities.” 




“That’s one of the Brides,” said Sara, “Camera four.” 




The camera carried by one of the SWAT team showed an eerily beautiful brunette woman fighting the SWAT team with demonic strength. One went down, another tried to hit her with a TASER but missed as she leaped onto him and tried to twist the helmet, and his head, from his shoulders. Bullet holes appeared in her dress, she ignored them. 




Something flashed across the screen, too fast to see clearly, and the Bride snarled and tried to pull a wooden rod from her shoulders, letting go of her victim. As she twisted round the sharp end of a broken pool cue stabbed through her chest, and she crumbled to dust. Behind her was Buffy, looking unusually angry. “Anyone seen a leather jacket and my sword?” 




“Team three,” shouted Brass, “that’s the Slayer, give her anything she wants. All units, all units, Elvis is on stage. Repeat, Elvis is on stage.” 




“You’d better not let Buffy hear you call her that,” said Dawn, with tears in her eyes. 






Another Bride leaped out of one of the broken second-storey windows onto the roof of the carport, her skin smouldering as she smashed through the light roof and jumped down onto the SUV. In seconds she had was driving across the lawn towards the open gates. As she did so the last truck finally arrived to block the entrance. They collided, and the tinted glass shattered. The Bride frantically tried to run in a fusilade of fire, tried to take bat form, but disintegrated in dust and flame, killed by sunlight and Nick’s special cartridges. 






The other vampires on the second floor were putting up a spirited fight, and had the police stalled at both staircases. Newly armed with an axe and two crossbows, Buffy ran out into the hall below the main stairs, braving their shots, and leaped nearly twenty feet into the air. She fired two shots, both dusting vampires, then dropped the crossbows as she landed on the upper floor and began to take vampire heads. 






“Still looking for the third Bride,” said Dawn, “must be there somewhere. Get your guys searching downstairs, remember that she can pretend to be a corpse, or hide somewhere where there’s no air. She might pretend to be human, tell them to watch for anyone who isn’t reflected in a helmet. Buffy’ll be okay until you can get up to her.” 




“You have a lot of faith in your sister,” commented Catherine. 




“They’ve got her angry now, she loves that jacket and it looks like she’s ruined her nails. I wouldn’t want to be one of the Brides or Dracula right now.” 






Buffy caught up with the last Bride in one of the bedrooms, which had somehow retained its dark curtains. She was frantically shovelling dust and earth from an open coffin into a large plastic bag. She shouted “Heads up!” and threw the axe. The Bride dodged easily, screamed, and leaped at Buffy, realising too late that the axe was a feint. Buffy dusted her with another stake, looked around for any other immediate threats, then turned her attention to the coffin and bag. There was a bathroom adjoining, and by the time the SWAT team caught up with her the last remnants of Dracula were on their final journey, into the Las Vegas sewage system. 




Epilogue



“I guess I was lucky,” said Buffy, “I thought I had much longer to escape, if I hadn’t dug up the floor I would have still been trying to find a way out when your guys showed up, and I guess that the Brides would have killed me.” 




“How did you break the floor anyway?” asked Grissom. 




“Just dumb luck. There was a tree root, must have put so much pressure on the concrete that it cracked. I saw a couple of little leaves, gave me the idea to dig down. Once I did that I could break the door frame and get out.” 




“I wouldn’t call that lucky, I’d say it was resourceful. No doubt you would have found another way out if that one hadn’t been available.” 




Buffy blushed, and said “It’s getting on for nightfall. I think I’d better do another patrol, mop up any stragglers that weren’t caught or killed at the house. I’d guess we caught most of them though; from the looks of things the Brides had involved pretty much all the vampires in town.” 




“Why not stay on for a couple of days,” said Sara, “see the sights and take in a couple of shows before you head back.” 




“I’d love to, but money’s still pretty tight.” 




“Which reminds me…”, said Brass. 




“What did Dawn break?” asked Buffy resignedly. “I’ll pay for it, but you might have to wait for instalments.” 




“Nothing. She was very helpful.” 




“And?” 




“Firstly, I’ve been authorised to pay all your expenses for this trip, including travel and any entertainment you might want to enjoy before you leave.” 




“Uh… okay, I guess I’d be happy to accept.” 




“Secondly, this is the third case of supernatural activity we’ve encountered in a year. It’s becoming obvious to us that we need professional help. Your help.” 




“You want me to join the Las Vegas PD?” asked Buffy incredulously. 




“That would be our preference, but I understand that you need to stay near Sunnydale. The best alternative we’ve thought of is that we should offer you a regular retainer for your advisory services, plus consultants fees and expenses if it should become necessary for you to travel here. Said travel to be entirely voluntary, of course.” 




“Retainer?” asked Buffy. 




“I think our budget can run to three hundred a month for routine advisory services, two hundred a day plus expenses if you travel or have to do anything else on our behalf.” 




“And this would all be voluntary… no penalty if I can’t get away from Sunnydale?” 




“Of course not.” 




“And no publicity?” 




“None.” 




“I guess that in theory I’m supposed to say something noble and heroic and turn you down… but we really need the money. I’d be happy to accept.” 




“Good. It’s taxable income, of course.” 




“Of course.” 




“Also retroactive. Let’s see, you’ve been here two days, say four days by the time you get home, your expenses will include travel, dry cleaning, wear and tear on weapons, plus the retainer for this month… Would fifteen hundred cover it?” 




“Uh… I guess.” 




“Good,” said Brass, pulling a payment voucher from his pocket. “Just fill in your social security and address details and we’ll get a check out to you. Buffy…?” 




“Sorry, just in shock here.” 




“I think that you and Dawn have earned it,” commented Grissom. 




“Welcome to the team,” said Catherine. 




“Oh-kay… I guess I’d better give Dawn the good news. If you hear glass breaking it’ll be her squealing. Thanks… I really don’t know what else to say.” 




“It’s been an honour meeting you,” said Brass. 






“Did anything strike you as odd about that story?” asked Catherine once Buffy had gone. 




“Which story?” asked Grissom. 




“How she escaped. Convenient that the floor should be broken just where she needed it.” 




“Not really. I took a look at the cell when we were clearing up, the root is there all right.” 




“I took a look too. What was the name of the witch Buffy and her friends keep mentioning?” 




“You ought to know. Willow, of course.” 




“I found enough left of that root to identify it. It’s Salix Babylonica, the weeping willow.” 




“So?” 




“So the nearest willow tree I could find was in the park, more than a hundred yards away.” 




“Weird…” 




“Magic, I think. That Lorne guy apparently said something was guarding Buffy. One of these days I really want to meet that girl…” 






Nobody questioned the forged prisoner transfer documents that took three vampires from their cells to a waiting van with CDC markings the next day. About fifty miles outside Las Vegas, at noon, the van stopped at a scrap yard. The vampires didn’t realise that anything was wrong until a magnetic grab picked it up and dropped it into the crusher. 




“Bloody nice of the police to keep them for us,” commented one of the drivers as they watched dust spurt out of the machine. 




“Bloody stupid that they had the chance. That Slayer’s too soft on vampires, we saw it with Angel a couple of years ago. Good thing the Watchers have ruthless bastards like us to clear up the mess.” 




“She killed a god, mate, as far as the Council is concerned that cuts her a lot of slack.” 




“For now. Let’s go home.” 






Jim Brass went home and spent more than an hour looking out of the window over Las Vegas, as he slowly drank a large Scotch. Tonight the city streets would probably be a little safer, thanks to the Slayer and CSI. It made what he had to do all the harder. 




Eventually he picked up the phone and dialled an international number. “This is James Brass, Las Vegas police department. Serial 13539, codeword Tiberius… I need to report to the General or his staff, priority Alpha-One. Yes, I can hold.” 




Brass poured himself another drink, and absently rubbed the spot where his clothing concealed a faded blue tattoo dating from his teens, the sign of an ancient loyalty that could never be forgotten. Eventually a new voice came to the phone. “General…? Thank you, it’s been a long while… Yes… I think I have positive identification… Briefly, I learned today that monks hid a child from someone who could cause insanity. The child is the sister of the Slayer, and a psychic stated that she had an unusual green aura. Putting those facts and last year’s events together I think the conclusion is obvious. Dawn Summers is The Key… Yes General, of course… Even with Glory dead, she might fall into other hands. The Key is the Link, the Link must be severed. Such is the will of God…” 




Potential Problem



Downloaded From: Potential Problem on Twisting the Hellmouth.




Set near the end of season 7 of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and season 4 of Angel, following the Angel episode “Orpheus” and just before the beginning of “Dirty Girls” in Buffy the Vampire Slayer.



Prologue



We were somewhere on the edge of the desert when the magic took hold, and Willow turned to me and said “I think it’s done now. Take a look in the mirror.” 




Not easy when you’re driving on a poorly-marked back road, but I pulled down the visor and took a quick look in the vanity mirror. Still me, sort of, but not… light brown hair, pale freckled skin, softer nose. So cute I could puke. 




“Did’ya have to make me look so… girly?” 




“Pretty much. The spell messes with your actual appearance, not an illusion, so all of that is latent in your genes; some of the choices you didn’t make as an embryo. It’s cosmetic, doesn’t change your fingerprints or anything. It’ll go in a couple of days, this is just to get you well clear of LA.” 




We stopped for a minute and Willow took a couple of Polaroids of me, front and side views. 




“Just so long as you remember I’m not your girlfriend. You’ve made me so pretty…” 




Willow blushed, and said “Actually I think I preferred you as you were, but either way you’re not really my type. Yay for Slayer strength and all, but I’ve been the bad girl, I don’t want to date one.” 




“You really tried to destroy the world?” 




“If Xander hadn’t stopped me…” 




“Okay… remind me not to make you mad. So this disguise will last just long enough to get back to Sunnydale, where the cops know my face.” 




“I can renew it if I have to, and we’ll come up with something better, Faith, maybe a spell to make everyone remember you as having been pardoned or something. Giles is working on it. Besides, when did you last hear of the Sunnydale police being able to tell their asses from their elbows? Except when they wanted to get rid of Buffy, of course…” 




“True. Okay, next question, why are we taking this route? We’re so far East we’re practically in Nevada.” 




“Synchronicity. I cast the runes before we left, this is the way we need to travel. We may end up crossing the state line, which is one reason why I wanted to change your looks. There’s probably a police check there, you weren’t the only prisoner to go missing when Los Angeles went dark.” 




“Crap. Okay, better think of something to call me then, it’d be a nuisance if you called me Faith and a cop overheard and took my prints.” 




“Hope… nope. Charity… I don’t think so.” 




“Charity, right.” I couldn’t help grinning. 




“Joyce? Doubt you’ll forget that.” 




“Hey… That’s a low one. B won’t like it, I’m not sure I like it. Joyce was okay, and I hurt her. Couldn’t even send a card to the funeral.” 




“But you won’t forget it, will you? Look, Buffy needn’t know, it’s just to cover you until we get to Sunnydale. What about a surname?” 




“Easy. With this nose and the freckles I look a little like you. Okay, I’m Joyce Rosenberg, your cousin from LA. Your atheist cousin, if someone says something Jewish.” 




“Both wearing crosses here… Joyce.” 




“Jews for Jesus, baby.” 




“Oy… take a right up ahead.” 




“That’s got us heading for the state line and the freeway. Are you sure?” 




“Yeah, the road is calling me.” 




“Now that’s scary. You channelling Drusilla or something?” 




“No, I just know it’s the way we need to go. Keep on this road, and let me work on your driver’s licence and ID. The papers are easy, it’s getting you onto the computers that’s the hard part.” 




We drove on that way for ten miles or so, then her mobile started beeping. “Hello? Oh, hi Buffy… Yeah, I’m on my way back to Sunnydale. Stop off?… Ooh, I wanted to meet them, see the labs… No problem, I’m not far from Nevada. Okay, tell them we’re coming.” Her face reddened again, and she said “Sorry, I should have said, I’m with a friend… No, not a girlfriend… Not a boyfriend either… Don’t worry, it’ll be okay. I’ll tell you when I see you. ’Bye.” She rung off, and said “Slight change of plans, Faith… uh Joyce. We’re going to Vegas.” 





Part I



“So, Spike has a soul now? That’ll mess up a lot of prophecies.”




“Tell me about it. Why can’t Buffy date normal guys?”




“Riley wasn’t that bad.”




“You ought to know…”




Catherine could hear the voices from the stairs. When she heard Buffy’s name she paused for a second. There was something fascinating about the monster hunters from Sunnydale; Oz had said that their lives were ‘Jerry Springer complicated’, and from the sound of it he wasn’t exaggerating. She smiled and went into the lobby. “Willow Rosenberg?”




A pretty red-headed woman in brown slacks and a cream top stood up, followed by another woman with light brown hair, wearing dark denim jeans and jacket. “That’s me. And this is my cousin Joyce, who’s been working with Angel. I think Buffy said you know him.”




“Willow, Joyce, I’m Catherine Willows, welcome to CSI. If you’d like to come this way, I’ll get you visitor badges…” Willow picked up a canvas shoulder-bag, Joyce a heavy kit-bag, and they followed her. “Has Buffy filled you in on the situation?”




“Not much,” said Joyce. Catherine noticed a Boston accent. “You’ve got a case that needs our sort of attention, and Buffy can’t make it.”




“That about sums it up,” said Catherine, “It’s a body, not human. We don’t know enough to tell you what it is. But whatever it is, it died violently. Multiple stab wounds, inflicted with considerable force. The perp left a dagger, there are prints on it but they don’t match to anyone on our database. When I described it Buffy said that she thought she knew what it was, and that she’d get someone out to us as soon as possible, then called back about twenty minutes later and warned us to expect you.”




“What did she say she thought it was?” asked Willow.




“Buffy said it might be something called a ‘Bringer’. Mean anything to you?”




“Damn. Let’s hope she’s wrong, because if she isn’t we’ve got to move fast. It’s been a few hours already.”






Grissom was examining the body when they reached the morgue. “This thing was never human…,” he began, then realised that Catherine had company.




“These are the people Buffy sent to help us,” said Catherine, “Willow and Joyce Rosenberg.”




“Gil Grissom,” said Grissom, “I’d shake hands but as you can see…” his gloved fingers were covered in green ichor.




“That’s okay,” said Willow, “I think we can take it as read.”




“Works for me,” said Joyce.




“What do you think?” asked Catherine.




“Bringer,” said Willow, “no doubt about it. Demon minion. Which means you have a whole pack of the murderous little creeps running around somewhere, probably chasing someone.”




“Murderous?” asked Grissom.




“Yeah, they work for this ancient evil um… thing… that calls itself ‘The First’, at the moment it has them running around the world murdering Potentials.”




“What’s a Potential?” asked Catherine.




“A Potential Slayer,” said Joyce. She hesitated for a moment then said “Someone like me.”




“How does that work?” asked Grissom.




“You know all the stuff about the Slayer being the Chosen One,” said Willow, “the one girl in every generation, yadda yadda?”




“We have the general idea, I think.”




“Well, whenever the Slayer gets killed another girl gets called. At any given time there are a few dozen Potentials, girls who might get the superpowers if the Slayer dies. No way to tell which one it will be until it happens. There’s an organisation called the Watchers’ Council that finds and trains them. That’s the theory anyway, only they screwed up with Buffy and she went into it pretty much untrained. That’s probably what’s kept her alive so long, she learned to think outside the box. The First is trying to wipe out the whole line of Slayers, not to mention the Watchers, we’ve been bringing the survivors to Sunnydale to fight it.”




“So you’ve been trained as a Slayer?” Grissom asked Joyce.




“Since I was thirteen. Martial arts mostly, some other stuff. Then I happened to visit my cuz here in Sunnyhell and found out that not only does she know the Slayer but she’s a kick-ass wicca. Got a good look at how the Slayer operates, decided that the Watchers were jerks, and went my own way.”




“And now you work for Angel?” asked Catherine.




“Occasionally.” Catherine got the feeling that there was a lot that Joyce wasn’t saying.




“Look, there isn’t much time,” said Willow. “If they haven’t caught up with her already there’s a Potential on the run out there. The way they work is that they kill the Watcher first so she’s probably on her own. It looks like she’s managed to take one out, but they hunt in packs. We have to save her.”




“We haven’t a lot to go on,” said Grissom, “The body was found in a back alley off the Strip at three this morning, more than twelve hours ago. It was raining heavily at the time and it looks like most of the forensic evidence has been washed away.”




“There may be a magical trail. There’s a spell that can locate Potentials, probably similar to the one the Bringers use to find them.”




“Will it work?” asked Catherine, “Angel once told me that tracing magic is difficult here because of the magic associated with gambling. Would that give you problems?”




“Don’t know until I try,” said Willow. “But Angel isn’t a magician or a witch, he doesn’t know all the tricks.”




“You be careful, cuz.” said Joyce.




“Don’t worry. This is a really low-power spell, not major messing with the dark forces. I’ll need some maps of Las Vegas, initially something covering the whole city, then larger scale maps to zoom in.”




“I’ll send for some,” said Grissom, picking up the phone.




“Hey…” said Joyce, looking at the evidence bags on a nearby table. “I’ve seen one of these knives before.”




“That’s the murder weapon.”




“It’s a Bringer’s dagger,” said Willow.




“Someone tried to stab me with one of those a few days ago,” said Joyce. “Human though, not a demon. I think it was a paid hit. It was while things were screwed up in LA, with the darkness and all.”




“What was that about?” asked Catherine. “I saw the news reports but they didn’t make much sense.”




“A big demon, really powerful, cast a spell to switch the sun off. Angel killed it and that broke the spell. Took out a whole load of vampires that were playing in the streets without any sun block on.” She rubbed her neck as she spoke, and Catherine noticed some sticking plaster. Vampire bite?




“Did you learn anything from the assassin?” asked Grissom.




“No… she wouldn’t talk.”




“Any idea why they didn’t go after you directly?”




“I was somewhere where a demon would have stuck out like a sore thumb. Guess they thought it would be too difficult to get to me.”




A younger man wearing a white lab coat over a garish Hawaiian shirt came in with a box of maps. Grissom said “This is Greg Sanders, one of our technicians. Greg, Willow and Joyce Rosenberg.”




Joyce eyed him appreciatively.




“Pleased to meet you both,” said Greg, smiling at the visitors. “Would that be Willow as in Willow the witch? Angel said something about you.”




Willow blushed and said “Err… yes, that’d be me.”




“And Dawn made some fairly extravagent claims about your capabilities,” said Grissom.




“Dawn’s a sweetie, but I’ve had to rein myself in a lot over the past few months. The magic was taking too much out of me, and getting too dangerous for the people around me. I’m trying to avoid really major mojo.”




Grissom leafed through the maps and said “This is probably the best map of the entire area. The scale’s pretty small though.”




“It ought to give us a starting point. Okay, just give me a couple of minutes to get set up and we’ll see.”




Willow pulled a pestle and mortar and some bottles and candles from the bag, mixed some ground herbs, and began to chant something in Latin. Eventually she threw the powder onto the map and sharply said “Acclaro! Reveal!”




The map suddenly blazed with spots of light, hundreds of pinpoints around the edges of the city and a searing actinic glow around the main casinos. It lasted a few seconds, then faded again.




“Goddess…” said Willow. “Looks like we’re going to have to do this the hard way.”





Part II



“Okay,” said Willow. “I forgot to ask, what did Buffy tell you when you talked to her, and what have you already done?”




“More or less the same things you did,” said Grissom, “but simplified. She said that they were probably trying to kill someone, almost certainly a girl, and left it at that. We’ve had patrols on the lookout for these things since about eight this morning. No sign of them so far, and no human bodies have been found.”




“That’s encouraging. What with the Bringer’s body and all, it sounds like she’s got clear of them for the moment, maybe gone to ground somewhere. There’s so much magical energy around that they’d have a job to find her.”




“Sounds like it,” said Joyce. “She had time to stab this thing three times, that probably means that it was the only one to catch up with her.”




“Five times,” said Grissom. “Just how strong and fast is a Potential Slayer anyway? Those wounds are deep. We’ve seen Buffy in action, are they like her?”




“It varies,” said Willow. “Joyce is… um… exceptionally powerful, she could whip most vampires one on one, but all of them are strong and fast, within normal human limits. Most of the Potentials in Sunnydale have helped stake at least one vampire, it’s part of Buffy’s training programme. Some have done more.”




“That would account for it then. I was initially thinking of this as a fairly powerful male killer. If I saw a human body with wounds like this I’d be looking for someone with severe rage issues. I’d guess that at least two of the blows were post mortem.”




“How can you tell?” asked Joyce with interest.




“They didn’t bleed much of this green… ah… blood.”




“Ichor,” said Willow.




“Presumably whatever it uses for a heart was stopped by an earlier blow.”




“If that creep killed her Watcher she might be on a vengeance kick,” said Joyce. “Specially if she’s been training for a few years and they liked each other. When my first Watcher was killed… sorry, it was a long time ago, let’s just say that I tended to hurt things before I killed them.”




“So where do we go from here?” asked Catherine. “Willow, you said something about doing things the hard way?”




“Oh… well, to be honest, most of the things I do when magic fails are basic forensic science, computer searches, that sort of thing, you’re probably doing them already and much better than I could. If I take a look at the place where the body was found I could maybe try some other spells, things that won’t work at a distance, but I’ll have to be very careful. There’s too much magic out there.”




“Why would that be a problem?” asked Grissom.




“Because I’m an addict,” said Willow, in matter-of-fact tones. “Like an alcoholic, only with magic. I start off small, just one little spell to make things easier, then things tend to snowball. Well, in LA I had to use fairly powerful magic a couple of times, and some spells to make things easier on the way here, and I’ve just done another one, so I’m well on the way to another binge if I’m not careful. I do have some control these days, but usually I’m in Sunnydale where you have to be really careful with magic, and that makes me more aware of my condition. Out here, with so much power around and no Hellmouth to screw it up I could really kick mystic ass. Only I probably wouldn’t know when to stop.”




“What happens if you binge?” asked Catherine.




“Depends. Reality gets distorted, that sort of thing.”




“What exactly do you mean, distorted?”




“I guess you have to be there. Okay, first sign that I’ve gone too far is that my eyes and hair turn black and I start to levitate, then if I’m in a fight I start throwing lightning bolts and using telekinesis and stuff. To do that I have to suck magical energy from my surroundings, so anyone coming too close might get hurt by it, although here I’d guess that there’s so much raw power that the first effects would be quantum events on a macro scale…”




Willow noticed their blank and slightly awed expressions, then said “Sorry, I started out as a science nerd. Magic and the most extreme parts of theoretical physics have more in common than you might think. What I’m talking about is luck. Weird coincidences, slot machines playing out ten jackpots in a row, all the air in a room moving to the corners leaving a vacuum in the middle, that sort of thing. All of the background magic here comes from attempts to manipulate probability, if I start drawing on that power it’s going to do weird things to cause and effect.”




“Okay,” said Grissom. “We wouldn’t want to upset the Gaming Commission. Let’s try and avoid binges.”




“Don’t worry,” said Joyce, “I’ll make sure she keeps it cool. Besides, I think I know a way to get those guys out into the open without much magic.”




“How?” asked Catherine.




“Easy. They want a Potential to kill, and the one they’re looking for seems to be unavailable. Let’s go out on the town and give them someone else to hunt.”






“Okay,” said Willow, talking into apparent thin air, “Do you read me, Catherine?”




“Loud and clear,” said the tiny earphone.




“Are you guys ready if we run into trouble?”




“We’re thirty seconds away.”




“Okay, I think we can hold out that long if we have to. Are you ready, … Joyce?”




Joyce nodded, then remembered her own radio and said “Five by five.”




“Okay, we clear on the plan?” asked Willow.




“Pretty much,” said Joyce, “one look at your aura and most things will know who you are, so they won’t think it’s strange you have a Potential with you. I’ll play it as a wimp who’s scared of the big bad monsters, and we’ll take it from there, see if anyone tries to take the bait. If that doesn’t work we’ll go back and you can turn them into frogs until someone answers your questions.”




“Ugh, not frogs. Rabbits? They’re cute, and okay so long as Anya isn’t around.”




“I’m cool with that. Might be kinda funny.”




“Yes, with the hopping and the little twitching noses and… got over-enthusiastic there. We’ll save transformation spells for a last resort, they need a lot of power. Sorry, Catherine, wasting time. You guys ready?”




“Yes, we’re fine,” Catherine said a little sharply.




“Okay, let’s go.” They walked to the door of a run-down looking bar and went inside. Both of them stood near the door and had a good look at the occupants, while they stared back.




Eventually Willow said “Okay …Joyce, who’s here.”




“Well,” said Joyce in a nervous voice, “I make it a couple of balancing demons, one l…lesser succubus, a Miquot d…demon, and something I don’t recognise with the f…feathers instead of hair. Oh, and five humans. At least they l…look human.”




“Anything that needs immediate slaying?”




“N…no, Willow, maybe the Miquot d…demon if it gets violent, the rest no.”




The Miquot demon looked up as she mentioned Willow’s name, took a good look at her, and hastily scuttled to get a hooded coat and ran out, giving her the widest possible berth.




“Non-violent, I guess,” said Willow. “Very good. And how do you know the humans aren’t vampires?”




“Mirror behind the bar. They h…have reflections.”




“Excellent. We’ll have you up to Slayer standards in no time.” She walked towards the bar, Joyce followed.




By now most of the customers in the bar were staring, mostly at Willow although one or two were casting nervous glances at Joyce.




“Excuse me,” said the minor succubus, an attractive brunette in a leather catsuit, with small horns and a barbed tail, “did the young lady just call you Willow? As in Sunnydale Willow? The Wicca?”




“That’s right,” said Willow with a smile, eying her curves appreciatively.




“Could I have your autograph?”




“I guess. Provided you give me a lock of your hair and some nail clippings, so that I can return your spell threefold when you try to enchant me.”




“Errr… never mind then.”




“Nice try, dear.”




“It was a pleasure meeting you.”




“Likewise.”




They reached the bar, and Willow said “Seen any Bringers here lately?”




“Bringers?” asked the barman warily.




“Little guys with brown robes and scars instead of eyes.”




“Those scumbags. Yeah, there were five of them in here last night about two, came sniffing around the customers then suddenly ran out, didn’t even buy drinks.”




“See much of them?”




“They’ve been in a couple of times before, never seen them buy more than a couple of bottles of mineral water and they don’t tip.”




“Thank you. I’ll have a decaff coke, please, and for you, Joyce…?”




“Um… the same, I guess, but I need the l…ladies room first.”




“Through that door, first on the left,” said the barman, pointing. He turned back to Willow, hardly paying attention as Joyce went out. “So… you really a hotshot witch?”




“Wicca.”




“I’ve always been attracted to powerful women,” he said, leaning closer to give Willow an opportunity to sample his halitosis.




“I’m gay, and you’re about ten seconds away from going ‘ribbit’.”




“Point taken.” He hastily moved back, and started polishing glasses. There was an awkward silence, broken by a loud thump from the direction of the ladies room. A few moments later Joyce came out, dragging a brown-robed figure behind her. Most of the customers hastily vacated the bar.




“Looky what I’ve got, Willow. A Bringer.”




“Dead?”




“Very. Opened the closet by mistake, it fell out. Smells like it’s been there a good few hours. Stabbed, same as the first one.”




“Listen lady,” said the barman, “You want to stab those creeps, you go right ahead, just dump ’em with the garbage outside.”




“That’s not the way it works, I’m afraid,” said Willow. “Catherine, you’d better get in here, we’ve got another customer for you.”





Part III



Catherine Willows was unimpressed. In approximately thirty seconds Joyce Rosenberg had interfered with a crime scene and given most of the possible witnesses time to run. Now she had a corpse that had been moved, and evidence that was bound to be contaminated by Joyce’s hair and fingerprints.




“It’s unfortunate that you moved the body,” said Nick, “it’s going to reduce the value of the forensic evidence considerably.”




“Sorry, didn’t think of it,” said Joyce.




“We’re both sorry,” said Willow, “The problem is that neither of us have had an opportunity to work properly with the police before. In Sunnydale they just don’t want to know about these things, so we have to do everything for ourselves.”




“Well, if you’ll try to be more careful in future,” said Catherine, “Joyce, we’ll need your fingerprints to compare with any we find at the crime scene.”




Silence.




“Is there a problem?” asked Nick.




“Could we speak privately?” asked Willow, gesturing to a table in a far corner. The CSI investigators, Willow and Joyce moved to it. “Switch off the radios please. I’m going to make sure that there are no eavesdroppers.” She rummaged in her bag, and Joyce expected her to start casting a spell. Instead she pulled out a small electronic device. “We had some trouble a while back with a bunch of high-tech wanna-be supervillains who thought it’d be a good idea to bug the Slayer, had to start taking precautions.”




“What’s this about?” asked Catherine once the bug-jammer was switched on.




“Me,” said Joyce, before Willow could speak. Her voice seemed deeper, a little coarser. “It’s okay, Willow, I had a feeling this might be necessary.”




“Are you sure?” asked Willow.




“Yeah. It’s just gonna get too complicated if we keep this up, or if you try to fix it up with magic, and I’m not gonna start running again with those scumbags on the loose here. Okay, first thing I should do is introduce myself. My name’s Faith and I’m not a Potential.”




“You’re not?” asked Catherine.




“Did Buffy tell you that she’s died a couple of times?”




“Yes.”




“What happens when a Slayer dies?”




“Another one gets…” Nick began, then tapered off with his jaw dropping.




“First time Buffy died a kid called Kendra got activated. Never met her myself, but she was about Buffy’s age, fifteen or so, and pretty green.”




“Poor Kendra…” said Willow. “She was unlucky, ran up against Drusilla in Sunnydale about a year later. Drusilla is really powerful, even Buffy has never been able to kill her. They lured Buffy away, and she killed Kendra in front of the rest of us. There was nothing we could do.”




“Then I drew the short straw,” said Faith. “I was careless, thought I could whip anything, didn’t plan properly. Let my first Watcher get captured and tortured to death in New Orleans a couple of months after I was activated, and went on the run. The vamp that did it was Kakistos, he chased me to Sunnydale, then Buffy and I killed him. Trouble was it left me… think they call it post-traumatic stress, but I was still having the trauma nearly every night, going out to hunt the monsters. I kidded myself I was enjoying it, and I got careless again.”




“How?” asked Catherine quietly.




“Thought I was staking a vampire, stabbed a man. Killed him. Then I tried to get rid of the body, when that didn’t work I tried to put the blame on Buffy. It ended up with me working for the Mayor when he tried to destroy Sunnydale, and me in a coma for six months. When I came out of that I tried to take Buffy’s place magically, and when that didn’t work I ran to LA and tried to take out Angel, hurt most of the people he worked with. What I was trying to do…”




“You wanted him to kill you?” asked Catherine.




“You’re good. Yes, I think that’s what I wanted. Him or Buffy. He saved me instead, kinda turned me around, and I gave myself up to the police.”




“So your fingerprints will be on record. I don’t see that as a problem.”




“When things started going down the tubes in LA I was still in the pen, which is why the Bringers had to pay someone to ice me. When I was told that Angel needed my help I busted out.”




“Oh.”




“As far as I know there are no Federal warrants out on me, but I’m sure as hell wanted in California. Don’t know how the system works, but I kinda think it’s your duty to tell them so that they can extradite me.”




“Something like that,” said Nick. “One question; what do you plan to do?”




“I was going to give myself up once we’d dealt with the demon in LA, but from what Willow tells me I’m really needed in Sunnydale. There’s an apocalypse coming, and this one is gonna be a doozy. Buffy and the gang may not be able to handle it without me. After that I guess it’s back to the pen.”




Unnoticed, Willow’s eyes momentarily flickered black, and a tendril of all-but-invisible energy snaked out to Catherine and Nick and as quickly vanished.




“So you’re voluntarily returning to California?” asked Nick.




“Yeah, I guess.”




“We won’t have to worry about extradition then, will we? Why waste the taxpayers’ money?”




“Nick…” Catherine began.




“Have you committed any crimes in Nevada?” asked Nick




“No,” said Faith.




“Planning to?”




“Not if I can help it.”




“Okay… Let’s say that for now we keep your prints off the national system until you’re ready to leave, then give you a head start. Say twenty-four hours.”




“Sounds good to me.”




“Are we agreed then? Catherine?”




“Well… okay. Provided there’s nothing else.”




“Willow?”




“Yeah, I guess that’s okay, if you can make sure that nobody else enters them into the computer until you’re ready.”




“That’s okay, at least for this crime scene. We’ll tackle any others as they come up. Faith?”




“Five by five. Better get back to calling me Joyce though, or we’ll have to go through this again with your boss and the rest of your crew.”




“Okay… Joyce. Just one question — if the girl before you was activated when Buffy died the first time, what happened the second time?”




“Don’t really know,” said Joyce, settling back into her role.




“I do,” said Willow. “Giles did some research, as much as he could without telling the Watchers that she was dead. They think that the line of Slayers runs through you now. When Buffy was killed she wasn’t replaced.”




“Oh… you mean that I’m the Chosen One now and she isn’t? All those Potentials are waiting for me to die?”




“You could put it that way, I suppose.”




“Oh boy, I’ll bet Buffy was really pissed.”




“I don’t think she’s thought about it or knows. If I told her I think she’d be relieved that it wasn’t her responsibility any more.”




“Okay… have to think about that one, get my head around it. Let’s get back to work.”




As they went back to the body Nick moved next to Joyce and said “So, are you as strong as Buffy?”




“If that’s a pick-up line it needs work. I’m stronger, faster, and wilder, baby. And modest too.”




While Nick and Catherine returned to the body Joyce stood near Willow and murmured “You did something, didn’t you? Saw your eyes change.”




Willow looked slightly guilty, and said “Just a suggestibility spell to make them a little more inclined to our point of view, might not even have been needed. Don’t worry, they wanted to help you anyway, I just made it a little easier.”




“Chill out, Willow. If the worse comes to the worse they’ll put me in a cell somewhere, and I’ll just have to escape again. Not like it’s difficult or anything. Don’t hurt yourself trying to protect me.”




“Don’t worry, I’m being careful. Now keep cool, cos’ I’m going to use some real power to find out exactly what happened here.”




Raising her voice, she said “I think I can cast a spell that will help you, if that’s okay, but it’s a one-shot deal so you’ll need to be ready to record it. You’ll need camcorders and lights.”






“Okay,” said Willow, “Spell’s ready to activate. Remember, I can’t work the mojo twice, it’s like playing back a tape that self-destructs. This won’t be detailed, you won’t be able to recognise faces. But it won’t harm your evidence and ought to give you a rough idea of what happened. If I’ve got it right the playback will start a couple of minutes before the Bringer died, and end a couple of minutes after. From what the barman said it all went down very quickly. Are your guys ready, Nick?”




“Ready,” he said. “Cameras rolling.”




“Okay.” Willow threw some crushed powders into a coffee mug, which began to produce clouds of yellow vapour, rapidly filling the bar with a thin mist. “Memory of what was, spirit of this place, show us what is to be shown. Comperio! Disclose!”




The vapour clumped to outline vague forms seated at the tables, four figures at the bar, and someone behind it. A minute later another form appeared at the door, roughly five feet tall, seemed to look out of the window, then quickly moved to the ladies room. Moments later more shapes appeared at the door, six squat forms which darted amongst the customers. One went into the ladies room. About thirty seconds later the other five seemed to notice something outside the bar and ran out again, fading into nothingness. 




“That’s it,” said Willow about thirty seconds later, “hope it gave you something useful.”




“I think so,” said Catherine, “let’s compare notes and have a look at the tapes.”






“Right,” said Catherine, looking at the screens, “That’s probably the Potential. She comes in, a little unsteady on her feet, looks around, then stands there looking out the window. As she does so I think she puts her hand on the glass, about there.” She pointed at the window, and Nick put a yellow marker below the point she indicated. “Here it looks like she notices something outside, because she immediately moves toward the ladies room, possibly touching the wall again as she does so, about there.” Another marker. “Now she goes into the ladies room and shuts the door behind her. As she goes in there the Bringers come in and start to sniff around the customers. Meanwhile she’s gone to the fire exit and it looks like she’s trying to get the door open… no, she’s doing something to the alarm first. Check that.”




“Yeah,” called Nick from the ladies room, “looks like the wire is cut, wanted to get out without setting it off. Probably prints on the wire or the sensor box. That’s interesting, she’s cut just one lead, left the others intact, looks like she knows how to neutralise an alarm.”




“That fast? There are pro burglars that would take longer. Is it part of your training?” Catherine asked Joyce.




“No, must be something she picked up for herself.”




“Now one of the Bringers goes into the ladies room, she immediately turns and attacks it. From the speed with which it falls I’d say she’s already armed, it doesn’t look like she takes the knife from the Bringer until after it’s down. Judging by the wounds on the body it’s another Bringer knife she’s using, or something very like it. She drags it to the closet then goes out the door. From there she could turn left or right, but we’ve got nothing outside the building. Right takes her towards the strip, and towards the alley where the other body was found, but it also takes her past the front of the bar. About fifteen seconds later we have the Bringers leaving, I guess in pursuit.”




“Why did she go that way?” asked Nick. “Doesn’t seem to be any reason for it, left would give her more of a lead.”




“She’s not running,” said Joyce. “She’s luring. Took one out in the John, another in the alley. She’s letting them catch up with her, one by one, and killing them.”




“If you’re right,” said Willow, “and she killed this one before the one in the alley, and she already had a Bringer dagger, there’s another body out there somewhere.”




“Whoever she is,” said Joyce admiringly, “she’s good.”





Part IV



“Something I’ve noticed,” said Nick, “we’ve got two bodies but neither has any possessions apart from the robes and that one knife. No keys, no wallets, nothing.” 




“They’re demons,” said Catherine, “Why would they have any of those things?” 




“We know they use money,” said Nick, spraying part of the window with fluorescent powder, “the bartender mentioned they’ve bought bottled water. Come to think of it, he said they’ve been in more than once, which implies that they’re staying somewhere in Vegas, and probably in this neighbourhood. That’s a break, the windows have been cleaned recently. Here’s a hand print, looks reasonably fresh.” 




Catherine photographed the print, then Nick carefully transfered it to a print lifter. “Looks like we have palm, first and second fingers and thumb there, right hand. May tell us who we’re trying to help.” They moved to the wall, and Nick began to spray there. 




“Most demons live in human society to some extent,” said Willow, “but I’ve always thought of the Bringers as the exceptions. They just seem to appear out of nowhere, we’ve only ever found them on the streets and in caves.” 




“Not many caves in the middle of Vegas,” said Catherine. “Maybe they have the same problem that you did?” 




“Which one?” asked Willow. 




“Too much magic. From what you’ve told us they just appear, attack someone, then vanish again, but maybe they can’t do that so easily here. If they’ve come in from out of town they’d somewhere to stay, maybe a rented apartment or some sort of abandoned building, and probably transport. They’d also need to buy food and drink, normally I assume they get it wherever they live.” 




“It probably is something like that, there’s still a lot we don’t know about them. They might not even live in this dimension normally.” 




“So where are they getting the money?” asked Nick. 




“Probably stealing it,” said Joyce. “Or killing people to get it.” 




“Wouldn’t we be finding bodies?” 




“Depends. Might have them stashed away somewhere, might be eating them. Willow?” 




“They haven’t eaten the Potentials they’ve killed. We’ve found bodies.” She paled for a moment as she remembered. 




“Catherine,” said Nick, “I don’t think we’re going to get useful prints here, all I’m seeing is smudges.” 




“Let’s move on to the fire exit and the alarm.” 




“Okay. Willow, what happens if your girl manages to kill all the Bringers that are after her?” 




“More would go after her, but it might be a while. This has been going on for months, and we’re still finding occasional Potentials that they’ve missed. One turned up in Sunnydale a couple of months ago, she was actually in the same class as Buffy’s sister.” 




“Sister?” said Joyce, for a moment confused, then “Oh yeah, Dawn.” 




“I don’t think you knew her very well, did you?” said Willow. There was an odd note in her voice, and Catherine wondered what she was missing. 




“No, she was like ten or eleven then, wasn’t she? A real brat.” 




“She was here earlier this year with Buffy,” said Catherine, “she seemed to be a very resourceful girl.” 




“With Buffy for her sister she’d have to be,” said Joyce, “or a total doormat. Guess she chose not to be Buffy’s doormat.” 




“Here we are,” said Nick, “a very pretty print on the alarm sensor, even though I say it myself. Get pictures then I’ll lift it.” 




Catherine got the photos, then her phone began to beep. She listened, then said “Officer down, about a mile from here. Looks like a Bringer attack, Grissom’s at the crime scene. Wants us there when we’ve finished here.” 






“What’s the story?” asked Catherine twenty minutes later. The new crime scene was a used car lot a few blocks from the strip, now surrounded by police cars with two helicopters circling the area. 




“Officer Ralph Dugan, twelve years on the force,” said Grissom. “Multiple stab wounds to the thorax and throat cut, within the last couple of hours. A car salesman found the body, pushed underneath the red Cadillac. There’s a Bringer corpse over here by the dumpster, still oozing ichor, also with multiple stab wounds.” 




“Any shots fired?” 




“No, and Dugan’s gun is missing.” 




Nick looked the scene over. “There doesn’t seem to be any blood on the Bringer.” 




“I’d noticed.” 




“So what are you thinking?” asked Nick, “The Bringers chased the girl here, Dugan saw what was going on and came to help and was jumped by one of them? She killed a Bringer and ran while the others were fighting Dugan?” 




“Could be. See anything wrong with that idea?” 




Catherine looked around, then said “Why didn’t Dugan shoot the Bringers, or call for backup? Not like they’re human, there’s been a warning out all day, and he must have seen they were trying to kill her. And what happened to the gun? Bringers don’t use them, from what Willow says.” 




“Good question. Especially since it looks like Dugan was attacked from the front only. That presumably means no more than two Bringers, one fighting the girl and one on Dugan.” 




“Maybe he was trying to be a hero?” suggested Willow. 




“Maybe, but he was an experienced officer, it just doesn’t feel right.” 




“Anyone checked the security cameras?” asked Nick. 




“I was just about to ask you.” 




“On it.” Nick went off to the sales office. Catherine and Grissom turned their attention to the area around the Cadillac. 




“I could try that spell again,” said Willow, “not sure how well it would work out in the open, but…” 




“Leave it, Will,” said Joyce, in a low voice. “They’ve got forensics and the cameras, they don’t need you yet. Keep the magic for when it’s really needed. I hope I’m wrong, but I’ve got a bad feeling that we’re gonna want it eventually.” 




“Why?” 




“Call it a hunch.” 






“I think you’re all going to want to see this,” said Nick, about fifteen minutes later, and started the tape playing in the car lot office. “It’s a slow-scan system, one picture from each camera every second or so. I’m playing back the recording from the camera that covers that part of the lot in real time. The entrance to the lot is on the left, there’s a side gate to the right.” 




A young woman ran from right to left, recorded as a series of blurry images, then ducked behind a car. “That’s the green BMW saloon near the Cadillac, she may have left prints on it.” 




“Freeze it a second,” said Grissom. “Can you zoom in to get a better view of her face?” 




“Not with this recorder, but no problem back at the lab. She stays still for about thirty seconds now, so we should be able to enhance it reasonably well.” 




“Start it playing again.” 




“Watch what happens to the right.” After thirty seconds a Bringer came into view, bent forward and apparently sniffing the air. It moved forward slowly, drawing its knife as it seemed to catch the scent of the girl, then went round the front of the car. As it did so she leaped into view, vaulting the hood of the car and landing behind it. It started to turn, knife in hand, but she stabbed it first, cutting deep into its chest, then cut its throat and wiped the knife on its robe. 




“Good moves,” said Joyce tautly, “reminds me of me.” 




“Keep watching,” said Nick. 




“What’s happened to the other Bringers?” asked Willow. 




A uniformed beat cop came into view as the girl started to move away from the body, gun in hand. She turned to face him, apparently listening to something he was saying, then dropped the dagger and pointed at the corpse. Dugan stepped closer, moving the Bringer’s robe slightly so that he could see its face. As he did so the girl seemed to fall forward, rolling on the ground and coming up with another dagger in her hand. She stabbed Dugan as efficiently as she had stabbed the Bringer, cut his throat and took the gun as he dropped it, then quickly went through his pockets and rolled his body under the Cadillac. She pulled the Bringer into trash beside the dumpster, and walked off towards the street. 




“I don’t believe it,” said Willow. “There has to be something wrong with her, a spell or something, or maybe she saw something that made her realise that he was in league with the Bringers, or…” 




“Forget it, Will,” Joyce said bitterly. The CSI team turned to listen. “There was no spell, and nothing wrong with him, and even if there was she didn’t have time to notice it. She was ready to kill anyone that got in her way, period. Let’s face it, our potential is a psycho, and from the moves she was making I’m guessing that the Watchers spent at least two or three years training her to be a better killer.” 




“Are you sure?” asked Willow. 




“Is anyone else surprised?” asked Joyce. The others were silent. “The way the Watchers work, they find the Potentials as young as they can, try to separate them from their familes and friends, and persuade them that they’ve been chosen by God, or some sort of higher power, that the mission is all that’s important, and that if they’re really lucky they’ll be Chosen and get to have a really short life fighting monsters. You know who else works like that? Religious cults and terrorists. Of course you’re gonna end up with a few whackos.” 




“I know that you had it hard, F… Joyce,” said Willow, “but I always kinda hoped you’d been the exception.” 




“Dream on, girl. You’ve met Watchers, you know what they’re like. Buffy was the exception, and that’s because they didn’t get their hands on her until she was already the Slayer, because her mom and Angel and the gang were there, and because Giles is one of the few Watchers that’re half-way to a decent human being. And Giles is one mean SOB when he wants to be. Remember what happened on Buffy’s eighteenth birthday? Remember Wesley trying to ship me back to England for re-programming when I decided to think for myself? Did Buffy tell you about the hit squad they sent to LA?” 




Willow shook her head and said “Most of the Potentials seem normal enough.” 




“Most of the Potentials are dead, Will. From what you’ve told me the ones in Sunnydale are the survivors, and untrained kids the First didn’t find because the Watchers didn’t know about them. What do you know about the ones that didn’t make it? What do any of us know? The Watchers didn’t exactly produce newsletters.” 




“It sounds plausible,” said Grissom. “As soon as I heard about Slayers and saw Buffy in action I began to wonder what would happen if someone unstable had those abilities. I was thinking of Buffy’s strength and speed, I should have paid more attention to the training and indoctrination, and its possible effects.” 




“Believe me,” said Joyce, “I’ve been there, did things… Wasn’t for Angel I’d be dead or in the psycho ward. I’ve seen killers, and that girl’s one of them. I’m not saying the Watchers made her that way, but they sure as hell helped. The one good thing that the First has done is to kill most of them and smash their organisation. Sooner or later someone will probably replace them, if we live through the next few months, but with luck we won’t end up with another bunch of old men that treat teenage girls as expendable cannon fodder.” 




“But Buffy…” began Willow. 




“Maybe you’re too close to her to see it,” said Catherine, “and too used to the way things are, but it’s different looking in from the outside. Buffy’s been killed twice, she fights monsters on a daily basis, and her sister thinks it’s a good day if she comes home alive. Sara and I compared notes after her last visit. We both had the impression that she’d been badly hurt, physically and emotionally, over and over again. Am I wrong?” 




“No… I guess you’re right. She was at the end of her rope before she died, and I’m still not sure she’s over that, or all the problems she had after she came back, or the grief I gave her.” 




“I can’t see any way these Watchers could prepare anyone for that sort of work, and the world you live in, that wouldn’t risk putting them over the edge. As Joyce said, some just won’t be able to handle it.” 




“Joyce,” Grissom repeated reflectively, “is that your real name?” 




“What?” 




“Two or three times now Willow has started to call you something else, and what you’ve just told us doesn’t match what you originally said. Is there something I should know?” 




Willow looked guiltily at Joyce, who shrugged and said “Guess we’re just not very good liars. Okay, my name’s Faith and I’m not just another Potential…” 




Willow tuned out her story and began to prepare the suggestibility spell again. 





Part V



It was early evening when, back at headquarters, Nick said “I’ve got her. Prints match Patricia Craig, aged eighteen, been on the run for the last four years. Homicide, attempted murder, assaults, theft, grand theft auto, arson. She’s not quite on the ten most wanted list, but it isn’t for want of trying.”




“Any pictures?” asked Catherine.




“Nothing recent, apart from some blurry security camera pictures. I’d say it’s the same girl, but I couldn’t prove it. I think the prints are proof enough.”




“Proof that she was in the bar, but we’ve nothing for Dugan’s murder. We didn’t find any good prints at the car lot. It could possibly be a coincidence.”




“Okay, let’s just call it a working assumption for now.”




“I think she matches the profile you suggested,” Grissom said, nodding towards Faith. “Born in New York, ran away from home four years ago, when she was fourteen. Her home was burned down a year later and both her parents were killed. Her fingerprints were found on a can of kerosene used to start the fire. After that she was on the run, and is known to have committed assaults and robberies up and down the East coast. Prints found on a stolen car in San Francisco last year, escaped from an FBI sting operation against car thieves at the end of the year. She shot her way out, wounding two agents. After that nothing, I’d assume she kept a low profile until the Bringers found her.”




“Were her parents abusive?” asked Willow.




“I’m still waiting on more detailed reports,” said Grissom, “reading between the lines I’d say no, they seem to have made a good impression on the police when she first disappeared.”




“I’d guess a minimum of a year’s training for her to be ready with moves like that, more likely two,” said Faith, “probably a Watcher started training her while she was still living with her parents, then they decided she’d do better if she was with the Watcher full-time. They must have made it seem like joining them was an adventure, or found some way to pry her away from her parents. Talked her into thinking that they were against her.”




“Now that you’ve got me thinking about it there are other possibilities,” contributed Willow, “Worse things. The Watchers… some of them, the hard liners, thought that the end justified the means. Any means. They had drugs and magic. They could have brainwashed her, had her believing that she was an orphan, or that her parents had abused her.”




“That’s a hell of a thought,” said Faith, ashen faced. “You mean that they could have done something like that to me?”




“Not for long, not once you became a Slayer. Buffy kinda shakes off spells that affect her mind, she was the first to spot Jonathan… never mind, it’s a long story. I’m betting you do too. You could be fooled for a day or two, but not in the long run. In fact, thinking about it, I don’t think that they would work quite that way, in case their Potential became a Slayer and it all fell apart. But what they might have done is influenced some decisions, without tampering with your memory. Say you had an argument with your mother, and you might have said something that helped you get back together or forced you further apart, they could have influenced that. Or influenced your mother, of course.”




“No way I’ll ever know now, I guess, last I heard my mother was dead and everyone who trained me, but it’s a hell of a thought,” Faith repeated. “Suddenly I’m even more glad that they’re out of it.”




“If they had that much power, why isn’t Craig a loyal Potential?” asked Catherine.




“Something must have split her from her Watcher,” said Faith. “If I had to guess… about two years after I started training, before I became a Slayer, my Watcher took me to the cemetary and made me help him kill a vampire. Think they do it as soon as they think a Potential is ready. I nearly freaked out, maybe this girl took it worse. Made her understand that she’d left her parents to buy into a good chance of an early ugly death. Maybe she was bit, or her Watcher was killed.”




“That’s plausible,” said Grissom. “Why kill her parents?”




“Damned if I know. You’ll need a shrink for that one. And if Willow is right, you might need to know how the Watchers messed with her head.”




“How the hell did they get away with it?” asked Nick. “Why didn’t anyone catch on?”




“People don’t want to know,” said Willow. “They really don’t. They don’t want to believe that Slayers are needed, they try to forget that the dark is there. And the Watchers had magic and enormous influence to help them stay out of sight. That’s one of the reasons why Sunnydale hardly ever made the news. It’s falling apart now, people are starting to notice that there’s something wrong about the place, a lot worse than gangs on PCP.”




“This is fascinating,” said Grissom, “but we need to find her before someone else is hurt or killed. Any thoughts? Catherine?”




“We’ve been working on the assumption that she’s hiding somewhere relatively close to the crime scenes and the Strip. It could be any of the hotels, or someone’s home, or maybe she’s just sleeping rough. What I don’t understand is why she’s staying in Las Vegas. She has to know that the Bringers are on her trail, why isn’t she running? She knows how to steal cars.”




“I think they chased her here,” said Faith. “Or maybe she’s just tired of running. The police have been after her for years, add in the Bringers and she has to be getting worn down. Maybe she wants to get rid of them before she moves on.”




“She’s more likely to get herself killed,” said Nick.




“Do we have anything to go on?” asked Grissom. “Something that might resemble useful evidence?”




“Squat,” said Nick. “We think we know who she is, and Brass has every patrolman and car in Vegas looking for her and the Bringers, but as far as actually locating her goes… squat.”




“How about you, Willow?”




“I don’t know… I could try to reach her telepathically. Now we know more about her it might work, if I was pretty close.”




“Let’s save that until we know a little more about her whereabouts. Faith, any suggestions?”




“Not unless you’ve got someone I can pound on. Willow’s the girl for deep thought, I’m more action babe.”




“I’ll tell you one thing,” said Willow thoughtfully, leafing through some of the case reports, “either the barman was lying this morning, or there’s something he hasn’t told us.”




“What makes you say that?” asked Grissom.




“I should have realised when I talked to him. He said that the Bringers ordered mineral water. I’ve never heard them talk, not sure they can speak, or at any rate speak English, so how did they ask?”






“I can’t believe this was in an evidence bag and we didn’t spot it,” said Nick.




“Why should we?” asked Catherine reasonably. “It’s a drinks order, it’s in the trash in a bar.”




“Most people don’t need to write down an order for five bottles of mineral water.”




“Okay, so we blew it. Happy now?”




“You have something?” asked Grissom, looking at the pile of garbage that the team had been sifting in one of the labs.




“It was actually bagged in the bar this afternoon,” said Catherine, “nobody got around to looking at it properly. The Bringers’ drinks order.”




“Half a sheet of low quality writing paper… and there’s a phone number at the bottom. Checked it on the computer yet?”




“Hamrax Hotels. It’s the number for their centralised reservations system, not an individual hotel, but there are only four in Las Vegas.”




“Get cars to all of them, right away.”




“On it.”






“So what have we got?” asked Grissom about ten minutes later.




“The Hamrax Hotel west of the strip,” said Brass over the radio, “another massacre. Four more of those demons dead, plus the bodies of two maids.”




“Any sign of the girl?”




“Yeah. She’s still here, she’s got hostages. Get the Sunnydale people over here, we’re probably going to need them.”





Part VI



“What’s the tactical situation?” asked Grissom.




Brass pointed at the plans of the hotel. “Our men found the bodies in this room here, with the girl standing over them. She shot her way out, they chased her to this room here, occupied by a family of four, parents and two kids. As far as we know they’re all unharmed. One officer down in the corridor, sucking chest wound. Knife. He’ll probably make it.”




“Is she hurt at all?”




“Not that we know.”




“Have you tried talking to her?”




“Of course.”




“What does she want?”




“Hostage negotiator says she isn’t making much sense.”




“Willow, Faith, listen to the tape, see if there’s anything there. Is there anything else CSI can do here, or should we concentrate on the other room and the corridor for now?”




“That’s probably best. I’ll let you know if the situation changes.”






“Both maids have been dead for two or three hours,” said Catherine. “Necks broken, looks like some sort of martial arts move.”




“Could the Craig girl have done it?” asked Grissom.




“She was killing Dugan around the same time, and I think the Bringer bodies are much more recent,” said Nick, “the ichor is still a little runny, not as gooey as it was with the other corpses.”




“I think it’d take a lot more strength than any normal human,” said Catherine, “as I understand it even Potentials aren’t much above the top end of the normal range, they’re not superhuman the way a Slayer is.”




“We can rule out Faith,” said Grissom, “she was with us throughout, so that leaves us with someone else. Someone extraordinarily strong.”




“Not the Bringers, they use knives. Something else.”




“Could be a vampire,” said Nick, “they have the strength.”




“And this room has open curtains and faces West,” said Grissom. “The sun would have lit most of the room when the murders took place.”




“We can’t rule it out completely,” said Catherine, “someone might have opened the windows after a vampire left.”




“It’s possible, but the simpler assumption is that the curtains were open all along. They’ve been hooked back, look pretty neat apart from the blood and ichor stains.”




“Okay… yes, in fact there are a couple of stains on the window that wouldn’t have been there if the curtain was closed.”




“Okay, scratch that idea. Who actually booked the room?” asked Nick.




“You’ll love this one,” said Grissom, after checking, “It was booked in the name of Buffy Summers of Sunnydale, California.”




“You’re kidding.”




“No.”






“Each time I talked to her she ranted about a rock group,” said the hostage negotiator. “Wants them to come here.”




“Which one?” asked Willow, curious.




“Slayer.”




“Figures,” said Faith.




“Does she refer to ‘Slayer’ or ‘The Slayer’?” asked Willow.




“Let’s see…”; he rewound a tape and pressed play. “…get off your butts and get her here. Get the Slayer here.”. He stopped the tape, and said “You’re right, it’s ‘the Slayer’. I was convinced she meant the rock group. I think they’re in town this week.”




“Nope. She wants the Slayer. Think we should let her have her, Faith?”




“Depends what she’s expecting,” said Faith, “and why she wants her.”




“This slayer is a person?” asked the hostage negotiator.




“That’s right,” said Willow. “Sounds like you need to talk to Captain Brass, he knows what we’re talking about. Or someone else that worked with her last summer. Weren’t you here?”




“No, I moved from Reno a few months ago.”




“Okay. Talk to Brass please. Has she been calling you, or do you call her?”




“So far we’ve called her, she hasn’t called out.”




“Can I talk to her? I need to get a feel for her mind.”




“You’re a psychiatrist?”




“No. I’m a witch.”




“You’re a what?”




“Please… talk to Brass.”






“Buffy’s still in California,” said Catherine. “I called her home number, spoke to Dawn then her.”




“Ask Willow,” said Grissom, “she might know what’s going on.”




“Ask me what?” Willow said from the doorway.




“This room was booked in Buffy’s name. When we checked the security camera footage for the time she booked in there’s nothing; the clerk’s talking to an empty lobby.”




“Okay, score another triumph for the First Evil. Booking into a hotel under a false name, yay!”




“Willow,” Catherine asked, “are you okay?”




“Sorry. It’s just… this thing is supposed to be the ultimate source of all evil, but most of the time all it can do is pretend to be dead people and try to creep people out. It can’t even touch them. It’s kinda petty.”




“Dead people? Buffy’s not… oh.”




“She was, and that’s all the First needs.”




“You had to spoil my fun,” said a woman’s voice from behind Willow. “I was hoping to cause the bitch a few problems.” The CSI team looked up to see a blonde woman with a bleeding wound in her breast behind Willow.




“If I turn around,” said Willow, “and you’re looking like Tara as well as sounding like her I’ll promise you now that whatever I finally do to you will last twice as long and be three times as nasty as it needs to be.”




The woman morphed into a sneering man in his early twenties. “Yeah, you’d know about that, wouldn’t you, bitch.” He walked forward, passing through Willow as though he wasn’t there.




“Warren,” said Willow, “What a nice non-surprise.”




“She killed me, you know. Not the only one. I’ll show you.” He held his arms out, and his skin was abruptly torn off before his body burst into flames. “Did I deserve this?”




“Well, you’re you,” said Willow, “whatever the hell you are, and that sure as hell isn’t the real Warren, wherever he is. Although seeing as he murdered two people and tried for three I can’t say he wouldn’t deserve that. But you’re an illusion, you don’t even show up on photographs, which makes anything you might want to show to these nice people kinda irrelevant.”




Warren reappeared, and turned into Buffy, saying “You’re full of it, Willow. You nearly destroyed the world, and you won’t even admit you killed Warren.”




Grissom and Catherine exchanged horrified glances.




“If there was anything I wanted to admit to anyone I’d do it after you’re history,” said Willow. “You really think I’m gonna let my conscience stop me from whipping your ass first? Tell me something… Why the hell are you stuck imitating the ten best-dressed corpses from Sunnydale instead of all the Vegas talent. Where’s Elvis? Where’s Sinatra? Where’s Tom Jones?”




“Actually Tom Jones is still alive,” said Catherine, smiling despite the situation.




“Oh. That’d explain it, then, cos I sort of wondered, what with him being in the Austin Powers movie and all. Or was it Mars Attacks? But that kinda proves my point, cos’ no way is this whatever-the-hell imitating him. I’ll bet it can’t even sing like him, let alone Elvis.”




“So this is the first Evil,” said Faith from the doorway. “Thought you’d look like Buffy. Blonde, vain, and kinda dumb.”




It morphed to another form, a man with a stake impaled in his chest.




“That is so lame,” said Faith, “Finch. You’re a corpse. Big deal.”




“You killed me, bitch.”




“Yeah, accidentally, and I’ve done time for it, and when we’re done with you I’m planning to go back for more. I’m with Willow on this, anyone as unimaginative as you doesn’t deserve to win.”




“Oh by the way,” said Willow, “Thanks for showing up here, it really helps to make our point about how you’re trying to frame Buffy.”




Finch morphed into a horrific demon, snarled at Willow and Faith, then disappeared. Faith said “Has it gone?”




Willow seemed to look into nothingness for a moment, then said “I think so. Not in the immediate vicinity, my guess is it’s either trying for the Potential… Patricia… or left town. This is just a sideshow for it, not something important. The main battle’s in Sunnydale, and that’s where most of its attention is.”




“Why didn’t it try for one of our dead?” asked Catherine. “Most of us have blood on our hands one way or another, people we could have saved if we’d been a little faster or cleverer. We’ve seen endless bodies.”




“So have we. It probably didn’t bother to get inside your heads and see which ones are important to you. My guess is that you’re just not promising material for the sort of spook show the First puts on. You get… closure… from the way you deal with death.”




“What was that about Warren? The person it said you killed.”




“Warren Mears killed his girlfriend,” Willow said flatly. “Then he tried to drive Buffy insane, and shot Buffy and killed my lover with a stray bullet. She was standing two feet from me when it happened. He went on the run, I’m really not expecting him to come back.”




“And that ghost, or whatever it was? Wouldn’t he have to be dead?”




“I think I’ve given you all the answer you’re gonna get.”






“What do you think?” Catherine asked when Willow and Faith had left the room. “It was bad enough that Faith’s an escaped murderer, now Willow’s as good as admitted that she killed this Meers.”




“Not really,” said Grissom. “We have nothing that would stand up in a court of law, and if it did ever come to that and the circumstances are as she describes I doubt that any jury would convict. Meanwhile we have a hostage situation and a crime scene to examine. Somebody killed the maids, and I don’t think it was Craig or the Bringers.”




“I think you should tell Brass,” said Nick. “What that thing said about destroying the world… if Willow is capable of that, I’m a little uncomfortable with letting her get too busy with her magic.”




“You may have a point. All right, I’ll take care of it. You two carry on here.”






“Captain Brass? I’m Willow Rosenberg. Can we talk privately?”




“Grissom explained who you are.”




“Good. I need to talk to Patricia Craig, and your hostage negotiator guy won’t let me.”




“Sit down, Miss Rosenberg. What exactly did you have in mind?”




“Briefly, I want to find out what it is that she really wants, not just what it is she says the wants. In order to do that I need to talk to her, that’ll let me attune my mind to her thoughts. It may also be possible to influence her.”




“Can’t you just listen to what she says?”




“No, the spell won’t work properly that way.”




“So you’re planning to cast a spell. Isn’t that a little dangerous?”




“For me, yes.”




“What about the world?”




“The world is pretty safe provided things don’t foul up too badly in Sunnydale over the next few weeks. There’s a better chance that they’ll be okay if I can get this finished and Faith and I head off ASAP.”




“Faith. Yes… I’ve taken a look at her record. She seems to have had an interesting career. Not least her current status as an escaped felon. And it appears that she’s a Slayer, which is something I really ought to have known earlier.”




“Is she wanted in Nevada?”




“Not yet. But we’ll have to arrest her and notify California.”




“Okay. I guess that you can do that if you want to. There are unpleasant things I can do too.”




“Threats, Miss Rosenberg?”




“A reminder. Do you remember your involvement in the Knights of Byzantium, Captain? The organisation you sent after a sixteen-year-old girl less than a year ago?”




Brass turned pale.




“Ever wonder why you never heard back from them, Captain?”




“Relieved would be the word. I hated having to make that call, but I thought it was my duty, now I’m not so sure.”




“Now there you go, I can tell that you mean that. This is the sort of thing I want to do with our friend Patricia, just talk to her and find out what she wants.”




“What happened to the Knights? Please.”




“The first time they went after Dawn Buffy thought that they’d been wiped out. I wasn’t so sure, it seemed to me that an army like that would have some organisation behind it, and might carry on as a threat even with Glory destroyed. So I did some research. And believe me I’m good at research, and that was at a time when I wasn’t afraid to use my magic to get better results. My dossier on the Knights ran to more than four hundred pages. I passed it on to Riley Finn a year or so ago, and his outfit has been… neutralising… them for some time. Some have been retired, others are working for Finn and other agencies now, although they may not know it. When you phoned them your call ended up at a CIA office somewhere; eventually they got the details passed on to Finn, and out of courtesy he let me know. I knew that Buffy was working part-time for your department, so I asked him to leave it alone unless you went after her yourself.”




“So you’re blackmailing me?”




“No. I just wanted to remind you that we can all make bad decisions. I’ve made them, Faith’s made them, and you’ve made them. But that doesn’t mean that all of our decisions have to be bad. Faith wants to put things right and save the world. So do I. And I’m sure that in your heart of hearts you want to let us.”




“And if I say no?”




“We do things your way, and I’d imagine at least one of the hostages will be killed. Faith will probably escape — in case you hadn’t noticed she’s at least as powerful as Buffy — and make her own way to Sunnydale. I hope that she won’t hurt too many officers on the way. If you arrest me I’ll also probably escape, and that will take some really dangerous magic with a good chance of tipping me over the edge. It’ll probably end with both of us weaker in the final battle that’s coming, and if we lose that it’s probably game over for the human race. We really don’t want to do these things, but there isn’t a choice.”




There was a long pause, then Brass said “Make your call.”





Part VII



In room 704, the operations centre, a flat-panel CCTV monitor showed the view inside room 709, picked up by a tiny fibre-optic lens pushed under the door. Patricia Craig was sitting on the floor by a table, with a small girl held against her chest. She was holding the girl with a knife at her throat. There was another child on the bed; both children looked terrified.




“I think that’s Dorothy Jones she’s holding,” said the hostage negotiator, “Rachel Jones is on the bed. Dorothy is six, Rachel is eight.”




“What about the parents?” asked Brass.




“Brian and Suzanne Jones. Must be locked in the bathroom, or somewhere out of shot of the camera. Maybe lying on the floor behind the bed where we can’t see them.”




Willow sat on the floor, wearing a hands-free telephone headset, trying to match the position shown on the screen as closely as she could. When she was ready she said “Okay, ring her phone and patch me through.”




There was a few seconds delay, then Willow heard the ring tone.




“Come on,” said Willow, “pick up the phone.”




“I’m surprised you’re letting her do this,” Grissom whispered to Brass.




“I agree with you that both women are dangerous,” he replied, “but now I’ve talked to Miss Rosenberg I’m sure that they’re doing their best to help. Sometimes we need dangerous people.”




“You’re sure she didn’t do something to you? Cast a spell or something?”




“More or less. I didn’t like what she was saying, if she’d been using magic I think the conversation would have gone very differently.”




“Come on, Patricia, answer,” said Willow.




“I’m questioning everything I’ve done since I’ve met her,” said Grissom. “I get the feeling that Nick, Catherine, and I have been just a little too ready to go along with their suggestions.”




“If half of what we’ve been told about her is true she could have us licking her boots if she wanted to,” said Brass. “Either she’s not doing anything, or she’s pulling her punches so as not to hurt us. Either way, it doesn’t look like she’s dangerous to us or out of control.”




“Let’s hope you’re right.”




Willow moved her hand, as though picking up a phone from the table. “Yes?” said the voice in everyone’s earphones.




“Patricia Craig? My name is Willow Rosenberg.”




“So?”




“So you want to speak to the Slayer, Patricia. Convince me that you deserve to.”




“What the hell is this?” whispered the hostage negotiator.




“Calm down,” whispered Brass, “I think she knows what she’s doing.”




“What do you mean?” said Patricia.




“She’s a busy woman. You know, vampires to stake, demons to slay. Why should she drop everything for you?” Her lips began to move in time with Patricia’s words.




“I’ve got hostages.”




“Which is why I’m talking to you at all. What is it you want?” As she spoke to Patricia, Willow changed her position slightly, exactly matching Patricia’s movements on-screen.




“I want to meet the Slayer, face to face.”




“Will you release your hostages first?”




“No.”




“Then why should I waste the Slayer’s time.”




“I know she’s in Las Vegas. I heard about the vampire nest. Tell the Slayer that if I don’t meet her, face to face, these people die.”




“That was last year, Patricia, the Slayer’s moved on.”




“Then move her back, Watcher.” There was a click as she hung up the phone.




Willow shook herself, then stood. “So much rage…”




“Do you know what she wants?” asked Brass.




“I underestimated her. Thought she just wanted to die, but she’s more ambitious than that.”




“It’s me, isn’t it,” said Faith. “She wants to kill me.”






“Okay,” said Grissom, “I guess I can understand the basic idea. She’s been told that whenever a Slayer dies a Potential takes her place. What I don’t understand is why she thinks it’ll be her.”




“She’s seen Highlander?” suggested Faith, “ ‘There can only be one?’ ”




“I think that’s pretty much it,” said Willow. “except I doubt that she consciously thinks of it in quite those terms. She thinks that if she’s powerful enough to defeat the Slayer she’ll take her place. It’s as simple as that.”




“What about the hostages? What does she think of them?”




“They’re expendable. Totally. She can see all four of them, the parents are tied up on the floor behind the bed, but she isn’t really thinking of them, except maybe as bait. There’s no compassion in there, no remorse.”




“Nothing?”




“I’ve come across vampires with more respect for human life — and I’m not talking about Angel or Spike here. Something’s burned out any compassion she might once have had.”




“Sounds like a sociopath,” said Grissom.




“I think she’s got the idea that it’s okay if a few people get hurt if at the end of the day she’s a better fighter, a more efficient monster killer. She’s wrong, any Slayer that’s worth a damn has total emotional commitment. I’ve been inside Buffy’s mind, seen where the power comes from. Same with Faith, although she shows it differently.”




“Now I’m getting annoyed,” said Faith.




“Don’t pretend it isn’t true. Three years ago you could have walked away, gone free with nobody on your trail. You gave it all up to save a bunch of strangers. You nearly got killed saving Angel just a couple of days ago.”




“I was never good at walking from a fight,” Faith said uncomfortably.




“Earlier you said something about controlling her magically,” said Grissom. “Do you think that’s possible now you’ve spoken to her?”




“I’m not sure,” said Willow. “There’s so much rage there, so much determination… Getting her to do something would be really difficult. And she’s sitting there with her knife at the throat of a little girl. We can’t afford to try and find out I can’t. By the same token I can’t try to make her sleep, or anything like that, there’s too much chance that she’d kill her before she went under. All of the other ways to attack her from a distance run into the same problem.”




“What other ways are there?” asked Grissom.




“With the power that’s available here I could teleport in there, take Faith with me, but it takes several seconds. It’d surprise her, I guess, but so would kicking the door down and it can go wrong in exactly the same ways.”




“That’s no good,” said Brass, “anything else?”




“Nothing you’d want me to try. They’re all too slow and uncertain. The fastest thing I’ve thought of so far is a sort of voodoo technique, I tune into her mind again, get her feeling what I’m feeling, then someone zaps me with a Taser or something, I transmit the pain to her. Trouble is she’d probably jerk and cut the kid’s throat by reflex.”




“You’d let someone do that to you?”




“If I thought it would work.”




“What about the gun?” asked Brass. “She’s got the knife and the kid in her hands, what’s she done with the gun.”




“On the table by the phone.”




“Damn,” said the SWAT commander, “given how she’s holding the kid, there’s no way we can be sure to take her. Even if we have total surprise going through the door she’d have time to kill the kid. I saw the tape, her reflexes have to be way too good.”




“Okay,” said Faith, “let’s assume that the only way to do this is to fight her one on one, the way she wants. Does she expect Buffy or would any Slayer do?”




“I think we have to assume she’s expecting Buffy,” said Grissom. “She didn’t exactly hide when she was here. Dozens of people could have described her.”




“You’re right,” said Willow, “when she mentioned the Slayer there was a definite mental image. Kinda idealised, like Buffy crossed with Xena.”




“Then the First hasn’t been messing with her mind,” said Faith. “or she’d look exactly like the real thing but be even more of a bitch.”




“I think you’re right. Whatever’s going on in Patricia’s head, it’s home grown.”




“Okay, can you make me look like Buffy? Like her version?”




“A seeming? Easy.” She concentrated for a moment, and Faith’s appearance changed, gradually morphing to a muscular blonde with a bandolier of stakes. “I can fine-tune it any way you like, all it takes is some concentration. But it won’t last more than a few minutes once I stop concentrating.”




“Okay. Can you protect the hostages somehow, long enough for me to take her, if I go in through the door? Or the window?”




“That’s difficult. Invulnerability, force fields, stuff like that you usually need contact, or at least to be able to see the subject, and not just on TV. She’s actually holding the kid so… no, not a chance.”




“I didn’t say we needed the kid, or anyone else in that room, to be indestructible. I just don’t want them getting hurt. Could you… I dunno, magic away her weapons?”




“She’s still got hands, even without Slayer strength she has the martial arts moves, she could do a lot of harm before you got to her. Making the weapons vanish might be enough to trigger her.”




“Okay, that’s out. Any other way to protect them? Doesn’t matter if it protects her too, provided it lets me get the hostages out first, or get her apart from them.”




“I have an idea,” said Grissom. “It’s probably not a good one. Willow, you’ve been saying that if you use major magic the most likely side effect will be strange luck.”




“That’s right,” said Willow. “The power in this city comes from gambling, how else would it show?”




“Could you do it deliberately? Make the hostages so lucky that no harm can come to them?”




“Goddess… you know, that could actually work. But she’d be lucky too, I couldn’t make it miss her out.”




“Makes it more of a fair fight,” said Faith. “Let’s do it. I’ll go in from the window of the room above, more impressive than the door. Will, concentrate on keeping the hostages safe first, then give me backup. Everyone else, stay out of it until I’ve taken her out, anything you try to do will probably end up working for her.”




“One thing, Faith… better not use any weapons. With the sort of luck she’s gonna have you’d end up cutting off your own nose.”




“No problem, I think I’ll enjoy slapping this bitch around.”




“Okay. This is going to be a magical ritual, invoking several goddesses, and for the best results I’ll need some props. The main thing is something to generate a lot of random probabilities; coins would be best, but they need to be real gold or silver, failing that some dice, expensive ones. A silver pail to throw them from. Some wine to offer to the goddesses, a good Italian red and a bottle of Greek retsina, the most expensive you can find. Oh, and I’m probably gonna ruin this carpet. Can you do all that?”




Brass thought, nodded. “The dice would be easier to get in a hurry, there’s a casino supply house just a couple of blocks away. How many dice?”




“Let’s say a hundred.”




“Okay, no problem. Say twenty minutes to have everything here.”




“Faith, as soon as we have everything I’ll cast the seeming again, then you should get ready to go in. It’ll take me about five minutes to do the luck spell after that.”




“Five by five. Just tell me when you’re ready for me to go in.”






“Okay,” said Willow. “Everyone stay back. And try not to do anything that can be affected by chance, the luck I’m gonna pump into that room has to come from somewhere and it just might be here.” She moved to a section of floor that had been cleared of furniture and began the invocation.




“Goddesses, hear my plea. Earth Mother, aid this charm. Eleos, goddess of mercy, aid this charm. Tyche, Fortuna, goddesses of luck, aid this charm. Your humble supplicant beseeches your intercession for the innocent. I offer you a libation of wine…” She walked in a circle, chanting a mixture of Greek and Latin, holding a bottle in each hand and slowly pouring them onto the carpet in a complex crossover pattern, staying inside the circle. As she completed the circuit the lines began to emit a golden glow, and the watching police could see that it was also coming from her skin. “…This aid I ask for the innocent, and in the name of luck, by the intercession of the goddesses. So mote it be.” She picked up the pailful of dice and poured them around the circle. The light became blinding, then slowly faded to a gentle glow. Willow staggered, said “Do it!”, and collapsed to her knees. Brass gave Faith the signal through his radio. He and Grissom moved forward, but Willow said “I’m okay, stay out of the circle.” They stood a few feet back, gradually realising that every one of the dice was in one or another of the loops of the pattern on the floor and showing a six.




“Don’t ever let the Gaming Commission know about this,” said Brass.




Disguised by the earlier spell, Faith dropped from the window of room 809, caught the top of the window frame of 709, and jackknifed her heels into the window to smash the glass. Shards flew everywhere, but miraculously nobody was hurt. Patricia flinched back, somehow pushing the flat of her knife against Dorothy’s throat instead of the edge.




“Ding dong,” said Faith, landing in a crouch, “Slayer calling.”




Patricia threw the child to one side, somehow without hurting her, and leaped forward at Faith, knife in hand. Faith dropped, avoiding the blow rather than trying to parry it, but Patricia caught her forehead with the hilt, drawing first blood. “Lucky,” grunted Faith. They began to circle, 




On the floor Suzanne Jones realised that hands were free, the rope that had secured them cut by a piece of flying glass. She began to work on her husband’s bonds, staying down to stay out of the way of the fighting women. Rachel was still bound but wriggled onto the floor on the other side of the bed and tried to work her way over to her dazed sister.




Faith and Patricia traded blows, neither able to penetrate the other’s defences. Faith’s tactics were paying off, her skill, speed, and strength just countering Patricia’s skill and luck.




In the circle Willow rose to her feet and began to chant again, watching the scene shown on the monitor, her eyes and hair turning black. She was floating a few inches above the floor. Both children seemed to blur then vanished from 709, reappearing between the conjuring circle and the waiting police in 704. They lay there, shaken but unharmed, and Catherine and Grissom lifted them clear and began to untie them.




In 709 Faith’s blows began to connect, and she guessed that Patricia’s luck was starting to run out. Patricia seemed to realise it too and began to fight more aggressively, trying to finish things quickly.




Willow vanished from the circle, reappearing above the bed in 709. Abruptly the power sustaining her vanished and she fell in a crouch. Simultaneously the circle in 704 stopped glowing. Willow gasped “luck’s gone” and fainted, her nose bleeding and her hair fading back to red. Faith countered Patricia’s blows and moved to the offensive, finally able to use her strength and speed aggressively. The fight was over in seconds, and the police burst in to mop up.






“What exactly happened there?” Grissom asked, once Willow was on her feet again.




“Pretty simple, really,” said Willow. “I made everyone in that room lucky to protect the hostages, but with that much luck Patricia might have been able to beat Faith. So as soon as I could I began to take the luck away again, first by rescuing the kids then by going in myself. Teleporting is about the hardest spell there is, really eats power.”




“So you went in there knowing that you’d have no power when you got there?”




“Pretty much, but I knew Faith wouldn’t let me down. Without the luck there was no way a Potential could beat her.”




“What happens now?” asked Faith.




“We arrest Patricia,” said Brass, “evaluate her, I suspect that eventually she goes to trial, if she isn’t found to be clinically insane and if she isn’t extradited for the murder of her parents first. It’ll take months.”




“Will you need us?” asked Willow.




“I doubt it. You can’t give us any admissible evidence, and there’s not much doubt about the facts. As far as we’re concerned she took hostages and was taken down by the hostage rescue team.”




“That’s good,” said Faith, “When you’re handling her, make sure she’s really well guarded. She doesn’t have Slayer strength or speed but she’s definitely got the skill and the moves. Tell them she has special forces training or something, that might give them the idea.”




“What about the other murders,” asked Willow, “did she kill the maids, or was it the Bringers?”




“We’re still working on that, at a guess I’d say no to both. We think that someone or something was travelling with the Bringers, our estimates from blood splatter and other evidence is that it’s a man about six feet tall, considerably stronger than any normal human.”




“Vampire?”




“Not likely. The room was on the sunny side of the hotel and the curtains and blinds were open.”




“Then it isn’t over.”




“I think it might be,” said Grissom, “for the moment anyway. We’ve nothing to indicate that any of the Bringers survived, if they had someone helping them he’s had a four or five hour start. I think that room was always intended to be a dead end, that’s why they booked it in Buffy’s name. We’ll run all the tests, of course, and follow up any leads we develop, but we haven’t even found any usable fingerprints so far. Sometimes CSI work is like that.”




“Would magic help at all?”




“We already have a pretty clear picture of what happened, and from what Nick and Catherine have told us you can’t give us anything much better than we already have.”




“So now what?” asked Faith.




“You go back to Sunnydale and fight your war,” said Brass. “There still isn’t any Federal paper on you, and as far as we’re concerned you’ve done nothing here but help us make an arrest. Eventually we’ll file a report to that effect, making it clear that you risked your own life to help children. It might help when you give yourself up. If we develop anything useful here we’ll let Buffy know.”




“Okay. Let’s grab some food before we leave, fighting always leaves me hungry.”




“I thought you always said hungry and horny,” Willow said with a grin.




“Well, that too, but I wasn’t gonna mention it in mixed company.”




“If you’d care to join us, ladies,” said Grissom, “there’s a pretty good Italian restaurant a few blocks from here, and I’m sure that Captain Brass would be happy to foot the bill.”




“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” said Brass, offering Willow his arm. “So, how’re things with the Slayer. Sorry, Faith, the other Slayer…”




Epilogue



A few days later Grissom was in his office, trying to identify the insect larvae found in a rotting corpse, when Brass walked in and said “Switch on the news.”




Grissom reached for the remote and saw an aerial view of a huge crater, obviously filmed from a helicopter. At the bottom of the screen was the logo ‘Sunnydale CA.’ As the sound came up he heard “…less than three hours ago, apparently caused by the collapse of a cave system underlying the town. All that remains is pulverized rubble, the wreckage of shattered buildings. The disaster follows weeks of rioting and violence in the town, which state officials now believe may have been triggered by toxic gases venting from the caves. Ironically, this violence may have saved the lives of most of the inhabitants, who fled to neighbouring towns for safety. At the moment the death toll is believed to be very low, probably no more than twenty or thirty.”




“They had their war,” said Grissom.




“Looks like it,” agreed Brass. “Wonder who won.”




The picture shifted to a yellow bus stopped near several police cars, with a small crowd around it. “State police have been intercepting vehicles en route to Sunnydale, and helping the last few stragglers from the town. This school bus contained the last people to have left Sunnydale, a group of students and their teachers, many of them injured when the school, near the epicentre of the disturbance, began to collapse.”




The camera zoomed in on the group, mostly girls in their teens, and both men recognised Faith, Buffy, and Dawn to one side, as the camera zoomed in on Willow. She said “We wanted to evacuate the student records — we were afraid they’d be lost if there was more rioting. We’d just got inside the building when it began to shake and chunks of the ceiling fell down, most of us were hurt by that. We got out and back to the bus and a huge crater began to open, so Xander drove us out of there and we just kept going. It was a miracle we got clear.”




An off-screen reporter asked “What are you going to do now?”




“We’re heading for LA. They’ve just air-lifted out the principal and a couple of other guys who were badly injured, we all want to catch up with them and with our families and friends. If it’s okay with you we’ll be getting along.”




The screen shifted to show another view over the crater, and the reporter said “State officials are already dealing with the relocation of the town’s citizens. More on this fast-breaking story after these words from our sponsors…” Grissom pressed the mute button and said “Looks like they did.”




“Okay,” said Brass. “I’ll find out where they’ve gone, leave a message asking Buffy to contact us. I’m assuming that we want to keep her on as a consultant.”




“I guess so. Maybe there won’t be quite as much need with Sunnydale gone, but I’d prefer not to take any chances.”




“Agreed. I’ll see to it this afternoon.”




On the screen, unnoticed, the advertisements ended and the report turned to local news and the escape of murder suspect Patricia Craig, who somehow broke her handcuffs and overcame three guards en route to court.




Welcome Wagon



Downloaded from Welcome Wagon on Twisting the Hellmouth.




Las Vegas International Airport: 9.47 PM



In any other town Kennedy can spot a bloodsucker, stake first and ask questions later, and still have time to dance afterwards. Here things are a little different. The local police have somehow come to terms with the idea that weirdness exists, and part of the price that’s paid for basing the Watchers here is that they help law enforcement and follow due process. It’s a two-way street; the Watchers and Slayers are learning a lot about state-of-the-art police and forensic techniques, and in places where they aren’t working so closely with the cops that can be very useful. The downside is that occasionally someone gets stuck with something as mind-numbingly dull as airport duty. Tonight it’s Kennedy’s turn. There’s still an hour until her shift ends, by the time she gets home Willow will already be in bed. Not that that’s necessarily bad…




The glass booth is on a service level above the main concourse of the airport. There’s a superb view of the arriving passengers, and she’s currently sharing it with five police, agents from the FBI, DEA, and customs, and guys from the Gaming Commission and Homeland Security. Not that anyone’s expecting any trouble in particular, it’s routine to have that many people there. Most of them have cameras or binoculars to watch the crowd.




Kennedy feels a twinge in her stomach, and looks more carefully at the arrival gates, and some strategically placed mirrors that can’t easily be spotted from floor level. Something… yes. “Joe, put the thermal camera on gate 12, incoming from Puerto Rico, I think I’ve got a customer.”




“Okay…” says the uniformed cop operating the camera. “Yeah, half way down the line there, something very off about him.”




Kennedy looks at the screen. Everyone else in the line is a cheerful mix of yellows and reds, this guy is blue. Air temperature. “That’s him. Usual drill, I’ll get down, have a couple of uniforms waiting for me. One of you want to come?”




“My turn,” says Connie Chandler, a policewoman nearly twice Kennedy’s age who seems to enjoy the strangeness. Kennedy sometimes worries about that, Chandler has children and doesn’t have Slayer strength or speed, and seems just a little too eager to mix it with the undead. Of course the body armour and Glock she carries do have some deterrent value, even for vampires… They take the stairs, it’s faster than the elevator.




Through her earphone she hears “Vincente Prinz, twenty-four, address in San Juan, profession accountant, the ticket is Puerto Rico to Las Vegas, returning Monday night.”




“Run a full check, see if any of that is true. If not we can pull him in as a suspected terrorist. And get his baggage pulled and searched.”




“What’dya think?” asks Chandler, puffing a little as she tries to keep up.




“Not a minion, he’s dressed too well, has to have some experience. Not a drug mule for the same reason.” Lately some smuggling gangs have been using vamps as couriers, turning victims then packing their bodies with magically-protected cylinders of cocaine or other contraband before they come back to life. Promise the suckers a rich life in the USA, give them a good meal to keep their appetites under control, then put them onto a night flight. Getting the consignment back is easy, just dust the vampires and pick up the cylinders. “I doubt he’s a master vampire either, they mostly use limos or private planes. Probably been active for a few years, but no more than a decade. I’d better call this in to the school, they might have something on him.”




The School: 9.50 PM



The Jenny Calendar School used to be owned by Enron, a corporate retreat for seminars and brainstorming sessions. It stands in extensive grounds in one of the most exclusive suburbs of Las Vegas, and has excellent security and a twenty megabit fibre internet connection. The neighbours have no idea of its real purpose, but it’s known that there’s an assault course and archery ranges in the grounds, and that most of the students are young women. Carefully cultivated rumours say that it’s actually a clinic offering assertiveness training and counselling for girls with eating disorders and other psychological problems. Principal Wood often has to turn away parents who think that their children might benefit, but he always reads the applications carefully and interviews the children; so far he’s found a Slayer missed by previous searches, three excellent candidates for Watcher training, and a half-demon.






“Kennedy? Hi, what’s happening?”




Xander likes monitor duty, he can help here and his restricted vision isn’t the liability it’d be in a fight. He listens then punches the details into his computer, hopes that there’s something useful on the guy. Amongst other things the program checks the reservations computer of every hotel in Las Vegas. He has no idea how it does it, Willow wrote the software and hacked into their systems, and so far it’s working perfectly. Within a minute it finds a match. “He’s booked in at the MGM for four days. Apparently he’s attending the American Accountancy Association convention.”




“Get the police to run a check, see if there have been any unexplained deaths at any of their previous conventions, or any recent vampire-style killings in Puerto Rico. And I’ll probably be tied up with this until my shift ends, so better get the next girl on the roster out here.”




“No problemo,” says Xander, putting the request into the system.




“Fine. I’ll keep you posted, looks like our customer is ready for us.”




Las Vegas International Airport: 9.53 PM



Prinz finally gets through the gate, and is met by three uniformed cops and a girl who can’t be much over eighteen. He’s sensitive enough to realise that the girl is dangerous, without quite knowing why.






“Vincente Prinz?” asks Kennedy.




“Yeah?”




“My name’s Kennedy.”




“Come with us please,” says Chandler.




“What for?”




“There’s a problem with your passport,” says Kennedy.




“Problem?”




She resists the urge to say “You didn’t turn it in when you died” and settles for “Just an administrative matter.”




“What the hell are you talking about?”




“Let me make this simple for you. So far we just want to talk to you. If you keep us happy you’ll get to go to your convention. If not you’ll be answering questions until your flight home.”




“I’ve got to get my luggage.”




“It’s being brought up.” Kennedy thinks he looks a little alarmed. Probably something in the bag, a weapon or some blood.




“This way,” says Chandler, and Prinz follows, flanked by the other two uniforms with Kennedy bringing up the rear. Everyone takes care to stay out of easy grabbing reach, though with vampire speed that isn’t much protection. Fortunately Prinz doesn’t seem to want to put up a fight. Through the earphone Xander says “CSI are sending someone over. Keep him at the airport.” Kennedy hopes that Prinz can’t hear, it isn’t likely with the background noise in the concourse but some vamps can do things like that.




“Through here,” says Chandler, stepping back to let Prinz enter the interview room first. He looks in, and seems a little happier when he sees that there isn’t a mirror on the wall, just cameras in the corners. Kennedy waves him to a seat, and sits on the other side of the desk, while Chandler stands by the door. The other uniforms wait outside.




“Let me just get on line here, this won’t take a second…” Kennedy logs on to the laptop on the desk, punches up a still downloaded from the thermal imaging camera, and swings it round so that Prinz can see it. “So… how long have you been a vampire?”




“A what?”




“On this picture red and yellow are warm, blue and black are cold. Your body is at room temperature. If you were that cold naturally you’d be in a coma, since you’re not you’re either a vampire, a zombie, or some sort of demon. You can talk and think so you’re not a zombie, and there’s no demon that quite fits the bill, so we’re pretty much left with vampires. Plus there’s the whole not having a reflection thing.”




“You’re out of your mind.”




“Humour me. Now, it just happens that being a vampire isn’t illegal in Nevada.”




“It… what?”




“Being a vampire isn’t illegal in Nevada. Most of the things vampires like to do are, unfortunately.”




“I’m just here for the accountancy convention.”




“If that’s true then we’re fine. I’ll just explain a few things and then you’ll be free to go. If you attempt to leave before we reach an agreement there will be consequences. Starting with your arrest for travelling on a passport that should have been destroyed when its owner died.” She swings the laptop back so that the screen faces her.




“I see.”




“So, how long have you been a vampire?”




“Why do you want to know that? Who are you, anyway?”




“Just answer, please.”




“Two years.”




“Good, you’re getting the hang of this. Now two years is an answer I can believe. Keep it up.”




“Why?”




“Why what?”




“Why do you believe it?”




“Because you don’t have the walking dead look of a recently risen vampire, and you didn’t kill anyone on the plane or try to tear my throat out yet.”




“And?”




“That implies a reasonable amount of self-control, which may mean that you can get through your trip without biting anyone.” A message icon appears on the laptop’s screen, and she presses a function key to see it:




“case contains clothing, papers, 4 medical bgs human blood (astd gps) in cooler, pk hvy duty cable ties, roll indust packing tape, straight razor.”




Kennedy knows about cable ties and packing tape, serial killers and rapists use them to restrain their victims. With the razor it sounds like a kit for bleeding a victim slowly. It’s not the first time a vampire has had the idea. She wonders how long it will be before the CSI team gets here, and whether she’ll be able to find an excuse to dust Prinz first.




“Okay, I need to ask you a few questions and tag you, then you’ll be free to go.”




“Tag me?”




“It’s an electronic transponder chip, monitored by GPS and the cellphone network. It’s injected into your body, has batteries good for a couple of weeks.” Actually it’s more like two months, but there’s no reason why he should know that. “While you’re here we will be able to find you at any time, and check where you’ve been. If there is any reason to believe that a vampire attack has taken place we will check, I promise you.”




“I don’t like the idea of it being injected.”




“You’re dead, remember? Not like it’s gonna hurt you.”




“What happens when I leave? How do I get rid of it.”




“It’s biodegradable, takes longer in you than in someone alive but it’ll eventually just break down harmlessly.” A lie, the thing is there for good, and the transponder chip can still be detected by a hand-held scanner at close range even when the batteries are dead. There’s another message on the screen now, detailing previous visits in 2000 and 2002; nothing for 2001, maybe he didn’t feel like making the trip. Was he already turned then?




“Okay, next question, who infected you?”




“I can’t answer that!”




“You don’t know, or you can’t answer?”




“If I tell you she’d find out somehow and kill me.”




“Let me show you some pictures, they’re all known to us already, you can tell me if any of them are the vampire that infected you. It won’t be like you gave her away.”




Kennedy pulls a book of photos out of the desk, passes it to Prinz. He leafs through and eventually picks out a photograph of a Las Vegas policewoman in plain clothes, now deceased and never a vampire. “That’s her, I think.”




“That’s a policewoman. Try again, and remember that you won’t be leaving until we’re happy with your answers.”




He turns the pages again, and eventually picks out a picture that Kennedy recognises. “A little young for you, isn’t she? Okay, where did you meet her?”




“On the beach. I was out walking late, we got talking and then she bit me. Don’t know exactly why she turned me, I think she said something about wanting a boyfriend with a beachfront condo.”




“Any distinguishing marks or habits?”




“She chewed gum a lot.”




“Okay, that’s Harmony Kendall. You have my deepest sympathy, one of her exes told me about her and it can’t have been fun. Is she still in Puerto Rico?”




“I guess not, I haven’t seen her in a year or so.”




“Thank you.” That’s definitely one for the intelligence dossier, Harmony tends to stir up trouble and create minions, it’ll be interesting to find out where she’s been since then.




“Why did you carry on working after you became a vampire?”




“I was working from home anyway, and I had to pay the rent somehow.”




“Okay, now I understand that you’re here for a convention. Visited Las Vegas before?”




“I’ve been to a couple of previous conventions, last year and a couple of years before that.”




“Not 2001?”




“No, I didn’t want to travel by air then. A little too soon after September the eleventh.”




“I can see how that would be. Were you already a vampire then?”




“Yes, she turned me a couple of months earlier.”




“Okay, so… what were you planning to eat while you’re here?”




He looks surprised, then says “I have some bags of blood with me.”




“Medical or animal?”




“Medical. I have a friend who works in a hospital.”




“If you get hungry here’s a list of bars that have animal blood available, sorted by area. I’d strongly recommend against trying to find human blood for sale in Vegas, we’ve had several poisoning cases and a high level of infection. Including a version of syphilis that can apparently cross from human to vampire hosts.”




“You’re kidding.”




“I wish.” It’s true, and one of the reasons why Kennedy wishes that the Nevada authorities would cut the Slayers a little more slack.




“Okay, I think that’s about it, apart from the tag and warning you that the Las Vegas Police Department will be monitoring your movements. Are you willing to be tagged?”




“I suppose.”




“Okay, easiest place to put it is in one of your buttocks. If you could take your pants off and lean over onto the table in the corner… thanks.”




Kennedy’s relieved to see that he’s wearing underwear, most vampires have remarkably unattractive bodies. She pulls the injector from the desk drawer; it looks like a cross between a handgun and an electric drill. “This will sting for a few seconds and you may find sitting uncomfortable for an hour or so.”




“Are you a doctor? Or a nurse?” asks Prinz, eyeing the injector nervously.




“Nope. Don’t need medical qualifications, you’re not technically human. Don’t worry, I’ve done this a couple of dozen times…” she injects the tracer, he winces “…never killed anyone yet. So to speak.”




“So if you’re not a doctor what are you?” asks Prinz as he pulls his trousers up, “a cop?”




“Sorry, didn’t I say?”




There’s a knock, and one of the guards comes in with an attractive red-headed woman carrying an aluminium equipment case, who says “Willows, Las Vegas police department. I’m here to ask you a few questions about your trip to Las Vegas in 2000.”




“2000?” asks Kennedy, “Wasn’t he human then?”




Prinz growls, and his face morphs to show fangs. “Better not,” says Chandler, drawing her gun.




“Humans can be killers too,” says Catherine quietly.




“But vampires are better,” says Prinz, leaping at her. Kennedy tackles him hard, and throws him back against the wall, thudding punches into his stomach with explosive force. He retaliates, but he’s clumsy, an ape compared to the Slayer’s grace. She falls back anyway.




“Don’t shoot,” shouts Willows, “You’ll hit her.”




“Stake,” shouts Kennedy. Chandler tosses her one, she snatches it from the air and punches it upwards into his heart. Kennedy feels one of his ribs break, but that doesn’t change anything. There’s a “whoosh” as his body crumbles to dust.




Kennedy pants, coughing a little, turns to the police and says “Let’s get out of here, let the dust settle”, and mutters “Never did get a chance to tell him who I am.” Once they’re out of the room she asks “What was that about?”




“A call-girl was murdered during the 2000 convention. We didn’t find anything to lead us to Prinz at the time, and his prints weren’t on record, but the MO fitted the tape and cable ties he was carrying, thought it might be worth checking him out. Guess I was right.” She turns to Chandler and says “lock the room, I’ll come back to collect my kit and the tapes once it’s safe to breathe in there.”




“I’m sorry I couldn’t take him alive,” Kennedy lies.




“No you’re not, Kennedy,” Willows says in a low voice. “But it certainly seemed that you didn’t have any choice, anyone looking at the tapes will have to agree.”




“You don’t?”




“I’ve seen Buffy fight, and Faith, and I’ve seen you in practice at the school. Maybe you’re not as experienced but you’re just as strong and fast, you could have beaten him to a pulp.” 




“I’m sorry, it didn’t feel that way to me.”




“I won’t lose sleep over it. Not this time. The girl he killed took a long time to die.”




“Okay. Anyone else want a coffee, clear the throat? I’m buying.”




“Why not, health and safety regs say I should wait thirty minutes before entering the room after a vampire gets dusted, might as well do something to pass the time. So how’s my namesake these days…?”




The Sitter
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The Jenny Calendar School, Las Vegas



“Did you ever hear the expression ‘with great power comes great responsibility’?” Dawn asked the phone. 




“Sure I have,” said Laura, “I’ve seen Spiderman three times.” 




“Don’t you think that breaking the table was kinda… well, irresponsible?” 




“Maybe. Look, I’m a kid, okay, I do irresponsible things occasionally.” 




Dawn sighed. Laura was a cute kid, but a nine-year-old Slayer… well, kids that age are always accident-prone, it didn’t help that the world wasn’t built to withstand Slayer strength. Laura tried to out-sigh her, failed. 




“I guess this is a problem we’re gonna have for a while,” said Dawn, “you’ve got to get used to your strength, the Watchers are paying for the repairs but I think your parents are starting to get just a little annoyed. And a little worried, with the baby coming. I hate to think what’d happen if you get angry with someone.” 




“Don’t worry,” said Laura, “it’s not like I have any friends anyway. Not since the baseball game.” 




Laura had been playing Little League baseball in Florida when Willow cast the empowerment spell, and had gone to bat with Slayer strength and reflexes. She’d broken all batting records for her age group, and the ribs of one catcher, the nose of another. Fortunately she’d made enough waves to catch Xander’s attention when he read the morning papers the day after Sunnydale was destroyed, and she and her parents had been contacted as soon as Giles began to put the Watchers back together. 




“Give it a little longer, people will already be beginning to forget, or assuming it was just a fluke. Spending the summer vacation here ought to have helped. Weren’t people glad to see you again after such a long break?” 




“Maybe.” 




“Look, I know this is a little hard for you, but look at the bright side. You can eat all the ice-cream you like without getting fat.” 




“Really?” 




“Guaranteed. You’re a Slayer, you burn up food faster than most people, and it all turns to muscle. By the time you’re my age you’ll have a body to die for.” 




“Honest?” 




“Cross my heart. You’ve seen the girls that trained in Sunnydale, you’ve started off younger so you’ll probably end up looking even better than they do.” 




“Okay.” She seemed a little more enthusiastic. 




“We’ll try a few things Buffy used to do to improve her control, back when she thought I didn’t know she had superpowers. Some of them’ll feel pretty lame, but you really do need to learn how to live in the world without breaking it, especially with a baby around. I’ll e-mail the list to your trainer, she can go through it with you.” 




“She’s out of town for a couple of days. Her sister died in Tampa.” 




“Oh yeah, I remember. Okay, when she gets back.” 




“When do I get a proper Watcher?” she asked, beginning an old argument again. 




“When we’re sure you’re ready to do the job without making mistakes, when we’re sure that your education isn’t going to suffer too badly, and when your parents say that it’s okay.” 




“When hell freezes over, you mean.” 




“You know that I don’t. We need you, need you badly, but the days of the Watchers throwing a half-trained ignorant kid into a cemetery full of vampires are over. We’ll need you just as badly when you’re ready. First step, though, is to get your mind in full control of your body, and for that you need basic unarmed martial arts training. By the time you’re ready for more we’ll have enough Watchers trained to get someone assigned to you full-time.” 




“Okay… I guess.” 




“You sure? Okay, tell your mom that the money for the table will be transferred to her account tomorrow. Oh, and say hi to her and your dad.” 




“Okay. Gotta go, my folks are going out and the sitter’s just come in, I’d better go say good night to them.” 




“Okay. Be good, and don’t hurt the sitter!” 




“Relax, I’m not that bad. Talk to you soon. ’Bye.” 




“ ’Bye.” 




Dawn hung up the phone and said “I wonder if I was like that at her age.” 




“You were, Dawnster,” said Xander, “only I could pick you up and tickle you without worrying that you’d put a stake through my heart or rip out my spleen.” 




“Bet you never tried that on Buffy.” 




“Damned right I didn’t. I kinda value my spleen.” 




“What was a boy of sixteen doing tickling an eleven year old girl anyway?” 




“Ours was a secret passion…” 




“I’m beginning to think you’re some sort of creepy pervert.” 




“Dawn,” Xander said nervously, “that never really happened, you know, it’s another of those memories from the monks.” 




“I know, but I got you worried there. Okay, I’ve gotta go do my homework. I’ve got Robin lined up to coach me in English, and Kennedy’s gonna give me a hand with the math. You okay in here?” She waved her hands at the computers and telephones, the school’s equivalent of Mission Control. 




“Relax, we’re at Defcon five tonight.” 




“Is that good or bad?” 




“Good. No threats on the board at all. Only one operation, that zombie thing in Cuba, but they won’t get there tonight.” 




“Okay. Call me if there’s an emergency, if Buffy or Giles call from Cleveland put them through to me, otherwise I’ve disappeared down a black hole. And don’t let Andrew mess with the computers, Willow still hasn’t forgiven him for last time.” 




“Black hole it is, and no messing.” 




CSI Headquarters, Miami Police Department, Florida



“All four bodies pretty much bled dry,” said Alexx Woods, looking at the neck of the woman with a stereoscopic microscope. She adjusted the focus slightly and switched to high power. 






“There’s virtually no blood at the crime scene,” Horatio Caine said to the medical examiner, watching the view through the microscope on a monitor, “so what the hell happened?” 




“It looks to me like someone got something like a couple of broad blunt hollow needles, rammed them into her neck, and sucked the blood out with some sort of pump. Same with the husband. Same as the last time.” 




“What about the marks in between?”




“You got me there. They look like tooth marks, but I’m damned if I know what animal it could be. Not exactly human. My guess, someone faked up a set of false teeth and bit the victim, then used a pump to draw out the blood. There have been cases like that before, people who thought they were vampires.”




“Saliva on the skin?”




“Yes, but if it’s the same as the bodies last weekend in Tampa there won’t be anything useful, the perp isn’t a secretor.”




“This is insane,” said Horatio. “No blood, no fingerprints, no secretions, as far as I can see no motive, parents and children murdered, and the sitter, a blonde teenage girl of average height, is apparently our prime suspect. The husband in the first case had played pro football, and was still in good shape, I just can’t see a teenager as the perp.”




“She could be an accomplice, letting someone in once the parents have gone out. We know that in both cases the children were killed first and much more brutally than the parents, the parents were killed after they returned home.”




“It’d help if we even knew who the sitter was, if it’s the same girl in both cases, and how she was contacted.”




“At the back of my mind, there’s something that might relate to this. I just can’t seem to pin down what it is.”




“Me too… something I’ve seen or read in the last few months. A memo, or some sort of official document.” Horatio suddenly clicked his fingers. “Grissom, CSI out of Las Vegas. There was a request for information on any cases involving anomalously heavy exsanguination as apparent cause of death, about six months ago. Circulated to all US coroners and CSI departments. Didn’t explain why he was interested.”




“Maybe he had a similar case.”




“Let’s find out.”




CSI Headquarters, Las Vegas Police Department, Nevada



“…yes, I understand,” said Grissom. “It’s an unusually complicated matter. All I can really do is pass it on to the team that’s working on it, get them to contact you.”






“How soon will that be?” asked Horatio, exasperate. “We’ve lost seven so far, maybe more that simply haven’t been found. If the perp holds true to the pattern we’re seeing there could be another massacre tonight.”




“I’ll make some calls, you ought to hear back within the hour.”




“But…”




“The longer you keep me here, the longer I’m not making those calls.”




“Fine. Do what you can.” Caine hung off, Grissom punched the autodial button for the school.




CSI Headquarters, Miami Police Department, Florida



“What sort of team is this we’re expecting?” Erik Delko asked Horatio two hours later, as they made their way to the helipad on the roof of headquarters.






“All I really know is that an hour after I spoke to Grissom I was called by the mayor and ordered to give all possible co-operation to a Federal anti-terrorism task force. Whoever Grissom contacted knows how to pull strings, if they can get someone here this fast.”




“Something coming now,” Erik said, pointing towards the running lights of a huge dark shadow rapidly approaching the roof. “What the hell is that?”




“Sea Hawk,” shouted Horatio. “Big fast military design, built to fly from carriers. Hope the pad can take the weight.”




The helicopter hovered above the roof, then inched down until the wheels were touching, most of its weight still supported by the rotors. A side door slid open, and someone waved them towards the helicopter. Both men ducked their heads and scuttled forward and climbed aboard, as soon as they were inside the helicopter lifted from the roof and headed North. Inside were four men and two women, plus two pilots at the controls, all apart from one of the women wearing dark commando-style clothing and body armour, with night-vision goggles on their helmets and pump-action shotguns. The exception was an African-American girl who seemed to be in her teens, wearing a black leather jacket and trousers and a dark shirt.




“Who are you people and where are we going?” Horatio shouted, and one of the men handed both of them helmets with intercom headsets.




“Agent Finn,” said one of the men, pointing to himself, “my wife, also Agent Finn, better call her Sam, Agents Brown and Cooper,” pointing to the other two men, “and Rona,” the teenager, “she’s a civilian consultant. We’re a unit tasked with special anti-terrorist operations, we think one of our targets is in your area, committed the murders you’re investigating. We were on our way to Cuba when you called Grissom, headquarters diverted us here. They think there’s a possibility she’s going after someone in Fort Lauderdale. A child.”




“I don’t understand,” said Horatio.




“The Tampa hit may have been a diversion, to draw a relative of one of the victims out of Fort Lauderdale. She’s a martial arts instructor who’s training the child. She left Lauderdale yesterday, leaving the child with her parents. The kid spoke to someone in Rona’s organization earlier this evening, and happened to mention that she was waiting for a sitter. Someone put two and two together and tried to contact her while we were on the way here, couldn’t get a reply.”




“Why the hell has it taken you two hours to tell us?”




“They only figured it out about thirty minutes ago, and we’re the only unit in the area equipped to handle this.”




“We could have sent a car, or a SWAT team.”




“If you did they’d be dead,” said Rona, speaking for the first time. “Normal police units aren’t equipped for this.”




“And you are?”




“Yes.” She sounded totally certain.




“What about the Miami killing last night.”




“Probably just to pass the time,” said Sam, “we’re dealing with a sadistic killer who enjoys her work.”




“We’re approaching the target,” said the pilot.




“Can you land?”




“There’s a park about half a mile away. Grid GD 74 on your map.”




“It’ll have to do. Take us in.” Finn pointed to the map. “The house we’re after is here, about a half mile due west of the park. It’s on the corner here, should be easy to find.”




The helicopter hovered over the park and slowly settled toward the ground. Finn slid the door open about thirty feet up, at twenty Rona jumped out, carrying a bulky leather bag she’d pulled from under the seat.




“What the hell is she doing,” shouted Horatio.




“Don’t worry, she’s okay.”




By the time the helicopter landed Rona was gone.




“Let’s move it,” said Finn, “Sam, you take point, Cooper, bring up the rear. Brown, stay aboard and give us aerial cover if we need it.”




“Who’s the killer?” asked Erik, as they headed off towards the house at a fast trot. The helicopter took off in the same direction and began to circle overhead.




“We don’t have a name, we just know the method. Pose as a sitter, get invited into the house, kill the kid while the parents are out then take out the parents when they get back.”




“Why do it that way?”




“Normally, to have more time with the child. She likes to hurt children.”




“This time?”




“To give herself the best shot at the kid.”




“What the hell are we talking about here? Why would this kid be different?”




“She’s like Rona, stronger and faster than most people. Quiet, we’re nearly there.”




The house seemed ordinary enough, and more or less quiet apart from the muted sound of a TV. Rona was already standing on the doorstep, talking to someone inside. After a moment she turned and waved them over towards the house. “False alarm. It’s the regular sitter, Gretchen Kelly, not our killer.” Gretchen was a plump brunette girl, about fifteen. Behind her was a child of about nine, who seemed to be bouncing with excitement.




“What about the phone?” asked Horatio.




“Laura was on line, checking some history sites for her homework. Laura, tell your parents that the Council will pay for broadband, you don’t want to have your phone lines tied up.”




“What do we do now?” asked Erik.




“I’m not sure,” said Horatio. He noticed a small heap of business cards by the telephone near the door, and bent for a closer look. “Did anything out of the ordinary happen tonight?”




“I can’t think… well, I was a little early,” said Gretchen. “I was supposed to be here at eight, but my dad was driving this way at six and dropped me off. Figured I might as well do my homework here as at home.”




“That makes sense,” said Rona, “maybe someone was planning to intercept her, if she was that early the killer would have missed her.”




“The killer?” asked Gretchen, turning pale.




“Gretchen, ever hear of someone called Diana Green?” asked Horatio.




“No… Why should I?”




“Because there are four cards here offering her services as a sitter. Thought you might know the competition.”




“Never heard of her, and I probably know everyone who baby-sits in the neighborhood.”




“So Gretchen doesn’t arrive,” said Erik, “and Laura’s parents want to go out, do you think they might just have called that number if she hadn’t arrived?”




“It’s a cellphone number,” said Horatio, “we might just be able to use that.”




He got out his own phone and dialed headquarters. “Put me through to the control centre for the cellphone network in Fort Lauderdale… Supervisor please, this is a police emergency… This is Lieutenant Horatio Caine, Miami Police Department, badge 5427. We have an emergency situation, we need to trace the location of a cellphone belonging to a suspect. We think that it will be active but I can’t guarantee it. Can you check for me? The number is 555 3534… That’s in Fort Lauderdale?” He peered at the map. “Okay, I’ve got it. Thanks.”




“It’s in a cell covering this area,” he pointed out an area a few blocks square on the map, about a mile away, “most of that is this cemetery.”




“That makes sense,” said Rona, turning to Finn. “Get the helicopter over there, they might see something on thermal imaging if she hasn’t gone to ground.” She opened her bag, took out a crossbow and a shoulder bag. “Give me a couple of minutes start, then come after me, the usual drill. Leave someone here with Gretchen and Laura. Better be you two,” she pointed to Erik and Horatio. “See you soon.” She ran off into the night.




“Hell,” said Finn, kneeling at the bag. “Here we go again. Everyone, grab a cross and a couple of stakes. Lieutenant Caine, Detective Delko, you know where the human heart is located?”




“What the hell is this?” asked Erik.




“What does it look like? You know where the heart is located?”




“Sure, but…”




“No time for buts, we’ve gotta get moving. Anyone with fangs comes knocking, use a stake if you get time. If you don’t kiss your ass goodbye. She can’t come in unless Laura or her parents invite her, so stay inside the house no matter what. Let’s move it, people.”




The soldiers ran out, leaving Horatio and Erik staring. After they’d gone Horatio reached into the bag and pulled out a handful of wooden stakes, two crucifixes, and a bottle of holy water.




“Vampires?” Erik asked incredulously. “You know anything about this, kid?”




“Sure, but I’m not supposed to tell.”




“We’re the police, Laura, of course you can tell.”




She twisted her foot, then said “No. Ask Rona when she gets back.”




There was an awkward silence, then the headphones round Horatio’s neck crackled, and he pulled them on and heard “…you reading me, Lieutenant Caine?”




“Loud and clear.”




“We found the cellphone here but no sign of our girl, looks like she may have planted the phone here to draw us off then doubled back. Rona’ll be back with you in a couple of minutes, make sure it’s her before you let anyone in.”




“Got it.” He passed on the message to the others. Laura suddenly turned and went to a closet, came back a moment later with a yard broom.




“What’s that for?” asked Horatio.




Laura said “Me. Shh, I can feel her coming.”




“Rona?”




“No.” Without apparent effort she took the broom in both hands and snapped it behind the brush, making a wooden pole about four feet long and more than an inch thick with a sharp jagged end.




“How did you do that?” asked Erik.




“I’m strong.” There was something about her suddenly, a tenseness they could all feel.




“You’re not kidding. Not sure I could do that.”




The doorbell rang. Laura whispered “Hide the crosses and stuff, open the door but stay well back. We’ve got to keep her talking.”




Erik reached out a hand, turned the latch, and pulled the door towards him. There was a stranger there, a blonde girl in her teens. Absently Horatio wondered why the porch light hadn’t come on. “Hi, my car’s broken down, can I come in and use your phone?”




“I don’t know,” said Laura. “I don’t think my parents would like it.”




“Please,” she said to Erik, “I’m worried it might be stolen, or I might be mugged.”




“Sorry,” said Erik, “It’s not my house, we’re just friends. It’s up to Laura to give out the invitations.”




“Please, little girl, let me use the phone.”




“I’m not a little girl, and no way.”




By now Erik realised that the teenager, or whatever the hell she was, was staying just outside the door. Not even a hand came inside. He remembered that porch light sensors detect body heat.




“Come on, please, I’m afraid of the dark.”




“No chance.”




The teenager seemed to shrug, reached into her bag, and suddenly pulled out a knife and threw it at Laura. Nobody could have had time to react… but Laura clapped her hands to catch it by the hilt a few inches from her throat and tossed it to the floor. Suddenly the porch light came on and a dark figure hit the teenager from the side, carrying her off the porch and into the front yard. It was Rona, moving faster than Horatio thought possible, and in seconds she and the girl were fighting furiously on the lawn. Erik thought he recognised a mixture of Karate and defensive Aikido moves from Rona, the… vampire? seemed to prefer something like kick-boxing, and seemed to be winning. Her face was suddenly inhuman, with sharp ridges and needle-sharp fangs. Erik pulled his gun and tried to get a clear shot.




Laura said “No, that won’t hurt her,” and ran out into the yard whooping loudly, dragging the pole in her hand. The vampire turned and leaped towards her, as Rona tried to tackle it from behind, and Laura fell back, bringing up the pole towards its chest. Unable to stop, the vampire was impaled, screaming and growling, its blood running down the pole towards Laura, but it wasn’t killed; it flailed its arms towards Laura, but she stayed back, the end of the pole braced against the path. From behind Rona reached round with a stake and thudded it into the vampire’s chest. There was a sudden ‘whoosh!’ and it crumbled to dust.




Finn’s soldiers came running up the street towards the house, slowing as they realised the fight was over. In the distance Horatio could hear sirens, and the rotors of the helicopter overhead. Laura started to cry, and Rona and Gretchen moved to comfort her.




“Get to bed,” Rona said eventually, “I’ll come up to talk once you’re tucked in. You did good, kid, a little shaky on the anatomy but ten out of ten for enthusiasm. Gretchen, I’ll explain what this is about when I come up.”




Rona stood in the yard, watching Laura go inside. “Poor kid’s too young for this crap.”




“And you aren’t?” asked Erik.




“Don’t go there.”




“You mind if we sit in on your explanation?” asked Horatio.




“Sure, you’ll need to know. But it’s a long story, and you’re not going to believe all of it.”




“I don’t know, I didn’t believe in vampires twenty minutes ago. What happens now?”




“We find out as much as we can and make sure that the threat to Laura is over for now. See if we can find out how the vamp knew about Laura’s trainer. Riley, let Xander know that things are okay, and warn everyone that we’ll have to hold on Cuba.”




“Damn. Okay, I’m on it.”




She turned to Horatio. “As for you guys, it’d help if you can get together some reliable people for us to brief on this. SWAT, homicide detectives, medical examiners, and so on. It’s too early to say you have a vampire problem here, might just be an isolated incident, but it’s always a possibility; we’ll tell you what to look for, and how to call us in if you need us. Oh, and someone needs to keep an eye on this place until we’re sure she was working alone.”




She turned and went into the house without waiting for a reply.




“Who died and made her boss?” asked Erik.




“Too many people,” said Finn tiredly. “Way too many people. Let’s get started…”





Cataclysm
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Ernie’s Bar, Las Vegas, Nevada



“No cards,” said Clem, eyeing the basket of kittens that was the pot for the back-room game. 




“One” said Norm, a handsome balancing demon who looked more or less human apart from the horns concealed by a wide Stetson hat.




“Two” said Ike, a grey-haired vampire who was generally regarded as an “uncle Tom”; he’d been caught and tagged by a Slayer at Las Vegas International a few months earlier, and had agreed to stick to animal blood in preference to indefinite arrest. Unlike most he was actually keeping to the agreement; vampires who broke it generally lasted less than a week. 




“One,” said Joe, a ghoul with a strong smell of rotting flesh who worked at one of the city morgues. 




“One,” said Fragg, a troll wizard who ran a small import-export business between Earth and the Troll dimension. “Clem, want to start the um… bidding?” 




“Two kittens,” said Clem. 




“I see your two and raise you two,” said Norm 




Ike and Joe folded. 




“I see your um… two twos and raise you… um… two more.” Fragg wasn’t the sharpest pencil in the box, although his magic was powerful, but he did tend to be lucky. “Clem?” 




“Call.” Clem put four more kittens into the pot. 




“Fold,” said Norm 




“Call,” said Fragg. “Okay Clem, just you and me.” 




“Full house, Queens and Jacks.” 




“Four sixes.” He showed the cards. 




“Darn,” said Clem, “Okay, that’s me cleaned out. Same time next week, guys?” 




There was a loud crash from the main bar, and an amplified voice said “You in the back room, this is the SPCA. Put down the cards and the kittens and come out with your hands up.” 




“Great Odin! Can’t a troll even gamble in peace?” said Fragg, scooping up a handful of kittens and vanishing, Clem assumed, to his home dimension. 




“Third game busted this month,” Norm said mournfully, pulling down his hat and shuffling towards the door, hands up. “Better go quietly, they’ll be armed.” 




“Armed? Really?” asked Clem, pulling on a woolen cap that covered his ears and following him out. “First I’ve heard of it.” 




Joe and Ike followed them outside, where four grim-looking men wearing flak jackets with the SPCA logo and carrying shotguns patted them down and lined them up against a wall. Two others went in carrying plastic pet carriers, came out a couple of minutes later with the kittens, and went outside. Three of the others followed them, the fourth backing out behind them. As the last one left Clem went to the door and looked outside, and saw them climbing into an unmarked black van. One of the men pointed a shotgun in his direction, and he hastily ducked back inside as they finished boarding the van and roared off. 




“Anyone else think that was a little odd?” asked Clem. 




“How’dya mean?” asked Norm. 




“No police with them, and no arrests. Not even any warnings.” He turned to Ernie, a tough-looking human with biker tattoos, who was behind the bar. “Did they show a warrant?” 




“Nope, but I wasn’t gonna argue with four guys with shotguns.” 




“Weird. Oh well, let’s have a tequila and yak urine for the road.” 




“You think they weren’t SPCA?” asked Norm, finally getting the idea. 




“Like Ernie says, with four shotguns pointing at us who’s gonna argue? What the hell, it’s only kittens.” 




“Easy for you to say that,” said Ike, swigging a vodka and pig’s blood, “you were cleaned out. I still had five kittens in my bag, the bastards took them.” 




“Not much we can do about it, unless you wanna get staked or something.” 




“Good point,” said Ike, “Okay, I guess that killed the evening. Anyone need a lift towards Utopia Memorial Cemetery?”




“Me,” said Joe. “Thanks, saves waiting for the bus.”




“Norm?”




“That’s okay, I only live a couple of blocks from here, the walk’ll do me good.”




“Clem?”




“Thanks, but I’m headed the other way.” They finished their drinks and separated. Clem went a block in the direction he’d indicated, checked that nobody seemed to be watching him, then got out a mobile phone.
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“Clem!” Dawn shrieked happily, “It’s been, like, forever… Yeah, it’s me, Dawn… “






Andrew covered his ears and tried to remember who Clem was… oh yeah, the demon guy with the floppy ears, friend of Spike.




“Stole your kittens? Why would anyone steal kittens?… Eww… Clem, I so did not want to know that… Well yeah, I know you’re a demon, but kittens? Gross…”




She scribbled some notes on a pad, then said “Okay, I guess it does sound like something we should look at. If you can find out where and when the other robberies were it might help, and anything else you can remember… no, she’s in Cleveland right now, but don’t worry, we’ve got people to deal with it. Yeah, I’ll say ‘Hi’ for you when I talk to her at the weekend. Can we call you if there are any questions?… okay, got that. Thanks, bye.”




“Something interesting?” asked Andrew.




“Would you believe kitten hijackers with shotguns?”




“Kittens with shotguns? Cool!” He began to sketch one; it looked like Rambo with a furry face and eye-patch.




“Don’t be a dork, Andrew. The hijackers stole the kittens, they were the stakes in a demon poker game.”




“Why do demons gamble for kittens?”




“Trust me, you don’t wanna know.”




“So what do we do about it?”




“You start Scoobying with a computer search, anything odd going on with kittens or cats in the Las Vegas area, I’m gonna call Grissom, give him a heads-up.”




“Why Grissom,” said Andrew, typing ‘kitten Las Vegas’ into Google, “why not Brass?”




“Brass is homicide, this is just stolen kittens… okay, stolen by guys with guns, but I haven’t heard of anyone getting hurt yet. Anyway, Grissom will know who to talk to about this. Who have we got working with the police tonight?”




“Vi’s at the airport, Kennedy and Willow are out with the SWAT team in the desert on some sort of training deal, and Shannon’s with CSI.”




“Hmm, let’s hope CSI don’t get too involved, I sometimes get the feeling that Shannon over-compensates a little.”




“Because she wasn’t in the final battle?”




“Not her fault Caleb knifed her when she was a Potential,” said Dawn, dialling Grissom’s number, “but she seems to think she has something to prove. What with the way she dresses and all…”




“Think of it this way… if the kitten thieves are some sort of big bad, and Shannon finds them tonight, they’re gonna get their asses whipped.”




“That’s for sure… Hi, it’s Dawn, Dawn Summers…”




Ernie’s Bar, Las Vegas, Nevada



Ernie was polishing glasses when the girl of his dreams came into his life. Redheaded, stacked, and gorgeous. There was a kid behind her, brunette, looked to be in her late teens wearing leather jeans, with short hair and a blouse that left her midriff bare, but he barely spared her a glance. He didn’t notice his last three customers decide to leave in a hurry.






“I’m Catherine Willows,” said the redhead, “Las Vegas PD crime lab. This is Shannon, who’s interning with us. We understand you had a robbery here earlier this evening.”




“Robbery?” said Ernie.




“Four armed men with shotguns, and a couple of others helping them.”




“Here?”




The kid wandered over to the pool table, picked up a couple of the balls, and brought them back to the counter, saying “Don’t waste our time.”




“Isn’t this a school night?”




The kid put one of the balls on the counter, put the other into the palm of her hand, and smashed it down onto the first. The lower ball was driven half-way into the counter, the upper smashed into four or five jagged chunks. Her hand was unharmed. “I’m sure you’ll find it’s educational.”




“oh crap.” said Ernie, in a very small voice, taking in her expression and the scars on her neck and midriff. “oh crap.”




“Shannon,” said Catherine, “please don’t upset the nice barman, I’m sure he wants to be helpful. Don’t you?”




“Know who I am now?” asked Shannon.




“The… um… the Slayer?” said Ernie. “I thought you was a blonde…”




“She’s in Cleveland. Tonight I’ve got the Vegas franchise.”




“What do you want to know?”




“You were right, he does want to be helpful…”




“Good,” said Catherine, “let’s start with the security camera tapes, and anything you noticed about your visitors…”




CSI Headquarters, Las Vegas Police Department, Nevada



“Whoever they are,” said Catherine an hour later, “they weren’t genuine SPCA. About twenty different reasons, starting with them smashing into the bar carrying shotguns. If there was some real crime involving animals the SPCA would go to the police, of course. Logo on their jackets is close but isn’t quite right, lots of other discrepancies. Here’s the best pictures I’ve got from the security camera tapes; five demon-type guys playing cards for kittens, then our intruders. Three white, one black on the initial team, then one white and one Latino that actually collected the kittens. All wearing thin leather gloves. Recognise anyone?”






“No,” said Grissom, “but I’ll be amazed if none of them have criminal records. Perp three has something that looks like a prison tattoo on his neck, and the MO looks well-practiced. What about the gamblers?”




“The barman’s ID’d all five as regulars, given us first names, we have one identified as a vampire who’s in the control program and four unknowns. Shannon?”




“Apart from the vampire we’ve got a troll, two balancing demons, and a ghoul. The balancing demons, that’s the guy in the hat and the guy with the floppy ears, are relatively harmless,” she looked round to make sure that the door was closed then said “in fact the guy with floppy ears is Clem, he was one of Buffy’s contacts in Sunnydale. He brought Xander a bunch of grapes when we were both in hospital, I’d guess it was him that tipped Dawn off about the robbery. But keep that to yourself, demons that help Slayers tend to be unpopular.”




“What about the other two?” asked Catherine.




“Both bad news. The troll could rip your arm off without trying, and the ghoul could take it off with one bite. But we didn’t get a warning about either of them, and they didn’t put up a fight during the raid, so my guess is that they were just there to play cards.”




“Anything else?” asked Grissom.




“I found tyre impressions,” said Catherine. “The getaway van was front-wheel drive, road width just under six feet, wheelbase about a hundred to one-twenty inches, and had new SBRP225/60R16 tyres on all four wheels. That probably makes it a 2003 Volkswagen Eurovan MV, and I’ll be surprised if there are more than a couple of hundred in Las Vegas. It might be worthwhile checking the driving licence photos of purchasers, see if we come up with a match for any of the perps.”




“And you’re doing it?”




“Search is running now. Also a criminal records search, of course.”




“I just can’t see the point of this robbery,” said Grissom. “Even if the thieves are fanatical about kittens, there are plenty in danger that they could rescue without running around with shotguns. For what this must have cost to organise you could probably bribe someone to give you every kitten in the pound. And it’s not just that batch, Dawn told me that the informant mentioned he’d heard of two similar poker game robberies, but didn’t have details.”




“What about other cat thefts?” asked Shannon, “And lost cats generally?”




“I was waiting for someone to ask me that,” said Grissom, “there’s no change. Either other thefts have gone unreported or someone is specifically targeting kittens used in demon poker games.”




“Why do demons want kittens anyway?” asked Catherine.




“Snack food,” said Shannon.




“I’m sorry I asked.”




“So someone wants kittens,” said Grissom, “presumably kittens that have been in contact with demons, and I’d assume that there’s a reason why they’re not just breeding them and getting a demon to look after them.”




“Maybe they’re looking for a specific kitten,” said Catherine.




“Maybe…” said Shannon. “Some sort of cat demon, cat god, something like that.”




“Bubastis,” said Grissom, “Egyptian cat goddess, also a solar and fertility deity, from about 3000 BC onwards. Ra was also associated with cats. Oh, and Freya was a Norse goddess who rode a chariot pulled by giant cats. Other than that they’re associated with luck and witches, allegedly have nine lives, and there’s an Irish story about the king of the cats. Can’t think of anything else right now.”




“Boy, I bet you’re popular when they’re picking quiz teams.”




“Luck?” said Catherine. “In this town that’s a powerful force.”




“Willow’s told us,” said Shannon, “magical power generated by the gamblers, magical defences against cheating, yadda yadda.”




“Have you ever seen her use it?”




“Not yet. She says it’s dangerous to mess with it unnecessarily.”




“We have. She nearly killed herself to save two children. I think ‘dangerous’ is an understatement.”




“Don’t get me wrong, I know how powerful that stuff can be. Look what it did for me and the rest of the Slayers. It’s just… it’s like I’m Luke Skywalker and Ben Kenobi is telling me The Force is too dangerous to play with and I’ve gotta stick to using my fists. Damn, I’m spending too much time around Andrew. Look, I know there are reasons, I just don’t have to like it.”




“Okay,” said Grissom. “Getting back to business, and ignoring the reasons for the thefts for now, we need to find out who they are and what they’re doing with the cats they steal. Suggestions?”




“Look for someone buying lots of catfood and litter?” suggested Shannon.




“Complaints about cat smell or noise?” said Catherine.




“Check for anything cat-related apart from the cat thefts, like… um… a casino opening with a cat theme, or an Egyptian theme?”




“There’s the Luxor, can’t think of any others. But try a search on that and check in with the school, see if they’ve found anything. I’ll look into cat-related purchases and complaints. We’re probably not looking for more than forty or fifty kittens, but that might be enough to upset someone, and I’d imagine they’d use a lot of cat food. I think there are special types for kittens. Catherine, see how the ID searches are coming along.”




The Jenny Calendar School, Las Vegas, Nevada



“Okay, here’s a weird one,” said Dawn. “Theory that if a thousand cats simultaneously dream of a world that they rule it’ll happen, and they’ll be bigger than humans.”






“ ‘Dream of a Thousand Cats’ ” said Andrew, “Neil Gaiman, Sandman issue… um… eighteen, I think, the second story after the Dolls House arc.”




“Comic. Okay, scrub that one then.”




“How about this one… using cats with buttered toast strapped to their back as a perpetual motion machine.”




“Get real. Okay, we’re getting nowhere fast. Get down to the lounge, see how many trainees are around, and get everyone on it…”




“Everyone?”




“Might as well, what good are we if we can’t even find some lost cats?”




CSI Headquarters, Las Vegas Police Department, Nevada



“Holy crap…” said Shannon, staring at the screen with her jaw dropping open.






“Found something?” asked Catherine.




“It’s so weird I think it could be what we’re looking for. Patent, about six months ago, for a method of keeping the ashes of dead people, animals, whatever, by turning the carbon in their bodies into synthetic gemstones. So you can wear your loved ones as a memorial. That’s kinda sick, but the company that registered the patent is Bubastis Industries, Las Vegas.”




“Let me try that name… yes, they bought a Volkswagen Eurovan MV when the new model came in.”




“How about the perps?” asked Grissom.




“The tattoo looks like it came from Sing-Sing, but even with image enhancement I can’t find a match for the guys face, or any of the others.”




“Try it without image enhancement. That was a lousy camera, the enhancement process may be adding details that weren’t there and making it harder to find a match.”




“Okay, I’ll start another run.”




“I’ve got nothing on cat products or complaints, so it seems likely that they aren’t surviving long. That would fit in with the idea of killing them and vitrifying them, I suppose. Any idea why they’d want to get into the catnapping business?”




“With a name like that I’d guess it was their goal all along,” said Shannon.




“Okay, but why?”




“Damned if I know, but as soon as Catherine’s finished there let’s go and find out.”




“Why? What grounds do we have? There’s no way we’ll get a warrant on such flimsy evidence.”




“Make that a little less flimsy,” said Catherine, “You were right, the enhancement was messing things up. I’ve got an ID on one of the perps. Not mister tattoo, one of the men that picked up the kittens. Clarence Martin, age 34, served eight years in Sing-Sing for armed robbery, now employed by Bubastis Industries as a driver.”




“I think that gives us legitimate grounds to go talk to the man. We’ll try his home first, see if we can do this without setting off too many alarms.”






“Okay,” said Grissom, looking around Martin’s large apartment and wondering how an ex-con could possibly afford it on a driver’s wages. “You’re not admitting anything, and I’m not accusing you of anything quite yet. But someone robbed a poker game tonight, and the people who were playing… well, let’s just say that they weren’t people. And right now they’re really annoyed.”




“Now you may be right, and we may not have enough to convict you,” said Brass, “but we sure as hell can arrest you. And if we do, word’s going to get around. Of course sooner or later we’d have to release you, but I’ll promise you one thing. I like cats, and unless you tell us what the hell’s going on you won’t be released in daylight.”




“What do I get if I talk?” asked Martin.




“Depends on what you tell us, and how useful it is.”




“Okay… Okay, I’ll tell you. They’re building something. Some sort of laser…”
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“Okay,” said Dawn, “I got that. Weird… Right, I’ll get everyone on it right away. Ask Grissom to get Willow, you’re gonna need her for this. She’s in the desert and I can’t raise her cellphone.”






“So what is it?” asked Andrew.




“They’re building a laser that’ll amplify the spiritual essence of cats so that they can summon the goddess Bubastis and make her knock over a casino.”




“Get real.”




“I just did. Laser, cat spirits, Bubastis, casino heist. Got it?”




Andrew sat there, gaping.




“You wanted to be a Scooby, Andrew. Get downstairs and tell everyone, if those bozos actually get this to work there’s gonna be a seriously pissed god on the loose in Las Vegas, and that could make Sunnydale look like small change.”




Bubastis Industries, Las Vegas, Nevada



Parked in the parking lot of a burned-out supermarket across the road from the factory, Shannon, Brass, Catherine, and Grissom watched through binoculars. The building stood in a few acres of ground, with a high wire fence around it and locked metal gates. Three cars and a black Volkswagen van were parked near the entrance.






“The guy that owns the company is called Tariq Hussein,” Dawn’s voice said over the radio, “age 55, naturalized US citizen, born in Egypt. Attended MIT, worked for NASA on synthetic materials for space flight, laid off after Challenger. Owns numerous patents related to carbon composite materials used in aviation and other industries. Millionaire, Bubastis is a new venture and his first in Las Vegas. His brother Abdul Hussein still lives in Egypt, and is a noted expert on Egyptology and the ancient gods.”




“Anything coming up about the goddess?” asked Shannon.




“We think her festival begins at the next full moon. There’s also some sort of prophecy related to her, something about her being called by a multitude of cats crying in unison, that could relate to the laser gizmo.”




“I’m going in.”




“Wait. Willow’s on her way to you, be there in about thirty minutes, and if Andrew’s reading the patent right it’ll take at least three or four days to convert the kittens to synthetic gems, if they’ve even started tonight, and it’s a week or so to the full moon.”




“She’s right,” said Catherine, “we don’t have a warrant, but we will in an hour or so. SPCA are going to swear out a complaint. If we see any sign that they’ve summoned this goddess we’ll go in.”




“I don’t like just sitting here,” said Shannon, “for all we know they’re killing the kittens now, starting the process, in an hour there may not be any evidence.” She opened her door, got out, and said “pop the trunk open, I’ve got an idea.”




Grissom got out, in time to see Shannon rummage through the trunk and pull out a set of towing chains.




“What’s your idea?”




“Delaying tactics. Just get back in the car and ignore me, you really don’t want to know.”




“You’re not going into the factory?”




“No.”




“Okay then. Be careful.”




Shannon ran off into the night, carrying the heavy steel chains on her shoulder. About five minutes later there was a bright flash from the other side of the building, and the factory went dark. Shannon came back fifteen minutes after that, carrying some coffees and an assortment of doughnuts.




“What happened?” asked Grissom.




“I dunno,” said Shannon, “I was going to Starbucks to get these when the factory went dark. When I was walking back I past the factory I saw some guys with flashlights, and I heard one of them say that their transformer had blown out.”




“Like someone short-circuited it with a length of steel chain?”




“Kinda, but it’d have to be someone that could throw it over a high wire fence and about thirty feet to the transformer.”




“If I had to testify,” said Catherine, “I’d have to say that it’s physically impossible for any normal human to do that.”




“That’s what I thought,” said Shannon, grinning and tucking into a cinnamon Danish.






“Let’s see if I’ve got this right,” said Willow. “In that factory over there are fifty-odd kittens, alive or dead, which a total whack-job wants to use to put the whammy on Bubastis.” She pointed towards the factory, where a few of the windows were now illuminated, Catherine guessed by kerosene lamps.




“That’s what we’ve been told,” said Grissom.




“And the guy you questioned says they’re gonna try to pump energy into Bubastis, make her more powerful and controllable, then get her to tear the Luxor apart to get at the casino’s money room.”




“That’s right. We’ve got him under guard, so that he can’t warn them we’re wise to them.”




“And they’re using kittens that have been in the hands of demons because they’ll have more magical potential?”




“That’s what he said.”




“How many rooms does the Luxor have? The hotel part, that is.”




“Four thousand or so.”




“Gonna be a lot of casualties if they can pull it off, and I don’t know enough to say that it isn’t possible.”




“The judge turned down our request for a warrant,” said Grissom, “not enough evidence.”




“Okay… Then we’re gonna have to talk to the lady.”




“The judge?”




“Bubastis.”




“Willow… are you sure about this?” asked Kennedy.




“I’m not saying we summon her ourselves, we just need to talk to her. That’s a lot easier. Both of you have done something similar, the desert ritual to talk to the First Slayer.”




“Death is my gift,” said Shannon. “I kinda knew that already.”




“The three of us?” asked Kennedy.




“Umm… no, ’fraid not. You’re not really involved, you haven’t really done anything to fight their plan. If you go in there’s a risk that Bubastis won’t believe you’re committed to helping her. And I’ll have to be on the outside casting the spell.”




“So I’m on my own?” asked Shannon.




“’Fraid so.”




“What about us?” asked Grissom.




“You’ve all worked against this guy, but Bubastis is definitely a female. Either of you guys go, she won’t be happy.”




“How about me?” asked Catherine.




“Well… yeah, I think she’d like you.”




“How come?” asked Brass.




“Gods are kinda literal, her name begins ‘Cat’ and it’s her job to be inquisitive.”




“What are the risks?” asked Grissom.




“At worse, psychosomatic injuries. But Shannon’ll be there, and if Bubastis gets frisky she ought to be able to handle her, especially with the edge she’s gonna have. I’ll be monitoring you both, and I’ll be able to pull Catherine out before she comes to any real harm.”




Grissom noticed that she didn’t make that guarantee about Shannon.




“Just a sec.” Willow got out her cellphone, pressed one of the preset numbers, then said “Hi, Buffy, it’s Willow. Shannon needs to use the scythe. Can you spare it for a few hours?… okay, get it, and hold it over your head in both hands about two minutes after the call ends, and think of Shannon holding it. I’ll have a courier bring it back to you once we’re done… yeah, everyone’s fine, but Shannon’s gotta go dream-walk and talk to a god, she needs to be extra impressive… yeah, a god. Bubastis… ask Giles, he’ll tell you. Gotta run, bye.”




She turned to Shannon. “Okay, out of the car and stand with your hands above your head, palms upward, and about three feet apart, relax, and think of holding the scythe. Everyone else, stand clear.”




Willow’s eyes seemed to turn inwards, and she muttered “Hold it up, Buffy, a little higher…” then said “Accio falcifer” and seemed to glow white for a second. Shannon felt a sudden weight in her hands and Willow staggered and nearly fell.




“Accio?” asked Kennedy, steadying her. “Been reading Harry Potter again?”




“Makes it easier to visualise the spell working.”




“Wow,” said Shannon, “I’ve seen it, but I never got to use it before.” She twirled the glittering weapon in an intricate arc, its blades swishing through the air with a singing note.




“Holy…” said Brass. “What the hell is that?”




“A magic scythe that only the Slayer can use,” said Willow. “Even a goddess ought to find it reasonably impressive.”




“What happens now?” asked Grissom. “And can you be sure that Catherine and Shannon will be all right.”




“Catherine’s okay, I’ll be able to pull her back if necessary. Shannon… I can do it, but I’ll need your co-operation, so if you need rescuing don’t fight it. Okay guys, if we’re gonna do this Catherine and Shannon need to sit back to back on the ground. I’ll draw the conjuring circle around you and get to work.”






“Where the hell are we?” asked Catherine, looking around at the baking sand.




“Ancient Egypt, I guess, or some idealized version of it.”




“What makes you say that?”




“Willow said to expect that, and there’s a sphinx headed this way and I kinda think they’re mythical.”




“Who seeks the goddess must answer this riddle,” roared the Sphinx. “What crawls…”




“Hey,” shouted Shannon, “Answer this one first. What do you call a woman who can bench-press half a ton and carries this scythe?”




“Slayer…” roared the Sphinx, much more quietly




“Okay, well done. Now, was there a question you wanted answering?”




“Only if you feel like it.”




“We’re kinda in a hurry. Another time?”




“Very well. You may pass.”




“How did you know she’d let us by?” asked Catherine, after the Sphinx was out of sight.




“You don’t quite get it yet, we’re imagining this, kinda a mutual hallucination. Our bodies are still sitting in the parking lot. Not sure about the scythe, it kinda exists on a lot of levels. This desert looks more like Nevada than the Sahara.”




“So the Sphinx couldn’t have hurt us?”




“Sure she could, she’s part of this reality. The trick was to make sure we didn’t imagine ourselves in a situation where she got to run the scenario her way. The Sphinx is supposed to know everything, so logically she has to know who the Slayer is, which means she damn well ought to be cautious around me. So I played it that way and it worked. That won’t work for Bubastis though, in this reality she’s as real as we are and has even more control of the environment. But the rest of the world…”




“Then we simply need to imagine ourselves with Bubastis.”




“So try to think of a place where she’ll be.”




“She’s a goddess, she’ll be wherever she likes. This weather somewhere cool, maybe a boat on the Nile, like Cleopatra…” Catherine closed her dream eyes as she talked, opening them when she felt hard deck underfoot. They were on the deck of a luxuriously ornate barge, in the middle of which was a silk tent. “I think this might be it.”




“You’re getting the hang of this, try to keep it humble but impressive,” whispered Shannon, then knocked on the deck three times with the scythe, taking care not to damage it, and said “Oh great and noble Bubastis, we crave audience with you.”




“Who dares disturb the rest of Bubastis?” asked a purring voice.




“I am Shannon the Vampire Slayer, and my companion is Catherine, a seeker after truth.”




“You may enter.”




They went into the tent. Bubastis was a huge black panther-headed woman, at least ten feet from head to toes, with several pairs of catlike teats rather than normal human breasts, naked from the waist up, lying on a silk-covered bed. She was attended by four handmaiden, normally-sized women with cat heads and light fur, who fanned her with palm leaves.




Shannon and Catherine bowed deeply.




“Do you have a gift for me?” asked Bubastis.




“Death is my gift,” said Shannon, “but I doubt that you want it.”




“And you?”




“My gift is knowledge,” said Catherine.




“Knowledge of what?”




“Of a man who wishes to enslave you.”




Bubastis stood, towering above her hand-maidens. “Go on.”




“In our city there is a man named Tariq Hussein, whose servants are stealing kittens to build a device to enslave you. If he succeeds you will be forced to enter the world, forced to destroy and kill.”




“He would force a god?”




“We are certain he means to try, and that to build this device he will kill kittens.”




“Then stop him.”




“We cannot. Our laws require proof of his misdeeds, and we haven’t got enough.”




“Then what do you want?”




“To warn you,” said Shannon, “and to suggest a course of action.”




“Go on.”




“If we are right this man has kittens, alive or dead. Maybe you could do something with them. Help them to escape, perhaps, if they still live.”




“And if they are dead?”




“He’ll have their bodies, either intact or alchemically prepared, perhaps in the process of being turned into gems. Look, you’re a god, I’m sure you can think of interesting things to do with them. If not, then sooner or later, we think at the next full moon, he’ll use them against you.”




“I will kill this man Hussein, and all those who help him. I will level his city, and leave nothing but the drifting sand. I will…”




“You’re a god of life, not death,” said Catherine. “Why stoop to the level of these madmen? Stop them, give us the proof we need, destroy their machine if you must, but please don’t be sucked into their insanity.”




“Very well… I will be merciful. Hussein alone will die.” 




“No he won’t,” said Shannon calmly, “because if you start killing people we’ll have to stop you.”




“You?”




“Me… and the other Slayers. You know there isn’t just one of us now.” She waved her hand and a vision of the battle in Sunnydale appeared, and the spell that gave the Slayers their power. “And you know that one of us was all it took the last time a god had to be stopped.” More images, Buffy fighting Glory.




“I know.” She seemed to be calming.




“I agree the guy is a slimeball, but there are better ways to deal with him than killing him. I think he’s mad, and the way we treat madmen is worse than death. Drugs, electric shocks, imprisonment, and worse.” She imagined a collage of asylum scenes from a dozen films, and again it appeared as a vision.




“That is… acceptable,” said Bubastis. She began to shrink and change form, becoming a huge panther… a cat… a small black and white kitten. “Carry me.”




Catherine reached down, and picked up the kitten. For a second it seemed to be enormously heavy, then negligibly light. Then they were sitting on concrete, in semi-darkness, watched by Grissom, Brass, Kennedy, and Willow.




“How long were we gone?” asked Shannon.




“About ten minutes,” said Willow, then gasped as she saw what Catherine was carrying. “Goddess.”




“Yesss…” said a small voice that seemed to be inside their heads. “Where are the men who would enslave a god?”




“In that building, the one across the road,” said Catherine.




“And the kittens they have taken… some still live. Carry me across the road then wait for me with your friends.”




Catherine carefully stood, feeling the kitten’s claws prick her arm as she stood, waited a second for a car to pass, then crossed the road and carefully lifted the kitten through the fence and put her down inside the factory grounds. She paused briefly to scratch, then scampered off towards the darkened building.




Catherine crossed back, and Willow said “That was her, wasn’t it? Bubastis?”




“Some aspect of her anyway.”




“She looked just like Kitty Fantastico… cat Tara and I had in college, she was killed when our dorm block was destroyed by an insane god.”




“Glory? Shannon showed us a vision of Buffy fighting her. Reminds me,” she turned to Shannon, “How did you know how that fight went?”




“All of the Slayers know,” said Shannon, “We’ve all dreamed it, one time or another. Scared the crap out of me the first time I saw it.”




“Slayers share a lot of dreams,” said Kennedy. “The one that really creeps me out is the weird little guy with the cheese.”




“What happens now?” asked Brass.




“We wait,” said all four women, more or less in unison. Across the road one of the lights went out, then another. A minute later Brass said “I think I can see a fire. Call it in, and we’re going in.”




Shannon broke the gate lock with the scythe, then she and Kennedy ran towards the building, with Willow and the police in two cars behind them. As they approached the building the door swung open and twenty or thirty kittens ran out, scampering for cover as they saw the cars. The last was Bubastis. Everyone stopped.




“It is over,” said the voice in their heads.




“Okay… what do you want to do now?” asked Catherine.




“I will take my children to sanctuary.” She howled loudly, and the other kittens came out from hiding, ran towards her, and were absorbed into her body, which grew a little larger with every kitten. Eventually they were all gone, and Bubastis was the size of a small panther. “Farewell. Should you visit my realm again, bring better gifts.” She vanished.




Grissom and Brass recovered from their surprise and went inside, followed by the women. They spent several anxious minutes putting out two small fires, then went looking for the other occupants of the building, finding them hiding in closets, lockers, and other kitten-proof areas. All were badly scratched, none seriously injured. Except Tariq Hussein, who babbled insanely of cats and gods, whose eyes were so badly scratched that he would probably never see again.




Epilogue: CSI Headquarters, Las Vegas Police Department, Nevada



“Do you think it would have worked?” asked Grissom.






“Want to try it for yourself?” asked Willow, “The machinery’s still there, and you’ve got all of his plans and notes. Looks like his brother wrote out instructions on the ritual, follow all the steps and you ought to be get the same results. Feel like summoning a god?”




“Not in a million years.”




“Same here.”




“So his heirs presumably inherit the machinery and papers,” said Catherine, “How do we stop them using them?”




“That’s kinda interesting… I read the instructions, and assuming that the theory is right, the ritual looks pretty good, right up to the point where the spell summons a really angry goddess. After that the procedures for keeping her contained and under control are… well, I’d have to call them inadequate.”




“Inadequate?”




“Laughable. Wouldn’t confine a teeny little demon, let alone a god.”




“Would the brother, this Abdul Hussein, know better?” asked Grissom.




“If he could develop that ritual you can be sure of it.”




“Interesting. He’s the main heir.”




“And six or seven thousand miles away, well out of the target area. I’m tempted to send Bubastis a memo, but I really don’t want to poke my nose in there again unless I have to.”




“So what can we do?” asked Catherine.




“Well…” said Grissom, “he’s not the only one that can unleash powerful forces. Hussein’s incompetent, not dead, and that makes it a whole different ball game. There are fifteen or twenty state and national agencies that could get involved in case like this, more if we make sure they involve everyone who might possibly have a claim on the company and his estate. It’ll drag on for years, and by the time they’re done his brother will be lucky to get ten cents on the dollar.”




“I’ll settle for that,” said Shannon, “just make sure we keep an eye on Abdul.”




“That’s what the Watchers are for,” said Kennedy.




“Okay,” said Grissom. “I would have been happier if we’d been able to arrest Hussein and charge him with something, but I suppose we’ll have to settle for what we’ve got. It’s been… interesting. Day shift are coming on, let’s call it a night.”




“Works for me,” said Shannon, turning to Willow. “Now, I know that this scythe’s gotta go back to Cleveland, but is there any way I can get to play with it for a day or two first…”




Lady Heather’s Dominion
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Lady Heather’s Dominion, Las Vegas — Monday October 25th



Rupert Giles sipped his tea, looked appreciatively at the attractive woman sitting opposite him, and said “It’s good of you to see me on such short notice, Lady Heather.”




“Any friend of Gil Grissom, Mister Giles, will be treated as I would treat him. With wary courtesy and respect.”




“I’m not with the police and it’s a rather delicate matter. I’m told that you are discreet…”




“My business depends on it. What can I do for you?”




“There is a young woman in need of help.”




“Help?”




“Your web site says that you are a licensed therapist, and I took the liberty of checking your qualifications. They seem to be quite impressive.”




“I don’t practice these days, except by providing facilities for my clients to work through their issues. What’s the problem?”




“I’m one of the directors of the Jenny Calendar School, we’re based a few miles from here. I doubt that you’ve heard of us.”




“I’ve heard rumours. The most entertaining is that you train assassins for the CIA.” Lady Heather poured more tea.




“Oh bloody he… I’m sorry, I shouldn’t swear. In fact we train unusually talented students for some rather specialised law-enforcement roles. Some of them work with Grissom and the Las Vegas police department, for example, we have an internship program with the LVPD, others with… ah… anti-terrorist organisations, a few freelance.”




“I take it that this woman you mentioned…”




“Will not be working with the police, not in any official capacity anyway.”




“Why not?”




“She’s a convicted criminal. Assault, criminal damage and homicide.”




“Then she’s in prison.”




“Currently.”




“Then I don’t understand. What can I possibly do for her?”




“Perhaps I should preface this by asking you your opinion of the supernatural,” said Giles, putting his cup down.




“The supernatural?”




“Do you believe that the supernatural exists? That there are forces at work outside the everyday world? Demons, vampires, and magic?”




“You’re serious?”




“Yes.”




“Yes. I’m quite certain of it.”




“You’ve some experience?”




Lady Heather silently unfastened a wide leather collar and lifted her thick reddish-brown hair to reveal two familiar-looking white scars. She waited for him to comment.




“Vampire? When were you attacked?”




“When I was seventeen I took a European vacation and ran into trouble. Putting two and two together, would I be correct to assume that your school trains vampire slayers, or is involved with them in some way?”




“You’re very well-informed. Yes, we train Slayers and the people who work with them.”




“Then I’m at your disposal. When I was attacked… I don’t remember everything, I lost a lot of blood, but there was a girl about my own age who saved me. She seemed to be impossibly strong and carried me to hospital, but she left before I could thank her. Recently I’ve heard rumours, some of my clients do like to talk rather indiscreetly. I’ve known for a while that there’s a vampire slayer in Las Vegas, working with the police, although the descriptions are vague and contradictory. I’d hoped to meet her. I can’t think why I never thought of your school in that context.”




“The story we planted is that it’s a clinic offering assertiveness training and counselling for girls with psychological problems. The CIA rumour is a little too close for comfort, we’ll need to do something about that. I suppose I should be grateful that more people don’t put two and two together.”




“What exactly is it that you want me to do?”




“I’d better begin by explaining the background. Until comparatively recently there was only one Slayer. When one died another girl inherited her power. The Watcher’s Council, which I worked for, identified the potential Slayers and trained and advised them. Usually Potentials were trained from their early teens, began their careers at fifteen or so if a Slayer died at the right time, and were dead by their twentieth birthday. I’m afraid that this was true of your rescuer and her immediate successor.”




“But not any more?”




“Seven years ago Buffy, the Slayer I usually work with, was drowned by a vampire but revived by CPR. During the minute or so she was clinically dead another Slayer named Kendra was activated; when she was killed yet another girl, named Faith, inherited her power. But Buffy was still alive, in fact she still is.” He smiled fondly.




“So there were suddenly two, not one. And nobody was expecting it to happen?”




“Nobody. The problem, of course, was that all of Faith’s training emphasised her uniqueness, the overwhelming importance of the Slayer. When she actually became the Slayer and learned that she was just one of two I’d imagine that she was rather surprised. When they eventually met there were… problems.”




“Something like sibling rivalry? Did… did Buffy… have similar problems?”




“No. Buffy had never been indoctrinated, we only found her when she became the Slayer. She’s much more flexible in that respect, I think that the worst she initially experienced was a feeling of competitiveness. She’s also nearly two years older than Faith, which probably helped.”




“Go on.”




“Faith, on the other hand, developed what I suppose one could call an inferiority complex, and to make matters worse was betrayed by a corrupt former member of my organisation. She then accidentally killed someone, was treated extremely badly by the Council, and… well, I’d say that she went bad, but it was much more complicated than that.”




“I’m beginning to feel more sympathy for her than for your council.”




“Since I wasn’t given a say in the matter I have to agree. As almost everyone who was involved in the fiasco is dead…”




“Dead?”




“Fighting the forces of darkness isn’t without risks. My superiors always assumed that the risks were solely to the Slayer and those working closely with her, such as myself. Two years ago one of the more powerful demonic forces, known as the First Evil, decided to obliterate the Watcher’s Council and almost succeeded. I and a few other Watchers working in the field were the only survivors. Currently we’re rebuilding the organisation along lines which I hope will prevent the abuses of power Faith experienced.”




“I see. Getting back to Faith…?”




“She betrayed us, spent several months in a coma, recovered and went on a destructive spree, then seemed to have a change of heart and saved a number of lives before fleeing. Later she tried to force one of our allies to kill her, when that failed she gave herself up to the police to save his life. During the Los Angeles blackout last year she escaped from prison, saved thousands of lives by helping to kill the demon that was causing it, then briefly visited Las Vegas and helped the police here before taking part in the final stages of the battle against the First Evil in Sunnydale.”




“The town that fell into a cave formation?”




“That’s one interpretation of events. Faith later gave herself up voluntarily for the second time. The Californian authorities have been ah… informally briefed on her role in Los Angeles and Sunnydale, and… ah… reminded that she was a minor at the time of her original offences. The authorities here have made more formal representations on her behalf. She will be paroled tomorrow and will arrive in Las Vegas on Friday.”




“I see. Surely she must be over the worst of her problems with the other Slayer?”




“It’s a little more complicated than that. Since Kendra was killed we’ve known that more than one Slayer could exist simultaneously. In the final battle in Sunnydale it became necessary to cast a spell to activate every girl in the world capable of becoming a Slayer.”




“Every one? How many are there?”




“In excess of a hundred that we’ve found, the youngest being a nine year old child. There are probably others we’ve missed. At any given time there are a dozen or so working and training in Las Vegas, which is why the descriptions you heard were contradictory. Faith was part of the spell, a willing participant, but in the course of a few years she has moved from being the one girl in all the world, to being a relatively unwelcome spare, to being just one of many. She is still the second most experienced Slayer in the world and possibly the strongest, but I think she needs time and help to adjust to these changes. I think that you might be able to help her.”




“Why me, though? Why not a more conventional therapist?”




“Faith has trust issues and no time for a clinical approach. And I must add that most therapists have problems dealing with supernatural issues. Overall I doubt that a conventional therapist would last an hour. But Faith respects strong women, mental strength and… ah… attitude as well as physical ability. I’ve been looking for a therapist or some other suitable mentor for nearly a month. I thought of Catherine Willows, but her police role precludes that. Grissom suggested I talk to you.”




“You know what we do here?”




“Certainly. I’m not suggesting that Faith should take part, in fact I’d recommend very strongly against it. I’m certain she would be unwilling to participate submissively and she is too strong and much too dangerous to take a dominant role. During her breakdown there were also incidents…”




“Incidents?”




“As I think I said, she systematically tortured one of my former colleagues, as part of an attempt to force an associate to kill her.”




“I see. Yes, I’d agree, that wouldn’t be a good idea.”




“Even if she tried to be gentle there could be unfortunate accidents. Also, it would violate the terms of her parole.”




“So what do you want me to do?”




Giles took off his glasses and polished them with a handkerchief. “Just talk to her, basically… Faith needs someone to discuss these matters with, someone who isn’t part of our organisation or an old friend or enemy and won’t think her insane. Given the circles she moves in that doesn’t leave many options open. But as I said, I think that she might talk to you. Ah… there’s an excellent Italian restaurant not far from here, and it is getting on towards one. Would you care to discuss this further over lunch?”




“One question first. While we were discussing Faith I occasionally noticed a look in your eyes. Did she torture you?”




“No, but I’ve been… unfortunate on several occasions, usually at the hands of vampires and other demons.”




“That’s not all, is it?”




“Must I answer?”




“I think so.”




“In my youth I… experimented. Fairly drastically, mostly in dominant roles, occasionally submissively. The experience has helped me in my work, helped me to endure pain and when necessary to inflict it. When Grissom mentioned your business I realised that Faith may need help with similar tendencies, if only to acknowledge and work around them.”




“That’s all I wanted to know. Let’s eat.”




The Jenny Calendar School, Las Vegas — Tuesday October 26th



“You’re quite sure about this?” asked Xander as he assembled a heavy wooden bench in the new laboratory. “They seemed to be friends? Oh, pass me the box of three-inch wood screws.”






Willow gave him the box. “Definitely. She and Giles were chatting like they were old friends. Not lovers, I think.”




“And he didn’t see you?” asked Xander, screwing the frame to the hardwood top with a powered screwdriver.




“No. I was in a booth behind them, kinda hidden in the shadows, I saw them reflected in a mirror but I don’t think they would have been able to see me. When I heard what they were talking about… Giles never talks about the Mark of Eyghon, or anything else that he did before Sunnydale, you know that. And there he was spilling the beans on everything; the sex demon thing and all the rest of it, stuff he never told any of us. Some of it was kinda icky.”




“Icky?”




“You ever think about that list of Eyghon worshipers, how many guys and girls there were on it? Seems that he and Ethan… look, let’s just say that they were more than just bad friends.”




“Icky. Riiight… I so didn’t want to know that, now I’m gonna have to erase it from my mind forever.”




“Anyway,” said Willow, “He was paying the bill and they heading out the door while I was still trying to figure if I should let him know I was there.”




“Was she attractive?” asked Xander.




“Very. Strong cheeks, reddish-brown hair, dressed simply but very expensively. Kinda like an older version of me, in some ways, except for the expensive part, which is one of the reasons it creeped me out a little. Why?”




“Well, you’re gay, if you were to casually drop a hint that… well, that you were interested… maybe he’d give you some details.”




“How would I word that? ‘Hey Giles, I’m hot to two-time my girlfriend, how about you tell me all about your friend so I can have my wicked Wicca way with her and Kennedy can beat both of us to a pulp with her Slayer strength when she finds out’. I’m sure he’d go for that one.”




“I think it lacks Giles-cred,” said Kennedy, looking up from the plans for the laboratory. “Anyway, how do you know I wouldn’t want to go for a threesome?”




“You had to say that,” moaned Xander, “now I’m definitely gonna have to have a shower when I finish here. Talking of which, if you want to pick this sucker up and put it over there I’m ready to start on the next one.”




“Sure.” Kennedy picked up the bench effortlessly, turned it right way up, and carried it over to sit against the wall, then went back to the plans. “Next one should be a type 330 unit, seven feet six inches long.” She helped Xander lift it down from a stack of flat-packed units. Xander began to rip it open, both women helped.




“So… threesomes,” said Xander, “any room for some girl-boy-girl action in there?”




“In your dreams, Xander,” Willow said fondly. “Anyway, I thought you were kinda interested in Sarah?”




“Just because I gave her a hand fitting some kitchen units… Okay, maybe there’s some attraction, she’s kinda hot, but I don’t think it’s mutual and I don’t want to push it.” Xander lifted the end of the bench top from the floor. “Spread out some more newspaper, this one’s longer than the others, fits that last section before the door.”




“Okay,” said Willow, then stopped, startled, and began to read the paper.




“What’s wrong?” asked Kennedy.




“This is her. In the paper. Talking to Grissom at a charity concert three weeks ago.”




“Paper, Willow?” asked Xander. Willow hastily put another sheet under the heavy slab of wood while Kennedy took most of the weight.




“That settles it,” said Xander, “she must be some sort of cop.” He lowered the bench top and glanced at the paper, took a second look, and said “She can give me a ticket any time.”




“Who is she?” 




“Let’s see, ‘guests included blah blah blah Crime Scene Investigator Gil Grissom and club owner Lady Heather (right)’. There you go, no threesomes needed.”




“What club does she own?”




“It doesn’t say.”




“Okay,” said Xander, screwing the frame together, “let’s finish this bench then research time. Google’s probably the best place to start.”






“Well, I guess that’s different…” Willow said a few minutes later, looking at a web site. “if you go for whips and chains and things. ‘Ladyheather dot com. Lady Heather, My Command is Your Wish.’ A dom dot com.”




“Dom dot dot com, dot com,” Xander sang to the Batman movie theme, “dom dot dot com, dom dot com.” Both women ignored him.




“Some interesting ideas, I guess,” said Kennedy, “but I’m not sure I’d like the liquid rubber.”




“I don’t know, peeling it off would be kinda…” Willow said, then shook her head and seemed to snap back to reality, “kinda like having your legs waxed only probably more painful.”




“I can’t believe this stuff is going on just a few blocks away and we never noticed,” said Xander. “Whatever happened to our finely-honed Sunnydale instincts for weirdness?”




“Swamped. It’s easy to spot the weirdness in a one-Starbucks town,” said Willow, “I can’t begin to guess how many there are in Vegas.”




“Starbucks?” asked Xander, “Forty-one if you count the ones inside casinos and stores and the airport.” Willow and Kennedy stared at him. “Andrew showed me a neat web site, some guy that wants to visit every Starbucks in the world. It has photos of nearly all of the ones in Vegas, if I counted right there are thirty-nine in Las Vegas plus two he didn’t visit.”




“Did the Starbucks guy get to Sunnydale before it was too late?” asked Willow.




“Nope,” said Xander, “he’s got an aerial photo of the crater labelled ‘The one that got away.’ ”




“I liked the Expresso Pump more anyway.”




“You guys are spending way too much time on line,” said Kennedy.




“Getting back to business,” said Willow, “I’d suggest going to the club and looking round, but I don’t think I’d pass their credit check on Watchers Council wage. You would, but you’re a little under their minimum age.”




“You ought to ask Giles for higher pay while he’s in town, haggle a little. I know he’s doing much better than the old Council, but there’s still room for improvement.”




“Catherine’s coming in to talk to the new class tomorrow,” suggested Xander, “and I want to get her to take a look at the setup in here before I start connecting the gas and plumbing, make sure I’m not making any expensive mistakes. Maybe you could sound her out about Lady Heather. Or I could do it, mention I saw the picture and kinda casually ask if Grissom’s babe has a younger sister, wing it from there.”




“Sounds like a plan to me.”




The Jenny Calendar School, Las Vegas — Wednesday October 27th



“…to conclude then,” said Catherine Willows, “while it’s virtually impossible to enter a crime scene without contaminating the evidence in some way, there’s a lot that can be done to minimise the harm. But if at all possible wait until the CSIs, medical examiners and other specialists have finished their jobs. I know that isn’t always possible in your line of work, but unless you want the police coming after you instead of the vampires it’s something that really needs to be kept in mind. Those of you who intern with CSI and other police units over the next few weeks will have a chance to see how things are done, and I’ll look forward to seeing some of you then.”






There was a ripple of applause from the audience of Slayers and trainee Watchers, Catherine answered a few questions, then left the podium and turned to Xander with a smile. “How’s the new eye?”




“Feels just like the old one, but you were right, it’s a much better match for the real one. How did you know?”




“Saw one like it in a cadaver, realised that they’d improved the plastic since your old one was fitted.”




“Murder victim?”




“Drunk driver.”




“Well, he’s got my thanks, for what that’s worth.”




“How’s the new laboratory coming along?”




“If you can spare a few minutes I’ll show you, I’d appreciate some more advice before we connect things. I think Willow’s there, she can probably explain things better than I can.” Xander led her through the building to the lab, where Willow was studying a microscope catalogue and Kennedy was slotting plastic storage trays into a rack system.




“Nice to see you again, Willow,” said Catherine, “and you, Kennedy.”




“You too,” said Willow, Kennedy nodded.




“Two Willows,” said Xander, “kinda like stereo.”




“How many times has he made that joke now?” asked Catherine.




“I’d say five so far, maybe six,” Willow said fondly. “For Xander that’s barely worn off the showroom finish.”




“Okay,” said Xander, “that kills that one stone dead. Let’s talk plumbing…”




Several minutes later Willow said “All of that’s pretty much what we planned, except for the extra faucets and drainage on the side benches.”




“Not a problem,” said Xander, “except it sounds like we’ll need a booster pump to keep the water pressure up. That’s easy enough.”




“This must be costing a fortune,” said Catherine, looking around the room and feeling one of the polished wooden surfaces. “What are these bench tops, mahogany?”




“Iroko, it’s about as hard and fire resistant but comes from sustainable plantations, not rain forests. At least that’s what they tell us, just have to hope it’s true. Costs about the same as the best chemical-resistant laminates, works nearly as well and I can install them myself rather than contracting it out to a laboratory construction company, which is good for security. Besides, money isn’t a huge problem. The old Watchers had investments and loot stashed away everywhere, the lawyers are gradually tracking it down and making it available. Angel’s helping a lot with that, keeping them honest. Something to be said for owning an evil law firm.”




“Also,” said Kennedy, “you pull one of the benches apart or smash the top and you’ve got some nice heavy wood, pull one of these wooden stools apart and you’ve got some thick rods that make good stakes. Wherever you go in this building, you’re never more than a few feet from something a Slayer can use against vampires.”




“Not to mention the thousand gallons or so of holy water that’ll come out of the sprinklers if we ever have to set them off,” said Xander.




“You’re expecting trouble?”




“Not really, this isn’t a Hellmouth, but neither was London when the old Watcher’s Council bought it. If the vamps ever feel strong enough to take us out we can be pretty sure we’ll be dealing with something a lot worst than the average henchman. If it ever comes to it, we want to be able to put up a fight.”




“What about the other monsters?”




“There are defences against them too,” said Willow. “Magical wards, special weapons, even a little feng shui arrangement of the corridors to stop some Chinese demons.”




“I guess. Tell me something… we’re trained to pick up on body language, and I have a feeling that you want to talk about something more than laboratory design. What’s it about?”




“We were gonna try to be subtle but maybe it’s better this way. A couple of days ago I ran into Giles while he was talking to someone, don’t think they saw me, and I got some odd vibrations off her. Then I saw this picture, realised it was the same woman.”




She produced the newspaper photo, Catherine looked at it and smiled slightly. “Lady Heather.”




“You know her?”




“We’ve had two cases involving her club, both times she was an innocent party and the trouble originated with her customers or employees. She’s… well, she’s a wealthy woman, has a daughter in her final year at Harvard. She’s a dominatrix, so I’m not surprised you got an odd feeling about her. Grissom respects her mind and I guess her philosophy, she’s totally uncompromising in her view of the world.”




“That’s not quite what I mean,” said Willow. “I’m pretty sure she had Giles under some kind of spell. He was talking about things… Well, let’s just say they’re things he never discusses. Never.”




“You’re kidding.”




“Nope. Giles has a past, things he did before he became a Watcher, stuff he never usually talks about. But he was telling her.”




“It’s not much to go on,” mused Catherine, “and Grissom likes Lady Heather, he’s not going to be too thrilled if we start harassing her. Why don’t you just ask Giles?”




“He might be under some sort of thrall. It isn’t likely, but we can’t take chances.”




“Maybe she has a thing for guys with ‘Gil’ in their names,” said Xander. “Gil, Giles, maybe she’s the gill-girl or something. Has she got webbed toes?”




“Okay,” said Kennedy, “I know, why don’t we dangle Xander near her, if she bites we’ll know she’s a demon.”




“Thanks, Kennedy, that really… um…”




“Sounds like you? Mister demon magnet?”




“You’re a witch, Willow,” said Catherine, firmly ignoring them, “can’t you check if Giles is under a spell?”




“I guess,” said Willow. “Yeah, I think so, all of the standard controlling spells would show up in his aura. I just haven’t had a chance to get near him yet, he’s been so busy the last few days.”




“This is beginning to feel eerily familiar,” said Kennedy, “Didn’t we go through all this the time you thought he was the First Evil?”




“Well yeah, but that was just a misunderstanding. This is different, I definitely got strange vibes from them.”




“So ask him,” said Catherine. “There’s nothing worse for a team than everyone sneaking around trying to second-guess one of its members.”




“It’s kinda awkward timing,” said Willow. “Faith’s due back in town tomorrow evening, Robin and Angel picked her up yesterday and today Giles is running around trying to get a ‘welcome home’ party organised for Friday night. We really ought to be helping but we wanted to talk to you first.”




“I know about the party, Grissom and Brass and I plan to be here if nothing comes up.”




“What about the rest of your guys?”




“They’re on shift, we’re off. How about your end, will Buffy or Dawn be here?”




“No,” said Xander, “Dawn’s visiting her dad in LA for a couple of weeks, she was with Robin and Angel’s crew yesterday when they picked Faith up so she oughtn’t to feel too left out, Buffy’s still in Cleveland with some of the new Slayers, she doesn’t want to leave town until they’ve dealt with the snake cult guys. We’re setting up a webcam link so that they can kinda join the party.”




“That’s a shame, I was hoping to see them again properly. Hmm… I’ll make a prediction, Lady Heather will be at the party. Either Grissom or Giles will invite her.”




“You think?”




“Bank on it.”




The Jenny Calendar School, Las Vegas — Friday October 29th



“What did you say?” Xander shouted over the disco beat.






“I said I won my bet,” yelled Catherine, gesturing towards the entrance to the gymnasium, where Giles was welcoming Grissom and Lady Heather. Some of the trainee Slayers and Watchers were sitting at tables around the perimeter of the room, the rest were dancing in the middle. Andrew was an over-enthusiastic DJ, a little too inclined towards Techno for Xander’s tastes, but made up for his lack of skill with his endless nervous energy. Xander was sure that he’d had custom knobs fitted to the amps so that they went up to eleven.




“What bet’s that?” asked Faith, walking towards them with Robin Wood on her arm.




“Check out the woman talking to Giles and Grissom,” said Xander.




“What about her?”




“Willow thinks she’s using some sort of spell to influence them. I’m not so sure, but it seems odd that she’s here tonight, she’s the only real outsider and Giles and Grissom do act kinda strange around her.”




“And I still think Willow’s mistaken,” said Catherine. “She’s an old friend of Grissom’s, it isn’t odd that she should be here.”




“Giles and Grissom acting strangely,” said Robin, “could it have something to do with her being totally hot, in a kinda refined way?” Faith poked him with her elbow, none too gently, and said “You’ve spent too much time talking to Gunn.”




“Demon-fighting lawyer, demon-fighting teacher, we’ve a lot in common.”




“She is kinda hot,” said Faith. “I guess I see what you mean. What’s Willow doing about it?”




“Well, some background checking, and she’s running some spells now to see if she’s a demon or something.”




“Thought I hadn’t seen much of her or Kennedy for a while. I sorta assumed…”




“Nope, Willow’s upstairs casting spells and Kennedy’s spotting for her, keeping an eye on her body while she goes astral or whatever.”






Willow looked around the room, seeing the golden glow of Kennedy’s aura mixed inextricably with the black streaks of demonic energy that made her a Slayer. On another level she knew that her body was sitting cross-legged, with Kennedy watching and ready to defend her if she was attacked; on this psychic plane her spirit form was invisible, warded by one of the spells that would hopefully stop Lady Heather seeing her if she was capable of doing so. She let her viewpoint sink through the floor, down through another level of classrooms and into the gymnasium and saw a confused mass of colour. Detached from her body it was hard to see the physical realm, but she concentrated for a moment and orientated herself. Faith was over to her right, her aura a darker version of Kennedy’s, around the room a dozen other slayers were similarly unmistakable.




Over by the door was the familiar glow she recognised as Giles, and another she guessed was Grissom. Lady Heather just wasn’t there. She turned her attention to the physical realm again and saw her next to Grissom. But there was nothing on the psychic plane, no sign of her at all. Willow tried to think what that could mean; there were spells that would conceal an aura, she was using one herself, but somehow she doubted that was what was wrong. She thought for a moment of the Buffybot, but even she had showed a distinctive aura, although it was nothing like that of a human. Maybe if she broadened her range… She concentrated, and the auras she could see seemed to yellow, compressed into a smaller portion of the “spectrum” she was seeing. Something began to appear beside Grissom, a violet nimbus like nothing she’d ever seen. As she concentrated it grew brighter, and the other auras in the room faded to insignificance. She felt something… a vast presence, a dizzy rush of sensation… and was back upstairs in her own body, gasping for air, as Kennedy rushed to help her.




“It’s okay, I’m all right,” said Willow.




“What the hell happened?”




“I’m not quite sure… I think I got a friendly rebuff.”




“Friendly?”




“The power I felt could have levelled this building.”




“She’s a demon?” asked Kennedy, moving towards a rack of swords and axes.




“No. Let’s just take this slowly and gently and leave the weapons alone for now. She’s not a demon.”




“Then what the hell is she?”




“I’m pretty sure she’s a higher being.”






“She’s a what?” asked Xander, pouring a Coke for Willow.




“A higher being,” said Willow. “I think an ascended human or a human that’s host to one of the higher powers. Maybe even one of the Powers That Be.”




“Why the hell would a higher being run a… a bondage operation in Las Vegas?” asked Kennedy.




“Beats me. I think that sooner or later I’ll have to ask her.”




“Sooner or later?”




“Not tonight. Don’t think I’m up to it right now.”




“Where is she anyway?” asked Kennedy, looking around the gym.




“She went outside with Grissom,” said Catherine. “I still think you’re mistaken about her.”




“What about Giles?” asked Willow.




“He went out with Faith and Robin a few minutes later,” said Xander.




“And you didn’t try to stop them?”




“Faith can take care of herself and Giles isn’t exactly defenseless. Neither is Robin.”




“Giles has more cracks in his cranium than Humpty Dumpty, Faith isn’t exactly Miss Stability and Robin’s only human. If she’s as powerful as I think they could be in big trouble. I think she doesn’t mean us any harm but I could be wrong. We’d better take a look.”




“All four of us?” asked Kennedy.




“If all four of us go out it’ll be obvious we’re snooping, if it’s just you and me we can pretend to be looking for somewhere to spend some quality time together. If things fall apart I’ll call for help mentally. Okay with that, Xander? Catherine?”




“Sure.” “I suppose.”




As they headed for the door Giles and Grissom came back in and moved towards the bar. Willow and Kennedy dodged behind a pillar to avoid them, and went outside.






Somewhere in the school’s grounds Willow could hear voices. Faith was saying “…what can you possibly know about it.”




“Nothing,” said Lady Heather. “That’s the whole point. Giles and Grissom thought that you might both need someone to talk to, someone who isn’t part of this organisation and doesn’t work for the authorities, who can help you get some perspective on all the changes in your life.”




Willow gestured for Kennedy to stop, and they both listened to the voices, coming from the other side of a hedge.




“And a lady who runs a bondage club qualifies?” asked Robin. “Not that I’m knocking it, everyone’s entitled to do their own thing, but it seems a little odd.”




“I’m a qualified psychotherapist, I don’t normally practice but I owe my life to one of Faith’s predecessors.”




“Buffy?” asked Faith.




“No, a girl I met before she was born, on a vacation in Germany.”




“Black?” asked Robin.




“I’m afraid not. Giles told me about your mother, I think it was her successor. Getting back to the point, I’m sufficiently qualified for doctor-patient confidentiality to apply, if that’s what you’re worried about.”




“I saw plenty of docs in prison,” said Faith, “why in hell should you know more about it than they do?”




“I don’t know that I do, but I think I might be able to help. Don’t make a decision now, think about it for a while and get back to me if you decide that you’re interested. I’m going back inside, perhaps we’ll talk later.”




Willow and Kennedy hastily moved to a bench and pretended to be more interested in each other than their surroundings. Out of the corner of her eye Willow saw Lady Heather walk past, stop for a second and write something on a card, and drop it on the bench. When she was gone Willow broke the embrace and picked up the card. On one side was an address, on the other was written ‘Sunday 3.00pm’.




Lady Heather’s Dominion, Las Vegas — Sunday October 31st



“To be honest, I’m surprised that there aren’t more of you here,” said Lady Heather, pouring tea for herself, Willow and Kennedy. “Of course your friends are waiting outside and I’m sure that there’ll be all sorts of trouble if you don’t come out in good time.”






“Of course,” said Willow.




“Mister Giles, Faith, and Mister Wood, of course, I presume that the other students and staff aren’t far away? Have you involved Grissom and Catherine?”




“Not exactly. I told them we needed to check things out, that I thought you were more than human, but that’s about it.”




“Just as I needed to check you out.”




“You wanted to check us out? I kinda thought that Giles came to you.”




“After I’d spoken to Grissom and he spoke to Giles. Sometimes it’s necessary to be subtle.”




“That’s…”




“That’s power. Now, I know who and what you are, of course, what I need to know is if you pose a threat to my dominion.”




“I don’t understand.”




“You already know much of it,” said Lady Heather. “In seventy-eight, when I was seventeen, I visited Frankfurt with my parents and was attacked by a vampire. I was rescued by a Slayer, unfortunately I’d lost a lot of blood and my condition was complicated by my diabetes. The doctors had me transported back to the USA as soon as I was fit to travel. Fit is a relative term, I was in a coma, the blood loss left my brain short of oxygen for several minutes. Essentially I was brain dead.”




“You were brain-dead? Something moved into your body?” asked Willow.




“More or less. I reached an accommodation with the original Heather, just as I had done several times before with other hosts. With myself, really. My original soul, my personality, joined with something greater. I made a miraculous recovery, completed my education, and eventually went into business. I even have a child, although she isn’t proud of the source of the funds that pay for her education. She has no idea who I really am.”




“But what are you?” asked Kennedy. “Willow seems to think you’re a higher being, what on earth are you doing in the bondage business?”




“There isn’t a good word for it in English. In Latin you’d call me an animus, in Japanese I’m a kami.”




“A spirit of place?” asked Willow.




“That’s right.”




“And the place is…?”




“Las Vegas.”




Willow’s eyes widened. “The spirit of… the whole city? The whole freaking city?” 




“That’s right.”




“I thought I sensed a lot of power but that’s scary.”




“You nearly destroyed the world. That’s really scary.”




“You know about that?”




“Word gets around,” she said calmly. “Do drink the tea, it’s a shame to waste it.”




“I would have thought you’d own a casino or something,” said Kennedy.




“There’s more to Las Vegas than gambling, although my two previous incarnations were in that business. Gambling is part of it, of course, but money and sex are just as important. Besides, the casinos have their own protection. I’m the spirit of the city as a whole, and I adapt to it as the city changes. Believe me, you wouldn’t have liked me in the fifties when the mobs ruled Vegas.”




“How does that work, exactly?” asked Willow.




“I protect the city, live as part of it, act as an aspect of its character. In this life the aspect I chose was sex, it seemed more interesting than the alternatives. In return it nurtures and powers me.”




“Protect it?”




“Eight years ago a group of terrorists planned to destroy Boulder Dam. If they had succeeded the attack would have left Las Vegas without power for days, perhaps weeks. One of them was killed by a collapsing brick wall, another electrocuted by a wiring fault in his hotel, a third was in a car that was sideswiped by a truck after a mysterious traffic light failure. Papers found in his room led the police to the rest of the group and the threat was removed.”




“You protect the city, not the people?” asked Kennedy.




“Exactly. People are necessary for the survival of the city,” Lady Heather said calmly, “but there are always more people. I suppose I do favour some above others; the police and fire department, others who protect or strengthen it one way or another, and I would probably respond to a threat to the population as a whole. That’s why this conversation was necessary. Your people have brought a new element to Las Vegas, whether it’s good or bad for the city remains to be seen.”




“Why would it be bad?”




“Need I remind you of Sunnydale?”




“Sunnydale was on a Hellmouth,” said Willow, “Las Vegas isn’t.”




“As I understand it that isn’t necessarily a guarantee that there won’t be one in the future. My worry is that the presence of your organisation might provoke problems rather than preventing them. In just a few years we’ve seen vampires, werewolves, magic. Monsters roam the streets, some of them are even registered with the police.”




“Most of them were here before, and we’re doing our best to keep them from doing any harm.”




“I know. As I said, whether you’re good or bad for the city remains to be seen.”




“You could always help us.”




“I probably will, if I decide that your presence is desirable. Now, it’s been interesting, but on the whole I think that it probably isn’t a good idea for you to know about me right now.”




“What are you going to do?” asked Kennedy, springing to her feet.




“Nothing.” A violet aura engulfed them and the world…




Lady Heather’s Dominion, Las Vegas — Monday October 25th



Rupert Giles sipped his tea, looked appreciatively at the attractive woman sitting opposite him, and said “It’s good of you to see me on such short notice, Lady Heather.”






“Any friend of Gil Grissom, Mister Giles, will be treated as I would treat him. With wary courtesy and respect.”




“I’m not with the police and it’s a rather delicate matter. I’m told that you are discreet…”




“My business depends on it. What can I do for you?”




“There is a young woman in need of help.”




“Help?”




“Your web site says that you are a licensed therapist, and I took the liberty of checking your qualifications. They seem to be quite impressive.”




“I don’t practice these days. I’m afraid that you’ve had a wasted journey.”




“But Grissom seemed to think…”




“No, Mister Giles. I can give you details of several excellent therapists if that will help, some of my clients come here on their advice, but I really have no interest in resuming that career.”




“If you’re quite sure…”




“I’m certain.” She checked a Rolodex, jotted a few names and telephone numbers onto a pad and gave them to Giles.




“Thank you. There’s no way I can persuade you to change your mind?”




“Absolutely none.”




“Then I won’t waste more of your time.” He drained his cup, shook hands with her, and left.




Lady Heather smiled a little sadly; she’d quite liked him the first time around. But she couldn’t play favourites, not in her dominion.




Unfinished Business



Downloaded From: Unfinished Business on Twisting the Hellmouth




Catherine Willows was examining some pollen samples when Gil Grissom looked up from his own work and said “How the hell did we end up like this?”




“Like what?”




“Do you know what I’m doing here?”




“Nope. Enlighten me.”




“I’m analysing a specimen of demon slime, trying to find a match for it with the samples Willow dropped off earlier today.”




“And?”




“And this specimen comes from the body that was found last night. Third in two weeks. What are we going to do about it if I get a match?”




“Pass the info back to whoever’s on duty at the school, I guess, then the Watchers and Slayers will try to find it.”




“And what happens then?”




“They slay it, I guess.”




“And what’s missing from that little sequence?”




“Mmm… not sure. What?”




“Due process. Whatever happened to examining the evidence, evaluating it, submitting reports, trials? When did we decide that we weren’t going to bother with that, and what gave us the right? When did we become adjuncts to execution without trial? And although it isn’t officially part of our job, what happens to closure for the families and friends of the victims?”




“It’s a good question,” Catherine said slowly, “not sure I have a good answer.”




“We’re supposed to work within the legal system, Catherine, not in this… grey area we seem to have drifted into. I know all the reasons why they don’t want to publicise the existence of demons, why the state is going along with it, but I sometimes worry that we’ve thrown out the baby with the bathwater, that what we’re doing is as morally objectionable as the death squads in South America.”




“I don’t think that’s true,” said Catherine, “not while we’re questioning things. Not like that CSI in Miami…”




“Horatio Caine?”




“That’s right. You heard he applied to join the Watchers, become a full-time demon hunter? Get himself assigned to a Slayer?”




“You’re kidding.”




“That one didn’t get to you? You want to talk to Willow more.”




“First I’d heard of it… although come to think of it, Giles did ask me about his competence as a criminalist. He gave me the impression they were worried about a case.”




“Then you haven’t heard the best part… they turned him down.”




“Why?”




“They got the idea that he was a little too judgemental. Apparently Willow sat in on the interview, said he’d have been burning witches if he’d been around in Salem. Buffy was there too, she said he’d be ‘worse than Travers’, whatever that means.”




“Nothing good, I suspect. He’s a gifted criminalist,” said Gil, “one of the best, but I think I know what you mean. The times we’ve met I found myself wondering if he ever cracked a smile or told a joke.”




“Same here. A Puritan. Anyway, they managed to persuade him that he could do the most good by staying where he was and continuing to help them with cases in and around Miami.”




“And he bought that?”




“Apparently he lapped it up.”




“Amazing the blind spots we all have. Do I have one?”




“You think that bugs are cute.”




“That’s a blind spot?”




“Ask Xander to tell you about his substitute science teacher.”




“He did. Fascinating story.”




“You don’t feel just the slightest bit… oh… worried about a giant bug that mates with virgin teenage boys and eats their heads?”




“I’m no virgin teenager and if one of these creatures comes to Vegas we’ll deal with it. Okay, I can eliminate the Slufgor demon because this stuff isn’t fluorescent, it isn’t acidic enough to be H’tulka, no chloroplasts so it isn’t a C’ccicinccilit plant hybrid, doesn’t smell like a F’pok and it’s the wrong colour to be Jipotkit or Polgara. Six down, eleven to go. You ever wonder who makes those names up?”




“According to Willow some are in demon languages, some ancient human languages, there’s a committee for the rest.”




“Figures. Wait a minute…” He dipped a platinum wire in nitric acid, briefly held it in a Bunsen burner flame to burn off any chemical residues, dipped it in the slime sample, then held it in the flame again. The flame turned green above the wire. Grissom cleaned the wire and tried each of the specimens; only two of them gave the same result.




“High copper content,” said Catherine, who was watching him while waiting for a mechanical shaker to complete its cycle.




“Looks like it. Narrows it down to Chk’k'k’ftg or Vod.” He clicked his tongue for each of the k’ sounds in Chk’k'k’ftg.




“I’d go for Vod.”




“Why?”




“Because I can pronounce it.”




“According to the key Willow gave me the Chk’k'k’ftg are mostly aquatic, she calls them lobster demons. The Vod are like — and I quote — ‘the spider creature from Predator’. The body was found in the desert so you’re probably right.”




“Doesn’t necessarily follow.”




“I know, but I’m rapidly running out of tests.”




“Any unusual nutritional needs for either of them, things that might show up in their body secretions? Willow told me about a demon that liked salt.”




“Let’s see… nothing unusual for the Chk’k'k’ftg but the Vod like traces of uranium salts. Might mean the slime is radioactive.” He got out a Geiger counter and stopwatch, testing the air then similarly-sized samples of the slime from the victim and Willow’s specimens. “Let’s see… background count is forty, about average for Vegas. Chk’k'k’ftg gives us forty-one, Vod seventy-eight, and the sample from the body is… hmmm… thirty-eight, close to background. Better tell Willow it’s probably Chk’k'k’ftg, I suppose.” He picked up the ‘phone and made the call. “Have to run more tests to be absolutely sure, but it gives them a starting point.”




“Chk’k'k’ftg slime turns bright yellow if exposed to ammonia vapour,” said a voice from the doorway. They looked around, startled, and saw a stranger, an attractive woman in her late twenties wearing a visitor’s badge, who spoke with a strong Texan accent. Captain Brass was standing next to her.




“Miss…?”




“Burkle, Winifred Burkle. Call me Fred.” Grissom took another small blob of slime and held it over an open bottle of ammonia; as Fred had predicted it turned yellow, as did the sample Willow had provided. The Vod slime stayed clear.




“Miss Burkle works with Angel,” said Brass, “she thinks we’ve mislaid some vampires. And unfortunately it looks like she’s right.”






“As you probably know,” said Fred, once they’d moved to Grissom’s office, “Angel Investigations now owns Wolfram and Hart’s Los Angeles branch, and we’re trying to piece together the details of their operations prior to our takeover, make sure that the worst excesses are dealt with.”




“I’ve heard enough about Wolfram and Hart to know that you have a huge job on your hands,” said Grissom, pouring coffee.




“Tell me about it… well, you can’t because it’s our problem but you know what I mean. Anyway, it looks like you lost one of their vampire clients a couple of years ago.”




“We lost…?” began Catherine, then remembered. “Do you mean when the vampires tried to sacrifice Buffy Summers?”




“That’s right. As I understand it you arrested three vampires,” she checked a slim file she was carrying “Harold Croft, William Fong, and Damon Roberts, is that correct?”




“That’s right,” said Grissom. “They were collected by men claiming to be from the Centre for Disease Control. Except that they had forged prisoner transfer papers and CDC had never heard of them. It started as a local investigation, got taken over by the FBI once it was established that they’d impersonated federal officers. As far as I know nobody ever got to the bottom of it.”




“According to the files Damon Roberts was a Wolfram and Hart client, a fairly wealthy one who was turned while vacationing in Las Vegas. The attorney he used here was one of their affiliates, and they had him make a full report on Roberts’ disappearance. They didn’t make much of an effort to find him, since they had full access to his bank accounts and businesses which as far as I can tell were effectively gutted, but they reached some interesting conclusions, especially in the light of previous and later events.”




“Yes?”




“Wolfram and Hart believed that they’d been taken to a secret government facility similar to the Initiative.” They looked at her blankly, eventually Catherine said “I think I’ve heard the name…”




“It was a covert government research facility in Sunnydale. They were capturing demons for scientific study, unfortunately they just grabbed everything that looked the least bit odd, regardless of its nature. Dozens of innocuous and even friendly creatures were taken and killed. I believe you’ve met one of their former agents.”




“Riley Finn,” said Grissom.




“Exactly,” said Fred, “and that’s why we’re worried. They came close to releasing a whole new race of unstoppable demon cyborgs before Buffy intervened. We don’t think that Finn is stupid enough to get involved in something like that again, but it’s possible that we’re wrong. And since these days Finn and his new group are working hand in glove with the Slayers and Watchers, we can’t really approach them about this either.”




“But surely that was two years ago,” said Grissom, “why are you concerned now?”




“Because there have been five similar incidents since then,” said Brass, “the last two weeks ago in Reno.” He gave Grissom a list of case numbers. “Demons or vampires are caught and held by the police, before the questioning gets very far someone shows up with forged orders transferring them to a Federal secure facility that never heard of them. They’ve posed as the CDC twice, INS twice, and once each as the CIA and DEA, maybe others we never heard about. There’s also been an attempt which failed in Montana, the local sheriff got suspicious and called the FBI. Unfortunately the perps got wise somehow and escaped. The vampire in question escaped a week or so later, killing a deputy, and dropped out of sight.”




“Here’s an oddity,” said Grissom, calling up the files on his computer. “The Montana attempt failed because the sheriff noticed something about the voice of one of the impostors. They were posing as military police, but he thought one of them had a British accent.”




“That doesn’t sound right,” said Fred. “Not for the Initiative anyway. That was a home-grown operation.”




“I can think of three main possibilities,” said Grissom. “The first is that you’re right and something like the Initiative is taking demons from custody. Maybe they’ve recruited some British help. The problem I have with that is that for every demon in custody there must be dozens at large.”




“More like hundreds,” said Fred. “It’s a good point. Why would they go after the ones that are going to make waves and bring down a Federal investigation, when they could just work the way they did in Sunnydale and snatch them from the streets?”




“Exactly. The second possibility is that it’s demons rescuing their friends.”




“Vampires don’t usually have friends, and as far as I’ve been able to determine none of the missing prisoners are back on the streets.”




“I thought that might be the case. The third possibility is that it’s a death squad.”




“Killing them before they get to trial?” asked Catherine. “It’s certainly possible. But why not let them go to trial?”




“Someone doesn’t want their existence publicised?” suggested Brass.




“Mmm…” said Grissom. “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it.”




“I don’t understand,” said Fred.




“The Watchers, Miss Burkle. It sounds a lot like the way they used to work. And as I understand it they were predominantly a British organisation.”




“Which makes the people most likely to know about this our prime suspects,” said Catherine. “It’s awkward.”




“I don’t really know a lot about the Watchers,” said Fred, “but I know a man that does. I’d better give him a call.”




“Use the conference phone,” said Grissom, “we’ll probably need to hear what he says.”






“You’re right,” said Wesley Wyndam-Pryce, “it does sound a lot like the old Watchers organisation. They had a wetworks squad. They lost part of it in LA about four years ago, I haven’t heard anything of the rest since the Council was destroyed.”




“Let me get this right,” said Brass, “you were a Watcher yourself?”




“That’s right. They gave me a job that I couldn’t handle and fired me when I screwed up.” The bitterness in his voice was obvious.




“What was the job?” asked Catherine.




“Watcher to Buffy and Faith.”




“Both of them?” asked Brass, raising his eyebrows.




“The Council, who had their heads firmly up their arses, thought that Rupert Giles wasn’t doing a good job. So they fired him and assigned me to take his place. I was pig-ignorant, straight out of training and unfit to do the job. Worse, I didn’t know how incompetent I was. They both ignored more or less everything I told them to do. My triumphs included nearly getting Buffy killed on several occasions and screwing up so badly with Faith that she turned to evil.”




“What was the ‘wetworks squad’ used for?” asked Brass.




“They were supposed to be used against creatures too powerful for the Slayer to handle on her own. In practice they were mostly used to keep the Slayer under control. I don’t know of one instance of them actually being useful to the Slayer. The team they lost in LA was sent after Faith, they’d previously tried to capture her in Sunnydale and came close to killing Buffy. In the event Faith, Buffy, Angel and I worked together to capture them and hand them over to the authorities, then Faith turned herself in.”




“How would you describe them?”




“Thugs. Completely ruthless, mostly recruited from the SAS.”




Brass whistled tunelessly and said “Special forces. Great.”




“Nothing but the best for the Watchers Council. They’re killers. They came after Faith with guns, drugs, ultimately a helicopter and machine guns.”




“What happened to them? Where are they being held?”




“Just a second…” In the background was the noise of someone typing and murmured voices. A couple of minutes passed, then he returned. “According to our records all of them made bail a few days after Faith gave herself up, then absconded before they could be tried.”




“They made bail after flying a helicopter gunship attack in Los Angeles?” Grissom asked incredulously.




“Well, they did have a leading law firm representing them. Us, apparently.”




“Can you follow their trail, see what happened to them?”




“I can certainly try. I’ll e-mail everything I have on them to Fred right away. One thing… you’d better talk to Giles about this.”




“Why Giles? Couldn’t he be involved?”




“I don’t think so. Not him, not Buffy, Faith or any of their friends. They nearly killed Buffy and Faith. Giles wouldn’t lift a finger for them.”




“I’m not entirely convinced,” said Brass. “Giles worked for the Watchers, he must have known that they had this squad. Could he be ruthless enough to activate it again when he took over?”




“I really… I don’t think so, but I suppose it’s possible. Good lord.”




“Always assuming that it is them and not Finn and his friends,” said Grissom.




“I must admit that I’d prefer it to be Finn,” said Wesley, “Giles seems to be doing a fine job of rebuilding the Watchers as a genuinely useful aid to the Slayers, if there are still vestiges of the old organisation in action then something’s gone horribly wrong. But the methods used do sound much more like the old Watchers Council.”




“Whoever it is,” said Catherine, “we need a way to smoke them out into the open.”




“Something like a high-profile arrest?” suggested Grissom.




“Maybe.”




“Can’t be Angel,” mused Wesley, “they’d never fall for that. Spike, perhaps…”




“Spike?” asked Catherine, “Wasn’t he a vampire in Sunnydale? The one with a chip in his head, that Dawn liked?”




“Yes and no. It’s a long story, but he regained his soul and lost the chip, was killed and came back as a ghost, finally became corporeal again a few months ago.”




“There was a time,” said Catherine, “when a story like that would have fazed me a little.”




“The problem is that he’s reasonably well known. He was helping Buffy in Sunnydale for a couple of years before he was killed, word is bound to have got out that he’s been helping Angel. The Initiative and the old Watchers both knew that he was helping Buffy, so they’re not likely to fall for a trap with him as bait.”




“Does it have to be a vampire?” asked Brass.




“Any demon might lure them into the open,” said Wesley. “Why?”




“Not a demon, exactly, but you gave me an idea. You said that they also went after Slayers that went bad.”




“That’s right.”




“Well, we’re going to be trying a Slayer for murder. If they’re still in that line of work my guess is they’ll make a try for her. She’ll be arriving in Vegas next week. It wouldn’t be hard to drum up some media interest, make sure that they know that she’s coming.”




“Who is she?”




“Her name is Patricia Craig,” said Brass, “she was a Potential Slayer, by the time she got here she was wanted for theft, grand theft auto and wounding a Federal officer, before that we’re reasonably sure that she killed her parents. In Vegas she killed a police officer and took hostages. Willow and Faith caught her a week or so before Sunnydale was destroyed. Unfortunately we weren’t really ready for a prisoner with Slayer strength, she escaped when Willow activated the Potentials.”




“And now you’ve caught her again?”




“Craig’s proof that you don’t have to be particularly bright to be a Slayer. She tried to rob a bar in Quantico, didn’t realise that most of the customers were marines and special forces from the base there. Took fourteen of them to stop her but they did it. She ended up with concussion, that slowed her enough for the police there to lock her up and get identification and advice on keeping her under control. There was a long argument about jurisdiction, we ended up the winners, if you can call it that. Now we’ve got first shot at her, if we can’t get her for murder she’ll be standing trial for her Federal offences. After that there’s always her parents…”




“Does she have an attorney?” asked Fred.




“She’s refusing to talk to anyone. Were you planning to offer your services?”




“I’m not an attorney, I’m a scientist, but you said that Wolfram and Hart have contacts here. Not sure that I’d trust them though. Does Giles know she’s coming back?”




“I’d imagine so. Willow advised us on keeping her under control.”




“Then Willow and at least one Slayer will probably be keeping an eye on her. Willow knows me, and I’ve met Buffy, Faith, and Kennedy. I’d better not get too close.”




“You think that Willow might be working with our mystery men?”




“No, but if this does turn out to be something to do with Giles we don’t want to tip him off.”




“You may have a point. Okay, then this is what we’ll do…”






“Let’s hope this isn’t a waste of time,” said Brass, sitting in the back of the van he was using as a mobile command centre and switching from one camera view to another. Grissom sat beside him, watching the screens and wondering if his skills would be needed. Outside he could hear the roar of jets as aircraft took off and landed at the airport.




“You’d be taking most of these precautions for any prisoner as dangerous as Craig. Okay, so we’re being extra paranoid, but it isn’t going to hurt to be careful.”




The radio crackled, and a voice said “Mobile four-seven to mobile six-three, we have Rosenberg, Kennedy and Harris in Rosenberg’s car, looks like they’re heading for the airport. Harris is driving.”




“Mobile six-three acknowledging. Keep well back and report any change of destination. Brass out.”




“They’re cutting it fine,” said Grissom, “takes fifteen minutes to get here from the school.”




“They’ve got nearly thirty, that’ll give them time to park.”




“What do you think Willow’s up to?”




“My guess, she just wants to make sure that Craig doesn’t escape. It’ll be embarrassing if she’s here to free her.”




“Or kill her.”




“Do you think that’s possible?” asked Brass.




“You weren’t in the room when the First Evil showed up and accused her of murdering the man that shot her lover. I was. I saw her reaction, she’s capable of it.”




“And there’s no way that you’ll ever prove it. Even if you could, I know enough of that story to be sure that no jury would ever convict.”




“I know. I’m not doubting that she’s more than paid for what she did, I’m just saying that the capacity for murder might be there. I doubt that’s what she had in mind, she was willing to let us have Craig when she was a Potential, but it can’t be ruled out completely.”




There was a long pause, then the radio said “Four-seven, arriving at airport.”




“They’ve made good time,” said Grissom. “How long until the plane arrives?”




“About ten minutes.”




“Do we have someone watching for them in the terminal?”




“Only the usual security. I’ve got someone in the auxiliary control room there, he’s keeping tabs on her through the closed circuit cameras.” He gestured towards one of the screens, which showed Willow, Xander and Kennedy crossing the terminal floor towards the observation deck.




“Why the auxiliary control room?”




“There’s a duty Slayer in the main one.”




“Oh, of course. Who is it today?”




“One of the new ones, not sure of her name.”




“We need to keep better tabs on them,” said Grissom. “If Craig could go bad as a Potential, who’s to say that there won’t be another like her.”




“You feeling unusually paranoid today?”




“I was remembering a conversation I had with Catherine just before you introduced Miss Burkle. If we’re going to work with the Slayers there needs to be some accountability, some equivalent of due process. It’s starting to worry me a little, I’m afraid that I might be losing my objectivity. And I’m certain that there are things they haven’t told us about.”




“Such as?”




“Take Angel. We know part of the story, but nobody’s ever told us why he and Buffy had to be apart, except that it’s something to do with magic. Faith has knife scars I’ve never heard explained. Dawn…”




“Leave Dawn out of this,” Brass interrupted.




“Why?”




“Because I know some of the answers there, there’s nothing that we need to worry about but talking about it to the wrong person could get her killed.”




“Okay,” Grissom said slowly, “I was actually about to say that she’s the closest-lipped kid of that age I’ve ever met. She rarely tells you more than you need to know, and I’m willing to bet than nobody she goes to school with has a clue what she does with her spare time.”




“Sorry. Guess I over-reacted. Can we change the subject?”




“What happened?”




“What?”




“What happened to make you so protective of a girl you barely know?”




“I nearly got her killed. Can we leave it?”




“Okay.”




“Plane’s landing.”




“Do you think that they’d make a try for her here?”




“Craig was under heavy guard in Quantico, nobody in their right minds would try anything there. My guess is that if anything goes down it’ll be in Vegas, probably on the freeway.”




“Why not another scam?”




“They’ve already pulled one here, they’re bound to guess we’ve tightened our security since then.”




“Aircraft taxiing on apron, LVPD units stand by,” said the radio. On one of the screens a private jet was taxiing towards a waiting police car and truck. Another showed Willow, Xander and Kennedy on the observation deck, looking out towards the runway; Willow had binoculars, the others didn’t. 




“Have the guards been warned?” asked Grissom.




“They’re from the SWAT team, they’re well-armed and the truck is armored.”




On the apron a flight of steps was being wheeled to the jet. The door was opened, and a plain-clothes detective looked around then went back inside. He came out a minute later with a woman wearing orange coveralls, thick manacles, and heavy steel leg irons. Two other detectives were covering her with heavy batons.




“Okay,” said Grissom. A few seconds later things went to hell.




The first sign of trouble was a series of explosions, and white gas began to drift across the apron. The detectives in the jet hustled the woman towards the waiting truck, whose drivers were pulling on respirators, their eyes streaming from the tear gas. A helicopter appeared from behind one of the buildings, hovering about twenty feet up as black-clad men rappelled down towards the apron.




“Shit!” said Brass, turning to the radio. “All units, all units, case red, repeat case red. Hostiles at the airport, repeat hostiles at the airport.”




“What is this?” asked Grissom, “A rescue mission?”




“Looks like that, which means that Willow…”




“She’s gone.” Willow and Kennedy had vanished from the observation deck, leaving Xander at the window, watching the mayhem across the airport.




On the apron the black-clad men were firing shotguns at the police, and seemed to be trying to get to the prisoner. Grissom couldn’t see much blood, and guessed that they were firing baton rounds.




Above the apron the helicopter lurched and rocked, then began to lose altitude. A black-clad figure fell from an open door.




“What the hell’s happening?” asked Brass. The helicopter touched down, and a body hurtled out through the windscreen, landing on the concrete twenty feet away. The rotor blades began to slow.




“My guess,” Grissom said, “there’s a witch and a Slayer in there making sure that the helicopter isn’t going anywhere.”




“You could be right.” Two of the men in black were down, the others reached the prisoner and were trying to hustle her towards the helicopter. Suddenly her hands were free of the cuffs and they were engulfed in lightning. After ten seconds or so she was the only one standing.






“So where’s the real Patricia?” asked Willow, “and who are you anyway? And how did you do that?”




“Damned if I know,” said the woman who had impersonated her, tidying her blonde-streaked hair. “My name’s Gwen, and I’ve got a knack for electricity. Gunn got me this decoy gig, it sounded like it could be risky and fun, and Wolfram and Hart are paying well. You’re the witch, right?”




“Right. Pleased to meet you.”




“Craig’ll be arriving in a couple of days,” said Brass. “This was a setup to lure those guys out into the open, of course.”




“So what brought you here?” asked Grissom.




Willow blushed. “Well, pretty much the same thing as you, I guess. We’ve been hearing about these guys for a while, we think they’re leftovers from the old Watchers Council, trying to start it up again. Whoever they are, there’s money behind them, we think at least twenty million dollars went missing after the Watchers Council was blown up. I’ve been trying to track it for a while, one of the things I found was a big money transfer to a Nevada bank a few weeks ago. We guessed that they were setting up for an operation here, and with Craig about to arrive it seemed a possibility.”




“Do you know any of them?”




“No. Faith might, she’s on her way here with Giles. Didn’t think it’d be a good idea for them to see either of them before they made their move, they know who she is and it would have given the game away.”




“We already know five,” said Brass. “Weatherby, Hoskins, Collins, Peters and Smith, jumped bail in Los Angeles after trying to kill Faith. The others are new to us, but I’m sure that between Giles and Pryce we’ll identify more. British military records may also be helpful.”




“Don’t forget the guy with the tear-gas launcher in the parking lot,” said Willow, “he’ll probably be out for a while, Kennedy hit him pretty hard, but it’d be silly to let him get away.”




“We’ve got him. So what did they want to do with Craig? Kill her?”




“Our guess was that they wanted a Slayer of their own, one they could control. I’ve been inside Patricia’s mind, know how she thinks a little, if they approached her the right way, treated her as the real Slayer and pretended that the rest are inferior copies I guess they’d get her to go along with it.”




“So you decided to come here and catch them without warning us?”




“Well, we kinda thought there might be a leak somewhere,” Willow said uncomfortably. “I guess we should have told you, at least, but it kinda didn’t happen. Maybe you should have talked to us too. When I realised that it wasn’t Patricia on the plane it was kinda late.”




“When did you know?” Grissom asked, curious.




“The second I saw her. Gwen looks a little like her, and the makeup they used was pretty good, but I didn’t get the same vibes, or any hint of a Slayer.”




“We’re going to have to co-operate more if we’re going to continue to work together,” said Brass. “And we’d better start by putting our heads together on this, there’s a lot of interest in these guys, Federal as well as local.”




“Yeah, I guess so. International too, we think they’ve been operating in Europe. Maybe based there.”




“Wonderful,” said Brass. “Okay, let’s get to work…”




Epilogue



…and reports are still coming in of the arrest of members of an unidentified paramilitary organisation in Nevada, New York, and Florida. The arrests are believed to be related to others in Britain and Europe…




Charles Gunn switched off the radio as he parked his car. It took some time to get through security and into the interview room, but he was learning to be patient. Finally he was allowed to see his client.




“Miss Craig? You don’t know me, but I’m an attorney with Wolfram and Hart. I’m normally based in Los Angeles but I’m accredited in Nevada.”




She sat silently, wary, on the far side of a pane of heavy armored glass.




“Miss Craig, I’ve been asked to defend you. I can try to do that, with or without your help, but it would be easier if you co-operate.”




“And if I don’t?”




“We’ll still try to defend you, but it won’t be easy.”




“Why should I care?”




“You won’t be tried in an open court, but with your help we may be able to prove that the former Watchers Council programmed you as a killer, and that you were not responsible for your actions at the time of the death of Officer Ralph Dugan. If that defence succeeds we may be able to do something about the Federal offences you’re likely to be charged with and the death of your parents. It’s likely that even if we succeed you will be required to spend some time in an approved institution for the criminally insane, but I think that it may be preferable to the alternative. Nevada has the death penalty for murder, Miss Craig, and you’re charged with murdering a police officer. The method used is a lethal injection, I doubt even a Slayer would survive.”




“You know about the Watchers and the Slayer?”




“You’ve been out of the loop. There are at least a hundred Slayers now, the old ‘one girl in all the world’ thing is over. You’re a complication, one that they really don’t need while they’re rebuilding their organisation, but if you have any idea of escaping, now or in the future, you might want to bear that in mind. There plenty of people out there, as strong or stronger than you and most of them a lot more experienced, they’re working with the police, and they’re ready to hunt you down if necessary.”




“A hundred?”




“At least. You’re not the one girl in the world, Miss Craig, you never were. Damned if I know how you come to be one in a hundred or so, but there you are. You’re special, but nowhere near unique.”




She seemed to slump in her chair and somehow Gunn knew that he’d finally made a real impression. “So… You want to talk about your defence?”




Eventually Patricia nodded, and they began to discuss the case.





Cold Cases


Downloaded From: Cold Cases on Twisting the Hellmouth.



Prologue: 2004



There was a dragon flaming downtown Los Angeles instead of the news… looked like some sort of fantasy movie, except that there was the CBS News logo on the screen. Detective Mac Taylor tried another channel, and got Michael Moore talking about the President’s links to lawyers Wolfram and Hart, and Wolfram and Hart’s links to… to Hell? Another, a soldier talking about fighting something called HSTs in South America. The fourth showed more fighting in LA, the National Guard and and what looked like three different street gangs firing and throwing Molotov cocktails at a mob of creatures that looked like they had come out of a bad fantasy film. Not human, whatever they were, the newsreader was saying something about a demon army. The fifth, a tiny blonde at a press conference with Tony what’s-his-name, the British Prime Minister. According to the text at the bottom of the screen she was “Buffy Summers, Vampire Slayer.” He channel surfed again, got Michael Moore again, this time claiming that Bush had demons bused in to key districts to swing the vote. Again, and saw someone he actually knew… Jim Brass, who used to run the CSI team in Las Vegas.




“So you have vampire slayers involved in law enforcement?” asked an unseen interviewer.




“We’ve been helping to train them for a year or so, and they’ve been helping us with any supernatural problems that come up.” He sounded completely serious, and Mac realised that he was starting to believe it wasn’t a gigantic hoax.




“Does Las Vegas have a demon problem?”




“Let me make one thing clear before we go on. There are dozens of different types of demon, and a lot of them are harmless, some of them are very productive citizens, pillars of the community. Just saying there’s a ‘demon problem’ is… well, I guess I’d have to call it racist.”




“But there’s a war going on in Los Angeles.”




“We think that there were special circumstances; our intel suggests that someone brought in an army from another dimension and lost control of it. You look closely at the footage, there are quite a few demons fighting on our side too.”




“So in general…?”




“We have problems with some elements, of course, vampires especially, but even there we’ve got a registration, tagging, and testing scheme in place — if they stick to animal blood and stay out of trouble we’re letting them be.”




“What if they don’t?”




“Usually it takes lethal force to stop a vampire that’s gone bad.”




“What about their rights?”




“What rights? They’re corpses that won’t lie down. Until the courts and the government tell us otherwise they have no legal rights. We’re trying to be as fair as we can, but we have to put public safety first.”




“In the long run?”




“Damned if I know. I’m pretty sure we’ll have politicians claiming to represent ‘Undead Americans’ inside a month, beyond that your guess is as good as mine.”




“And other demons?”




“We deal with them on a case by case basis, and on the whole they cause very little trouble. There are certain species we register, tag, and test, same as vampires, the rest are pretty much the same as everyone else, except for their looks.”




“One last question… now that this is out in the open, what do you think will happen?”




“We’ve been helping law enforcement agencies in other states as cases came up, we have a briefing pack that’ll be updated and go out to all police departments and state officials nation-wide. The FBI will be releasing its own advisory, I think both of those will go out later today or tomorrow. We’re also making all our data on this available through the usual police channels, and I think that the vampire slayers are going to put a lot of material on line. That’s happening as fast as possible. Over the next few months I’d imagine that a lot of old cases are going to be re-examined, and maybe some of them will be solved.”




“What about the long term?”




“In the long term the government is going to have to make things work. In its own way this is bigger than 9-11.” Mac angrily moved to switch off, then thought better of it and listened to the rest of the interview. “There were always monsters out there, and people have been trying to pretend that they didn’t exist. What’s happening in LA is blowing that apart. I’m just hoping that we can live with the consequences.”




“In Washington…” Mac switched off the TV, drank the last of his coffee, strapped on his gun, and set off for work. He had a feeling that it was going to be a difficult day.




April 2005



There was a shark-toothed hermaphroditic demon in a blue floral dress in the reception area when Mac got in for the night shift; he recognised it as a witness in a week-old shooting, and vaguely wondered why it was back. It was Danny Messer’s case, maybe he’d come up with a new approach. Mac reached his office and leafed through a stack of reports… yes, Danny was going to test its sense of smell, see if it could ID the perp that way. Worth a shot; juries rarely liked that sort of thing, but maybe it’d shake the perp into confessing. He leafed through the rest of the files… nearly all routine cases, most criminals were too stupid to be much of a challenge. In response to that thought, of course, the phone rang.






“Crime lab, Detective Taylor.”




“Mac,” he recognised Stella Bonasera’s voice, “there’s been a break-in at the evidence store. One of the security guards was killed.”




“Who’s on it?”




“Looks like us, unless you want to pull someone off another case.”




Mac checked the case list and said “Us it is. Where are you?”




“Loading fresh evidence kits into the van. Thought you’d want to take it.”




“Okay… I’ll be down in a couple of minutes.”




As he went downstairs Mac wondered how long she’d been at work, the shift was only a few minutes old.






“Still waiting on the M.E. to pronounce death,” said Don Flack, the homicide detective who’d answered the call. “He’s stuck in traffic.”




“Any doubt in your mind?” asked Stella.




“Looks like a broken neck, didn’t want to mess up the scene taking a closer look.”




“Okay… we’d better do this by the book. Any witnesses?”




“Cassidy here found the body.” He gestured towards a young-looking guard.




“The office closes at six,” said Cassidy, “after that it’s just us until seven the following morning, when the cleaners come in. Tonight it was me and Ken Muller. Mostly we watch the monitors, but about once an hour one of us takes a walk, checks all the rooms, takes about fifteen minutes. Ken went out about ten past nine, he’d been gone about five minutes when the alarms went off.”




“Did he call you first?”




“No, he hit the panic button on the radio but didn’t say anything.”




“How long did it take you to reach him?”




“No more than four or five minutes.”




“Why so long? Wouldn’t you know where he was by the time he’d been gone?”




“No, we try to vary the route, keep things a little unpredictable. It’s good for security, and it’s a little less boring doing it that way.”




“What exactly did you see?” asked Mac.




“Ken was in room four, looked like his neck was broken. He wasn’t breathing, I tried giving him CPR but nothing happened. About five minutes later the cops showed up, then the paramedics.”




“And you didn’t see anything on the monitors before the alarm went off?”




“Not a thing.”




“We took a look at the camera in that room,” said Flack, “someone disconnected it and plugged in a little digital camera with a video output, showing a photo shot from the same angle.”




“Okay,” said Mac. “Stella, I want you to go over Mister Cassidy’s statement, see if anything else comes to mind, and get fingerprints and shoe imprints to eliminate his traces. I’m going to take a look at the camera. Don, you want to show me?”




Mac and Flack went out of the room, leaving Cassidy with Stella and two patrolmen, and once he was sure Cassidy wouldn’t hear Mac asked “How did the killer get in?”




“Looks like the window,” said Flack. “Catch was unlocked, the steel grill inside looks to have been wrenched out of the frame. Pry bar, or something of the sort.”




“Alarm wires?”




“Cut and bridged.”




“Any idea how long the camera was there?” asked Mac.




“It’s running on batteries, so no more than an hour or two.”




“And it’s showing the room before the window was opened? There must have been an inside man. You think Cassidy was in on it?”




“Could be, or maybe Muller was double-crossed,” said Flack.




“If they were taking turns to patrol Cassidy is the logical choice,” said Mac, “but the physical evidence will tell us.”




“You probably know this place better than I do. Any idea what the intruder was after?”




“I think room four is long-term storage, evidence in cold cases going back decades. There could be almost anything there.”




“How will you find out?” asked Flack.




“Everything ought to be logged, and the inventory is on the computer. We’ll have to check if any boxes have gone missing, if not we start checking the contents.”




“I think there were a couple of thousand boxes in there.”




“If it was easy,” said Mac, “it wouldn’t be a challenge. Don’t worry, they’re all numbered, it shouldn’t take too long.”






“Your guard was killed by a single blow to the right side of the neck,” said Doctor Sheldon Hawkes, “something narrow, heavy, and fast. Crushed the third and fourth cervical vertebrae, if it hadn’t killed him he would have been paralyzed.”




“Could the weapon be a pry-bar?” They’d found one on the fire escape one storey down. There were no prints on it. The claw-marks matched the marks on the window frame, and looked to have been made from the inside.




“It’s certainly a possibility. I’ve sent skin specimens for testing, see if the weapon left traces.”




“Anything else?”




“Not so far.”






“They’re missing four boxes,” Mac said two days later. “All from the mid-seventies.”




Stella groaned. “Couldn’t just be one, of course. Okay, give me the numbers, let’s see if we know anything about any of the cases.” 




“75-4532-43A.”




Stella typed the number into her laptop and said “Sutton, Amanda. Rape-homicide. Oh… that’s an error. Case was closed in seventy-nine, the evidence was returned to the family of the deceased. Someone forgot to log it out of the store.”




“Good start. 77-2469-853.”




“A John Doe. A vagrant, no name or address, witnesses saw another vagrant kill him and run off. No leads, no description worth a damn, doesn’t look like much effort went into finding the perp.”




“What was the evidence?”




“A knife, had bloodstains from the deceased and someone else, a male with A positive blood. Prints on it couldn’t be matched to any record. High alcohol levels in both of them.”




“Chances are that the perp’s long dead,” said Mac, “let’s call that one possible but unlikely. Okay, 77-7443-22B.”




“Wood, Nikki. African-American, aged 22, found murdered on the B train, 1977. Broken neck, severe bruising, signs of a prolonged struggle. No prints from the perp. She or the killer stopped the train between stations, they thought that the killer escaped into the tunnel, but that’s as far as they got.”




“Sounds promising, especially considering the way she was killed. Though it’s hard to believe the same killer would be active nearly thirty years later. And the evidence?”




“Clothing, jewellery, and other personal effects,” said Stella.




“Got a precise list?”




“There’ll be more detail in the case file, but that’ll still be on paper. I’ll send for the record.” She typed another command into her laptop. “Might take a few hours. Okay, and number four?”




“77-7893-661.”




“Abandoned infant, girl aged… uh… two to three days. Caucasian, found in Central Park. Never identified. Suffocated, probably with a pillow.”




“One of those.” Mac grimaced. “Wouldn’t stop crying and one of the parents couldn’t stand it. Some people shouldn’t be allowed to have kids. Was the property clothing?”




“Wrapped in a blanket.”




“Okay… that’s probably a long shot too, but the only one we can rule out for sure is the first. Get the files on the others, we’ll see what we find.”






“Prints finally got a match from the camera,” Mac said a few hours later. “The camera body was cleaned pretty well, but there was a partial on the memory card.”




“Cassidy or Muller?” asked Stella.




“That’s right, steal my thunder. Muller. And Cassidy says Muller did two successive rounds that evening, said he wanted the exercise.”




“So he let the perp in, when he came back an hour later the perp killed him and took off with the evidence.”




“Certainly looks that way.”




“Any evidence of a bribe, or some kind of coercion?”




“Nothing.”




“Doesn’t give use much to go on, maybe the files will tell us more.”






“Silver crucifix, silver chain, some rings and earrings, clothing,” Mac said the following evening. “Her coat was missing and her wallet, they were never found.”




“There’s something odd about this file,” said Stella. “We have a murdered woman in her twenties, and we really don’t seem to have anything on what she did with her life. Nothing about her job, her friends, or any immediate family apart from a son aged four.”




“Someone must have checked it out at the time,” said Mac.




“Sure, but everyone involved in the case is retired or dead. I’m having trouble tracing them. And remember what most of NYPD was like at the time, a dead African-American woman might not have been given their undivided attention.”




“What about the kid’s father?”




“We have an unconfirmed report it was a police officer killed during a drugs bust a few months before he was born.”




“And the kid?”




“Adopted by cousins in… ah… Hollywood. Over the years he’s updated his contact details four times, said he wanted to be informed if we ever had a suspect.”




“Convenient. Where is he now?” asked Mac.




“Last update was in oh-two, when he was… oh.”




“Oh?”




“Principal of Sunnydale High School, California,” said Stella.




“The Hellmouth?”




“Yes. Right over it. “




“And nothing since?” asked Mac.




“Not a thing, and up until then he’d kept his address details current.”




“Must be dead then.”




“Maybe. You see that TV movie US Slayers?”




“Sure. It was garbage.”




“But you saw it?” said Stella. Mac nodded. “You remember there were two or three guys in the final battle, right at the end where they were taking out the demon army? I’m pretty sure that one of them was supposed to be the high school’s principal. The black guy with the mini-gun.”




“Didn’t he get killed at the end?” asked Mac, “Sliced in two or something.”




“I think so.”




“Damn.”




“Just because the movie says that, doesn’t necessarily mean it’s true.”




“Who’d know?”




“Anyone that was there, I guess,” said Stella.




“One of the vampire slayers. Any in town go back that far?”




“I can ask.”






“Robin Wood?” said Caridad, punching a bag in the gymn at the fourteenth precinct. “Sure, I know him.”




“He survived Sunnydale then?” asked Stella, watching with fascination as the heavy bag’s seams slowly disintegrated under the torrent of blows from the Philipino Slayer.




“Of course. He runs the Las Vegas school these days.”




“The Slayer school?”




“The Jenny Calendar School for Girls. And yes, it’s the Slayer school. Why do you want to know?”




“We’ve a case that might be related to the death of his mother — did he ever mention that?”




“Everyone knows about that one. Spike killed her.” She said it so matter-of-factly that it took both of them a moment to realise the importance of what she’d said.




“Spike?” Mac asked carefully.




“Spike, vampire with a soul. Only back in the seventies he didn’t have one, and he decided to kill his second Slayer.” The bag began to leak sawdust, and Caridad grimaced and moved to the heavy weights.




“Second?” asked Stella.




“The first was in the Boxer rebellion.”




“If Wood knew that it would explain why he didn’t contact us after Sunnydale.”




“Sure, Wood knew,” said Caridad, “He and Spike had a big fight about it, half killed each other. Then Spike got killed when we were closing the Hellmouth.”




A vague memory came back to Mac. “Wait a minute, wasn’t he killed in LA?”




Caridad lifted fifty kilos and said “Killed in Sunnydale for sure, I heard stories that he’d somehow come back but I didn’t see it. Either way he’s dust in the wind.”




“You don’t sound too unhappy about it,” said Stella.




Caridad added another fifty to each end of the bar, and lifted it again. “Vampires creep me out, even the ones that say they’re on our side. I’ve got a lot of respect for Buffy, but I never understood how she could stand to have him around.”




“Getting back to business, wasn’t Nikki Wood too old to be a Slayer?” asked Mac. “I hadn’t even thought of the possibility until you mentioned it.”




“Yes, she started late, I think she was seventeen or so. She had a good run for those days.” She was holding 150 kilos above her head one-handed.




“Do you do this every day?” asked Stella, fascinated.




“I’m taking it slow today, can’t do the really rough stuff on my own. If there was another Slayer here to train with we’d be doing a lot more, but both of the new girls are in Las Vegas until the end of the week, taking the advanced demon identification course, and our Watcher went with them.”




“New girls?” asked Mac. “Sorry to ask so many questions, but I’ve never really got into the way your organisation works before.”




“It’s not much of a secret.” She added another hunded kilos, held it above her head for thirty seconds or so, then carefully lowered it to the floor and began to screw on more weights. “Crystal was one of the Potentials the Watcher’s Council had missed, she was activated when the spell went down. She was in New Jersey at the time so they had to locate and train her afterwards. Nicole is even newer, she was activated when Wolfram and Hart started assassinating Slayers last year, same time their demon army was getting its ass kicked in LA.”




“I hadn’t heard about that, were many killed?”




“It didn’t get much coverage compared to LA and the Rome thing. And yeah, they killed twelve we know of, maybe more. A couple were friends.”




“I’m sorry,” said Stella.




“It’s a horrible thing to say,” said Caridad, dismantling the weights and putting them back onto the rack, “but in the long run it’s probably going to save a lot more lives. There was an idea going around that there wouldn’t be any more Slayers activated until we were all dead, now that the bad guys know that there’ll always be more they ought to think twice.”




“That makes sense, I guess,” said Mac. “Getting back to Nikki Wood, can you think of any reason why anyone might want to steal any of her possessions? We’ve had a break-in and murder at the evidence store, they seem to be the most likely target.”




“Sure. She might have been carrying something magical or mystical, or someone might have thought she was. Then there’s souvenir hunters, we’ve had a lot of that since we went public. Can’t put a stake down these days without some asshole stealing it, or making a dozen copies. Just take a look at eBay, more wood than Noah’s Ark.”




“Any idea how we could narrow it down?” asked Stella.




“Ask her Watcher, if he’s still alive. Or ask Robin, he was only a kid but he might remember something.”






“It won’t be casual souvenir hunters,” Mac said as he and Stella walked back to the labs, “Nobody seems to have known that she was a Slayer.”




“That’s true to a point, except that Caridad knew, probably most insiders do. The way she talked, things I’ve heard other Slayers say on TV, they have a lot of respect for the girls who had to go it alone, back when it really was just one girl against the monsters. Buffy Summers especially, of course, but someone like Nikki, who actually brought up a son while she was Slaying… that’s got to make her a big-time hero to them.”




“You think it might have been a Slayer that broke in?”




“Mac, she was lifting nearly half a ton with that last set of weights and she was barely sweating. She wouldn’t have needed a pry bar to get in, and if she’d hit Muller with one his head would have come off.”




“Unless she pulled her punches.”




“Are you serious?” asked Stella, staring at him.




“She’s the only Slayer in New York right now, so far as we know, doesn’t even have a Watcher to ride herd on her this week. It won’t hurt to check out her whereabouts last night.”




“I guess.” She sounded dubious.




“Don’t lose your objectivity. We know what they do, we know that we owe them an enormous debt, but that doesn’t mean they can’t go bad.”




“Right. Okay, who’d know what she was up to?”




“Internal Affairs keeps an eye on them. Ask for Kowalski, if he doesn’t know himself he’ll know who to ask. You call him, I’ll talk to Wood.”






“The Jenny Calendar School, how may I help you?” The voice at the far end of the phone sounded like a kid, maybe sixteen or so. Mac guessed it might be one of the trainee Slayers.




“This is Detective Mac Taylor, NYPD crime lab. I understand you have a Robin Wood there, is that correct?”




“Sure, Principal Wood.”




“I’d like to speak to him if I may.”




“I’m sorry, that isn’t possible right now.”




“It’s important.”




“Sure, but he isn’t here. He’s on his honeymoon.”




“Any idea where?”




“No. We’ve got an emergency contact number, I think, but we’re not supposed to give it out unless it’s a matter of life and death.”




“We’re investigating a murder which may be related to his family.” Mac stretched the truth a little.




“Oh… just a second.” The line went quiet, then began to play quiet music, which he couldn’t quite identify. After a minute or so another woman’s voice came on line. Mac thought it sounded familiar, but couldn’t immediately identify it.




“Who’s calling please?”




“This is Detective Mac Taylor, NYPD Crime Lab.”




“Hi. This is Buffy Summers. What’s this about?”




“Miss Summers, it’s an honour…”




“Yeah, right, whatever.” She sounded tired and annoyed.




“I’ll get straight to the point. Two days ago our evidence store was burglarized and one of the guards was killed. We’re pretty sure that the thief was after the effects of Nikki Wood, whom I understand to be a Slayer and the mother of Robin Wood.”




“Oh… Yes, that’s right.”




“We’ve spoken to the Slayer here, she suggested that something of mystical or magical importance might have been amongst her belongings.”




“Slayer? Which one?”




“Caridad.”




“Right, yes, I know her. Wait a minute, are you saying there’s only one Slayer for the whole city?”




“I understand two others are on a training course in Las Vegas.”




“Even so… just a second. Andrew! Get in here!” The line went quiet again for a couple of minutes, then came back with a click and Buffy’s voice saying “…put Boba Fett where the sun don’t shine.” Mac wondered if he was hearing correctly “Hello? You still there?”




“Yes,” said Mac.




“Sorry about that. Minor disagreement about scheduling here. You’ve got a big city there, it needs more cover. We’ll have someone else there by tomorrow.”




Mac somehow felt compelled to say “Is that necessary? Caridad seems to be coping.”




“I’m pretty sure that Nikki Wood was coping, up to the day her neck was broken. It’s not a reflection on Caridad, it’s the nature of the job. She needs backup. We’ll get someone else out there.”




“You know how Nikki Wood died?”




“Sure. A few years ago I was shown.”




“By Spike?”




“Sounds like you’ve been digging. Yeah, Spike showed me.”




“Could I speak to Principal Wood?”




“Do you really need to? He’s in Hawaii with Faith, they’re taking their first real break since Sunnydale.




“What about his mother’s Watcher? Would you know how I can contact him?”




“I’m pretty sure Robin said he died a few years back. But we probably have his diaries in our archive.”




“Diaries?”




“Every Watcher keeps a diary, logs the things the Slayer runs into and how she handles them. Until the day she doesn’t, of course.”




“That might help.”




“Okay, give me your number, I’ll get someone to call you back when we’ve located them.”




Stella came back into the office just as he was finishing the call, and said “Caridad checks out clean. She was negotiating a truce between a couple of demon street gangs that night, wouldn’t have had an opportunity to break in. How about you?”




“Wood’s on his honeymoon, I ended up talking to Buffy Summers. The Buffy Summers.”




“Holy… did she say anything helpful?”




“Apparently Nikki Wood’s Watcher would have kept a log of all her activities. She’s going to have it located for us.”




“Could be useful.”






Mac was reading through the reports on another case when the phone rang an hour or so later. “Crime lab, Detective Taylor.”




“This is Rupert Giles, from the International Watcher’s Council. I believe you’re expecting my call.”




Mac said “That’s right. I’m switching this to speaker so that a colleague can hear it. You have the diaries for Nikki Wood’s Watcher?”




“That’s correct. What exactly is it you need to know?”




“Whether she might have been carrying anything that might be worth killing for at the time of her death.”




“It’s possible but I’d say it was unlikely. I can’t see anything here.”




“Detective Bonasera here,” said Stella. “Would it necessarily be in the diary?”




“Yes. Anything of magical or mystical significance is noted, of course, but for the most time her career in New York was routine, in Slayer terms. Reading between the lines, she was handling fairly run-of-the-mill vampires and demons most of the time. New York isn’t a Hellmouth, you know.”




“Even so, could she have been carrying anything that might be worth stealing today?”




“Let me check the list…” said Giles. “No. A cross, jewellery, holy water, some stakes. Nothing out of the ordinary.”




“Wait a minute,” said Mac. “You have a list?”




“Of course. Oh, goodness me, how stupid of me.”




“I don’t understand.”




“It’s a list of her possessions that were retrieved by the old Watcher’s Council, in… ah… nineteen seventy-nine.”




“Retrieved? As in stolen?”




“I’m afraid so. I’m just surprised that it took so long.”




“Why would they have done that?” asked Mac.




“It was standard procedure when the Slayer was killed. So far as possible the Council did everything in its power to recover her belongings and erase her traces.”




“Why would they do that?” Stella repeated. “How could they possibly justify it?”




“We were always told that it was to prevent them falling into the hands of anyone who might be able to use them for magical purposes. In the same way the body of the Slayer was always cremated, and the ashes scattered as widely as possible.” Giles’ voice was carefully non-committal.




“But you don’t think that’s true?” asked Mac.




“The old Council felt that the Slayer was a tool, a weapon that they must control, subservient to the organisation. They wanted blind loyalty and obedience, that’s one of the reasons why most died so young. I think that graves were felt to be too much of a reminder of the reality.”




“Weren’t you part of the old Council?”




“I’m pleased to say that they fired me. They felt I was too sentimental, that I’d let Buffy get out of control. But aren’t we straying from the point?”




“Yes, I think we are. Let me get this straight, the Council somehow recovered everything of hers that was in our evidence room? There was nothing there of hers to steal?”




“Exactly. I know for a fact that Robin Wood has his mother’s cross. I’d imagine that her Watcher was given the job of retrieving it, and took it upon himself to give it to him.”




“Then we’ve been looking in completely the wrong direction,” Stella said flatly.




“It could still be someone looking for something that wasn’t there,” said Mac.




“That doesn’t feel right, somehow,” said Stella.




“Would there be anything else?” asked Giles.




“I’m sorry,” said Mac… “one question before you go, how would they have stolen it?”




“I’d imagine that someone in your department was bribed or coerced into helping. Probably swapped it for another box that was being transferred or discarded.”




“Yes, that makes sense. Thanks, that’s extremely helpful.”




“If you need anything else please let me know,” said Giles.




“Anything else you can find out about this would be useful. Otherwise I think we’re done. Thank you.”




“My pleasure.” Giles hung off.




“So what now?” asked Mac.




“Wasn’t there a case where the records were screwed up?”




“Yes.” He flipped through some notes, and said “75-4532-43A. Sutton, Amanda. Rape-homicide.”




“Murdered in seventy-five, by seventy-nine it was as cold as they get.”




“So someone generated the paperwork to have the box sent back to the next of kin, put the wrong case number on the form and somehow screwed up the records so that nobody would know it was the wrong box. It’s intercepted before it reaches her family, or there is no close family for it to go to. The evidence store records show that the Wood evidence is still there, since nobody ever touches the boxes again nobody realises the truth.”




“That presumably means that all the evidence on the Sutton case should still be there,” said Stella, “and that the case is still unsolved. That’s easy enough to check.”




“One person knew,” said Mac. “The killer.”




“Who was content to leave things alone for thirty years,” said Stella. “If it was him, what the hell suddenly made him change his mind?”




Suddenly Mac had a flashback of memory, to the day when the world learned about the monsters. “Jim Brass. Call Giles back, he owes us one and I think we’re going to need his help after all.”






“It’s plausible,” said Giles. “How are you going to test it?”




“I was hoping that you’d be able to help with that,” said Mac. “Don’t Slayers have some kind of sixth sense?”




“Well yes, but it isn’t always reliable. Isn’t there some sort of chemical test you could perform?”




“Of course, but without the original evidence we’d have no way to prove there was a connection with the original crime.”




“So you want to… what, provoke a reaction?”




“Pretty much.”




“Very well. Just a moment.” They heard voices murmuring away from the phone, then Giles came back. “It’s fortunate that we were planning to send someone out to you tonight. Flight 437, if you can arrange to have her met we’ll give it a shot.”






Mac, Stella, and Flack arrived at the evidence store just before the cleaners the following morning. Cassidy was on duty again, accompanied by an elderly guard called Weiss. More officers followed them in.




“We need to shut the place down now,” Mac said to the guards. “We think that there’s some evidence here, every time the cleaners touch the place or you walk through there’s a chance they’re making it harder to detect.”




“Sure. What are you looking for?” asked Weiss.




“We’ve found out something interesting. Some of the missing evidence belonged to a Slayer that was killed in the seventies. The Watchers are sending us a witch to sniff for clues.” He checked his watch. “Her flight should be in by now, if the traffic isn’t too bad we ought to be done in an hour or so.”




“A witch, is it?” said Cassidy. “Like that Rosenberg woman that made all the Slayers?”




“Exactly like. That’s who they’re sending.”




“I wonder if she’d give me her autograph for the grandchildren,” said Weiss.




“Won’t hurt to ask,” said Stella.






“You’ll have to wait outside and keep very quiet,” said the redhead. “I need to concentrate to do this.”




She went into the store-room and seemed to wander around the room aimlessly, while the guards and the detectives watched from the doorway. Gradually she seemed to focus on one side of the room, then a particular rack of shelves, then a stack of flat cartons on one of the shelves. “In here, one of these boxes, there’s something that doesn’t belong. Something… demonic.”




As she was talking a member of the audience quietly backed away from the door and back towards the stairs. He was creeping down as quietly as he could when he met someone coming up. “Going somewhere?” asked Caridad. He turned to run, saw Mac and Stella at the top of the stairs, and tried to push past Caridad. Two quick blows put a stop to that.




“Alex Cassidy,” said Flack, “You have the right to remain silent…”




Upstairs Weiss said “That’s a good trick. How did you know where to look?”




“Magic, of course,” said the redhead.




“Now I’d believe that if you were Willow Rosenberg, but since I saw her picture in Newsweek just a couple of days ago I know you’re not. So what’s the trick?”




“Easy,” said Vi. “Hair dye and Slayer senses. I was listening to his heartbeat, every time I went near those boxes it got a little faster. Helps that he has a three-chambered heart, made it easier to keep track of him. The rest was easy.”






“So Cassidy was a demon?” asked Flack. “Hard to believe, he looked pretty human.”




“A lot of them do,” said Vi, “on the outside anyway.”




“Back in the seventies the crime lab had no idea that demons existed,” said Stella, “let alone that some of them might go in for rape, so none of the forensics made any sense. She was ripped up internally, but that was assumed to be from a weapon. After Los Angeles things were different, and labs all over the country started to re-examine a lot of old cases. Cassidy must have thought that the Sutton case would be one of them. It probably would have been, sooner or later, if the Watchers hadn’t messed things up.”




“When we read the real report on the Sutton homicide,” said Mac, “And cross-checked to the Watcher’s data-base, we knew what we were looking for. The trouble was that all the evidence was missing. Even if we unmasked him as a demon we had no way to prove that he was the killer, there wasn’t a clean evidence trail.”




“He figured out that we’d be looking for him,” said Stella, “He’d lived in that area since the thirties, must have realised that if we started looking for a long-lived demon we’d find him sooner or later. Somehow he got the idea that he’d steal the evidence, along with clues from some other cases to confuse things, so he got a job here. Then it took a while for him to get into the routine and actually locate the box; there can’t have been much time for searching during fifteen-minute patrols, and whoever stole the Wood box presumably put that one in its place, so it was with boxes from the wrong year. Once he’d located it he had to get it out, and the theft had to look like a break-in, so he used the camera to stop Muller noticing. But things went wrong. Maybe Muller heard the noise of the pry-bar and came to investigate. Cassidy decided to kill Muller and frame him. Must have touched the card against his finger after he’d killed him. Or maybe that was his plan all along, it’s one of the things we don’t know yet.”




“Muller managed to set off his alarm when he was attacked,” said Mac, “Cassidy knew he only had a few minutes, and that wasn’t enough time to get rid of the evidence from the Sutton case, so he hid it instead, then pretended to give Muller CPR.”




“And last night we had a DNA test run on Muller’s lips,” said Stella, “found that the spit Cassidy left contained biochemicals that you don’t get in humans. That confirmed that Cassidy was a demon, but there was no proof he’d done anything wrong.”




“What about the murder weapon?” asked Flack.




“Cassidy used the bag from the baby blanket to hold the pry-bar,” said Stella, “opened the grille with it, used it to kill Muller, then dropped the bar out onto the fire escape. It fell through the grille but caught on the floor below. Then he wrapped the bag around the blanket again and put it into one of the boxes Vi found. The technicians are checking for prints and skin residues now, that ought to be our proof that Cassidy killed Muller.”




“The trouble was that all of our attention was focused on something being missing,” said Mac, “when what we were really looking for was something out of place. We just didn’t know it.”




“What happens now?” asked Caridad.




“We can nail him for Muller’s death,” said Mac, “I’m not so sure about the Sutton case, but we’ll give it our best shot when we’ve checked the evidence. But before that, I think we could all do with some breakfast. My treat.”




“You may live to regret that,” said Vi, “Slayers have big appetites.”




“I’ll risk it.”
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Grissom never talks about his dream. 




It’s always the same dream, although the details differ. He’s in the lab or the morgue or at a crime scene or at his desk, examining evidence or trying to put together the details in a way that makes sense. Something’s eluding him, a vital clue or link that will make everything clear. 




She comes to him then, the Goth girl with the pale skin and the odd symbol round her neck. She points something out to him, or puts the papers in a different order, or just watches while he works. He thinks that they talk, although he can never remember what they say. 




When he wakes he writes down what he remembers; what he did differently, the order of the papers, anything that might help. He’s solved at least a dozen murders that way, usually the brutal ones that are an insult to the victim. Twice he’s found evidence to free someone who was wrongly convicted. 




When he rationalises it he thinks of her as a manifestation of his subconscious. But in the back of his mind he thinks of her as his muse, and vaguely wonders why she always leaves with the sound of beating wings. 
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100-word CSI crossover Drabble — the crossover should be fairly obvious. This isn’t exactly part of my BtVS / CSI crossover series, but I like to think of it as being set in the same universe. All characters belong to their respective creators and are used without any intention of damaging copyright. This story may not be distributed on a profit-making basis. 





He’s been called judgmental, but the law is the law. Horatio doesn’t want to change that, but sometimes he wishes he had the power of life and death, regardless of the red tape and legalities. It’s at times like that he visits the CSIs in other precincts, to compare notes about the ones that got away. 




“Eight dead, and Wilson gets off because one piece of evidence was compromised,” he says. “But we’ll get him next time.” 




“Maybe,” the blood guy says dubiously. 




Horatio doubts it too. Especially now Dexter knows the story. 




Odd how shared problems sometimes just… vanish…
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