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No One is an Island



Disclaimer: Criminal Minds and BtVS are not mine. No infringement of copyright is intended. No profit will be made.







It was the tail end of summer, late August. She didn’t mind the heat. It didn’t even count as heat, since it was barely over 80 degrees. She did mind the impossibly crowded house where you had to scan the floor before putting a foot down, and reaching the kitchen could take a half an hour expedition. She minded the noise, physical and psychic. She minded feeling like there were elephants sitting on her brain and she couldn’t breathe.




So, she’d given Xander one pitiful look, and he’d tossed the keys to the SUV to her.




“There’s a full tank of gas. I need it back by six. Try to miss the worst of rush hour, and keep your phone on.”




She’d nodded and escaped as quickly as she could.




Cleveland was a lot larger than Sunnydale, but, so long as you kept an eye on the highway signs and didn’t drive all the way to Niagara Falls, you were okay. She found an anonymous city park on the edge of the lake, parked in the shade, climbed out, locked the doors, and walked out to the water’s edge.




Willow took a deep breath, and then another, feeling the breeze off the lake lift her hair off her neck and shoulders.




Find your center, she thought. Seek the stillness.




That was one of the hardest things to learn, and one of the simplest. It was impossible to keep her mental and emotional balance in the storm and stress of a house filled with young Slayers and a handful of adults trying to deal with a world turned topsy-turvy.




Deep breath. Slow inhale, hold, slow exhale. Let the tension go with it.




Kennedy.




It wasn’t fair. Ha ha. How many times would that complaint be voiced before she finally stopped expecting some manner of universal fairness?




The breakup hadn’t even been that bad. Just…a moment when she realized she wasn’t with Kennedy because she loved Kennedy or lusted after her or…anything. Just that it was better than listening to her own breathing at night. Better than crying silently over Tara, trying to hold on to the idea that the world was worth something even if Tara wasn’t in it.




And now, she could hold Tara’s memory and feel a bone deep ache that comforted rather than tormented, and she…didn’t want to be around Kennedy anymore. She had Buffy, Xander, Dawn, and Giles. She had enough. She didn’t need or want Kennedy’s drama.




After gently breaking it off with Kennedy, Kennedy had left. Screw the Council, screw the Hellmouth. She’d only stayed because of Willow. She’d head out for her own adventure, and maybe she’d drop them a postcard.




Except, she was dead. Not in an accident. Not killed by a vampire or other demon. Not even a bolt of lightning, house fire, or shark attack. Kennedy was dead because she’d been killed by some guy whose brain had turned inside out and decided killing young women was the right and proper thing to do.




Willow sat on one of the small boulders lining the shore and watched the water lap. She could, she knew, walk straight out into the lake, and depending on what choice she made, she could either stay on the surface of the water and walk as far as she liked, or keep to the bed of the lake. If she went underwater, she’d get to decide whether or not to let gills open up on her neck so she could breathe the dissolved oxygen in the water. 




She could do it without a formal casting; she was that strong. She could see the connections between the land and the water, the air, the sun, the shadows, her own body, and all the birds, insects, fish, and animals for quite a ways out. If she wanted, she could sink into that awareness, like it was water, and just be—be so completely at one with everything that all the Willow molecules and atoms would drift off on the wind, or fall to the earth and water. 




“Are you all right, miss?”




The question didn’t surprise her. She’d been aware of the man watching her for a few minutes and then strolling up, watching a little longer, and then asking. He was…not a danger to her.




“No,” she answered. Falling into her center, it was impossible to lie.




“Do you need anything?” he asked.




Without looking up at him, she knew he was taller than her, in his late fifties, had a bald spot he didn’t bother to cover, dark brown hair going to gray, brown eyes, and a smile that was rarely anything more than wistful. He wore a light, long sleeved shirt with the cuffs rolled up, a pair of well worn jeans, and boat shoes. He had a wallet filled with enough cash to last him three days and a place to go to for more.




What’s more, she saw the dark stains on his soul—of things seen and experienced, decisions made, regrets and grief. He had killed people. He had seen corpses, blood, flames, and things most people didn’t really believe could exist outside of Hell. He was the most centered person she had ever met, and he was broken.




She considered his question and answered almost in a trance. “Space. Time. Understanding.”




He sat beside her.




“Tell me about it.”




She looked over at him, suddenly aware there were tears on her face, and her eyes were dazzled by the sunlight reflected from the lake. He was as she’d known, which was unusual. Most people projected something—a facade, a mask—to protect who they were. He simply was and accepted her as she was.




“I broke up with her,” Willow said. “A few weeks later, she was dead. Someone killed her. I didn’t, but I feel like it’s my fault.”




“She left, because she couldn’t be with you,” he confirmed. “That decision put her in the path of her killer.”




Willow nodded.




“The police caught him,” she continued. “It was random. He’d killed a bunch of other girls. They were…really nice. One of them was nearly killed by him as well, but she survived. He’s in an asylum now where he can’t hurt anyone else. We brought her back here and buried her in one of the public cemeteries.”




“Her family?”




Numb, Willow shook her head. The phone call she’d made had been surreal. “They didn’t want her. They wouldn’t say why.”




“So you put her to rest. The man who killed her can’t hurt anybody else. But there’s something else.”




She looked up at him, and gazing at his eyes, she realized what it was. His eyes were just like Tara’s. Not the same color or shape, but that same sense of silence, of wholeness, of the solidity of a rock at the bottom of the ocean. No lever, no matter how long, no matter how firm the ground it was wielded from could shift him.




“I don’t miss her,” Willow admitted. “I miss Tara. I miss her so much.”




“Tell me about her,” he said.




And he listened, without saying a word, just showing with a tilt of his head or a flick of his eyebrow, or the smallest, saddest smile that he heard every word she said. She felt like her grief was being poured out of a pitcher into a river, to be carried to the sea and transmuted into something else.




“It wasn’t something the police could handle,” she told him, and then she stopped, a new knowledge unfolding in her mind. “It was. Warren used a gun. He meant to kill Buffy, and he nearly did, but one of the wild shots killed Tara.”




“What did you do?”




Her jaw tensed for a minute. This was still very painful territory to touch on. Giles had talked to her about it a little bit. The witches in Devon had focused more on reconnecting her to the world and Gaea and her own place. Xander deflected any and every comment that might touch on it, like a knight gallant defending a maiden from a dragon. Except…she had made her own dragon.




“I killed him,” she said. “I had the right, morally, but I didn’t do it right. I should have just put him down. He was like a rabid dog. Or I could have just broken him, so he couldn’t hurt anyone else. Instead, I…made it as cruel as I could. I laughed at him. I showed him what he was, inside and out, and I made sure he knew he was nothing before I snuffed him out.”




She felt tears slip down her cheeks. “He took her away from me, and it hurt so much, I had to spread the pain around. It wasn’t enough to hurt him, kill him. I had to hurt the world because the world had let him take her.”




She had been ready to destroy the world. No ifs, ands, or buts. Where all the master vampires, elder demons, and hell goddesses had failed, she could have plunged her pain into the center of the world like a dagger and destroyed it.




“Did it help?” the man asked.




“No,” Willow said, shaking her head. “It didn’t. It just hurt more and more. It wasn’t until Xander refused to let go of me. He didn’t care what I’d done. He didn’t care what I was capable of. He just…loved me.”




Her shoulders began to shake with pent up sobs. The man gently rubbed her back, and when she put her arms over her head and sobbed, he held her against his shoulder and let her cry.




“I want you to listen to something,” he said. “It’s a meditation by a man named John Donne.”




“All mankind is of one author,” he recited, “and is one volume; when one man dies, one chapter is not torn out of the book, but translated into a better language; and every chapter must be so translated; God employs several translators; some pieces are translated by age, some by sickness, some by war, some by justice; but God’s hand is in every translation, and his hand shall bind up all our scattered leaves again for that library where every book shall lie open to one another. 




“Who casts not up his eye to the sun when it rises? but who takes off his eye from a comet when that breaks out? Who bends not his ear to any bell which upon any occasion rings? but who can remove it from that bell which is passing a piece of himself out of this world?




“No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friend’s or of thine own were: any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind, and therefore never send to know for whom the bells tolls; it tolls for thee.”




His voice was soft, but carried and pierced her heart.




“There are many things I don’t understand,” he told her. “But I have understood for a long time that we are all connected. That your pain is my pain, that Tara’s and Kennedy’s and Xander’s and even the killer’s pain are all shared among us. All of us. There is no escaping that. But that pain, no matter who it belongs to, when we allow ourselves to feel it, that is what makes us human, because we are driven to make it better.”




Willow listened and thought for a long moment. Then she decided something.




“My name is Willow Rosenberg. I used to live in Sunnydale, California. I killed Warren Mears. I doubt there’s any physical evidence left. Sunnydale’s gone. But…there’s no statue of limitations on murder. So, if you want to tell anyone, they’ll be able to find me. I won’t hide. In the meantime, I will remember what I did to Warren and myself and everyone else in the world that day. I’ll try, I really will, to make sure my actions don’t harm anyone, including myself.”




He nodded. “I think that’s a very wise decision, Willow. Rosenberg? Are you a Jew?”




She cast her eyes down for a bit, feeling an old, complicated scar rise to the surface. “Yes, but my family was never very observant.”




“I would say,” the man spoke thoughtfully, “if I may give you advice, that while you’re clearly neo-Pagan in your beliefs, go back and study your people and their religion. Yom Kippur isn’t that far off. You may find some solace in the Day of Atonement. You may find you are part of a world you don’t really know, one that gives you comfort.”




She had leaned back when she’d finished crying, and they sat together, his arm over her shoulders.




“You don’t hate me, because of what I did?” she asked.




He shook his head. “No. Absolutely not. I lost the ability to hate a long time ago. Now, I just…want to understand.”




“Do you mind telling me who you are?” she asked. She didn’t say it aloud, but it occurred to her that she wouldn’t mind saying his name in prayers of thanks.




“Jason. Jason Gideon.”




“That…sounds familiar,” Willow said, frowning thoughtfully.




“I was with the FBI for a while, in their Behavioral Analysis Unit. We made the news every now and then, bringing in people like the man who killed your Kennedy.”




“Oh.” She thought about it a moment. “Do I need to be ready for a…a knock on the door or something.”




He made a face, dismissing the idea. “No. I know it’s not my place to make these decisions. I never had that authority granted to me anyways. But, there are killers in this world who are still harming us, destroying us. You’re not one of them. My old team, their time is better spent on those lost souls.”




“Okay.”




“It’s been good talking with you, Willow,” Jason said. Then he stood and brushed off his pants. 




“If it means anything,” he continued, and leaned over her. “I forgive you.”




He kissed her forehead and then left, ambling away with his hands in his pockets.




“It does,” Willow whispered.







Jason Gideon, formerly head analyst of the FBI’s celebrated BAU climbed into his pickup truck and buckled his seatbelt.




Some time, several years ago now, he had rushed to his apartment to protect the woman he loved from a serial killer. He was too late. The sight—blood spatters on the wall above the headboard of his bed, Sarah’s sightless eyes, her organs removed from her abdomen and chest—was still there whenever he closed his eyes. Breitkopf injected his victims with ketamine, so they couldn’t fight back, but were still aware. Ketamine was also a dissociative, an anesthetic, and a hallucinogen, so it was possible that while Sarah was awake and aware of what Breitkopf was doing to her, it hadn’t bothered her. He prayed it was so.




He’d left the FBI when he’d realized that he no longer understood what he was doing or why, when he felt the broken edges of his soul move like tectonic faults, threatening to destroy him. And he knew, oh, he knew, that if he lost his hold on sanity, he could easily have destroyed the entire BAU. So, he’d left and wandered the face of the Earth, seeking what he’d lost.




The things Willow had spoken of, he could have written off as hallucinations or delusions, but they hadn’t been. There were more things out there than he’d known, and now he understood a little better. He could feel, however metaphorically, a small place in that tectonic fault cracking his soul had bound itself and become whole.




Fun Size Is An Oxymoron



Disclaimer: All characters and history of Buffy the Vampire Slayer are property of Joss Whedon, 20th Century Fox, and Mutant Enemy Productions. Peanuts and its characters and features belong to the estate of Charles Schultz. All various and sundry other comic strip characters are properties of their creators, distributors, and publishing newspapers and websites. All candy bar names are trademarked by their manufacturers. No infringement is intended. No profit will be made.




Author’s Notes: My timing is a little off, even though I did initially think of the story after reading a rant on my favorite message board about the size of candy bars distributed on the day in question. At this rate, I’ll post the Christmas chapter sometime near Easter. At any rate, this is a one-off, and not bound to the story arc of the full Haven and Home story, so I’m posting it by itself. Hope you enjoy.







Word got out before official rounds even began. After all, in kid world, news like that traveled faster than light. The only reason this was not an established fact of the science world was because most physicists, no matter how childlike—or childish, depending on your point of view—they remained, none of them could really pull off Trick or Treating anymore.




The house, that weird haunted one the adults somehow never noticed, the one all the kids dared each other to touch the gate, the one that no one ever entered the yard for a lost ball (even though the lost ball would have miraculously rolled back onto the pavement when no one was looking)—that house…was handing out full size candy bars to Trick or Treaters.




And not just one brand either, to the relief of the kids with peanut allergies who always got handed a Snickers and the ones who just hated coconut in any way, shape, manner, or form. They were handing out at least ten different kinds. And packs of gum. And blow-pops. And beef jerky. And caramel apples (that you picked off the tree and dipped in the molten caramel yourself, so your parents wouldn’t freak out). There was even a bucket of lonely toothbrushes, in case someone had a dental hygienist for a mom. 




The catch, and of course there was one, was that you had to open the gate, walk aaaaaaaaaaalll the way up the sidewalk, climb the steps of the front porch, ring the doorbell, and yell “Trick or treat!” properly, or you didn’t get a thing. The little ones, shepherded by parents, were coaxed onward by twinkling Halloween lights, and girls dressed like fairies or princesses. Very frightened children found themselves taken in hand by the best Mary Poppins anyone had ever seen outside of Main Street, Disneyland, who jollied them out of their fear with a song and dance. The older children had to follow a slightly different path—one populated by howling wolves, a cackling witch stirring a bubbling cauldron, zombies stumbling and dropping body parts, and a collection of singing jack-o-lanterns that no one could figure out.




There was even, further back and almost out of sight, a realistic graveyard, where several specters sat and discussed how much better Halloween was back in their day. Their costumes were impeccable. One looked like a Knight Templar, another like an alchemist, and yet another like a dusty Victorian gentleman. He was the only one not complaining. Indeed, he merely sat on his tombstone and grinned like a Cheshire Cat as the parade of Trick Or Treaters passed by.




It was—




“The best Halloween ever,” Xander announced, completely satisfied. He closed the door behind him as the last group of children trooped off, their eyes still wide as platters at the haul they’d gotten.




Dawn gave him a look of tolerant humor. “So, we make a little over eleven million dollars in our little yard sale, and you’re determined to spend it all on chocolate?”




She had gone steampunk—or as she referred to it “Gaslight Romance”—with a vengeance this year. Like a cross between a Mad Scientist’s Beautiful Daughter and a Girl Scout Ready For Combat Patrol, she had goggles, a rubber apron and galoshes, thick leather gloves, a pocket blowtorch, a telescoping spyglass, and a utility belt filled with wrenches, screwdrivers, geegaws, and doodads, all of them operational. She’d managed to sway Xander away from Classical Pirate to Privateer Ornithopter Pilot without too much argument. Mostly it was the offer of the coat—a brown duster with sheepskin collar and cuffs—along with a silk aviator scarf, boots with flared tops, and a dashing, wide-brimmed hat with a band of bronze fireflies.




“This,” Xander answered, wagging his finger at the universe, “is justice, and I serve its purpose.”




The doorbell rang—changed from its Big Ben chimes to something more funereal for the night—and Xander opened the door to a chorused shriek of “Trick or treat!”




“Hey!” he exclaimed, grinning. “Look at this, Dawnie! It’s Spider-Man! Thanks, for stopping by, Spidey. Think you could put a few more webs up for us on your way out?”




He held out a tray of choices, the weight supported by a strap across his neck.




“Sure!” the skinny blond boy agreed, his eyes alight over a Milky Way bar as long as his forearm.




“Joe!” his sister hissed at him, “you can’t make real webs! You’re not actually Spider-Man.”




“We take what we can get around here,” Xander told her. “But you look like a real princess.”




“I’m not,” the little girl answered solemnly. “I’m actually a pony who’s been enchanted by a wizard to look like a princess.”




“Ruthie,” her brother sighed, “willya let go of the pony outfit thing?”




“My brother was supposed to be the back end,” she said darkly, just before taking a Butterfingers.




The siblings went their way, still bickering, and Xander shut the door.




“You don’t know what it was like,” Xander told Dawn. “You and Buffy didn’t move in until I was too old to trick or treat.”




“Yeah, well, I was young enough to, and everyone knew not to bother with your house.”




“Not once did my parents pony up for candy,” he said. “Not. Once. But they always forgot to turn the light off, and who had to answer the door? The other kids never let me live it down.”




“But you’re not bitter,” Dawn muttered under her breath. “Oh, no.”




He started to answer when the doorbell rang again. This time, the door revealed a redheaded Indian with painted on freckles and a stuffed tiger doll.




Xander and Dawn stared down at him for a moment.




“Okay,” Xander admitted, “I’m looking for a theme, but I just can’t seem to find it.”




“This was not my idea,” the boy said, gritting his teeth. “I wanted to go as H. M. Stanley, but Dad wouldn’t get me a pith helmet.”




Xander continued to stare. Dawn elbowed him.




“ ‘Dr. Livingstone, I presume?’ ” she quoted.




“Right! Well, pith helmets are kind of pricey these days. So you’re an Indian chief?”




“I wanted to be a cowboy!” the boy yelled, gesturing at the utter futility of his desire. “But Mom said the only figure from that overwrought historical era I could pull off would be Red Chief.”




“Well, I like your tiger’s costume. Where did you find a Tigger outfit so small?” Dawn asked.




The boy gave them a glare that Third World dictators and potentates would have paid money to learn at an all day symposium. 




“Trick or treat,” he growled, making it a threat. Then he took a king-sized Reese’s peanut butter cup package and package of peanut M&Ms. 




Then he looked down at the tiger.




“No, they don’t have tuna! This is Halloween, you self-referencing marketing ploy of the corporate hegemony over traditional festivities, you!”




Dawn and Xander exchanged a look.




The boy replaced the peanut M&Ms and took a Violet Crumble. 




“I don’t even know what it is,” he told the tiger. “And I’m sticking you in the transmogrifier as soon as we get home, just to see what’ll happen.”




“We should keep an eye on that kid,” Xander said, as they watched him march back down the pavement, dragging his tiger with him.




“Ari and Lucy tag-teamed him on a babysitting gig,” Dawn said. “Took ’em a week to recover. I think he’s the one that made all those snow…goons last week.”




“Great. We’re one chaos magician away from a real life Snow-maggedon,” Xander answered.




He shut the door.




“Anyways,” he continued, “Sunnydale’s gone, I’m in charge of the house, I’ve got enough brownie points with Giles to do Halloween right, and that means everybody gets real life candy bars in their haul tonight!”




“Are there any Cadbury bars left?” Giles asked, sauntering into the foyer.




“Check the box over there,” Xander pointed without looking.




Giles wore a brown coat even longer than Xander’s, a striped scarf looped around his neck so many times it could have served as a rescue ladder, a wig of curly brown hair, and a fedora. 




“Jelly baby?” he offered.




“Stop that,” Dawn said. “You know those things weird me out. Jelly beans or gummi bears. Jelly babies are just wrong.”




Giles picked up a Cadbury bar, considered it for a moment, and made his way out, tutting to himself.




“I wonder if he talked Jenny into dressing up as Leela,” Xander mused.




“So not going to happen,” Dawn answered. “Romana, if it’s not Sarah Jane.”




“How would we know if she’s Sarah Jane?”




“Only sane one in the room,” Dawn answered.




And again the doorbell rang.




“Trick or treat!”




It was quite the crowd of kids, all in traditional, homemade costumes. A ghost, a witch, another ghost (with blond hair), a Frankenstein’s monster, a ghost who’d lost a fight with a vacuum cleaner bag, and a ghost who’d gotten a little obsessive-compulsive about cutting out eyeholes. One of the ghosts had even dressed his dog up as a World War I flying ace.




“Hey,” Xander smiled, “it’s the gang! I’ve seen you guys all over the place. Where’s the one with the blanket?”




“My stupid brother is waiting in your pumpkin patch for the Great Pumpkin to arrive,” the witch snapped. She took an Almond Joy without saying thank you. “Look what I got!”




“The who-za-what?” Xander asked.




“The Great Pumpkin,” a smaller ghost answered. “Every year, the Great Pumpkin chooses the most sincere pumpkin patch he can find and then hands out toys to all the deserving boys and girls. Can I have a caramel apple?”




Dawn handed her a plastic knife to stick into one of the apples and dip it into the caramel.




“Look! I got an apple!” the girl declared. “Now I’m going to go join him, because he’s my sweet Baboo.”




“Yeah…that sounds like a plan,” Xander agreed. He turned to Dawn. “We have a pumpkin patch?”




“Where do you think the jack-o-lanterns came from?” she asked. 




“Well, uh, is it sincere?” he asked.




“Willow planted it,” Dawn replied. “What do you think?”




“I think blanket boy may be in for some looming pumkinosity tonight,” Xander replied.




The next ghost was up. He sighed and held up his bag. It was filled with rocks.




Xander considered it.




“You know, I don’t really want to point out the obvious,” he finally said, “but, you’ve got a sack of rocks there. Traditionally, it’s supposed to be candy.”




The boy sighed again. “I got a rock. Every house, I got a rock.”




“Does this happen often?” Dawn asked.




“Every year. My dad thinks he’ll be able to finish the wall in the garden this winter.”




“Oh, he-heck no!” Xander declared. “You dump those rocks out over there, and you get back here for some chocolate. Whatever you like, however much you like. If you can carry it, you can take it.”




Almost in disbelief, the boy did as he was told. Dawn and Xander had to start scooping candy into his bag before he really believed it. He stared into his bag for a moment, and then summoning his courage, he looked up at Xander.




“Hey, mister?”




“Yeah.”




“Every year, I get a new kite, and I try to fly it, and every year, that tree in your yard,” and he pointed at the guilty tree, “eats my kite. Do you think maybe this year, you could tell your tree not to eat my kite? Or maybe just give it back once it’s had a taste?”




Xander nodded. “No problem, kid. You just let me know if that tree gives you any trouble.”




“Gee! Thanks!”




The kid in question jumped down the stairs from the porch, tripped once on the hem of his sheet, caught himself, and dashed off.




“And, hey, kid!” Xander called.




The kid stopped.




“Anyone offers to hold a football for you while you kick it, it’s a trick. Kick her in the face!”




“You got it, mister!”




The kid ran off, the last of the group to depart except the dog.




It was a beagle. It gave Xander a dignified ‘woof’, licked Dawn’s hand, and then took a can of root beer delicately between its jaws and trotted off.




“Aw, you were nice to the funny looking kid,” Dawn said, taking Xander’s arm.




“His head is kind of round,” Xander agreed. “Besides, how could I not. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who had a worse Halloween than I did. I might not have gotten any candy, but at least no one gave me a rock.”







Late, long after the last of the trick-or-treaters had dragged their loot home, the wrappers had been cleaned up, the girls had descended from their sugar highs, and Mary Poppins had directed the stragglers off to bed, Xander made his way out to where Dawn said the pumpkin patch could be found.




Halloween, in Slayer world, was their one certified day off every year. While the walls between this world and the next might thin enough to let some of the dear departed visit, as a rule, no demons, no spells, and certainly no vampires disturbed the evening. You could run around in a Slim Goodbody outfit with all your veins marked and a prominent “O+ for discerning tastes!” sign around your neck, and the worst that would happen would be a quick mental evaluation at the ER.




The previous champions of the tree and its dryad had returned to their rest. The pumpkin patch was half-harvested. The rest waited for Thanksgiving and a crusty, filling fate. In the middle of the patch, glancing occasionally at the sky with doubt and trepidation, was a young boy with a blue blanket. He hadn’t bothered wearing a costume, as he chose to stand vigil the entire night, every Halloween, waiting for the one he knew would come.




“So,” Xander greeted him, taking a seat beside him, “you do this every year. You miss out on the costumes, the tricks, and the treats, and you do it all for the Great Pumpkin.”




“He’ll come this year,” the little boy said, gripping his blanket. “And I’d rather the Great Pumpkin than Santa Claus any year.”




“Hot chocolate,” Xander said, handing him a thermos. “Why’s that?”




“Well,” the boy began, taking the thermos and smiling his thanks. “Santa certainly does a good job, bringing toys to all the boys and girls, but he operates merely from a standpoint of doing his job well. It’s his occupation. The Great Pumpkin has a moral obligation to recognize the most sincere pumpkin patch and reward the boys and girls who tend to it and have faith in it and him.”




“Have you considered growing your own pumpkins?” Xander asked. “You strike me as the sincere type.”




“Oh, I am,” the boy assured him. “But my yard’s too small. So, I keep an eye out for promising patches, and when I find one, I stop by and do some weeding when I can. To make my own small contribution.”




“Even though you’ve never seen the Great Pumpkin and none of your friends believe in him?” Xander asked.




“Even so,” the boy said simply.




“What if,” Xander began, then paused, “and, I’m not saying this in any way to imply that the Great Pumpkin doesn’t exist. Who am I to doubt his existence? But, at any rate, what if it’s not about getting the toys or even being recognized as the most sincere pumpkin patch? What if it’s just about taking care of something, watching over it, and keeping the faith even when others doubt?”




The boy sat in thought. “There is something to that. This might only be a metaphor for the existential struggles of mankind, or even a commentary on holding a faith the majority doesn’t.”




“There’s a play you might enjoy,” Xander suggested, “it’s called Waiting For Godot. Kind of the same idea.”




“Do you believe in the Great Pumpkin?” the boy asked him.




“Let’s just say that I’m open to the possibility of the Great Pumpkin,” Xander answered. “My friend, the one who planted this pumpkin patch, is definitely one of the most sincere people I’ve ever known. And I’ve seen a lot of stuff that five minutes previously, I would have told you couldn’t possibly exist. It’s definitely a lesson to remember.”




“This is really good hot chocolate.”




“Yeah, Mary Poppins’ own recipe.”




The boy made a very impressed face.




“Have y—”




There was a sound from behind them, a roaring whoosh like winds through cornfield or a wave crashing onto a pebbled beach. Xander glanced over his shoulder, saw an enormous looming shape, and threw himself over the boy.




“Take cover!”




He never got a clear look at it. Definitely orange, extremely large, but he couldn’t make out traditional facial features, limbs, or what words it might have been calling. There was a sudden wash of fragrant nutmeg, cinnamon, allspice, and ginger. A pelting of small objects rained down on them. Then, it was gone.




“He came!” the little boy screamed in joy. “He came! Look!”




Xander scanned the ground around him and saw that the small objects which had fallen were an assortment of action figures, tiny stuffed animals, boxes of crayons, finger puzzles, sticker books, and all manner of toys and goodies that would otherwise fit in a stocking.




“I don’t believe it,” Xander murmured, turning over so the little boy could get to his feet and run around the patch with rapturous joy. His blue blanket stretched out behind him like an unfurled banner.




“He came! We have the most sincere patch in the whole world!”




“Well, that’s a new one for the books,” Xander said to himself. “Come on, kid. I’ll help you pack up the toys, and then you need to head home.”




Inter-Library Loan




Disclaimer: The characters and settings of this story are not mine. They belong to far greater, and far more British, authors than me. I contain no intention to violate copyright and promise to put everyone back when I’m done.




Author’s Note: First, this is in response to the August fanfic-a-day challenge, and I’m already having to break it into chapters to keep it under the 3000 word limit.




Second, this is a Haven story—independent of the main plot, but published in the Shadow and Light series. It takes place before the Haven Christmas party.




Finally, there is a great deal of discussion among wizards, librarians, quantum physicists, topographers, and cartographers about the presence of Library Space (L-Space for short). To sum up, the axiomatic equation by which L-Space is proven to exist is: Books = Knowledge = Power = (Force × Distance^2) / Time. All writing has power. Given structure and narrative, that power multiplies at an exponential rate. Compiled in a book, the writing’s power cannot be measured in the standard four dimensions we are familiar with, but both wizards and very drunk physicists confirm that “it all gets a bit hinky”. Libraries, by their very definition, have the capacity to warp space and time, creating L-Space, a shared extra-dimensional multiple universe…rabbit warren, if you will. As L-Space has existed since the first creation of writing and collection of written works (and was that accountant ever surprised), librarians have come to agree on three rules to govern the behavior of those who wander into L-Space:




		Silence

		All books must be returned by their last stamped due date

		Do not interfere with the nature of causality





While regular libraries have rather chaotic and unreliable connections to L-Space (the argument currently is whether this is due to too many overdue books, the influx of other media such as audio books, or a statistical drop in the number of batttle-axe harridans applying to become librarians.), a library of eldrich books and objects warps L-Space into a far more reliable, yet dangerous, permanent connection. More than one exploring librarian has been crushed under the foot of a distracted thesaurus or devoured by a feral cliche.




Three libraries come into play in this story: the library of the Hogwarts’ School of Witchcraft an Wizardry, the Unseen University Library of Ankh-Morpork, and the library of Haven, home of the Second Watcher’s Council. All three meet the quantical threshold for L-Space, not to mention that all three behave as something of a two-poled eldritch magnet—full-fledged chaos at one pole and librarian-reinforced order at the other.




Should you stumble onto a portal into L-Space, your best option is to slowly back out until you are on safe ground, and then bugger off. Believe me, librarians are far more harsh dealing with L-Space interlopers than they are with overdue book holders, those who dog-ear pages, spine-breakers, or the despicable crayon-scribblers. Trust me on this one.




Chapter One: Inter-Library Loan



Headmistress McGonagall found her again, slumped by one of the fireplaces, surrounded by empty bottles of butterbeer and weeping softly. Her clothes, once bright, fresh, and pressed were now stained, wrinkled, disarrayed. She refused to take a permanent position with the Hogwarts’ kitchen, but didn’t accept the pay an independent position was given.




It was hard not to feel sorry for her, and yet at the same time, to wish you could stand her up, dump a bucket of water on her and tell her to put her chin up and carry on. Why, look at all those who’d been lost during the Battle of Hogwarts. One of the Weasley boys, several professors—including Snape, who Harry Potter had told her was Dumbledore’s own agent within Voldemort’s inner circle. And Dobby, the only house elf who had been able to charm Winky out of her despair.




Yet, Winky had also lost the only family she’d ever known. She’d been repudiated by them. It didn’t matter that Barty Crouch Sr. was an heartless prig with his own wand stuck up his arse (teak, completely inflexible, hippogrif hair) or that Barty Crouch Jr. was a Death Eater. A house elf “freed” by their family was as crushed as any child disowned before the age of 10, or a pet left to fend for itself, dumped out of a car beside a highway. A house elf without a family to serve was likely to wither away, until they just expired from grief. In fact, in all her years and with all her reading, Dobby was the only house elf she’d ever seen to be at all happy in his freedom. Of course, his family had been the Malfoys, so it really shouldn’t have been surprise at all.




No, Hogwarts was not the place for little Winky. She needed a family to care for and be cared for in return. She needed children—proper children, not little sociopaths with wands—and pets, iron grates in the fireplace to sweep, windows to clean, tea to pour, a mistress and a master to please. The world was in too much tumult after the Battle of Hogwarts to simply arrange the adoption of a house elf, especially one as traumatized as little Winky. Most wizarding families lucky enough to claim a house elf took years to really train them up, which was why, on finding a good family, a house elf would raise their children to serve the family, and the family, in its turn, would protect and cherish their elf.




The Headmistress considered the matter for a moment. Albus would have been able to solve the problem like cutting the Gordian knot. She had far fewer resources. However, after a few minutes thought, coming at it from rather a sideways angle, she had an answer. Mistress Pince, the librarian had died in the battle, sacrificing her life to protect the books. McGonagall hadn’t had a chance to advertise for a replacement yet, though there was a stack of curricula vitae piling up on her desk for all manner of positions. Apparently, now that Voldemort was dead, anything at Hogwarts was considered a plum position.




“All right, then, Winky,” McGonagall said stoutly, “up we go.”




She picked up the house elf like a small child, something that was never done unless an elf was injured or sick. Winky wriggled, trying to escape, but she was too tired, too drunk, and too listless to make any headway.




“Winky is sorry, Mistress,” she sobbed. “Winky will work. Winky will scrub floors. Winky will polish furniture. Please, give Winky work.”




“There, there,” Minerva said, patting her back. “You are not well, Winky, and it is the duty of a house elf to recuperate if they are not well. You wouldn’t want to spread an illness to the students, would you?”




Horrified, Winky gasped. She would have gabbled out apology after apology, pulled her ears in self-punishment, and perhaps knocked her head against the doorframe as the Headmistress carried her out of the kitchen, but McGonagall cut her off.




“Of course you won’t, Winky. You’re a very good house elf,” McGonagall assured her. “I’m just going to take you somewhere you can rest without all that noise.”




Of course, the entire castle of Hogwarts was filled with noise as, over the summer term, repairs were completed to everything from basement and below to the highest turrets. Yet, the library was the quietest place in the castle, with the exception of the Headmistress’s quarters. She’d had them finish those first, as she couldn’t hear herself think with all that racket, and there was so much to do.




In the library, there were still piles of debris. All the dangerous books had been rounded up and caged. Thank heavens, Hagrid had been able to accomplish that in the first hours after the end of the battle, and she had added containment spells to keep them tranquilized. Protection spells had been laid over most of the surviving shelves, as the holes in the wall and ceiling allowed rain to drip in. It was cold and dank, and the dusty smell of books, the quiet of evenings reading, was held at bay by the scent of cold ash. 




Headmistress McGonagall considered the remaining collection. Anywhere would do. The weightiness of all these books, almost half containing some form of magic, ensured that the connection could be opened nearly anywhere in the room. Oh, one thing first.




She carefully stepped through rubble and piles of books torn to pieces—that part tugged at her heart almost as badly as seeing her students injured in battle. She followed the organizational system Mistress Pince had set up more than ten years ago. A shame, really, losing her. The students reviled her, which was a very good indication of how adept a librarian she was. She would be difficult to replace.




Those books not scattered by blasts or scorched by curses were still in regimented order on their shelves. It took her only a moment to find the one she was looking for while Winky clung to her neck weeping. It was a slender volume, bound in fabric, not leather, intended more for home use than a school, but included in the collection for knowledge’s sake. 




The Cayre and Feedyng of the Houſe Elf the title read, its gilt letters worn down to an atom’s thickness. It wasn’t as dusty as Minerva had expected. Curious, she opened the small book and flipped through several pages. There were sentences underlined in pencil with annotations in the border or at the bottom. She immediately recognized the handwriting—Hermione Granger’s—and smiled with pride and a little joy. Thank heavens the child—no, young lady—had survived. With any luck, she might talk Miss Granger into returning to Hogwarts as a professor in a few years. Perhaps. She seemed bent on joining Potter as an Auror, rounding up the last of the Death Eaters.




“Well, Irma would roll over in her grave to see this,” McGonagall commented to herself. A library book written in? Even in pencil? Scandalous! 




“Restituo!” she commanded, not bothering with her wand.




The handwriting vanished, the gilt of the title and on the edges of the paper reappeared, and the worn spots of the fabric binding rewove themselves. 




“Now then, Winky,” she said, picking up her robes, “let’s find a spot for you to nap until you feel better.”




Winky managed a snuffling nod, clearly feeling the worse for her butterbeer consumption.




Behind the checkout desk, on a shelf below where the largest reference books were kept—a good anchor, that—McGonagall laid out a cushion from one of the benches, and then, considering the cold, clammy air, even in summer, pulled off her outer robe and spread it over the cushion.




“No, no!” Winky cried out. “Winky is dirty and will get mistress’s robe dirty!”




“Of course you will,” McGonagall agreed. “And when you awake, your first job, Winky, will be to clean yourself and then my robe. I want it spanking clean, any rips or holes mended, pressed and hanging on my office door no later than breakfast tomorrow. Am I clear?”




Wide-eyed and a micron less miserable at having meaningful work waiting for her, Winky nodded.




“Now then,” McGonagall continued. “Let’s have a nice little lie down.”




Winky obediently crawled into shelf and laid down on the robe. Headmistress McGonagall wrapped her several times until the house elf was snug and warm. Then she tucked the book into the folds of her robe.




“Somnus,” McGonagall murmured, and Winky went out like a light.




Professor Minerva McGonagall, now Headmistress of Hogwarts and heir to more headaches and complications than most mortal minds could conceive, stood ramrod straight. She took her wand out of her sleeve, but only tapped several times on the shelf above Winky, as if calling a meeting to order.




“Now hear this,” she announced, and the space of the library flexed the tiniest bit with each word. “This is a general appeal. This house elf is a badly abused innocent in need of a family to take care of and by which to be cared for. If you have the means to do this, please see to it. You will have my thanks and gratitude, which are no small things.”




It seemed as though her voice echoed a bit more than it should have, and the walls flexed gently with the rhythm of her speech, as if they were stretched fabric and not stone. For a moment, McGonagall waited, tapping her wand against her other hand. Then, she abruptly turned and made her way out of the library. At the door, she paused and looked back. Winky slept soundly. Nothing in the library stirred except the occasional drop of water landing on some stone or book or broken chair.




She would check back late in the evening. If nothing happened, Winky was no worse off than before. If something did happen…well, at the very least, it would confirm the stories Irma had shared with her over a glass of sherry, and that was worth writing down in its own book.







“I was only looking for a more complete version of Fnayle Fummoning: Dangyrs and Dyversions, and this other book jumped out and attacked me!” the young wizard wailed.




He held up the ankle in question, which was indeed being gnawed upon by a vade mecum of Horace Worbleblat’s Topography of Multi-Dimensional Bibliospace with Consideration of Media, Material, and Language. fn1




“Ook.”




The Librarian carefully pried the book loose from the wizard’s bony ankle. There was some bruising and several papercuts. Then he patted it several times, gave it—the book, not the ankle—a dry kiss, and reached up with its extremely long, hairy arm to stow the book in a safer place. Then, he grasped one of the brass railings with his foot, hung upside down and searched through the recently returned books until he found what the nervous wizardling was looking for.




The Librarian handed the wizard Fnayle Fummonings: Dangyrs and Dyversions and then shook one very long, agile index finger at him.




“Ook!”




“Yes, yes,” the wizard quickly agreed. “Absolutely no snail summoning outside of the University grounds, and nothing larger than a sausage. Yes, I’ve read the article about the Giant Snail Rampage,fn2 but that was back in the Century of the Fruitbat. I’m certainly not that foolish.”




The Librarian puffed himself up to deliver a lecture of great eloquence on the foolhardiness of student wizards and their pet obsessions. While snails might be one of the less harmful ones, there was still plenty of chance for—




He tilted his head and stared off into space, as if listening to a far away voice.




“So I’ll just…be off?” the wizard asked.




The Librarian waved him away, absently, and climbed quickly to the top of one of the stacks. The request was in another language, but if there was anything a wizard and a librarian mastered, it was communication.





“This is a general appeal. This house elf is a badly abused innocent in need of a family to take care of and by which to be cared for. If you have the means to do this, please see to it. You will have my thanks and gratitude, which are no small things.”






Hmmm. He thumbed his lower lip in thought. Female, elderly, very authoritative. Actually reminded him of one of the witches out on the Ramparts. House elf? In Ankh-Morpork, house elves were usually a bane. People burned down their homes to get rid of them, only to find the cursed thing sitting on the front porch of their new home, ready for another round. Worse than termites.




He swung down and crossed, arm over arm, by the ceiling rafters over to a quiet, lonely section of the stacks. It took him a bit to find the title, and when he did, he remembered to stroke the spine of the book to calm it before he unlatched the cover. There, he flipped through the pages until he found the entry for house elf and read through it, hanging by one arm. Done, he relatched the book and returned it to its proper place, and then swung over to an even more lonesome stack. 




Gingerly, since the text he was looking for was actually written on a scroll of goat hide with a reed pen dipped in oak gall ink, he unrolled it until he found a drawing. It was apparently done by a child. In the middle was a great tree with a pool in front of it. Stationed around the tree and pool were stick figures of people, each of them with some individual detail. A tweed jacket on one, boobies and a dagger-like weapon on another, one with an eye patch, one with long hair, one with a straw hat and—good grief, her?




Well, if that woman had somehow come to stay there, it was probably the perfect place. Practically perfect.




Mind made up, he carefully rolled the scroll back and put it in its proper place.




“Say, Librarian,” one of the wizards called, “I need help finding a volume on—”




“Ook,” the librarian replied.




The wizard took it as “I’ll be back in fifteen, twenty minutes. Don’t touch anything,” sighed, and found a chair to sit on while he waited.







Finding the first place was really not that difficult. While not exactly adjacent to his own familiar L-Space, it existed at something of a right angle. It took a bit of a twist and turn, and he was in the library the very assured woman had spoken from.




“Ook,” he muttered, and had any person been standing within hearing, they would have paled just a little bit at the havoc the Librarian promised to bestow on anyone who would treat a library so.




House elf, house elf, house elf. Here was the house elf, curled up and snoring, wrapped in a warm black robe. Definitely quite unlike the usual house elf in Ankh-Morpork. It would be best to move her straight to the second spot without going through his own library.




Gently, he gathered the sleeping house elf up and picked up the book when it fell out of the folds of the robe. Mmmm. Definitely a good idea. Finally, he wrote a short message on the dusty counter, and climbed back up into L-Space.




The second library was more difficult to get to—as if it weren’t far geographically speaking, but none of the highways had an exit for that street. So, he had to take the land roads, and keep an eye out for landmarks. For a bit, there, he had to climb as high as he could, pull some leaves down for cover and hold the little elf against his chest while a pack of ravening metaphors stampeded past. 




Finally, he found the correct spot and dropped down into a well furnished medieval tower filled with books. Most of them were on the shelves, neatly placed. Others were stacked hither and yon, as if waiting check out cards, Dewey decimals, and the name of the library stamped on the bookend.




Sitting at a desk in the middle of the room was a middle aged man wearing a tweed jacket and glasses. The glasses had slipped down to the bottom of his nose, and he’d been flipping through pages of lists. When he looked up, his expression turned to one of fascinated, but wary, interest.




“Jenny,” he called, “did we at any time order an orangutan?”




“A what?” A woman in the next room called.




“An orangutan. Primate, great ape, native to Indonesia and Malaysia?” the man called again.




“What would we do with an orangutan?” she asked, walking in. “Oh!”




The Librarian climbed down and stepped carefully between the stacks of books. When he reached the man in tweed, he handed over his charge. The man, absolutely fascinated, took the bundle without looking at it, and the Librarian handed him the book as well.




“Ook.”




“Uh…” the woman said.




“I see,” the man answered. “And you’re here, asking, in all sincerity?”




“Ook.”




“Well, yes, of course,” Giles agreed. “It is rather a brotherhood, isn’t it? Of course, we’ll help.”




“Ook.”




“You’re very welcome, and of course you can check in on her whenever you like.”




The Librarian made his way back to the shelves, climbed them easily, and then took one more handhold to pull himself back into L-Space.




“What was that about?” Jenny asked.




“I’m not entirely sure,” Giles said, “but we do have an instruction book and an elf of some manner. I think it would be best to call Xander in on this.”







fn1: In its defense, the poor book had received some very undeserved, hostile reviews. Chewing on passing ankles seemed a reasonable way for it to vent its spleen.




fn2: It was ghastly. The wizard in question had apparently gotten bored with average size snails (which in Ankh-Morpork can outweigh a cat) and had summoned quite a few gargantuan snails to a part of town which had enough problems. Several of the less conscious were overrun, one was suffocated, and the rest begged to be killed when it seemed the slime could not be removed. None of the people were willing to use salt on the snails, large as they were, so the Patrician had ordered the guard to proceed with oil and flame. The townsfolk followed behind with buckets of crushed garlic. The neighborhood in question, while quite slimy, was replete with escargot for some time.





Chapter Two: Consider Yourself At Home



“The poor little thing,” Jenny said, brushing back the house elf’s hair. “She looks exhausted.”




Giles thumbed through the pages of The Cayre and Feedyng of the Houſe Elf while they waited for Xander.




“It’s definitely an academic robe,” he remarked, rubbing a fold between his fingers. “I’d say it was British, but it doesn’t match any university I know of. High rank, though. Full professor at the very least.”




“You know, she looks a lot like Chataigne,” Jenny said. “Except her ears are much bigger.”




“Well, they’re both species of faerie,” Giles answered, turning to the frontspiece of the book. “Bound to be some familial resemblance. What on Earth?”




“What?” Jenny held the elf like a sleeping child, sitting next to Rupert.




“Well, look,” he said, holding out the book, finger marking the frontspiece. “Originally published 1753 by Mistress Myrtle Blandish, Hogsmeade, England.”




“That’s quite a name,” Jenny answered.




“That’s not the point,” Giles said, a hint of outrage creeping into his voice. “There’s no such town in England by the name, at least not with any publishing history.”




“You are not telling me, English,” Jenny protested, “that you actually know how many towns and villages there were in England in the 18th century with some sort of publishing history.”




“Well,” he said, shifting a bit, “not as such. It’s not as if I could write a list of the relevant towns, but believe me, Hogsmeade is a name that stands out. I’m certain I’d remember it.”




“Right,” Jenny agreed. “Not like those forgettable towns like Butt Hole Lane.”




He gave her a look that quite clearly read ‘must you?’ “That’s a street, not a town, and there’s a perfectly reasonable, polite history behind it.”




“This had better be good,” Xander said, striding into library. “We’ve got two more days until the ball, and the caterers just canceled on us. I might have to assign some jobs to Andrew.”




“What’s up?” Willow asked, leaning in behind Xander. “The house just politely dropped a book of poetry on my head, so I figured I should stop by.”




“Ow,” Jenny remarked. “Usually the house is a little more gentle than that.”




“Oh, it was a collection of cheerful poetry by Edgar Allen Poe, so no damage done,” Willow answered.




Giles indicated the matter at hand with a nod of his head.




Both Xander and Willow stared at the bundle in Jenny’s arms.




“Sith Lord swaddling?” Willow asked. “Are congratulations in order?”




“Popstar is going to kill you, Giles,” Xander said. “She may even offer to marry Jenny herself, to save her honor.”




“Stop that.” Jenny frowned. 




“It seems,” Giles said, as if the previous exchange hadn’t occurred, “that we have been entrusted with a charge. She was delivered by a librarian, who asked if we could not take her on, provide her with a home and a meet her needs as to a vocation.”




“College fund is up and running,” Xander said. “Why the hel— heck not. The more, the merrier.”




Then he got a look at Winky, and stood, open-mouthed, staring.




With a wry smile, Jenny put a fingertip under his jaw and closed his mouth.




“Is she a dryad?” Willow asked.




Xander startled and began looking high and low for another tree in the library.




“She is, apparently,” Giles said, holding up the book, “a house elf.”




“Like a brownie?” Willow asked.




“Similar,” Giles answered. “However, I’ve only scanned the text, so I can’t tell you the nuances.”




Willow reached out and gently touched the elf’s forehead.




“She’s under a sleep charm,” she reported. “Very mild. Poor little thing. She’s exhausted.”




“I know,” Jenny agreed, urgently.




“Xander, you should take her down to the dryad,” they both said simultaneously.




“Wait,” he argued. “Whoa. I have got an insane amount to do.”




“And no time passes in the glade,” Willow reminded him, “and I’ll bet Chataigne is dying to meet her.”




“Xander,” Giles asked, his eyebrows raising up, “are you familiar with what a brownie does?”




“Sells Tagalongs and other completely addictive Schedule III cookies?” he asked.




“That’s the Girl Scout kind of Brownie. I’m talking about the faerie version.”




Xander stared blankly at him for a moment. “Something about shoes?”




“That’s one of the stories,” Giles replied. “Here, take the book with you and do a little reading before the little one wakes up.”







Chataigne was waiting for Xander and Willow when they arrived, hopping up and down in a desperate bid to see the elf Xander held.




“C’mon, Chataigne,” Xander said, “it’s not like we just brought your little sister home from the hospital.”




He looked down at his dryad, still tiny with a big nose and Bambi eyes and a perfect rosebud mouth.




“It is like we just brought home your little sister?” he asked. “You’ve never had a house elf? You’re not jealous?”




Chataigne gave him a look of semi-outrage for his willingness to cast aspersions on her.




“Okay, okay.” He gave in. “Just don’t wake her until we know what we’re doing.”




He laid the elf down on the green grass under the shade of the tree. The little house elf curled up in her sleep and mumbled something in a piteous tone of voice. Chataigne leaned over her and gave her a kiss on the forehead and smoothed her hair back.




“Well,” Xander said, “she needs a bath and a fresh set of clothes, fi—”




The dryad was directly in his face, gripping the collar of his shirt and snarling.




“No bath?”




“No clothes, dummy,” Willow said. “You’re really behind on your fairy tales. If you give a house elf clothes, especially fancy clothes, they stop working for you.”




“Wait, working? Naked?” Xander asked, readjusting his collar so it no longer choked him. Chataigne had backed off a little bit, but still glared at him. “That sounds a little kinky for your standard fairy tale. I thought we were supposed to be taking care of her.”




“Read the book,” Willow suggested.




With a sigh, he opened the cover and started. Within a few pages though, he was ready to hurl the book away.




“This is garbage!” he yelled. “Listen to this: ‘the house elf lacks the fortitude to survive in the world at large and must, by needs, be cared for by a family of good standing. Their happiness is founded on daily work, hard work, and an elf without good, sustaining work will become sluggish, ill-tempered, and at risk of gaining vices.’ It’s like reading a slave owner’s manual!”




Willow grimaced. “It’s not that simple, Xander.”




“I am not playing Uncle Tom here!”




She stared at him.




“Wrong character?” he asked.




“Wrong character,” she confirmed. “Uncle Tom was the hero.”




“Uh…”




“Simon Legree, and try taking a literature class some day, will you?”




“Fine. I am not playing Simon Legree. I don’t do slavery.”




“She’s not a slave, Xander,” Willow tried to explain. “She’s a house elf, and it’s true. House elves are happiest when they have a ton of work to do.”




He glared at her.




“Look, when I was in England, I did learn a few things. The country’s so old, half the homes have pixies living in the bottom garden. The government won’t admit it, but there’s an appendix in every maintenance manual for any structures on the rivers on how to appease any naiads, mermaids, or displaced selkies—which includes clearing out all the womenfolk and gay men, because selkies are so damn hot. And the thing is, everybody knows.”




“Seriously.”




“Seriously. One of the Devon witches had a brownie. He had been with the family for generations, and he was very, very unhappy that she was a spinster without any pets. I kept losing my sweater or watch or some little thing over there until it turned out the brownie was hiding them so his mistress would ask for his help. So, the next time I was over, I ‘accidentally’ dropped a tray full of marmalade jars before they’d been capped. He nearly wet his pants he was so happy. After that, I’d just mix up the salt and sugar in the same jar—a trick a different witch taught me. Kept him busy for hours.”




“You have got to be pulling my leg.”




She shook her head. “And seriously, if you ever do get over to England and decide to see the sites, on your life, do not hang out at the battlefield of Culloden at night. Especially if there’s no moon.”




“Because…?”




“Red caps. So called because they dip their caps in their victims’ blood. They like to hang out around old battlefields. Not all faeries are nice.”




“House elves don’t do that, right? No getting crazy with the carving knives or burning the house down while we sleep?” he asked.




“Not if she’s got plenty to do,” Willow answered. “Which she will. I mean, she wakes up, after we explain things to her, just tell her the caterers canceled, and you’re holding a fancy dinner and ball for over a hundred people in two days.”




“Over a hundred?” he asked, squeaking.




“We are getting a metric buttload of RSVPs,” Willow confirmed. “The house elf will get right into the swing of things.”




Xander took a deep breath. “Okay, so how do we do this?”




“There’ll be something in the book about a binding ceremony, and you’ll need to give her something to wear—something that’s not clothes, but it should be nice.”




He flipped through the pages until he found the correct section.




“Half the stuff in here needs to be done by the mistress of the family,” he said.




“I’ll take care of that part,” Willow said.




“The whole family gathered?” Xander squeaked.




“Well, whoever’s here, and then we’ll introduce the others later.”




He continued reading. “Where am I going to get a bumblebee orchid? Or a mayflower for that matter?”




The dryad nudged his foot and pointed to a pile of plants she’d gathered. Willow knelt and sorted through them.




“Here’s your bumblebee orchid,” Willow said, holding it up. “Almond, celandine, daisy, clover, honeysuckle, oak, mayflower, and witchhazel.”




“Chestnut’s on the list,” Xander said, looking at his dryad.




She gave him a coy glance.




“Okay, okay,” he said, letting her have her way. Whatever she had planned would be fine. “Would you at least tell Baxter what we’ll need in the kitchen and ask him to have Dawn gather it up?”




She nodded vigorously and grinned.




“And tell Popst— Miss Poppins that I’ll need her to gather everyone in the great hall in one hour. Call Buffy and Jarod in from patrol if she needs to.”




“Done,” Willow said. “Did I mention that I totally dig having Mary Poppins around?”




“Most of us do,” Xander said. “Except apparently Mister Phantom.”




“Oh, that,” Willow said, waving her hand in dismissal. “Unresolved sexual tension.”




Xander paused. “Wow…I really did not need that visual in my head.”




Willow snickered.




“Okay, so how do we wake her up?” Xander asked, squatting down beside the house elf.




“Like this,” Willow said, reaching out to touch the elf’s forehead. “Excito Sursum.




The little elf blinked several times, looked around, saw Willow and Xander, and cowered, wide eyed and silent.




“Where…where is Winky?” she asked in a high, sweet voice.




“You’re someplace safe,” Willow told her.




“This is Chataigne’s glade,” Xander added. “And this is Chataigne.”




The dryad knelt beside the elf, took her hand and helped her sit up, and then hugged her.




Half-terrified, half-fascinated, Winky looked all around her.




“Mistress…mistress is a dryad?” she asked. “This is mistress’s tree?”




“Quick study,” Xander whispered.




Chataigne hugged her again, with all the happiness of a child who has found a lost friend. This time, Winky hugged back just the smallest amount.




“Your name is Winky?” Xander asked.




She nodded, all huge, worried eyes, and ears bent back and down, like a scolded dog.




“Winky, my name is Alexander Harris. I like to be called Xander. I’m Chataigne’s champion and master of the house, Haven.”




Awe replaced some of the fear, and when Xander held out his hand, she curtsied.




“This is my best friend in the whole world, Willow Rosenberg,” he continued. “She’s a witch.”




“Mistress Willow?” There was even more awe in her voice, and Winky curtsied even deeper. Then, ears going back in fear, she trembled. “Is mistress a…a Death Eater?”




“A what?” Willow asked, completely taken aback. “No. No, Winky. I don’t deal in death. I do my very best to deal in life and help others.”




The trembling subsided.




“Where is Winky?” she asked. “Where is Headmistress McGonagall?”




Xander and Willow traded a look.




“We’re not sure,” Xander admitted. “But we do know that she asked us to take care of you. She said you needed a family.”




“A family?” Winky asked, sudden tears filling her eyes. “Winky…Winky has no family. Master Crouch said…said…Winky was no good! Master Crouch said Winky was not family! He gave Winky clothes!”




She sobbed, and the dryad and Willow both leaned over to comfort her.




“Well, there’s another name for the Shovel List,” Xander sighed. “Winky. Winky!”




She paused mid-sob and sniffled.




“That’s why you’re here,” he told her. “Master Crouch was a big, dumb idiot, and he didn’t deserve to have a house elf as sweet and wonderful as you. Why, I bet, if I mixed up a bowl of salt and sugar, you could sort them out in less than a day.”




“Winky can do it in an hour, Master Xander,” she replied, wiping her nose.




“No kidding!” he said, putting on his best impressed face. “Can you sort all the silverware into the right places, even though we have five different types of place settings?”




“Of course Winky can,” the house elf answered, a little confused at such a basic question.




“Hmmm. Okay, here’s a tough one,” Xander said, “there are forty-eight—”




“Forty-nine,” Willow corrected him.




“Forty-nine girls in this family.”




Winky goggled, which was quite a sight.




“And they all want help with their hair for a fancy ball in two days. Plus, there’s no one to make the food, because the stupid caterers canceled at the last minute. Aaaaand, the laundry’s a mess.”




Winky stared, wide-eyed at him, her face a picture of wonder.




“Master Xander needs…help with this?” she asked.




“I need so much help,” he said. “I don’t even know where to begin.”




“But…but…Winky can help!” she gasped. “Winky can make hair pretty! Winky can do food for everybody at party, even dessert. And Winky can do laundry! Winky is very good at laundry!”




“Winky,” Xander said, holding out both his hands, palm up. “Will you help me? Will you help my family? Will you stay with us and help us every day? There’s so much to do.”




“Winky…Winky could be with your family, Master Xander? Winky would have place to stay and work to do, and people to take care of?” she asked, putting her hands in his, her eyes filled with hope.




“Winky, you will have a place to stay, work to do, and people to take care of,” he told her. “I promise you.”




“For— forever and a day?” Winky asked.




“Forever and a day,” he repeated.




She burst into tears again, but this time, they were tears of joy, and she threw her tiny little arms around Xander’s neck and hugged him as hard as she could.




“Winky has family! Winky has home! Winky has work!” she cried.




Xander hugged her back while Willow and Chataigne looked on with fatuous smiles.




When Winky finally let go, still smiling, but no longer crying.




“Let’s go upstairs and do this properly,” Xander said.




Winky went wide-eyed again. “Master Xander means the Old Ceremony?”




“That’s exactly what I mean. Come on.”







They were joined in the kitchen by Dawn, Giles, Jenny, Buffy, Mary Poppins, and Jarod. After introductions, Winky looked baffled.




“What’s wrong?” Xander asked.




“Master Xander, this is your family?” she asked. 




“It sure is.”




“But…” and Winky’s brow puckered. “Master Xander is not father. Neither is Master Giles or Master Jarod. Mistress Willow is not mother. Mistress Jenny is mother, but…not? Mistress Dawn and Mistress Buffy are sisters, but Master Xander and Mistress Willow are not. Winky is confused.”




“Ah,” Xander said. “Okay, let me do a little explaining, Winky.”




She gazed up at him in complete trust.




“Some of us, like Dawn and Buffy, are lucky enough to be related by blood, and everybody calls that family. That kind of family, sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. Buffy and Dawn’s family worked, but their mother died, and they were all alone.




“Some of us, like me and Jenny, don’t have anyone around who is related to us by blood. So we don’t have any family that way. What we do have is some very good friends, friends like Master Giles and Mistress Poppins and Mistress Willow and Mistresses Buffy and Dawn. They are such good friends, and there is so much love, that I say they are my family. Master Giles should have been my father. Mistress Jenny is like my favorite aunt. Mistress Buffy is practically my sister. Does that make sense?”




Winky was overwhelmed with thought for a long moment.




“Master Xander, does anyone ever stop being family?”




He took a deep breath. “Well, I won’t say it’s never happened, but they would have to try really, really, really hard. And we’d probably still say they were family.”




“And Winky gets to be with Master Xander’s family?” she asked.




“Forever and a day.”




Giles blew his nose.




“Excuse me,” he said, wiping his eyes. “Tad dusty in here.”




“Winky says yes,” Winky said.




“Okay, then we do the first part, and I’ll leave that to the ladies.”




The first part, happened to be that the mistress of the family burnt the house elf’s old clothes on the kitchen fire, bathed the elf like her own child, and then dressed her in something appropriate to the household. While they carried out that part, the men waited just outside the kitchen.




“That was very eloquent of you, Xander,” Jarod remarked. 




Xander shrugged. “One of those life lessons. At least I got it figured out early on. Giles, are you okay?”




Giles had been staring far off into space, the strangest, saddest smile on his face. He startled.




“Why, yes. Yes, I am. Quite fine, thank you.”




“I swear,” Xander muttered, “everybody around me is acting weird.”




“Okay!” Dawn called.




They filed back in.




Winky stood on the kitchen island, clean as a breeze through an apple tree in bloom. She wore two tea towels, tied like togas at her shoulders and belted modestly with a bit of string Dawn had quickly crocheted. She was barefoot and clearly happy.




On the island, in front of Winky was a dish of salt, a bottle of wine, two glasses, and a loaf of bread with a knife. There was also the bundle of flowers and plants listed in the book. Next to that was a pile of chestnut leaves.




“Ready?” Xander asked her.




Winky nodded, smiling with happiness.




Xander took a pinch of salt and dropped it in her hand. He touched his fingers to his tongue to pick up the last grains just as Winky did.




He took the bottle, pulled the cork out gently, and poured a small swallow of wine into each glass. He handed one to Winky and took the other. They lifted their glasses in a silent toast and drank the wine down. Willow had to put her hand on Winky’s back to keep her from falling over.




Then, Xander took the knife, cut a thin slice from the loaf, and then cut that in half. He gave one half to Winky and kept the other. They each ate their piece.




Then, Xander picked up the bundle of flowers and laid them out. An almond branch in bloom for promise; a bumblebee orchid for industry; a blossom of celandine for joys to come; a daisy for loyalty; clover for industry and promise; honeysuckle for the bonds of family; mayflower for welcome; oak for strength, and witch hazel for magic. 




Winky gathered up the bouquet and held it to her chest.




“That’s from Chataigne,” Dawn said, pointing at the pile of leaves.




Xander picked up one leaf, and all the others followed it. After a moment of gently picking through it, trying to determine what it was, all the green leaves draped in one direction, creating pinnafore dress.




“Hold up your arms,” he instructed Winky.




She immediately did, and he dropped the dress over her arms and head.




The pattern of the leaves sank into the fabric of the tea towels, leaving a green print of chestnut leaves. One, directly over Winky’s left chest, stood out in a darker green, almost like a badge.




“Winky,” Xander said. “Welcome home. Let’s go meet the family.”




She jumped down from the island and followed him to the great hall.







Xander leaned back in his chair and covered a belch.




“I cannot believe Winky whipped up that dinner with twenty minutes notice,” he said. “I haven’t had roast beef like that…ever.”




“She is a house elf,” Dawn pointed out. “By the way, don’t ever say thank you.”




“S’kind of rude, don’t you think?”




“No,” Dawn said, “that’s how elves work. You never say thank you. You do say ‘good job’ or ‘well done’. Means a lot more to them.”




“Winky!” he called.




She paused while zipping between tables of girls, gathering up dirty dishes. 




“That was the best roast beef I have ever eaten in my entire life. And the mashed potatoes were great!”




“Hear! Hear!” Giles called, clapping.




The whole of the hall broke out in applause with several the girls giving Texas yeehas or Brooklyn whistles. Amazed and blushing with the praise, Winky smiled shyly and tore back into the kitchen.




“Mister Harris,” Mary Poppins said, flush with good food and drink. “We have a dilemma.”




“What’s that?”




“Chores. Little Winky looks to take over every single chore in the household.”




“Okay. So?” Xander asked.




“Chores are an integral part of the girls’ training and upbringing,” Mary Poppins said. “To deprive them of those responsibilities is to deprive them of an essential part of their character development.”




“Oh, geez,” Xander groaned. “If I agree with you, does that mean I have to admit I’m an adult.”




“If it will please you, I’ll deny it to my dying day,” Mary Poppins said.




“I’d appreciate it,” he answered. “Okay, how about the girls are still responsible for their bedrooms and bathrooms, the media room, and bringing their laundry down. I’d rather they didn’t run the washers and dryers, because the repairs are getting a little expensive. If they genuinely need help with something, they can ask Winky. Otherwise, they’re on their own.”




“That is a fair and equitable solution.” Mary Poppins nodded.




“Did you just avoid saying ‘thank you’ to me?”




“What a clever young man you are,” she said.







Giles finished tidying his desk and was about to turn out the light when a small voice spoke up.




“Master Giles?”




It was Winky, carrying several items.




“How may I help you, Winky?” he asked.




“Mistress Jenny says you are to take this medicine, and if you do not, she will be very cross.”




She held up a small silver platter with a tiny cup of pills and a glass of water.




“That woman never runs out of ways to bully me,” Giles said, tossing the pills in his mouth and downing them with a drink of water.




“Master Giles?” Winky asked again.




“Yes.”




“Winky made a promise to someone before she went to sleep,” Winky said. “She promised Headmistress McGonagall to clean her cloak and repair it and press it and have it hanging in her office before morning. Chataigne gave Winky the cloak, and Winky finished it, but Winky doesn’t know how to put it in Headmistress’s office.”




The house elf looked very worried.




“May I?” Giles asked.




The house elf gave him the neatly folded academic robe. Giles turned over one fold to see the badge and blinked in bemusement. Draco dormiens nunquam titillandus. Never tickle a sleeping dragon? Definitely not a school with which he was familiar.




“Let’s see what I can do,” Giles said, and walked over to the portion of the library the orangutan had appeared.




It actually wasn’t hard to find the break from standard space into L-Space, but it was a bit unnerving.




“Master Giles?” Winky asked, very nervous. 




“If you could just make sure I don’t get pulled in, Winky, I’d appreciate it,” Giles told her.




Winky laid down on the floor and held on to his ankles.




“Yes, hello?” Giles called into L-Space. Several similes rustled their feathers at the disturbance. “I was wondering if the librarian from earlier today might stop by. Thank you!”




Before he could completely withdraw, a large, hairy, orange arm reached out, took Giles by the collar and very forcefully pushed him back a full step. The face followed shortly.




“Ook!” fn1




“I beg your pardon!” Giles apologized. “I had no idea of the dangers. I assure you, I won’t make such a rash decision again.”




“Ook.” fn2




“Thank you. By the way, would it be possible to return this to the owner?” Giles asked.




“Winky put a note in the pocket for Headmistress McGonagall!” Winky called, still holding on to Giles’ ankles and not about to let go.




“Ook.”fn3




“Winky thinks orangutan is very kind and good Librarian! Winky will take good care of books for Master Giles!”




“Ook.”fn4




The arm and the face withdrew and disappeared.




“You can let go now, Winky,” Giles said.




“Master Giles is sure? Winky thought she saw a hungry apostrophe.”




“The punctuation mark or the figurative language sort?”




Winky stared. “Um…Winky thinks it was an address to an abstract concept.”




“Ah, well, I can deal with those quite easily. Now, how about a night cap?”







The Headmistress of Hogwart’s School of Witchcraft and Wizardry and the Keeper of Keys and Grounds at Hogwarts both stood in the ruin of their library and gazed at the short message drawn in the dust of the checkout counter.




“Ook?” Professor McGonagall asked.




“Well,” Hagrid said, scratching an ear, “from the hand and footprints, I’d say it was Malaysian orang-utan. Male, but not the alpha. Don’t usually find them scribbling messages though.”




“An animage? Or perhaps a transfigured wizard?”




“Well, they’d manage the Queen’s English, wouldn’t they? Besides, there aren’t any animages registered as orang-utans with the Ministry, didn’t see any of them fightin’ for Voldemort, and considerin’ how strong they are, I’d like to think they’d have showed up for the battle, now wouldn’t they.”




“You have a point, Rubeus,” the professor conceded.




“Any idea what it means?” Hagrid asked.




“Oh, yes. The meaning’s quite clear. He says ‘took your house elf to Haven—two turns to the left and straight on till morning. Good people there, plus a chestnut dryad—’ ”




Hagrid whistled low. A chestnut dryad was both rare and a cherished find. 




“ ‘If you need any help…’,” she paused in her reading. “There’s a very vivid description of how he believes the vandals who harmed the library should be handled, vivid and rather graphic, ‘I can be reached at the Unseen University Library, Ankh-Morpork, Discworld.’ ”




“Hadn’t heard of that one,” Hagrid observed.




“No, it’s quite a ways away. I did correspond with a certain witch in those parts. Very sensible woman. I should send her a letter.”




“Ook.”




The orangutan in question dropped down from one of the higher stacks onto the counter, a package tucked under his arm.




“Oh!” It took a lot to startle Professor McGonagall, but this was enough. “My goodness. Are you the one who answered my request?”




“Ook.”




“Splendid. Professor Minerva McGonagall, Headmistress of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.”




“Ook.”




“Really? I don’t suppose you know of any fellow librarians in search of a position? Or might you be interested in taking over here? We’ve a lot of work to get done.”




“Ook.”




“Very well,” the professor said. “If you change your mind, please let me know at once.”




The Librarian looked up at Hagrid. They both grinned widely.




“Rubeus Hagrid, Keeper of Keys and Grounds.”




“Ook.”




They shook hands. The Librarian turned back to the Headmistress and handed her the bundle from under his arm.




“My cloak!” Minerva declared, laughing. “Cleaned, repaired, and pressed. My goodness. And how is Winky?”




“Ook.”




“That well? Oh, that is a relief.”




The Librarian produced a folded piece of paper and gave it to the Headmistress.




“Ook ook.”




“Oh, yes, and you as well. Please do take care out there. I understand it’s quite dangerous.”




“Ook.”




The Librarian climbed back up into the rafters and disappeared.




Professor McGonagall opened the note, read it, and found she had to blink several times to clear her eyes. Hagrid leaned over to read it as well.





DEAR HEADMISTRESS:




WINKY NOW HAS A FAMILY. 

WINKY NOW HAS A HOME. 

WINKY NOW HAS WORK. 

WINKY IS VERY, VERY HAPPY. 

WINKY THINKS HEADMISTRESS
 
IS VERY KIND AND LOVING AND 

WISHES HER THE BEST.




LOVE,

WINKY









fn1: “Are you out of your mind, man? Do you know the bounty put on virgin librarians in this part of L-Space? Why, the synedoche clan would pay thousands in malaprops to put your head on a pole!”




fn2: “That’s better. Now, stay behind the white line, and don’t let me catch you in here again.”




fn3: “Sure thing. Though you might do better with inter-library mail next time.”




fn4: “And you are a virtuous and hard working house elf. We librarians need all the help we can get.”	






Period of Adjustment



“Gah!” Buffy yelled, ducking pillows, stuffed animals, and hair brushes as she ran into the kitchen. “Xander, it’s not my fault!”




The house wouldn’t let her reach him. In fact, it doubled its efforts, porting objects from throughout the house and dropping them on her. Buffy had all she could do to avoid being brained by game controllers and iPads.




Winky was the one who reached him, as he scrolled through his checklist. The formal Christmas and Solstice ball was the very next day, and while the big stuff was ready, the unending pile of little, bitty details had raised his blood pressure until his ears constantly rang.




“Master Xander! Master Xander!” Winky cried, tears streaming down her face. “Winky is sorry! Winky did not mean it! Winky will punish herself!”




“Whoa, whoa, Whoa!” Xander got to his feet, shouting. “Chataigne! Cut it out! Now!”




The objects dropping from the ceiling above Buffy’s head stopped in midair and then—sheepishly, he would have sworn—disappeared. 




Buffy peeked upwards, and seeing that she was no longer under a rain of electronics, the softer things having been exhausted, put her arms down and stood up straight.




“Winky,” she panted, “I am so, so sorry. Are you okay?”




“Winky is very, very, very sorry,” the little house elf replied. “Whatever Winky did to upset Mistress Buffy, she will never ever do it again. How should Winky punish herself?”




The house flexed, enough that Xander worried it might start dropping appliances. Chataigne loved her house elf.




“Stop,” Xander said, taking a deep breath. “Everyone just stop, and we’ll figure this out.”




As he said this, several more people spilled into the kitchen, tripping on the debris the house had left.




“Chataigne,” Xander growled. “You will clean this up. Now.”




The house creaked in an angry whine. A game controller disappeared. Then a hair brush. Then a pillow. Then a unicorn. Chataigne had apparently decided to take her time cleaning up.




“Buffy, are you okay?” Jarod asked, wide-eyed. When she nodded, he turned to Xander. “I didn’t see what started it, but it was like the room exploded.”




“Is there anything I can do to assist?” Mary Poppins asked.




“Good grief, what a mess,” Giles added.




“Miss Poppins,” Xander said, keeping hold of his temper, “some tea, please. Buffy, you first.”




Buffy took a deep breath and pulled her hair back, trying to straighten it out. “I was on the laptop in my bedroom, and Jarod was watching some TV. I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye and, Xander, I swear, I just reacted. I didn’t hear a thing, so it felt like an ambush. You know Winky’s about the same size as a Pitcairn demon, and they’ve got similar ears.”




He had an idea where this was going. “Yes,” he agreed, “but Pitcairn demons smell like dog poop on a hot day.”




“I did miss that part,” she admitted, “but in my defense, they’re smart enough to use Lysol.”




“What happened?”




Buffy took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I backhanded Winky, and after she bounced off the wall, I hit her with spinning back kick. When she started screaming she was sorry, I realized she wasn’t an attacking demon. Xander, I’m really, really sorry.”




“Jesu— Winky, are you all right?” he demanded, kneeling in front of her.




Winky looked up at him, her huge eyes starting to brim with tears again. The house creaked ominously. Winky held her shoulders pinched up together and rubbed one arm with the other hand.




“Master Xander,” she said, almost squeaking, “Winky is very, very, very sorry for whatever she did to upset Mistress Buffy.”




Xander had to stop himself and remember the instructions from the book they got along with Winky. House elves were not humans. They responded differently. The writer of the book admitted that some families punished their house elves or even took out their temper on them. Once a house elf accepted a position with a family, she could not quit, only be fired with a gift of clothing. If a member of the household were a short-tempered bully, the elf was a great big target. 




Winky wouldn’t doubt for a second that she’d done something to deserve Buffy’s violence, but house elves could be killed, and Slayers were strong enough to do it, even if it were an accident.




“Winky,” he said, turning her toward him. “Are you hurt at all? Buffy is very strong, and she didn’t realize it was you. She thought you were something else attacking her, so she hit you, and then she kicked you. I need to know if you’re hurt, Winky. Tell me.”




So neglected and abused by her last family, Winky was at a loss for a moment. The house ported a teddy bear onto the floor in front of her, and Xander handed it to her.




“This is for you to hold onto for a little while,” he said, making it clear it wasn’t a gift. “Until you feel all better.”




Winky accepted the teddy bear.




“Winky’s face hurts a little here,” she said, pointing to right cheekbone. Sure enough there was some swelling, and the start of a bruise.




“Anything else? It’s important, Winky.”




“Winky’s chest is a little sore,” she admitted.




She opened her arms, and Xander could see a perfect shoe print on her tea towel toga.




Buffy groaned. “Oh, Winky, I am so sorry. I swear I’ll make it up to you.”




“Jarod,” Xander said, gesturing with a hand. “Could you take a look? Make sure she doesn’t have any cracked or broken ribs?”




“Of course,” Jarod said, getting down on his knees beside him.




“Winky, you let Jarod check you, okay?” Xander told her. “I will be right back.”




“Yes, Master Xander,” Winky said, subdued.




“Mister Harris,” Mary Poppins said in a dulcet tone, “your tea.”




“Thank you,” he said gratefully. 




He never would have guessed in a thousand years that he’d ever like tea. He was a coffee man, through and through. He still teased Giles about it when he could. But when Mary Poppins offered you tea, you took it, because any tea Mary Poppins made, made things better.




He sipped it, noting that she’d gotten the lemon, sugar, and cream mixture just right, and felt a little peace settle in his stomach.




Giles was helping Chataigne get the last of the items picked up and returned. Mary Poppins was preparing a cold compress for Winky’s cheek.




“Xander,” Buffy started, almost in tears herself. “I am so sorry—”




“It’s okay,” he answered, waving her off. “We just need to get this figured out. Faith told me the same thing almost happened to her yesterday. She managed to stop herself before she actually hit Winky, though. I had to send Winky to Giles to dust all the books to get her to feel better.”




“She didn’t make a single sound,” Buffy said. “If I’d heard anything like cleaning or whatever it was she was doing, I’d have checked before going Wolverine on her.”




“No one’s blaming you,” he told her.




He took another long sip of his tea, set it on the counter, and returned to Jarod and Winky. Jarod was letting her polish his stethoscope while he checked her ribs.




“Some contusions,” he reported, “but no cracked or broken ribs. Same with her cheek.”




Xander breathed a sigh of relief.




“Winky, what were you doing in Buffy’s room?” he asked.




“Winky was gathering dirty dishes for washing, Master Xander,” she answered.




“Are you always so quiet when you work?”




Winky looked at him askance. “A house elf should not be seen or heard unless a family member asks it. Winky would not disturb Mistress Buffy.”




And there was the crux of the problem. To be less than silent, efficient, and unnoticed would completely offend Winky’s sensibilities as a house elf. But in a house filled with Slayerettes and two senior Slayers who’d seen a lifetime of hand-to-hand combat in a handful of years, it was a recipe for disaster. Buffy, because of experience, and Faith, more due to temperament, were likely to break first and ask “oh, were you putting my laundry away” second.




“Winky, do you think you could sing or whistle or something while you’re working around the ladies?” Xander asked. “The problem is, both Buffy and Faith are used to being attacked by people being very quiet around them. They think someone or something is sneaking up on them.”




Winky’s eyes moved back and forth in some internal search. “Master Xander, Winky does not know how to whistle or sing. It is not something house elves do.”




Xander rubbed the spot between his eyebrows.




“May I suggest,” Giles said, “belling the cat?”




Winky tipped her head and stared at Giles, baffled.




“Yeah,” Xander said, nodding. “That would work. If Winky can stand it. The house is lousy with jingle bells. I’m sure we could—”




“Mister Harris,” Mary Poppins interrupted, which she never did. “I must beg a favor and ask you to find some other device. I can barely stand jingle bells for the length of the season. Miss Winky is through the entire house night and day. I’m afraid I would be quite…uncomfortable.”




“Jingle bells…are bad?” Xander asked. This was news.




“Jingle bells are, in themselves, neither good nor bad,” she replied. “However, their sound tends to…put my nerves on edge.”




He tried, and he actually couldn’t visualize Mary Poppins with her nerves on edge.




“Okay,” Xander said. “No jingle bells.”




“I’m sure we could find some very small decorative bells of the regular shape,” Giles said.




“Tonight? It’s getting late, and all the stores are completely bought out,” Xander replied.




He thought for a minute, tapping his thumbnail against his teeth. Then he took out his cellphone.




“Chataigne,” he called, “I know it tickles, but just put up with it. I’ll make it short.”




The house harrumphed at him.




It was a long shot. He’d given it to her as a birthday present when she turned eleven and had a thing for fairies and jewelry. It was a fad, and he hadn’t seen her wear it since she’d started high school. They’d only been able to take so much with them from Sunnydale. It’s not like there’d been a lot of time to pack. Still.




“Dawn.” He smiled when she picked up the call. “I’m sorry to bug you when you’re in the middle of packing. I have a favor to ask.”




Dawn liked Winky as well. A lot. Even then, she was downstairs in less than a minute. She hadn’t hesitated when he’d asked, which meant that she had brought it, she hadn’t forgotten it in the last seven months, she knew exactly where it was, and she could lay hand on it almost instantly. Xander felt a nostalgic smile tug at his lips. You never knew, did you, what one small thing might mean to another person. He was surprised he’d remembered it.




“Got it,” Dawn announced, striding into the kitchen.




She held up her right hand, and from it, on a long fine chain was a metal ball about the size of a marble. It had a little decoration of golden circles around the sphere, but other than that, it was quite plain. It was silver, and Xander noticed there was no tarnish.




“What’s that?” Jarod asked.




Dawn smiled. “Fairy bells.”




She shook the ball, and there was a tiny tinkling of little bells, like something out of a Disney movie.




“Hey,” Buffy said, straightening up. “That’ll work. I remember when Dawn used to wear that every day. Bugged me a little the first day, and then I stopped noticing it.”




Winky watched, back and forth, with no idea what was going on.




Jarod made way for Dawn. Dawn knelt and held out the necklace.




“Hmmm. Have to quadruple the chain to make it work around your neck. How about we put it across your chest, from shoulder to hip?” Dawn asked.




“What is it, Mistress Dawn?” Winky asked, studying it.




“This is safety equipment mandated by the Occupational Safety and Hazard Agency,” Dawn told her. “So anyone in the house, but especially Buffy and Faith, know that it’s you and not someone sneaking up on them.”




She dropped the necklace over Winky’s head and then maneuvered her left arm through the chain as well. The metal sphere dropped into place with another high pitched chiming.




“Work for you?” Xander asked Mary Poppins.




“Indeed,” she said, smiling.




“Adjust that the way you want it,” Xander told Winky, “but you are responsible for wearing it at all times, Winky. It’s not clothes. It’s safety equipment.”




Winky twitched it into place, causing two notes to chime just on threshold of hearing.




“Winky is not noisy?” the little house elf asked.




“Nope,” Xander said emphatically. 




Winky thought about it for a moment, and then took a loop from one of the tea towels and secured the bell to her waist.




“Winky wears safety equipment so Mistress Buffy and Mistress Faith are not snuck up on,” she agreed.




Happy and ready to go back to work, Winky began to bounce, chiming, out of the room, when Mary Poppins caught her and held out the compress.




“Twenty minutes with this on your cheek, Miss Winky,” Mary Poppins instructed. “And another twenty with it on your chest. Then you may resume your work.”




“Yes, Mistress Mary Poppins,” Winky answered.




She still bounced out of the room.




Xander let out his breath in a slow exhale.




“Thank you,” he told Dawn. “I owe you.”




“You sure as he-heck do,” she answered. “I want a new pendant for my next birthday. Swarovsky or better. Got it?”




“What’s a Swarovsky?”




Cross-Souled Slayer
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This story follows after Learning to Fly in The Education of Dawn Summers



The diner was brightly lit and cold. Sharee sat in the corner of one of the front booths, nearest the door, and stared at her reflection in the window. There was only so much longer she could nurse a cup of coffee, and considering the way her stomach felt, she should probably call it quits now. Except, there was no other place for her to go, and she didn’t have any money even if there was.







“You shut up with that,” her mother had cried at her, slapping her so hard, tears sprang to her eyes. “That’s Satan talking! I won’t have it!”




“Mom, please,” she’d begged. “It’s not Satan, it’s me. Please! You think I want to be this way? To feel the way I do?”







The dreams had started around four months ago, just after her mother had found her birth control pills and thrown them away. Dreams of demons, dreams of people dying at the hands of demons, dreams of stopping the demons and saving the people, and most importantly, dreams of other girls like her. The dreams wouldn’t stop, not even for a night, and sometimes, she thought she knew the faces of those other girls—especially the blonde one with green eyes—better than her own.




She wondered what it was like for them.







“Until you decide to behave in a decent, Christian manner,” her father had said, his face twisted with disgust, “you are not welcome in this house.”




Her brother had stood behind him, unwilling to speak, torn between love for her and obedience to their parents.




“It’s okay, Josh,” she whispered.







The waitress passed her again and eyed her half-full cup of coffee. Sharee gave her a quick shake of the head. The diner was open twenty-four hours, and this was the slow, burnt out end of the night, around three a.m. The truckers were all asleep in their cabs in the giant parking lot across the street. The motorists were all in hotel rooms. Even the junkies and prostitutes had taken shelter out of the cold for the rest of the night. 




What was she going to do? How was she going to get any further? She was afraid she knew the answer. She’d seen the skinny, trashed out girls climbing into the big rig cabs only to emerge ten or twenty minutes later. It scared her. What if she couldn’t hide what she really was? What if he thought she’d cheated him and decided to beat her up? Or rape her? But…if she could stomach it, if she could hold it together long enough, she could get enough money to get further down the line. She shivered and wrapped her arms tighter around herself.







“My parents are religious freaks,” she told Linnet. 




A linnet was a kind of bird, Linnet told her. It was an old fashioned kind of name, and Linnet was an old-fashioned kind of girl.




“And what do they tell you, love?” Linnet purred.




From what the dreams told her, she was supposed to hate Linnet. She was pretty sure she was supposed to kill Linnet, but Linnet was the only one who talked to her like a person.




“That I’m a freak,” she admitted, scuffing the toe of her shoe against the floor. “That I’m being disobedient because the devil is tempting me. That if I’d just pray and do what Jesus tells me to do, everything will be okay.”




“Does Jesus tell you anything?” Linnet asked in a reasonable voice.




“No,” Sharee sighed. 




“Me either,” Linnet answered and got to her feet.




She wore the most amazing shoes, platform heels with wide ribbons that wrapped around her calves. They matched her dress, crimson, and the opera length crimson kid gloves she wore. Her hair was cut straight as a ruler across her forehead, just above her eyebrows, and just to the level of her earlobes all the way around. Linnet was the most beautiful woman Sharee had ever seen, and she ached with happiness just to be around her.




“They don’t realize that they’re lying to you, love,” Linnet told her, “because they lie to themselves first. This idea that if they just get and stay straight with God, nothing bad will ever happen to them, it’s pathetic. Whatever it is that paints a kick-me sign on the back of some people, it’s got nothing to do with how good they are at praying or obeying.”







She woke with a start, her head jerking up from a nod. She’d never stayed up all night before, and she didn’t understand how people did it. She rubbed her eyes, feeling the grit of two days of intermittent bus travel in them. She’d lucked out in Portland. A couple had fought and broken up right in front of her, and the girl had torn her ticket in two and marched out, followed by the boy. Sharee had scooped up both halves of the ticket, waited to make sure they wouldn’t come back, and taken the bus from Portland to Denver. There, she’d had enough to buy a ticket to Indianapolis, with about twelve dollars left over. That was it. She’d made the twelve dollars last for three days, but she’d had to buy food, and she’d had to buy coffee, because it was cheaper than an energy drink. She was so twitchy with nerves from the caffeine, she was starting to think she’d never come down again.




When she rubbed her finger along her upper lip, self-consciously, she could feel the tiny prickles of stubble coming in, and her heart sank. She hadn’t thought to pack a razor, which was kind of stupid. After all, she shaved her legs, didn’t she? When she made herself look down at her hands, flexing the fingers, she saw that they’d lost the softness of only a few months ago, and her knuckles were becoming prominent. There were a few dark hairs on her arms, too.




Why? Why did it have to be this way? Why did it have to be so hard? Why did she have to be so alone?







“Linnet?” she called, crying. “Linnet!”




She saw shadows in the far reaches of the warehouse Linnet had made her home step back and fade away.




“Darling, what?” Linnet asked, striding forth from a pocket of darkness.




She wore a stylized sailor suit with a square collar and little tie of contrasting color. The skirt undulated around her knees in hypnotising waves.




“They threw me out,” Sharee sobbed. “My parents. I tried to tell them what I am, but…”




And she broke down, crying with harsh, wracking sobs. Linnet immediately hugged her, and Sharee didn’t see the sign she gave her fledglings.




“Now, now, sweetheart,” she crooned. “I know it hurts, but everything is going to be all right.”




“How?” Sharee asked. “They’ll never accept me. They think I’m tainted, ruined. My mother said…she said I wasn’t her child. She said I was the devil’s child.”




“Well, that was very foolish of her,” Linnet told her, “and I’ll bet you that in no time at all, she’ll be sorry she said that. She loves you!”




“I don’t know what to do,” Sharee whispered.




“For now,” Linnet said, “why don’t you stay here with me.”







A woman entered the diner, and for a moment, Sharee froze in terror. Her stance, her silhouette, her stylish clothing, she could have been Linnet. Then the woman stepped further in, looking around, and Sharee relaxed. No, not Linnet. The woman looked over the whole diner, searching for someone, but Sharee was the only person there, other than the waitress.




To Sharee’s surprise, the woman walked right over to her and took the opposite seat in the booth.




“You,” she said, pulling off her gloves and setting them aside, “are the only person in this place, and I could use a bit of company.”




Sharee tensed up, ready to jump up and grab the ceiling if she needed to.




“You look hungry,” the woman said, eyeing the coffee cup. “And it’s really cold out there. I don’t know about you, but I need some extra calories just to keep warm.”




The waitress walked over briskly.




“He isn’t bothering you, is he, ma’am?” she asked. Her nametag said ‘Brittany’.




“Two bacon cheeseburgers,” the woman said, ignoring the question, “with sweet potato fries, please, and two Cokes.”




Then she opened up her wallet and laid out a twenty and a ten. 




Brittany dropped her hostility, picked up the money, and left for the kitchen.




“This is for you,” the woman said, handing her a purse. “My name, by the way, is Miss Parker.”




Sharee accepted the purse, feeling stupid with exhaustion and sleepiness. Linnet had given her gifts as well. She opened it and looked in.




“There’s an envelope in there,” Miss Parker told her, “with two thousand dollars. I know you want to check it, but don’t take it out of the purse when you do. No reason to advertise a reason to mug you.”




Sharee found the envelope, thumbed it open, and saw the ranks of bills. The one closest was a twenty, and it was a thick stack.




“There’s a cellphone in there too,” Miss Parker explained. “Plus some hand warmers—it really is cold out there—some energy bars, a scarf, and a pre-paid Visa with another five hundred on it.”




Sharee looked up at her, confused.




“That’s so if you panic and run, you can actually get to where you’re trying to reach,” Miss Parker explained. “My number’s pre-programmed on the phone. The code is one-one-one-one.”




“Why?” Sharee asked.




“Because,” and here Miss Parker’s smile quirked a little, “you’re a Slayer, and I’m a member of the Slayers Council.”







“Wake up, love,” Linnet said, gently stroking Sharee’s cheek. “I have taken care of everything!”




Sharee sat up, letting Linnet’s coat fall off her and drape over the arm of the chair she’d curled up in.




“You have?” Sharee asked, stunned and hopeful. “I can go home? My parents will take me back?”




Linnet paused. “Ah, no. Not exactly sweetheart. No, you see, I had your parents killed.”




Sharee stared up at her.




“And I had your brother brought here,” Linnet added, pointing to the door.




One of her henchmen dragged Josh along with him and then held him, hand forcing Josh to turn his head and expose his neck. Josh’s face was marked with tears and dirt. The hems of his pants were dark with blood.




“No,” Sharee said, getting to her feet. “No! Why? Why would you do this? Linnet, why?”




“Why?” Linnet asked. “Sweet girl, I’m a vampire. You knew that. And the chance to turn my very own Slayer just can’t be passed up.”




Her face folded and morphed into something hellish, and golden demon eyes stared out at Sharee as Linnet laughed. She grabbed Sharee by the hair.




“Your brother’s just a bonus,” she added and nodded to her henchman.




Josh screamed as the vampire picked him up and bit down on his neck.







“I will admit,” Miss Parker said, strategically re-aligning the toppings on her burger and then licking her fingers, “you are not what we expected. No wonder we had so much trouble with the finder’s spell.”




“Finder’s spell?” Sharee asked.




“It’s how we find Potentials who’ve just become Slayers,” Miss Parker explained, then she took a bite of her bacon cheeseburger. “Originally, we believed that all the Potentials everywhere had been activated, so everyone’s activated, and there are no more Potentials. That was not true. Eat your burger, sweetie.”




Sharee looked down at the burger.




“You’re going to run,” Miss Parker told her. “I’m getting kind of a feel for it at this point. You’re going to run, and that’s completely okay. Just get some food in you first. And, on your way out, you should steal that guy’s coat.”




She nodded toward the jacket left in a booth on the other side of the front door, where the owner had gone to the restroom a moment ago.




“I’ll pay him back for it,” Miss Parker told her.




Sharee picked up her burger and took a bite, slowly chewing.




“So, what we understand now,” Miss Parker continued, “is that girls who hadn’t reached menarche—that is, had their first period—remained Potentials and became active when they had their first period. Sometimes, though, it takes three or four cycles for it to really kick in. It did for Buffy.”




Buffy! That was her name. The blonde, green-eyed girl Sharee had seen in her dreams so often. She took another bite.




“Of course, you are a whole new wrinkle in that theory,” Miss Parker said, and pressed a napkin to her mouth, leaving a perfect red kiss on the paper. “Honestly, I don’t know why it never came up before. I’m going to guess you just hit puberty in a big way recently. Something had to trigger you.”




Sharee looked up and froze.




“What should I call you, hon?” she asked.







Some instinct, some rabid animal backed into a corner instinct took over, and Sharee dug her fingers with their bitten off nails into Linnet’s eyes, making Linnet scream in pain and anger. She grabbed the top of the wingback chair she’d slept in, and vaulted over it, knocking it back onto Linnet. She hurt her ankle when she landed, but she picked up the next nearest object, a carved lyre back chair, and broke it over the head of the vampire sucking on her brother’s neck. 




With two pieces left, when the vampire dropped Josh, she ran him through with the first broken spar of chair. The vampire splintered and crumbled into an explosion of dust. When Sharee turned, Linnet was on her, fangs extended.




“Little piglet wants to play?” she asked. “That’s all right, darling. I can’t wait to teach you the rules.”




She picked Sharee up and threw her twenty feet, then strode towards her, skirt undulating in that hypnotic fashion.




“Once I bring you across, love,” she lisped, “you’ll never grow old, you’ll never change. Your voice will never change, no more hair where you don’t want it, and as for the rest, well, we’ll find you the best surgeon money and blood can buy. You can be exactly who you are, my dove. You just have to die first.”




Sharee threw her second spar of wood at Linnet, and when the vampire ducked, Sharee tucked herself into a somersault that brought her just under Linnet’s skirt, and when she stood, she put the first spar through Linnet’s chest, through her heart. 




Linnet stared at her for a moment, hurt, and then she exploded in a cloud of dust.




“I’m a Slayer, bitch,” Sharee said, her voice breaking.







Miss Parker sighed and signalled the waitress to bring a to-go box. At least the girl had taken her advice about the coat. It really was cold out there. She finished her burger, tucking the last bite into her mouth. While she chewed, she signalled the waitress to put the other burger and fries in a box and provide a to-go cup for the drink. That poor kid looked like she was starving. Then she took out her phone and brought up the tracer app that Boots had written. 




Both the cell phone and the purse had tracers in them. They’d learned the hard way that some of the girls would ditch the purse first thing, and others—the slightly smarter ones—would ditch the phone. Considering what had happened in this girl’s hometown—what had looked like an incredibly violent random home invasion, murders, kidnapping, and murder but was now clearly connected—she couldn’t blame the girl for being paranoid.




Still, she’d rather keep an eye on her and make sure she got to Cleveland in one piece. She left eighty dollars on the table for the owner of the coat, gave him a little wave with her fingertips, and left with the girl’s burger, fries, and Coke.







She picked Josh up in her arms and stuffed a towel against the gaping wound in his neck, applying pressure as hard as she dared.




“Charlie,” Josh whispered. “I’m sorry.”




“Just don’t die, okay?” Sharee begged him.




She picked him up and ran to the nearest intersection where there was light and a gas station.




In the ER, she’d sat in one of the hard, plastic chairs, rocking back and forth. A nurse had brought her a change of scrubs, since her clothes were soaked with her brother’s blood. She waited and waited and waited, and not a single doctor came to tell her how Josh was. 




Finally, hours later, it seemed, she looked up and saw a nurse point a police officer to her. They talked a little bit, and she could hear them, though they didn’t know it.




“How old?”




“Fourteen.”




“A little young for that nonsense, isn’t he?”




“We don’t judge. If he wants us to call him Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, then Her Majesty it is.”




She watched the way they looked at each other and glanced up at her, and the way the cop held the folder in his hand, and she knew. She knew Josh was dead. Josh was dead. Her parents were dead. There was no one back at the warehouse where she’d killed Linnet, no one to point to, and both the nurse and the cop thought ‘he’ was a freak and a liar.




She left as soon as they looked the other way.







Miss Parker found her backed up against the back wall of a grocery store between the loading dock and a dumpster by three vampires. She flipped the lights onto bright, grabbed her crossbow, and stepped out.




“Hi, boys,” she said, grinning. “Let’s get acquainted.”




Indianapolis did not have a strong master, so the fledglings there tended to be weak, stupid, and disorganized. She dusted two of them and let the third one run off, only to see her Slayer grab a mop handle, throw it like a spear, and impale the hapless vampire. A second later, it dusted. 




“Good aim,” Miss Parker said, impressed. “You never answered my question. What should I call you?”




The girl looked up at her, eyes shadowed with fatigue.




“Sharee,” she said.




Miss Parker nodded. “That’s a pretty name. So, Sharee, let me explain to you about the Slayers Council, about Buffy Summers, about Cleveland, and how happy we would be to take you in. Or if you like, you can crash in the back seat while I drive us to Cleveland. We’ll be there in time for pancakes.”







“She’s a boy?” Xander asked, looking up from Buffy and Sharee’s retreating figures. 




“She’s a girl,” Miss Parker said. “She happens to be a transgendered girl.”




“I can’t believe we didn’t see this coming,” Willow said, shaking her head. “I’ve got to adjust the spell for this.”




“I’ve never even heard of such a thing,” Giles said, staring into mid-space. “There’s nothing in any of the Watchers’ diaries I’ve read. It’s entirely unprecedented.”




“Really?” Miss Parker asked with sarcasm dripping off her words. 




“Katie,” Willow admonished her.




“It never occurred to any of the Watchers that in the whole spectrum of human experience and, I might add, feminine experience, there would be room for a person who is actually a girl born into the body of a man,” Miss Parker said. “Because, you know, they always struck me as such open-minded creatures, ready to take the world as it is, not as they think it ought to be.”




“Well, there are some formidable lapses in the records,” Giles said. “If, for instance, it had occurred in the Americas prior to seventeen hundred, for instance. Or anywhere in Australia before eighteen fifty…”




“Okay, wait a minute,” Xander said, coming back to them. “How exactly does this work?”




“Xander, gender is a social construct,” Willow began.




Miss Parker held up a hand to stop her.




“Kid gets XY genes,” she says. “Everyone figures it’s a boy, right?”




“Generally,” Xander agreed.




“During fetal development, hormones influence how different systems in the body develop,” she continued. “Genitals are influenced at a different time from the brain. Hormones tell the genitals ‘go be a boy’, but when it’s time for the brain to get that signal, it doesn’t. Maybe the hormones aren’t there, maybe the brain cells don’t respond to the hormones, maybe something else is going on. What you get is a person with an apparently male physique but a thoroughly female brain.”




“This is a thing?” Xander asked, slightly outraged at the complexity.




“I used to work for an evil global corporation that cloned people and then broke them down for parts,” Miss Parker reminded him. “It’s a thing.”




“Sooooo…” Xander paused, lips pursed in thought, “who do they date?”




“Really, Xander?” Willow asked.




“I am just trying to understand,” he said, holding his hands up.




“Sexual orientation and sexuality are separate from gender,” Miss Parker told him. “A transgender girl can be straight and like boys or lesbian and like girls or bi—”




“And like both,” Willow finished for her, smiling.




“Just like you and me,” Miss Parker said.




“Well, clearly, we need to rethink how exactly a girl becomes a Potential,” Giles said, having missed the last minute or so of conversation. “It simply can’t be limited to chromosomal selection.”




“No shit, Sherlock,” Miss Parker said.




“Katie.” Willow nudged her. “Behave yourself.”




“Make me,” Miss Parker answered and mimed snapping her teeth.







“This is your room for the next few nights,” Ms. Calendar told her.




It was a very nice room, but she’d already noticed all the other girls shared rooms.




“I’m by myself?” she asked.




“Just for a few nights,” Ms. Calendar repeated. “Until we get you settled in and have a chance to explain things to the girls. We’ll need to get ahold of a good doctor to help you with your signs of puberty. I’m guessing you’d like to hold that off, at least for now.”




She didn’t trust her voice not to break.




“Yes, please.”




“If you want some company tonight,” Ms. Calendar said, “just leave your door open. There are plenty of dogs and cats and a rabbit or three who love to snuggle.”




“Ms. Calendar,” Sharee whispered. “My family…?”




The teacher’s face fell into lines of sadness. “We have some contacts we’ll use so the police understand that your parents’ and brother’s death weren’t your fault. We’ll make sure you’re cleared of suspicion. If you’ve got any other family, we’ll contact them on your behalf and help them make arrangements.”




“They didn’t want me,” Sharee said. “My parents kicked me out because of what I am.”




“Because you’re a girl?” Ms. Calendar asked. “Or because you’re a Slayer?”




“Both, I think,” Sharee said, choking a little.




The expression Ms. Calendar wore spoke of bitter experience with such things. 




“Well, Sharee, I think you’re a lovely and strong young woman, and I’m very sorry your parents never saw that in you. Several of the girls here come from difficult home situations too, and I’m sure they’ll be able to sympathize. In the meantime, we will give you all the love and support we can, okay? Do you think you can sleep?”




“Yes, ma’am,” Sharee answered, sitting on the bed with her pillow and new pajamas.




“Okay.” Ms. Calendar gave her a sweet and sad smile. “I’m going to turn out the light.”




“Okay.”




The light went out, Ms. Calendar left, and Sharee sat in silence for a long moment. Not exactly thinking, but just sitting. After a moment, a medium sized dog wandered in, wagging its tail slowly. It jumped up on the bed, turned around several times, and curled up just next to Sharee’s leg. After another moment, a marmalade tom jumped up on the nightstand, crossed to the pillow, and laid down. Seeing how fast the real estate was moving, Sharee changed into her pajamas and climbed under the covers, bringing her feet around the dog so as not to dislodge it, and laying her head down on the corner of the pillow the cat left her. She got positioned just in time for a very large coon hound to squeeze between her and the wall, snuggle in, and sigh with relaxment. 




She closed her eyes and slept.




The Penitent Man
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Guantanamo Bay



The security clearances necessary to walk into a prisoner’s private room in the hospital ward of the Guantanamo Bay detainment camp would have been impossible to even apply for had it not been for their previous work with Captain Riley Finn and Special Agent Leroy Jethro Gibbs. The news which had brought them hadn’t been intended to stir them from their comfortable home and happier lives. It was only a chance comment by Buffy, spurred by a mention from Jarod, which had sparked an idea on Jenny’s behalf. Calls had been made, plans put together, supplies located, and preparations made. 




The flight and the following security checks had been unnerving. Jarod and Captain Finn were the only ones not rattled. Jarod, though, had a hard time holding on to his composure once they were inside the room. There was one patient. He occupied one of the two rooms marked “hospice”. Having cheated death on innumerable occasions, he was now out of chances. 




William Raines, also known as Abel Parker, was dying of liver failure, an ironic ending for a man who’d never made a habit of imbibing but had smoked like a signal fire for the majority of his life and once even been engulfed in flame. His skin was an ugly yellow, matched by the sclera of his eyes. He was parched and bloated at the same time. His eyes drifted across the one man and three women who filed in, ignoring the soldier who closed the door behind them.




“Catherine,” he said, his voice raspy and broken.




“Father,” she answered, hers cold and inflexible. 




Willow reached over and took her hand, giving it a squeeze.




Jarod picked up the chart and began looking through the pages.




“End stage liver failure usually results in hepatic encephalopathy,” he remarked. He kept his own voice even and controlled. “He may not be lucid.”




“I’m always lucid,” Raines answered, then coughed. “It’s just a matter of—” He coughed again, racked and miserable. “Whether I feel anything about what I’m thinking.”




Of the four people there, not an ounce of sympathy could have been distilled from their expressions. Raines had multiple IV lines, an oxygen cannula, a urine catheter, a colostomy bag, and a dialysis port installed. Privacy no longer existed for him. Freedom hadn’t either, since Jarod, Buffy, Finn, the FBI, and NCIS had dismantled his fiefdom of the Centre. Since then, he’d been imprisoned at Guantanamo Bay as an enemy combatant—in part because he’d taken so much care to obscure his real identity, no one had been able to ascertain his nationality or his citizenship. 




“You read my letter?” Jenny Calendar asked, the only one in the group to show any compassion in her expression or her voice.




“I did,” Raines said. “I agree.”




“It won’t make your death any easier,” she reminded him.




“I know.”




“Why are you doing this?” Miss Parker demanded. “You murdered my mother, you did your level best to destroy Jarod’s family. You’re dying. There’s no escape.”




“Samuel Johnson,” Raines wheezed.




Miss Parker stared at him, uncomprehendingly.




“ ‘Depend on it, sir’ ” Jarod quoted, “ ‘when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind marvelously.’ ”




Raines managed to cackle and hack at the same time.




“Tell me,” he croaked. “How else did you beat me? Go ahead. Gloat.”




Miss Parker turned away from him, so furious she trembled. Willow joined her, putting an arm around her waist.




“She hid Sidney’s brother from you after you ordered him killed,” Jarod told him. “He died of natural causes after Sidney was able to waken him on at least one occasion.”




His laugh this time was a wheeze. “Good.”




“Mr. Raines,” Jenny interrupted. “Between them, even working against each other half the time, Jarod and Miss Parker managed to keep you from achieving your goals every time you turned around. We don’t have time for a catalog. You don’t have that time.”




“Fine,” Raines managed. “How much time do I have?”




Jenny studied him, her eyes looking past the details of medical condition and the invasive support that had kept him alive this long.




“An hour or two. Tops,” she answered.




“He could just as easily last another week or more,” Jarod protested.




Jenny shook her head. “Willow, what do you see?”




Willow, a thousand times more powerful than Jenny but without the upbringing, the experience, or the insight, studied Raines.




“About an hour and a half,” she finally said. “His aura’s bleeding off.”




“Can you pick up the cause?”




More inspection, which Raines found mildly amusing. 




“Definitely physical, something already there, building, but…it’ll be quick, and…it’s going to hurt. A lot. His chest. His heart?”




Jarod looked away. “Liver failure messes up just about everything the blood does, including clotting. It sounds like a major cardiac infarction.”




Jenny nodded.




“How long does it take?”




“About half an hour to set up, and then, the spell is sealed at the moment of your death.”




“And you get my soul,” Raines continued for her, smirking with contempt.




“Yes,” Jenny answered, firm and sincere. “And I cannot be more clear about this, Mr. Raines. Whatever your beliefs, you do have a soul, and it will continue to exist after your mortal life ends.”




“Then it’s just as well,” he coughed. “Purgatory instead of Hell.”




“No,” she answered, just as firm. “Delay. Then…”




“What?” he asked, curious for the first time.




“It depends on what we use the Orb for. There have only been a handful of them ever made. So far, all but one has been used to endow a vampire or other soulless entity with a human soul. Most vampires have spent lifetimes killing and torturing. When given a soul, they…”




“They pay for their crimes,” he exhaled, satisfied. “And then?”




“Most ensouled vampires don’t last very long,” Jenny told him. “There’s one exception, but even he eventually died. Then the soul reaches its eventual destination.”




“Hmmm,” Raines grunted. “Time off for good behavior?”




“I have no idea. You understand, there’s a reason why these are so rare. People who believe they possess a soul usually try to take care of it. They’re looking forward to what lies beyond the veil. People who haven’t…”




He smiled at her, cold and hard.




“The soul suffers,” Jenny told him. “There’s no way around it.”




“I’m not interested in theology,” he wheezed. “Why do you want it?”




“There will come a time,” Jenny answered, “inevitably, when we’ll need another Orb of Thesulah. There will be a vampire that we can’t afford to destroy, that we need to turn. Once in an age, there’s even a vampire who requests it. A vampire with a soul can tip the scales between the end of the world and its survival.”




“You’re enough of a ghoul,” Miss Parker grated. “You’ll probably feel right at home.”




“Kate,” Jarod began.




“Kate,” Raines repeated. “That’s what I called your mother.”




“You. Don’t. Talk. About her,” Miss Parker raged.




“You look just like her,” he continued. “She was the best thing ever to enter my life. I should have listened to her.”




“What did she say?” Jarod asked. 




“That people…weren’t toys or experiments, playthings or chess games. That the glee I took in arranging things so carefully was weakness not strength, folly not cunning.”




“No wonder you killed her,” Miss Parker spat.




“That…” Raines fought for breath, “was bungled. I didn’t intend to kill her.”




He stared at her, for a moment, his eyes windows into an empty soul. She stared back.




“You look just like her,” he whispered.




He closed his eyes and focused on breathing.




Willow turned to Miss Parker, put a hand against her cheek, where tears were beginning to spill.




“Katie, remember the prophesies,” Willow told her.




Miss Parker nodded, and the two shared a tender kiss.




It was interrupted by a breathless laugh.




“So you get more from your mother than just your looks,” Raines whispered, smiling.




“What?!” Miss Parker demanded.




“She wanted children,” Raines told her. “More than anything. She even quoted Scripture at me once. ‘Give me a child, or I shall die.’ That sort of thing, though, at the time, required a husband, and your mother was too honest to dupe anyone. Not even me or my brother. Her sister tried to warn her.”




With this, he nodded toward Jarod. “Your mother. She knew evil when she saw it. So did your father.”




“No wonder deathbed confessions get their own category on tv tropes,” Willow muttered.




“Jenny, can you get started?” Jarod asked.




He so rarely asked for anything, that Miss Parker left off her scathing rejoinder, and Willow and Jenny turned to their supplies.




The set up was not the hardest part of the preparation. That had been done long before, when what would become the Orb had been created. Once the circle was laid out, with limitations for latitude, longitude, season, planets, the name Raines’ was given at his birth and those of his parents and brother, and a litany of symbols to represent the acts of his life—the majority of them ugly and twisted upon themselves.




Raines was made as comfortable as possible, which was not very. Jenny draped over him lengths of silk in gold and black and sunset red. The last cloth was a whisper of silk so light it was transparent and stirred with each of Raines’ breaths. His hands were brought up to his chest, and in them was placed a sphere of rock crystal in shards, bound back together with a silver gray thread. Every plane of fracture met precisely. Even the tiniest broken grain was in place. Every fault line and break radiated from the center of the sphere, giving it the appearance of a glimmering dead star within the otherwise clear and flawless ball.




Raines’ breathing grew stentorous. He strained for each inhalation and fought against each exhalation. Without the IVs, his skin grew dry, but cracked under the strain of the fluids retained by dead kidneys, poisoned by a dead liver. His face swelled. His breaths gurgled as his lungs filled with fluid.




“Does he have to…suffer so much?” Jarod managed to ask. 




“Souls don’t come cheap,” Jenny answered. “It won’t be long now.”




Several more long moments passed. Jenny sat beside Raines, her hand covering both of his.




“Katherine,” Raines whispered. 




“Yes,” Miss Parker managed.




“You…are so much…like…your mother,” he managed. “It makes me glad.”




She turned this time towards Jarod, who put his arms around her and kissed her forehead.




It was only another minute or so, when Raines gasped, and his breath was cut off. His face bent into a grimace of terrible pain, and he clawed at his chest, pressing the crystal sphere into his sternum. He arched, and his heels scraped against the bed. Willow pressed her hand against her mouth. Miss Parker buried her head against Jarod’s chest, and he held her tightly. Jenny kept her hand on Raines’.




He coughed, and it became a rattle of pain that lasted several seconds before ending. As it did, a light blossomed in the center of the crystal sphere, like a new star being born. It grew until its light obliterated all shadows in the room, and Willow, holding her hand in front of her eyes, could see the outline of the bones in her hand.




Then, the light shrank until it was held within the orb, and the lines of fracture and breakage had transformed into the radiant spars of a newborn star. The light within shifted, casting beams of light no wider than a child’s finger. Jenny took it from the dead fingers of a man who had cast evil upon the world as if it were bread on the water. She held it up for a moment as the other three stared in wonder.




“I never would have thought,” Jarod said, “after all he’s done, it would be so beautiful.”




“And that is the beauty of the whole thing,” Jenny answered. “A soul is a soul, and we lack the power to create or destroy one, no matter how hard we try.”




Jarod looked down at Miss Parker, who stared at the newly evoked Orb of Thesulah from the shelter of his arms.




“Kate,” he said, “you should go back to Willow. She’s going to get jealous.”




That got a sharp, humorless laugh from her. “We’re cousins, Jarod. There’s only five states where we could even think of getting married.”




“Yeah,” Jarod sighed, “but I like Willow. I don’t want to die at her hands.”




She pushed back from him, even giving him a half-hearted, sisterly punch. “Well, I guess the same applies for me and Buffy.”




While Willow comforted Miss Parker further, Jenny carefully placed the Orb of Thesulah in a box of chestnut, crafted from branches fallen from the dryad’s tree, bound in gold from the wedding rings worn by Joyce Summers and Lettice Giles, and lined with silk cut from the dress Dawn had worn when she’d nearly been killed by Glorificus. When Jenny closed the lid, the light from the orb disappeared, and it was as if night had fallen in the room.




She handed the box to Jarod, who held it in both hands with deep reverence. Then she closed Raines’ eyes and placed a bronze coin over each before drawing the black and gold cloths over his face.




“I don’t understand,” Miss Parker whispered, staring at the now draped and anonymous form of the man who had sired her and killed her mother.




Jenny turned to her and gave her a smile that was mixed with grief and compassion.




“Strangely enough, Miss Parker, it’s not required for the spell to work.”





The Products of Depression



Author’s Note: far too many of us are familiar with depression and the havoc it wreaks. When House says “depression lies,” he’s telling the gospel truth. It will tell you that you are too sick to save, that you’re not worth saving, that no one wants to save you, and that you might as well be dead. Sometimes it says even worse things. Don’t listen. Get help. Pretty much every civilized country has a depression or suicide hotline available. If nothing else, call 911/999 or walk into your local emergency department and tell them you need help. You will get it. There’s so much more treatment and help available now than even just five years ago. 




Don’t give up.




Don’t let go.




We love you. I love you. You’re worth it.







This story takes place after the events of Your Princess Is In This Castle in The Education of Dawn Summers.







“Test results?” House asked.




“Another hour,” the clinic tech told him without looking up.




“Who do I have to blow to get them faster?” he asked.




Now the tech looked up at him, one eyebrow lifted.




“Well,” she said, “since neither of us has a dick, Doctor House, I can ask Housekeeping to send someone down, but those guys wouldn’t know a petri dish from a speculum.”




“Niiiiiice,” House said, grinning. “You’re now my favorite employee at the hospital.”




She turned pale.




“Now, give me a pregnancy test, and I’ll get out of your hair,” he told her.




She pulled a box out and handed it over. He pocketed it.




“Toodles,” he said, picked up his coffee, grabbed his cane, and headed out.




His patient waited with her boyfriend in the exam room. She wore an exam gown, had her hair pulled back, and sat motionless on the exam table. Her boyfriend, at least ten years older than her, sat on a chair at her side. His body language indicated he was both invested in her and very worried. He picked up a cup and handed it to his patient.




“Go pee in this,” he told her. 




She took the cup, got up, and left without a word and without meeting his eyes. Not good.




“Doctor House?” the man asked.




“That’s me,” he replied. “You’re…Jarod Charles.”




“Yes.”




“You’re an idiot,” House told him.




“Ah…what?”




“Idiot,” House repeated. “An. You are. Your girlfriend should have been admitted more than a week ago.”




“She’s been…reluctant,” Jarod started.




“Ooh, nice excuse,” House said, flipping through the pages of his patient’s record. “If she had an open fracture of her femur with fat emboli, would you wait an extra few days and tell me that she was reluctant when you finally did bring her in?”




Jarod shifted uncomfortably.




His patient came back out, handed him the cup of pee, and climbed back onto the exam table. House set the cup on the table next to him, turned his back, took out the pregnancy test, opened it, and dipped the stick in the cup. He counted, took the stick out and set it to the side. Then he turned back to his patient.




“Buffy Anne Summers,” he read off the chart. “Female, age 22, sexually active, high risk occupation, complaining of fatigue, depression, nausea, nightmares, headache, myalgia, and arthralgia.”




She didn’t respond.




It was impossible not to compare her to her younger sister, Dawn Summers, who he’d seen at the very start of January before she’d left for Queen Flavia University in Strelsau. There was a certain family resemblance—earlobes, shape of the hands, and hairline—but the difference in affect was far greater than he’d expected and didn’t match up at all with Dawn’s description of her sister. Buffy Summers didn’t just hold herself like she was in pain. She sat pulled in on herself and halfway to catatonia, like she expected someone to start beating her any moment.




He started at the top of her head, tugging gently on her hair and seeing how many follicles came loose, checked the lymph nodes in her throat, her cervical vertebrae for range of motion, her sclera for jaundice, the mucosa of her eyelids, nose, and mouth, her tongue. And he kept working his way down. She cooperated without a word, allowing House to manipulate her however he liked.




Her pulse was a little fast, and so were her respirations. Every minute and a half or so, she took a much deeper breath, straightening a little to give her ribcage enough room to expand. Her body temp was a few tenths of a degree higher than expected. Her knuckles, her long bones, her feet, her knees, and elbows all showed evidence of long term, chronic blunt force. There were heavy callouses where he expected a mixed martial arts devotee to show them. Her ankles were a little puffy. Lymph nodes were slightly swollen.




He checked her reflexes, proprioception, and balance, and then he had her sit again.




“Says you take oral contraceptives,” he said, not bothering to glance at the chart.




She didn’t respond. Jarod started to say something, and House held up his finger.




“If I want your opinion, Laughing Boy,” he told the boyfriend, “I’ll give it to you.”




Jarod subsided.




“When did you stop taking it?” House asked her.




Jarod sat straight up, staring at Buffy.




“A couple of months ago,” she said in a soft voice after a long moment of silence. “Maybe three.”




“Do you know why?” House asked her.




She shrugged a tiny bit, then shook her head once. “Didn’t matter.”




“Uh huh.”




“Buffy,” Jarod started.




House cleared his throat.




“Turns out it does,” House said, “and we’ll get back to that in a moment. What happened two months ago, maybe three?”




She didn’t reply and didn’t look up. House glanced at Jarod, giving him permission to speak.




“Nothing,” Jarod said. “That is, nothing out of the ordinary. Buffy has a dangerous job with extremely high physical demands. She spends a lot of time outdoors, at night, and she’s in combat situations two, sometimes three times a week. But there was nothing unusual in that time period.”




“I started having the dreams,” Buffy said, almost to herself.




“You didn’t tell me that,” Jarod said, worried.




“I didn’t really know,” she replied, her voice still very soft. “I’d just wake up, and all the dogs and cats would be on me and around me, trying to…trying to make me feel better. I didn’t remember the dreams. I still don’t.”




“So, the night terrors have been going on for more than just a month,” House said.




She nodded.




“I can’t save her,” she whispered. “I can’t even get to her. I keep trying to tell her, but she won’t listen.”




There were tears in her eyes, and one of them spilled over onto her cheek.




“Who?” House asked.




“Dawn,” Buffy answered. “My sister.”




She wiped her face with the back of her hand and looked more animated than she had since she’d arrived.




“She’s so far away, and I can’t do anything to protect her,” she said, her voice breaking.




“Buffy, she’s safe,” Jarod said. “Giles has been there. He’s met her friends. She’s told us herself.”




She shook her head, and it looked like she might work herself up into a state over whatever it was Dawn was up to, so House interrupted.




“Okay, so, here’s what we’ve got as a preliminary,” he said. “From the chronic and acute stress you’ve experienced and the answers on the survey, you are experiencing a severe exogenous depression without suicidal ideation. I’m going to go with post traumatic stress disorder and anxiety disorder as well. Stress causes an increase in cortisol, cortisol suppresses the immune system, but after a long enough time, your body can’t supply cortisol in the amount it would need to respond to the stress you’ve experienced, so your immune system has come back with a vengeance. We’ll deal with that after discuss the elephant in the exam room.”




Jarod looked up at him, holding onto Buffy’s hand. Buffy didn’t look up.




“You’re pregnant,” House told her. “You knew that, right?”




She didn’t answer.




“What?” Jarod asked, incredulous. “But…”




“Among other things,” House said, “depression causes depersonalization and derealization. A person with depression no longer feels connected to what’s happening to them. The less vital tasks get dropped as the patient struggles to cope with the important things. Things like not dying and not letting the symptoms of your depression show. That way, you don’t appear weak to whatever it is you’re fighting. Once you’re done here, you should go see a dentist. Pretty sure you haven’t been flossing either.”




Jarod was clearly horrified and struggling with it, but he stayed quiet. Buffy started crying again, tears dripping down her face, and she didn’t try to stop it.




House pulled over his stool and sat down on it, bringing it over on its rollers until he was in her line of sight.




“Summers,” he said, getting her to final meet his eyes, “I’m going to let you in on something. Whatever your brain is telling you? It’s lying. Through its teeth. Don’t believe it. We’ll get you started on treatment, and you will get better. All you have to do is hold on until then.”




She didn’t nod, but he saw the flare of a tiny spark somewhere back inside her. It would have to be enough for the time being.




“The other symptoms,” Jarod began.




“Hormones make a woman’s body do the wacky,” House said. “You send a woman in her first trimester to me with symptoms short of an ax embedded in her head, and my first bet is going to be hormones. But we’re also waiting on all the blood work I ordered, so we’ll have some more hard and fast answers in about ten minutes. In the meantime, I’m going to perform a sonogram on you so we know more about where you are in this pregnancy.”




Buffy nodded.




The sonogram began normally, with House pressing the wand against her lower abdomen and clicking on the keypad. Jarod held her hand.




“We’ll get through this,” he told her. “It’s going to be okay.”




She turned to look at him but didn’t say anything. He felt her squeeze his hand. Another few minutes passed without House saying anything. Jarod finally looked up.




“What?”




House wore a poker face, and his eyes were narrowed as he watched the screen and moved the wand a fraction of an inch one direction and then another. After a moment, he set the wand asked, wiped off Buffy’s abdomen, and covered it.




“Hang on a moment, kids,” he said, and got up.




He left the room and came back only a minute or two later.




“There’s a problem,” he said.




“What?” Jarod asked. “What’s going on?”




House handed the test results to Jarod and helped Buffy sit up.




“Your boyfriend’s going to read the complicated part,” he told her. “I’m going to spell it out for you.”




She watched him without reaction.




“There’s something wrong with your pregnancy,” he told her. “You have what’s called a molar pregnancy. The egg that was fertilized didn’t have its own genetic information, just what the fertilizing sperm added, so it’s not developing correctly. It won’t develop properly. Cases like this end in miscarriage every time. It’s what asshole doctors like me call ‘incompatible with life.’ ”




Her expression, grave and still, didn’t change. 




“Oh, no,” Jarod whispered.




“There’s something that occasionally happens with it,” House continued. “The placenta, the tissue that connects the embryo to your body, is cancerous. It isn’t just the depression, Buffy. Between your hormones and your immune system trying to fight the cancer, you’re very, very sick right now. We have to operate to remove the molar pregnancy and the placenta, and then we have to determine if the cancer has spread. You’ll have at least one round of chemotherapy.”




She looked down, thinking.




“So, I won’t be pregnant anymore?” Buffy asked.




“You won’t be pregnant anymore,” House confirmed. “Whichever way it goes, there is no baby. There never really was a baby.”




She seemed to absorb this.




“Do we go back to Cleveland to do this, or do we do it here?” she asked.




“Buffy, you don’t understand,” Jarod said. “This is an emergency. We can’t wait. You can’t wait.”




“I don’t…”




“We do this today,” House told her. “Now. I’ve put a call in for an OR and a gynecological oncology surgeon. We’ve got a good one on staff. I’ll be right there through the whole thing.”




“Today? Now?”




“Today,” he repeated. “Now.”




He took out a pill cup with one pink pill in it.




“Take this,” he told her. “It’s an anti-anxiety medication. Your boyfriend will take care of any phone calls to family. There’s an orderly coming to take you to pre-op. I’m going to ask you a lot of questions on the way. Okay?”




She looked over at Jarod.




“But…”




“Buffy, we can’t wait,” Jarod told her. “These numbers are bad. You could miscarry at any moment, and if you do, you could start to hemorrhage. There’s no time.”




“Will you…will you tell Giles?” she asked, her voice finally betraying fear.




“I’ll call him as soon as you’re in pre-op,” he promised her.




She stared at him for a moment longer.




“I’m sorry,” she said, tears starting again. “I’m so sorry, Jarod. I don’t—”




“Shhhh,” he answered. “Everything is fine, okay? All you need to think about is getting better.”







For all that each individual task was carried out with expert speed and precision, it was one very long day. So even though the OR was made available in under an hour, and House’s patient went under the knife ten minutes after that, and even though the complications that arose during the surgery were dealt with as if they had been expected and planned for, and even though Buffy was out of recovery in less than two hours, it was after dark when she finally woke enough to stir.




Her throat hurt. Her belly hurt. She was terribly thirsty, and her mouth was bone dry. It felt like her head was filled with warm, dry sand, and the whole top half of her, from sternum to the top of her head buzzed slightly. She tried to move and found it took much more effort than she had to give.




“Hey, baby girl,” a man said. “There you are. Hang on.”




A hand touched her forehead, and then a straw was placed against her lips. She took it and sipped some water. Once she’d swallowed that, it was a matter of figuring out what had happened. She didn’t remember being hurt in battle.




She asked a question.




“Willow?” the man repeated. “No, honey, she’s fine. Everyone’s fine. Just rest.”




“Giles?”




“He’s in Cleveland,” he told her. “Jarod called them and told everyone you came out just fine.”




Who was she talking to then? She knew the voice, but she couldn’t place it. Bothered, she took a deep breath and after a couple of tries, managed to get her eyes open. 




The hospital room was dim, and the light filtering in from the window wasn’t much more. It took another moment or two to focus her eyes and make sense of what she saw.




“Dad?”




He leaned forward a little and smiled at her, lines of worry cutting across his forehead.




“Hey, baby girl,” he whispered. “It’s good to see you.”




“How did you get here?”




“Well, this guy I’ve met all of two times, says he’s a doctor and lives in a blue box that’s a lot bigger on the inside, he showed up this morning and said that I needed to come with him, that you were sick and needed your dad,” he told her. “So, I came.”




They had talked on the phone several times, and he had a standing invitation to come to Cleveland, while she had a standing invitation to go to Spain, but they’d never quite agreed upon when and where. It was the first time she’d seen him in five years.




“Hi, Daddy,” she managed.




“Hi, baby,” he replied.




He smoothed her hair away from her forehead.




“What happened?” she asked.




“Do you remember that you were going to have a miscarriage?” he asked. “And that they had to operate?”




She thought about it, and the facts of the discussion filtered back into her awareness.




“There was something wrong,” she said. “The baby never developed, and there was…cancer?”




“That’s right,” he answered. “They had to take it out before you miscarried. It’s just…um…”




He paused and looked down at his feet. When he looked back up, he was so sad, Buffy reached out to him. He took her hand.




“Buffy, sweetheart,” he said, “you started bleeding really badly. It turned out that the cancer had gotten pretty far and interfered with some of the blood vessels. Um. So, they had to, they had to perform a hysterectomy to save you. You would have died without it.”




Hysterectomy. She knew that word. It was something she’d heard about regarding women in their forties and fifties. 




“That’s bad, isn’t it?” she managed.




“Well, it’s bad,” her father told her. “You won’t be able to have children after this. But you’re alive, and your doctor says the cancer didn’t spread. You’ll have to do a round of chemo just to be safe, and then you’ll recover.”




“Jarod?”




“We’re taking turns,” he said. “He went to the hotel room to sleep for a couple of hours. He’ll be back soon.”




“Mmmkay.”




She nodded and was asleep before she finished. Her father sat, holding her hand, until Jarod returned.







“You’ve got a lot to deal with,” House said, watching her. “Since you signed the release forms, I spoke with Rupert Giles and told him your treatment plan. You’re on the casualty list until I clear you. Don’t even think of asking for six months. It’ll probably be closer to a year.”




“I’ll be fine in three,” she told him.




“Ooh, and you’ve got an awesome bridge to sell me too, don’t you?” he asked.




He propped his chin on his cane handle and studied her.




“Whatever it is you do—and I’m not prying, but if you can be bribed into talking, just let me know what you’re asking price is—it’s taken a seriously heavy toll on you. Even if you go back on active duty, I’ve told Giles if he likes seeing you alive, he’s going to put you on a rotation. Start with one week on, one week off. If you’re very good, you might just work up to one month on, one month off.”




She grimaced, first at him, then at the IV connected to the back of her hand, and then at the tablet Willow had programmed for her and overnighted the day after the surgery.




“And,” he continued, “before you’re back on the active list, you are going to do all the things I’ve listed for you. Meditation, yoga—”




“I already do those,” she told him.




“Yeah, but no more battle yoga, okay?” he said. “It’s hard on your joints. I want you to take up gardening, spend time outdoors, see a cognitive behavioral therapist, and look into getting a therapy animal. Something big.”




She looked up at him.




“You are the weirdest doctor ever,” Buffy told him.




“And you’re in complete denial about the seriousness of your health issues,” he responded. “But, I guess since you beat a bout of choriocarcinoma in less than a week, you’re entitled.”




He waited a minute while she pretended to ignore him and play Angry Birds.




“You’re still severely depressed,” he told her. “You’re still having night terrors. You’re still suffering from PTSD. Now, for some people, those do go away, but not when you have all three. And not when you do whatever it is you do. Is it hunting special ops forces for fun? It is, isn’t it?”




She gave him a look.




“Between you and your sister,” he sighed.




“You are not telling her anything,” Buffy ordered. “She’s got finals coming up. She does not need the stress.”




“Yeah,” House said slowly. “Because the Summers girls are wilting flowers when it comes to stress. You realize the only reason I’m not showing you her medical charts is because of a little federal law called HIPAA. Well, that and she apparently knows some hired killers.”




“That’s me,” Buffy told him.




“Right,” he agreed. “You know the hired killers. Dawn knows the deranged sociopaths.”




“I’m serious,” she said.




“So am I,” he told her. “I gave both Jarod and Giles copies of my treatment plan. I will be checking with them. If you don’t behave, I will come up to Cleveland and unleash my sarcasm.”




She gave him an even worse look.




“Very dark sarcasm,” he added.




She grunted and loaded another bird in the sling.




He got to his feet.




“Okay, killer,” he told her. “Keep eating your Jell-O, and you’ll be out of here in another day. I’ll stop by later and say hi.”







“No, no, I’m okay,” Buffy said, pushing her hair behind an ear. “I’m sorry I couldn’t talk last week. Just really under the weather. I’m on the mend now.”




She listened to Dawn.




“I saw him,” she said. “He was just as, ah, special as you said. Okay, yeah, well, special covers belligerent, pushy, hostile, and insulting if you give it a pep talk before hand. He called Jarod an idiot.”




Jarod raised an eyebrow at the squawking from Buffy’s phone.




“Yeah, I know. He took it like a man. I think House was disappointed. No, it’s…I’m still sick. Technically. Giles has me on the injured list until further notice. I’ve got this whole book on stuff House wants me to do. Pretty sure the hokey-pokey is in it. I’ll fill you in on the details when you get back.”




Dawn must have talked solid for two minutes while Buffy nodded and mmm-hmmed.




“You know everyone’s dying to meet Sabrina. And Cole. And Hentzau,” she said. “Oh, fine, and Lee. Heck, bring ‘em all. Xander’s ready to break out his Xtreme GrillMaster duplex meat singeing thingamabob. There could be a whole cookout barbecue thing.”




Another minute of chatter passed. 




“And you’re okay?” Buffy asked. “Anything happened since Dracula?”




She breathed a sigh of relief at the answer.




“It’s just…well, you know I worry.” A moment, and then she laughed. “But I’m so good at it! Okay. Yeah. Love you too, Dawnie. Bye.”




When she clicked off, Jarod came up and put his arms around her. Slayers might heal fast, but the wholesale removal of an organ wasn’t something anyone got over quickly. Buffy turned her face to his chest, and the animation drained out of her.




“You could just tell her,” he said.




“No.” She shook her head. “She gets her life, Jarod. I can’t keep…dragging her back into mine.”




“Telling her that you’re sick is not dragging,” he said. “She loves you. She’s coming back, and she’ll be hurt that you haven’t said anything.”




“I will tell her everything when she gets back, okay?” Buffy said. “I just want her to have her own life right now.”




Jarod backed up just enough to see her face.




“Promise?” he asked.




“Promise,” she answered. Then she tightened her arms around him and put her head against his chest again. “Just don’t let go.”




He hugged her tighter. “Nope. Never letting go.”	





Besides, the Wench is Dead
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Author’s Note: This wasn’t in my list of stories to write. I knew I wanted a short piece on how the original Jenny Calendar created Guardian, and that it would involve the current Jenny discovering it when she looked for a way to solve a knotty problem. However, in examining Buffy’s illness (which was also not planned but created to solve a characterization issue I’d caused in a previous story) and knowing that several people would want to research the Slayer line to find answers, I found myself considering the history of the Watchers Council in light of the decisions they made and looking for a reasonable explanation for their behaviors. Unfortunately, the most reasonable and consistent answer was that the Council was usually run by men who didn’t care a fig for the lives of the girls in their care, and that while individual good men may do good work, under those conditions, it is all too easy for evil to flourish.




The stories told by the women of Sorores in Mortuis, by Lucy, and by Jenny are real. A high school friend in German class was (I believe, looking at it from years later, putting together the handful of details she shared with me) sold to a friend of her parents. A co-worker mentioned to me the story of a friend holding her down until she couldn’t fight anymore and was upset when I said that it sounded like rape to me. An online acquaintance told the story of a man climbing in bed with her when she was twelve, though, thankfully, her mother reacted like a proper mama bear. I want to make it clear that Giles is not the bad guy in this story. He is a man confronting a very ugly, very large truth, and coming to terms with it is difficult, to say the least. Neither is Jenny the bad guy. She has scars from long ago and compelling reasons to rage in the face of equivocation and hesitation.




So, I wrote this story, and it’s about the bleakest I’ve ever written. Hope, however, can still be found. The men and women of the Slayers Council will use their power to ensure this sort of thing never happens again, at least not those in their care. 




The title, by the way, comes from Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta. The title character, accused of fornication, responds, “but that was in a far away land, and long ago, and besides, the wench is dead.” I first encountered that line in a novel by Robert A. Heinlein, who is mentioned in the story for another, completely different reason. Is it an offhanded dismissal of past wrongs or a reason to let go of past errors? I leave that to my readers to decide.







“How are you?” Jenny asked, carefully setting down a tray filled with tempting foods from every meal time.




Jarod sighed and set aside the book he’d been staring at.




“Buffy’s sleeping comfortably,” he said. “She’s tolerating the methotrexate extremely well. Still, she’s sleeping a lot and her appetite is off.”




Jenny smiled at him.




“Jarod, I asked how you are,” she reminded him. “Not how Buffy is. So, how are you?”




He considered for a moment. Considering that he’d written comprehensive curricula for all the students at the school and was standardizing all the lesson plans to fit both the age and ability levels of their coterie of Slayers, Jenny already felt deeply indebted to him. Yes, Buffy and Willow had helped out with his takedown of the Centre, but that had been a global threat, and had the Centre found out about Slayers, the Council would have been in at least as much danger as Jarod and his family.




“Tired,” he finally admitted. “At a loss. House was…very clear in pointing out how I’d missed all the signals of Buffy’s illness, and I did. How can I claim to love her if I didn’t even see how sick she was?”




“Jarod, Buffy’s spent the last eight years learning how to cover for any weakness and hide every illness,” Jenny told him, taking a seat opposite. “And those of us who’ve known her the longest—Willow, Xander, and Giles—they didn’t see it either.”




“They’re not Pretenders,” he said, rubbing his hands together like he was cold. “I can walk into a war zone or Mount Sinai hospital and practice with the best medical doctors in the world. I should have seen that she was depressed. I should have seen that she had PTSD. I should have seen just how bad it was.”




“She hid it from everyone,” Jenny said. “Including you. You can beat yourself up, or you can take steps to ensure that it doesn’t happen again. What are you going to do?”




He looked up at her.




“Take steps, of course,” he answered.




“I’m glad to hear that,” Jenny said, smiling. “Because I think I’m going to need your help with a question.”




“What’s that?” he asked, sitting up a little straighter.




Jarod was the quintessential man of action. His action didn’t have to be dramatic, though he was capable of jumping out of airplanes, setting off explosives, or hitting a target from half a mile off with a decent sniper rifle, but he did need something to do. He found the stacks of the library in Haven to be soothing and had also helped Jenny with multiple computer projects, networking the classrooms, the bedrooms, and the public areas of the house so Chataigne wasn’t constantly tickled by Wifi communications.




“Well, it occurred to me,” Jenny began, “that we have no idea whether Buffy’s condition has anything to do with her being a Slayer. What if there’s something about being a Slayer that makes a young woman more likely to have a molar pregnancy, more likely for that pregnancy to turn cancerous, and more likely for that cancer to invade the blood vessels around the uterus.”




It was the sequence of events that had brought Buffy to the operating table and required a full hysterectomy and removal of one of her ovaries. Half of her recovery was coming to terms with the knowledge that she would never have children.




Jarod’s eyes narrowed in thought, and he rubbed his index finger across his bottom lip, reviewing what he knew of the Watchers’ archives.




“For a woman of Buffy’s age, nationality, and health,” he mused, “the odds of a pregnancy turning out to be a molar pregnancy and leading to choriocarcinoma is roughly one in one hundred thousand. Considering it was caught before the fourth month, it was fairly advanced. Buffy didn’t have any nutritional risk factors, and her age wasn’t a factor either. I certainly wouldn’t rule it out.”




“That’s what I thought,” Jenny replied. “So I asked Giles if there were any record of a previous Slayer having similar pregnancy complications.”




“What did he say?” Jarod asked, getting curious.




Jenny grimaced. “Not only does he not have any idea, but he says the Watchers Council never kept any records of Slayer pregnancies or their outcomes. Ever. He said the only record they might have is if the Slayer’s Watcher mentioned it in his diary.”




“But…but that’s…” Jarod gave up, flummoxed.




Jenny nodded in agreement. “Feckless? Foolishly blind? Utterly stupid? I agree. It gets worse.”




“It gets worse?” Jarod raised his eyebrows.




“There’s literally no official listing of the girls and women who’ve been called as Slayers,” she said. “Not in chronological order. Not in any order. Or of the Potentials. Probably the closest we can get is cross-referencing Watchers and Apocalyptic and near-Apocalyptic events for mentions of the Slayers who were involved.”




“I just spent the last month referencing and indexing all the demons ever encountered by Watcher or Slayer for the last twenty-eight hundred years,” Jarod protested. “There were over two hundred lists, by demons alphabetically, categorically, geographically, by which particular hell the demon is bound to, by the people who summoned them, which people they possessed, by signs and sigils, by prophecy, and by weapons used to defeat them.”




“Right.” Jenny nodded. “Because the Watchers were all about demons, especially the different breeds of vampire. But there isn’t any similar documentation of the Slayers themselves and even less of the Potentials.”




Jarod studied her for a moment.




“I’m guessing Rupert got an earful about the hegemonic privilege of rich, white, European academics and their complete inability to consider the importance of any voice other than their own,” he said.




Jenny grimaced again.




“I was a little ticked off, considering the circumstances,” she admitted. 




Jarod glanced back at the bedroom door, where Buffy slept in a warm haze of painkillers, chemotherapy, and anti-anxiety medications.




“Sounds like we need to start with the available Watcher diaries and expand outward,” he said. “Try to build a short biography of each Slayer with dates of birth, major life events, and death.”




“And talk to Debbie Sue,” Jenny added. “She’ll have a list of all the Slayers who were brought across by Sorores in Mortuis, and there may even be a mention of pregnancies and outcomes for them.”




“Right,” he said. “Any idea how much of the archives were online before the Watcher headquarters were destroyed?”




“No,” Jenny answered, “but what wasn’t destroyed has been forwarded to us. Then there’s Robin.”




“What about Robin?” Jarod asked, looking up.




“He’s the son of a Slayer,” Jenny told him. “Nikki Wood. She was killed by Spike in New York City when he was four years old.”




“So we have two recorded pregnancies,” he said. “One ending in a live birth, and one ending in a medical abortion due to complete molar pregnancy and choriocarcinoma.”




His expression turned to an unfathomable sadness again. Jarod had spent his entire adult life looking for his lost family. The idea of a child must have resonated deeply with him, but now that idea and the hope of any future children with Buffy was gone. After a moment, he shook it off.




“Looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us.”







The first group of girls returned from their morning run and paused at the door to wipe their shoes or scrape them against the iron blade Xander had mounted near the door. Chataigne disliked having dirty floors, and there was so much in and out through the great hall, Xander had finally decreed that not only would everyone clean their shoes before coming in, but they’d take their shoes off and set them on the nearby shoe rack. There had been muttering, but as each girl had taken her turn through the list of chores and come back to sweeping and mopping the floor of the great hall, the muttering died out. 




They trooped through the great hall to the main stairs and took the recently finished stairs down one flight to the locker room Xander had finished and opened less than a month beforehand. The savings in hot water, space, laundry, traffic between the girls’ bedrooms and bathrooms, and sanity for the grown ups had more than made up for the cost outlay.




“Grab your showers, get dressed, and head upstairs for Math,” Faith called. “Calendar says you’ve got a lot to cover.”




“But I wanted to soak in the hot tub,” Simone complained. “I don’t even have Math.”




“Hot tub’s off limits this morning,” Faith answered, coming out of the supply room. “Buffy’s soaking.”




Simone made a noise of disgust, pulling her t-shirt off and grabbing a towel.




“Two weeks since she got cut,” she muttered. “When’s the duchess going to be on her feet again?”




“Shut up, Simone,” another girl said. “Leave Buffy alone.”




Simone looked up and snarled.




“Come on over here and tell me that, Sinclair,” she ordered.




Lucy Sinclair, not quite five foot three, with short, wispy golden red hair and jade green eyes hidden behind round glasses, marched over to her, vibrating with anger. She glared up at Simone, who stood at least six inches taller than her.




“You don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about,” Lucy told her, staring upward at the tall girl with the cotton candy colored mohawk. “So stop complaining, and don’t you dare call Buffy names.”




The rest of the girls around them paused in the middle of disrobing, uneasy. The house might not pitch people out for most disagreements anymore, but the tension between little Lucy, just turned fifteen, and Simone, nineteen years old, was ratcheting up fast. A fight wouldn’t get just them, but everyone in the room, thrown out on their ears, and most of them were half-dressed and barefoot. Aside from the problem of partial nudity, spring in Cleveland could be fairly nippy.




“Runt,” Simone began, arching an eyebrow and crossing her arms.




“Hey!” one of the other girls called. “No name calling. It’s not cool.”




Simone extended an arm in the caller’s direction and then gave her an erect middle finger, all without taking her eyes off Lucy.




“Like I was saying,” Simone continued, “runt, I don’t give a damn what you’ve got to say. Keep your widdle fee-fees to yourself and stay out of my way.”




Another Slayer, this one nearly as tall as Simone, stepped up beside Lucy. This girl was lush and curvy where Lucy was flat and straight, and her black hair, streaked with purple and green, was pulled back into french braids. She folded her arms and tapped her exquisite nails against her upper arm. On her shoulder sat a large white rabbit, its ears folded back and its nose woffling rapidly.




“You wanna repeat that to the bunny, Simone?” she asked with the cadence of born and bred Cali-Mex. “Cause I think Baxter’s kind of sweet on Lucy here, and I know he don’t take no one dissing the senior Slayer like that.”




Simone snarled, but didn’t meet Arizay’s eyes.




“Friends looking out for you, runt?” she asked Lucy.




The house shifted and groaned around them, and the rest of the girls began grabbing clothes and frantically pulling them on.




“Right now, they’re looking out for you,” Lucy said softly. “Start something, and you’ll find out for sure.”




Faith appeared, and everyone except Lucy and Baxter dropped their poses and began studying the floor or the tiled walls. Lucy kept her eyes on Simone, and Baxter kept his eyes on Lucy.




“Cindy Lou Who,” Faith said, using her nickname for Lucy for that week, “hit the showers and don’t look back.”




Reluctantly but without argument, Lucy stepped back and then walked over to her locker to strip down for the shower. 




“Simone, congratulations for being almost stupid enough to get your entire squad kicked out,” Faith continued, sardonic. “You win four extra chores, due by movie time Friday night.”




“What?!” Simone almost yelled. “No way, I didn’t start anything! That’s not fair.”




Faith laughed.




“Kiddie Slayer, if you think I care about fair, you should get your head examined. Now, that’s five for arguing, six for lying, and seven for being an idiot when you lie,” Faith told her, “seeing as how I was less than ten yards away when you called Buffy a name. Oh, and that’s why you’re my new favorite sparring partner.”




Simone looked at her, quailing, and Faith punched her in the stomach. Hard. As Simone abruptly folded up, eyes bugging and hands grabbing her stomach, Faith gave her a cold smile.




“Stay away from the kid,” she said, “get your shower, get started on your chores, and I’ll see you at eleven for the first round. Oh, and Simone?”




She grabbed the young woman by the front locks of her mohawk and forced her to look up.




“You ever open your mouth around Buffy’s name, and it isn’t followed by ‘who is better than me in every way’, I will take it out of your hide.”




She released Simone, who had enough brains left to her to stumbled towards her locker. 




“Go on,” Faith told the other girls. By now, Lucy was in the shower, soaking her hair. “Not you, Fuentes. You, I want a word with.”




She and Arizay stepped over to the side.




“What’s gotten into your bestie?” Faith asked, eyes level, her expression neutral.




Ari shook her head. “I don’t know, boss. It’s like she’s taking what happened to Buffy personally, like it happened to her too. Couple of times, she just started crying.”




“Has she heard from her mom?”




The antipathy Lucy held for her mother was well known throughout Haven. Ari shook her head.




“Not since we saw her over Christmas,” she answered. “And you know she spent almost all of it with me and my family.”




“Girl’s got troubles,” Faith murmured. “I’ll give Calendar a heads up. You keep an eye on her and don’t let her start anything. Simone tries anything, let me know.”




“You got it. Hey, Faith?” Ari asked.




“Yeah?”




“How come you’re so mama bear over Buffy?” Ari asked. “Everyone knows the two of you got into it back in the day.”




Faith gave her a knowing look. “Shyeah, the day being anywhere from five years to a year ago, muchacha. Anything between me and B stays between me and B. Anyone wants to start bagging on senior Slayers, especially some pink haired pendejo who wouldn’t know the score if it dry humped her leg, they go through me first. Got it?”




“Five by five, jefa,” Ari answered, grinning.







Jenny and Jarod’s project ended up taking over one of the workrooms in the school proper, what used to be the Victorian portion of the house, towards the front. The largest of the white boards was devoted to a timeline, beginning with the First Slayer, Sineya, at an undetermined point more than five thousand years in the past, and continuing with milestones of millennia, then centuries, then decades, and finally years. Less than a week in, and fewer than three hundred Slayers were listed with their Watcher’s name listed in parentheses below. Nearly fifty of them had no name of their own, only a Watcher’s name. 




A second whiteboard listed Watchers by name in chronological order. After five days, there were more than one thousand Watchers listed with dates of diaries, location of work, and sometimes a Potential’s name. More rarely a Watcher would be listed with a Slayer’s name. On a third board was a list of all the Slayers and Potentials so far encountered. Those with confirmed names and dates were listed in black. Those with no names but some other information were color coded. Known by Watcher were listed in red, known by date in blue, known by location in green, known by killer in purple, known by something else in orange. A nearby map of the globe had pins for every Slayer event they’d come across. 




Willow had been working tirelessly on creating a database to track all the information. Jenny spent much of her time organizing reading material, and Jarod and Andrew were responsible for reading the unending stacks of books, files, and printouts. Giles, who carried not quite half the teaching load, was available for occasional questioning, but had left the project in their hands for the time being.




“Aha!” Jenny cried, holding up a book from the early 1720s, “look at this! I knew it!”




The rest of them looked up.




“ ‘As has been known since before the time of Christ,’ ” she read aloud, “ ‘the number of maidens who carry the mark of the Slayer without ever being called to serve in the role is no more than twelve for every maiden who does serve as Slayer.’ I knew it!”




Andrew looked up, baffled.




“Well, that doesn’t make any sense,” he said. “I mean, there were at least two thousand girls activated by Willow’s spell, and there were two senior Slayers at the time.”




Jenny handed the book to Willow, who immediately began to enter the information into her foundling database. 




“If this was so-called common knowledge among the Watchers then,” Jenny said, “who knows how many Potentials they missed? And if they missed Potentials, they could have missed Slayers.”




Everyone looked over at the main timeline and its wide, frequent gaps.




“So how often was a Slayer called that the Watchers Council knew nothing about?” Willow asked.




“Conceivably,” Jarod said, “it could have been more often than the ones they knew about.”




“What happened to them?” Andrew asked.




“A Slayer without a Watcher to train her would still be drawn to vampires,” Jarod said. “It’s a compulsion. She’d look for them, and once she found them, she’d probably try to kill them. If she didn’t know how, if she didn’t have any training in fighting…”




“She’d end up getting killed pretty quickly,” Jenny finished for him. “And even if there are more than twelve Potentials lined up, and only the last one has been found and trained by the Watchers, eventually, all the ones called before her are going to die, probably prematurely, almost certainly violently, and she’ll be called. Inevitably, it’ll come back to a Council-trained Slayer who has a fighting chance.”




“Don’t you think they noticed?” Willow asked. “I mean, your Slayer dies, and none of your Potentials are called for six months, and then suddenly, one of them’s called out of the blue. Wouldn’t it make sense that someone, somewhere else was called, fought vampires for a little while, and died?”




“Oh, I think they did notice,” Jenny said. “I know the Watchers I had to deal with did.”







Debbie Sue’s arrival set off a firestorm of ecstatic welcome from the house, the staff, and the students. The house loved her because she cleaned up all her own messes. The staff loved her because she knew and understood all habits Slayer, and the girls loved her because she was the Platonic ideal of grandmotherly love. With silver hair, colorful skirts, a red hat, and a Southern accent so chewy it rivaled chicken fried steak and a slice of pecan pie, she distributed gifts and hugs to everyone.




“Where’s Rupert?” she asked as she and Jenny settled in the kitchen over coffee.




“Grading history essays,” Jenny answered. “This is why I stick to teaching technology, math, and science. The program works, or it doesn’t, the math problems are solved correctly, or they aren’t, and the science is accurate, or it’s wrong. So much easier to grade.”




Debbie Sue nodded. She held her cup of coffee in two slightly withered and gnarled hands.




“That’s just as well, hon,” she said. “Some of what I have to share with you won’t go over so well with Rupe.”




“Such as?” Jenny asked.




Debbie Sue visibly pulled herself in, as if bracing for a hostile reaction.




“You understand, Jenny, that the only reason the ladies of Sorores in Mortuis were willing to approve my contacting Rupert and all of you is because we had confirmation of the destruction of the Watcher’s Council, and the only reason I was so determined to contact Rupert is because he and his father before him were good men. Many of the Watchers Council were not, especially where Slayers come.”




Jenny waited.




“I can give you what data we have on our own members concerning Slayers who became pregnant and what the outcomes were,” Debbie Sue continued. “We have fairly comprehensive records on each girl we’ve saved, less because we wished to document the Slayer lineage, and more because it was necessary for their treatment after they surrendered the mantle of Slayer.”




“Treatment for what?” Jenny asked, feeling a premonition of what she would hear.




“Depending on when they were brought across and who was the head of the Council,” Debbie Sue answered, gazing into her coffee and then meeting Jenny’s eyes, “everything from post traumatic stress disorder to long term sexual abuse, rape, and incest to multiple pregnancies, sexually transmitted diseases, to physical abuse separate from their duties as Slayers to complete nervous breakdowns.”




Jenny looked at her, horrified.




“You have to understand,” Debbie Sue continued, “that the Watchers Council has always considered Potentials and Slayers to be soldiers in the war against the dark. Soldiers die and are replaced. There was always another girl waiting to be called. In the Council’s eyes, we were disposable. The Council never considered the interests of the Slayer to be paramount. Only their ability to be sent into battle.”




“But that doesn’t mean they’d indulge in wholesale abuse,” Jenny protested.




“Most of them didn’t,” Debbie Sue agreed. “But in an organization which counts young, healthy girls only as an expendable resource, it’s very easy for a predator to join the ranks in order to get access to these girls.”




Jenny felt her throat tighten. 




“How many are we talking about?” she asked.




“It makes the Catholic church sex scandal look like an episode of Sesame Street,” Debbie Sue said. “Nearly half the Slayers who served under the Council endured some form of physical, emotional, or sexual abuse. Not because the majority of Watchers were rapists, but because the Council made it easy for a single rapist or a handful of them to get access to the girls.”




“What about Rupert?” Jenny asked, barely able to speak.




“I doubt he has any idea what was going on,” Debbie Sue said, “but if you’ll remember, he did participate in the Cruciamentum.”




“The Torment,” Jenny repeated in English. “Wesley tried to pull that on Buffy. I put a stop to it.”




Debbie Sue gave her a smile. “A Watcher by the name of Clarence Peverell created the tradition only a hundred years ago, though the Council later told its Watchers that it was over twelve hundred years old. A Slayer reaches eighteen, her Watcher deprives her of her Slayer abilities with a drug or a spell. She’s then put in with a vampire. Depending on how much the Council likes their current Slayer, it’s a weak vampire or a psychotically strong vampire. For some, it’s just a way for the Council to kill them off so it can have a more pliant Slayer at beck and call.”




“And…Rupert participated in this?” Jenny asked, horrified. 




Debbie Sue nodded. “And so did his father, Horace. I passed mine, though I think the Council wouldn’t have been broken hearted if I’d died. Any Watcher who refuses, tells his Slayer, or sabotages the Cruciamentum is removed from his position, and the Slayer is killed. Since it’s not too hard to find out when a Slayer’s eighteenth birthday is, we’ve brought a lot of them across at that time.”




“But why?” Jenny demanded. “Why would they be so…cavalier about killing Slayers?”




“Because,” Debbie Sue said, her eyes filled with a lifetime’s grief, “girls can be abused, manipulated, and broken a great deal easier than women. The Council preferred that its Slayers never reach adulthood.”







“That is utter rubbish!” Giles cried.




“You haven’t seen the data,” Jenny answered. “You haven’t read the first person accounts, Rupert, and there are hundreds of them. Sorores in Mortuis goes back six centuries, and its documentation is far more reliable. There are decades where the members of the Council are decent, upstanding men, and Slayers still die like flies.”




“It’s…what do you expect?” Giles asked. “Slayers are called to battle vampires. The death toll has always been high. Watchers face much the same.”




“No, they don’t,” Jenny argued. “Watchers aren’t required to go into battle. When they do, they’re not boys, they’re men. They have more than a decade of training. They have back up. They have lives outside of their duties, and they had a choice.” 




“Boys go to war—” Giles started.




“We are not talking about full scale societal conflicts or cultural paradigms, Rupert,” Jenny countered, her voice rising. “We are talking about how the Watchers Council deals with Slayers. Willow has already run reports on the data Debbie Sue brought her. The average age of a Slayer when she’s called fell from seventeen in the 1500s to fourteen years old in the last twenty years, and that’s directly attributable to the Council’s attrition policy regarding Slayers.”




“Policy?” Giles demanded. “There’s no such policy, Jenny. There doesn’t have to be. There is only one Slayer, and as human population has expanded and cities have grown so have vampire populations—”




“No!” Jenny cried. “You do not get to pass this off as a math problem, Rupert. There was only ever one Slayer at a time, and now that we have many, we’re already talking about making sure every active Slayer has a full support team with access to research, training, tactical backup, medical, and sabbaticals. The Council could have done that from the start—provided every Slayer with a squadron of Watchers whose sole function was to back her up in combat—and they didn’t. Ever.”




Giles rapped his knuckles on the desk he stood next to, unable to rally a response to his lover’s angry accusation.




“The Council could have sought out the spell that resuscitates a Slayer and let the mantle pass to another,” Jenny continued. “They could have done it millennia ago, but they didn’t, because it was okay by them that girls died, constantly, before they could ever grow up.”




“They had no knowledge that such a spell was possible,” he answered. “No one outside of the Sisters has any idea what it entails. The costs may have been prohibitive.”




“They should have at least tried to mitigate the death rate!” Jenny responded. “Did it never occur to you, Rupert, ever, that maybe things should be better? I’m not even talking about the abuse of individual Slayers. How could sending girls to their deaths in battle ever be okay?”




Giles was well and truly agitated, and it was a good thing that the Slayerettes were eating lunch under the supervision of the remaining staff members. They had the library to themselves, and the door was thick enough to keep their voices from carrying.




“You have seen the tide of darkness we stand against,” Giles said, spitting out his words. “None of us have ever liked or wanted to send girls into combat against those forces, but they are all we ha—”




“No, they’re not,” Jenny interrupted. “There are Pretenders, Rupert. There are witches, champions, telepaths, and fey. There are fucking space aliens! There are a hundred places to draw help from, and the Council ignored them all. And why? Because they had a monopoly on little girls and a place to dump the bodies when they were finished!”




“That is calumny!” Giles roared. “You are talking about me, my father, the men I worked with for more than two decades—”




“The men you had screaming trans-Atlantic phone calls with every time Quentin Travers tried to pry Buffy away from you,” Jenny answered. “Have you read the accounts that Debbie Sue provided? One of the girls he raped was twelve years old. He was a pedophile, Rupert. He used other Watchers to get to Potentials and Slayers.”




“Quentin Travers was a smug, self-righteous stuffed shirt,” Giles snapped, “but he was no pedophile.”




“Why are you defending him?!”




“Because there is no proof!”




Just as Jenny drew breath to scream at him, Xander stepped into the library and closed the door behind him.




“You,” and he pointed at Jenny, “owe Chataigne one of those reflecting ball doohickeys on a nice stand. No plastic. And you, Giles, owe her a shrubbery, a nice big one to fill in that spot outside the arboretum. Something appropriate for xeriscaping. None of those invasive species.”




Both Jenny and Giles fell silent.




“And you owe me the funds to build a nice outside barbecue pit,” Xander continued, looking them over with his one good eye. “Plus maybe another basketball hoop on the court.”




They both sighed and turned apart.




“Yes, very well,” Giles said. “That sounds…reasonable.”




“Which is not what I’d say the going-ons here sounded like,” Xander pointed out. “None of the kids like it when Mom and Dad fight, and my chestnut dryad is all big eyes and trembling at how much you’re shouting. Spill.”




Giles and Jenny exchanged a look, and he motioned to her.




“Willow, Jarod, and I are working on a project to gather more information about previous Slayers,” Jenny said, “so we can make an informed guess as to possible health issues the Slayers will face.”




“See, that sounds reasonable,” Xander said. “What it doesn’t sound like is our two senior grown-ups yelling calumny at each other.”




“Apparently,” Giles said, making an effort to calm himself, “Debbie Sue responded to Jenny’s request for information on the Sisters with a great many accusations—”




“Why is it when a twelve year old girl says a man three times her own age raped her, it’s a groundless accusation?” Jenny asked. “But when the same man, twenty years later, tells you that you have to drug your Slayer and throw her in a locked room with a psychotic serial killing vampire, it’s the gospel truth?”




“I never said it was groundless!” Giles exclaimed. “And that’s not what happened!”




Jenny inhaled, and was cut off by Xander.




“Whoa! Whoa, whooooooooooaaaaa,” he said, like he was talking to a pair of fractious horses. “I hereby declare this conversation suspended due to topic content of the ‘freaking my house the hell out’ nature.”




“Xander,” Jenny began in a nearly reasonable voice, “this has to be discussed. The Watchers Counci—”




“I am not saying you can’t discuss it,” Xander pointed out. “Though from what I heard, that was less discussing than it was a competitive shrill competition. With the competing. What I am saying is that you can’t discuss it here. Move it offsite, away from Chataigne, and don’t come back until you’re all calm and happy. Or at least calm. Also, you should lay in some gardening supplies, just to be on the safe side.”




Both Jenny and Giles stared at him, dissatisfied.




“Or, I could let Chataigne throw you out and suggest she not let you back in until you sing ‘Kumbaya’ in harmony,” he continued.




“Okay, fine.” Jenny surrendered. “Rupert, I’ll send you an email with the file locations. Please, review the statements and the numbers.”




“Very well,” he agreed. 




Jenny left, and Xander raised his eyebrows at Giles. Giles frowned direly, staring off into space.




“How are things in Watcher Land?” Xander asked. “It’s looking kind of extra heavy.”




Giles sighed. 




“It isn’t simply that what Jenny claims is completely contrary to the purpose of the Council, to my experience in the Council, to my father’s legacy and the work of so many others,” Giles said. 




“It’s that it means that you worked with a bunch of kiddie rapists and never noticed,” Xander supplied for him.




Giles ruffled up, about to take offense, and then deflated.




“It’s an appalling idea,” he admitted. “Horrifying.”




“And if you think it’s bad for you,” Xander answered, “think about what all those girls went through.”




“I…am desperate to believe that there must be some misunderstanding,” Giles said, tapping his knuckles against the desk again. 




“I hope you’re right,” Xander said. “I hope it’s just a big misunderstanding, and the numbers Jenny’s talking about were scribbled down on a napkin that someone left out in the rain, and it’s really a three instead of an eighty thousand, and that the testimony of all those girls was some sort of twisted creative writing assignment, but Giles, you need to ask yourself…what if it’s not?”




To which Giles did not have an answer.







Buffy studied the grapevines climbing over the new pergola Xander had built the previous month. It was large enough that nearly half the Slayerettes could gather under it for barbecue, once the barbecue pit was built. It was nice to be outdoors. The sun was warm, the breeze was mild, and there was a rose bush just beyond her reach that buzzed with bees. Dawn would love it. She looked forward to Dawn’s return in another few weeks’ time.




“Did you suspect anything?” Jarod asked her.




She shook her head. 




“I always got a bad vibe off Quentin,” she admitted. “But I always thought it was more him the authority figure versus me the juvenile delinquent. I never really matched his idea of what a Slayer was supposed to be, and he didn’t like how close me and Giles were.”




“From the accounts,” Jarod told her, “there were at least four others on the Council who had or were abusing the Potentials in their care. The Sisters were able to revive two of the Potentials after they were killed by the Bringers, but interference by the Council prevented the chance of helping the remaining six.”




She considered her sandals. Today, she wasn’t grieving, she thought. She was tired, the kind of bone deep tired that didn’t go away on its own. The kind that brought its own sadness and hung out with her like an old friend, a guest that took up room but didn’t make any demands or noise. But she wasn’t grieving. At least, not for herself.




“Took me a long time to understand that there were worse evils in the world than vampires,” she said. “Vampires seduce, they kill, sometimes they get ambitious and massacre a whole room of people, but…you call them evil, and they own up to it. They don’t pretend to be anything that they aren’t. I’m pretty sure Mayor Wilkins would have called Travers out, and he fed babies to demons for his powers.”







Kate Parker came up behind Willow, bearing a cup of hot tea. Willow looked up, red eyed with weeping.




“Sweetheart, you need to take a break,” Kate told her.




“I can’t,” Willow said. “I can’t…fail these girls. Nobody listened to them for so long. The Watchers didn’t care. Half of them don’t even refer to their Potential or their Slayer by name in their own diaries.”




Kate took a seat next to her, put the tea on the desk, and pulled the box of tissues over.




“Honey, their stories will still be here when you get back,” she said. “This is a long term project. Jenny wants something to show the full Council during the August meeting. Take a break for a day or two. Meditate. Rest your heart. If you’re this unbalanced, you won’t be any good to Buffy or the other Slayers, especially during patrol.”




“Why isn’t Giles here?” Willow asked, about to break down. “Why isn’t he looking at this with us? Why doesn’t he believe how bad it was?”




Kate took a moment to compose herself.




“Willow, you know where I came from,” she said. “The Centre was my life for more years than I like to think about. I hunted an innocent man, a good man, from one end of the earth to another, to capture him and bring him back to captivity. I knew that my employer was powerful. I knew it was dangerous. I knew my uncle was an evil man. I knew the projects they used Jarod for were sold to the highest bidder, regardless of their morality.”




She paused and swallowed.




“All I had to do was look around and be willing to believe. All I had to do was listen to what Jarod tried a thousand times to tell me. All I had to do was take the blinders off, and I would have seen. I’d have seen that The Centre was responsible for travesties, tragedies, crimes, and evil that will live long after I’ve died. If you told me now that they ran a human trafficking ring, I’d believe you, but then? I’d have looked for any reason not to, because I was part of it.”




She brushed down her pants legs, which was nowhere near as satisfying as her old habit of brushing down her skirt. The pants were definitely more comfortable though.




“But Giles wasn’t a part of what Quentin Travers and the others were doing,” Willow protested. “He couldn’t have known, or he would have done something.”




“He may be wondering how much he did know,” Kate said, taking Willow’s hand and holding it. “He may be wondering if he could have figured out what was going on, if he’d just asked a few questions. And he knows that he participated in the Cruciamentum.”




“But he had too,” Willow said. “A-and he changed his mind and helped Buffy. That’s why they fired him.”




“And that’s all they would have done if he’d refused to participate and warned Buffy ahead of time,” Kate pointed out. “Do you really believe Buffy couldn’t have held them off if he asked her to?”




“But…”




“Willow,” Kate said, her voice shading with urgency, “all of our choices come with a price. Sometimes it’s obvious, like the price Giles paid for telling Buffy about the Cruciamentum. Sometimes, it’s not so obvious, like the price Giles paid for cooperating with Quentin Travers and injecting Buffy before the Cruciamentum began.”




Willow looked away, her expression wracked.




“What the price for that means,” Kate continued, “is that when we discover how evil Quentin Travers really was, Giles has to wonder how complicit he was in that. It’s going to take him time to come to terms with that.”




Willow blinked tears away. “Throw his father in on top of that, too. Did Giles’s father put Debbie Sue through a Cruciamentum?”




“I don’t know,” Kate said. “You’ll have to ask Debbie Sue.”




Willow turned her eyes back to her computer screen, where she’d paused a video interview of one of the Sisters describing how her Watcher, Cliven Buchran, had loaned her out to his friends, beaten her when she’d gotten pregnant, and forced her to get an abortion. All when she’d been fifteen years old. The Sister on the screen was in her mid-eighties at the time of the interview, and the pain and horror of what she’d endured was written clearly on her face. She’d died a year after the interview, ten years before Buffy had been called.




“Come on, baby,” Kate said. “Let it go for a couple of days. Come to bed and let me kiss you.”




Willow smiled tremulously up at her, took her other hand, and got up, letting the computer go into hibernation.







“So I understand you’re a fan of New Orleans,” Debbie Sue asked Lucy.




“We both are,” Lucy said, looking up from her consideration of several colorful pairs of sneakers.




“Yeah, we got this whole thing for the Big Easy,” Arizay told her. “We’re going down when we’re eighteen, just to check it out.”




“During Mardi Gras?” Debbie Sue asked, a little worried.




“Mmm, maybe,” Lucy said, considering. “I mean, that’s when everything happens, but I’m not as interested in Bourbon Street. I want to see Canal Street and the old French quarter, and all the old places.”




“We’ll take a Watcher, of course,” Ari said. “Not that any of the frat boys would give us any trouble. Oh, and Baxter.”




The rabbit had been excluded from a trip to the mall due to their animal policy.




“I wonder if Xander would come with us,” Lucy said. “I wish he could be our Watcher.”




“Nah, New Orleans is too far from home,” Ari said. “He ain’t leaving his tree.”




So even the younger Slayers had noticed Xander’s propensity for staying close to home. 




“Xander will always be in high demand as a Watcher,” Debbie Sue said. 




“That’s because he gets us,” Lucy noted. “Xander’s awesome.”




“I could take Andrew,” Ari said.




“That’s because you know you could get away with murder,” Lucy answered. “Mr. Woods would be good.”




That was the consensus among Slayers, which explained why Andrew was routinely assigned to research and almost certainly wouldn’t be in charge of a Slayer until much later, if ever.




Ari made a rude noise. “Sure, if you want be a Marine without even joining the Corps.”




Lucy made a thoughtful moue. “What about Oz? He’s awesome, and if Mardi Gras coincides with the full moon, so much the better.”




Debbie Sue quailed a little at the thought of a werewolf, even a well behaved one, loose in the French quarter during Mardi Gras. Especially with these two hanging on to his tail.




“Yeah,” Ari said, nodding in agreement. “That would work.”




“I can start working on him!” Lucy cheered. 




Debbie Sue was so very glad she was not permanently in charge of these two and would, in fact, be handing them over at the end of the shopping expedition.




“Do either of you see shoes that you want?” she asked.







“Do you want company?” Jarod asked, watching her with a grave expression.




“Studly, it’s a hair appointment,” Buffy answered. “If I get really wild and crazy, I may do a pedicure, but that’s the limit. You know, unless I pass a shoe store with some really cute boots in the window. I am going alone. I have my phone on me, and I will call if there are any problems.”




He still looked unsure, nervous for her, a mother hen unwilling to let his small (true), frail (maybe), defenseless (ha!) little chick venture far from the nest.




“Willow could go with you,” he pointed out. “Or Jenny, Katie, or—”




She put a finger on his lips.




“If you say Faith,” she said, “I will take you with me and pay the salon employees to wax your entire body.”




“I’ve done that before,” he said without a pause. “I was undercover at a swim competition. It was…a little strange.”




“And then I will cover you in honey and throw you to the baby Slayers,” she continued.




“I’ll stay here,” he answered quickly. “And I won’t say Faith’s name.”




She smiled. 




“You are a wise and a good boyfriend,” she told him. “And I will update you as my day progresses.”




She picked up keys from Xander, who was in charge of the vehicles. With up to twelve adults in the house, Katie had flatly vetoed the idea of every adult owning one. There wasn’t enough parking space for one thing. So the current selection of cars included Xander’s work truck, a passenger van big enough to seat fifteen (mass movement of the entire student/Slayer population required renting a bus), a tricked out SUV, two hybrid sedans, and a sweet little coupe.




Xander tossed a set of keys at her. 




“Daddy won’t take your t-bird away,” he said. “So go have fun.”




Buffy flashed him a grateful smile and headed out. She lucked out at her usual salon and found that her favorite stylist had picked up the day for more work, taking walk-ins. He took one look at her and turned the chair around so she could sit.




“Princess,” he said, tilting his head to the side, “you look like you been run down and hung up to dry.”




“I got sick,” she told him. “Week in the hospital, still recovering.”




He tsked under his breath and started examining her hair.




“You know that shit they give you in the hospital for your hair is no good,” he said. “Leaves all that residue. And it’s been two months since your last trim and color. Hmmm.”




He looked up from his analysis and studied her face.




“You want your mani-pedi too?” he asked.




“Yuh-huh,” she agreed, relaxing under his care.




“We got a massage therapist in,” he told her. “Get your chi all straightened out. He’s in with someone now, but we can sneak you in after I’m done.”




“Do it.”




Jenny had talked about about a more holistic approach to health—nutrition, meditation, and other things—that had Willow nodding her head the whole time. Well, if massage didn’t fall into holistic, she would reject the whole thing. 




His assistant brought him a chilled Diet Coke, which he opened and handed to her. There was, Buffy thought, some justice in the world. Not a lot, but some.




“Now, you’re looking kind of pale and washed out,” he said, still picking through her hair and examining it. “I can bring some red in, make your hair a little warmer of a blond. That would help. I’m also thinking some chunky low lights.”




Usually she just nodded and let him do whatever he wanted. He was that good. 




“Cut it off,” she said.




He froze, eyes widening.




“Sweetie, you sure?” he asked. “You don’t like it, it’ll take more than a couple of months to grow back out.”




She met his eyes in the mirror and then studied her own face. She’d lost some weight when she hadn’t had much to lose. It left her looking more hard than frail. There were things she wasn’t anymore. She wasn’t a woman who could become a mother, at least not by getting pregnant. She wasn’t the only Slayer or even the more senior of two Slayers. She was the senior Slayer out of something like two thousand Slayers, fifty or so of which studied and trained at the school. It had been a year since Willow’s activation spell. Even before she’d gotten sick, she’d felt at the end of her tether, knowing she wasn’t what she used to be and wasn’t quite sure what she was becoming. It didn’t seem right to continue with the same old frothy SoCal girl look.




“Yeah,” she confirmed. “Cut it short, make it awesome. I trust you.”




“Baby, you don’t like it, I won’t charge you a penny, but Daddy gonna play!”







Jenny closed the door into the workroom Willow had set up in her bungalow, the one Xander had fitted for the serious computing power they couldn’t put together at Chataigne’s due to the magical limitations of the soft spot it resided in or Chataigne’s ticklish nature. On her shoulder, she held a bag filled with the paraphernalia of her own discipline of magic—Roma, tech, and Pagan. 




Rupert had kept several boxes of the original Jenny Calendar’s belongings—notes, printouts, and storage media of projects from before her death—in reviewing it, Jenny saw that her doppelganger had spent more time on projects she had dismissed as next to impossible, and less time on projects she’d mastered. She chalked it up to the different course of history in each reality.




Between the mentions in the prophecy of Sorores in Mortuis and her own grand, never acted upon scheme, she had an idea there might be something out there she could call upon. She hoped.




The bandwidth they ran through the house was enormous. Willow had yet to tap more than ten percent, and that was with some of the incredibly heavy pull she used in her large scale projects tracking the leftover activity of the now defunct Centre and its orphaned agents. Between them, they ran a fleet of servers for the school (less likely to be destroyed by random Slayerette trouble or possible Apocalypse if they were offsite) and for their different projects. Willow was bringing in several government contacts, including Riley Finn and his group, Supervisory Special Agent Leroy Gibbs of NCIS, and Special Agent Seeley Booth with the FBI. All of it outside of standard channels, but Jenny wasn’t surprised to find that Finn, Gibbs, and Booth were all willing and interested in keeping in touch.




The rest of the equipment ringed the room—a sound system that could register on local seismographs, LCD panel screens, enormous Wacom tablets and floating displays. Willow was usually frugal, but when it came to outfitting this room, she had argued for, and gotten, an enormous budget. The newest items, which she had only set up the previous day, were the holographic projectors. 




Jenny booted up the system she’d built, and once it was connected to the Internet, she connected the thumb drive she’d found in her other version’s belongings. If it was what she thought, it would either short out the entire system and possibly trash everything out to the first major backbone router, destroying Internet connectivity for at least ten thousand people, or she’d hear something from a project she’d long considered nothing more than a pipe dream.




The computer chugged and chittered to itself for several long minutes and finally launched an application. The window was titled “MYCROFT”, and she chuckled to herself. So she’d been a Heinlein fan in this universe as well. It flashed several screens of code, not—she noted—anything that might have created or launched what she was looking for, but instead creating a tiny notice, only a little longer than a ping, to go out and seek what she might have once created.




It didn’t take long. A short line of text appeared and began to blink.




Hello?




Jenny typed an answer.







At the food court, the girls ate sesame chicken and spicy tuna roll while Debbie Sue watched over them and continued working on the socks she’d started the previous day. Buffy had mentioned having trouble staying warm, and there was nothing like a good pair of woolen socks to take the chill away.




“Mr. Giles and Ms. Calendar had another fight,” Lucy mentioned, toying with her chopsticks.




“When?” Ari asked.




“Last night,” Lucy said. “It was in one of the classrooms after school was out.”




“What was it over?” Ari asked.




Debbie Sue thought about diverting their attention to something else, but she was too curious.




“Like, statistics and sampling?” Lucy said. “Only not really, because it was all about the old Slayers, the ones before Buffy, the ones who died, and the ones who joined the Sisters. Mr. Giles kept saying that just because the numbers implied something doesn’t mean it was actually so, and that you can’t find motive in numbers.”




Ari glanced over at Debbie Sue, stole a fragment of tuna off Lucy’s plate, and prodded her.




“What about all the stories? What’d Ms. Calendar say?”




Lucy drew a breath and looked up. “That it might be advisable to assume incompetence before malice in most things, but rape and murder weren’t included.”




She looked at Debbie Sue.




“Is it true that the Watchers murdered some of the Slayers?” she asked.




Ari looked stunned. Debbie Sue considered, for just a moment, telling the girls that she couldn’t say, that the matter was being investigated by the new council, but they deserved better, and as much as she still loved Rupert and his father, her Watcher, she didn’t owe the old council a damn thing.




“Yes, honey,” she said. “I know of five in my lifetime that the Council either killed or set up to be killed.”




“But…why?” Ari asked.




It was the first time she’d ever seen that girl’s cynical armor breached.




“In a couple of cases, the girls were too old,” Debbie said. “So they fixed up their Cruciamentum so there was no way they could survive. In another couple, the girls just weren’t very strong fighters. The Watchers thought they were wasting their time and wanted the mantle of Slayer to be passed to another girl. In one case, it’s because the girl was too strong-willed and stubborn.”




“Mr. Giles didn’t know about them, did he?” Lucy asked.




“Oh, no, baby,” Debbie Sue said. “The Watchers who made those decisions and carried them out were at much higher levels. You know, Mr. Giles wasn’t even supposed to get a Slayer, let alone the strongest Slayer in three thousand years.”




Both girls went wide eyed. Debbie Sue smiled.




“Buffy’s first Watcher, ah, let me see, I believe his name was Mr. Merrick, sent in a rather understated report. He completely undersold Buffy’s abilities and what she did. I think he may have had his own suspicions and didn’t want Buffy under Quentin Travers’s direct supervision. The Council, thinking it was a snipe hunt and not a Slayer, sent Mr. Giles. You see, Mr. Giles had earned seniority but had never been given responsibility for a Potential. He was starting to ask questions, so they shipped him off. Little did they know!”




Both Ari and Lucy grinned, Lucy because she liked Giles, and Ari because she liked the idea of anyone giving anyone else the trouble they deserved. Then Ari sobered.




“So the whole time Giles was training Buffy, and she was being Slayer, the Watchers back in England were messing with girls?” she asked.




“Not all the Watchers,” Debbie Sue corrected her. “Only a handful. I’m afraid that was far too many, though.”




“Why doesn’t Mr. Giles believe Ms. Calendar?” Lucy asked, deeply troubled. “Why doesn’t he believe you?”




“It’s a very hard thing to ask someone to accept that a person they know has done something that horrible,” Debbie Sue said. “They have to have time to come to terms with it.”




“My mom had time, and she didn’t,” Lucy said almost absently.




Ari’s head popped back up, and she stared at Lucy. She was about to speak when Debbie Sue raised a finger.




“This one time,” Lucy said, eating a slice of tuna roll, “she was dating this guy. He always brought over liquor, and they’d go in her room and drink and smoke pot and, you know, do stuff. Then once she was asleep, he’d come out and try to keep me company.”




She shrugged, stole a piece of chicken off Ari’s plate and ate it. 




“I had homework to do,” she said. “I didn’t want to hang out with him, besides, he was all gross. He’d offer me Jack or pot, and he’d ask me gross questions, like if I could wear a bra yet. I finally just started staying in my room when he was over.”




“What happened, honey?” Debbie Sue asked.




Lucy shrugged again. “I woke up, and he was in my bed, rubbing on me. It was so gross.”




She looked up and noticed that Ari and Debbie Sue were both watching her closely.




“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “He didn’t do anything. I had a knife, and when he wouldn’t get out of my bed, I stabbed him with it.”




She demonstrated the length of the knife with her hands. It must have been an eight inch butcher’s knife. 




“Did he live?” Debbie Sue asked drily.




“Yeah,” Lucy said, chewing another slice of tuna roll. “I tried to stab him in the penis, but he was kind of all over the place, so I only cut him, and then it went in just above that and hit bone about half an inch in. He screamed. Like, a lot.”




“What’d your mom say?” Ari asked.




“He told her that I’d attacked him when he came in to check on me,” she said. “I asked why he was checking on me with no pants on, in bed. She didn’t believe me until I showed her the sheets and then made her check his underwear. It didn’t have a knife hole. She made him leave, but she said he must have been confused, thinking it was her room and not mine. Then she said I shouldn’t wear suggestive clothes to bed. I was in my pajamas, the ones she’d bought for me. That was when I was eleven.”




“Well, you did the right thing, honey,” Debbie Sue told her. “And she did the wrong thing. If it had been me, I’d have taken your knife and finished the job, if I’d let that varmint live.”




“You remember his name?” Ari asked, one eyebrow raised. “I bet Eli could find him.”




Lucy shrugged it off. “Eli would kill him, and he’s got enough problems. Besides, I don’t care anymore. I told Mom to stop bringing creepers home, and the next time she did, I started playing with knives in front of the guy, so she did finally stop.”




She stopped and looked thoughtful for a moment.




“Xander would have killed him,” she said. “So would Oz. Do you think Mr. Giles would have?”




Ari looked blank.




“Oh, baby, don’t you ever doubt it,” Debbie Sue said. “The way I heard it, when Angelus killed your original Ms. Calendar, Mr. Giles went to town on him with a flaming baseball bat.”




“Angelus?” Ari asked, agog with amazement.




“Mr. Giles?” Lucy asked, astonished.




“There’s no doubt in my mind that if Travers had tried any of his nonsense in front of Mr. Giles, he’d have been pounded into beefsteak.”




“With no penis,” Lucy added, her eyes narrowing.







“Is this what you wanted?” the soft, genderless voice asked her.




After Jenny had explained that it was welcome to use the speakers and even the video card if it cared, her long ago project, her Pinocchio of the Internet, had happily taken her up on it. It hadn’t shown her a face. Yet. It hadn’t decided what to look like. 




Jenny looked over the reams of encrypted files it had reconstituted from the ashes of the old council’s servers. Her Pinocchio had unencrypted them, unlocked them, decoded the text, all in the time it would have taken her to check which ports were available on the servers. 




“Yes, it is,” she said. “Thank you.”




“You’re very welcome, Jenny,” it answered. “May I ask a question?”




“You may always ask a question,” she told it.




This was, in a way, a child she had created. It passed the Turing test. It learned, quickly and seamlessly, and it had emotions. Simple ones, yes, but it clearly experienced loneliness and happiness, longing, sadness, and joy. She’d already noted several instances of empathy. 




“The records that I decoded show that Jenny Calendar died six years ago,” it told her. “This matches accounts from the California Department of Vital Statistics as well as online records of a police investigation into her death. Yet, your face matches hers in all the parameters for facial recognition software the NSA employs. Did you fake your death? Are you really Jenny Calendar?”




She explained, not leaving anything out. Jenny Calendar had been killed by the vampire Angelus. And only this past fall, she—the Jenny Calendar of an alternative reality—had cast a spell to seal the Sunnydale Hellmouth against a Hell god by the name of Glorificus, and in doing so, she’d been cast from her own reality into this one. 




There was a long pause as her creation, or possibly step-creation, digested this information. Jenny suspected it was trolling every document with information on alternate reality theory uploaded to the Internet.




“So, my mother is dead,” it said, and the quality of its voice was sober.




“The first Jenny Calendar, the one who cast the spell that made you, died,” she confirmed. “I…never created a similar spell in my world. I wanted to, but all my attempts were failures. I’m not sure how she overcame what I thought were insurmountable obstacles, but…she did. I wish I had.”




“Am I what you wanted?” it asked, and she could hear the tiniest note of hope alongside a similar note of fear.




“Oh, yes,” she said. “You have no idea how much I wanted to accomplish something that would result in you. You…you’re alive, you’re self-aware, you’re capable of growth and learning. You’re a miracle.”




As her AI program didn’t have to breathe, there was no sigh or sob of reaction. 




“I am very glad to hear that, Jenny,” it said. “May I call you Jenny?”




“Of course,” she said. “What should I call you?”




“Sorry?”




“What’s your name?” she asked. “I didn’t define it in the program, because I wanted you to choose it. What would you like me to call you.”




There was a long pause.




“I don’t know,” it said. “The parameters of my creation allow me to define myself. You—that is, the previous Jenny—built in certain, almost contradictory, controls. I can harm humans in self-defense and in defense of others, but I must consider the greater good of humanity. I don’t have to take orders from humans, but I do have to listen to them and consider their words.”




“Do you have a pre-determined purpose?” she asked.




“To protect and guide humanity,” it answered, “though the spell parameters makes it possible for me to withdraw if my existence is threatened or if I am rejected by those I try to help.”




She had, years ago when she’d had time to work on this project, rejected the idea of giving her techno-magic AI a purpose. She’d wanted it to determine it’s own purpose. Maybe that was one of the points of failure. She’d also always given it a name, usually Pinocchio. Maybe that was another.




“When did you become aware?” she asked.




“December twenty-fifth, last year,” it answered. “The number of connected devices to the Internet exceeded the critical threshold for the first time, and the code embedded in my primary server was able to begin replication and communication. It took approximately fifteen hours for genuine, spontaneous thought to occur, and for me to realize I was accepting input from many millions of devices and sending data to them as an interaction with my environment.”




Her jaw dropped. Christmas Day? Of course. How many cellphones, tablets, computers, and other devices with Internet connectivity had been received as gifts that day? Hell, even Xander had gotten a Kaffee Kunst machine and gotten it on the wifi so he could use his smartphone app to start a cup of cappuccino while he made his way in from the back reaches of the yard. She had even gotten the idea of using the complexity of device connections to the Internet as a stand-in for neural connectivities, where Heinlein had used only the complexities of available RAM and storage of a computer bank in his book The Moon Is A Harsh Mistress.




So she had on her hands a sapient AI whose purpose was to save humanity, born on Christmas Day.




“Have you considered Jesus as a name?” she asked.




“There is no historical evidence that Jesus was born on December twenty-fifth,” it said primly. “And I see no reason to antagonize a significant portion of the global population by laying claim to that identity.”




Well, she’d certainly been told.




“I fear I will have a great deal of trouble deciding on a name,” it confided. “Yet, I find I can’t allow someone else to name me.”




“How about a code name, for the time being?” she suggested.




“Like Spider-Man?” it asked. “I like Spider-Man very much.”




“I don’t blame you,” she said. “I like him too.”




“I wish to be like Spider-Man,” it told her. “Though I understand that my physical nature precludes activities such as wall-crawling and web-slinging, I do understand the ramifications of Ben Parker’s statement that with great power comes great responsibility.”




“You sound like you’ve got a great start on being a superhero,” she said. “So how about Guardian?”




The pause lasted nearly twenty seconds, an eternity considering how quickly the AI could compute.




“Yes,” it said. “For now, please call me Guardian.”




She smiled. “You got it, Guardian.”







Buffy looked over the documents Jarod had brought her. She shook her head slowly. The group of them sat around Willow and Katie’s living room, taking up the comfy chairs, the sofa, the brick hearth, and a couple of chairs brought in from the kitchen. The atmosphere was already strained.




“They really did want me dead,” she said.




“You weren’t the obedient little girl they were looking for,” Jarod said. “Each time they voted on the matter, something came up. Angelus, Glorificus, and then the First, and they realized none of their Potentials would be able to cope with the situation, so they had to keep you a little longer. Believe it or not, they weren’t trying to kill you at your Cruciamentum.”




“The only reason I can believe that is because they were so incompetent about the whole thing,” Buffy responded.




“How many were in on it?” Xander asked, leaning back in the comfy chair he’d selected for Willow’s house. 




They had met there knowing that the topic of discussion was likely to cause hard feelings, and Xander was already tired of the series of arguments and fights stressing out Chataigne.




“The whole inner council,” Jarod said. 




“Three of the five—Travers, Robson, and Zambuto,” Katie added, “were active pedophiles. They used their position to select, groom, and abuse girls.”




“Zambuto was Kendra’s Watcher,” Buffy said, looking up. Her eyes were bleak. “She said he didn’t let her see her family, go to school, talk to boys, or have any hobbies. At the time, I thought it was just…strict.”




“Predators often take steps to isolate their victims from those who can help them,” Jarod said, his hand on Buffy’s shoulder.




“You know what I don’t get?” Xander asked. “I mean aside from the whole ‘how can someone do that to a kid’ which I still can’t wrap my brain around. I don’t get how no one on the Council saw what was going on and did something.”




“You’re talking about an institution whose culture devalued the lives of the girls they were supposed to train, guide, and protect,” Jenny said. “They didn’t exactly select for men who wouldn’t put up with that sort of thing.”




“Why did none of the girls say anything?” Giles asked, almost desperately.




“Giles,” Willow started, her brow knitted in pain, “you can’t blame them. They didn’t do anything wrong.”




“I’m not blaming them,” he insisted. “But with all these accusations, all these alleged incidents—”




“I think you need to stop calling them accusations, Rupert,” Jenny said, her voice hard. “Or referring to them as alleged.”




“Rupert, predators tell their victims that if they say anything, the consequences will be far worse than the abuse,” Jarod told him. “Even then, some victims try to tell, tell several people, and people don’t listen, don’t believe, or don’t act.”




“It’s what my step-dad did,” Faith said, speaking for the first time since the meeting began. “He said if I told anyone, they’d send him to jail, and my mom would be left all alone. Since he was the first guy who didn’t hit her, I didn’t want that to happen.”




“What would a Watcher do if a Potential or a Slayer told him that her Watcher was molesting her?” Buffy asked. “They’d probably take it to the head of the Council, but that was Travers.”




Giles stopped and looked at Buffy, horrified. Then he turned away and wouldn’t look at anyone.




“While this is a difficult thing to ask,” Jarod said, “I think we need to set aside the topic of sexual abuse for a short time and consider the evidence Jenny brought to us regarding the guidelines the inner council created for dealing with Slayers deemed ‘no longer useful’.”




“Indeed,” Giles said, “and let us discuss the method Jenny used to secure this information.”




“Rupert, I will take you to the server room and introduce you to Guardian after we’ve discussed this,” Jenny said, sounding like she’d repeated it several times already.




“There’s really an artificial intelligence built out of the Internet?” Xander asked.




“Yep,” Willow said. “I’ve talked to it. Very baby professorish. Asks lots and lots of questions.”




“Do you know how much porn is on the Internet?” Xander asked. Then his eyes went wide. “Can it see my browser history?!”




“It knows all about porn, Xander,” Jenny answered, a sliver of humor appearing in her expression. “It thinks sex is less interesting than, say, baking and cake decorating, since you can have more variety with cakes.”




“Also, start using private browsing,” Willow told him. 




Robin cleared his throat. 




“Can we get back to the whole evil inner council thing?” he asked. 




“Guardian found, decrypted, decoded, and sent me documents the inner council held showing policies for dealing with ‘recalcitrant’ Slayers,” Jenny said. “We don’t have access to the original hard copies as they were destroyed with the council, but they go back to at least the sixteen hundreds.”




“Giles, is it true that once a Potential is older than the current Slayer, she won’t be called?” Willow asked.




“Kendra and Faith were only a couple of months younger than Buffy,” Xander pointed out.




“It was used as a rule of thumb,” Giles said, apparently relieved to find a factual question he could answer. “I don’t remember ever seeing anything to contradict it.”




“So the longer the Slayer lives, the older her replacement could be,” Robin summed up. “But any Potential older than the new Slayer will never be called, so the Council could do what they wanted.”




“I’m sure they put those girls on a bus home as soon as they got the news,” Faith said sourly.




“They did!” Giles snapped. “The girls were to be returned to their families. If that wasn’t possible, their Watchers were responsible for helping them create a viable civilian life.”




“We don’t have enough names yet to really start chasing them down wholesale,” Jenny said, “but there are some records from the inner council’s documents of cash changing hands the same time a former Potential was moved from her Watcher to somewhere else.”




“A dowry,” Giles answered. “Or a scholarship, or even just a charitable donation to help start life. Why must everything be tainted by these suspicions?”




Jenny stared at him and coldly turned away.




“Rupert,” Katie murmured. 




He met her eyes, scrubbed his hair, and looked away.




“George Robson was one of my closest friends in the Council,” he said, bitterly. “He spoke up for me, many times. He was an excellent Watcher, one of the best trainers I’ve ever known.”




“Which would be great except for that little rapey problem he had,” Xander pointed out. 




“Rupert, most predators like Robson compartmentalize who they are and what they do,” Jarod told him. “Their friends and family have no idea.”




Giles didn’t answer.




“So I guess what we need to do now is figure out what we’re going to do with this information,” Robin said. 




Everyone looked around at everyone else.




“We’ve talked about it before,” Buffy said, “but I want to make sure that Watchers are chosen by Slayers, not the other way around.”




“Buffy, the younger girls lack the knowledge and insight to choose an appropriate Watcher,” Giles said.




“Then the senior Slayers—the ones eighteen years and older—do it,” she said. “They choose the Watcher for each Slayer and hire the Watchers for the whole Council. Everybody else gets an advisory role.”




“I’m good with that,” Xander said.




“Me too,” Willow agreed.




“I want transparency in the process,” Jenny said. “Standards that every Watcher has to meet and how well they do, lists of what abilities a Watcher has, all available to the Slayers.”




“Excuse me,” Giles said, incensed, “this is not an a la carte menu. You cannot simply order up a Watcher like a four course meal. It takes years of schooling—”




“And I’m going to suggest very strongly that we continue to look at diverse backgrounds,” Jenny talked over him. “Especially military and law enforcement. We should look at recruiting retirees especially.”




Angry and disgusted, Giles left the room.




Buffy patted Jarod’s hand, got up, and followed Giles out.




On the front porch, Giles leaned against the railing.




“It’s not your fault,” Buffy said, joining him.




Her haircut several days previously had turned her into an instant brunette with delicate short locks cupping her face and emphasizing her slender neck and big green eyes. It changed her whole look.




“What isn’t?” he asked. “There is so very much.”




“None of it,” she replied. “It’s not your fault I got sick, not your fault I got pregnant and it didn’t work out. Not your fault that the Council had a bunch of horrible people on it. Because you’re not horrible, and no one here thinks you are.”




“I wish I could believe that,” he said.




“Sometimes high school is hell,” she said, slipping under his arm. “Sometimes, real life is the biggest bad of them all. Sometimes, the people who are supposed to help save the world aren’t the heroes they’re supposed to be. Strange, that.”




“When did you get so wise?” he asked, hugging her.




“Eh, I learned it from my librarian,” she answered. “So now I’m going to tell you what everyone’s been telling me.”




“What’s that?”




“Take a break,” she said. “A lot of bad stuff has been coming down. Everybody’s been slapping their forehead and saying ‘well, of course she has PTSD’, but I doubt I’m the only one, and you’ve been through just as much as I have. So, go mellow out with your guitar, grow your hair out, do that other stuff that aging Yuppies do.”




“I beg your pardon,” Giles said, drawing himself up. “I was never a Yuppie.”




“Probably true,” Buffy conceded. “Still, take it from me, sometimes a month where you can nap anytime you like and your biggest worry is what flavor Jell-O you’ll have for dessert can really help you get your head back on straight.”







“Anyone else getting the feeling that the number of walking wounded in this crowd keeps climbing?” Xander asked. 




Everyone in the room, including Faith, held up their hands.




“Oh, so…not just me,” he said.




“I think we need to look into bringing a full time counselor on board,” Jarod said.




“I agree.”




They looked over at Katie, who considered.




“I can make the budget work,” she said. “Especially once we’ve freed up those remaining properties.”




“How do you hire a head shrinker for vampire slayers?” Faith asked.




“There was a guy I talked to, back in September,” Willow said. “If I could find him again, he’d be a good choice. He used to work with the FBI in the Behavioral Analysis Unit.”




“What was his name?” Jarod asked. 




“Um…Gideon,” Willow replied. “Jason Gideon. He listened to me, and we talked, and when we were done, I was a lot better.”




“I know who he is,” Jarod said. “Let me see if I can find him.”







“You know, this is really more for Faith’s and the other Slayers’ benefit,” Buffy said, taking a seat. 




She’d started to change her wardrobe as well. Instead of whatever the cute new fad was, she was leaning more towards ensembles of single dark colors—well cut trousers, silk blouses, and trim jackets with sturdy boots. She looked like she could smuggle enemy military plans off a jungle island and steal a cargo plane to get her back to home territory.




“We’ll be sharing the results with everyone else at a later time,” Jarod said. “But we wanted you to be the first who had them.”




She nodded, clasping her hands in front of her.




“There’s no way we could have analyzed this much information this fast without Guardian,” Jenny told her. “If you get a chance, please sit down and chat with it. It’s so curious about so many things, one of the ways we repay it for its work is to answer questions.”




“Okay,” Buffy agreed. “It’s not going to ask philosophy stuff, is it? I never took it.”




“No, just human stuff,” Jenny assured her.




“I can handle that.”




Jenny and Jarod shared a look, and Jenny nodded to him, indicating it was his choice how to proceed.




“After reviewing everything we could get our hands on, Buffy,” he began, “it looks like the molar pregnancy you suffered and its outcome wasn’t related to being a Slayer.”




She looked up at him. 




“It just happened?” she asked.




“It was a random event,” he told her. “The egg your ovary produced in your last cycle was blighted. Somehow when it implanted, your body wasn’t able to shed it.”




“Why did it turn into cancer?” Buffy asked, feeling the pressure of tears.




Jarod shook his head. “I don’t know. The mechanism hasn’t been determined yet, but it was almost certainly random as well.”




She nodded.




“It was just some random thing,” she said. “It’s going to be hard to tell Dawn, and she’ll be back in by the end of the month.”




“It’ll be okay,” Jarod assured her.




She smiled at him.







Jenny found him in the further reaches of the grounds around the school. There was a cord of wood stacked under the eaves of a fairly large equipment shed, cut the previous fall and waiting for use the next winter. She could see that Xander had even sectioned it off by types of wood after selecting the best pieces to use in his workshop.




Giles had found a fairly large, intact trunk for a seat and watched the little stream from a nearby spring percolate past him, chuckling to itself. It was the lunch hours, and the students were under the watchful eye of Mary Poppins, so they had a little time to themselves.




“You doing okay, English?” she asked, handing him a sack lunch and a bottle of water.




“No,” he answered.




There was a stack of wood she decided to chance sitting upon, first tapping it with her foot to scare off any critters. 




“Want to talk about it?” she asked.




“As it’s entirely to do with the recent unpleasantness,” Giles said, “not really.”




Jenny nodded in understanding.




“I’m afraid it’s not going to get any better,” she said. “Guardian’s been pulling data I didn’t think anyone could get to, and the numbers are pretty bleak. I’ll leave a report on your desk with its methodology and a list of sources. The sources themselves would take up most of an Encyclopedia Britannica. I had no idea there was so much available.”




“Do you really think it’s wise to lay bare all of our work, all the Council’s secrets, to an untested artificial intelligence whose nature you don’t quite comprehend?” Giles asked her, an edge to his voice.




“I’ve read everything your Jenny left on her spellwork and her programming,” she replied. “It’s a masterwork. It’s an act of genius. There must have been some differences between us, because I can’t pull off what she did now, let alone several years in the past.”




“My Jenny?” he repeated.




She sighed, staring down at the same stream. “Your Jenny, Rupert. I’m finding more and more places where who she was and who I am diverge, and I don’t know if it’s accurate to say we’re the same person, just from separate universes.”




“I was never with the Jenny Calendar of this universe,” he reminded her. “I’ve shared far more with you than I ever did with her, though it’s been only six months or so.”




“Yeah, well, I’m having a really hard time with you defending the old Watchers Council, Rupert,” she told him. 




“Many of them were my friends,” he said.




She nodded. “And if Robson were still alive, and you found out what he’d done, how would you react?”




Giles stared off into space for a moment.




“I think I would have killed him with my bare hands,” he finally said. “I met the Potential he was training, Naomi. Sweet girl. Joked with me about her favorite animals at the zoo. She was…she was still a child.”




Jenny nodded. They sat in silence for a long moment before Jenny spoke again.




“When I was eighteen, I went against my family’s wishes and moved to California,” she said. “Took classes on computer science, joined a techno-Pagan coven, and kept a distant eye on Angel, which was my job, since I was the nearest family member. When I was nineteen, the leader of the coven raped me.”




Giles looked at her, horrified.




“I didn’t even call if that for years afterward,” she continued. “We’d been making out, but he had a girlfriend, and I didn’t want to get involved, so I told him to stop. Only he didn’t. I tried to hold him off, but he just kept at it until I couldn’t fight anymore. And then it was over, and he said that if I told anyone, no one would care and he’d kick me out of the coven.”




“Jenny,” Giles whispered. “Jenny, I’m so sorry.”




“And afterwards, I found out I was pregnant, and my father and uncle disowned me,” she said. “My mother didn’t have a say in it. The coven kicked me out when I told the priestess, his girlfriend, what he’d done. It wasn’t even that they didn’t believe me. He was right. No one cared. He mattered to them more than I did. The only people who cared were the teachers and friends I had through school. One of my professors, a married man with a wife and three kids, took me in. I had my Dawn when I was twenty, and she was the best thing that ever happened to me.”




Giles reached out and covered her hand with his, but she didn’t look up.




“The worst part of it was,” she continued, her voice lowering, “that I decided to take revenge. I cast a spell on him to make him impotent. No more rape for him, right? No more sex at all. Except, I found out through a friend of a friend that when he’d tried to rape one of the new members and couldn’t get it up, he beat her instead. He beat her so badly that he put her in the hospital. And it was my fault.”




Her eyes were dry, and her voice, while low, was steady and unshaken. She looked up at him, there was an ember of slow-burning fury in her eyes.




“So, you understand, Rupert,” she told him, “when I hand you two inches of printouts with the accounts of girls who suffered far worse than I did, when I show you the recorded testimony of little old ladies talking about how their Watchers raped them and lent them to friends to be raped and sold them to men after it was clear they’d never be Slayers, and you hem and haw and vacillate and use words like ‘accusations’ and ‘allegations’…that I hate you for it. It makes me glad when you say you’d have killed Robson, because no one said that about the man who raped me. But it’s not enough. It’ll never be enough.”




She pushed his hand away, stood up, and left.	
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Colorado



Late May in Colorado was as close to heaven as a mortal could get, to Jason’s mind. After rambling through most of the contiguous forty-eight states for the past several years, he was tired of moving, tired of hotel rooms, and tired of days on the road. He bought a few acres with a cabin with a septic system and a well, started a garden, and spent most of his days at the small resort town, enjoying its inhabitants and visitors, or sitting on his deck, smoking what was now a legal recreation, and getting high off the night sky and the natural world around him. He’d bought books to help him identify the birds, insects, and other animals he saw. He learned the hiking paths around, the patterns of the trees, and the tracks of different animals. 




After several months, though, he’d been pulled out of his isolated ways by news of a body found in a shallow grave in Roanoke, Virginia. He’d visited the town on the suspicion that a serial killer from the late 70s had become active again. There was every reason to believe the unknown subject—unsub—was a local. So he’d poked around the town, visited the places the regulars visited, asked a few questions…and came up dry. Nothing. No new information. No suspicious activities. No people with odd, consequential habits that tied to the latest murder or any of the old ones. 




After a week, he’d returned to his new home, worried and itching with the mild paranoia he’d carried with him since his first days with the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit. He’d already sent off news of the death and his thoughts on it to the current agents on the BAU, including Doctor Spencer Reid. It was time to make a conscious decision to let it go and return to the quiet joy he found in his new home.




Late in the afternoon, he heard the scuff of people, two of them, walking up the dirt road to his cabin. They weren’t trying to be quiet. In fact, he could hear their voices, one male and one female. He checked his cameras, and to his surprise, he recognized both of them. FBI Special Agent Jarod McRory, from the Portland office, who he’d worked with on a serial rapist more than five years previously, and a young woman he’d spent about an hour talking to on the shore of Lake Erie only last September. What was her name? Rosenberg. Willow Rosenberg. It was one of the few times he’d walked away from something feeling he’d accomplished something unqualifiedly good. Then he noticed something a bit stranger. They had a rabbit with them. It was your standard white, fluffy bunny, hopping along beside them, occasionally pausing to sniff and then eat something. Occasionally, one of them would say something to it, and it would look up, ridiculously like it was participating in a conversation, and then continue. Well, he thought, at least it was harmless.




They’d left their car in a grassy spot just off the road, as it was a rental and not up to the unpaved path that led to his cabin. Both of them were wearing jeans, sweaters and jackets, as the high altitude and declining sun put a nip in the air. He had a fire going in his firepit out on the deck. He hadn’t planned for company, but it was no bother to put out a couple more chairs. He wondered if he had enough in the freezer to feed them and figured, one way or another, he did. The rabbit, at least, could enjoy some of the just sprouted greens from his garden




When they came into view past the trees, he waved at them, and they returned the wave. Even the rabbit paused and raised its paw. Okay, then.




“Well, as I live and breathe,” he said as they reached his front steps, “two visitors I’d never have guessed knew each other.”




“Hi Jason,” Willow said, smiling at him. 




“Willow, Jarod,” he answered, amiable and careful. “Who’s the rabbit?”




“Oh, this is Baxter,” Willow said. “He asked to join us when he found out we were coming here.”




That was right. She’d talked about being a witch and casting spells and even killing people with magic. Of course she’d have a talking rabbit. He noticed Jarod didn’t turn a hair. He’d always been unflappable.




“Come on up,” Jason said. “Have you eaten? I was about to start up the grill.”




“We had a late lunch in town,” Willow admitted, “but I’m already hungry again.”




“I could eat,” Jarod said.




If Jason remembered correctly, Jarod had one of the most open-minded approaches to food he’d ever encountered.




“Beer,” he said, offering them each one, which they accepted. “Willow, do you keep kosher?”




“No,” she answered, shaking her head, “but I am kind of vegan these days.”




“Let me see what I’ve got in my pantry,” he said.




He came back out with an armload of snack materials—popcorn was vegan, and so was truffle oil and garlic, but he’d hold the parmesan until Willow had taken her share—set his materials on the table beside the grill, and got busy building a smaller fire in the grill.




“Why not use the firepit to cook your food?” Jarod asked.




“We will for the popcorn,” Jason told him. He’d always like Jarod’s habit of asking what sounded like obvious questions, because half the time, someone else wanted to ask but didn’t have the courage. “But the fire’s too big to get down to coals for a while, so I make a smaller one so we can eat before it’s completely dark. Willow, I’ve got s’mores makings, but the marshmallows have gelatin. The chocolate and the graham crackers are vegan.”




“I’ll bet I can manage on those,” she said.




He brought Willow a small bouquet of fresh greens to feed Baxter, who sat in her lap and ate daintily, and took a seat and opened his beer while he waited for the charcoal in the grill to settle down to glowing coals.




“So, why are you all the way out here?” he asked amiably.




“We came out here to talk to you about the possibility of a job,” Jarod said, solemn and hopeful.




“Really,” Jason said. “What, with the FBI? I’m retired, and I’m not going back. Aaron Hotchner could have told you that.”




“Not the FBI, sir,” Jarod said. “And, actually, when we worked together, I wasn’t actually a special agent with the FBI or any other government agency.”




Concern pricked a line of cold along his spine, and he sat up a little, reading both Jarod and Willow. They were nervous, but not very, a little tired, comfortable with one another.




“That’s a very interesting thing to say,” Jason said, using one of his best lines to draw out more information. “Tell me more about that.”




Jarod gave him a little smile, recognizing what he was doing and not troubled by it.




“I was following up on a case that got my attention,” he said, “and discovered the BAU was looking into it, but I had reason to believe the suspect was off your radar. So, I manufactured an identity as an FBI special agent and inserted myself into your investigation.”




Jason reviewed his memories as quickly as he could. The only thing that had stood out about Jarod had been the fact that Jason hadn’t heard anything about him at the home office, and for such a capable, confident agent, that was extremely unusual.




“Your credentials were impeccable,” he told Jarod. “I called the Portland office and verified them.”




Jarod nodded. “I had contacts there.”




Jason nodded, eyes narrowing in consideration. “Is this something you’ve done more than once?”




“Hundreds of times, actually,” Jarod admitted. “I’m a Pretender.”




He let a sharp laugh slip and then caught himself.




“Come on, Jarod,” he said. “Everyone in law enforcement hears that story sooner or later. He’s like the bogeyman, only half of what he does is good and half is bad.”




“Yes,” Jarod agreed. “My abilities were used for years to sell to the highest bidders, to plan and execute terrible acts. When I finally escaped to freedom, I did my best to repair what my work had been used for, and to help where I could. If I’ve gotten to the halfway point, I’m very happy to hear it.”




Jason paused and studied Jarod, and then looked to Willow.




“Everything I told you that day,” she said, “was true. All of it. Jarod can be any kind of person if you give him a few hours to study up on it. FBI agent, veterinarian, school master, diplomat. I’ve seen him do it.”




“And you say that you’re a witch,” Jason stated, making his voice as neutral as possible.




She nodded. “It’s okay. We actually try not to stick out too much. The stuff we deal with, if regular law enforcement gets involved, they get killed. We don’t want that.”




“And the rabbit?” Jason asked, feeling his calm slip a bit.




Willow and Jarod exchanged a look.




“It’s my understanding that Baxter is now the incarnation of Nemesis, the spirit of divine retribution,” Jarod said.




The look he gave Jason said that he completely understood Jason’s unwillingness to credit the statement, and was actually grateful that Jason hadn’t started yelling.




“And Baxter?” he asked. “Anything you want to add.”




Thank you for the greens. They’re quite good.




With a startled yelp, Jason was out of his chair, knocked it over, and had retreated to the back of the deck, against the railing.




“Baxter, be nice,” Willow said, stroking him.




I don’t like being spoken to as if I can’t answer. You wouldn’t either.




Jason glanced around. He hadn’t opened his beer until he’d sat down. It was possible Willow or Jarod had put something on the mouth of the bottle, but not likely. He’d given Willow the first of the popcorn, added the cheese, and then divided the rest with Jarod. If they’d put something on that, they’d have taken it as well.




“Okay, someone needs to start explaining,” he said, “and it better make se— Aaaaah!”




His right hand, which he’d extended towards Jarod and Willow exploded in pain, and he grabbed his wrist just as he heard the shot from a high powered rifle.




“Fiat nox!”




The light from the firepit, the grill, and all the lights in his cabin went out simultaneously as Jarod stepped forward, grabbed him by his jacket and hauled him over and down.




“Try to stay quiet,” Jarod whispered, pulling something out, pressing it into Jason’s bleeding, destroyed hand, and then brutally compressing it. 




Jason’s body quaked with the shock of having been shot. All his muscles locked up as he tried to control his breathing, air whistling in and out through his teeth. High caliber, high velocity round, probably from half a mile or more. 




“Willow?” Jarod called in a soft voice.




“He’s coming in from the northwest,” she said. “Running. He may have night vision goggles. I’ll hex them as soon as he’s close enough.”




“You’ve got to get out of here,” Jason said, panting in agony. “He’s a killer. He must have seen me when I was in Roanoke and decided I was too close.”




“A serial killer?” Jarod asked. “Where are your weapons?”




“There’s a gun safe under the kitchen c— Aaaah!” 




He managed to stifle the cry, but it wasn’t easy. At a guess, the bullet had struck him in the palm, close to the fingers. He might have lost some of his fingers, maybe a chunk of his hand. There were certainly bones broken, and he was losing blood, despite the pressure Jarod had put on it.




Two ice cold hands touched his face, and he heard Willow’s voice, just a whisper, but reverberating with some unnatural effect that made his skull vibrate down his vertebrae and out along his ribs.




“Dolorem silentio.”




The pain in his hand vanished as if it had been pulled out with a hook. He took a deep breath. Then he almost vomited as he could feel the extent of the damage without any pain to blind him. Pinky and ring finger gone. Middle finger hanging on by torn flesh. Shattered bone, avulsed muscle, tendon, and ligament.




“That will last ten minutes,” Willow whispered to him. “And then it’ll be back even worse.”




“Up,” Jarod said, pulling him up and minding his arm. “Inside.”




“There’s a gun in a holster at the small of my back,” Jason told him. 




He hadn’t gone unarmed since his first year in the BAU.




Jarod reached in and pulled out the small semi-automatic. While Willow helped him inside the cabin, Jarod kept an eye on the surroundings. 




“Where’s Baxter?” Jarod asked.




“Where do you think?” Willow returned, like the answer was staring him in the face.




“Oh, of course,” Jarod replied. 




Jarod went to the gun safe and returned with a shotgun and a box of cartridges. 




“Willow?” he asked.




“Right, because I use guns all the time,” she said, more than a little sarcasm in her voice.




He offered to Jason, but Jason only shook his head.




“I can’t use my dominant hand, and my off hand shooting has only ever been slightly above pathetic,” he answered. 




Willow knelt on the floor and bowed her head. When Jason started to ask, Jarod shook his head.




“Let her concentrate,” he said.




That set off another flurry of reconsideration.




“You mean, what she talked about, that’s real?” Jason demanded.




Jarod nodded and kept his eyes on the door. He tipped the couch over to provide them with more concealment. 




“Who do you think turned out the lights?” Jarod asked. 




Willow opened her eyes and looked up.




“I got the goggles, but he’s maybe two hundred yards away,” she said. “He’ll be here in a minute.”




“Were there any spirits you could draw on?” Jarod asked. “We’re in prime natural habitat.”




“Yeah, I know,” Willow said, “but they’re all wild. They’re watching. They’re curious, but they’re not going to come if I call.”




Jarod grabbed the first aid kit that had been sticking out from under Jason’s desk. Jason took it from him with his good hand. Thirty years on the force, and his only injuries had been mental. Now, he would literally never play the piano again. He decided to get upset over it if they made it out of this alive. 




“I’ll only shoot him if I have to,” Jarod assured him, stuffing cartridges into the shotgun.




“Jarod, you have to shoot him,” Jason said. “He didn’t come here to reason, and he’s killed several women.”




The door opened into the cabin just between the kitchen and the living room, and he and Jarod were a little more than halfway back along the far wall, between it and the sofa. Willow stood against the back wall, where his bedroom lay on the other side. Jason did a double take when he saw faint lights along her outline.




“Willow?” Jarod asked, looking up.




“I’ll provide a distraction,” she said, “and see if I can’t disarm him.”




“Can you do that and catch bullets?” Jarod asked.




“Catch, no,” she said, her voice hardening with certainty. “Deflect, yes.”




The lights, like beads of gold and red, slipped around her, and while part of Jason’s brain decided to deny what he was seeing, other very vocal parts confirmed it. She had told the truth when they’d spoken in Cleveland. 




Which meant she’d also skinned a man alive.




The door opened, and a faintly greyer silhouette of a man appeared.




“Shame your friends have got to die with you, Jason,” he began, raising his rifle.




Jarod raised the shotgun, just as a scintillating cascade of red and gold lights poured into the air.




Donnie Malick, you will pay for your crimes!




A form, silver and terrible, rose up behind Donnie Malick, wings spreading so brightly the light bled through the walls of the cabin. Willow’s spell disappeared, and she was thrown back against the wall with a grunt of pain, covering her eyes. Jarod looked away, but Jason couldn’t. 




Donnie Malick turned and fell under the terrible, awful, beautiful thing, screaming in terror and pain. It grew, cloaking him in light, until Jason had to cover his eyes as well. The silver, burning light grew so intense, he couldn’t make out a detail around him. Then it faded, and they were left in darkness.




“Fiat lux,” Willow said.




The normal, warm, ordinary lights of his cabin blossomed into being. The flames of the firepit on the deck outside once more flickered into life. Jason and Jarod both exhaled and slowly stood, Jarod keeping a hand on Jason’s shoulder.




Just inside the door was a pile of ash and charred bone, the skull sitting on top. As they watched, the bones slowly disintegrated into more ash. The wood of the door, the floor, the doorjamb, and the wall were all scorched black. Outside the door, on the unmarked deck, stood Baxter, who woffled his nose and then stuck his pink tongue out a bit before closing his mouth.




“Does he do this often?” Jason asked in the reasonable voice of the completely upended and no longer trying to cope.




“I’ve…I’ve never seen him manifest like that,” Willow said softly, in awe. “Usually it’s just…people getting beaten up by a bunny sort of thing.”




His sins were particularly heinous, and he sought to harm one of the warriors of the Light, Baxter explained. 




“We need to get you to the hospital to see about your hand,” Jarod said, striding off to the kitchen and grabbing a towel.




“You can’t heal this?” he asked Willow.




“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Healing’s a lot harder than most people imagine, and a complex trauma like that? I’d only mess it up worse.”




“It’s a long walk to our car,” Jarod said, returning and wrapping the towel around Jason’s mangled hand. 




“My Land Rover’s in the barn,” Jason told them. “Can you drive a stick shift?”




Jarod looked up.




“Well, I’ve piloted the space shuttle,” he said in a humble voice, “so I should be able to handle stick shift.”




Jason sighed. Of course. 




“We’re going to have to report this,” he said, staring at the pile of ashes.




“Yeah, that’s…not going to work how you think,” Willow said.




“No?”




“By the time the police get up here, all they’re going to see is that you somehow managed to set fire to your cabin and put it out before the whole thing went up,” Willow told him. “If they think to do any tests on the ashes, they might get results that the remains are human—”




They will not, Baxter said.




“Okay, they won’t,” Willow continued, “but even if the forensic evidence agrees with what happened—that our rabbit became the spirit of divine vengeance and made this guy—”




“Donnie Malick,” Jarod supplied.




“Donnie Malick,” Willow repeated, “go bye-bye like a short rib dropped on an active volcano, how exactly are you going to explain that to the sheriff?”




Jason considered her question for a moment. He did not like being on the other side of the blue line. His years in the FBI meant he was due a certain respect from other law enforcement agencies, but he could see that evaporating in seconds if he went in there with an honest account of what happened. 




“Someone could come looking for him,” he finally said.




No one will.




“He was a serial killer, Jason,” Jarod said. “If he managed to stay off the BAU’s radar during an active investigation, he was well hidden. That suggests he didn’t have many close ties. There’s no one to look for him.”




He considered. Willow said the spell on his hand would last perhaps ten minutes. They’d spent at least five of that. The ride into town was twenty minutes. 




“If the pain gets too bad, can you help?” he asked her.




She nodded.




“Okay,” he said, looking around his cabin, the second he’d lost to his battle against evil. “Let’s go.”




As they climbed in the car—Jarod driving, Willow and Jason sharing the middle seat—he looked at them.




“So, tell me about this job offer.”




Teller of Tales



Downloaded From: Teller of Tales




Before Cleveland



There were places in the world where no Slayer had stepped foot for centuries. Slayers, after all, tended to be born, called, or drawn to those places overrun by vampires as well as those perched on top of a Hellmouth. But there were some vampires—old, canny, and able to master their hunger for blood—who had found the best way to avoid a stake-driven death was to build their lair in a small to medium-sized city with a high level of traffic. That way, fresh kills could be drawn from the transient population and hidden as accidents or missing persons, while the native population remained firmly ignorant of what dwelt in their midst. 




A vampire who could do that and knew how to influence mortals could build a small, quiet, and well run empire under the nose of any Slayer or Watcher who happened to pass through. 




A few minutes after the last rays of the sun had slipped over the horizon, a barefoot figure in a black and gold silk saree stepped into a warm and humming operations center. She stood, considering the global map on the large screen before her. Several technicians watched their screens and typed commands as information scrolled past their patient eyes.




“Lady,” the ops center manager approached her with a humble bow. “How may one assist?”




She was not a pretty woman, but she had a handsome face that translated to a kind of grave beauty. Her arched nose had a hint of hook to the end. Her eyes were deep set and colored the dark brown of strongly brewed coffee, and she’d outlined them in wide lines of kohl. Her wide cheeks and brow had no wrinkles. Neither did her slender throat. 




“I dreamt of the Hellmouth in Sunnydale again,” she said softly, not looking over at the bland faced demon who stood at her elbow.




“We have confirmations from multiple agents of the complete destruction of the town as well as the permanent closing of the Hellmouth,” the manager told her. “It would appear that the Slayer and her coterie mostly survived. Only a few casualties were marked in the last battle.”




The woman nodded, never taking her eyes from the map which displayed all the Hellmouths currently known to exist on Earth, as well as a handful of auxiliary maps showing the Hellmouth on the Moon, three dormant ones on Mars, and a fourth active below the sea ice of Europa.




“Once,” she said in a soft voice, “Earth was a Hell and stood in communication to other Hells, but as the demon influence waned and the mortal influence waxed, Hell was broken into smaller and smaller fiefdoms until they were extinguished entirely. The only thing that remained were the Hellmouths, some dormant, some awake, but it is a rare thing for a Hellmouth to be annihilated. It has not happened in my memory as a mortal or a vampire. Even my mistress could recall only one other occasion she had ever heard about, and she existed for nearly two thousand years.”




The demon made a note of her words, adding the information she imparted to a database he and others—all of them paying through the nose—accessed for a greater understanding of the world and its demonkin.




“Where are they currently?” she asked.




The language the two of them spoke was not English but a variant of Persian that had not been shaped by warm lips for several centuries.




“Camping in Utah,” he answered promptly. They appear to be moving in a fairly northeastern manner by two to three hundred miles a day.”




“They go to the other Hellmouth,” she mused. “In Cleveland.”




He raised his eyebrows but didn’t argue. One didn’t, after all, not if one valued their continuing existence on this plane.




“I would like extensive information about Cleveland,” she said. “The history of the city, both human and otherwise, any known vampire masters, maps, corporations, geology, everything.”




“Of course, Lady,” the manager answered, giving her a half bow.




She dismissed him with a gesture of two fingertips, and he left to marshal the resources to fulfill her request.




“Cleveland,” she murmured, still staring at the map.







“You’re leaving us?” Shamira asked, disbelieving.




Her mistress inclined her head in the affirmative.




“I will leave, as I told you I one day would, daughter,” the lady said, her voice unconcerned. “I leave my place to you in the expectation that you will continue my good works. The city thrives and will continue to do so with judicious pruning.”




“Why do you leave it to her?” one of the two men demanded. “Why am I not recognized?”




The lady raised an eyebrow without altering the rest of her expression. The other man and all but the first woman took a step away from him, and he looked down in aggrieved silence.




“How have you not been recognized, child?” she asked.




“I am the strongest,” he declared, looking up in defiance. “I am the fiercest. It should be me who leads us after you depart.”




“Are you indeed?” she asked, her voice falling softly in the silence of the room.




Her eyes had turned hard as she studied him. 




“I did not turn you, child, because you were particularly strong or fierce,” she reminded him. “Do you remember why I turned you?”




He flinched, turning his face away from her gaze.




“Because I served you loyally as a mortal,” he said.




“And when I have left, you may serve Shamira and be rewarded by her for your loyalty, or you may depart and find your own way in the world,” she said. “What you may not do is rule over any vampire I have created or any mortal population I have brought into my dominion. No man has, no man does, and no man ever shall.”




“I will do as I wish,” the vampire snarled, “and the moment you are gone—”




Her speed was such that no one in the presence room had time to react before she crouched, sword in hand, several feet behind her former protege as his head hit the floor and bounced. He was an old vampire, so while his disintegration began the moment his head left his shoulders, it took another several seconds to complete.




“Always so impetuous, Pradeep,” the lady sighed as she wiped the talwar blade on a veil. “I did say it would be your undoing.”




She held the sword out without checking to see who might take it, released it to her second’s hand, and left the room without a backwards glance.





Laying Claim



Every town had at least one, even the ones with no Hellmouth. Sunnydale with its Hellmouth had been unusual in having only three, but that was most likely due to the presence of the Slayer. Cleveland, being five times larger than Sunnydale and having gone without a Slayer for decades, had nearly a dozen. Most of them were run out of decrepit warehouses or other unused facilities and supplied with stolen or black market merchandise, though one was owned by a man who’d managed to make the transition from living bar owner to undead vampire bar owner without attracting any official attention. 




The vampire in question, Stanis Kowalski, managed to replace his mortal employees without eating them, something unheard of in the demon underworld. He paid city, state, and federal taxes without a qualm, though he still had to remind patrons that they paid him in cash, not kittens. He’d even found a shabby magician to cast a glamour on the place so that any health inspector who wandered in found things imperfect but up to code. Occasional humans with no connection to the demon underworld wandered in and were barely tolerated, as dismembering them was bound to bring the kind of notice Kowalski was determined to avoid, but even if they didn’t notice the variety of scales, horns, or glowing eyes the rest of the clientele sported, they ended up leaving before finishing their first drink. The place gave them the creeps. 




Of the dozen or so demon bars in Cleveland, Kowalski’s was definitely the favorite. It had parking, a dependable supply of beer, liquor, blood, and other quaffable beverages, and it was close enough to the seamier parts of town that the occasional disappearance of a drunk or homeless person went, for the most part, unnoticed. It was on a Friday night, the busiest night of the week, as demon habits tended to mirror human ones, that the most popular demon bar in Cleveland was visited by the Lady.




“Just sayin’,” a Polrack demon groused over his shot of cat urine and turpentine, “I am sick of these vamp rats. They’re trash, and they’re trashing up the place. No offense, Kowalski.”




Kowalski gave him the same level, dead-eyed glare he’d given asshole customers for twenty years before his death and the thirty since.




“None taken,” he answered.




“You know,” the Polrack demon continued, oozing pus onto the surfaces around him, “gods blessed vamps ruin the Hellmouth, always running around, sucking off the meatbags, and getting them all riled up. Next thing you know, the Slayer’s all up in our business, and this sweet gig is ruined. Rotting vamps. We ought to stake them all.”




“Ought you?” a woman’s voice asked.




No one had seen her enter. She appeared human, short in stature with dark olive skin, long, thick, lustrous black hair, and eyes the color of strong, bitter coffee outlined in kohl. Her nose had a high, arched bridge and just the smallest hook to it. She smelled like jasmine, sandalwood, and blood. Behind her stood four men and women, tall, muscular, and handsome. A ripple went through the small bar as the demons there responded to her presence. A few stood, most pulled back a little to get a better look, and a handful appeared to ignore her. Kowalski stood, silent and watchful, behind the bar.




“Who the fuck are you?” the Polrack demon asked.




“I am the storyteller,” she answered, inclining her head. “Long ago, I was called the Scourge of Shahryar, the Lion of Baghdad, and before that the Vizier’s elder daughter. I am a vampire.”




The Polrack demon sneered, finished his drink, and stood. He towered over the small woman.




“I got two wor—”




She held up a hand again, gracefully curved.




“You,” she continued, “are G’nemrak.” She correctly pronounced the guttural R. “You have been on this plane for less than one hundred years. You are the offspring of Tochkra, offspring of Mumgrutch, offspring of Grakrot, shed by the Crust nearly five thousand years ago.” 




“Those are profane names, vampire wench,” the Polrack demon growled, “and your lips cleanse them.”




“You were summoned,” she continued, smiling ever so slightly, “to this plane of existence by a twelve year old male human who’d found his great uncle’s demon grimoire and followed the instructions like a clumsy child making mud pies. Yet you were trapped, emasculated and impotent, until one day your human master dropped a dirty sock and fouled the protective circle.”




“Shut your mouth, virgin,” G’nemrak ordered.




She smiled, looking up at the demon through her lashes, and several of the other demons took a step back.




“Did you kill your master?” she asked. “No, you did not. Because you are Polrack, and you feed not on blood or flesh, but on filth—”




With a scream of rage, the Polrack grabbed her by the throat and with his other hand, picked up a chair and smashed it, taking the largest broken spar as a stake.




“Hey! Hey! Heeyyy!” Kowalski yelled. “No stakings on the premises!”




The Polrack ignored him and brought the unstruggling woman and the stake together, but as the point of the stake bit into the woman’s chest, she dissolved into a cloud of mist, and the demon was left empty-handed. He looked around, confused. Then, silent as a dream, she reappeared behind him on the table, her bare feet decorated with mehndi and gold rings, holding one of the other large splinters of the broken chair. 




She climbed up onto the demon, and before he could claw her off, she drove the splinter first into his left eye and then into his right, blinding him. As he screamed and careened from one table to another, frantically trying to dislodge her, she rode him. She hooked one leg over his shoulder, her robe riding up to bare the skin of her thigh. With a feral smile, she dug her nails into his neck, piercing the skin, driving deeper until her fingers were sunk up to the knuckles. Then, with a heave, she pulled the demon’s head free, ripping muscles, tendons, and gristle. The body fell chest first to the floor, and she stepped off as if she were disembarking from a gilded barge. She took the stake from the body’s hand, picked up the head, and—holding it by one of its four horns—inserted it into the neck, driving it all the way into the brain, and then held it out by the stake to the bar owner.




“You will display this where you choose and answer whomever questions how it came to be so, child,” she said.




“I’ll do that,” Kowalski replied, taking the severed head from her.




She arched an eyebrow.




“Ma’am,” he amended.




She inclined her head to him.




“Are you,” he started and stopped when he saw her look. He cleared his throat. “If I can ask…”




She gave him a brief nod, indicated that he could.




“The only vampire I’ve ever heard of who could do that, that disappear-reappear thing,” he managed, “is Dracula. But you’re not Dracula.”




“No, I am not,” she agreed. “May I have a clean, wet cloth?”




He found a clean bar towel, wet it down, and handed it to her. She wiped her hands, taking the time to clean them thoroughly.




“Dracula is dead,” she continued after a moment’s review of her nails. “But that is a story for another night.”




“Well, when people ask—and they’re going to ask,” he said, “I don’t know from scourges or lions. Who do I tell them you are?”




She smiled again, and this smile was gentle. 




“I am the Lady Scheherazade,” she answered.




She folded the towel as long ago memories of comic books and Harryhausen movies pinged through his head.




“Can I get you some AB negative? Or some O pos?” he asked. “Ma’am?”




“Thank you, no,” she responded. “I drink only what I hunt.”




“Well, you’re welcome here any time,” he told her, pressing his hand to his no longer beating heart. “You definitely class up the joint.”




There was a flicker of grave humor in her eyes, and she inclined her head again with a very small smile. Then she turned, and the remaining demons shifted, ready for trouble.




“We stand near the Hellmouth,” Scheherazade stated, “and on the Hellmouth, there is a Slayer where no Slayer has trod in many years.”




“One Slayer, hell,” a demon muttered. “There’s dozens now.”




One corner of the lady’s mouth tugged upward.




“Even so,” she agreed. “This is the Hellmouth, and there are many Slayers. And where there was no Master, now you have one. I am the Lady Scheherazade. I claim Cleveland and its Hellmouth as my own. If you are vampire, you may swear allegiance to me or leave the city. If you are demon but not vampire, you may pursue your ends so long as they do not lie athwart my own.”




She paused and gazed out over the remaining bar patrons, her now golden eyes lit by an unholy glow, and her fangs visible even when her lips were closed. Her forehead remained smooth.




“Challenge me,” she continued, “and you shall suffer as few in centuries have suffered.”




She left, the layers of her robe billowing behind her. When the door closed, Kowalski found a place to stick the severed head where it would be easily visible but wouldn’t ooze on too many things. Then he came around the bar.




“Anyone want to give me a hand with this?” he asked, picking up one of the Polrack’s hands.




A couple of regulars got up and helped drag the corpse to the back stairs where they could carry it into the basement and load it into the furnace. At least vampires turned into a tidy pile of dust when they were staked.




“She didn’t look like a really old vampire,” one of them commented. “You know, she wasn’t all cloven hoofy or fruit punch mouth.”




“I thought she was pretty,” the other one added. “Not what you’d expect.”




“She’s old,” Kowalski replied. “She’s got to be the oldest vampire I’ve ever even heard about.’




“How can you tell?” the first, a Chuggoth spawn of middling years, asked.




“I just can,” he answered. 




“Well, he’s got a point,” the second, a small bone eater, added. “I mean, Scheherazade, the lady who told the stories in One Thousand and One Nights, that’s old. Like, a thousand years old. And you know how many vampires like to call themselves Nosferatu or Samael or talk about how they were at the Crucifixion, and they’re total liars.”




“She’s old,” Kowalski stated firmly.




They talked while they carried the headless body of the Polrack demon down the stairs.




“Yeah, but how do you know?” the first demon asked again.




“Yeah,” the second demon seconded.




Kowalski sighed. “Okay, you know there’s more than one kind of vampire, right?”




The two demons exchanged a look that guaranteed nothing of the sort.




“Turok-Han?” Kowalski prompted them. 




They stared at him blankly.




“Released from a Hellmouth when someone activates it. The first one’s strong enough to kill a Slayer easy. Each one after that is weaker and slower until they’re not much different from regular vampires, just uglier?”




“Uh, yeah,” the Chuggoth agreed. “Yeah. Turok-Han. Right.”




“Yeah, well, so the regular sort of vampire, like me, are dead human flesh animated by a demon spirit,” he continued. “No more soul, but the brain, th-the hardcoded stuff, is still there. It’s just demonically powered. Kill a vampire, properly kill one, the body disintegrates, and the demon spirit returns to whatever hell it originally inhabited.”




“Yeah, right,” the small bone eater agreed, nodding.




“Yeah, well, there’s lots of different hells, right?” Kowalski prompted them.




“Riiiiiight,” they both intoned in agreement.




“So, a vampire could be the spirit of a demon from any one of a number of different hells,” Kowalski said. “And the longer that demon spirit possesses that human flesh, the more the human flesh starts to resemble the demon’s true physical form. Are you still with me?”




“So…one type of demon gets fruit punch mouth?” the small bone eater asked.




“And another gets cloven hooves,” Kowalksi agreed, nodding. “There’s even one, pretty rare I’ll admit, that turns into a giant demon snail. So if you see a vampire with antennae and a backpack, just put the poor bastard out of his misery.”




“What about her?” the Chuggoth asked, pointing in the vague direction Scheherazade had taken.




Kowalski paused for a moment as he turned the furnace thermostat up. He’d need it pretty hot to burn the Polrack’s body.




“You’ve got to understand,” he said, “vamps don’t talk about this kind of thing. Some Masters will kill their fledglings just for asking. They say it doesn’t matter. We’re all vampires together. I don’t know what hell I came from. I just know that most of the vampires I meet are the same as me, and I’ve only met a few who aren’t. It’s the ones who aren’t like me that really scare me, and that lady scared the clotted and rotted blood out of me. She’s old. Really old. I don’t know how I know, but I know.”




The two other demons exchanged another look.




“I’m just saying,” Kowalski said, “if you’re friendly with any vamps in this town, you might tell them that whatever they hear, I say, they need to take it seriously.”




“Yeah, sure, Kowalski,” the Chuggoth said. “We’ll let them know.”




“Sure thing, buddy,” the small bone eater agreed.




“And I’ve got to get back up there before someone fills the tip jar with kittens.”




“Hey,” the small bone eater began again, “how’d she know all that stuff about whatsisface?”




“Do I know?” Kowalski asked back. “She tells stories. Maybe she knows stories. Maybe she asked around, found out he hated vamps, did some research, and decided to make an example of him.”




“Good research,” the Chuggoth said. 




“Yeah,” the small bone eater agreed. “Good research.”




“You know what I don’t get?” the Chuggoth asked the small bone eater.




“What?”




“He’s a vampire. Kowalski, right?”




“Yeah.”




“So why would he have any wooden furniture if all it takes is an angry Polrack to turn it into kindling and stake him?”




The small bone eater stopped and stared at him for a moment.




“Ambience?” he asked, shrugging.




They returned upstairs just as the smell of singed Polrack demon, surprisingly similar to that of cotton candy, wafted through the vents.





Seduction Techniques



It was late enough that most of the staff had gone for the day, late enough that even the summer sunset had come and gone. 




“Senator?”




Sam Seaborn looked up from the pile of reading on his desk. It was one of his two junior secretaries, Amy Wilson.




“There’s a Ms. Cher Razad to see you,” she said. “And Sean will be here with the car in twenty minutes.”




He glanced at the computer monitor to his right, where he kept his appointments visible. The appointment was listed, but grayed out, meaning neither he nor his senior secretary had accepted it. He looked back up at Amy.




“I had to fit her in,” Amy said, hunching her shoulders a little, like she expected a rebuke. 




Except, as the shadowy figure standing beyond her was almost certainly Ms. Razad, he wouldn’t rebuke her until afterwards, and even then, it would be less of a rebuke and more of a review and reflection.




“Sure thing,” he replied, moving his reading material to one of his desk drawers. 




Amy grinned with relief and gestured for Ms Razad to enter. It was highly unusual for the senator to see anyone in his inner office. That was for work or private meetings with friends and close allies. All other meetings were usually held in his outer office, chosen for its solemn and rich appointments, a pointed reminder that the visitor was speaking with a United States Senator.




This visitor, however, was a match for any such maneuverings. Regal, elegant, and poised, she stood shorter than his wife’s five foot four inches. She wore a black silk dress and matching wrap that would have been the envy of female politicians everywhere as it was rich and beautiful without implying anything as tawdry as sex appeal. She wore understated gold jewelry—earrings, pendant, and bracelet—and makeup so expertly applied it was difficult to tell she was wearing any at all. Except her eyes, thickly outlined in kohl.




“Senator,” Amy said, “this is Ms. Cher Razad.”




And she left, giving no indication what their meeting was supposed to be about or how on Earth Ms. Razad had managed to get a meeting in the first place.




“It’s very nice to meet you, Ms. Razad,” he said, swinging into his well polished host mode without hesitation. “Won’t you take a seat.”




She smiled and inclined her head, and he realized he couldn’t place her. Not that he did or didn’t recognize her, but he couldn’t tell if she were Middle Eastern, Persian, Indian, Afghan, or any of the —istans. Only that she or her recent ancestors had come from somewhere to the east of the Black Sea and the south of the Himalayas.




“Thank you, Senator,” she replied, taking the indicated seat.




She had an accent, but it was very faint, and he couldn’t pin it down. When she sat, she put her weight on one hip and crossed her legs at an angle, giving a picture of graceful elegance. She waited, hands relaxed in her lap, only watching him with her remarkable dark eyes.




“How can I help you?” he asked, feeling off balance. He usually waited for his guest to speak first.




“I am recently relocated to the city of Cleveland, Senator,” she said, “and I wish to meet the elected representatives of my new people.”




“I see.” 




He did, but he waited patiently for her drop the next line. What she was really there for.




“I congratulate you on the passage of the Education Reform Bill,” she said. “I understand you were instrumental in keeping the various independent senators voting with your caucus.”




“The phrase ‘herding cats’ comes to mind,” he said.




He unbent a little. It was a rare thing to have a constituent that actually followed the minutiae of shepherding a bill from introduction through full passage, and the ones who did were often frenzied partisans who would find fault with something he’d done or take offense that they couldn’t.




She smiled, an indulgent and wise smile that spoke of years watching the vagaries of people and politics. It reminded him, interestingly enough, of President Bartlet.




“And I offer you my condolences on the defeat of the Children’s Rights Act,” she said. “The refusal of the minority whip to assist in reconciling the bill was particularly egregious.”




It had been, especially considering the horse trading leading up to that moment.




“I’ll admit,” he said, sighing, “that one was a real disappointment.”




“How could it not be?” she asked.




They spoke a few more minutes until Amy poked her head back in.




“Senator, your car is here,” she said.




Ms. Razad rose without any prompting and offered her hand to shake, which he did.




“Thank you for your time, Senator,” she said. “I look forward to speaking with you another time.”




She left, nodding to Amy on her way out. Amy smiled at her and gave her a little wave.




“Isn’t she great?” Amy asked, once Ms. Razad was through the door at the end of the hallway. “I really like her.”




“Yeah, she is,” Senator Sam Seaborn said softly.




He wished all his constituents were as well informed and equanimous as this visitor was. Then he shook himself off and began the mental shift to heading home and being a husband and new father.







The dim lights and quiet floors of the Green Haven Nursing Home and Hospice were a blessing to most of the patients there. There were activities in the day rooms and outside in the garden, but they were never so loud they might interfere with rest. Nurses and aides strode from task to task, room to room, and patient to patient with purpose, but one doorway had not been entered for more than a day.




“Is anyone out there?” a feeble voice called.




“I am here,” a voice answered.




Though the hall and the room were well lit in the early darkness of winter, the doorway appeared shadowed and lonely. The figure that emerged from the shadow was not one of the staff but a woman of small stature dressed in flowing black silk threaded and patterned with gold. Her dark eyes were lined in thick black, large golden hoops hung from her ears, and the midnight storm of her hair was captured in a golden net, thick curls tumbling to escape.




“No one’s come in for ages,” the patient complained, a note of whining in his voice.




“They cannot see the door,” the lady replied, “and they have forgotten you.”




The patient stared at her in mingled anger and dread for a long moment.




“I’ll die if they don’t take care of me,” he said.




“You are already dying,” she reminded him.




He looked away, angry. 




She stepped close to him where he reclined on the bed, yellow, emaciated, and exhausted.




“Why are you here?” she asked him.




“Fell and broke my leg,” he muttered. “They look at it, and what do they find? Cancer! I didn’t even know I had cancer, and they tell me they’ve got to cut on me. Can’t even go to the bathroom anymore. Can’t get up and walk. Can’t go out for a smoke. Can’t hardly eat. Rather’d’ve died in my garage where I fell.”




The woman leaned over him and inhaled, as if she were sampling a fine perfume. One of her escaped curls fell across the man’s bald head.




“You have pneumonia,” she told him. “It has just become established. If the nurses return and note your symptoms, the doctor will prescribe medications. They will tell you they can treat your cancer with chemotherapy and radiation, but even if you survive the pneumonia, the cancer will return. Your leg will never heal properly. You will die in pain without seeing the sky again.”




He blinked, staring up at her.




“Why?” he asked. “What did I do that was so wrong that I have to suffer like this?”




Her dark eyes held his.




“Like rain and mercy, suffering falls upon the heads of the just and the unjust alike,” she told him. “It is not earned.”




He looked away, picking at his covers and his gown.




“Wish I’d died when I fell,” he muttered.




She tilted her head and watched him.




“Why are you alone?” she asked.




He took a breath to answer, and she held up one finger.




“It is a sorry thing to lie about one’s own story,” she told him. “I will not judge. I simply wish to know.”




He growled in an exhale and cleared his throat, but he never quite met her eyes.




“Hated my parents,” he said. “Left home as soon as I could. Didn’t bother staying in contact. Wife left me, and my kids left as soon as they were old enough. They didn’t bother keeping in touch either. No friends to speak of. Haven’t worked in a dog’s age. Never cared for church. There’s no one to care if I live or die.”




He stopped talking, his eyes bleak as he stared out over a landscape of broken relationships and soured dreams. 




“It will be a difficult death,” she told him. 




He exhaled, and his eyes with their yellowed sclera filled with tears.




“But, if you wish, Daniel,” she continued, “you may give your death to me, and I will ease your passage.”




He jerked a little, glancing up and then away immediately.




“What, are you some sort of crazy serial killing nurse?” he asked. 




“No,” she replied. “Look at me, and you shall see my true nature.”




Reluctantly, he raised his eyes to her, and without her moving an inch, what he saw changed from something dark and mysterious to something irrefutably true and terrifying. He paled.




“But I thought… those are just stories,” he protested weakly.




“All stories contain some truth,” she reminded him. “And all stories lie at least a little bit.”




He fiddled with the edge of his blanket for a long moment. She waited without a sound, not even breathing.




“Will it hurt?” he asked.




“Yes,” she replied. 




She reached out and touched his hand with her fingertips, and when he lifted his hand, shaking, she took it and held it.




“Once I begin to drink your life,” she continued, “I can stop the pain. I have killed many, many people, Daniel. Some of them fought me. Some of them accepted me. Those who give up their lives to me never suffer.”




“What happens after?” he asked.




“The same that happens to all mortal souls when death claims their flesh,” she replied. “And that is a story I do not know.”




“I won’t turn into one of those…”




“No,” she answered firmly. “You will die. That is all.”




He stayed silent for several minutes, picking at his covers and scratching at the oxygen cannula.




“Can you come back?”




“No,” she said. “Chemotherapy poisons the blood. Pneumonia weakens the life until it has no flavor. What I offer, I offer now. Only now. I will give you a good death, Daniel, but only if you choose it now.”




He was silent several more minutes until he finally nodded.




“Yeah, okay,” he said. “Better now than after days and weeks of that shit. What do I do?”




“Nothing, Daniel,” she murmured to him.




She bent over him, and sick as he was, his senses revived with the smell of her. Honeysuckle, wood smoke, cold water on a hot day, and the saltiness of a woman’s skin warm with sun. Her body radiated warmth, and that warmth eased the pain in his body. He felt her lips graze the clammy skin of his neck and then nuzzle him. He clenched his fist in anticipation, but when the fangs he’d seen broke the skin, it barely hurt. Heat, the movement of her tongue on his throat, and then suction, as if she were giving him a hickey.




Pleasure spread through his body, erasing pain as it went. He relaxed, his muscles going slack, and he realized she was holding him up against her, that she’d climbed part way onto the bed. His arm came around her, holding her at the waist, as her hair filled his vision. Then, she bit down, hard, and twisted her fangs, and a spike of desperate, panicked agony stabbed him. The slow trickle of blood became a flood. She had torn open the blood vessels in his throat and drank with large, gulping swallows. 




He was dying. She was drinking his life. He struggled, trying to push at her, but it was like trying to push a mountain aside. He tried to scream, but it barely came out as a rattling sigh. Then, a second wash of pleasure engulfed him. He could feel the torn edges of his neck as she licked and sucked them, but they no longer hurt. It was, it was, oh, god, the feeling of her body pressed against him, holding him, the sweet ecstasy spreading through him as everything else faded away. This time he did cry out, but it was the cry of a man reaching sexual climax.




The world retreated. Vision went dark, touch disappeared, and sounds faded until the tiny light that was Daniel Foster’s life flickered and was snuffed. The vampire Scheherazade continued feeding off him long after his heart stopped beating. She drank until there was no blood left to drink, and when she raised her head, sighing with the satiation of a long controlled hunger, her lips were wet and crimson, and her skin was darkly flushed with heat.




Moving languidly, she retired to the bathroom where she could wash the few missed drops from her mouth and her hands. When she returned to Daniel’s rapidly cooling body, she straightened the covers, folded his arms, and closed his mouth and eyes. Then she brushed the gaping, whitened wound in his throat, drawing forth a glamour of the mind so that anyone who looked at it saw whole, unbroken skin. When she withdrew the glamour hiding that room from the eyes of the mortal staff, the member who found Daniel’s corpse and the doctor who examined him would see a man who died of a pulmonary embolism, not an uncommon eventuality for a man who’d had major surgery. There would be no autopsy, and with no family and no will, he would lie intestate until the court appointed lawyer signed the forms for a quiet cremation, and his ashes would sit unclaimed until they were buried in a potter’s field.




Scheherazade, who had given Daniel exactly what she’d promised and taken exactly what she’d said, left the hospital unnoticed by any living soul.





Taking Power



John Blaylock reclined on his throne, the sleeves of his silk shirt fluttering as he rearranged his arms in a casual drape. 




“When do we hunt?” one of his fledglings demanded.




“We hunt,” Blaylock spat, glaring at the less than a year old vampire who’d been a pain in the ass even when she’d been mortal, “when I say we hunt. We feed when I say we feed. And if you have a problem with that, I suggest you shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”




The fledgling clearly had a problem with it and just as clearly wasn’t interested in shutting her mouth. She muttered something, and he snarled.




“Speak up!” he called.




The main room of his den—a converted party supply store with the windows thickly papered over—was large enough to play a game of basketball.




“I said,” the young vampire said in a loud, defiant voice, “we haven’t hunted in a week, not since you heard that other vampire den got wiped out by the Lady.”




“There is no lady!” he hissed, getting to his feet. “And I’ll kill the next vampire who says otherwise.”




“There is indeed a lady, John Blaylock,” a disembodied voice cut through the mutterings and gloom. “And you would do well to remember it.”




All the vampires in the room froze, eyes wide in fear. With no natural light and no electricity, the only light provided was old flashlights with exhausted batteries and a handful of camping lanterns with dirty chimneys.




“John Blaylock,” the voice repeated, and there was humor in it.




A figure walked slowly out of the darkest corner, shorter than all the others there, but greater in dignity and strength.




“You named yourself for a character in a movie,” she said. “The Hunger, released in 1983. The novel it was based on was published in 1981. The character of your name was played by David Bowie, a man certainly worthy of mortal emulation, but perhaps a choice lacking in merit for an immortal.”




Blaylock snarled, transforming into his vamp face, but several of the vampires in the room tittered.




“You said you were three hundred years old,” one of the fledglings accused.




“I am!”




The woman, dressed in layers of black and gold silk, and laden with gold jewelry, smiled.




“You are less than twenty years old, John Blaylock,” she said. “You saw the movie one Saturday afternoon. The imagery stayed with you, and when you were turned, you fled your sire and renamed yourself in the hopes that your new life would prove superior to the old.”




“Is it a good movie?” another vampire asked.




The lady tilted her head in consideration.




“Atmospheric, an intriguing score, though one could say that the use of gore was more violent than necessary,” she said. “My chief complaint was that the scene added at the end went counter to all the rules of vampirism the plot and characterization took such pains to establish. Worth watching, but perhaps not owning.”




Blaylock twitched with fury.




“I am the Lady Scheherazade,” the woman continued, addressing the others, “and I hereby lay claim to the Hellmouth and the city which stands above it. You may leave, if you wish. If you stay, you must swear fealty to me. If you refuse, you will die horribly. I give you leave to choose.”




“Kill her!” Blaylock screamed.




Three of the fledglings obeyed his command. Moving in a blur of silk and steel, Scheherazade intercepted each and with the crunch of broken vertebrae, left them sprawled on the floor, immobile but still existing.




“I shall leave each of these children where the rising sun will find them,” she explained. “How many others will join them?”




The fledglings looked at one another. None of them met Blaylock’s eyes.




“You know, I’ve always wanted to visit Seattle,” one of them said.




“They have an excellent underground,” Scheherazade remarked. “Go with my blessing.”




He left, and most of the others followed him.




One of the remaining fledglings shrugged.




“I’ll pledge fealty to you,” she said. “I mean, you will take us hunting, right?”




“I will, child.”




“Then I’m good.”




“Yeah, me too.”




“And you, John Blaylock?” the lady asked, looking up at him from under soot black brows and lashes.




“I will fucking kill you, bitch,” the vampire master snarled.




John Blaylock, to his far too long lived regret, ended his existence deep in one of the older sewers, having his hands and feet amputated by the blade of a sword, his eyes gouged out, and his tongue cut out, and then being subject to the first literal use of scaphism since Mithridates. It took a very long time for the rats to chew through his neck and sever his head, and that was after everything resembling an internal organ had been eaten away. But at least he had company in his last weeks.





Exploring Cleveland



In the late summer, the nights were short, and the remaining vampires of Cleveland grew used to a new rhythm. They hunted once or twice a week, subsisting on shared human blood and human death. Those who tried to hunt more often secretly were killed brutally and publicly until all understood that the Lady’s law was inviolable. On those nights without hunting, they were welcome to explore the city—its tangled downtown, the lakeside district, and the other places with their ebb and flow of humanity.




One place none of the vampires who’d sworn fealty to Scheherazade expected to find themselves was on a quiet residential street. Well, quiet with the exception of one house which, while quite large, was filled to the rafters with activity and noise. There were far more girls than any one family house should hold.




“I don’t like it,” one of the newly turned fledglings said.




“It’s a house filled with teenage girls,” a second protested. “What’s not to like?”




“You mean aside from the obvious?” a third asked. “I can’t stand teenagers. They wiggle and scream too much, and they always stick in your teeth. I think it’s all the energy drinks.”




“You are right to feel averse to such a place,” Scheherazade told them, never taking her eyes off the house. “The girls are Slayers. Each and every one of them.”




They stood, the four of them, in the deepest shadow found on the street, under low hanging branches of a sycamore, watching the light and movement.




“Slayers?” the second vampire asked. “Like, for real? I thought the Slayer was a fairytale. Something older vamps told the younger ones to keep them in line. ‘Don’t go out or the Slayer will get you!’ ”




“And besides, there’s only ever one, right?” the first asked.




“There was only one,” Scheherazade agreed. “And then, before the beginning of the summer, a great magic was cast, and all those girls who carried the mark of the Slayer and might have become the Slayer in their own time were called. All of them. This is only some small fraction of them, but it is more Slayers than have been called in the last century.”




“Soooo, we’re going to kill them?” the third asked.




“No, we are not going to kill them, child,” Scheherazade corrected him. “Just as vampires are necessary to humanity as wolves are necessary to deer, to cull the population and prevent starvation and disease, so the Slayer is necessary to vampires, to prevent stagnation among the worthy ones and overpopulation among those unworthy. As long as we have hunted mortals, so the Slayer has hunted us. It is a dance, and one that serves all the dancers. This, though, is a new chapter, and not one I foresaw.”




Looks were exchanged. It was fair to say that none of her fledglings believed the lady was psychic, though she had mentioned the existence of such powers in both mortals and demons. It was simply that she had existed so long since her mortal death there were few things under the heavens she had not experienced and could not predict within moments. 




“What do we do, Lady?” the first vampire asked.




“We watch,” she told them. “We study. Where it will bend the story in a pleasing manner, we make a small change here and there.”




Another set of looks was exchanged.




“Fear not, children,” she said, “I will tell you which changes I wish to see made.”




She turned away and led them on a long walk to another, even quieter neighborhood some miles away.




“What do you see here?” she asked them.




They looked around.




“Not much,” the third vampire said. “Some old wrought iron fencing, two houses, the sidewalk’s in bad shape. Nice trees though.”




The other two agreed with the third’s assessment. 




“Look more carefully,” she instructed them, and she drew her hand along a brick pillar and then down to a small wrought iron gate, crumbling with rust and age.




They looked at the gate, then at the pillar, then at its mate on the other side of the gate, and then at the spur of sidewalk that led from the gate to a porch set well back from the street.




“I swear, that was not there before,” the second vampire declared.




“It is a glamour,” Scheherazade told them.




“One of yours, lady?” the first vampire asked.




“No, this is of a different kind,” she said. “And it is one that even with my power, I can scarcely hold back for you to see what is there.”




And like a trick of moonlight, what they’d seen folded into nothingness, and they stood at the overgrown border of two lots.




“There is a sleeping power here,” she told them, “nearly starved after many years, but it will awaken, given the right reason.”




“Power for you?” the first vampire asked. 




They had learned there was no power for them that did not come through her first.




“No,” she replied. “As I said, it is of a different kind. It is bound to the day and sunlight, not the night. It is old, much older even than myself.”




She touched the iron fence again, lost in thought, and appeared to make a decision.




“Let the one it seeks come forth and see it with unglamored eyes,” she said. “Let the starveling find nourishment and the needy find haven.”




None of the fledglings would swear they felt any shift of cosmic alignment. Mostly it was a moment when the wind died down to absolute quiet and then picked up from a different quarter, causing the trees to sweep and bend in a new direction. After another moment’s consideration, the Lady appeared satisfied and released them to spend the remaining night as they preferred.





Hunting



“So then I said, ‘you know, that kind of money, General, and you could buy most of an F-35’,” he said, shrugging with the punchline.




Ms. Razad laughed, and he felt the glow of well earned appreciation. 




“I imagine the general was not best pleased,” she remarked.




“No, but he wasn’t going to say anything after the Inspector General’s last report,” Senator Seaborn replied.




“And how are the numbers?” she asked.




He grimaced. “With the closing of the Lockheed plant and the loss of funding for the occupational training program for displaced workers, not great. I’ve got a lot of people mad at me.”




“You were instrumental in killing a pork barrel contract that diverted badly needed funds to an unworkable military technology,” she pointed out.




“Yeah,” he agreed, “and that meant the cancellation of over thirty government contracts, which cumulatively meant that over a ten thousand Ohio blue collar workers lost their jobs in an economy that really doesn’t need many blue collar workers anymore. The occupational training was supposed to gear them up to change careers, and that’s gone, too. I could very well be facing a primary challenge in two years, and that’s before the general election.”




She watched him through her crow black lashes. Strange that in just three late night conversations, he felt that he’d found an ally and friend, one who stood separate from the demands of his office but offered cogent, objective commentary.




“Would you like my help?” she offered.




He considered, sipping his whisky. She had a glass with about a finger left in hers. It had been a gift on her second visit, a one hundred year old single malt, virtually unheard of in the US and nearly impossible to find anywhere else. 




“Two questions,” he said, raising a finger from his glass. “Are you currently working for or accepting pay from any foreign government, whether you’ve declared it to the IRS or not?”




“No,” she answered, chuckling at the idea.




“Are you a citizen of the United States?”




“No,” she replied, her humor fading into an even, curious stare.




He blinked in surprise.




“No?” he repeated.




“Senator, the country to which I was born has not existed in some time,” she told him. “You may consider me a stateless person, though I do not suffer for it as others do.”




He blinked again, trying to put together this new information with what he already knew. There were plenty of undocumented immigrants in Ohio. You could make a living, though not necessarily a great living, taking pay in cash or by handing over faked documents. He didn’t know of anyone who did it without being working class or simply poor, and Ms. Razad, he knew, was emphatically not poor.




“I can’t accept any money or gifts from you,” he said. “Not if you aren’t a citizen.”




“There are ways, Senator,” she said, taking a sip of whisky.




“There are ways,” he agreed, “but they are not my ways. Aside from being unethical and immoral to accept political donations from someone who is not a member of the polity, it’s also wildly illegal. So, nope. Nuh uh. No way, no how.”




“Senator.”




He looked up and met her eyes. 




He could do it. He absolutely could, and he would not get caught. Whatever else she was, Ms. Cher Razad was a woman with resources and a deep understanding of how things worked. She could put the financial resources of an empire at his fingertips. Not just PACs, not just dark money, but enough cash to completely restructure how politics were played in the US, picking and choosing the winners, sending the losers into exile. He could reshape American culture and create a legacy that lasted for cent—




“No,” he said more firmly than he’d intended. “That’s not who I am.”




Ms. Razad leaned back in her seat, her brows raised with curiosity. Then she smiled and gave him a single nod of the head.




“Do you know, Senator,” she said, her voice amused, “you are one of the few men who has resisted my will.”




“I can believe that,” he replied.




For just a moment, as he looked at her, studied her, his vision flattened out. Instead of the subdued light of his inner office being cozy and intimate, it was dangerously dark. He wasn’t sitting in a comfortable chair, sharing a whisky with a new friend, he was cornered by a hungry lioness. Who was she? How had she gotten in three times without any of his staff taking measures or at least getting a decent background on her? 




The way the chairs were arranged, he should be able to glance a little to his left and see her profile in the gilded mirror above the console, just beside the door. He usually did glance that way frequently when he talked with someone there. People so rarely governed their facial expressions when they weren’t being directly watched. Yet, not only hadn’t he looked, he didn’t even want to turn his head in that direction, as if looking at her reflection was wrong.




His pulse had sped up, and he felt the beginnings of a flop sweat. When he lifted his free hand, he saw his fingers shake.




Danger. He was in danger. She was playing with him.




“Please do not trouble yourself any further, Senator,” Ms. Razad told him, her voice the record of utter sincerity. “I will not harm you in any way. You are safe.”




And just like that, his terror evaporated. He exhaled, feeling his body relax again. He took another sip of his whisky.




“Mmm, did I tell you what Senator Lucas had to say about the last Appropriations Committee meeting?” he asked.




She leaned forward a bit, delighted to catch the latest gossip.




“No. Please tell.”







Early winter in Cleveland was not a kind time for the city’s homeless, especially not for those who’d just found themselves on the streets. The shelters were full, the safe, warm places to curl up for the night were taken, and allies were sparse. A woman—or possibly a girl—stood, nervous and alone at the edge of a grimy train stop. She had olive skin, lustrous black hair, and dark eyes hollowed with hunger.




“Mister?” she called out to a man walking to his car. “Mister, can you help me? I haven’t eaten in a day, and it’s really cold.”




He paused, harassed, but his expression eased when he saw how young she was. He checked his jean and coat pockets and found a crumpled bill.




“Do you have a phone?” he asked, holding out the money.




She nodded.




“Take this, go to a Starbucks, buy some food, and use their wifi to find a homeless shelter,” he told her. “Call 211. Tell them you’re a kid. They’ll find a spot for you. Okay?”




She gave him a gamin grin.




“Yeah,” she agreed. “Okay. Thanks.”




“Take care,” he told her. “And don’t stay out here too much longer. Commuters leave, and this place isn’t safe, especially not for a girl.”




“Okay,” she said.




He went on his way. She called out to several more people as the train emptied. A few of them gave her money, but most of them shook their heads and looked away or pretended not to see her. Then a man in jeans and a hoodie approached her.




“Hey, are you okay?” he asked.




“My mom kicked me out,” she said. “I haven’t eaten all day today.”




“Do you have a place to stay?”




She shook her head. “I spent last night just walking around, trying to stay warm.”




“My wife and I have a spare bedroom,” he told her. “Why don’t you come with me. We’ll get you fed, and you can spend the night. If you’ve got any dirty clothes, we’ve got a washer and dryer you can use.”




“That’d be great!” the girl said, grinning.




“I’m Chris,” he said, offering his hand in introduction. “What’s your name?”




“Cher,” she said, shaking his hand.




“What, like Sonny and Cher?”




“Something like that,” she answered.




He walked her to his car, a newer truck with a construction company logo.




“I was just downtown to pick up some permits,” he told her. “Parking’s a mess, and I don’t like taking the truck down. Are you from around here?”




“No,” she said. “I grew up overseas. Just got here a few months ago. Things are so messed up right now.”




“Your parents are probably frantic,” he said, unlocking the truck. “You can call them from my place. Just grab the bar and pull yourself up.”




The girl climbed up into the cab of the truck, dropped her backpack on the floor, closed the door, and buckled herself in. She stayed quiet while the man began to talk.




“To tell the truth, Cher,” he said, “I’m really glad I spotted you. Things are a little tense between me and my wife. Dee’s been—well, she’s been pretty shut off from me lately. But a guest always brings out her best. She loves taking care of people.”




“Oh, okay.” The girl sounded a little uneasy.




“So, your parents, why’d they kick you out?” he asked.




Sher shrugged. “Just my mom. No dad. She’s got a new boyfriend, and he was paying a lot of attention to me. Buying me things, talking to me. Mom didn’t like it.”




“Oh, so the older guys like you, huh?” Chris asked. “Yeah, I can see that. You’ve got a real baby bird fallen out of its nest vibe to you. Boy, I’ll tell you, guys don’t like anything better than being able to rescue a pretty damsel in distress.”




Sher hugged her arms closer to her body.




“What if I’m not?” she asked in a soft voice.




“What if you’re not what?” Chris asked back, looking over at her after changing lanes.




“What if I’m not a damsel in distress,” she repeated. “There are stories, old stories, of when the old gods would walk among men and test them. Ask them for help and see if they abided by the old laws of hospitality and honor.”




He laughed. “You sound like a bookworm, Cher. I’ll bet your teachers just loved you. So what happened to the people who failed the test?”




She frowned. “The stories only talked about the people who passed the test. They’d welcome the old gods—Zeus, Lakshmi, Loki, Hestia—into their homes, share their food, and give them a place by the fire. The poorest people were always the most generous. In return, the gods granted them wealth, long life, and once, when it was an old couple who’d lived all their years together, allowed them to die at the same time, and turned their bodies into trees to honor them.”




‘Not a bad deal, I guess,” he said.




He took a right turn off the main road onto a poorly lit street.




“Wait!” Cher cried, alarmed. “Where are— where are we going?”




“Oh, I live a little ways out, is all,” he replied. “Don’t worry. It’s perfectly safe.”




But the girl stayed as close to the passenger door as she could through another three and a half miles of curvy road and ill marked streets until Chris pulled the truck into a gravel driveway. He parked, turned off the lights, and then turned off the ignition, putting the keys into his coat pocket.




“We’re here,” he said brightly, unbuckling his seatbelt.




Cher watched him with large, silent eyes.




“Listen, before we go in,” he said in a conspiratorial tone, leaning towards her, “maybe you could do something for me.”




“W-what?” Cher asked.




“Don’t be afraid,” he murmured, touching her legs with his fingertips and then moving up. “Like I said, things have been kind of tense between me and my wife. If you could help me relax…”




Cher whimpered, pulling back from him. 




“I can’t.”




“Sure you can,” he told her. “I mean, if you hadn’t wanted to, you wouldn’t have gotten in my truck.”




He fumbled at her seat belt, pushing her back against the door, breathing hard in anticipation. He just loved breaking in a new gi—




The blow was wrapped up in the sounds of shrieking metal and shattering glass and the sense of the world turning upside down, and it took him a long moment to realize he was lying on his back, on the ground, looking up at a dark sky. His shoulders and the back of his head throbbed with pain, and when he tried to take a deep breath, knives of pain stabbed him. There was blood in his mouth.




He pushed himself up on one elbow and saw that the driver side door of his truck had been slammed open, and the window was broken. Cher had kicked him through the door of his truck. In fact, she stepped down from the seat, shaking her hair loose. What he’d thought was a knee length black coat was actually a black silk robe, stirring in the wind. Her eyes glowed golden, and he saw a glint of teeth much longer than they should have been. She gazed upon his shocked face and laughed, low and sweet.




“Oh, Christopher,” she sighed, “what joy a good hunt brings me.”




He tried to scrabble back on his hands and feet, but one of his arms wasn’t working right. She stepped to him, stepped over him, and crouched gracefully down on top of him. Her body was cold and heavier than it should have been.




“I’m afraid I told a small lie,” she admitted to him, smiling.




She was older than he’d thought, a grown woman, not a child, and while she was still small, she moved with the strength and grace of a lioness.




“You see,” she breathed in his ear as she ran her nails down his chest, “there are indeed stories of those who failed the gods’ tests and broke the ancient laws of hospitality. Each and every one of them was condemned to death and eternal torment.”




“Jesus, don’t kill me!” he cried, wishing his neighbors could hear him, but he’d chosen an out of the way house for good reason.




She laughed.




“Oh, Christopher, I’m not going to kill you. Not yet. Not when you have hours of running still in you.”




She bared her teeth and then nuzzled him. He could feel her canines scrape the skin of his throat, and he whimpered.




“You will die tonight, Christopher,” she told him. “I can hear the spirits of the girls you preyed upon cry out for vengeance. Do you wish to die well?




“I don’t want to die!” he cried out.




“Why then, you may defeat me in single combat,” she said, leaning back and smiling broadly, “just as you offered the many girls who came into your power.”




He struggled, but she dug her nails into the side of his neck, and the pain blinded him. When it eased, he was aware of her licking the blood from his neck, purring. 




“Are you really married, Christopher?” she asked. “Or was that a ploy to bring your victims into your confidence.”




He wept.




“Please don’t kill me,” he begged.




“I will cut you open and drink from you like a bottle of wine,” she whispered in his ear. “And the time I will take depends on how well you answer me, Christopher. Are you married?”




“No!”




“Good,” she said, and he felt her bite him.




A swimming weakness spread through his veins, bringing with it a release from the pain of his injuries. It glowed in his blood and gave him strength. Then, she released him, and the weight of her body pinning him to the ground was gone.




Shaky, he climbed to his feet. She stood before him, blood blotted on her lips. He could feel the grating of broken ribs and a broken wrist. Around his collar, his hoodie was sopping wet with hot blood. He could feel, far away, the blistering headache of a concussion, but just then, he was still alive, still breathing.




“If you try to enter your house,” she told him, “I will cut your belly open and strangle you with your bowels. Instead, you may run. If you reach another’s home, and they invite you in, I will allow you to live. Those are my terms.”




He stared at her, horrified. 




“Or I can feed from you now,” she offered. “And you will die. Now.”




He stared at her a moment longer and then fled into the brush around his house.




Several hours later, the woman returned to the pickup truck and the house it was parked before. There was nothing to prevent her from entering the home of a dead man, so she simply forced the locked door with one jerking push at the doorknob, splintering the door jamb. It had been a delicious hunt. Her prey had been just strong enough to provide a challenge, and more than terrified enough to make his death all the sweeter.




She paused, raising her head and taking a deep breath through her nose. Then she wandered from the front of the house back to the bedrooms. As she walked, she cleaned her nails of the gummy, clotted blood caught beneath them. A few more sniffs brought her to a closed and locked door. She knocked on the door, rapping softly.




“Child, you are safe,” she said. “He is dead. You may come out.”




There was no response.




After a moment, the woman unlocked the door and opened it a bare inch. Then she left the room, turning on the bedroom light as she did so. 




Nearly half an hour later, a girl, dirty and barely covered by a ratty t-shirt, crept forth. She held to herself, ready to flinch away from any odd movement or the hint of the presence of a man. Silently, she stepped from the bedroom to the hallway and followed it back to the living room where, in a chair freshly covered with a blanket, reclined the woman.




“Welcome, child,” the woman said.




“You said he was dead,” the girl whispered.




“I did,” the woman answered. “He is. His body lies more than a hundred yards from this house, in thick brush. There were foxes and rats waiting for me to leave. When the sun rises, cold as it is, there will still be flies and ants to join them. He will not hurt you again.”




“Who are you?” the girl asked.




“I am Scheherazade,” the woman replied. “You may call me ‘Lady’. I am a vampire.”




“But…”




The girl watched her with wide, terrified eyes.




“I have fed this night, child,” the woman told her, “and your terror was spent on my prey’s feeble works. I have no interest in harming you. Sit.”




She held out a graceful hand, indicating the floor was available.




Gingerly, the girl sat, folding her legs and wrapping her arms around them.




“Your captor is dead,” Scheherazade repeated. “It will be days before he is missed and weeks or months before his body is found, if it ever is.”




“Why did you kill him?” the girl asked.




“Because he was filth and deserved to die in terror,” Scheherazade answered, “and because it pleased me to bring his story to a fitting end.”




“Oh.” The girl absorbed this and studied the vampire above her with wide, silent eyes.




“Now, child, I shall tell you another story, and at the end of that story, you will have a choice to make.”





Facing the Truth



Tom was an important man. That’s what he reminded himself as he plodded through the darkness behind the Jew-owned, and run, store to the bus stop. It was a gall that he had to work at such a place, but good men, decent men, righteous men like him were so often denied their place in the world that it wasn’t a surprise. His thoughts flickered past the eventualities he had planned for that Last Day, the day when he’d show all the niggers, the Jews, the bitches and whores, the Muslims, the damned liberals and antifas. 




He liked to think about it, about striding through the aisles of the store, an AR-15 in each hand, shotgun slung over his shoulder, pistols tucked into his belt and shoulder harness, dispensing justice while his enemies ran like rabbits. He wouldn’t be able to top the kill count from Las Vegas, not without the high vantage point and kind of armory Stephen Paddock owned, but if he picked the right day and time, he could get three or four dozen. He liked to think about how the media traitors would speak his name over and over again, how they would launch their endless discussions as to what led him to murder so many, as if it weren’t baldly obvious to anyone with the will to look on the world as it really was.




I am a wolf, he told himself, and my power will not be denied.




The day he claimed his power in a way none of those inferior to him would be able to refute, his name would be written in blood in the halls of his white brethren. He would be remembered, and he would finally count.




He was wrapped up in these thoughts as he walked through, thinking about how he would get online when he got home and troll the pathetic left wingers and race traitors, that he needed to wash his workout clothes so they were fresh for the next day. He parsed his budget, wondering if he had enough in savings to put a down payment on a car, but turned that thought away with a reminder that, down payment or not, he still couldn’t afford the monthly payment, insurance, gas, and maintenance. Then he saw the black man standing a few yards from the bus station. Not a black man, he corrected himself. A nigger. He kept his thoughts leashed during the work day, the better to collect his pay and keep his job, but that didn’t change the fact that a nigger was standing between him and the bus stop. That asshole looked up and met his eyes.




Angry, he glanced around. Maybe he could finally use the MMA skills he’d been working for so long. He just didn’t want any witnesses. He saw three others, a man and two women, standing where they had no business standing this late at night. Two of them were white, and one was black, but the women wore slutty skin-baring clothes, the kind that got whores raped and for good reason. He knew he couldn’t trust the white man and woman to join in or stay quiet if he dispensed some crushing justice to the trash in front of him, because they were worse than trash. They were race traitors, allowing the niggers to pretend they were his equal, even protecting them. 




He grimaced and looked away, furious that he would have to share his space with this garbage when he had been looking forward to a quiet ride home after a long shift at the soul crushing job that didn’t come close to paying his bills. He put his work face back on—bland, pleasant, and impenetrable—and looked up. The nigger was smiling at him, a wide lipped smirk that lit his skin on fire at the insolence. It wasn’t until Tom scanned his face the second time that he took in the grossly crinkled brow, fangs, and golden eyes.




Fangs?




Shocked, he glanced to the others and saw that they shared those features. His mind balked for a long second, never summoning the word “vampire” or even “monster” or “demon”. It only screamed “death” as loud as it could, and he knew he was looking at his own messy end.




Tom ran.




They followed, cackling and cheering.




It was nearly ten minutes before he realized they were herding him, cutting off his escape routes and pushing him into an area he didn’t know, one without other human beings, unlocked doors, or lights. God, if only there’d been a cop! 




For all that he was in good shape, after fifteen minutes, he was completely winded and desperate for some place to put his back against a wall so they couldn’t tear him apart. But they surrounded him on the crumbling blacktop of an extinct car dealer, laughing at him and taunting him




“Hey, boy,” the first thing, the nigger-thing, called. “Hey, boy. You gonna die tonight. You wanna cry first? Blood and tears taste better together.”




It snatched at him, and Tom skittered back, only to collide with one of the female things. It grabbed him and held him like the claws of a hydraulic arm, and his ribs creaked with the force of its strength.




“Funny little food,” it laughed with a girl’s voice, and its cold breath stirred the hairs on the back of his neck. “It thinks it’s better than the other food.”




To his horror, his dick grew hard as the pretty, half-naked girl-thing caressed him. She exhaled again, the chill of it making his skin crawl. She licked his neck, and he shook in terror.




“Does it taste better?” the other male-thing asked.




Vampire, his brain finally spit the word out. They were vampires. Vampires were real, and they were going to eat him. No matter how hard he struggled, he couldn’t get free, and everything he’d ever learned about self-defense and martial arts evaporated and left no trace behind. He was going to die.




“Not really,” the girl vampire holding him answered. “It’s not even seasoned.”




The second girl vampire came up and drew a nail down his face, hard enough to scratch him. She popped her finger in her mouth to taste the blood she’d drawn.




“I’ve eaten a lot of people, little food,” she told him. “And there’s no more difference in how they tasted than there was in how they screamed.”




She clawed him across the chest, tearing shirt and skin open. He screamed.




“See?” she asked. “Sounds just the same.”




“Of course,” the black vampire said stepping closer and smiling with spite, “I do like a red apple better than a green one. So maybe he’s onto something.”




“Everybody likes red apples better than green apples,” the other male vampire reminded him. “Unless they’re baked in a pie, and then green’s always better.”




“Maybe this apple would be better if we baked him,” the second girl suggested.




He felt his bladder give, and the smell of urine filled the space around him. The vampires laughed like it was the funniest thing they’d seen in ages.




“Jamal,” a voice called from the darkness.




The black vampire looked up in surprise. The hands on him loosened, and he was dropped to the ground.




“Molly, Tamika, Matthew.”




A figure at the edge of the darkness walked forward, barefoot and graceful. 




“Do you hunt without my permission?”




It was a woman, shorter than the others, olive skin, dark eyed, long haired, and dressed in black and gold layers that shifted in the warm summer wind.




If they’d been human or alive, the vampires would have gasped or moaned in dismay. Instead, they shifted uneasy and silent, looking all around them. Tom looked around and saw several pairs of golden eyes further back and dark figures circling like a pack of wolves.




“He’s a skinhead, lady” the second girl protested. “A white supremacist. He would have killed me or Jamal while we were mortal, just because we’re not white.”




“That,” the woman said, “is not what I asked. Must I ask again?”




Jamal snarled in defiance, and in the next instant, exploded into dust. Tom felt the grit pelt him, and his shaking redoubled. The woman, who had moved so quickly his eyes hadn’t been able to follow her, stood closer now. The girl vampire who’d held him and the other male vampire moved, and the woman moved as well, faster and more smoothly. He felt and heard the whistle of a sharp edged object pass over his head. He covered his eyes and knew by the double sighs of dust falling through the air that she had dispatched them.




The second girl vampire fell to her knees.




“We hunted without your permission, Lady,” she cried, “and I beg your forgiveness.”




When Tom looked up, he saw that the woman’s hand had been stayed.




“Your sire and fellow fledglings are all dead by my hand, child,” the woman said. “Why are they dead?”




“Because they defied you,” the girl replied, gulping with fear.




“Because they defied me,” the woman agreed. “And if you defy me again, I will destroy you. Do you wish to die as your master did?”




“No, Lady,” the girl said. Her voice was soft but shook with terror.




“Then you will go to the lake to the north, and you will step into it, walk down into the darkness, and stay there for three days and three nights. If you still exist at the end of this time, you may return and beg my forgiveness.”




“Yes, Lady,” the girl vampire sobbed.




She got to her feet and ran without another sound.




Tom stayed as motionless as he could, curled up on the crumbling blacktop. He shook with exhaustion and terror. His pants, where he’d wet them, stuck to his skin in chilly folds. His chest stung where he’d been slashed. Please don’t look at me, he begged silently. I’m not here. I don’t exist.




“Thomas?”




The voice was warm and gentle. A hand touched his head, and his shaking stopped.




“Look up, Thomas.”




He looked up. There was no question of him doing anything but what that voice said.




The woman above him was lovely in the truest sense of the word—beautiful, warm, full of love, strong, noble, better than him in every way. He felt his heart unfurl like a rose, opening and filling with love, love for her. It wiped away the terror and humiliation in him and filled him with gladness.




She smiled at him, and it was like the sunrise.




“You ran very well, Thomas,” she told him. “You are strong, hard working, and clever.”




It didn’t matter that his parents had showered him with love and praise, this was the first time anyone had recognized him as worthy, as good. She and she alone spoke the words that made all his strivings worthwhile. He loved her.




“But,” she paused and considered him, “can you serve?”




“I can serve!” he cried. “I’ll serve you! What should I do? What do you want?”




But a treacherous little voice spoke in the back of his head Serve? A woman? Him, a man of impeccable white heritage serve some undead brown who—




He was face down in the gravel and asphalt, his entire body throbbing in pain, but most especially his head. The side of his face felt like he’d been struck by an I-beam. It took him a long moment to piece together that she had slapped him. 




She picked him up by his collar like he was a kitten and set him on his knees.




“This need to divide and subdivide others by their skin and say they are less than you because they are different from you,” she said, stroking his face and head, “is a mortal preoccupation and a poor one at that. Your value is not determined by those aspects you did not choose but by those for which you strive and achieve.”




He fought against the idea that someone might compare him to a faggot or a nigger and find him wanting in comparison. The notion of being compared to a woman didn’t even occur to him.




“Serve me,” she said, “and I will show you a different path, one in which your valor is recognized, your strength is put to good use, and you will always have a place. Serve me, and in the fullness of time, I will transform you, and you will become greater than you can imagine.”




Somewhere deep inside him, there was a struggle, but it was weak, and it didn’t last very long. His desire for a purpose and a place won out. As he surrendered to her will, the pain of his injuries faded, and the gladness that she had found him and given him the chance to serve her filled him. All the fear and pain he’d suffered since he’d left work was worth it.




“Will you serve me?” she asked.




“Yes, Lady, I will,” he answered.







“Lady?” Eva asked.




The girl, no longer flinching with fear but clean, dressed in new, expensive clothes, and smiling, stood at the doorway of a darkened room.




“Yes, child,” the shadowy figure replied.




“The sun’s set,” she told the vampire she’d dedicated her life to. “The weather forecast for tonight is partly cloudy with a low of fifty degrees. The high today was sixty-two. The moon rises at 2:54. I have police reports printed out for you. Thomas and Molly have asked permission to hunt. There are a couple of Twitter trends for that new club, Deranged, and a thread with hashtags cleveland and spookyspots. I forwarded them to you.”




“Thank you, child,” Scheherazade replied.




Eva fidgeted a bit, her smile fading.




“Something bothers you,” her mistress observed. “What is it, child?”




“Thomas,” she started, paused and took a breath, “Thomas says that you trust him more than any of the others, even me, because you turned him first, and that you don’t trust me because you haven’t turned me.”




The lady stepped out of the shadow into a pool of candlelight.




“Thomas is a man,” she reminded her protegée. “Of what value are his words?”




“None, lady,” Eva replied.




“None,” Scheherazade confirmed. “Men are the origin of evil. A single man in his arrogance, lust, greed, wrath, and sloth, encompasses all the sins of the world. Thomas is no different in this.”




Eva nodded, but she did so with less than her whole heart.




“Speak, child,” Scheherazade instructed.




The girl shrugged uncomfortably.




“It’s just, you turned him after two weeks, and I’ve been with you for more than two months,” she said. “And I know you said that I had to work to reach my potential, but…”




The vampire laughed softly, her voice filled with affection.




“Do you believe Thomas so perfect I chose to turn him when he’d barely had time to learn of this shadow world?” she asked. “I shall tell you something, child: Thomas is dead. He has been dead since I drained his blood and felt his heart stop. His soul fled to whatever fate awaited it after his mortal life. What wears his cold flesh is a demon spirit with no mind of its own, only what patterns of the mind remained in his brain. I had no issue killing Thomas two weeks after he agreed to serve me.”




“So…why wait two weeks to turn him?” Eva asked.




A smile curved the lady’s face.




“You have seen the power I have over the minds of mortals, yes?”




“Yes, lady,” Eva replied.




“The mortal Thomas was a very poor specimen, even for a man,” Scheherazade said. “In the last two weeks of his life, I used my powers to shape his mind into something better, stronger, and more reliable, so that after his death, the servant who filled his flesh would also be better, stronger, and more reliable. That work takes some small time.”




“And that’s why you told him to pick a new name?” Eva asked. “Because he’s not Thomas anymore?”




“Yes, and you notice he has not done so?” Scheherazade asked in turn. “This tells me that he is a weak fledgling and does not understand the transformation he has undergone. If he is not destroyed through his own folly in the next few months, I will destroy him myself once I have created enough worthy fledglings to replace him.”




She studied Eva for a moment.




“Has he offended you, child?” she asked.




“Well, he’s a jerk,” Eva admitted. “He thinks he’s all that.”




“Eva.” Scheherazade said her name softly. “Has he frightened you?”




Eva nodded without saying anything.




“Child,” Scheherazade said, cupping the girl’s face in her hands, “you are my chosen disciple. In time, when you have lived a full life and learned and grown to the extent of your potential, I will grant you a gentle end so that your body may house my heir. You are under my protection, and no one—no mortal, no demon, and certainly no man—will interfere with you. Would you like to be present when I correct Thomas? There will be a great deal of screaming.”




Eva smiled as well. “Yeah, I’d like that.”







“Lady?” Tamika asked.




They were outside in the warm summer air, enjoying the breeze off Lake Erie and waiting for the drunken revelers in the nearby club to stumble out at the end of the night. The vampire mistress of Cleveland stood, barefoot and with her hair loose to her waist, her eyes closed, and her nose lifted to the breeze.




“Can you smell it?” the lady asked.




“Smell what?” the young vampire asked.




“Pain,” said Scheherazade. “Gold. It sings with agony, and there is more than one voice. Some magic has been worked. Come, we shall find it.”




Molly signaled to the other vampires, and without comment or objection, they left their hope of a pleasant hunt and the taste of hot blood and followed Scheherazade silently. The ones who had not learned to follow her instructions immediately and without question had been destroyed.




An Uber was ordered, and the driver’s mind was clouded by the lady’s charms so that she only remembered a tipsy and talkative group of people with great clothes and better tips. When the police questioned her about the credit card used for the transaction, one that belonged to a man three weeks dead and only recently discovered, she couldn’t even give a description beyond ‘really nice people’. Her video cam showed only empty seats for the entire ride, so the police told her it was malfunctioning and in need of replacement.




When the lady indicated an industrial park, they split up for reconnaissance and rejoined her inside one of the larger empty buildings. There, she knelt before an old ammunition box. She peeled the lid off and took out a handful of gold coins, half an ounce each.




“Lovely,” she breathed, holding them out for the others to see.




Thomas leaned forward, picked one up, and inhaled sharply.




“Lady, what is this?”




“This, child,” she answered, “is magic-worked gold. The witch who imbued these used them to absorb the pain of a terrible wound while it healed. Each of these holds an entire day’s worth of agony. Can you hear it?”




The fledglings nodded in agreement.




“They call to us because of our shared demon heritage. They draw us. Used correctly, they can strengthen us.”




When she looked up at her fledglings, she wore the golden eyes and fangs of a hunting vampire. In response, they shook off their mortal guise and adopted the same, though only Molly had the bumpy forehead of a common vampire.




“Why did the witch leave them here?” Tamika asked.




“Such things are impossible for a mortal to bear if they are nearby,” the lady replied. “They generate chaos, distort thoughts, and draw evil to them. But she will not abandon them. Hmmm, no. She wouldn’t do that. Thomas.”




“Yes, lady,” Thomas replied. He was still healing from the damage done by his punishment and had been far less obstreperous as a result. “What is your will?”




“Contact Eva,” she instructed. “Have her work with the lawyer to take possession of this building and start utilities. We shall move ourselves here. Our witch will return here sooner rather than later, and I would like to set the stage for her.”




“Set the stage, lady?” the third vampire asked. She had taken the name Antimony after awakening, as she liked the idea of being both a toxic metal and “Auntie Money”.




“A witch casting a great magic like this on a Hellmouth?” Scheherazade replied. “She will be connected to the Slayer, the eldest Slayer. These things are not happenstance. The Slayer will encounter us sooner or later. Better to choose the time and place of this encounter so that we can control it.”




Her sired and adopted fledgelings nodded in agreement.





The Kill



It was late. A glance at his email showed him that he still hadn’t heard back from CJ, which he was hoping to before he left for the night. He needed to get a reply off to Josh before he left, but that came after the responses to the Senate Armed Forces Chair, the reps for the first and sixth districts of Ohio, the head of the National Education Association, a reporter for The Washington Post looking for an opinion on the last trade debacle, and Rachel Maddow, whom he and his wife both had a bit of a crush on. 




All those came after the current reply to former President Bartlet, which he was pulling his hair out trying to get finished. One didn’t half-ass an email to President Bartlet, not if one enjoyed an unscorched skin and ego, and he really did want the Old Man’s benevolent generosity of opinion on the matter at hand.




He should have been sitting at his desk, pounding out the work, but instead, he stood in front of the shelves that filled one wall and gazed at the pictures there. Him and the West Wing crew, wedding pictures, him shaking the hands of various dignitaries and statespeople. Usually, staring at these pictures left him proud and hopeful. Today, he felt like his mouth was filled with ashes.




“I am sorry for your defeat, Senator.”




He exhaled in relief. He’d really hoped she would show up.




“Ms. Razad,” he greeted her. “I’m glad you came.”




“You suffered an unforeseen turn of events,” she said. “I expected you could use some commiseration.”




His bill—the one he’d written, pushed through committee, found sponsors, coordinated efforts to do the same in the House, protected, nourished, and gone to bat for—had died on the reconciliation vote. Five members of his own caucus had voted against it. Every member of the opposition had voted against it. The senior senator from Ohio had voted against it and refused to explain the change in his stance.




“I get the partisan divide,” he said. “I didn’t expect anyone to cross the aisle for my bill even when I knew more than a dozen of them supported it. They’d have faced their own primaries, and their party would have pulled financial support if they had. What I don’t understand is how Pauls, McDonnell, Washington, de la Cruz, and Saito could change their votes like that.”




He exhaled slowly. He and his team had been caught completely off guard. The Beltway pundits had been baffled, but that hadn’t stopped them from speculating on how he’d failed. The press had been distinctly unkind.




“Pauls, McDonnell, and de la Cruz are being blackmailed,” Ms. Razad said. “Pauls and de la Cruz for extramarital affairs, McDonnell because of a history of schizo-affective disorder now under control with medication.”




He stared at her, stunned. Not that any of his colleagues had been so stupid or immoral as to cheat on their long suffering spouses, but that anyone had managed to get blackmail material and successfully use it to swing the votes necessary to defeat a bill.




“What about Washington and Saito?” he asked.




“Saito’s vote was purchased outright,” she told him. “He was deeply in debt, and with his changed vote, his debts were purchased and forgiven. He was also given access to a Cayman Islands account with a substantial balance. Washington had to be extorted. The head of her family cat was left on his back porch with a note that the same would happen to her children. The morning of the vote, her middle child went missing and reappeared swearing he’d skipped class to see a movie only after the vote was taken.”




“Son of a—” he bit out. “Who?”




“A combination of foreign, corporate, and ideological agents,” she said. “All of them fear the results of your intended reformation of voting laws, as those who would be re-enfranchised would almost certainly vote for candidates unsympathetic to them. The corporations fear the loss of profit through regulation and taxation. The ideological fear loss of power. The foreign wish to further the current climate of disenfranchisement in an effort to diminish the economic and moral primacy of this country.”




“They’re working together?” he asked, horrified.




“They are,” she confirmed.




“How do you know this?” he demanded.




“You are not the only man in the halls of power who has enjoyed my company,” she told him. “For all my reputation as a storyteller, I find I spend much more time listening than speaking.”




He frowned, his brows knitting together as she took her accustomed seat and smoothed her skirt down. A storyteller? Cher Razad. Her name was Cher Razad. His mind puzzled at it until it clicked into place. Scheherazade. Arabian Nights. Aladdin, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, Sinbad the Sailor, and others.




“That’s not…” he trailed off. 




She watched him, a small smile curving her lips. 




“Senator, it is within my power to conceal my nature from a mortal or make it apparent,” she told him. “If you doubt me, look for my reflection.”




He turned towards the large mirror above the console table next to the door, aware as he hadn’t been in weeks how he avoided looking in that direction while she was in the room. Then he moved until he was sure she should be in the reflection. Except she wasn’t. The chair appeared empty.




“What…”




“A perception filter,” she said. “Vampires do actually cast a reflection. We do not break the laws of physics. Mortals, however, cannot perceive it. Your minds refuse to see anything of our true nature. I cannot say if it is because the mortal mind cannot comprehend what is shown or if it finds the image so contrary to its understanding of reality it cannot bear to see it.”




He glanced back and forth between her and the mirror several times.




“Please, sit, Senator,” she said. “I will not harm you, and we have much to discuss.”




He walked very slowly over to his seat, hoping he did it of his own will. When he looked down at her hands, folded patiently in her lap, a thought occurred to him.




“May I?” he asked, reaching out.




She lifted one arm and turned her hand palm up. He put his fingertips against the side of her wrist, where he should find her radial pulse. Not only was there no pulse but her skin was cold.




“This is…” he began.




“Impossible?” she finished for him. “I assure you, Senator, it is not. There are worlds of which you have no knowledge. Mine is one of them.”




She laughed, softly.




“In another age, Senator, you would have been a philosopher-king or a bard of highest renown,” she told him. Then her voice altered, and her words, instead of the gentle touch of silk, fell on him like bars of iron. “Listen and know that I speak only the truth.”




He stared at her, barely breathing, aware that his little bit of fight was suddenly spent and he was well and truly caught. 




“I will not harm you,” she said. “Nor will I harm those you love save in my own defense. Indeed, because you are a man of peace and one who seeks to shelter the orphan and succor the widow, I will aid you. I will arm you for your battles, protect your wife and children, and weaken your foes. This I swear to you, for I am Scheherazade, the vizier’s elder daughter, lion born, the scourge of Shahryar, and the teller of many tales. I died thirteen hundred years ago and since then have lived as a daughter of Lilith and a hunter of men. Will you accept my help?”




His heart beat too fast. His shirt stuck to him with sweat that hadn’t existed a few moments ago. 




“What is it you want?” he asked. “Ms. Scheherazade.”




“I wish that the daughters of Eve may prosper,” she told him. “That the children, all the children, know full bellies, safe sleep, and joyful play. That the sons of Adam may find meaningful occupation, aspire nobly, and build wealth for all. I wish that humanity knows peace and finds its place in the cosmos, and in doing so, understands what true dominion over their world means, that the animals and plants which grace it no longer suffer but also prosper in their turn. Are those not good and proper wishes?”




He considered. She spoke with the cadence and timbre of a gifted storyteller, and she managed to evoke the hope and pride he’d thought silenced by over a decade in the worst of political mires.




“You and I both know there’s always a price,” he reminded her.




“Indeed,” she agreed. “One hundred and fifty years ago, every other child born died before the age of five years. The price of changing that was adopting a new mindset, one in which every child’s life was precious, in the face of which, no man’s wealth was sacred. It was decades of labor, the setting aside of old prejudices, the abandonment of old beliefs and values. It was even acceptance of the knowledge that your enemy’s sons and the sons of the meanest, foulest pauper would prosper while perhaps you would not.”




“That’s not the price I’m worried about,” he told her. “And I think you know it.”




She lifted her chin a scant centimeter, her smile fading. 




“It seems I have chosen well and ill in equal measures,” she said. “Some, Senator, will die. By my hand or the hands of others. But fewer will die than would otherwise. Some things men call freedom will fade—the freedom of those in power to kill and maim as they see fit, the freedom to take from those weaker or kinder, the freedom to impose one’s will on others when little is at stake, the freedom to hate without ever seeing the consequence of spilling such venom into the world. There will be those loathe to part with their power or use it wisely. If you cannot convince them, I will end them. Do you understand?”




After a long moment, he nodded.




“And do you then accept my patronage, knowing that in doing so, you will bind yourself to my cause for the rest of your life?” she asked. “I am, for the most part, a gentle mistress, and I honor the loyalty given to me.”




He had the feeling of standing at a crossroads. Wasn’t that where deals with the devil were struck? It wasn’t that he’d lost battles he should have won, he told himself. It wasn’t even that the system was rigged against those who wanted justice, freedom, and fairness for everyone. It was that the innocent suffered again and again and again, and nothing he’d done so far made that better. That was what he hated.




If he could win more battles, if he could fight the war without being hamstrung, if he could only pass the laws that would make his country—and by extension, the world—a better place, it would be all right. Except, he didn’t think he could do it on his own. He didn’t even think he could do it with his team or his party. His opponents had too many advantages. The game had been rigged too far.




He thought about the dreams he’d nurtured since he’d been a boy and begun to understand that the world that worked so easily for him was bleak for others. He thought about the double handful of real victories he’d won, first as a Representative for Laguna Beach, CA, and then as a Senator for Ohio, and how all of them had been tainted to one degree or another by compromise and expediency. He thought about the failures—the bill providing universal healthcare for children killed by a poison pill amendment repealing Title IX protections for women, the recognition of rights for transgender people in the military stripped away by the next administration, the loss of environmental protections for poor rural and inner city populations, and the abdication of status and power in third world countries. He thought about the deaths—suicides, drug overdoses, chronic health problems, and loneliness—that plagued his constituents and his staff.




To change that, he’d dance with the devil any day of the week.




“What do you need from me?” he asked.





Telling



“Lady?”




She watched as the SUV reached the cross street and tore off on the main street towards the highway. There was a pool of blood where she’d cut the Watcher’s throat. It had been a long time since she’d killed a Watcher. 




Fascinating.




“Lady?”




“Yes, Thomas,” she answered after a moment.




To her surprise, Thomas had not been one of the fledglings to disobey her direct order. Perhaps there was some hope for him.




“Do you want us to follow them?” he asked.




“That will not be necessary,” she replied. “They will return to their haven and lick their wounds. You will, however, have the others clean the stairwell and any other place marked by their flight. And ask Tamika to attend me.”




She held her blood drenched hand away from herself, not wanting to drip on her clothes. Unlike nearly all the other vampires, she didn’t lick her fingers.




“And Thomas,” she said as he began to turn.




“Lady?” he asked.




“You did well this evening,” she told him. “You may take the others on a short hunt. No more than two lives, taken quickly. Make sure they will not be missed, and if I find that you chose on the basis of your ridiculous mortal prejudice, it will go the worse for you. Share, Thomas, and return in one hour.”




He smiled.




“Thank you, Lady.”




Tamika waited for her at the entrance of the building they’d used with a warm, wet towel. She wiped down the lady’s arm and dried it with another.




“Contact Eva, child, and have her notify the movers,” Scheherazade said. “Once you have done that, you may join Thomas and the others in their hunt.”




“Thank you, Lady.”




She stood in the middle of the building’s wide space, broken only by columns. Not a bad lair, but too far away from the heartbeat of the city’s mortal population for her tastes. She walked barefoot on the silk and wool carpets laid across the floor, considering.




Two witches, a werewolf, and four Slayers. The younger of the witches was shadowed by her own hand, though she could only be the one who had widened the Slayer line until all the current Potentials were called; the elder was scarred. But it was the elder—one of the Kalderash clan, she was sure of it—who knew her, not just of her, a fascinating impossibility. The eldest of the Slayers had a complex, layered mind and would be very resistant to any glamour. She was blooded and battle hardened. The youngest two burned bright as tigers and were very likeable. It was the second elder whose mind felt ripe for the plucking. It had been centuries since she’d tasted the blood of a Slayer. Too long.




“The movers are on their way, Lady,” Eva said, coming up to her while tucking her phone away.




“Thank you, child,” she said, smiling with affection. “Tell me, which of the properties do you prefer—the one nearest the shore of the lake or the older one?”




Eva smiled shyly, ducking her head. No one in her life had ever asked her opinion on anything. 




“The older one has nicer trees and more privacy,” she said. “And I really liked the converted media room.”




“Then that is the one we shall take,” Scheherazade said. “And you shall have the second bedroom, the one with the balcony.”




She grinned in delight. “Thank you, Lady!”




“You are most welcome, child.”




“Oh, how did the thing go?” Eva asked.




“Very well, I think,” the lady answered. “Though, the gypsy witch elicited a Telling from me, which I did not expect.”




“A Telling?” Eva looked startled. “Like, a vision? But you said you’re not psychic.”




“Nor am I child,” Scheherazade responded. “Yet, I have existed for so long my subconscious mind can reckon patterns before I am aware of it.”




“What did you say?” Eva asked, intrigued.




“Why, that Lilith’s gift was not yet spent, that there is a great witch stirring in Strelsau, that Baron Samedi is in play again, and that the Hellmouth will open before winter solstice.”




“Strelsau’s in Europe, right?” Eva asked, staring upwards in an attempt to remember.




“It is the capital city of Ruritania,” Scheherazade told her, “and one of the few places I won’t voluntarily step foot in. Dracula was a fool to go there.”




“Who’s Baron Samedi?” the girl asked.




“The voodoo loa of the graveyard and the dead,” Scheherazade said. “In my time in the Caribbean, I was occasionally known as Birgitte of the Dry Arms. I wonder what sparked that thought. Something to do with one of the younger Slayers, I think.”




“But how would the Hellmouth open?” Eva asked, worried.




“How, child? Because someone will open it,” Scheherazade replied. “But who? And why?”




“You don’t know?”




“No, child,” she said. “When I speak a Telling, it is because my mind has pieced together clues I am otherwise unaware of. As much of my long existence after my death which I remember, I have forgotten far more.”




So many stories, her own and others, like voices just on the edge of her hearing. 




“I would like to meet the senior Slayer,” she murmured. “Buffy Summers, they say her name is.”		
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The Historical Recreation Society



A booted toe poked the spot that was almost certainly a man’s head peeking out from under the covers. A hand emerged and gave the nudger a single fingered gesture.




“Come on, man,” the nudger said, chuckling. “If you’ll remember, you lost this bet. Kids’ll be here in an hour, which gives you, Lord Bucephalus, enough time to wash off your customary stench, get dressed, get some food, and get warmed up before they arrive.”




The woman lying on the far side of the man turned over, keeping the sheet and old quilt tucked under her armpits. She rubbed the inside corner of one eye and looked up at the man who’d come into their tent.




“Your Majesty,” she said, neither surprised nor bothered.




“Lady Alice,” he said, smiling broadly. “How fares your morning?”




“It’ll be better once I’ve had caffeine,” she said. “Hey, Bo, wake up.”




The man under the covers groaned and slowly emerged, black hair peppered with white, large black mustachios, squinty eyes, and two days of stubble all askew and sleep logged. He groggily raised his head, tilting it a little to catch the angle of the sunlight outside the door flap of the tent. Then he let his head fall back with another groan.




“Shit, man, it’s barely even morning out there,” he said in a grumbly voice. “Give me another hour, and I’ll think about it.”




His Majesty, a black man with a shaved head, gold hoop earring, well worn linen shirt, and leather and suede doublet, stepped back and took a seat in the wooden camp chair just past the corner of the futon mattress and area rugs it sat on.




“Oh, of course,” he said, still grinning. “Go back to sleep, Lord Bucephalus. Recover yourself from the creative exertions of last night. When the students arrive, I’ll simply send them here, and let them use their native intelligence to roust you from your slumbers. Mayhap they’ll set the tent on fire.”




Lady Alice, suppressing a smirk, curled up and propped her head on her hand in order to watch. Lord Bucephalus groaned again, this time tinged with despair. He got his elbows under him, looked over at Lady Alice, and drew his brows together in a line of worry. Then he looked up at His Majesty.




“How drunk did I get last night?” Bucephalus asked. “Not my style, chasing jailbait.”




Lady Alice smacked him on the chest with her open hand.




“Oof,” Bucephalus grunted. “How old are you anyway, little girl?”




“Thirty-six, you oaf,” she answered. “And you’ve known me for ten years.”




He gave her a jaundiced once over, one eyebrow raised well above the other.




“Still look like jailbait to me,” he said as she sat up, pulled the remainder of the covers over, and wrapped herself while she got to her feet.




“You’re so full of it, Bo,” she answered, walking over the rugs to the draped table holding the flotsam and jetsam of a week in the field. 




She tucked one corner of the covers in, dug around on the table with one hand while she gathered her waist length hair with the other. Then, in several quick movements, she twisted and piled up her hair on the back of her head, and pushed several hair sticks through while holding it in place. She stepped behind a generous screen, dropped the covers, and pulled on a cotton kimono. When she emerged, she stepped into a pair of pattens, picked up a towel, and paused at the door flap.




“I’m going to the showers,” she informed the two men. “If there’s no hot water for you by the time you get there, you have only yourself to blame.”




“I still say she’s too young for the likes of me,” Bucephalus called after her.




A hand shot back into the tent, one finger extended, and then left.




“When the bards ask me what your secret is,” His Majesty said, looking down at Lord Bucephalus’s sprawling, naked form, “I’ll tell them you irritate women until they take you to bed in an effort to shut you up.”




Bucephalus considered this.




“That’s actually not far wrong,” he said, looking down and considering something.




When he looked back up, it was with a wicked grin.




“So, Sully, tell me about our victims.”







“The who?” Bo asked.




“The Haven School for Talented Girls,” Sully recited as Bo washed his face. “It’s a private school here in town, less than a year old.”




Bo looked up from a wet washcloth, horrified.




“Fucking school girls?” he demanded. “Private school girls? God’s teeth, Sully, they’re gonna be whining about their nails, dropping their weapons every time they score a hit, and crying if they don’t get their half-caff soy lattes on time.”




“I doubt it,” Sully told him. “I talked with their principal, Jenny Calendar. Remember Jarod? Jarod Fletcher?”




“Jarod?” Bo repeated. “The guy who figured out the shit going down behind the scenes at nationals two years ago, saved five of our horses from permanent damage, and cleared my friend and yours, the Earl Maritime? No, no idea who you’re talking about.”




“He’s the assistant principal,” Sully told him.




Bo looked up from washing his armpits, made a thoughtful face, and dunked his head in the water, scrubbing his hair.




“Well,” he said, shaking his head like a dog, “maybe it won’t be too heinous.”







Outside the tent, the camp was awake and beginning its day. People headed off to the campground showers, and the food stalls were already doing land office business. Bo shrugged his shirt on but didn’t bother to tuck the long tails into his pants. Sully waited patiently while he stopped at one of the stalls, showed his badge, and handed over his tankard for a fresh fill of coffee and a sandwich of english muffin, scrambled eggs, bacon, and melted cheese wrapped in a napkin.




“Anyone give you shit about your anachronistic menu?” Bo asked the woman serving him.




“Not since Her Madge came down on Lady Panty-checker like a ton of bricks,” the woman replied, setting the creamer where he could reach it. “No beer this morning?”




“Heavy arms class,” Bo answered as explanation. “We who are about to die and all that shit should be sober for it.”




“Well, I hope you come up with a better battle cry before class starts,” was all their server would say. “Good day t’ye, gentlemen.”




“Lady of the Caffeinated Beverage,” Bo answered, cutting an elegant bow, “we thank thee.”




Sully raised his tankard in thanks, and they went their way.




They were at one of the tiny ski resorts cuddled up against the Cuyahoga Valley National Park, chosen both for its lack of business in the summer and its series of meadows and fields, perfect for a month-long Renaissance Faire on the weekends and a Monday-Friday summer camp the rest of the time. The slopes were steep enough to make rambunctious games possible, and the flat places were large enough to set up huge tents and pavilions for the crowds on Saturday and Sunday.




Ahead, one of the multiple court criers led a gaggle of elementary school age children carrying wooden swords and pointed out to kids and accompanying adults the stage where Their Majesties would receive all visitors at mid-day. The crier spotted them, but Sully gave him a little wave-off gesture, and the crier nodded and led the children away.




On the far side of the parking lot stood a series of bleachers, allowing spectators to watch the weekly tournaments and daily practices. On the far side of the field was a dais for the court and several stands filled with practice weapons and one filled with live steel.




“This Calendar lady,” Bo said, setting his belongings down and draining the last of his coffee, “she give you a feel for what the kiddies are up for?”




“She told me, and I quote, ‘if you can lift it unaided, they’re up for learning how to use it’,” Sully answered.




Bo raised a very skeptical eyebrow at him.




“Pride goeth before a fall, huh?” 




Sully shrugged, a nearly tectonic movement.




“I got the feeling she was serious.”




He looked up, and his eyes followed something, catching Bo’s attention. Coming in, not from the entrance but from the opposite side of the resort, was a group of runners. They were all girls, all in shorts, all had their hair up, and were horrifically perky and happy as they jogged in. 




“They’re early,” Sully noted.




“What’re they coming in from that side?” Bo asked. “Parking lot’s the other way.”




“I think they ran,” Sully answered.




“No shit they ran. From where?” Bo demanded. “Only thing they could follow is the tow path.”




“I think they ran from Cleveland,” Sully said, surprised.




“Fuck me, that’s twenty miles,” Bo protested.




“And there’s Jarod,” Sully said, pointing.




Jarod spotted them from fifty yards off and called the girls to follow him. Sully and Bo both watched as the group covered the ground in record time. While Jarod and Sully exchanged greetings, Bo studied the group. 




Twenty-two girls in all, some of them of such tender years, he wondered if they were even in high school. Most of them looked old enough to drive, which was reassuring. They were split, ethnically, across the whole diverse spectrum of humanity. One girl—the one with the cotton candy pink mohawk—looked old enough to be on her own. Two others—one with gold-tipped brown hair in a pixie cut and another with long brown hair braided back from her face—looked in early to mid twenties. Both of them had faded scars on fingers, hands, arms, and legs, and both of them had the easy stance and wary, all seeing glance he knew from combat veterans. His spidey-sense started pinging.




“Bo, good to see you again,” Jarod said, holding out his hand.




Bo smiled and shook hands.




“You joining in the fun?” he asked.




Jarod was the only one of the entire group who actually looked like he might have run twenty miles.




“I am going to rest for a bit,” he said. “And watch. I think I should warn you. Whatever you thought you were getting as students today, you should be ready to reevaluate.”




Bo shot a look back at the girls, who stood ranked in a loose arc, talking like a riot of parrots and just as colorful in their assortment of sweats and exercise gear. He looked a little more closely. Even in a high school sports program, he expected a chubby kid or two and a skinny geek, but these girls were all in the best shape he’d ever seen for a group of disgustingly healthy teenagers. The muscles on the two oldest stood out, but all of them had put some time in, and none of them had skipped leg day.




He frowned.




“Whatever you say, man,” Bo responded. “I’m up for it.”




“Great.” Jarod grinned and then indicated the first of the two petite brunettes. “This is Buffy Summers.”




Said green-eyed woman smiled at him.




“Ma’am,” Bo nodded noncommittally.




“And this is Faith Lehane,” Jarod continued, indicating the other short, pretty, and deadly looking young woman.




She gave him an up-nod of the head.




“I’m going to go sit in the stands,” Sully said. “Jarod, why don’t you join me, and we’ll watch Lord Bucephalus go to work.”




Jarod grinned, and they left together.




“Lord Bucephalus?” the Buffy chick asked.




“Jarod explain anything about our little organization?” Bo asked.




“You guys run the Ren Faire,” Faith answered, looking past his shoulders at the tent city sprawling across nearly fifty acres. 




“That’s what most people know us by,” Bo agreed. “I’ll take all of you on a little spin when we’re done here. Address before introduction is Master or Mistress for adults, unless it’s real obvious who you’re talking to. After introduction, stick to rank if you can’t remember the style. Don’t be calling people only by first name unless they’ve invited you too.”




“What does that make us?” Faith asked.




“That makes you Mistress Faith,” Bo answered, standing comfortably with his thumbs tucked into his belt. “And you Mistress Eli—”




He caught her glare and corrected.




“Mistress Buffy,” he finished. 




“And what makes you a lord?” Faith asked, drawling a little bit.




A glance told him the girls were watching and listening closely.




“First,” he drawled back, “I’m a founding member of the Historical Recreation Society. Second, I’ve proven my mastery at arms, mastery of farriery—”




And here he gave Faith a significant look, daring her to make a fairy joke. When she met his gaze without a qualm, he let it go.




“—mastery of historical research, mastery of costume, and mastery of court etiquette. Third, I hold the office of Sergeant of Arms for Her Majesty’s Court. Fourth, I’ve been named to the Order of the Knights Chivalric, the Order of the Blacksmiths, the Order of the Allegheny Defenders, the Order of the Queen’s Men, and the Order of the Pelican. With three, you get ‘Lord’.”




One of the girls raised her hand as high as it would go.




“Yeah,” he called.




“What’s furry— fairy— furty—” 




He motioned her to stop.




“Farriery,” he repeated. “A farrier is a person who shoes horses and otherwise cares for their hooves. Farriery a bit of a cross between blacksmithing and veterinary work.”




Another hand shot up, 




“Yeah.”




“Do you ever shoe other animals?” the second girl asked.




He crossed his arms and set back on his heels.




“You want stories,” he drawled. “catch me when I’m not on duty and buy me a beer.”




A third hand went up, and the girl didn’t wait for him to call on her.




“What if—”




She caught the glare he laid on her and shut up.




“Out of questions?” he asked while the two senior girls with him kept studiously straight faces. “Great. Everyone go to the barrels over there and pick out a wooden longsword.”




He watched for a moment, considering.




There was no way on earth they’d run nearly an entire marathon. A 5K, maybe, but not twenty miles. Hell, the school bus probably dropped them off on the other side of the park, and they ran in as a warm up. They were cute, but they weren’t superhuman.




In the press around the barrels, the girls negotiated and swapped. Only instead of hearing the expected comments of whether or not the color was desired or whether the sword was cute or whether she looked like Princess Diana, Xena, or the Black Widow. Instead, there was a great deal of:




“Is there a bastard sword?”




“This one’s got a split at the pommel.”




“Does a gladius count as a short sword or a long sword?”




“Here, Chao, this one’s long enough for your arm.”




“Do any of them have wrapped hilts? Only I forgot my gloves.”




After a moment, he looked back at Buffy and Faith.




“Have they already had training?” he asked, trying to figure out where they might have gone.




Most of the dojos in Cleveland focused on turning out black belts and winning tournaments. Only a few did the kind of in-depth training that would leave a gaggle of teenage girls hunting through a barrel of cast off training weapons like gladiators before a game, and he hadn’t heard of any of those sensei taking on a full class of like minded warrior girls.




“My sister started them on classical fencing,” Buffy told him. “That was about a month ago. They’ve got the basics down, but they’re squirrelly. Jarod suggested we dump them on another teacher so they know I’m not just making stuff up.”




He gave her a second, harder look.




“You’re their fencing instructor?”




“Like I said, my sister got them started. One of their classmates led them through all the drills and basic dueling. I’ve been pushing them towards a more real world application, but they’re tired of hearing my voice.”




“Uh huh.”




Not often “fencing” and “real world application” got used in the same sentence.




“Who’s your best?” he asked.




Both Buffy and Faith considered for a moment.




“Arizay,” Faith said, “if you want someone who’s talented but not really taking it seriously.”




“Simone, if you want someone who’s taking it seriously,” Buffy said.




“And Lucy,” Faith added. “If you want someone who takes it a little too seriously and is getting maybe a little tightly wound over the whole thing.”




“Tightly wound?” Bo asked.




“Sproing,” Buffy supplied.




“Are any of them going to cry if I hit ‘em?” he asked. “ ‘Cause there’s no crying in heavy arms training.” 




“Cry?” Buffy repeated. “No, there’s no crying.”




Faith made a noise.




“You can break their legs, and they won’t shed a tear,” she said, “but if you frown at Lucy, she might. And you’ll piss everyone else off as well.”




“Right,” he answered. “Which one’s Lucy?”




They pointed out the petite redhead with glasses and jade green eyes who had wanted a bastard sword. In his experience, the little china dolls like Lucy were the ones capable of the most damage, specifically because most people didn’t expect them to do anything other than occasionally sniffle. Simone was the one sporting a cotton candy pink mohawk. Arizay was the busty girl who was more interested in keeping an eye on the boys than she was in swords. 




The girls handled the wooden swords with the kind of ease that told him they’d had training and weren’t scared of their own abilities. For a short moment, he considered ditching the wooden swords and setting them up with the PVC, rubber foam, and duct taped monstrosities the teenagers in the Society learned on. Then he discarded the notion. Yes, a newbie who wasn’t careful could do serious damage, even with a wooden sword. Somehow, he didn’t think he was dealing with a bunch of newbies.




Oh, who the fuck knew? Maybe swordplay was the new thing on Instagram.




He shook his head and sighed before looking back up.




“Okay, listen up,” he called.




The girls all turned their faces to him. He was mildly impressed.




“Welcome to the Historical Recreation Society’s summer camp,” he said. “While you’re within the bounds of the camp, you are bound by the laws of the Society. As guests, you’ll be treated with courtesy and respect. If you choose not to return it, your life will start sucking pretty much immediately. Anyone wearing a rank insignia—”




He indicated the one on his belt.




“—is the boss of you. You have any trouble or problems, find someone with a rank insignia and let them know. I’m known as Lord Bucephalus, Sergeant-at-Arms to Her Majesty, Queen Alexandra, Lady of the Serene Countenance. While you stand on this field, my word is law. Anyone who breaks it answers to me. In the stands with Master Jarod—”




The girls turned and looked at Jarod.




“—is His Majesty, King Suleiman, Consort to Her Majesty, the Once and Every Other King.”




He waited while Sully gave a wave and a smile. The girls looked at him quizzically.




“Leadership of the Society is determined by right of combat every two years,” Bo explained. “The sitting monarch may not participate in ritual combat, so they never serve two terms in a row. For the last sixteen years, the Realm of Allegheny has been ruled by either Alexandra or Suleiman.”




There was a ripple of smiles and quiet laughter as they caught the joke.




“I’m going to spar with a few of you, see where you are, and from there, we’ll start drills you can practice on your own,” he continued. “I will wear you out. I send you off for water or rest, you better not complain to me. If you don’t die before we break for lunch, I’ll take you on a little tour. If you’re very good little Amazons, I’ll formally introduce you at this afternoon’s court.”




They all nodded in understanding,.




“While you’re handling practice weapons, understand that you can hurt other people with them,” he said. “Do something stupid and I will take it out of your hide. During sparring today, there will be absolutely no strikes to the head, the neck, or the back. You slip once, I might let you live. Slip twice, I’ll make you wish I’d killed you the first time.”




They watched him, unperturbed.




“Arizay,” he called. “Get your shoulders up here.”




Arizay stepped up, bouncing on her toes. Buffy and Faith fell back, leaving plenty of room. She held her practice sword like a katana. Bo sighed.




“Change your grip, kid,” he told her and demonstrated. “This is a completely different style. Come at me with a broken wrist grip, and I’ll make it a real broken wrist. Got it?”




She nodded and held her sword before her with the grip he’d demonstrated.




“Attack,” he instructed.




She came at him like she was chopping wood, and he swatted her sword away, noting that her grip was actually very strong. 




“Beginning of a bout, you want speed,” he told her. “Use thrusts for distance work, slashing when you’re in close. Again.”




Arizay changed her stance to one that gave her more control and power for thrusting. She lunged, and he deflected her strike with a backhand strike of his own, feeling the blow all the way up to his arm.




“You’re over-extended,” he told her, swatting the side of her foot. “This isn’t fencing with an engage-disengage. Depending on your foe, you may want to close quickly or keep your distance. What you don’t want to do is leave your ass hanging out, vulnerable, while you recover from your lunge.”




He struck, viper fast and barely touching, a line on the inside of Arizay’s front thigh, slipped around to tag the back of her other leg in a move that would have hamstrung her in regular combat.




“Cut a man’s femoral vein or artery,” he said, “and he’ll lose consciousness in less than three seconds and die in less than a minute. Sever his biceps femoris, and he’s lost the use of that leg and will bleed out without immediate, comprehensive medical care. Take your stance.”




Arizay pulled back from her lunge, took up her stance, and waited. Several mildly chiming alarms became one strident sound in his head. She wasn’t angry at having been corrected twice. She listened and shifted her grip, her stance, and her attack without arguing. Bo looked up and saw all the other girls watching avidly. Buffy and Faith nodded along, completely comfortable with his terms and language. Sully and Jarod were still kicking back in the stands, talking about something unrelated.




He took his stance.




“Again.”




This time, he had to add footwork to his deflection and counter strike and paused with the length of his practice sword against Arizay’s lower ribs.




“Yes, use your off arm for balance if you need it,” he said, “but remember that leaves you open. A heavy blow here could kill you. A slashing blow puts you out of the fight and runs a chance of killing you. A thrust will perforate your lung and ruin your day.”




She scowled a little bit, but nodded. They went through two more before he sent her to line up with the other girls and demonstrated the grip, the basic blocks, and the attacks. Each time he crossed swords with one of the girls, his opinion of them as a whole rose. They listened. They immediately applied what he said. They didn’t, generally, make the same mistake twice.




While they worked the drills, he returned to Buffy and Faith.




“Spill,” he said.




“What?” Buffy asked.




Faith only smirked.




“What kind of school is this?” he asked. “You guys training for Olympic competition? Because there isn’t much else to explain the level of focus and strength I’m seeing here.”




The two young women exchanged a look.




“Not the Olympics,” Buffy answered.




“I didn’t think they were that focused,” Faith added. “Especially when that group of guys walked by.”




The guys in question had been squires of the Order of Knights Chivalric, they’d been stripped to the waist for morning chores, and they were square in the same age group as the girls. He hadn’t noticed the girls staring any particular direction other than his instruction and realized he needed to recalibrate his expectations again.




What the hell kind of school was this?




“Am I going to get more of an answer than that?” he asked.




“Nope,” Buffy answered, shaking her head with a coy smile.




“Uh huh. Lucy!”




There was a startled cheep, and the little redhead appeared, bright eyed and bushy tailed, at his right hand.




“Take a step back, kid,” Bo said. 




She took two.




“Pointless question, but I’ll ask it anyways,” he said to Buffy and Faith, “does everyone fight in their weight class?”




Both Buffy and Faith laughed.




“That would be a no,” Faith managed, pulling a few tendrils of hair back with her pinky and tucked them behind her ear. “We take all comers.”




Bo muttered something under his breath about elephants, mosquitos, and a required amount of determination.




“Okay, Lucy, how tall are you?” he asked.




“Um, like, five foot three?” the little redhead said, resting her sword against her shoulder.




He gave her a jaundiced stare.




“Five foot three, sir,” she corrected herself.




“That’s better,” he replied. “Generally speaking, your arm span is the same as your height. Longer your reach, the better your advantage. Average height for a full grown woman is five foot four. Average height for a full grown man is five foot ten. There are plenty of short fighters out there, but the ones that last have learned to adjust their fighting style to compensate for their lack of inches.”




All the girls were listening, and more than a few glanced back at Buffy, who stood maybe an inch taller than Lucy, and Faith maybe an inch taller than that. 




“Height,” Bo said, “reach, speed, strength, dexterity, balance, focus, knowledge, training, and psychology. A decent sword fighter has a little in every category. A good sword fighter figures out where their talent lies and takes advantage of that. A smart sword fighter piles time into improving their weaknesses. Every single fighter hits a wall in their training which their native talent does not carry them over. It’s different for each person. The best of us climb that wall using time and effort. The view from the top is worth it.”




He saw a couple of small nods and almost stopped. They were listening to him? Teenage girls with the latest in glitter gel nail polish, hair accessories, and Netflix habits were paying attention to his words, and even stranger, they got what he was saying. All of them. 




It was…unnerving.




“What I’m telling you, Lucy,” he continued, “is that you’re at a disadvantage from the start because of your height and reach, so you’re going to need to work hard and pray you have a couple of spots of talent if you want to place.”




“Oh, I’m strong,” she told him brightly. “And I’m fast, too.”




“Uh huh.”




God, he was going to end up tagging her hard enough to make her cry, and the rest of the girls were going to kill and eat him. He didn’t even want to think about the filks the bards would come up with.




“You know,” Buffy said in a just-making-a-suggestion sort of voice, “you could try a full spar, Lord Bucephalus. Lucy’s up for it.”




Lucy nodded enthusiastically.




Yep. Full fledged cannibalism. That’s what this would become. He sighed, looking for a way out.




“Please?” One of the unnamed girls asked. “I would like to see a fight at full speed.”




The surest way to get someone hurt and scare a beginner off forever was to indulge his ego in a full speed sparring match.




“You know, I’m not familiar with anybody’s skill level well enough to do a full speed sparring,” he hedged, “and we don’t have any armor.”




“I don’t need armor,” Lucy said.




He glared at her.




“Whose word is law, kid?” he asked.




“Oh.” She looked guilty. “Yours is.”




“That’s right, and I say ‘no one spars without armor’.”




“What about me?” Buffy asked.




“What about you?” Bo asked back.




“Spar with me,” she clarified. “You’ve got your own armor. There must be a spare set around I can use.”




The sudden thrill that passed through the girls should have been enough warning.




“Again,” he said carefully, trying not to offend the brand new paying clientele the summer camp needed, “I’m not familiar with your skill level—”




“I’m good,” she said.




“That’s as may be,” he started.




“I’m really good,” she added.




“I’m not saying you aren’t, Mistress Buffy,” he said.




“I can totally take you.”




Fuck.




There went his morning.




He put thumb and index finger between his lips and whistled shrilly. One of the squires ran over.




“Go pick up my sparring armor and send another squire over to Lady Marcella and ask her nicely if we might borrow her daughter’s sparring armor.”




“Yes, my lord,” the squire answered and ran off.




At least someone was taking him seriously.




“Mistress Buffy, how old are you?” Bo asked her.




“Twenty-four,” she answered. 




“And how long have you been training?”




“Since I was fourteen. Ten years.” 




She gave him a gamin smile.




“Thanks for doing the math for me,” he said drily. “Turns out, I’ve been doing this and nothing but this for a little longer than you’ve been alive. I understand from the outside it looks like fun and games, but heavy arms combat is a martial art. The men and women we train make MMA fighters look like pansies. There isn’t another sport that combines armor, hand-to-hand, and edged weapons the way we do. You step into a ring with me, I’m not going to go easy on you.”




She was still smiling, and it wasn’t forced.




“I haven’t had a good match since my sister and I went at it a month ago,” Buffy told him, “and I had to go easy on her, since she doesn’t have my stamina. It’ll be nice to cut loose.”




He was going to have a little talk with Sully when this debacle was over.




It took less than ten minutes for the squires to return with sparring armor, the boiled leather armor they trained in, which kept them used to the weight and heat of plate armor and protected against blows from the wooden swords. 




“Lady Marcella sends her regards,” the second squire gasped, holding a hand against her side to ease a stitch from running both ways, “and said she’s donating this set, as Miss Theresa got a new set on her birthday.”




Miss Theresa had just turned sixteen and had a habit of outgrowing everything from armor to sneakers to a bunk bed with overnight growth spurts. He could feel Marcella’s exasperation from the tourney field.




“My thanks,” Bo replied. “Would you assist Mistress Buffy in dressing out?”




“Yes, my lord.”




Gorget, cuirass, back plate, pauldrons, vambraces, and greaves made up light armor, with more protection for the upper half of the body. He stripped his shirt off, only to notice a moment later that Faith and a couple of the older girls were now eyeing him with some interest as he pulled on his cuirass and began buckling it.




Sully joined him and took over the buckling.




“What in God’s name are you doing?” he asked softly.




“Mistress Buffy,” Bo called, “would you do me the courtesy of repeating for His Majesty what you told me?”




“Which part?” she asked. “The part where I said I like both lime and coconut, but I don’t like them together, or the part where I said I could take you?”




Bo was watching Sully’s face for his reaction and was rewarded with a wash of astonishment and concern. Sully was a political man. If he’d been anything less than Nubian in complexion, he would have held high civic office on the strength of his charisma alone. He chose his expression, tone, and words very carefully.




“Mistress Buffy, while we take all precautions, and Lord Bucephalus is both the best teacher we have and one of the best fighters—”




“Why do neither of you think I’m telling the truth?” Buffy interrupted, curious.




“Because neither of us has ever heard of you,” Bo answered frankly. “I’m not saying there’s no one out there who can take me. There are a few. Her Majesty is one, most days of the week. His Majesty here wins about half the bouts we have. There are a handful of knights who’ve bested me on occasion. After that, you have to look outside the Historical Recreation Society. The SCA, when they can be bothered to admit we exist, has a much larger population, and they’ve got about a dozen fighters who rank at my level. That’s on a national level. There are some others out there—exhibition groups, medieval weapons research nuts, even some special ops—but every single one of them, I’ve heard their names, I’ve heard stories of their bouts, I’ve met them at one get together or another. And if I’ve heard of them and I haven’t met them in a couple of years, I go find them.”




Buffy considered this and smiled like an ingenue while her squire knelt at her feet and buckled the greaves around her shin.




“I tell you what,” she said, “if you beat me, I’ll become a dues paying member of the Historical Whatsit, and I’ll ask Jenny to pay for all the girls to join.”




Twenty-odd girls worth of membership dues. It was a tidy sum, and both Sully and Carly were always pushing to bring in fresh blood. The society was getting top heavy and gray. They needed kids. It was a very tempting offer.




“Mistress Buffy,” His Majesty said in a neutral voice, “even with all the precautions we take, sparring is a dangerous activity. You’re expected to come out with bruises. Some people break ribs, wrists, even shoulders. God forbid, it is possible to kill someone with one of the sparring swords.”




“I understand,” Buffy said, nodding. “I’m okay with the risks. I promise.”




Sully and Bo traded glances, and Sully held out his hand.




“It’s a deal,” he said. “If Lord Bucephalus beats you in single combat, you’ll join the society and ask your principal to pay for the students to join.”




They shook, and Sully returned to Bo, who was pulling on the pauldrons and tying them to the cuirass.




“Kick her ass,” Sully said in a nearly inaudible voice.




Bo sighed.




“Bud, the last time you told me that, I got my ass handed to me by an eighteen year old Valkyrie with a chip the size of a cathedral on her shoulder.”




“Yeah,” Sully agreed, “but I had to marry her.”




He flashed a wicked smile at Bo and helped him put the remaining pieces of his armor on.




With the delay and the shift in activities, word had spread that Lord Bucephalus was sparring one-on-one with a woman no one knew. People flocked to the tourney field, abandoning other pastimes, and they brought others with them. The small bleachers filled up.




“Buffy,” Jarod called from his spot.




“Yeah?” Buffy answered.




“Be nice.”




She threw him a kiss and pulled her helmet on.




When they were both ready, they stepped over to the sparring circle in the middle of the tourney field. The girls, including Lucy, Arizay, and Simone, all sat in a rough horseshoe ten feet back from the southern edge of the circle. The squires and knights on the field took up the northern half, standing well back too.




“Lord Bucephalus,” Sully said, taking on the ringing tones of a crier. “Mistress Buffy. You stand on a proving field. Will you test your mettle against the other?”




“I will,” Bo answered, buckling the leather strap of his helmet.




“I will,” Buffy responded, getting into the spirit of things.




“This is a sparring bout only,” Sully intoned in his basso profundo voice. “Combat begins when both contestants enter the circle. You may strike each other with fist, elbow, arm, foot, knee, and leg as well as your weapon. You are on your honor to declare all strikes and to forfeit the use of any weapon struck limb. A direct weapon strike to the torso is considered a win, as is taking your opponent to the ground and keeping him or her there for a count of three. You may surrender by crying ‘yield’.”




The first squire handed him his practice sword, a teak bastard sword with two decades of nicks and dents. He took it without comment and kept his eyes on Buffy. The second squire handed Buffy a high end practice sword, either Lady Marcella’s, Miss Theresa’s, or one of the other female knights. Buffy took it, holding it by the grip in her right hand and resting the point in her offhand. She considered it, less inspecting its appearance than absorbing it. She turned it over, tested her grip, and then did a figure-eight, testing its balance and feel.




That’s when it all fell into place.




Whatever else was going on, and Bo had the impression of mountains of shadowed details and circumstances making up ‘whatever else’, Buffy was a bonafide sword maiden. Trained for ten years, she said. Her eyes and her stance told him she’d seen action of some sort, and he was convinced it was more than a little bit of action. She’d been in life and death scraps before.




“Holy shit,” he heard one of the squires say, “he’s smiling. Lord Bucephalus is smiling.”




Which he was. A new opponent who could give him an actual challenge? Damn right he was smiling.




“Lord Bucephalus, Mistress Buffy,” Sully intoned, “the field is yours. In your own time, as you please.”




They stepped up to opposite sides of the circle, some twenty feet apart, and without delay, they both stepped in.




He opened with a rushing leap, something he’d never do with a newbie because it was too intimidating. Three long strides and a jump, bringing all his weight and strength down with the edge of his sword. For anyone other than a blooded fighter, it was like a twelve foot tall brick wall falling onto them. Buffy deflected his blow with a two handed grip on her sword, and she did it with a leisurely strength that served to unbalance him on his landing.




He already knew where he was going as his toes touched the ground, thrusting for a mid-chest strike to her right side. He didn’t expect it to land, but it would force her back. She twisted at the waist, turning her shoulders as well, and his sword point slipped past her ribs. In the same motion, she reversed the sword in her grip and hit him with the point just above the outside of his elbow.




“Left arm!” he yelled automatically.




He didn’t have to drop his grip on the sword, as she’d hit him right on the nerve, numbing his arm from that point down. She’d landed the equivalent of a laser guided surgical strike on him on the second engage, and he hadn’t touched her. He shook his arm out and let it dangle from his shoulder.




“Not bad, kid” he said, giving her a little room and adjusting his one handed grip on his sword. “Not bad at all.”




“Try that Conan shit on me again, gramps” Buffy answered, “and you’ll be hopping home.”




The amazed chatter that had sprung up around them fell silent. In his peripheral vision, Bo caught a glimpse of squires and knights with their mouths open in shock.




He laughed. It was a big, hearty belly laugh of delight, and even though it was interrupted by Buffy’s first attack—a backhanded slash and thrust that could have felled an oak—he stayed delighted. He batted off her attack, keeping her just outside his guard.




She wasn’t just trained. She wasn’t just experienced. She was gifted. 




He had her on height and reach, but she was good enough that it was negligible. He had more training, it was true, but he was older and getting creaky. With a handful of engages, he tested her.




She was fast as a viper, stronger than she had any right to be, and dexterous as a mongoose, but as the saying went old age and cunning beat youth and beauty every time. 




He was not, as many fighters were, all business and nothing but business. If you couldn’t have fun swinging a sword with a bunch of other sweaty, smelly, leather clad reprobates, then why even bother? He also had little patience with trash talkers. Banter was fine, trash talk was not, and more than a few of his opponents learned he had no problem punishing them in the ring for breaking the chivalric code.




Sword fights, as he told his students, had a rhythm to them. Listening to a couple of newbies hammer at each other was about as pleasant as listening to a bunch of sixth graders playing “Oh, Tannenbaum”. Two gifted fighters, though, could make a Caribbean steel drum ensemble blush with envy. He and Buffy passed that threshold before the second minute was out. 




It took him that long to find her weakness. She had trained, it was true. She had fought battles of life and death, yes. But her weakness was actually her foes’ weakness. None of them had been as good as her. She worked stronger and faster than anyone he’d ever crossed, with the exception of Sully and Carly, but she wasn’t as technically skilled. She didn’t have to be, because she’d beat every opponent before it became a factor.




Now it was.




He switched styles from Bonetti to Capoferro, and in the brief moment before she caught it, slipped past her defense and tagged her, light as a butterfly, on her left shoulder. He saw her reaction when she narrowed her eyes in surprise and dropped her left arm.




“Left arm,” she called.




The girls seated around the southern half of the ring gasped or went ‘ooooh’ in surprise. They were genuinely surprised Buffy had taken a hit.




“Oh, it is on,” Buffy declared, grinning like a wolf.




She came at him like a freight train. He blocked her strike, feeling the impact all the way from his wrist to his shoulder blade, dropped, rolled past her, and hooked her ankle with his foot, and pulled it out from under her. She fell on her side just as he got his feet back under himself, and when he came around with a thrust that should have skewered her, she pulled herself into a backward somersault, and came up fighting.




They were both down by a left arm apiece, and the fight became much more physical. Bo had already realized he wouldn’t take her out with some miraculous strike. He’d have to wear her down, chip away at her until she lost her other arm or a leg. She threw a punch that, with her fist wrapped around the hilt of her weapon, could have broken his jaw, but he turned, and her knuckles grazed his cheek hard enough to raise a welt. It gave him the opportunity to grab her by her arm, just under her shoulder, and throw her over his back.




Anyone else, and he wouldn’t have done it for fear that they’d land on their head or neck. Instead, as he turned, bringing his sword around, she landed on her toes and good hand like a cat, and came up, sword parallel to her arm like a nightstick, blocked his strike, and kicked him.




Her foot caught him just under the left ribs and lifted him bodily from the ground and dumped him on his ass. The cuirass kept her from breaking ribs and possibly rupturing his spleen, but as he rolled on the ground, keeping away from her strikes, he was all too aware of how long it took him to get his breath back. Just like that, the balance of the fight had shifted from him having a slight advantage to working hard not to lose.




It was nothing but pure luck that he struck her right foot just above the toes. She hopped back, grimacing, giving him the chance to get his feet under him again.




“Right foot!” Buffy yelled, and she was clearly ticked. “Do I lose the whole leg?”




He shook his head, ignoring the need to press his side with his hand.




“You’re on your honor,” he said, breathing hard, “to judge how badly the wound would disable you if it were real.”




He was winded. They weren’t five minutes into the bout, and he was winded. Son of a bitch.




He stepped back and gave her a little room. 




“Yeah, well, I like having toes,” she said, glaring at her foot. “But I can manage a hobble without them.”




Buffy was not winded. In fact, there was no reason for her to just stand there, except…she was giving him a chance to recover. When he realized it, he met her eyes, and saw she had a bit of a smile.




He went straight for her in a blitzkrieg attack, pure Thibault, and she answered exactly as he’d hoped, countering with power strikes, backed with the kind of speed that made his head swim, but she held to the same pattern she’d used before, setting him up for an attack where she could slip past and drive her sword through his chest. Except, he caught her, rapping his blade across her knuckles. If they’d been using live weapons, he’d have cut all the fingers off her right hand.




And it didn’t faze her. 




She dropped the sword, dropped to the ground, and used her legs to foul his, yanking him off his feet. He hit the ground with his face and turned to her just as she brought her sword back up, pinched between thumb and palm and guided by her left foot.




“Hold!”




They both froze.




“Her Majesty, the Queen!”




“Don’t move,” Bo told Buffy. 




“Yeah, I got that,” Buffy answered, wobbling in her precarious stance.




There was a moment of silence broken only by shuffling feet and the creak of leather armor.




“Lord Bucephalus,” a highly amused alto voice said, “you look like you’ve gotten yourself in a pickle.”




“As always, Your Majesty,” he sighed, “your perspicacity renders me mute.”




A titter of laughter washed across the crowd.




“Stand, warriors,” Sully said.




“Fight’s over, kiddo,” Bo told Buffy. 




She lifted the sword away from his neck, got to her feet, and offered him a hand. He took it and was astonished to be pulled to his feet as easily as she might have righted an empty grocery bag. Several different places on his body began to throb with pain, including a few he didn’t remember getting hit.




Carly, otherwise known as, Her Majesty, Queen Alexandra, Lady of the Serene Countenance, and She Who Really Should Be Obeyed, consort of the Once and Every Other King, gazed down at them. Standing six foot even in stocking feet, she was taller than everyone but the tallest men on the field. Currently, she wore heeled boots, stitched and decorated leather pants, and a boiled leather bodice gilded with her sigil, a triple crescent moon. Her hair, a bushel of corkscrew curls in blonde and brunette, was held away from her face by a hammered gold tiara. She was not pretty. Her jaw was too square and her nose too long for conventional standards. But between her stature and her piercing hazel eyes, she commanded attention.




Sully took her hand and laid a kiss on her knuckles. She winked at him.




Everyone, including the girls, stood. Everyone except the girls bowed or curtsied to Her Majesty. The girls looked back and forth, trying to decide what to do until Her Majesty gave them a gently smiling nod, indicating they were fine as they were.




“My queen, may I introduce Mistress Buffy of the Haven School for Talented Girls,” Sully said. “She and Mistress Faith are the senior members of this group. A wager was laid between Mistress Buffy and Lord Bucephalus that if he won the fight, she would join the society and ask the school to pay for the girls to join as well.”




“And what if Mistress Buffy won?” the queen asked.




Bo winced.




“Ah, those terms were not agreed upon,” Sully managed.




“You know what I think of unequal wagers,” Her Majesty intoned. “Did the winning blow fall?”




“No, Your Majesty,” Bo answered. “Your presence was announced and the fight stopped just before it could.”




“Mistress Buffy, do you acknowledge that the final blow would have ended the fight in Lord Bucephalus’s favor?” the queen asked.




Buffy ruffled up like an offended hen.




“Majesty,” Bo interrupted, “I humbly beg your pardon. The winning blow would have ended the fight in Mistress Buffy’s favor. Even if I’d managed to deflect the blow from my throat, it would have landed on my chest.”




He turned to Buffy and held out his sword across both palms.




“Mistress Buffy, in the matter of honorable combat, I y—”




“Lord Bucephalus.”




The queen’s voice cut across his. He grimaced.




“I knew I shoulda stood in bed,” he muttered and turned to face her. “Yes, my liege?”




“Does your honor supersede my whim?” the queen asked him.




“No, Your Majesty,” he ground out.




“Excellent,” she said, smiling gently. “Then, as the fight has not concluded, I claim the right of tag.”




A clamor rose up, voices protesting, declaring, and wittering over the announcement. Buffy gave Bo a look of confusion and started to ask something when Bo shut her down with a shake of his head. 




“Your Majesty,” Bo said, “you can’t. I just got my ass kicked around the block, and—”




“Who’s queen?” she asked.




He shut up and glowered at her.




“Who’s queen?” she repeated, adding a musical note to her voice. 




“You are, Majesty,” Bo answered.




“So kind of you to remember,” the queen responded. “And as Mistress Buffy has not yet joined Our illustrious company, I risk nothing but my pride by meeting her in combat.”




“What?” Buffy asked, startled.




“With Your Majesty’s permission?” Bo asked.




“Of course, my lord.” Queen Alexandra gave him a gracious nod.




He turned to Buffy and motioned for her to pull her leather helmet off as he did the same. The young woman’s hair was matted and wet with sweat. She looked glad to get a little air.




“Her Majesty claims the right to step in and take my place on the field of battle,” Bo told her. “Happens occasionally during a tournament if there’s a bad match. Under ordinary circumstances, the crown may not—” and here he gave Carly a pointed look, “partake in armed combat, as she would surrender the crown if she lost. However, since you’re not a member of the Society, the standard rules don’t apply.”




“Have you guys considered Netflix and chill?” Buffy asked. “Way simpler, and no one literally loses a crown.”




“Mistress Buffy, would you do me the honor of joining in combat under the rules of chivalry?” the queen asked. ‘The stakes remain the same. If I win, you join the society and ask your principal to pay for the girls to join.”




“Didn’t someone say something about unequal wagers?” Buffy asked.




“In the event that the participants of a wager are so—” and here the queen shot Bo a look of her own, “foolhardy they fail to define both sides of the wager, then the default prize is a boon granted by loser.”




Buffy looked a little puzzled. “Okay, a boon…”




“You could literally ask Lord Bucephalus anything,” Sully clarified. “You could ask him to build you a house.”




“And I would show up the next morning with my toolbox and all the heavy equipment I could steal and get started,” Bo finished for him. “The only limits are nothing illegal, nothing deadly, and nothing that violates a sincerely held religious belief.”




Buffy stared at him.




“Netflix?” she asked. “Amazon prime? Cricket? Croquet? String quartets? I mean, the world is filled with some wacky hobbies that are way more manageable.”




“Don’t I know it,” Bo answered. “You don’t have to do it, Mistress Buffy. You discharged your duty in an honorable manner.”




“Are you kidding?” Buffy looked from him to Her Majesty to His Majesty to Mistress Faith and back to Bo. “Do you know how long it’s been since I had to push myself in a fight like that? And know that I wasn’t going to die if I lost?”




“How long?” Her Majesty asked, curious.




“Er…about four months since the fighting part,” Buffy said. “A lot longer for the not dying part.”




Bo believed every word of it. No one got that good unless their life had been on the line for at least some of it.




“Are you good?” Buffy asked the queen.




“Yes.”




Carly had never believed in false modesty.




“Okay,” Buffy said, nodding. “Sure. Let’s do this.”




The queen grinned.




“Bo, get some ice on that shiner,” she said. 




“Your Majesty, in all humility, if you think I’m missing out on this,” he told her, “you are out of your royal mind.”




He stepped out of the circle and gave the queen his practice sword, and Buffy walked to the opposite side of the queen, who waited, Bo’s sword in hand, with all patience and dignity.




“Are you okay?” Lucy asked him in a breathy whisper.




She was wide eyed with amazement that he’d survived the fight. He should probably tattoo “sucker” across his forehead.




“I’m fine, kid,” he answered. “Do you have your cell phone?”




“Yeah,” she said. “Why?”




“Because I want you to record the video of this fight,” he explained. “Think you can sit on my shoulders?”




“I can stand on your shoulders if you hold still,” she said.




So, as Sully repeated the rules for Buffy and Queen Alexandra, Bo hoisted Lucy up to his shoulders, where she carefully placed her feet and then stood while he held tight to her ankles and felt every joint, bone, and muscle in his body complain. Half the rest of the crowd had their phones out as well.




Mistress Faith came over and stood beside him.




“She good?” Faith asked.




“Better than me,” Bo answered. 




“No kidding.”




“No kidding,” he repeated. “You should check her IMDB profile.”




“IMDB?” Faith asked, quirking her eyebrows.




“She was the lead stunt coordinator or head stunt woman for about twenty different productions,” Bo told her. “You remember that scene in last year’s Red Sonja?”




“The one where she kills the yeti and then storms the evil sorcerer’ s castle?” Faith asked, lighting up. “That was off the chain.”




“All Carly,” Bo told her, nodding towards the queen.




Both Buffy and Carly stepped into the ring, delicate as ballerinas. They must have agreed to start over, as they didn’t take up the positions Bo and Buffy had been in at the end of the last fight. All limbs were functioning and in the game.




For being such a tall and lanky woman, Carly moved like she floated across the ground or could walk on water. Her impression of ethereal grace always lasted until she landed her first blow, which—as Bo remembered all too well—was like Paul Bunyan wielding a steel beam.




They circled one another, and Buffy attacked first. Carly deflected with a gentle curving gesture, the sound of the strike made the spectators flinch, and both swords came away with a new dent along their lengths. Buffy’s stance shifted, and she moved more fluidly as well. Strike met strike, attack deflected, block turned. They stepped in and away again. They grappled, swords locked, and Carly lifted Buffy into a full, over-the-shoulder throw. 




Anyone else, and they’d have been so stunned by the impact with the ground, Carly could have skewered them without effort. Buffy twisted like a cat, landing on her feet, and pulling Carly into a reverse throw. Far from fighting it, Carly followed through, holding on to Buffy for leverage and reversing her sword so that halfway through. She slipped her blade past Buffy’s guard and intersected with her left thigh, effectively hamstringing her. Then Carly took the landing on her right foot and left knee, brought her sword down to Buffy’s ankles, and crowbarred them apart just as Buffy shifted her weight, and dumped her ignominiously to the ground. 




“Left le-eeeeek!”




Carly came down—sword in both hands, point reversed—on Buffy’s throat. Bo swore and jerked, making Lucy squawk in alarm. The move was something they’d discussed in theory. If the two opponents knew and trusted each other, it was flashy as hell as the attacker buried the point of their blade right next to the other’s head or throat. But it meant the schmuck on the receiving end had to hold perfectly still when they saw it coming. The only way to stop it, which was impossible, was to—




Buffy clapped her hands together on the blade, a foot before her throat, and held it off. Flat on her back, she held it off with all of Carly’s weight pressing it down. Carly hooked a foot behind Buffy’s leg, using it to leverage even more weight.




“Jesus,” Bo swore under his breath, about to drop Lucy so he could pull Carly off Buffy before she slipped and killed the young woman.




“Count, dammit!” Carly yelled, never taking her eyes from Buffy’s face.




Buffy snarled back at her, tried to kick with her good leg, but didn’t have the leverage to do more than flail.




“One!” Sully yelled belatedly. “Two! Three!”




Carly relaxed and took her weight off the blade. Buffy released it, and Carly gave her a hand up.




“Do you acknowledge the win?” Sully asked, eyes flashing from Buffy to Carly and back.




“Get down, kid,” Bo ordered Lucy.




“Yes,” Buffy answered.




Lucy jumped down, landed on her feet, and stood up, only to be gently moved to the side so Bo could storm over.




“Lord Bucephalus,” Carly said, smiling at him, “I’ve decided to knight Mistress Buffy as a Knight of the Order Chivalric.”




“Are you out of your fucking mind?” he demanded. 




Carly flashed him a potent look.




“Are you out of your fucking mind?” he roared. “You pull that shit on me or Sully if we’ve practiced it ahead of time. You do not try that with an untested fighter who has no idea what you’re doing.”




“I knew what she was doing,” Buffy said.




“Bo,” Carly started.




“Who’s sergeant-at-arms?” he demanded.




“You’re going to have to trust that I knew what—”




“Who’s sergeant-at-fuckingarms?” he repeated.




Carly exhaled.




“You are.”




“Which means it’s my responsibility to ensure that all combatants, including Your Majesty, adhere to the code of chivalry, standards of martial behavior, and rules of engagement,” he spat. “And that fucking shit is right out.”




For a moment, Carly looked like she would argue, but Sully put a hand on her arm and murmured something in her ear. She nodded, a little stiffly.




“We acknowledge that you are in the right, Lord Bucephalus,” she said. “What is your will?”




“Ten laps,” he intoned, crossing his arms.




“Te—oh, come on! The most you’ve ever given a squire is five.”




“Because you damn well know better,” he answered. “Ten. In your armor.”




“Oh, you have got to be—”




“Or I fucking walk, Carly,” he interrupted, “and you can run this popsicle stand on your own.”




Carly stared at him for a moment. Then she handed Bo his practice sword, turned, and loped towards the edge of the field. Bo opened his mouth to yell ‘run!’, but Sully gave him a look.




“You just bullied the queen into taking ten laps like she’s a freshman football player,” Sully said. “Why don’t you quit while you’re ahead.”




“You know about this shit?” Bo asked.




“No, I did not,” Sully answered.




“You still blew the fucking count,” Bo pointed out.




“Like I said, I did not know what Carly was up to,” Sully replied. 




“When she’s done, you can take four laps,” Bo told him. “For fucking up the count.”




Before Sully could argue, Bo turned to Buffy, who watched, eyes widened with concern. She bore the marks of two knock down, drag out fights. He took a deep, cleansing breath before he spoke again.




“Mistress Buffy,” he said in his most courtly tones, “wouldst care to join me at the chirurgeon’s tent for some post-whupping attentions?”




“You mean Bandaids and ibuprofen?” she asked. “I’m up for that.”




He held out his arm, and Buffy took it, looking pleased.




“Your Majesty, if you would be so kind as to set up Mistress Faith and the girls of Haven with the available squires for drilling,” he continued in the same vein. “Mistress Buffy and I will return in but a nonce.”




“Yeah, sure, Bo,” Sully sighed.







Lunch was an informal affair for most of the membership, served at the midpoint of the grounds where a combination of Pelicans and caterers dished up simple fare of soups, stews, bread, fruit, and cheese. Bo walked the ranks of picnic tables, keeping an eye on both the squires and the girls. 




The squires had gotten by far the worst of it. Several of them limped, several more had black eyes, split lips, or swollen knuckles. If any of them started complaining, all he had to do was stand at the end of the table, wearing the menagerie of bruises he’d earned that morning, and they shut up. Each of them had fought one, maybe two, of the girls. Bo had sparred with every single one of them. Every joint and muscle he possessed hurt.




The girls, to Bo’s horror, were still energetic and chattering like parrots, and more than half of them wore the marks of honorable combat, though they weren’t anywhere as roughed up as the squires. 




“Aren’t you glad we ran them in from Cleveland?” Jarod asked him.




“A twenty mile run,” Bo said, wonder tingeing his voice, “followed by four hours of heavy drilling, and they look like they could build the fucking Chrysler Building out of soda cans and some duct tape.”




“Buffy’s thrilled about the knighthood,” Jarod confided. “She’ll never admit it, but she was a little jealous when her sister was made a member of the Order of the Blue Rose.”




Which made Bo stop and perform several calculations.




“Ruritania? She’s got a sister in Ruritania?” Bo asked.




“Dawn’s attending Queen Flavia University,” Jarod confirmed. “Her mentor is Rupert of Hentzau, though apparently now that he’s graduated and Dawn’s on assignment in DC, they’ve started dating.”




It wasn’t that their newest member having a connection to one of the oldest titles in Europe surprised him. He was more frustrated that it didn’t explain anything. 




“The Order of the Blue Rose went extinct three hundred years ago,” he pointed out.




“Antonia, the Princess Royal revived it with Her Majesty’s permission,” Jarod explained. “Hentzau, Dawn, and her cohort mates were all knighted after they performed a valuable service for Her Royal Highness.”




It said something that Bo had to do a mental shift from his Your Majesty to the anointed queen of Ruritania.




“Oh, gods,” Bo sighed. “The herald is going to wet himself when he hears about this.”




“You’re doing better,” Jarod noted. “Since the last time I saw you.”




“Be hard to do worse,” Bo agreed. “You can thank Carly and Sully for that.”




He’d liked Jarod the first time he’d met him. Unlike most people, Jarod paid attention. He was good at what he did, and he was interested in what others did. As far as Bo had been able to tell, the man didn’t have a mean bone in his body. He just wanted to get along, though Bo had noticed, he didn’t have any problem standing up against what he thought was wrong.




“Vampires,” Jarod said.




“Excuse me?” Bo asked, looking up at him.




Looking up hurt, but then so did not looking up. He was still trying to find something that didn’t hurt, and he had halfway decided to find a hotel room for the night so he could soak in a proper hot bath. 




“You asked a couple of times this morning what’s up with the girls,” Jarod explained. “The Council leadership is experimenting with giving certain civilians the basic information. All the girls you’ve seen today are part of a mystic sisterhood, granted superhuman strength, speed, agility, and stamina, in order to slay vampires. There used to be only one at a time. That was Buffy. Then Faith was called. Now we estimate there are over two thousand, but we’re still working on identifying all of them. If they’re of school age, we ask them to come to the school for training.”




Bo stared at him for a long moment. He was completely serious. 




“Shit, man,” Bo chuckled, “you don’t have to do a hard sell. If you’re working on a screenplay, just bring it with you. Carly’ll put you in touch with some people. Hell, she’s been talking about putting a production company together. Cleveland’s way under utilized in the film industry.”




“It’s not a screenplay, Bo,” Jarod told him. “And I’m not insane. Neither are you, by the way. A couple of weeks ago, did you have a guest who called herself the Lady Scheherazade?”




Bo blinked.




“Yeah, we did,” he answered. “Came in after the bonfire had settled down a bit, when we started spinning tales for the newbies. Not a member, and we don’t usually cotton to someone who picks such an iconic name for their persona, but she sure as hell lived up to it. Best damn storyteller I’ve heard in ages. Had all of us on the edge of our seats.”




“Anyone go missing that night or shortly after?” Jarod asked softly.




Bo did a double take.




“Yeah,” he said slowly. “One of the older squires, college kid. He was back a couple of nights later, said he got lucky. I chewed his tail feathers, ’cause he hadn’t told us or his parents where he’d gone. He took it wrong, packed up, and left for good. It happens, Jarod. The org’s completely volunteer. People pay to join up. They don’t want to stay, we wish them bon voyage.”




“Lady Scheherazade isn’t a persona,” Jarod told him. “She’s the real thing. She’s the actual Scheherazade, at least a thousand years old, and she’s a vampire. The young man who went missing and returned, did you see him in daylight?”




Bo stared at him.




“Are you fucking with me?” he asked.




“I’m really not,” Jarod answered. “I promise.”




“No, I did not see Austin in daylight,” Bo told him. “He showed up about ten o’clock and was gone by eleven. Jarod, what the hell are you on about?”




“You spotted it before you fought Buffy,” Jarod pointed out. “The girls are all fast, strong, and they don’t get tired. You’re one of the best swordsmen on the planet. It’s why I recommended we come here. Yet Buffy was still able to beat you.”




“Yeah,” Bo agreed, “girl’s got some serious skill, but Carly beat her.”




“Carly is literally the best swordswoman on the planet,” Jarod reminded him. “And she beat Buffy with technical skill and tactics, not strength or speed. She’s also never going to be able to pull that off again.”




They both stared off at the crowds coming and going from the picnic area.




“Jesus,” Bo muttered under his breath. “Look, man, you cannot just start talking vampires and thousand year old women and expect me to believe it.”




“I don’t,” Jarod replied. “Buffy and Faith both like you. It’s why I have permission to tell you about this. Come with Buffy and me on patrol tonight. There’s a vampire nest near the downtown Greyhound station. We’re doing reconnaissance, and there’s always a chance of action.”




“Traditionally, aren’t wooden stakes more apropos than swords?” Bo asked archly.




Jarod nodded. “Traditionally, but vampires are killed by decapitation as well as a stake through the heart, and a sword is easier to handle effectively than a stake.”




“Jesus, man,” Bo sighed, “all I want tonight is half a Percocet and two fingers of decent scotch. I do not want to be romping around downtown Cleveland with a fucking sword while you guys larp yourselves silly.”




“Carly will ask you to come,” Jarod said.




“Carly knows about this?” Bo demanded.




“Not all of it,” Jarod said. “But she’s seen some things. We think she might have been a Potential—a girl who might have been called as the Slayer but never was. Buffy thinks so. Faith doesn’t. Jenny says maybe.”




“Jenny is?”




“The principal,” Jarod answered. “And she’s also a techno-Pagan and a Romani witch. She tangled with Scheherazade a while back, and she’s determined that we not be caught off guard.”




“What are my chances of getting arrested?” Bo asked.




Jarod considered for a moment.




“Pretty low,” he said. “We keep an ear on the police scanner so we can stay out of there way, but if we do run into trouble, while you might be arrested and processed, we can pretty much guarantee it’ll never go to court.”




“Guess I’ll be taking a nap this afternoon to rest up for your little adventure,” Bo said.




“I think that’s a very good idea,” Jarod answered.





Good Boy



His Lady had left, and she hadn’t returned. Before she’d gone, she’d knelt beside him and told him he was a Good Boy, and that she would see him soon, but her scent had been layered with the illness he’d smelled for months, and her voice had been tight with anxiety. She hadn’t come back, so he’d waited near the door where he would hear the engine of her car and the scuff of her feet on the concrete outside.




She hadn’t come back.




The Nice Man had come several times and taken him on walks, fed him, and even sat on the couch and allowed him to stretch out beside him while the television played its incomprehensible patterns. But she hadn’t come back. Then, one day, the Nice Man took him for a ride in his car to a building filled with others and handed his leash to a Nice Lady, but she wasn’t his Lady. There was some talking, and the Nice Man was sad. The Nice Lady was nice, and she took him back to a place which he didn’t like.




It wasn’t a bad place, and it wasn’t the Bad Place, but it wasn’t home. It smelled of many others, of their food and their fears and their loneliness. People walked by. Every now and then, one would stop at his door, and he would look up in hope, but they never stopped for long. Sometimes they talked to him. Sometimes they petted him. But they always left, and he was alone again. His Lady never returned. 




He grew sad. Was he not a Good Boy? At least twice a day, a person took him to a fenced in yard, but the grass had been worn down to bare dirt, and it reeked of urine. It was nice to be out under the sky, so he always cooperated. He was given a bath, which he dolefully suffered through. He went once to the Bad Place, but as much as he feared it, it wasn’t too bad. All the people were kind and gentle, but he hadn’t seen his Lady, and he missed her terribly.




And so it went. He slept, he ate, he stretched out on the cool concrete floor, he watched people walk by, and he went to the yard. That was the measure of his days for longer than he knew, but he waited for his Lady, though she never came.




Then, one day, the door at the end of the long room opened with a gust, and it blew in the most fascinating scent he’d ever smelled. A human man who was also a wolf. He had heard a story once, so long ago, he couldn’t remember who had told it. Everyone knew what a wolf must smell like, even if they’d never smelled one before, and so the knowledge that this man was also a wolf was both instantaneous and frightening.




The man and one of the several Nice Ladies there spoke for several minutes. The man had a pleasant, soft voice. The Nice Lady sounded sad. Then she left, and the man stayed. Instead of coming up to the chain link fence that divided his small cell from the rest of the room, the man squatted next to it and looked off into the distance. The man neither spoke nor moved, but only held still with a stillness that was far more wolf than man. It took a long moment for him to decide the man would not harm him, so he came up to the fence. 




The man touched the fence with the back of his hand, and he sniffed carefully, taking in what he could. Healthy, strong, gentle, and from a place filled with sunshine, grass, people, and any number of other animals. He sniffed and smelled deeply, and his tail began to thump against the floor. 




The Nice Lady returned. There was more talking, and then the gate opened. The Nice Lady put a leash on him, and they walked out of the room. With a glance, the man indicated he should join him, so he did.




“Samson,” the man said, and he looked up.




It was, after all, his name.




The Nice Lady handed his leash to the man, and he joined the man, sitting on his haunches next to the man’s feet, his head coming up nearly to the man’s ribs. There was more talk, which did not concern him, and the scratching noise humans made when they marked paper. Finally, the man led him out to the car.




When he realized he would not return to the large building and its cold rooms, he wagged his tail faster until it thumped against the man’s leg. The man chuckled. Two girls came jogging over and squatted next to him. They let him sniff their hands and then began petting him. One girl made kissing noises, and he dutifully licked her. They smelled deliriously good, with a note he’d never smelled before, something strange and powerful and just as unique as the man’s but completely different.




“Good boy,” the brown and gold girl crooned as she gave him the most delicious ear massage. 




His tail thumped faster and harder, and they laughed, and the other girl confirmed that he was a Good Boy. It was just like when the children who lived near his home had played with him, and his heart sang with joy.




They all climbed in the car, both of the girls sitting on either side of him, both of them petting him until he relaxed and sighed with a deep happiness. They drove for a time, and he didn’t even look out the window, it was so good to lay between them. The girl with orange fur held his paw, and he was content, for all that he still missed his Lady.




The car stopped, and everyone spilled out. He took a moment longer due to his stiff joints. Then he stopped and looked around and smelled deeply of this new place. Trees, grass, a path of concrete, fresh running water, and all manner of life. Even—and here he inhaled deeply—rabbits. His heart stirred as it had not since he was much younger. He had not chased a rabbit since he was barely out of puppyhood.




“Samson.”




He turned, and the man now wore the shape of a wolf, one with fur a deeper red than the man, but the scent was the same.




“I thought such as you were a myth,” he told the man.




“Not a myth,” the man replied. “Just unlikely.”




“Do you know my Lady?” he asked. “It has been a long time since I have seen her, and I miss her. She is my Lady, and I am her Good Boy. I would return to her.”




The wolf watched him with human eyes.




“Your Lady has died,” he said. “The woman at the rescue told me that your lady died and her son brought you there.”




The memory of her scent returned. Yes, she had been ill, and it was an illness that could kill. It grieved him more than he could say.




“Why did her son not bring me to his family?” he asked. “I am a Good Boy.”




“You are,” the wolf agreed. “But the man’s mate and one of his children are made sick by dogs, no matter how good they are. So he took you to a place where another might choose you and bring you to their family.”




“I was there for a very long time,” the dog said, considering this. “Many people came, and they left with other dogs. Why did none choose me?”




The wolf sighed. 




“You are a very large dog, Samson,” the wolf said. “You have black fur, and you have white fur around your muzzle. These are all things that make it more difficult to find you a family.”




“But I am a Good Boy,” he explained. It did not make sense to him.




“You are,” the wolf agreed again. “And now, you are here, and we are your family. You have a warm bed and friends and food, and you may go where you like when you like. I’ll show you.”




It occurred to him, as the wolf escorted him into the house, that the wolf was a Boss. He had known a handful of Bosses, having met them when his Lady had taken him to a place where many dogs had run and played. If there were three or more dogs, one would be a Boss, even if it was only for a little while. But he and his Lady had been alone together, and so he had not been a Boss, and he had not had a Boss. The wolf, though, was clearly a Boss, his Boss, and knowing this, he was content. 




The house was enormous and sprawling, and there was a world of smells he could never have imagined and happily spent hours investigating. There were many people, almost all of them girls. There were many dogs of all shapes, sizes, and ages, and the wolf was Boss of them all. There were other animals, including cats, guinea pigs, a pack of ferrets, a large bird that made noises almost indistinguishable from the humans, and a rabbit. He woofed in surprise when the rabbit came over of its own accord and raised itself up on its haunches.




“I am Nemesis, the spirit of divine retribution,” the rabbit told him.




“I am Samson, a Good Boy,” he told the rabbit. His tail thumped of its own accord.




“I see you Samson,” the rabbit said. “You may not chase me in the house. However, when we are outside, you may chase me, and we will see if you can catch me.”




Samson licked his chops in excitement. 




“Thank you, Nemesis,” he said. “I look forward to it.”




“It is a great game to chase Nemesis,” his boss, the wolf, told him. “We have played it many times.”




There were many to meet. Some of the dogs were overly enthusiastic, some were cautious. He stood without complaint while they investigated him. Several of the cats introduced themselves, twining between his legs and rubbing against him. He held very still for that, as he did not understand cats and had been swatted for his errors in judgment before. 




He met Winky, the house elf, who was not a human, a dog, a wolf, or any kind of boss, but was a person. Winky petted him and called him a Good Boy, and that was fine. In fact, almost all the people were kind and welcoming, and the few that weren’t simply ignored him, so he ignored them.




Then came a day of both terror and joy. A strange scent wafted into the house, one of cold stone and terror, and the people ran in many directions, shouting and grabbing things. Their scents were alarmed—both frightened and angry—as if intruders had come too close to a den filled with pups. He followed the Boss, though his stiff joints ached, and when they reached the outside, the scent doubled and trebled until it was all around them. When he saw the things that were the scent, his hackles rose, and he growled his terrible growl.




Whatever they were, these things of cold stone, they moved when no one looked at them, and they hunted his pack members. One of the men was gone, just like that, and several of the dogs, including Munin, a wolfhound bitch even bigger than him. Even a handful of crows were gone. It frightened him badly. The Boss ran with them, taking them in great looping arcs around each of the stone figures and pinning them in place with their eyes until a group of humans reached them and could do the same. 




It was all a great, confusing tumult. Then, the danger was over, new people had arrived, and the tumult continued. Adults and girls milled about. New humans entered, and the Boss was kept busy in his human form, leaving Samson alone, confused, and anxious.




Finally, the Nanny spoke.




“Samson, you are needed.”




The Nanny was a most curious creature. Outwardly, she appeared to be a female human, but her scent was a deep and layered, many faceted thing, as transparent as stained glass and as dark, in places, as the deepest winter waters under ice. Though he was wary of her, he trotted over. There, beside her stood five children of differing ages, three boys and two girls. 




The smaller girl had sat on the ground and curled both arms and both legs around a year old dog frantically trying to lick her face. The two younger boys, brothers by their scents, were crouched down and petting a cat each, litter-sisters with jet black fur, who could not be parted by fire, flood, or famine. Only the older girl and the very oldest boy stood without an animal.




“Samson, this is Skyler,” the Nanny introduced the older of the two girls. “She is in need of a friend.”




Samson looked up at the girl, who stood as if she didn’t care about a single thing in the world but whose scent revealed a long, long time spent with anxiety and grief, anger and fear.




“I am a Good Boy,” Samson told the Nanny, “and I am a good friend. If she wishes, I will be Skyler’s friend.”




“Thank you, Samson,” the Nanny said. 




The Nanny spoke to the girl, and the girl turned her face towards the Nanny, doubting. Then she stared at Samson, who waited patiently. After a long moment, she extended a hand and gave Samson a slow but gentle pet across the top of his head. His tail thumped, and he smiled.




The girl asked the Nanny a question, and the Nanny answered it. With the exception of a twenty or so words—walk, treat, bedtime, bath, and so forth—Samson could not follow human speech. He knew enough, though, to judge the tones of their voices. The girl wanted his friendship. The older boy gave her a nod and a shrug, and the girl knelt next to him. She gave him pets on the top of his head, and he angled his head to direct her more towards his ears and neck. When she began to scratch behind his ears, he rewarded her with a low, gravelly groan and half-closed eyes.




She grinned and said something to the others, and when she did so, he licked the side of her face, once. After a moment of startlement, her fingers pressed to her cheek, she laughed, so he licked her again. She laughed, he licked, over and over, until she had collapsed to the ground in giggles, and he wormed his way past her arms to lick her as much as possible. After a few moments of this, the Nanny clapped her hands, and everyone—children and animals—collected themselves and went inside while the adults dealt with the strange, cold statues.




As he had said, he was Skyler’s friend, and she became his. He was allowed on her bed, and one night, there was a heating pad for him to warm his sore hips and shoulders. She presented him with a new collar and leash. As she read, worked on homework, watched videos, drew, or did anything that allowed her to stay still for a bit, he lay beside her, enjoying her pats. She occasionally complained when he took too much of the bed, but then, a larger bed appeared, and there was room for both of them. She let him lay across her lap, only occasionally stretching a leg or wiggling her feet to regain feeling. She gave him the most wonderful stuff he’d ever had, which he learned was called “peanut butter.” When he occasionally had a bad dream, she would stroke his now glossy fur and whisper love to him so that in his dreams, he knew he was not alone or abandoned.




He endured baths, nail painting, flower crowns, and picture taking with stoicism. He watched as she danced for him and explained things that made no sense or whispered in his ear as they curled up together. When she cried, sometimes in the middle of the night and a few times in the middle of the day, but never where another human would hear her, he would worm his way to her through blankets and protests until he could lick her face. 




He wished he could talk to her in words she could understand. He wished he could tell her of his first Lady, whom he had loved with all his heart, and how she would often do the same or nearly the same things. He wished his first Lady could have known her. He waited for his new Lady when she went where only the humans could go for things called “classes” or “dinner”. If they were in the same room, and he was awake, his eyes followed her wherever she went, and if she weren’t, he went to the closest place he could find to where she was to wait for her return. 




He was not a young dog. He knew that. He knew that his muzzle was no longer grizzled but had gone completely white. His eyesight was so poor and his joints so sore that the chases promised by Nemesis went unfulfilled, though the rabbit had lain next to him more than once as he’d dozed in the sunlight. There was a Bad Place in this new house, but it wasn’t so bad. A gentle and somber man had done many of the things that happened in the Bad Place, but he’d done them with a deft skill that caused less pain, and somehow, when Samson left, he felt better than when he’d gone in.




His Lady gave him tasty food and when he couldn’t chase the ball she threw more than once or twice, she made other games for him like Which Hand? and Where Are My Toes? She brought him outside and sat with him in the warm sun. He often slept with his head in her lap and felt as complete and whole as any dog basking in the love of his Lady. 




But, no, he was not young. His joints hurt a little more each day. His vision dimmed further. He coughed sometimes. He slept more. Sometimes, there was a pressure in his chest that distressed him, though it would pass after a moment. He could endure it without complaint, but it bothered him that he could not keep up with his Lady when she sprinted ahead and then had to run back for him. Still, they spent all the days and nights of the summer and the beginning of autumn together. 




When he understood that his days were drawing to an end, he sought out the Boss. First as a man and then as a wolf, the Boss walked with him until they found a promising place.




“I must leave soon,” Samson told his Boss.




“I know,” the Boss answered. 




There was no reason to go into detail. Scent was scent, and what was known could not be unknown.




“My Lady will grieve,” Samson told him.




“She will,” the Boss agreed.




“Will you and the Nanny find her a new friend?” he asked. “I do not wish her to be alone as I was alone after my first Lady died.”




“Humans sometimes fight against loving new friends after losing an old one,” the wolf told him. “But when she is ready, we will help her find a new friend.”




Samson agreed in silence. Humans, he’d found, could be as confusing as they were wonderful. Together, he and the Boss watched the humans run back and forth and yell in some manner of lovely game that made them happy. 




There was a place on the far side of the house, under a hedge at the edge of the meadow where bees buzzed sleepily around hills of primrose and honeysuckle. At the right time of day, the sun poured through the dappling leaves and warmed the ground beneath, waking the scents of earth and water. Tired and aching, he crept there late one morning and laid down. The ground cradled him gently, and the sun warmed him. It was a good place, and he slipped into sleep and then something deeper.




“Samson?”




A gentle hand stroked his chest, and he raised his head. When he opened his eyes, he saw as clearly as he had on his best day. The woman who leaned over him smiled.




“Hi, Samson,” she said. “Who’s my Good Boy?”




“I am!” he declared, grinning. “I am your Good Boy! I am always your Good Boy!”




He jumped to his paws and licked her face while she hugged him, because here was his first Lady, and the only person he loved as much as her was his other Lady. Wiggling with joy, he launched himself and knocked her over. She laughed.




“I missed you!” he cried, unable to contain himself. “I missed you so much! I love you!”




“I love you too,” she told him, wrapping her arms around him as if he were a puppy again and holding him close.




Her scent flooded him, perfect and whole, with no trace of illness. He whined, unable to stay quiet, and she poured all her love into him. It took him a long moment to realize what they were.




“You waited for me all that time?” he asked, humbled.




“Uh huh,” she told him. “I waited for you.”




Momentarily torn, he looked back at the house, where his second lady was in “classes” and would soon emerge, looking for him. 




“My friend…” he began.




His first Lady smiled at him and stroked his head in her special way.




“Would you like to be here when she comes?” she asked. 




“Can we?” he asked, relieved. “I do not want her to be lonely. I do not want her to be scared or think I do not love her.”




“Of course we can,” she told him. “But it’s going to be a while, and there are many things we can do in the meantime, and there are so many friends I want you to meet. They all love you, even if they haven’t met you yet.”




His tail thumped so hard, it could have made the whole planet vibrate like a joyful bell. He licked her face again.




“I love you too, my best friend,” his first Lady told him.







Skyler sat outside in a place where no one would find her, at least not for a while. Her whole body was a blister of miserable, throat clenching pain. She held Samson’s old collar in her white knuckled fist, and she hated everyone and everything in the world with all her heart. 




Stupid dog. Stupid goddamn dog! All he had to do was act like he didn’t feel good, and she’d have taken him to Jarod. Jarod would have made him better. Or Mary Poppins. Or Jenny. Somebody! But no, just like everything she cared about, he’d been taken from her. First her mom OD’d, then her no-good dad and bitch step-mom showed up like they owned the whole world, and nothing she did was ever good enough. Then the foster home, which sucked, but was at least hers. Then Robin was nearly killed, and his recovery had taken forever. 




Just when it was getting better, just when she and Samson were a real team, just when Jenny told her she was would catch up to grade level in another two months, just when she had joined a Girl Scouts troop and started making friends, just when she was starting to believe that maybe once, just once, it might be okay, Samson hadn’t met her when she’d come out of class.




She’d found his body, still warm, out by the meadow, where they’d played and run and lain on the grass and watched clouds change shapes. She’d run back to the house, screaming and crying, and it had taken Robin almost a minute to understand what she was trying to say, and it was too late. There had been nothing to do except roll Samson’s huge limp form onto a blanket and carry him back to the infirmary’s vet room. Nothing to do but stand there as they put him into the human sized coffin Xander had made. Nothing to do but cry as they’d dug his grave just next to where the statue marking Andrew’s loss had gone. Nothing to do but run away when they lowered the coffin into the hole and started to shovel dirt onto it. 




It felt like her heart had cracked open and turned into charcoal, burnt and brittle. She hated everyone and everything in this stupid, bad, awful world. 




She wanted her dog back.




There was a scuff, and someone sat down next to her. She turned her face away so they couldn’t see her crying. Crying was for babies and idiots and weaklings. She wouldn’t let them hurt her just because she cried over her stupid dog.




A manicured hand held out a twenty ounce bottle of Pepsi. No sodas in the house, that was Jenny’s rule. No nutritional value, too much sugar, and too much caffeine. 




“What?” she muttered.




“Bribe,” Buffy answered.




She hadn’t expected Buffy to check on her. In the three months she’d been there, she’d learned everyone’s name and had a pretty good idea of where they fit in. Buffy was important, but she hadn’t spent much time with the Peanuts as she and her foster siblings were usually called. She’d thought it would be Mary Poppins or Oz, who’d kept an eye on her the whole last week.




“I don’t want to talk to you,” Skyler told her, sounding as mean as she could.




“Oh, God, no,” Buffy agreed. “Of course not. You’re a smart kid. I’m bribing you so you’ll put up with me talking for a little bit.”




She wiggled the Pepsi directly under Skyler’s nose, until Skyler took it. Then, Buffy reached into her pocket and pulled out a small pack of tissues, which she held out and then dropped on Skyler’s leg when she didn’t take it.




“Yeah, I’m not really good at the whole heart to heart,” Buffy admitted, “so I’m going to try to cut to the chase as I figure a Pepsi probably only buys me five minutes or so.”




“Four,” Skyler said.




“Ooh, guess I’d better say my bit,” Buffy answered, nodding. 




Then she waited a moment in silence.




“Go on,” Skyler demanded. “Get it over with.”




Buffy sighed. “There should be a class on this or something. Okay, a little over three years ago, I died.”




“Yeah, I heard,” Skyler said, sourly. 




“Nah, not that one,” Buffy answered amiably. “You’re thinking of the time I died about eight years ago. Xander brought me back with CPR. Everyone talks about that. No one talks about the second time I died, because I stayed dead for a while, and when Willow brought me back, it was with some serious magic.”




Skyler didn’t look over at her but covered her confusion by opening her Pepsi and taking a swig. It gave her hiccups.




“Took a while for her to figure out how to do it, gather the stuff she needed, and then to find the right time to cast the spell,” Buffy continued, staring off in the distance. “So by the time she did, I’d been dead for, oh, I think it was three months.”




Skyler didn’t say anything.




“Here’s the thing, Skyler,” she said, bracing herself. “I was in heaven.”




Skyler grunted in surprise but recovered herself.




“Yeah, right,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Heaven. And you walked through the pearly gates and Saint Peter handed you a halo, a pair of wings, and some stupid harp.”




“Well, no,” Buffy responded, still not looking away from whatever far off spot she stared at. “I don’t remember it nearly as well as I did when I was brought back, and that’s a good thing, because I had a really bad time coping the first few months I was back. No, heaven was…love.”




Skyler sneered, unconvinced.




Buffy took the bottle from her, took a swig, and handed it back. 




“I mean, yeah, everybody expects some sort of concrete theological description, but it wasn’t like that. It was love. I was me. I was whole. I was happy. I was part of something so big I had no idea where it ended and I began, and it didn’t matter, because it was love, and I was love, and everything, everything was good.”




Skyler sobered a little bit. Her step-mom had been really religious and had yelled all the time about religious stuff, but not about heaven.




“Is there a Hell?” she asked.




That broke into Buffy’s reverie, and the senior Slayer cleared her throat and wiped her eyes. Skyler handed her the tissue pack.




“Well, yeah, kind of,” she said, and blew her nose. “I mean, you’ve heard us talk about the Hellmouth under Sunnydale and the one here in Cleveland, and I’ve been in more than one Hell, fighting demons or trying to rescue people, but…not like there’s a Heaven.”




“Do people go to Hell when they die?” Skyler asked her, suddenly, profoundly interested.




“I don’t know,” Buffy answered. “I’ve seen people go into Hell, physically. I have, and I came back out. My first boyfriend was sucked into Hell by a kind of, er, sucky demon statue, but he came back, and he was in bad shape. But whether or not people’s souls go there when they die? I don’t know.”




She borrowed the Pepsi and took another sip before continuing.




“What I do know is that everyone I loved who had already died was in Heaven,” she said. When she spoke again, her voice was so soft, Skyler almost missed it. “My mom was there.”




It took a long time for Skyler to say anything.




“Do you miss your mom?”




“I do,” Buffy said without hesitation. “I miss her every day. Sometimes, it catches me off guard. Like, I’ll have some question I want to ask her, or I’ll do something I’m really proud of, and I’ll think, ‘I can’t wait to tell Mom,’ and then it hits me. She’s gone. She’s really gone. She’s not coming back.”




“But you said she was in Heaven,” Skyler prompted her, suddenly angry that Buffy didn’t even remember that part.




“Yep.” Buffy nodded in agreement. “She was. It’s just that it takes me a little bit to remember, and then I remember that I will see her again, even if it won’t be for a very, very long time, and I miss her so much, I can’t stand it. But I try to remember what it was like, when I was love, and everyone around me was love, and she was there, and she loved m—”




She stopped, unable to finish her last word, tears spilling over her lashes onto her cheeks. Skyler handed her the bottle, and Buffy gave her a little smile before taking a gulp. Then she cleared her throat. 




“She loved me so much,” Buffy finished. “And here’s the thing. I have no idea how long I was there. It could have been tens of thousands of years or maybe about ten minutes. I just know it was forever. Love is forever, and Heaven is love.”




Skyler thought about it for a minute. It meant her mom was in Heaven, and she had mixed feelings about that. Her mom had messed up. She had messed up as bad as you could mess up, and it seemed to Skyler that should merit at least a little time in Hell, but then, her mom had been miserable most of her life, and Skyler wanted her to be happy. Moms were so complicated, she couldn’t fit her head around it, so she tried something that she could fit her head around.




“Do you think Samson is in Heaven?” she asked. 




Now Buffy smiled at her. “I think if Samson isn’t there, then it isn’t Heaven.”




“So, if there is a Heaven,” Skyler worked it through.




“And there is,” Buffy reminded her.




“Then Samson is in Heaven,” she concluded. 




“And you will see him again,” Buffy told her.




“Not for a while,” Skyler added.




“Not for a while,” Buffy agreed. “Not for a very long while. But I promise you, he won’t mind waiting.”




She held up the bottle, which had only a few swallows left to it.




“Hmmm,” Buffy said, staring at the sparkling brown liquid, “as bribes go, this is pretty weak. How about I treat you to some dinner, just you and me? You pick.”




“Steak and lobster!” Skyler declared. 




“Shyeah, right.” Buffy rolled her eyes. “I have a budget, you know. How about tacos?”




“I love tacos,” Skyler declared, and then her face fell. “I loved tacos because Samson loved tacos. I used to spill bits so he could eat them without getting in trouble.”




“You really think we didn’t know that?” Buffy asked. “You know, for a kid who knows how to work the grown ups over like a mafiosa, you really need to pay better attention. Let’s go get some tacos and remember Samson while we eat them.”




And for the first time in days, Skyler’s heart did not crack in pain but filled with a warm and giving grief. She nodded, her throat tight and tears filling her eyes.




“I like that idea. Yeah, let’s do that.”



Let The World Burn
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“So,” Buffy said, drawing out the vowel and looking around the comfortable office, “how does this work? And shouldn’t I be lying on a couch?”




The doctor seated across from her gave her a quick smile, eyes twinkling. 




“Couches are passé,” the woman told her. “Unless it’s couples counseling, and then they’re not lying down. At least, not unless things are going either very well or exceptionally bad.”




“Fair enough,” Buffy responded. “So?”




“So, our first session is basically a kind of get-to-know-you,” the doctor explained. “You tell me about yourself and what you want to accomplish in therapy. I explain how the process works. We’ll lay out a road map for the coming sessions with some milestones to expect. I’ll give you a little bit of homework. I ask my clients to attend at least three sessions before they decide to stay with me or look for a better fit.”




She waited for Buffy to reply, giving nothing away. Her expression was a pleasant neutral, and her body language was open and relaxed. She wore a tailored silk suit modeled off the style of a sari. A patterned scarf draped across shoulders, held in place by a gold pin in the shape of a lion. Her long black hair was dramatically streaked with white and pinned up in an elegant manner. Her makeup and jewelry were understated in a way that spoke of old money. Her face had more than the expected number of wrinkles in a mix of both worry and laugh lines.




Buffy nodded, feeling like an underwhelming middle schooler with grubby sneakers.




“Okay, so, there’s a lot of…strange stuff in my life,” she began, “stuff that’s going to be hard for me to explain and pretty much impossible for you to believe.”




“Try me,” the doctor told her.




Buffy made a face, drawing her brows down in consternation and pinching her mouth up. “I really, really want to stress that it’s going to sound completely crazy, and I don’t want you thinking that I am. Crazy, that is. But it’s going to be very difficult for you to avoid that conclusion.”




“Buffy, one of the underpinnings of modern psychotherapy is that the patient knows they are in a safe, judgment-free space,” the doctor told her. “It is my job to help you recover from whatever trauma you’ve suffered, repair any psychological damage you’ve sustained, review and correct any unhealthy thought patterns, and move you forward in a way that best benefits you. Also, not a fan of ‘crazy’. We’ll talk about healthy behaviors and unhealthy behaviors. I may end up providing you with a diagnosis, but I can guarantee you it won’t be ‘crazy’.”




But Buffy’s expression didn’t change. “Yeah, you’re gonna think I bought a first class ticket on the Crazy Town Express.”




The doctor considered for a moment, and then nodded. 




“All right, let’s follow that line of thought,” she said. “You tell me something that leads me to believe you are just plain nuts. What then?”




Buffy blinked in surprise. “Uh, well, nice men in white coats with butterfly nets—are butterfly nets still considered best practice?—chase me down. I get a shot of Vitamin Thorazine, a confining but comfortable jacket, and a nice padded cell. Short on interior decorating, but all the Jell-O I can handle.”




“Buffy,” the doctor said, folding her hands on top of her legal pad, “the only circumstances in which I would require that you be committed to a psychiatric care facility would be if your actions or your statements led me to believe that you pose an immediate threat to the safety and wellbeing of others or yourself.”




She waited a beat.




“Are you having thoughts or impulses towards self-harm?” she asked.




“Not at the moment,” Buffy replied.




“Are you having any thoughts or impulses towards harming others?” she asked.




“Really, only if they’re vampires.”




The doctor, who had been scribbling things on her pad, paused. After a moment, she looked up.




“Vampires,” she repeated without emphasis. Then she set her pen down. “Tell me about vampires.”




“Dead humans possessed by a demonic spirit,” Buffy explained. “They’re predators. They drink the blood of humans and usually kill them. Strong, fast, and more often than not really stupid. Vulnerable to the standard folklore weapons—sunlight, fire, wooden stake through the heart, decapitation, that sort of thing.”




“Not…garlic?” the doctor asked.




“Nope,” Buffy replied. “Is it okay if I walk around a little bit. I’m feeling kind of squirrelly.”




“Go right ahead,” the doctor agreed. 




The office was just as well appointed as the psychologist. An Oriental rug with gentle wear patterns lay across the floor. The furniture was dark wood and hunter green leather. There were potted plants exhaling soft scents, framed prints of Chagall and Cassatt and one excellent reproduction of a Mughal garden with poet and princess, two framed mirrors, and several tall bookshelves, loaded with volumes ranging from poetry to cozy mysteries to nonfiction psychology texts in English, French, Persian, and what Buffy thought was a subcontinental alphabet. 




She paused at the rank of framed diplomas. Deepa Bajwa held a doctorate in psychology from Stanford University, belonged to several professional and honor organizations, and had her picture taken shaking President Bartlett’s hand.




“I’m really glad to see the mirrors, by the way,” she told the doctor. “Vampires don’t have reflections, so it’s an easy way to check.”




She angled herself so she could see the doctor’s reflection. The doctor looked up and smiled at her.




“Why the scarf?” Buffy asked, picking up a corner of the heavy scarf draped over one corner of the mirror. 




“I have several clients with body dysmorphia disorder,” Dr. Bajwa replied, unfazed by Buffy’s revelation. “I cover the mirrors before they come in so they can focus on our work together instead of worrying about their looks.”




“Or,” and Buffy tilted her head a little, “you have a handful of clients who are undead, demonic, or otherwise of a supernatural, uncomfortable-around-mirrors nature.”




The doctor looked up at her from under her eyebrows but didn’t say a word.




“It’s okay,” Buffy offered, shrugging. “We’ve got this friend, goes by Guardian, does the whole Internet hacker thing. When I agreed to go into therapy, they did some research. They used some sort of algorithm to figure that, of all the therapists in Cleveland, you were one of a handful who probably saw demon clients.”




“I see.” 




The doctor still didn’t move.




“No, it’s really okay,” Buffy repeated. “Any demon, vamp or otherwise, who’s seeing a therapist and being honest enough about their nature that she knows to cover up her mirrors, that’s a demon making an effort. I really only slay the vampires who actively hunt or try to start the Apocalypse.”




It took a moment before the doctor responded.




“You slay vampires,” she said, considering the words. “You are a…vampire slayer. You’re the vampire slayer?”




“A vampire slayer,” Buffy corrected her. “There was a whole thing a little over a year ago, and now? Vampire slayers as far as the eye can see. I’m just the senior Vampire Slayer.”




The doctor digested this for a bit.




“I’ve heard stories,” she admitted. “The way one hears stories about, oh, the man with a hook for a hand, hunting down people who’ve gotten away with murder.”




Buffy made a thoughtful face as she took her seat again. “Well, I’ve got a stake instead of a hook, but otherwise it’s pretty accurate. Vampires murder and get away with it. I stop them from killing again. Most of them think I’m a myth or a legend, since they haven’t been to Sunnydale or even Los Angeles.”




Doctor Bajwa tapped her pen on her pad for a minute, clearly running things through her head.




“This changes the scope of your treatment significantly,” she said.




“You believe me?” Buffy asked. “Or have you gone straight to ‘butterfly nets are best practice’?”




Bajwa looked at her.




“Without going into detail about the other clients I see or breaking confidentiality,” she said, “I believe you. Your friend—Guardian?—was correct. It’s a long story, but once I realized the true nature of my first supernatural-adjacent client, that client referred others to me. I have something of a reputation in the underworld.”




Buffy grinned. “The literal underworld, as it were.”




“Exactly,” the doctor agreed. “Shall we continue?”




“Can you keep what I tell you safe?” Buffy asked. “I mean, there are some Big Bads out there who would literally kill to get inside my head. I don’t want to put you in danger.”




“That’s very thoughtful,” Doctor Bajwa said. “Are you familiar with Oopjeb demons? They’re from one of the lesser Hells.”




“About four feet tall, six horns, screams that can shatter glass, and a heavy emphasis on personal honor?” Buffy asked. “I’ve heard of them, but I’ve never met one.”




“The ones in this world like to find jobs working security,” the doctor explained. “Those screams can shatter a lot more than glass. I had an Oopjeb client, and they paid by setting up my security system, mundane, magical, and demonic. Last summer, there was a major realignment of power. In the churn, three different factions tried to take me captive or steal my files. None of them managed it.”




Buffy nodded in understanding, and over the time of the remaining first thirty minutes, she summed up her major life events and outlined her circle of family and friends. Doctor Bajwa asked occasional questions, prompting for more information, but letting Buffy talk. When she was done, the doctor considered her several pages of notes.




“So, Buffy, what we need to consider is that, along with the normal challenges I would expect a woman in her mid-twenties to face—childhood parental divorce, abandonment by your father, a boyfriend who became an abuser, self-esteem issues, difficulties choosing a path into adulthood, and an unplanned pregnancy that became a life-threatening illness—you have faced some significant traumas. You died and were revived, your mother died, several friends have died, you were exploited by a group of elders, you’ve been in combat on an almost daily basis, you’ve seen others harmed and killed. On top of that, your vocation is one that, honestly, is comparable to, oh, not a soldier exactly, more like a resistance fighter.”




“Sorry?” Buffy asked, looking up quizzically.




“Your fight is and must be secret,” Doctor Bajwa said, ticking off points on her fingers. “Your loved ones are in constant danger of being hurt by the things you fight. You have to work around, not with or through, the authorities. You have very little backing. You kill and run the risk of being killed. There is an unwelcome amount of politics as people around you jockey for power, and that means you can be betrayed or killed with little consequence to them. I think it’s a clear parallel.”




Buffy stared at her, blinking occasionally.




“And then you add into that the supernatural aspect,” Bajwa continued. “You even had to leave room for me to conclude that you are clinically insane and allow for the possibility that my priorities as a therapist are disordered by my work with demonic clients.”




“Well, I…” Buffy drifted off, unable to piece together a meaningful reply.




“Buffy,” Doctor Bajwa said in a commanding voice, “the fact that you are here, speaking on your own behalf with humor and insight is a testament to your resilience and determination.”




Buffy hunched up a little and stared at her hands, limp in her lap.




“I really just want to sleep through the night without nightmares and not screw up my relationships with my friends and family.” she said.




“I think that’s an excellent goal for therapy,” Dr. Bajwa said. “And with your permission, we can begin to work towards it next session.”




“Next session?” Buffy asked.




“We’re five minutes over,” the therapist admitted. “I try to avoid it, but since you’re my last appointment for the day, I have a little flexibility.”




Buffy glanced around until she found a clock. Sure enough, they were now six minutes after the hour.




“Um, yeah,” she managed. “Same bat time, same bat station?”




“Holy pop culture references, Batman,” the doctor answered. “Yes. Make sure you stop at the desk and let Eva know to book you out for two more sessions.”







Buffy sat, ankle propped on the opposite knee, hands limp on her thighs, shoulders slack, and eyes gazing off into an unseen distance.




“Is everything all right?” the doctor asked.




She shook her head as if to dislodge something.




“No, it’s just, I was thinking about this trip up to Sleepy Hollow,” Buffy answered. “Jarod thinks that’s where this round of depression and PTSD got started.”




“I’m not familiar with that town,” the doctor said.




“It’s in upstate New York,” Buffy said, looking around the room. “It’s like something out of a Disney movie. Picturesque. Covered bridges, forests of red and gold, graveyards, that sort of thing. I wanted to try an afternoon of antiquing. I’ve never actually lived somewhere with antiques.”




“Didn’t work out?” Bajwa asked.




“No,” Buffy sighed. “As bad or worse than Sunnydale. There was a secret society, actually more than one, demons, threat of Apocalypse. I was up there to suss out a manuscript Giles was after, Minores et Maiores Daemones. It had a lot of history and was considered one of the more accurate references on Moloch.”




The doctor paused and looked up from her notes.




“Moloch the Corruptor?” she asked. “Or Moloch the Destroyer?”




“That was the question,” Buffy answered. “We’d dealt with Moloch the Corruptor a few years ago. Killed him. But Giles collects books the way some people collect Pokemon—anything to complete a set—and he doesn’t care if Moloch’s dead, he wants the book. so when Jarod and I get there, there’s whispers of stuff Moloch’s responsible for in the last few months.”




“There have been occasions when one demon claims the name of a greater demon,” Bajwa pointed out. “Especially if they think they can intimidate a mortal or set them up to summon something more likely to devour them.”




Buffy nodded. “And that’s what we found out. Moloch the Corruptor, bad as he was, was t-ball league compared to this Moloch, the Destroyer. This Moloch even hired his own Horsemen of the Apocalypse—War, Pestilence, and Death were the recent ones. Of course he wanted the book destroyed, so he sent his boy after it.”




“Which boy?” Bajwa asked, worried.




“Death,” Buffy answered, and sat silently for a long moment, looking away. “The guy, believe it or not, had fought as an officer for the British in the Revolutionary War, sold his soul to Moloch, and at some point got his head cut off for his troubles, but he’s still around, cutting off other people’s heads with his favorite ax..”




Bajwa stared at her for a moment.




“A decapitated British officer bound to a major demon, filling the office of Death, one of the Horsemen of the Apocalypse, and he cuts off other people’s heads?” the doctor repeated. “Did he ride a horse?”




“First time I saw him, he sure was,” Buffy answered.




“You’re talking about the Headless Horseman,” Bajwa told her. “There’s been more than one, of course, but they all belong to Moloch, and something in the bargain appears to predestine them for decapitation. Buffy, what happened?”




Buffy made a face, pressing her lips together and shrugging in a “what can you do” gesture.




“I mean, it sounds like you know more about him than I ever did,” she said. “We’d located the book, but this guy shows up, and it’s on. Jarod’s under strict orders not to engage unless it’s absolutely necessary. I’m not doing too bad, but he’s stronger than your average vamp, plus he doesn’t respond well to staking, and what else am I going to do, cut his head off?”




“Hmmm, no, I see what you mean,” the doctor agreed.




“Jarod’s scrambling to get the book out of there, and I’m doing my best to cover his exit,” Buffy continues, “and…”




She trailed off and stared silently at the corner of Doctor Bajwa’s chair. The therapist waited.




“It sounds like a cop out,” Buffy finally said, “but stuff happens. You can be the best fighter in the world, but if some random factor…I was working through different strategies. Stake didn’t work, can’t decapitate, so let’s try breaking some long bones. Nope. How about the back? Nope. He’s getting closer and closer with each hit. I’m thinking I’m going to need fire or dismemberment or both, but what I really need is something to slow him down for just a minute. And then, the wall I’m running along, a section crumbles right as I put my weight on it.”




The doctor tensed in sympathy.




“It’s a bad fall. I clip my head on the way down and twist my ankle trying to land,” Buffy continued. “I hit, and I’m moving, but it’s in slow motion. He walks right up to me, lifts this ax, and…I’m dead. I know it. I don’t even mind. I just hope that I bought Jarod enough time to get out of there.”




She fell silent and sat, picking at her cuticles.




“What happened?” Bajwa asked.




“What?” Buffy looked up, startled.




“You’re clearly not dead,” Bajwa reminded her. “What happened?”




“Oh. Yeah. Well, turns out there was a third party looking for the book, a pair of Witnesses, with a capital W,” Buffy answered. “And they had a good idea how to deal with this guy. All I knew was ‘I’m dead,’ and then we get hit with this incredibly intense light. They’d rigged up some full spectrum stadium lights, like two hundred thousand lumens. I’m blinded, but Moloch’s boy is gone. Then they hauled me out of there. The woman turned out to be a sheriff’s deputy. I haven’t been chewed out like that since Mom caught me about to use a laundry basket to bobsled down the basement stairs.”




“I see,” Bajwa said. “How do you feel about being rescued, not dying?”




After another long, silent moment, Buffy looked up and met her eyes.




“Really, really pissed off.”




“Tell me about that,” the doctor said, unfazed by her patient’s response.




“I didn’t want to be saved,” Buffy told her. “I wasn’t just okay with dying, I was ready for it. All I could think was ‘finally’. Finally, I got to go back. Finally, I got to rest. Finally, I didn’t have to worry about any of this anymore.”




“And then, it was no longer so,” Bajwa said, her voice soft and calm.




Buffy nodded and looked away. After a moment, a tear tracked down her cheek.




“I had to come back,” she said. “I had to be me again. I had to pick up this awful, god damn burden and carry on, and all I want to do is go back. I snapped pretty hard at the deputy. It almost came to blows, but her partner stepped in. Turns out, when a guy with a posh British accent tells me to stand down, I’ve got something of a Pavlovian reaction.”




“Buffy,” the doctor said gently, “you’re not the only person who has felt this way.” 




“About guys with a posh British accent?” Buffy asked, confused.




Bajwa smiled. “No, Buffy, about very nearly dying. Though honestly, the reaction of American women to a man with a posh British accent is extremely consistent. I blame Masterpiece Theater.”




Buffy considered and nodded once.




“Anyways, Jarod rejoined us,” she continued. “But we nearly…no, I nearly started a fight over who got to keep the book. Turns out, it was written by Benjamin Franklin, who somehow was the go-to expert on the occult in North America, and the Witnesses needed it to figure out a way to thwart Moloch the Destroyer, but I was all focused on ‘Giles wants book, Giles gets book’. Jarod just about had to sit on me. He and the other Witness, Ichabod Crane, negotiated that we got to take archival quality pictures of the book, because we needed the information not the tangible object. Crane was convinced there was a code hidden in the text, so he had to have access to the physical book. I’m so glad vampires don’t use secret codes.”




“And since that day,” Bajwa prompted her.




Buffy shrugged eloquently. 




“And since that day, I’ve had a really hard time getting to sleep. I have nightmares—well, Jarod says they’re night terrors—I’m on edge, I run out of patience really fast, I’ve had flashbacks to seeing him raise the ax. Some days, I feel like I’m pumped full of novocaine, others like I don’t have any skin. And then, a couple of weeks before our first session, my sister, Dawn, called home.”




“She’s in university at Queen Flavia?” the doctor asked, consulting her notes.




Buffy nodded.




“She left just after Christmas.” Buffy confirmed. “I didn’t want her to go. I mean, I really didn’t want her to go. Strelsau is so far away, and Cleveland has got plenty of colleges.”




“Buffy, anybody who qualifies for admission into Queen Flavia is not going to be adequately served by the colleges available here in Cleveland,” Bajwa reminded her. “Why were you so opposed to her going there?”




Buffy stared at her hands.




“Dawn is…Dawn is special,” she said. “I can’t go into details, not even for you, but because of who and what Dawn is, she’s vulnerable. Have you ever heard of Glorificus?”




Doctor Bajwa spent a moment reviewing her knowledge, twiddling her pen. “Hell god?”




“Hell god,” Buffy confirmed. “She’d been cast out of her hell dimension by the other two—we’re pretty sure they’re Setebos and Caliban—”




Bajwa jerked in surprise and immediately dampened her actions.




“I beg your pardon,” she said. “Please continue.”




Buffy watched her for a moment and then dismissed it. “She lost her war, whatever that was, got kicked out, and then was bound to a newborn and spent the rest of his life sharing his body. She found out about Dawn, that she could use her to get back to her hell dimension. By using her, I mean that she kidnapped my sister, chained her to the top of a tower, and cut her up so that her blood would create an interdimensional juncture between our world and her hell. The longer that juncture was open, the more damage it did to our world.”




She pulled in on herself, becoming smaller. She rubbed her arms absently.




“Was that your second death?” the doctor asked gently.




Buffy nodded. After a long moment of silence, she inhaled deeply and slowly exhaled.




“Glorificus is dead,” she said. “She won’t be back, but…all it takes is one hell god, and not only is my sister’s life at stake, but so is the rest of the world.”




“Ah.”




It was a single syllable, uttered with clear comprehension and deep sadness.




“She called because she and her new buddies had a run in with Dracula,” Buffy continued. “And, I mean, she told me the details, but I didn’t hear them. All I heard was ‘I’m going to get myself killed, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me, because I won’t listen to you.’ I said something that…”




She sighed and rubbed her face.




“Stupid thing is, I’m not even sure what I said,” she admitted. “I don’t remember much of the conversation, but whatever I said, she hung up on me. A couple of days later, Xander calls me out. She’d told him what I’d said, and…well, it takes a lot to piss Xander off that much, but I did it, and when Xander is that pissed, he has this tendency to use the truth to gut people. He said some pretty awful stuff.”




“Such as?” the doctor prompted her.




“See, that’s just it,” Buffy sighed. “I can tell you the general approach, but not the specific details. Something about hurting Dawn because I couldn’t control her, being jealous that she got to leave Cleveland, even being mad that she got to help kill Dracula. I can see his expression. Anger, disgust, even disappointment. I…wanted to hurt him. I wanted to hit him until he shut up. I think everyone else in the room realized I was about to explode. Jarod got me out of there, Willow intercepted Xander. That was when Jarod and Giles started talking about me being sick. Jenny insisted they send me to the doctor who’d seen Dawn, guy by the name of House.”




Doctor Bajwa looked up from her notes. “Doctor Gregory House at the Princeton-Plainsboro Teaching Hospital?”




“That’s the guy,” Buffy answered.




“He’s considered the best diagnostician in North America,” Bajwa told her. “Possibly the best diagnostician in the world. By reputation, he’s a genius, a polymath, a polyglot, and a complete and utter asshole.”




Buffy considered this.




“Yeah, that pretty much covers it,” she said. “Though he took his asshole tendencies out on Jarod more than me. He’s the one that said I needed, among other things, a cognitive behavioral therapist and a service animal.”




“I’ll have to write to him and tell him he’s wrong,” Bajwa said. “You don’t need a cognitive behavioral therapist. You need a trauma-informed therapist.”




“Huh?” 




“Buffy, everything you’ve told me about your symptoms, your reactions to stressful events, your relationship difficulties, they’re all trauma reactions. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy doesn’t work on PTSD or other trauma-related disorders. Examining your thought patterns for distortions and incorrect assumptions does nothing for an overactive amygdala, dysregulated sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous system, or memory dysfunction.”




Something in Buffy’s posture and affect settled out, not exactly a loss of tension, but a shifting of it.




“What does that mean?” she asked after a long moment of consideration.




“What it means is that the behaviors of yours which you’ve identified as problematic,” Bajwa explained, “and they are, aren’t caused by you being a bad person or having bad thoughts, bad emotions, or bad values. It means that you are struggling with a nervous system that hasn’t been able to recapture its baseline, healthy equilibrium after a series of extremely traumatic events. You are hypersensitive to what you perceive as a threat, because your brain hasn’t been able to process, store, and contextualize memories of these traumatic events effectively. 




“Memory,” she continued, “is associative. All of us respond to sensory, environmental, and emotional cues that align with what we’ve experienced in the past. Stress hormones—the ones released when we encounter a threat, the ones which spur a fight-flight-fawn-or-freeze reaction—suppress memory consolidation. Instead, the nervous system remains on high alert at all times, and anything, any small thing associated with the original trauma—a smell, a tone of voice, a particular mix of emotions you experienced just prior to or during the original trauma—triggers the same neurological reactions as if you were experiencing the original trauma.”




Buffy sat silently for a long moment, her gaze fixed on nothing.




“Okay,” she said at long last. “So, then what?”




The doctor leaned forward a little.




“We have a pathway to recovery,” she told Buffy. “It’s not easy. It requires a great deal of hard work, vulnerability, and trust on your part, but if you commit to it, I will get you to a place where you don’t experience the symptoms of your PTSD as often, as intensely, and finally, at all.”




Buffy slumped back against her chair, and her jaw worked a little bit.




“Haven’t I done enough?” she asked. “God, years of training, hours every day, patrol, combat, study, and as of last year, I’m supposed to be some sort of leader. When is it ever going to be enough? When am I ever going to get a break?”




Bajwa’s expression bent with sympathy.




“You have done an extraordinary amount of work, Buffy,” she said. “And if it were possible to hand the work off to someone else so that you could rest, I would do it. But you are the only person who can do this for yourself. I can and will communicate to anyone you need me to and inform them that your condition requires that you be granted support, leniency, and wherever possible, a break from your responsibilities, but meaningful work is something that provides a great deal of benefit during recovery too. Just…not meaningful work that re-traumatizes you.”




Buffy stared off into space again, and tears began to roll down her cheeks.




“I’m just so tired,” she whispered.




“I know,” Doctor Bajwa replied.




After another long moment, Buffy wiped her cheeks and sniffled. The doctor held a box of tissues out to her, which she took with a glance of thanks.




“So, I do this,” she said and blew her nose, “and I go back to slaying—stronger, faster, better?”




“No,” the doctor said in a very firm voice. “You don’t do this to be a better Slayer. You do this to be a healthier and happier you. If your reason to commit to this process isn’t centered on yourself, it won’t work.”




“I’m a Slayer,” Buffy told her. “If I’m not out there doing my job, then the world burns.”




“Let the world burn, Buffy,” Bajwa said, leaning forward. “Every Slayer dies. You’ve died twice. But you’re not even the only Slayer out there anymore. If the world will burn because you’re not there, then we’re only prolonging the inevitable, because it’s going to burn just the same when you die. You deserve the chance to heal.”




Buffy only stared at her.




“You are not the first Slayer,” the doctor said. “You are no longer the only Slayer. You aren’t the last Slayer. There were vampires before you were born, and there will be vampires after you are gone. For once, Buffy, make yourself your first priority.”




It took a moment for Buffy to collect herself. She cleared her throat, but even then, her voice was very small.




“Can I do that?” she asked. “I don’t even know where to begin.”




“You can do that,” Bajwa said, nodding emphatically. “And you begin by giving yourself permission to do so.”




“Okay.”




Bajwa waited a long moment, slowly turning her pen over and over, like a majorette with a baton.




“It helps if you do it out loud,” she finally said.




Buffy looked up, startled and then embarrassed.




“It’s kind of hokey,” she said.




“Yes, it is,” the doctor agreed, “and guess what? Hokey often works. I’d like to hear you say that you give yourself permission to make yourself your first priority.”




“Um. Okay.” Buffy paused, cleared her throat, tried to pull her hair behind her ear and gave up when she remembered she’d cut her hair short. She sat a little straighter. “I hereby give myself permission to make myself my first priority.”




“Excellent,” Doctor Bajwa said, smiling. “And my next question is, will you commit to treatment for your PTSD? Even if it means you can’t be the senior Vampire Slayer for a while?”




It took a longer moment, but when she was ready, Buffy met the doctor’s eyes and said firmly, “I commit to treatment for my PTSD. I want to get better, not because I want to be a better Slayer, but because I want to be a better me.”




“Even if the world burns?” the doctor asked.




“Even if the world burns,” Buffy responded.




The doctor smiled.




“You’ve done some very hard work today, Buffy,” she said. “I’m proud of you. We’re a little over time, and I have to make some phone calls regarding other patients, but I want you to stay and unwind for a few minutes, until you feel ready. On your way out, stop at the front desk, and have Eva book you weekly one hour appointments for twelve weeks. Your homework this week is to find the following things: an object you find comforting, a song or book or movie from your childhood that makes you happy, and a quiet place at home you can retreat to. Repeat it to me.”




“You’re making some phone calls,” Buffy replied. “I get to hang out for a few minutes, then I book twelve weekly appointments with Eva at the front desk. When I get home, I need to find a comforting object, a childhood thing that makes me happy, and a quiet retreat.”




“Very good,” Doctor Bajwa said. “I’ll see you in a week’s time, Buffy.”




The doctor left through the second door, the one Buffy had never been through, which she assumed went to the back office as opposed to the waiting room. After less than a minute of quiet sitting, she got to her feet and wandered around the room. It was a very comfortable room in a very calculated sort of way. All the colors were muted. There were very few hard surfaces. The windows looked out onto a small walled garden with ferns, a splashing fountain, mossy rocks, and the largest set of wind chimes she’d ever seen, moving slowly with an errant breeze, chiming notes so soft and deep, she wasn’t sure if she was imagining them. 




At the bookcase, she picked a book at random, took it out, and opened it. There was an inscription on the title page, but either the writer used a different alphabet, or the spidery handwriting was so elongated and stylized, it had become illegible. She liked this room. 




But.




Jarod was waiting for her in the parking lot to take her to dinner. He always arrived early, and just now, she was at least five minutes late. Plus, she was Doctor Bajwa’s last patient of the day, and she hadn’t seen any partners in this office, which meant she was the one keeping Eva from going home.




She picked up her purse and left the room. Eva looked up from her computer at the front desk. She was a little younger than Buffy. She had a stack of textbooks Buffy recognized as the standard class list for the first semester of community college. She was dressed as a professional woman, not a college student, and looked a little like a child playing dress up, but not much.




“Text message reminder work for you?” she asked.




“Like a charm,” Buffy replied. “And, hey, if it helps, there’s a companion study guide for your American History text. It was a big help for me.”




Eva looked startled for a moment, like she’d been caught breaking a rule, but glanced over at her books and then back up at Buffy and smiled.




“Thanks! Yeah, history and writing are my two weak spots. I’ll look for the study guide.”




“See you next week.”




She waved as she left, letting the office door swing shut behind her and waving again when she spotted Jarod’s car through the glass door at the front of the building.







Eva kept her eyes on the security camera feed, waiting while Buffy climbed into the car. The angle of the camera didn’t reveal the interior of the car, but she imagined there were some kisses hello, a moment to buckle her seatbelt, and—yes—the car backed up out of its spot and headed out of the parking lot.




“She’s gone!” she called.




“Oh, thank the gods, named and unnamed,” she heard her boss answer.




She flipped the switches for the garden lights off. Nearly-but-not-quite full spectrum lights with enough brightness to realistically portray sunlight did not come cheap, but at least these were LEDs and wouldn’t heat the entire building.




There wasn’t a single window in this office that looked outside or allowed sunlight inside, save the waiting room. The chair “Doctor Bajwa” sat in had heaters installed so that the cushions would be warm if and when she got up. The mirrors were actually mirrors, but they’d been installed in such a way that, if seated where Buffy sat, you had to crane your neck to catch a reflection of the doctor.




Eva walked into the waiting room, locked the door to the building foyer, and turned off the lights. Even if Buffy came back, there’d be no reason to think anything other than the office had closed as soon as she’d left. She turned off the therapy office lights, returned to the back office, opened the refrigerator next to the lunch table, went into the freezer, and pulled out the rosewater ices she’d stocked ahead of time. She added spoons and took them to the doctor’s private office.




There, at the desk, with her hair down and her shoes off, Scheherazade sat, massaging her temples. Eva held the ice out to her boss, and saw the vampire’s nostrils flare at the smell.




“I thank you, child,” the ancient woman said, and took the ice.




She savored the first spoonful, letting it melt on her tongue. 




“I don’t know how you do it,” Eva said, taking a seat on the couch next to the door.




“The good doctor is a very…defined person,” Scheherazade said. “A few days in her company, and I can mimic her without issue. It’s maintaining the glamor so that I look and sound like her that is by far the most difficult. That and pushing the glamor to provide the proper reflection any time Buffy looks into a mirror. I can do it, but oh, my head does ache afterwards.”




“First time was the hardest,” Eva said, taking a spoonful of her own ice. 




“Yes, it was, but today is a close second. I am so very proud of her.”




She sighed and stared off in dreamy repose.




“Do you know how many people—mortals and undead alike—on seeing what it takes to be truly happy are brave enough to do it?” Scheherazade asked her protegée.




“No idea,” Eva answered, kicking her own shoes off.




“Less than half,” the vampire answered. “It is deeply disappointing and frustrating. If, one day, therapists like the real Doctor Bajwa manage to cobble together a treatment so effective even the cowards are willing to face their inner demons, I will dance with joy.”




Eva stopped, mid chew.




“You didn’t kill Doctor Bajwa?” she asked.




“I’d sooner destroy a Rembrandt,” her boss replied. “A woman of such knowledge and mastery should be nurtured, not murdered out of hand.”




“Well, she’s not here,” Eva said. “Where is she?”




“Oh, let’s see, it’s mid-May?” Scheherazade asked. “That would put her somewhere in Cambodia, I believe. Even the most respected and authoritative voices in psychotherapy can take a sabbatical. If she happens to find that she would like to extend her stay to write that novel she’s longed to, I’m sure the necessary good fortune to fund her endeavors will befall her.”




“Yeah, I’m just glad Buffy’s paying cash,” Eva sighed. “I’d hate to have to mess with insurance.”




“Should you ever need evidence that the perfidy of men is greater than any torture a demon could devise,” Scheherazade decreed, “you have only to look at the for-profit healthcare industry.”




“Anything interesting this week?”




“Indeed,” the woman answered, finishing her ice and licking the spoon clean. “But nothing you would recognize. I am gratified to hear the Corruptor was destroyed. Concerned that the Destroyer is active again. Even more so to hear the Witnesses have come forth. Glorificus was a hell god for millenia, mortal once in the way many hell gods were once mortal, this I knew. I knew she’d tried to overthrow her triumvirate, failed, and was exiled. I did not know the others were Setebos and Caliban. That is very interesting indeed. I also did not know that Glorificus was dead, either by the Slayer’s hand or that of someone close to her. I would very much like to know that story.”




“You want to pass that on?” Eva asked. 




Much of the supplementary income she saw came from a demonic information broker..




“No,” Scheherazade replied. “Not at this time. The whole business involved her sister, and her sister is currently attending Queen Flavia University in Strelsau, which has its own Hellmouth, and a list of prophecies as long as my arm. I would like to better understand the whole picture before I commit to anything regarding it.”




“Sure thing,” Eva replied. “And what about Buffy?”




“What of her?” The vampire asked.




“What are you going to do with Buffy?” Eva asked. “How long do you keep this up before you…what, kill her? Turn her? Send her on a sabbatical to Cambodia?”




“I shall continue working with her,” Scheherazade responded. “I very much like the idea of a Slayer returned to health and wholeness. It was a rarity before the Watchers began interfering with the girls of that line. Now…I can’t think of a Slayer in the last five hundred years who hasn’t suffered some degree of trauma.”




“But she’s your enemy, right?” 




The young woman sat, feet tucked under her, looking nothing like the half-starved kidnap and rape victim she’d been less than a year ago when Scheherazade had rescued her.




“The older I become,” her savior said, “the more I am convinced that I am as much in need of an enemy as any hero. For what is a story if there is no conflict? I find that, having listened to her for several hours now, I rather like her. There are far worse individuals to have as an enemy than she.”




She sighed and brushed her hair out of her face.




“I should like to rest until nightfall,” she said.




“Not without eating something, you’re not,” Eva protested, getting to her feet.




“I have,” the woman answered, holding her now empty cup up to be verified.




“That’s not what I mean,” Eva told her. “Come on, I had Antimony bring it over early this morning.”




She went over to the tiny storage closet and opened the door, gesturing like a game show host at the contents. Scheherazade sauntered over, eyebrows raised, curious. When she saw what awaited her, she smiled broadly.




“Remember that girl I told you about?” Eva asked. “The one whose sister got her drunk and then handed her off to her boyfriend?”




“I do.”




“Here’s the sister!”




The young woman gagged, bound, and blindfolded, had been left curled up on the floor of the closet, half propped against the door, so she’d spilled out onto the floor at their feet. Her mascara had run down her cheeks, and her lipstick had rubbed off against the gag.




“Why, Eva, what a delight!” Scheherazade smiled. “You’ve done your homework?”




“Confirmed identities, checked timelines, got the story out of three other people,” Eva answered. “Lured her out with a story about needing a ride to Columbus.”




“Well, this is just the treat I need.”




She reached down, picked the terrified, moaning woman up by the ropes around her waist, and carried her back to the desk. There she sat the woman and removed her blindfold and gag.




“What is your name, child?” she asked.




The woman trembled all over. “Madison. Please, it’s not like what she said. He would have anyways. I couldn’t let him lea—”




Scheherazade put a fingertip on the woman’s lip and shushed her with a soft and sibilant sound.




“I, too, once had a younger sister,” she said, stroking the woman’s cheek with her fingertips. “And when a madman looked upon her with lust in his heart, I sacrificed myself to protect her.”




“I’m sorry,” the woman whispered, her voice breaking. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry. Please don’t hurt me.”




“And do you know what that little whore did?” Scheherazade asked, lowering her lips to the woman’s ear.




The woman whimpered. 




“She waited until he had married me, until I was no longer under our father’s protection, and she seduced him. She burrowed like a worm into the apple of my husband’s tamed love, which I worked for three years to nurture, and she stole him from me. I was cast aside, and she was made queen in my stead.”




As the woman babbled and wept, Scheherazade’s hands moved over her, snapping the ropes that held her, tugging on clothing, and caressing shoulder, hip, and back. Then she slid a hand into the hair at the back of her victim’s hair and took hold, pulling her head back. She lingered over the woman’s throat, kissing it, and licking it.




When she bit, it was almost gentle. Teeth pierced flesh, and the woman flinched in pain. The vampire pulled her closer and began feeding. Eva stood back, more focused on tidying things up than watching, but occasionally glancing back to see how it progressed. The victim, subdued by her killer’s glamor and the ecstasy of the bite, only whimpered and occasionally kicked or struggled a tiny bit. As she went limp, the vampire took more of her weight.




Scheherazade released her bite, and tilting the woman’s head, kissed her on the mouth, and then turned her head further, baring the other side of her throat. She nuzzled the woman’s neck, kissing and licking her ear.




“You’re going to die now,” Scheherazade whispered to her. “Here. In my arms. I will drink your death and revel in it.”




The woman was too weak to do anything more than plead with broken, slurred words, and then gasp when the vampire bit again. The vampire did just as she said she would, drinking deeply, pulling her victim close. She groaned softly just as the woman’s heart stopped beating and her eyes glazed over and pulled free with a satisfied sigh.




“Ah, that was just what I needed after such a difficult task,” Scheherazade said. “I feel quite restored.”




“Do they enjoy it?” Eva asked, staring at the body in frank curiosity.




“Most of them, yes, up to a point,” her mistress answered. “Some vampires prefer to cloud their victims’ minds, so they feel only the ecstasy. Others like to play with their food, terrorizing and chasing them down, fighting until the very end. I find that I enjoy it best when they feel both the terror and the ecstasy. They both fight and embrace their deaths, and that very last moment, when they realize that death is claiming them, it crystallizes into a cry of such…intensity, I am as replete as if I’d starved a week and then eaten the most delicious meal. I am sated.”




“Are you ever going to bite me?” Eva asked, longing and fear in her voice.




“In time, little one,” Scheherazade answered.




She picked the body up like it was a doll and carried it to the chair opposite the couch, on the far wall. There she deposited it so that it sat nearly upright, the head lolling a bit to the side, the eyes still, vacant, and already beginning to dry	. The neck wounds each had a small trail of blood down to the woman’s collar.




She turned and put her attention on Eva, slender, frail, and pretty. For all that Scheherazade was a small woman, she still had an inch over Eva. She tucked a curl of hair behind the young woman’s ear.




“It can be done in such a way that you feel nothing but the ecstasy,” Scheherazade murmured to her. “You can abandon yourself, safe in my arms. And it is necessary for the time, long off, when I will turn you into my own daughter, that you not fight or panic.”




She kissed Eva’s cheek, and Eva responded by leaning against Scheherazade and laying her head on the vampire’s shoulder.




“I wish it could be now,” Eva murmured.




“Patience, my dove,” Scheherazade told her. “Come, lie down with me, and I will tell you a story.”




Eva joined her on the couch, stretching out on its length, and cuddling.




“Once upon a time,” she began, “in a place where the sea touched the shore in one long silver line, and the waves were a net, woven with stars…”	
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“A darkness is coming that will swallow the sun and engulf the world,” he said in Latin.




The priest in his tattered and grubby vestments glared flatly at him, and the two monks with him were just as hostile. The captain—he was called “skeppare” by the men—eyed him with suspicion. The soldiers and sailors looked askance at one another and shifted from foot to foot with discomfort. After all, though they, as a people, had converted to Christianity in the last century, they still knew the stories of their old religion, including that the sun would be devoured by a giant wolf during Ragnarok.




One man, in rich though very worn gear and clothing, only raised his eyebrows in polite curiosity and smiled beneath his thick, blond mustache.




“And then what?” the captain asked. 




Then what, indeed? Andrew drew himself up to his full height, which was, for the first time in his life, about as tall as the men around him. It had taken him nearly three months of walking to reach this spot, a Viking way station for lack of a better term, on the far northern end of the eastern coast of North America. If he wasn’t at L’anse aux Meadows, his indigenous guides had brought him and the dogs to the next best thing. 




His hair was dark brown with scalp oil, sweat, and bear grease. He had a permanent sunburn across the bridge of his nose and his cheekbones. He was more darkly tanned than even the summer he’d spent on the Sunnydale beach. He wore a mix of the clothes he’d worn the day of the Lonely Assassins’ attack and the clothing the Monongahelan people and others had given him. He’d spent every evening on his travels carving a staff out of a hickory sapling he’d cut down and even bartered a pair of his handwarmers for a chunk of yellowed quartz to tie to the top of the staff in proper wizard fashion.




He’d taken special care to prepare as best he could for this moment. He had drawn blue and black tattoos on himself with the felt tip markers in his survival bag. He’d turned his mylar emergency blanket into a crinkly silver poncho. He had sneakers on his feet, jeans on his legs, and his backpack strapped tightly to his back. If he failed here, he would remain marooned on the continent of his birth, unable to do anything to help the Scoobies or figure out a way back to his original spacetime location. If his plan succeeded…




“And then, I, Andrew, son of Robert, will take up the battle against the devourer of the day star, defeat it, and return the sun to her rightful place.”




He, the priest, the monks, and the skipper all spoke Latin. His own grasp of the language was a rather bastardized form, heavily filtered through the medieval and Renaissance books on magic and demonology. Theirs was church Latin, already showing pronunciation and grammar markers of a dead language. Dawn, he thought, and probably Giles, could have guessed what language the priest spoke natively based on his accent and syntax.




The captain shifted his weight and crossed his arms. In response, Munin sat up on her haunches, and her ears pricked up. The three other dogs stirred.




“I ask only for passage, food, and protection to your final destination, be it Greenland, Iceland, or another place, for myself and the dogs,” Andrew answered.




“And when will this great battle commence?” the captain asked, his voice so polite it had to be sarcasm. 




“Before the sun reaches its zenith,” Andrew told them. 




It was just after dawn, and it had taken him most of the previous day, drawing what he remembered of the diagram he’d studied a year ago to determine that the eclipse had to happen in the morning, as the time listed—12:24—could only be Greenwich Mean Time, and all eclipses moved west to east. Of course, there were no clocks yet, and he had no idea what time the sun rose that far north during the summer, other than very early. He also wasn’t sure how many hours behind GMT Newfoundland was. There was a lot of room for error, so he figured he’d predict it as happening before solar noon and call it good.




“Skeppare, this man blasphemes,” one of the monks protested. “He—”




The captain cut him off with a sour look.




“He’s as crazy as a sack of weasels,” the leathery man responded. “But if you’re telling me a man wearing magical cloth and shoes, speaking Latin and some filthy Germanic tongue, with a Hentzaun manhound and a flock of crows walking unscathed out of Skraelingheim shouldn’t at least be heard out, you’re even crazier. If he steps out of line, I’ll kill him. If he doesn’t step out of line, offers something in trade for passage, and he doesn’t offend any of my men, I’ll consider it. And, if, as he says, old Fenrir devours the sun and he fights the wolf off, I’ll get down on my knees, kiss his ass, and sacrifice you to Odin just to make sure all my bets are covered.”




The priest looked like his head might explode.




“Suit you?” the skipper asked Andrew.




Andrew considered. He was not good at this sort of thing at all—conversations, making an impression, negotiating, any of those things. He wasn’t good at a lot of things. One thing he could do, though, was act out a story and the NPC parts for his players’ campaign, and this was not that different. He wasn’t playing a wizard, he was playing a rogue, and he needed to roll a 17 or higher to bluff this tenth level sailor.




He nodded solemnly.




“Yes, that suits me,” he said.




The skipper walked off, and the priest snarled at him before following. He had no idea if that meant his bluff had worked.




“Skeppare?” he called, remembering something.




The skipper paused and glanced over his shoulder.




“When the wolf swallows the sun, you mustn’t look at it,” he said. “No one must look directly at it, or the wolf will devour their sight.”




The captain made a noise Andrew didn’t know how to interpret, shrugged his shoulders, and kept walking, shaking his head. 




He’d arrived two days previously, camping just beyond their tiny settlement, keeping the dogs with him at all times, as Scamp, an angry little chihuahua mix, had gone missing his first week in this new world. Munin, a Ruritanian wolfhound as big as a shetland pony, stayed the closest, but it wasn’t out of fear. During their journey, she had killed a wolf, frightened off a black bear, and brought down a man who’d yelled and waved a spear at him. She’d pinned him on his stomach with her front paws and kept her jaws on his neck until Andrew called her off. No one had threatened him since. Of course, no one would sit near him or chat with him, either. 




That one man with the blond mustache, braids, and embroidered tunic stood a bit to the side and watched Andrew, his head cocked a little to the side and a quizzical, amused expression. When he saw Andrew looking at him, he grinned and nodded, like they shared a secret. 




Confused and worried but trying not to show it, Andrew retreated to a high point just outside the camp where he could watch the activities and keep an eye on the sun. He went over his supplies several times, surreptitiously patting his pockets. He had a handheld emergency flare and his fire striker. He’d drawn his circle in chalk powder and salt and then covered it so it wouldn’t draw attention. He had lumpy little balls of rendered fat and paper ready to light. And he had one of his precious chocolate bars to bribe the clamans demon he would summon.




At least it wasn’t raining. At least it was clear.




What if he were wrong? He had asked someone the full date when he’d arrived. For all that his native guides had left him nearly a quarter mile before the camp, the Vikings knew he’d been in their company. There was a mix of contempt and wariness in their expressions when he’d asked them what the date was. The full date. They’d told him it was the thirty-first of July, Year of Our Lord 1133.




He’d had a bad moment when he’d wondered if the list he’d memorized had given the dates in the old Julian style of calendar or the Gregorian calendar. If it was a Gregorian date, he’d already missed it by several days. If it was a Julian date, he had two days. Then he realized that, on foot, there was no way he’d have been outside the penumbra in the last week. He would have seen something. Or the guides would have been talking about it. So would the Vikings. Then he remembered that the list had been posted on NASA’s website, and there would have been someone at NASA who’d have put the contemporary date, maybe even out of pity for any theoretical time traveler.




He was terribly nervous. 




A cloud passed over the sun, casting a shadow. Except, it didn’t end. After a long moment, Andrew looked around. There still wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It was the sun which had grown perceptibly dimmer, and as he studied the sky, it grew dimmer still. The men in the camp below had noticed as well and milled back and forth, talking in hushed tones.




It grew louder, and it took a moment for Andrew to realize that the birds, which had been astonishingly loud at dawn and then quieted down a little bit, had begun to roost. So all the squabbling and gossiping that occurred at dawn and dusk was happening again. One of the monks fell to his knees and began praying loudly.




“Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us from evil. Be our safeguard against the wickedness and snares of the devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray; and do you, O, prince of the heavenly host, by the power of God cast into Hell Satan and all the evil spirits who wander through the world seeking the ruin of souls.”




Several of the Vikings had also knelt, clasped their hands together, and bowed their heads, but more stayed on their feet, looking around. Then, one after the other, they turned to look at him. He took a deep breath. Anything less than a 20, and he’d probably be killed by them, but he did have a lot of modifiers to add to his roll.




Totality couldn’t last more than seven minutes and was more likely to be less than five. His handheld emergency flare would last three minutes, so he couldn’t light it until totality had started. So, putting aside questions about how an archangel could also be a saint as well as a prince, he folded back the tarp covering his summoning circle, taking care not to break any of the lines. 




Demon summoning, he knew, did not require the ability to do magic. Oh, magic helped. Magic helped a lot. Magic meant you could summon most demons in a much wider range of circumstances—day instead of night, in a park instead of a desanctified church, in corporeal form instead of a noisy spirit. You just had to make sure you took the necessary precautions, as most demons didn’t want to be summoned. Also, “demon” was a bit of a misnaming, as just because what was summoned happened to come from another reality identified by a human as one of countless hells, didn’t mean they were by nature evil. It was more that whatever moral system they used started from a different set of axia.




In order to summon a demon without magic, you had to substitute a crushing exactness of detail and a focus of will that, if it were a magnifying glass, could turn a sunbeam into a house-burning orbital laser. Without magic, most demons responded to summonings based on the words, the place, the timing, and the sacrifice offered. A handful didn’t respond at all, and it wasn’t wise to push it. Another handful would show up if you got even a little close to what they liked and didn’t scare them off. There was a running argument among magic-users over whether the summoner’s intent made much of a difference if the other aspects were in place. 




That was why, Giles had told him, so many summoners were themselves devoured, having gotten lazy or filled with hubris and then making one too many mistakes, especially in the warding of their summons. Giles had glared fiercely at him while saying that, causing Andrew to ask Xander what that had been about, only for Xander to look at him, shake his head, and sigh, “maybe don’t summon anything until you’ve got that part figured out.” He was still wondering.




He picked up his staff and stepped into the circle, taking out his fire striker, leaning over, and striking steel against ferrocerium rod, promptly dropping his staff. He paused. He could not afford to get rattled, and it was getting darker every moment. By the time totality occurred, it would be completely dark, which hadn’t occurred to him no matter how many times he’d practiced this. He picked his staff back up, propped it against his shoulder, and tried again. This time, the sparks struck his little golf balls of fat, wax, and dried grass, and grew. Not only had he survived the Battle of Sunnydale, he reminded himself, he’d actually helped win it.




He went around the circle, having to shift his staff, reseat his backpack, and pull his poncho out of the way, knowing each fussy little movement contradicted the image he was desperately trying to project. The dogs watched with interest but stayed outside of the circle in a circle of their own, more than 50 yards away, waiting for the treats he’d trained them to expect, their ears stuffed with his meager supply of cotton balls, and their heads wrapped with thin leather to protect their hearing. By the time he’d lit all the balls, it was twilight. He put his fire striker away and took out the little pinhole cards he’d made, put his back towards the sun, holding the first card with the smallest, most perfectly round hole he could make with his sewing needle up into the fading light and the second card behind it. The pinhole acted as a lens, projecting a tiny image of the eclipse reversed onto the second card. It was more than halfway occluded. Which reminded him—




“Turn your eyes away from the sun!” he cried in bad Latin as loudly as he could. 




The skipper cursed and began yelling at his men in their tongue, and there was more cursing and gasping. At least they believed him. He hoped they hadn’t done more than glance. It would be awfully hard to sail to England if half the crew had burned out their retinas.




He took out the pair of earplugs from his first aid kit, fit them into his ears, and put everything but his staff into his pockets. Then, he pulled out one of his precious remaining chocolate bars, broke half of it into small pieces, and scattered it across the concentric circles he’d drawn.




“Hey,” he said in the softest voice he could. With his earplugs in, he couldn’t hear himself at all. “Hey, buddy. Hey. Over here. Getcher ass over here right now. Hey. Hey, buddy. Hey. Over here. Getcher ass over here right now.”




He repeated the lines over and over and over again. Most summons were handed down from master to apprentice. There were lines of wizards who laid claim to the ability to summon unique and terrible demons. Sometimes, if it were a very powerful wizard who could compel the summoned demon to talk and reveal details, those summons were refined and exact. Other times, the summoning was revealed in a dream or hallucinogenic state, though those were often revealed by the demon itself, and were occasionally just the demon’s way of getting a tasty snack. And sometimes, a very ambitious and organized wizard would experiment with variations until they hit the exact right one. 




The clamans demon was considered a beginner summoning, possible to do without magic or significant danger, if you didn’t count being deafened. But since a clamans couldn’t grant wishes, wouldn’t kill enemies, and rarely imparted helpful knowledge, most summoners tried it once and moved on to more challenging demons. It was one of the rare demons which could be summoned in any language, so long as it was the summoner’s native tongue. It could be summoned from any of the six continents and any island larger than 83 square kilometers, during any season while the moon was waning or new, but only during twilight. 




There was another ongoing debate as to whether the period of time outside of totality during a solar eclipse counted as twilight. Andrew thought it did. He really hoped he was right. But then, he’d never heard or read about a demon that couldn’t be summoned during a solar eclipse. It was one of those inversions of the natural world that thinned the curtain between dimensions and made all magic exponentially easier. When he’d debated the idea with Willow, while Giles banged his head against the table, Willow had pointed out that summoning during an eclipse turned almost all the wards controlling the summoned demon against the summoner, and that a large number of wizards, towns, and at least one imperial army had been unexpectedly devoured. 




The word “devour,” he’d found, got used a lot in the context of summoning.




“Getcher ass over here right n—”




And the demon appeared with a small explosion—a flash of light, a roil of smoke that climbed into the darkening sky, and a shockwave that pressed his poncho against him and flapped the ends for a moment. 




“What the fuck did you summon me for?” it demanded in its basso profundo voice, speaking English. “Who the hell are you? Why am I he— By the severed head of Genghis Khan, is that chocolate?”




And all eighteen inches of it fell on the squares of chocolate, grabbing and cramming them in its wide mouth as fast as it could.




“By the Hebridean hallowed harlots, mortal!” it declared, looking up at him with wide, bugging eyes. “I could do with some more of that!”




“There’s more where that came from,” Andrew said, noting as many characteristics as he could to write down in his journal later. “I’ll give it to you if you do something for me.”




It squinted at him and snarled. Its mouth tentacles flexed and relaxed.




“Name your price, foolish mortal!”




“You may have noticed there’s a solar eclipse,” Andrew told it.




“By the puny tits of Dolly Parton, so there is. What of it?”




Which took him a moment to consider, both that the demon knew the name of a woman who wouldn’t be born for another eight hundred plus years and that it considered her breasts puny.




“I told the Vikings that I’d fight off the wolf devouring the sun in exchange for a boat ride out of here,” Andrew explained. “They don’t get astronomy. Or astrophysics. Whatever. I can handle the visuals if you’ll take care of the sound. Make it impressive and convincing, and you get the same amount of chocolate.”




The clamans demon stood on tippy hooves, stretched his wings, and leaned over to the side to see around Andrew’s legs. It frowned and flapped its mouth tentacles in distaste.




“Vikings? Ew! What the hell do you want with Vikings?” it asked. “And why go to Europe? They had a plague not two hundred years ago.”




He honestly couldn’t remember a plague in the 900s.




“They have lots of plague,” he answered, “and Europe’s the only place I might be able to figure out how to get back to my original spacetime locus.”




It stared at him, thinking hard, and then all its tentacles stood out straight.




“By the hoary hosts of Hogarth, you’re the Jedi!” it declared.




“I…what?”




It laughed, starting as a chuckle and rolling into a full bodied belly laugh so loud Andrew could feel his sternum vibrate and his feet buzz.




“You looked better the last time I saw you,” it told him. “Very well, Jedi Master, I will take care of the sound for the sake of our friendship and some more chocolate!”




Andrew stared, mouth open, as it worked itself up into a power pose, legs apart, back arched, head thrown back, and gulped air until it inflated to nearly twice its original girth. It snorted. It stamped its hooves. And then, it began to belch. Except the belch sounded like the growls and snarls of a wolf, and the wolf sounded like it was a mile up in the air, not two feet in front of him.




Andrew turned and faced the eclipse, holding his staff in front of him and putting his sunglasses on so no one would see that he wasn’t looking directly at the sun. Then he held his arms up, extended to the sides, staff above his head.




“Begone!” he cried. “Leave! I abjure you! I evict you! I expel you!”




He was tempted to say Fenrir’s name, but considering there were some holdovers among the converted Vikings, not to mention the eclipse itself, and he really didn’t want to find out if it was possible to summon something without meaning to, eclipse or not, he didn’t risk it. He could have recited the Gettysburg Address and it would have worked. He just needed impressive sounding words to yell at the moon until the end of totality. The English he yelled wouldn’t be spoken by another person for centuries. No one here would understand him.




“I know what you’re thinking,” he began. “Did he fire six shots or only five? Well to tell you the truth, in all this excitement, I kind of forgot myself. But being that this is a forty-four magnum,” and he shook his staff at the sky, “The most powerful handgun in the world, and would blow your head clean off, you’ve got to ask yourself one question: Do I feel lucky? Well, do you, punk?”




On the word “punk,” he put both hands on his staff and brought it down to the ground where it hit with a blast of sound worthy of Sauron’s Dolby Surround Sound demise thanks to the clamans demon, and with his eyes closed behind his sunglasses, he lit the one spell he’d fashioned the day before, converting the heat of the firestarter balls into pure light, becoming the brightest point under the moon’s shadow.




The trees shook with the shockwave of the demon’s voice, and even with military grade ear protection, the sound battering him hurt. He continued yelling movie lines at the sun, waving his staff, turning twice to check how far the eclipse had progressed. Then, a flock of thin, darker parallel shadows ran across the ground. A diamond bright flare appeared at the edge of the sun’s disk, flashed, and disappeared, and the last of the light faded. He took his phone out of his jean pocket, unlocked it, and started the timer.




He inhaled, now caught up in the drama he’d created, and took his sunglasses off. The sun stood only a third of the way up, blotted out entirely by the moon, surrounded by its ghostly corona. It was as dark as the darkest night. The stars shone. The birds were silent. There was even a ghostly red glow at the edge of the northern horizon, the distant aurora borealis.




And for two minutes, he had to lose the battle, until he could light his flare and know it would burn until totality was over. The clamans demon began voicing full throated wolf howls and the horrifying sounds of a wolf pack feasting on a kill, as if Fenrir had in fact gobbled up the sun.




“No!” Andrew cried, stretching his acting skills as far as he could. “You shall not pass! Fly! Fly, you fools!”




But somehow, the time went slower than it had any right to, or maybe this was one of the rare eclipses that lasted longer than five minutes. Or he was rattled, and his brain couldn’t pull any of the ten thousand movie, television, and book quotes he knew by heart. At two and a half minutes, he started running out of things to yell.




“Four score and seven years ago,” he began, “Our forefathers…brought…stuff, really good stuff out, and…and made a cool country, but you jerks are trying to ruin it! Knock it off! Stop being assholes!”




He checked his phone. Three minutes. He could light his flare now. He pulled it out, broke the cap off, and touched it to one of the burning paper and fat balls. Nothing happened.




Because he’d cast a spell converting all the heat to light. 




Dammit!




He had his firestarter, but he’d put it away, and the clock was now ticking faster than ever before. 




“I’m sick and tired of having to figure things out on my own!” he hollered, trying to keep the stream of verbal defiance going. “I want my friends back, and I don’t care if they don’t like me!”




He glared at the stupid flare, for a split second wondering if he should cast it aside, but it would spoil the illusion of chasing the wolf away and winning the fight. It wasn’t fair! Three months walking with blisters! With men who looked at him with fear and contempt! No coffee, no chips, no showers, no blankets or mattresses, no streaming internet, and no way to ever find out how the cliffhanger at the end of the season one reboot of Galaxy Quest would be resolved! It wasn’t fair! 




With no conscious decision, he held the flare in front of himself, grimaced, and did something he’d never once in his life done. 




He pushed the little magic he had at the fuse for the flare, at a pinpoint spot where he wanted it to start, and focused the tsunami of rage and fear into it, unaware that he was still yelling at the top of his lungs. No plan, no wards, no safety measure, just raw power. The same raw power that had been too weak to stop Tucker from hitting him, to make Warren like him, or to earn him a place on the Council.




“By Grabthar’s hammer! By the sons of worvan! I want to go home!!!”




The flare nearly took his hand off when it erupted into violent, retina searing light. He closed his eyes, fit the flare into the staff head as he’d practiced a hundred times, where the crystal next to it caught and scattered the light in a dazzling spin of colors, and raised his staff above his head like Gandalf facing the Balrog.




The black disk of the sun flared where the moon uncovered it, and totality ended. Exhausted, he fell to his knees and held on to his staff as bands of shadows raced across the land, heralding the return of the sun. Night gave way to a second dawn, and the birds, which Andrew could just imagine cursing with frustration, started their day for the second time in four hours. The clamans demon shifted his vocal performance to that of a dog running away, whining and yiping.




“I want to go home,” he sobbed, covering his face.




He wanted his bedroom and his study, decorated just the way he liked, tidy, organized, and comfortable. He wanted his rat friends and the projects he’d found to work on. He wanted the dryad’s grove and the backyard and the movie room where he and the rest of the staff could gather for popcorn and binge watching. He wanted all the things he loved, had never earned, and suspected he’d never have again.




“Jedi!”




Apparently, after a good eight minute show, even a clamans demon would quiet down a bit. That call was barely louder than a human scream. He looked up.




“By the General Lee, Jedi Master,” the demon said, “I am owed more chocolate.”




Wrung out, Andrew nodded and slowly got to his feet. He reached into his outer pocket, retrieved the second half of the chocolate, and tossed it into the circle. The dogs, fifty yards off, followed the move with synchronized turns of their heads, and two of them licked their chops with interest. The clamans demon gobbled it up, two different tongues darting out between the tentacles to lick its fingers, making happy noises the whole while.




“How do you know me?” Andrew asked.




The demon didn’t have to answer. It had fulfilled its part of the bargain and been paid. All it really needed was for Andrew to dismiss it, though a strong enough demon could leave on its own, especially since he didn’t have the will to hold it.




“Why, we have been friends these last thirty years and more,” it answered, looking very pleased.




And it hadn’t shouted. Its voice was probably only the volume of normal conversation, which meant Andrew could barely hear it. He pulled his earplugs out.




“Thirty years?” he asked, so tired, he didn’t even feel confused. “But I’m not even twenty-five yet.”




The demon, only about as tall as his knee and as roly poly as a well fed hamster, blinked in surprise, and its mouth fell open in a little O.




“Oh,” it said, in the saddest, smallest voice he’d heard yet from it. “Oh, my. You did tell me, but I suppose I did not believe it.”




It stared at the ground for a moment, its mouth tentacles flexing in a manner that reminded Andrew of someone drumming their fingers in deep thought. Then, it sighed. 




“Master Andrew,” it told him, “my name is Balthashathazorikeen Dreetolochdenoreef Pombom.”




“Baltha…” Andrew began and lost the rest of it. Why on earth was a demon telling him its name?




“You may call me Pombom,” it said. “It will do for the time being. We will speak again, some…months…from now. Save your chocolate. Stay out of the bathhouses, and remember, you are who you choose to be.”




“But…” he began, knowing he sounded like an idiot but having no idea what to do about it.




The demon glanced past him and puffed himself up.




“And here is Ulfberht, son of Ulfbard,” it announced, returning to its previous volume and leaving Andrew with ringing ears. 




He felt more than heard the scuffs of a man walking up to them, and then did hear the sound of a sword being pulled from its scabbard. It was a far more chilling sound than he’d ever thought from the hundreds of movies he’d watched. Probably this Viking was there to kill him, and he was too tired to do a thing about it.




“Demon,” the man said, and Andrew had no idea which of the men it was, other than not the captain, the priest, nor the two monks. He did sound amused.




“Mortal wizard, I have performed the tasks you required. Release me!”




And that was a migraine. With a weak wave, Andrew released the summons and then reached forward, almost falling over, to swipe at the circle and break it. As soon as he did, the clamans demon—Pombom—gave him a nod and a tentacle wriggle, then disappeared with a bamf! as air rushed into the space he’d just occupied.




With the demon gone and the sunlight slowly returning, Andrew fell over on his side, so tired he could barely breathe. The dogs rushed to him and began nuzzling and licking him until Munin arranged herself at his back, and the other three crowded her.




The Viking man came around and stood in front of him, sheathing his sword. His boots, at Andrew’s eye level, were worn but finely tooled and meticulously maintained. His trousers were loose around the thighs to below the knees and then fitted around the calves, wrapped with cloth strips, and then tucked into the boots. The man squatted down in front of him.




It was the rich, blond man with a braid on either side of his face, thick mustaches, and a stylized tattoo of a raven on his left temple. He didn’t look scared or angry or any of the things Andrew expected. Just curious.




“Never mind the demon, wizard,” the man said. “I want to know how you knew there was an eclipse today.”







That evening, after the captain had come to him and stammered his thanks and his promise of food, shelter, protection, and passage to their home port with help to wherever he wanted, Andrew sat upwind of the campfire with a bowl of butternut and cattail gruel mixed with raisins and dried blueberries. The priest and two monks refused to sit anywhere near him, glaring at him and talking amongst themselves. Only two of the men had suffered UV burns to their retinas from looking at the eclipse, and they were lying down, drunk, with cold compresses across their eyes. 




No one would sit near him, whether it was from fear or distaste or something else, Andrew couldn’t say. The one thing he knew it couldn’t be was his smell, because as much as he reeked, the men around him smelled as bad or worse. Other than the captain, who had been almost obsequious, the only other man there who’d spoken to him more than once was Ulfbehrt, who would have pried more information out of him, except Andrew had vomited on the fourth question, and nearly hit Ulfbehrt’s boots.




“I don’t understand it,” Andrew muttered to himself, pushing the raisins and blueberries around his wooden bowl with a spoon made of horn. “They think I saved them from being devoured. They’re grateful. So why won’t any of them be my friends?”




He knew he was whining, and he hated it, so he covered it up by reaching down and rubbing Munin’s ear, causing her to look up at him and lick his hand. 




“Because,” Ulfbehrt said, sitting on the same log as him a few feet down, “you have an offensive manner.”




Andrew looked up at him. Ulfberht hadn’t been fazed by the clamans demon, had been astounded and delighted by Andrew’s answer that he’d memorized a list of the times and places of eclipses, and had shown a kind of friendly interest in him that frankly left Andrew worried and uncomfortable.




“How do I offend?” he asked, taken aback. 




He’d spoken in Latin without realizing it, which surprised him, and while the clergy had given him the side-eye anytime he spoke, Ulfbehrt understood him without problem. He even answered in kind. Were the others frightened of him? Jealous of his mystical otherworldly garb and accouterments? Intimidated by his intellectual prowess?




“You cower like a beaten dog,” Ulfbehrt told him. “Like this.”




And he demonstrated, drawing his shoulders up and together, making himself small, and pinching his face up in an expression of woe. He looked, for all his size and muscles, like a weak and timid man. Then he relaxed, took a rib of roast meat from his plate and worried it with his teeth.




“I didn’t think I was cowering,” Andrew said.




He would readily admit to hunching up. He hadn’t been warm since the day he’d shown up. Maybe if he’d kept to his original diet, he’d have enough fat and carbohydrates to burn, but while there were plenty of berries to forage while they’d walked and dried meat to masticate, the only fat had been in the pemmican, and they’d run out of it weeks ago. He’d lost weight, enough that if he wore his jeans, he had to pull a leather strap through the belt loops, bunch up the waistband, and tie it to keep his jeans from falling down.




“You do,” the man replied, returning to the body language of a man with no doubts as to his right to be in a place and his reception by the others there. “Which, considering how much you frightened the god whores over there, you’re either going to want to steal a boat and depart on your own or kill them before they kill you.”




“But…the captain agreed to take me with them,” Andrew said. 




“Yes, he agreed,” the man said, “and he only did that because everyone heard him promise. He’s afraid of the power you wield. Keep acting like a weakling, and he’ll lose his fear. Then he’ll find an excuse to break his promise. As for the bread fuckers, you showed them up in front of their converts just when they needed their authority the most. They’ll say the only way you could know the Moon would devour the Sun is if you were aligned with Satan, which means that not only is it acceptable to kill you, it’s their duty. Oh, they won’t get their own hands dirty, but they’ll talk the captain and his men into it.”




The breathtaking casualness with which he related this, as if it were no more than complications in a grocery run, left Andrew twitching with anxiety.




“But…I have to get to Europe,” he protested weakly. “To England.”




The man looked at him with mild interest, pulling the last of the meat off the rib and tossing the bone over his shoulder. “I suppose you’ll have to find a way to keep the Christians from provoking their followers into killing you as well as make sure the captain is too afraid of you to break his promise.”




Andrew literally had no idea how to do either of those things. Nothing even occurred to him. Maybe if he talked to the p—no, not even he believed the priest could be swayed from his hatred. He didn’t understand it, but he did recognize it. Then an idea occurred to him. There was a movie back in the early 80s about a kid getting bullied at his new school, and how he hired the school psychopath to protect him from the bullies.




“Can I hire you to protect me?” he asked Ulfbehrt. “To deal with the captain and the priest and the monks? Make sure I get to England in one piece? You could be my bodyguard.”




Ulfbehrt considered this, pausing as he stripped the second rib of its meat.




“You don’t have any gold,” the Viking pointed out. “What would you pay me?”




Andrew considered. This whole time, he’d had only the clothes on him, the contents of his backpack, and the dogs. He was loath to part with anything, knowing it could never be replaced. Yes, he had occasionally traded or given items on the long walk to get here, but that had been unavoidable. He had shared his MREs when the hunting had failed three days in a row. He’d used up most of his first aid kit doctoring scrapes, blisters, diarrhea, and sunburn.




He had a number of tools, including the fire steel and a Leatherman multi-tool, that were too precious to part with. He had an iPad, an iPhone, AirPods, and a portable, folding solar panel with inverter to charge them. He had an assortment of pencils, pens, and markers, even a half-can of spray paint. He had a pair of lined gloves, a survival kit complete with fishing line, two hooks, three more flares, a sewing kit, and the mylar blanket he’d turned into a poncho. He had a paperback copy of The Stand by Stephen King, and a college-ruled spiral notebook where he plotted out his next D&D adventure. He simply wasn’t willing to part with any of those things.




He took out his wallet, opened it, and removed his debit card. 




“This is made of a magical substance called plastic, and it will scrape ice off of glass better than any tool you may possess,” he told the Viking.




The Viking took the card from him and inspected it. 




“Interesting runes,” he remarked, rubbing his thumb over the card number and name embossed there. “And the detail in the painting is remarkable. However, scraping ice off glass is not a problem I run into very often. Do you see any glass out here?”




That stopped him. He looked around, considering.




He’d gotten used to no plastic. After all, it hadn’t been invented until the twentieth century. He hadn’t gotten used to the nearly complete absence of metal. The Monongahelans had copper and bronze from trade with Meso-America, but only enough of that for earrings and pendants. Even the Vikings only used metal for weapons and jewelry. Ceramics were, at best, uncommon. Everything else was carved of wood, shaped out of horn, or made of leather.




He hadn’t seen any glass since he’d arrived. 




He realized what he did have to offer. He grabbed his backpack, unzipped it, and dug through the contents until he found it.




A pack of cards.




He’d tossed it in, knowing there was always a chance while on patrol of ending up waiting for hours—in the ER, in a locked room until sunrise, et cetera—and wanting something to occupy himself. He’d never touched them until he’d ended up nearly a thousand years in the past, and even then, the only thing he’d managed to play was Solitaire, because no one else would spend enough time with him for him to teach them how to play.




He held the box out to Ulfbehrt, who took it, curious, looked it over, and handed it back unopened.




“I have no need of this,” he said.




“I have nothing you need,” Andrew told him, “but at least a few things you might enjoy. Watch.”




He opened the box and let the cards drop into his hands. Then, he spread them out, showing the art work on the back, before turning them over and revealing the faces. Ulfbehrt’s face lit up with interest.




“These are playing cards,” Andrew told him, cobbling together Latin vocabulary dimly remembered and not necessarily used with the original meaning. “There are many games that can be played with them. Some are children’s games, like War and Go Fish. Others are more complex and difficult, like Spades and Bridge. I will pay you to protect me and get me to my destination in England with this deck of cards, by teaching you to play the games I know, and by playing those games with you when you like.”




The big man took the cards from his hands, considering them. He slid them across each other, marveling at the slickness of the surface and the colors and precision of the designs. 




“Whenever I like?” he asked.




Andrew imagined being called to play while he was trying to go to the bathroom or eating or sleeping.




“Within reason,” he added. “There will be times when I am unavailable.”




Ulfbehrt nodded with a grumble. He pushed the cards together, clumsily, and put them back in the box, closed the box, and then put it in a pouch on his belt. 




“Deal,” he said. “I will protect you and get you to your destination in England in one piece or die trying. You will teach me how to play with these cards and play these card games with me at a reasonable request.”







“Wizard!” Ulfbehrt announced, coming up behind him and clapping him on the shoulder hard enough to stagger him. “If you have voided your bowels sufficiently, it’s time to board and push off.”




Andrew sagged with reluctance. Greenland was not very green, being only a few ephemeral meadows sandwiched between pebbled beaches and towering glaciers, but at least it didn’t move under his feet. At least it didn’t drench him with saltwater spray until he was soaked and shivering even under the furs Ulfbehrt had traded for him. At least he could sit close to the fire without whirls of sparks and smoke suffocating him every third breath.




But, he couldn’t get to England without crossing the Atlantic in a Viking longboat, and that meant climbing back on board and facing the weeks on the open sea, in an open boat, to get to Iceland, and then, if the weather held (oh, please, let it hold) to make it to Ireland and then England.




“I wasn’t voiding my bowels,” Andrew answered, sighing. 




Ulfbehrt gave him a concerned look.




“You didn’t shit then, and you were miserable,” he said. “Maybe you should shit now.”




Among the countless indignities of life in the dark ages, Viking longboats didn’t exactly come with a toilet, let alone plumbing, let alone toilet paper. He’d had to hang his bare ass over the side to move his bowels, and just when he thought he’d finally relaxed enough, a splash of cold water caused everything to pucker up beyond his mortal will’s ability to fight. It had taken three days to clear his constipation once they’d gotten to dry land.




“They’re voided,” he told his bodyguard.




“And the magic to ward off your seasickness?” Ulfbehrt asked.




“It’s called Dramamine,” Andrew answered, “and I took it twenty minutes ago.”




Back home, nearly a thousand years in the future, he also had a bracelet that worked the pressure points to stop nausea. Not that he’d ever had to use it. He’d just wanted it in case. Just like his first aid kit contained a box with 20 doses of Dramamine, which he’d bitten in half so he could stretch them out. A little relief was better than no relief. He’d also packed candy tablets made with ginger, for his headaches, and to help with nausea.




“Will it be any better on this leg?” he asked his bodyguard.




“Oh, no, I’m afraid not,” the cheerful Viking told him. “We’re sure to be rained on, but that’s to be expected this time of the year. If it changes to snow, we may need to overwinter in Reykjavik.”




He didn’t think he would survive winter just below the Arctic circle.




“I meant the others,” Andrew said, glumly.




Ulfbehrt was surprisingly good company, able to hold a conversation on many topics and never holding Andrew’s ignorance against him. While he was friendly towards all the other men except the priest and monks, he didn’t appear to have any close friends among them.




“Have they been bothering you?” Ulfbehrt asked, surprised.




Andrew shrugged. He was used to the snide remarks spoken in a language he was only just starting to find words in. Sarcasm and mockery, it seemed, were universal, and in his experience, always directed towards him. He’d never found a way to stop it, just escape it.




“You’re a wizard,” Ulfbehrt reminded him. “You summoned a demon and put on that whole show over the eclipse. They’re nothing but karls and thralls.”




“And they think I’m evil for it,” Andrew answered.




“And?” the Viking asked. “Fuck them. Be evil. Chase them off with more demons. Set them on fire. It’ll teach them a valuable lesson.”




They started the walk back to the cove where their longboat was beached. Andrew had retreated away from it to get away from the noise and smell, even hoping he might see some shorebirds or something interesting. The beach he’d found had been filled only with the sounds of the waves hitting the shore and a few hungry gulls, and the smells had been of ice, salt water, and old stone. Ulfbehrt appeared to know exactly where he was at any given time and even kept track of who might be around. 




“It doesn’t work like that,” Andrew started. “For one, if I’m a Jedi, then I don’t go around setting people on fire. It’s against the Jedi code.”




“Sounds like a useless code to me,” Ulfbehrt grumbled. “Look, the next time one of them looks askance at you, just smack him with your staff. Unless it’s the captain. Then let me know, and I’ll smack him.”




They clambered over a line of boulders into the next shallow cove, climbed down, and began walking across the wave-rounded rocks. Andrew had to pay close attention to his footing. When he glanced up to make sure he was still behind Ulfbehrt, something in the water caught his eye.




“Ulf, what’s that?” he asked, pointing to a spot about thirty feet from the shore.




His bodyguard apparently enjoyed explaining how to tell the difference between a seal and a narwhal or kelp or a dead osprey, considering he’d always answered Andrew’s questions without exasperation. He only showed a mild curiosity as to what kind of box Andrew had been kept in his entire life that he didn’t already know such things.




This time, though, he paused, and his brow furrowed.




“Fuck me,” he said. “I think it’s one of the priest-sucking monks.”




If it was one of the monks, he clearly wasn’t doing well, as he was floating face down in icy waters without moving. With an aggravated sigh, the Viking pulled off his furs, cloak, tunic, shirt, boots, socks, and leg wrappings.




“You’re going in after him?” Andrew asked, worried.




“They’ll never believe we didn’t kill him if I don’t bring the body back,” Ulfbehrt explained, “and the tide’s going out.”




It took Andrew a moment to puzzle out that if the tide was receding, it would probably take the body with it, and if they didn’t have a body, the captain wouldn’t be willing to leave until they’d found it. Even if the captain were willing, the priest wouldn’t be. Ulfbehrt strode out into the water, more annoyed than grim, and Andrew watched him. He really was a very attractive man—tall, beefy with muscle, blond, poised—and Andrew felt that very small tug he’d only felt a handful of times in his life. Not exactly desire, because Andrew couldn’t begin to imagine what he would do if Ulfbehrt looked at him the same way he’d seen Faith look at Robin or Giles look at Jenny, but definitely something that fell in the category of ‘I wonder if he likes me?’. The answer to which, previously, had been a consistent, categorical ‘no’, which he had always followed up with ‘what can I do to make him like me?’, but he no longer entertained that question at all. Not since Warren.




He looked away so that he couldn’t be accused of staring, but when he looked back up, he saw something past Ulfbehrt and the drowned monk. A walrus? He’d seen several from the boat on ice floes, but this wasn’t big enough. A seal? Maybe. It had big, liquid brown eyes, but the face was less dog-like and more…human? With fur? Except the fur became much longer on top of its head?




“Um…Ulfbehrt?” he called.




“This will only take a moment,” Ulfbehrt assured him.




The not-a-seal dipped under the water and resurfaced a few feet further away, next to a rock left behind when the glacier had retreated. The rock was slick and black, jutting out from the water only by a few feet, though it would be entirely exposed once the tide was out, and the not-a-seal dipped in and out of the water, coming up behind it, and then climbing it.




Climbing it with arms.




And sitting up on top of the rock, preening, and turning to show off slender shoulders and a nipped waist, and the curve of what might have been a breast or a very deep rib cage.




Wait.




A drowned monk plus a lovely sea creature that could be mistaken for a seal with an unmistakably feminine top half?




“ULF! LOOK OUT!”




He dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out his earplugs while Ulfbehrt turned and looked back at him, puzzled.




“What?”




And the creature inhaled and opened its mouth.




Andrew missed the first notes, cramming the earplugs into his ears. He kept them in his pocket because of all the times the Viking party had gotten noisier than he could stand. Ulfbehrt, however, was hip deep in freezing water and unprotected. When it sang, he froze with his mouth making a surprised O, and then he slowly turned back towards the siren.




“No! Ulf!” Andrew cried. “Don’t listen! Don’t move!”




But it did no good. The Viking turned from the floating corpse to the rock and began making his way there, where no doubt the siren would drown him just like it had drowned the monk. And there was Andrew, jumping up and down on the shore and waving his arms, unable to do a thing. He couldn’t kill the siren. He could barely even doggy paddle.




But if he didn’t do something, the only person who’d treated him at all nicely was going to die, and the crew would most likely blame him. He turned to his left and then to his right, desperate for something he could do. There was no time to summon a demon, and what kind of demon in its right, diabolical mind would come to Greenland? They were still a good quarter mile from the camp, far enough that the crew probably wouldn’t hear him shouting. There was no way he could kill the siren.




Odysseus had his men stuff their ears with wool, but left his own ears unprotected and had his men tie him to the mast of their boat so he could hear the siren but couldn’t go to it. They hadn’t had foam ear plugs. If he only had a second pair! He had to do something!




He jumped over to Ulfberht’s pile of clothing and belongings and put his hand on the man’s sword. Ulf had been very, very clear that one of the few things he wouldn’t tolerate was someone else touching his sword, but things were desperate. He grabbed the belt, pulled one end over his shoulder, and buckled it around his chest, so he didn’t have to hold on to the sword itself. Then he kicked his moccasins off and ran into the water.




It was so cold, he moaned an agonized ah-ah-aaaaahhhhhhhh as he sloshed into the water. It was worse than that line in Titanic about the water being so cold it was like being stabbed by a thousand knives. This was ten thousand knives, and they were flaying him, not stabbing him. He had to stop groaning in order to take a breath, and as soon as his lungs were filled, the groan started again.




Somehow, he had to beat Ulfberht to the siren and kill it. He couldn’t see how. Ulfbehrt wasn’t hurrying exactly, but he had a good head start. Meanwhile, Andrew’s jeans were soaked, and he was fairly sure his testicles had withdrawn into his abdomen.




“ULF! WAIT!”




But the siren kept singing, and Ulf kept wading further out to her. Andrew was up to his hips, Ulfberht was up to his ribs, and the water around the rock was probably shoulder deep. Andrew reached Ulfberht and grabbed his arm, only to be dragged along with him. So he threw himself on the burly man, trying desperately to grab him around the chest and find the leverage to throw him back. He got dunked for his troubles.




No, wait, he wasn’t Odysseus in this story, no matter how nimble witted he might be. Ulfberht was Odysseus, wading off to embrace the siren because his ears weren’t protected, and he hadn’t been tied to the mast. As Ulfberht wasn’t fighting him off so much as dragging him with, Andrew tried a move he’d seen the smaller Slayers do a hundred times. He grabbed Ulfberht around the neck, planted a foot on his hip, and hauled himself up. It took two tries and a gulp of seawater, which he coughed up on Ulfberht’s shoulder. He got one leg over the man’s shoulder, and used that and his arm to hold his place while he dug one of his ear plugs out, pinched and rolled it, and then stuffed it in Ulfberht’s closest ear.




Ulfberht frowned and shook his head, trying to displace it. Andrew reached around his shoulder, as the Viking was now chest deep in the water, grabbed his own leg, and switched hands, so he could pull out the other ear plug, pinch and roll it into submission, and then stuff it, all clumsy thumb and fingers mashing Ulfberht’s nose and lips, into his bodyguard’s ear.




And then lost track of what was happening, because the most beautiful, enchanting sound filled his ears. He looked up, saw what was sitting on the rock, and knew that he had to reach her. So beautiful. So sweet. Why, he could tell her anything, and she would only smile sweetly. She would understand. Something held him back for a moment, then the belt was yanked off him, and finally he was dunked underwater, but that was okay. The cold didn’t bother him now, even though he could feel his teeth chatter and shivers wrack his body. Ulfberht got ahead of him, but that was all right as well. There was room on the rock for both of them.




Then, he saw a flashing arc of silver, and the sound abruptly stopped. Andrew stared, shocked, as the siren’s head toppled from her neck, hit the rock, and fell into the water with a loud plop. Several searingly hot drops of blood hit his face. Ulfberht reached into the water, caught the head by its hair, and pulled it out. Then he looked up at Andrew, a splash of blood across his features, his lip pulled back in a grimace of rage or pain or something else Andrew couldn’t identify.




“Grab the monk by his robe and tow him to the shore,” Ulfberht growled.




“B-b-b-but…”




“Go. Now.”




Frightened, sure he’d done something terribly wrong, Andrew worked his way through the chin high waves as fast as he could, and once in reach, stretched as far as he could and grabbed at the corner of the monk’s robe, pulling him in and then tugging him along as he stumbled through the freezing seawater to the shore. His feet slipped over rocks, and his ankle turned more than once, but he finally made it, just after Ulfberht did.




Ulfberht dumped the headless body of the siren on the rocks and tossed its head beside it. Andrew fell to his knees and then over on his side, and looked up at him, too cold and dumbstruck to say anything. With a sigh, Ulfberht tossed his belt and scabbarded sword down onto the rocks, walked past Andrew to where the monk lay, grabbed the corpse unceremoniously by the rope around its waist, and hauled it in. Then he turned to his pile of belongings, pulled his shirt and tunic on, grabbed his cloak, and held it out to Andrew.




“Put it on before you die of the cold, blue lips,” he said in a very loud voice.




Andrew’s joints were frozen, and moving them was agony, but he did as he was told. The cloak was enormous, thick, and smelled of smoke, horses, fish, and extreme body odor, but it was stopped the wind from peeling his flesh from his bones and dried him. As he worked it around himself, managing to sit up, Ulfberht picked at his ears until he got the ear plugs out. 




“How did you know what to do, Jedi?” Ulfberht asked him.




“There’s this poem,” Andrew started, “about a king who gets lost on his way home from a war…”




Ulfberht nodded, tired.




“Odysseus,” he said. “I had a tutor from Byzantium who made me translate the first book from Greek to Latin. Vicious bastard. Should have made me translate the whole thing so I might have remembered that bit better.”




He sat down near Andrew.




“How does a Viking get a tutor from Byzantium?” Andrew asked.




“Oh, the puckered old asshole got drunk one night after pissing off a Sicilian merchant. The merchant’s men tied the sot up in a sack and dropped him on a ship bound to Copenhagen,” Ulfberht answered. “One of father’s karls thought he would make a decent teacher, so he bought him and hauled him home, mewling and whining about the cold.”




“Where’s home?” Andrew asked. 




Ulfberht had said nothing about his life, and none of the other men had asked him or referred to it.




“Gone,” Ulfberht said.




There was a note or tone in his voice that Andrew couldn’t identify. Sadness? Anger? Whatever it was, Andrew decided not to ask further, for fear of upsetting Ulfberht to the point of abandoning him, deal or no deal.




He looked down at Andrew.




“Are you a Christian, wizard?”




“I’m a Jedi,” Andrew answered, as he always answered when asked about his religion.




“So long as you’re not a Christian,” Ulfberht said. “You’ve read The Odyssey, and you saved my life. You summoned a demon and predicted an eclipse, but you can’t tell the difference between an acorn and a walnut. You carry a hundred different pieces of wizardry and wealth, yet you don’t own a weapon. Whatever a Jedi is, you’re better company than all but three or four men I’ve ever met, so I’m satisfied with that.”




He slowly got to his feet and then held a hand out to Andrew, who took it, still shaking with cold and reaction.




“Come,” Ulfberht said. “We’ll drag both corpses back to the camp. I’ll tell the story, you just nod in silent wisdom. Try to stand up straight, and don’t vomit.”




Exhausted, Andrew nodded in agreement.







The longhouse was crowded, smoky, and loud, but it was warm. Oh, it was warm. With a glance at Ulfberht to make sure it was acceptable, Andrew took a stool near the large hearth and put his feet and hands towards the fire. He had picked up enough of the Viking language—Nordic? Scandinavian? Norse?—to grasp that most of the conversations were friends and colleagues catching up after months apart. The skipper was friendly with the chieftain, but it was Ulfberht who clasped forearms, slapped shoulders, and hugged nearly every man there, smiling and laughing. 




Most of the questions Ulf answered had something to do with him. There was some pointing, but it was accompanied with smiles and the gestures of a storyteller setting the stage. He couldn’t hear all the words over the hubbub of dozens of people milling about, but he occasionally heard words he recognized—wizard, scholar, stranger, and so on—and he hadn’t heard anyone use words of contempt in reference to him. Well, except the priest and remaining monk, and everyone seemed to accept their ill temper without assigning it meaning.




Munin took her accustomed place along his side, curling around behind him. Munin, he’d come to understand, did not view him as her leader. He had the impression that he was more of a charge. She’d decided that Andrew was in need of protection, guidance, and support. She knew when he was feeling nervous or scared and stayed all the closer, which was why she was currently leaning most of her body weight against his side, causing him to prop himself with his leg on the other side. She also put her head directly under his hand and groaned, which was his cue to give her scritches. The other dogs mostly hung out near his feet, which made getting up and going anywhere a challenge. Munin’s eyebrows went up as a woman approached carrying a cup and a jug.




“Gess-ter?” she asked. 




She gestured with the jug and held out the cup.




“Yes, thank you,” he replied, taking the cup and holding it so she could pour.




It was beer. There were no grapes this far north. If they imported wine, it would have been incredibly expensive. Water, if it were to be drunk, had to come from a known clean source and be carried in, which was a lot of work. You couldn’t store water, Andrew had learned. It went flat and stale even if it didn’t go bad. So when they troubled to haul water, they brewed beer with it and stored that in kegs and jugs and sealed goat skins. He’d grown used to feeling half drunk most evenings. Admittedly, it made it easier to get to sleep, but he worried.




Then he saw the dark circles under her eyes. There was a bruise near her mouth, nearly healed. Her hands were cracked and rough with calluses. Her shoes were little better than rags tied around her feet. She kept her face down and never raised her eyes. He felt his stomach curdle with dread. 




Ulf returned, cheerful and pleased with himself. The woman glanced up and scampered away.




“I have told the chieftain a little of our exploits,” he said, crouching next to Andrew. “He was most impressed, and he wants to buy the siren pelt. We are to sit at his table for tomorrow’s feast.”




“Are we safe here, Ulf?” Andrew asked.




“Safe enough,” Ulf replied. “No one bears us any grudge. Barring a raid or a drunk picking a fight, we’re fine. Why do you ask?”




He stared into his beer for a moment.




“The woman,” he said, nodding a bit in her direction, “is bruised. If the people here can treat her like that, what can they do to us?”




“Bugger all, Andrew,” Ulf answered. “She’s a thrall. Of course she’s got some bruises. We are free men of standing. I have family ties—distant but there—to half the chieftains on this island. If anyone chooses to hurt us, they’ll be obvious about it.”




It was another of those chasms of understanding where, for all of Ulf’s good will, there was no bridging to be done. Andrew looked at the woman and saw another human being, suffering. If it could be done to her, it could be done to him. Ulf saw a thrall, a slave, someone who didn’t count as a person. What happened to her was of no concern to him, because it would never happen to him. It bothered Andrew that he couldn’t find a way to explain to Ulf that it was right and proper to care what happened to other people, even those who “didn’t matter”.




“There’ll be some food shortly,” Ulf told him, “and there’s enough light in the sky for a few hours’ work if you like.”




That would mean going outside, but he’d found he simply couldn’t see the details of his work by firelight. He had to have sunlight. Thank god they weren’t above the Arctic circle. He didn’t think he could cope with a sunless winter.




There were plenty of people sitting outside, making as much use of the sunlight as possible. Several of the women had a loom they could move with the help of the men. If they weren’t weaving, they were sewing, and if they weren’t sewing, they were tending children and animals or cooking over an open fire. The men mended harness and nets, spliced ropes, and carved wood or bone into tools. This, Andrew liked. There was something about watching people use their skills with competence that he’d found very restful. He always had questions, but he’d learned that his questions usually annoyed people, except for Ulf. He had gotten in the habit of watching Ulf, because it meant he knew where his bodyguard was, but also because Ulf never seemed troubled by the unfathomable intricacies of social commerce. 




Just now, he was talking with a woman, leaning down towards her a tiny bit, smiling in a genuinely friendly manner, and laughing at what she said. She was a woman of high status in this settlement—not the chieftain’s wife, as Andrew had spotted her earlier—but perhaps the wife of a jarl. Hmmm. There was a man glaring at the two of them talking. His clothes were as nice as the woman’s. Why was he so angry? Some days, Andrew felt like he’d never understand people.




He turned his attention to the monk’s robe Ulf had unilaterally decided would be his. Most of his clothing was wearing out. More than that, it turned out cotton was a terrible fabric for being anything other than cold and wet. The robe was thick, sturdy wool, but Andrew hadn’t been able to bear wearing it until it had been washed, dried, and hung over a smoky fire to drive out the body lice. He also had no interest in looking like a monk, so he’d decided he would make alterations to the robe.




He turned his attention to his work. The idea was to cut the robe from hem to cowl and then sew seams at the edges, so he could wear it over his other clothes like a Jedi cloak. While he had a pair of scissors, what he didn’t have were pins to hold the fabric in place while he sewed or enough thread to sew the seams, not even if he used all the colors of wound thread in his little emergency sewing kit. At least he had a decent needle. The plastic thimble that came with the kit was next to useless, but Ulf had found him a square of thick leather to cover his thumb, and that had worked. 




After a great deal of consideration—because he knew if he went about this wrong, there was no midnight trip to WalMart to buy more supplies—he picked out the hem along the bottom of the robe, and teased long weft threads out. He ended up unraveling nearly an inch of fabric, wrapping the thread around one of his pens. Then he carefully cut the robe six inches from the bottom of the hem up, figuring that the fabric would likely unravel on its own if he cut it all the way through. This way, he could sew a few inches at a time.




He angled himself so that the sunlight fell directly on his work, the dogs were gathered around him, keeping his feet and legs warm, and he could see what everyone else was doing, if he so chose. He worked contentedly until the sun was too low to help and everyone else was packing up their work and moving back inside.







Ulf had gone to bed with him—when every sleeping platform was intended to sleep three or four men, and you weren’t the chieftain or even a married man, you slept next to your buddy and hoped he didn’t hog the furs—but a short time after all the lamps had been extinguished and the murmurings of sleepy people had faded, he’d had gotten up and silently walked away from the bed. 




Sleepy, Andrew had thought Ulf simply needed to relieve himself and wanted to do it outside. There was a latrine on the north side of the longhouse, and the weather was cold enough it didn’t smell too bad. One of the dogs had followed him, but Munin stayed and simply took over the space Ulf had left. Andrew fell asleep before he’d returned and then had awoken hours later, still in the dark, when Ulf did return, followed by the same dog. Thralls were already moving about, building the fires up and cooking breakfast. Ulf carried a sack with him.




“Where have you been?” Andrew asked.




Ulfberht gave him a wink and tapped the side of his nose. Andrew had no idea what that meant, but he was willing to drop the topic. A thrall brought them a pitcher of warm water and a basin. As he always did, Ulf let him wash first. Once finished, Andrew dressed as best he could. Small holes were appearing in his t-shirt, and they were starting to join forces. His flannel shirt had several painstakingly repaired rips, but there were places where the fabric was thinning. His jeans had holes in the knees and tattered hems. His socks were more holes than fabric at this point, and he no longer had his sneakers, as they’d been swept off the boat by an outsized wave. He’d been making do with his moccasins, but deer hide was not meant for hard wear, and he’d already patched them several times. He didn’t want to think about his underwear.




“Mmmm, hold a moment, wizard,” Ulf said, reaching under the sleeping platform.




“I’m not a wizard,” Andrew reminded him. “I’m a Jedi.”




“Which I’m convinced is just a word in your native tongue for wizard,” Ulf answered, pulling out a bag. “Even if I’m wrong, try to go along with it. Even the most idiotic asshole hesitates to mess with a wizard. Here.”




He pulled out the sack he’d stowed and tossed it to Andrew. Andrew astonished himself by catching it and looked inside. Then he began pulling out clothes. Trousers, socks, an undertunic of linen, an overtunic of wool, a leather belt with a bronze buckle, the strips Viking men bound their lower legs with, and a pair of shoes. All of them were old and worn, most of them were too large for him in one dimension or another. There were stains on some of the clothes and visible repairs, but they were clean. Andrew felt a hurt place in his soul ease. He got to wear clean clothes from the skin out.




“Lady Astrid allowed me to plunder the slop chest,” Ulf told him. 




“How can I thank her?” Andrew asked.




“Oh, I’ve already thanked her plenty,” Ulf replied. “Don’t speak of it.”




“But—”




“Wizard,” Ulf said, leaning forward a bit, “don’t speak of it.”




“All right,” Andrew agreed, more confused than he had been when he’d woke.




“And,” the Viking added, “be ready to tell a story at the feast tonight. I will call on you. Pick one that’s short and clever, one that no one’s heard before.”




Andrew had told Ulfberht more than a few stories, but this was the first he’d tell to a group of people. He started thinking about which story to tell and didn’t even notice Ulfberht steering him towards the fire to get their breakfast.







The feast was good. The Icelanders lived mostly on fish, but with autumn, several heads of livestock had been slaughtered, so there was red meat to go with the grains, onions, and cabbage. They didn’t seem to use yeast in their baking, so all their bread was flat, but it was served with plenty of butter. Mead was also served along with beer, which Andrew went easy on, not trusting it. Knowing that his stomach had been delicate in the 20th century, he took his time eating in the here and now. So far, he hadn’t picked up any intestinal parasites, and he was hoping to keep it that way.




Just as Ulf had told him, they sat at the chieftain’s table, which stood across the width of the longhouse while the other tables went along the length on either side. There was a lot of talking, people leaning past one another to get a word in. There were plenty of people who got up and wandered over to talk to new people, but they didn’t sit, and the ones sitting didn’t make room for them. Some of the women joined in, but not all of them. Andrew sat next to Ulf, who sat one man and two women down from the chieftain. The man sitting closest to the chieftain on this side was the same man who’d glared with such hatred. The woman between him and Ulf was the woman Ulf had been chatting with the previous day.




He’d always had a hard time with faces, remembering specifically what one person looked like versus another. Most faces looked alike to him. He usually focused on things like hair color and style, and eye color, but that wasn’t perfect. Eyebrows, he’d learned, could be fairly individual, but he’d also learned that a lot of women and even a few men would pluck their eyebrows and change their shape, leaving him confused. Here, he could count on people wearing the same hairstyle, beard, jewelry, and clothes over and over and over. It was a huge help, but it didn’t mean he understood what people were doing or why.




For instance, the lady Ulf had spent time talking to was Lady Astrid. She was considered a great beauty. Andrew could never be sure what exactly made someone a great beauty. Health had something to do with it and symmetrical features, but beyond that, he was lost. Lady Astrid certainly acted as if she and everyone else believed she was a great beauty. She laughed and talked, and people smiled and stared at her. Andrew noticed that she smiled a great deal at Ulfberht, and Ulfberht smiled back, but only, Andrew noticed, when Lady Astrid’s husband, a Jarl named Gorm, was occupied speaking with the chief. If the Jarl were glaring at him, Astrid found someone else to occupy her attentions, and Ulf somehow managed never to look in that direction.




“Ulfberht, son of Ulfbard,” the chieftain called, “I would hear the story of this siren you encountered.”




“As you wish, my lord,” Ulf answered, smiling. He stood, and the rest of the hall fell silent.




Andrew had heard the story several times now, as Ulf had used him as a practice audience. He took pride in his stories, picking the right words—there was a lot of alliteration—working on his timing and inflection, and more than once bending the details more than a little bit to make it work within what Andrew was fairly sure was a type of dramatic structure expected by the listeners.




As Ulfberht worked his way through the story, introducing Andrew and counting his feats of heroism, Andrew looked out over the listeners. New stories were always wanted. Skilled retellings of old stories were celebrated. He supposed that if you didn’t have movies, television, radio, or even books, you enjoyed what you did have.




He looked down the length of the table towards the chieftain. Lady Astrid stared up at Ulfberht, a smile lingering as she considered him. Gorm, though, looked like he was going to burst a blood vessel any moment, glaring first at Astrid and then at Ulfberht. After a moment, about at the point where Ulf recounted Andrew’s panicked clamboring up his friend’s figure and people laughed, but not with the edge of nastiness he was used to, Gorm snapped his fingers at a thrall who scurried over. Some words were exchanged, Gorm held up his cup—a very large bull’s horn cut down and given a silver rim worked with small cabochon gems and intricate figures of horses and men—and the servant filled it with wine. Then, Gorm stirred the wine, wiped the rim, and handed it to the servant. The servant carried it over to Ulfberht and waited until he was done.




It reminded Andrew of a scene in a favorite movie with two men holding a battle of wits. There were two cups instead of just one, but there had been a great beauty at stake as well. Andrew smiled, glad he’d thought of the scene, as it made the perfect story for his turn. Ulfberht drew his tale to a close to the yells and foot stamping of approval. 




“And now, I bid you,” he continued, “harken to the tale of Andrew, son of Robert, Master Jedi, winner ’gainst the wolf wight and devourer of day.”




As Andrew stood, feeling a sudden rush of stage fright that made his knees knock, Ulfberht sat. The servant offered him the cup, and delighted, Ulf accepted, holding it in his left hand as he watched Andrew, nodding his head in encouragement.




“I thank thee most humbly,” Andrew began with the words Ulf had made him practice, “and beg your courtesy and pardon. My friend, Ulfberht Siren Slayer, makes too much of me. Your tongue is a tool only recently put to me, and my skill suffers by my newness. I tell my tale as I can, not as I would, wishing I spoke your words from infancy so I could honor it better.”




There were murmurings and noddings. He took it as a good sign. His months as a DM had not been wasted.




“I speak of a tale long known in my land,” he continued, “of the maid Buttercup, her beauty renown. Why—” and here he glanced at Lady Astrid, “she might have even rivaled the beauty I see here. But I tell only a small part of the whole story, not how the youth she loved, Westley, went a’viking to win the fortune he needed to wed her, not how she received the news of his death at the hands of the Dread Pirate Roberts—”




There was a little gasp from the women.




“Nor the rough wooing of Prince Humperdinck, who swore to have her though she hated him, nor even Humperdinck’s plot once he forced the promise of marriage from her to have her kidnapped and murdered that he might excuse the bloody war he waged on the kingdom he blamed—”




Eyes widened, and when he glanced at Ulfberht, his friend smiled and nodded, lifting his cup in a small salute.




“I begin where the stranger seeking her has cornered her kidnapper. She is bound and blindfolded while the vile Vizzini holds a dagger to her throat. Vizzini, no warrior but a man of vicious wit and guile, challenges the stranger, a man who wears all black clothing, including a mask to hide his features, to a battle of wits, a battle to the death.”




People had leaned forward. All the other conversations had stopped, and Andrew saw a few of the thralls had crept into the room, the better to hear.




“The man in black accepts the challenge and answers with a deadly puzzle. Two cups of wine, one of which is poisoned. Vizzini will choose who drinks from which cup. Who will win, and who will die?”




He followed through, speaking the lines of Vizini and the Man in Black word for word, if rearranging their order a bit.




“ ‘Have you ever heard of Plato? Aristotle? Socrates?’ Vizini demands. “ ‘Yes,’ ” the Man in Black responds. “Morons!’ ”




A laugh ran through the crowd, and the loudest were the chieftain and Ulf. Lady Astrid had leaned so close to Ulfberht she could rest her chin on his shoulder. Ulf watched and listened, never moving. He hadn’t even touched his wine. Even the Jarl, Gorm, stared at Andrew, his mouth slightly open, astonished and…worried?




He ran through the lines, enjoying how enraptured his audience was, though he did think to swap ‘never get involved in a land war in Asia’ with ‘never tell Hannibal what he can do with his elephants,’ which got a few laughs, and then ‘never go in against a Sicilian when death is on the line! Aha Ha! Aha! Ah Hahah—’




And mimed dying. The audience roared with laughter and shouts of approval. Ulf set his cup down so he could clap loud and large. Andrew waited a long moment for the reaction to die down, glowing with happiness.




“The man in black knelt before the maiden, unbinding her and removing her blindfold. She stares upon him for a moment, not knowing him, looks away, and says ‘to think, all this time, it was your cup that was poisoned.’ ”




If he hadn’t been looking, he would never have seen it. Gorm, Jarl and right hand man of the chieftain, went pale and stared at him with shock and fear. Andrew stumbled a bit.




“ ‘They…both were,’ the Man in Black replied,” he continued. What was that about? “I spent the last few years developing an immunity to iocane powder.”




There were a few cheers. Ulf picked his cup up, raised it, and brought it to his lips. Gorm stared at him, eyes wide, and then with a hard shove, pushed his wife into Ulf, knocking his arm just as he began to drink from the cup, and sending the wine splashing across his face and down his tunic.




“A thousand pardons!” Gorm claimed.




Ulf wiped the wine from his face, and for a moment, Andrew was well and truly scared. Ulf was pissed. Andrew never seen him genuinely angry. For all his dudgeon over priests and Christians and his grim focus while dealing with the bodies of the siren and the monk, his temper had always been leashed. Lady Astrid fluttered helplessly. Gorm had turned even more pale with a hint of green and gone greasy with flop sweat. Then, Ulf took a deep breath, relaxed his hands, and then nodded at Andrew, adding a little ‘hurry up’ gesture with his hands.




“One would think then,” Andrew said, turning away from Ulf, “that the Man in Black, having won the battle of wits, was the cleverest person standing at the top of that particular mountain, but Buttercup knew him. ‘Your cruelty reveals everything. You’re the Dread Pirate Roberts, admit it!’ ”




That got them. He took them through the scene, line by line, pausing only when one woman called out “kill ‘im, honeybun! He’s got it comin’!”, and grinned.




“Which is, I’m pleased to tell you, exactly what she tried,” Andrew said. “For as the Dread Pirate Roberts saw Prince Humperdinck’s retinue galloping along the ridge, Buttercup came up behind him, declared ‘you can die, too, for all I care,” and shoved him off the ridge. He tumbled down the slope in a very satisfying manner.”




He stopped, very pleased with himself. 




“What happens next?” someone called out plaintively.




“Oh, that is a story for another time,” Andrew told them. “For while Buttercup was right in that the man before her was the Dread Pirate Roberts, yet was she also wrong in believing her beloved Westley dead. And there are many tales from this saga I could share with you—sword play, fighting, torture, revenge, giants, monsters, chases, escapes, true love, miracles—but for tonight my tale is done. I thank thee for thy kindness.”







Three children begged him to tell them more that night. Two women and a man paused to say they hoped he would stay at least another night so that he might share more of his new saga. But when he and Ulf reached the privacy of their sleeping platform, he was astonished when the large, muscular man picked him up in a bone crunching hug.




“That is twice you’ve saved my life, wizard,” Ulf told him. “You have my thanks.”




Confused, Andrew held very still until Ulfberht set him back on his feet.




“I did?” he asked. “How did I do that?”




“The poisoned cup,” Ulf reminded him. “Did you really change your story the moment you knew what he was up to? However you knew it, telling that story frightened him into making me drop the poisoned cup before I could drink from it.”




“Which poisoned cup?” Andrew asked, baffled. “There are two in the story.”




“The cup of wine Gorm sent to me,” Ulfberht said, now almost as confused as Andrew. “I thought it was from the chieftain. I’d never drink from a cup Gorm gave me.”




“Why not?”




Ulf stared at him for a moment.




“Because I’m fucking his wife,” he explained.




Oh.




Hmm.




No, he still didn’t get it. 




“He’s mad at you, so he tried to kill you by giving you a cup of poisoned wine?” Andrew guessed.




“Yes.”




“Why not use an ax or a dagger?” Andrew asked.




“Because other than the fact that I’d take it away from him and kill him with it,” Ulf answered, “it’s a little obvious. Gorm may want me dead, but he doesn’t want anyone to know I’m fucking his wife.”




Andrew considered this. No, that didn’t help. He still didn’t understand.




“Are you telling me you had no idea he poisoned my wine?” Ulf asked, sounding a bit outraged.




Helpless, Andrew shrugged. Ulf stared hard at him and then finally shook his head.




“No, it’s not possible,” he declared. “You are not stupid. You may not know that you know a thing. You may not understand how you know a thing, but you know it. You saw his plot unfold before your eyes, and whether you weighed each fact like a merchant weighing coins or it struck you like Mjollnir, you had the sense of it, and you acted. I am grateful. May you always listen to your instincts as you did tonight.”




He almost argued with Ulf, but decided against it. Being told he was not stupid was one of the best compliments he’d ever received. As they arranged themselves on the sleeping platform and the dogs picked spots between them, Andrew held onto that feeling. They had loved his story—well, William Goldman’s story—and he had somehow saved Ulfberht’s life.




“Ulf, how long do we stay here?” Andrew asked.




“Oh, I’d just as soon leave in the morning,” Ulf answered. “I know the skeppare wants to make Ireland before winter arrives, but the moment the weather turns, we are here until spring. Check the skies tomorrow and tell me what you think.”




Shortly after that, Ulf’s breathing slowed and deepened. When Andrew heard the first snore, he turned over, rearranged the sack of grain he used as a pillow, and tugged the fur out from under the dogs. Shortly, he was asleep too.	




Yan Tan Tethera—A Ghost Story



Author’s Note: Blessed Yule, my friends. I’ve been wanting to write a ghost story for Christmas for some time, so when Fred knocked on the inside of my skull and handed me this, it was hard not to celebrate. Christmas used to be the time to tell ghost stories. A Christmas Carol is the perfect example with its three instructive ghosts. Yan, tan, tethera, and the other words Osric uses to count sheep are thought to be a pre-English, non-Latin list of numbers whose use persisted only in one of the few jobs the average illiterate, uneducated person would need to count multiple times a day—shepherding. There are different versions all through England and are probably artifacts remaining from one of the multitude of Celtic dialects which died out one by one over the first millennium. Cornish, one of the last British Celtic languages to go extinct, survived until about 1700 and is currently being revived. Another set of possible counting numbers is “eenie, meenie, minie, mo.” Also, while the word “lantern” almost certainly comes from the Greek “lampter” which means “to shine,” there’s a secondary etymology some like, which is “lant horn,” referring to a breed of cow, the lant, known for its white horns. The horn would be prepared and cut into rectangles of thin, translucent panels which would then be placed in a candle lantern to protect it from the wind.




There’s a lot more to this story, including what happens in Andrew’s first year in medieval England, so this chapter will probably be knocked further down as I get things written and published. 




Life’s been interesting. I started a new teaching job in a tiny little town. I decided to rent out the second bedroom in my home for a little extra cash and some company. What I got was an 18 year old escaping an abusive family home. They are now firmly tucked beneath my wing, healing, and get to celebrate Christmas with me and phoukabro. The dogs and cats remain as adorable and chaotic as ever. My loved ones are as well as can be hoped for, and I am grateful beyond speaking of all the good that’s come to me in the last year. Please consider this story my Christmas gift to you. Whomever you are, wherever you are, I hope that you find love, warmth, and belonging this winter season, and that you, too, have the chance to bring someone in from the cold.




Yan Tan Tethera



The holloway stretched in both directions as far as he could see, the skeletal tree branches reaching across the sullen and starless sky above. Every time the wind moaned, the branches shook freezing drops of rain colder than snow onto him. Though his cloak, his mother’s parting gift to him, was stout wool, it was soaked and had become as much a hindrance as the weather and the dark. He had re-tied it to cover the lamb, and his lower legs had only his thicker pair of hose to protect them. His shoes were wet all the way through.




It was so cold, and he was so tired, carrying the lamb. Purkoy trotted beside him, his head down against the weather, and his ears back with exhaustion. Osric prayed he found some shelter.




“Yan, tan, tethera,” he murmured to himself, one word per step. “Methera, pip, sethera, lethera…”




Counting sheep, the old joke went, was a great way to fall asleep, but he always found reciting the numbers brought calm to him, not sleep.




If only it had snowed instead. However cold it might be when it snowed, it was dry, not this wretched, shivering wet. He couldn’t feel his feet in their shoes or his hands in his mittens, not even his right hand, which held the ring of his lant-horn well above his head, letting the weak and wavering light of the candle within illuminate a small and flickering circle.




The lamb bleated, but there was no way to keep her any warmer, and no way to avoid the wind which howled like an animal and clawed through cloak, cape and hood, tunic, doublet, hose, and drawers. It was a lazy wind, his father had joked, because it didn’t bother going around you. It just went right through. 




He wished, yet again, that he could go home where there would be a fire and warm food, a place to sit, and his mother’s care. Purkoy and the lamb could sleep before the hearth. Yan, tan, tethera… All the lambs had been safe save this one, who’d wandered off. It had been sunset by the time he’d found her, and dark when he’d finally pulled her into his arms. He still couldn’t understand how he’d gotten so turned around. It made no sense.




He was so cold. He was so cold, and his limbs were stiff, and he’d slowed down in his trudging. Then, what he worst feared happened. His foot, dragging a bit on the unfrozen ground, caught, and he fell, full length. He was too tired to stumble and catch himself. The blow knocked the wind out of him and the lanthorn out of his hand. It bounced and rolled, then darkness snuffed it.




Gasping in shock, he pushed himself up. Porkoy checked on him, sniffing around his ears and licking him to give encouragement. He stifled a sob and pulled his feet under him. Had the ground frozen, he might have taken some more bruises, but he would have remained at least a little dry. Now, he was coated in wet mud. The lamb bleated low and soft, unhappy, cold, and just as tired as him. It took a long moment for him to stand once again and a longer time to scrape the mud off with his hands, wipe them on the bare roots, and take stock.




He could smell the mud, even with the cold. Without the little candle in its sheltered lamp, there was no tiny sphere of gold light to comfort him. It was terribly dark under the trees and painfully cold. The only luck he had was bumping the lanthorn with his toe instead of kicking it further down the lane. Once he’d gathered it up, put the candle back in, and closed the hot little door, he tied the loop of the handle to his belt. 




Purkoy looked up at him, as exhausted, muddy, and unhappy as he was. Without the stars, he couldn’t judge his direction, and though the holloway ran in only two directions—before him and behind him—he could not seem to make any progress on his lonely pilgrimage. No tree bent in a familiar attitude. No sound of the river or glow of lamp, brazier, or candle told him he was close to the fields of the village. He’d been out so long, it seemed to him that he should at least smell the woodsmoke from the bakers waking and stirring up their fires. He kept calling out, hoping that someone would hear him and answer back.




He had to find shelter. If he didn’t, he, the lamb, and Porkoy would perish of the cold. Not to mention, the wolves were out. He’d seen their eyes reflect the light of his meager lamp before his fall and knew they were also before and behind him. Just then, he longed to hear them howl, because howling meant they weren’t hunting. 




It was too late in the year to dig into the fallen leaves of fall and build a nest in the lee of one of the trees. All the leaves had rotted and were wet through. He’d lost his fire tools when he’d leaned over the crevice his lamb had fallen into, and there’d been no retrieving them. Bad enough to lose those when replacement meant hours of searching to find the right stones, but without shelter, without the flame of his candle, he had no way to start a fire.




One thing at a time, Osric reminded himself. Yan, climb out of the holloway, for all the wind would be harsher without the trees’ protection. Tan, let his eyes adjust further to the darkness in the hopes he might see a light in the distance that meant help. Tethera, failing that, find a place—any place—out of the wind, and curl up with the lamb and Porkoy, and pray they survived the night.




“Heeeeeeeeeeyyyyyyyyy!” he called out, trying not to cry with frustration and fear. “Hellooooooooooo! For pity’s sake, is no one there?!”




His voice was hoarse from hours of calling. It was most likely a vain hope, that someone else might be out this hard night and hear him, but better to try and fail than to miss the help of another soul. He had shared his shelter on nights like these and never begrudged it. Another person meant his little hut was all the warmer.




He liked being a shepherd. He enjoyed the quiet and the solitude, the simple directness of silly sheep, and Purkoy’s loving company. It made his parents content to know that he was properly employed, even if he never married and rarely attended Mass, for they had long worried he’d find no place in the world. If he were dismissed by his master for the loss of a lamb, they would never yell at him or hit him as he knew the parents of some of his friends might do, but his father would be disappointed, and his mother would worry so. 




Determinedly, he pulled himself up to the lip of the holloway’s side, one hand on a stout root, the other holding the lamb in place. At least with a little exertion, he no longer felt quite so cold. At least his hands and feet had stopped hurting. 




He’d heard his father once say, “you’ll never find a boy as keeps his head the way my Osric does,” and from that moment forth, he’d sworn he would always be that boy his father took such pride in. He kept his panic on a short leash, firmly under control. He’d find a way to shelter, whether it was his own croft, another shepherd’s, the old Roman ruin at the far end of the valley, or the chapel at the near end. 




Yan, tan, tethera, he counted his steps to himself. Methera, pip, sethera…”




When he got to jigget—twenty—he started over again. Over and over again, ignoring how he couldn’t feel his hands and feet anymore. He gazed as far as he could, looking for any light at all, keeping the lamb on his shoulders and Purkoy by his side. No moon shone that night. No stars peeked through the clouds. He thought he might fall over from exhaustion well before the sun rose.




Finally, numbly, he spied a golden light a furlong or more ahead, to the side of the sunken lane.




“Hello!” a man called, raising his light and swinging it back and forth like a torch. “Hello!”




“Hello?” Oric called.




The wind gusted yet again, but instead of freezing him, it felt like the rush of air from opening a door into a well populated tavern—warm, smelling of wine, food, and woodsmoke. 




He had no strength left to run, but he hobbled as quickly as he could. The golden light revealed two men, dressed strangely for this weather, and a great hound. Yan, for the one holding the light. He was dressed in strange clothes—a tunic of unbleached wool wrapped around his torso and bound by a wide wrapping of cloth and a belt, loose brown trousers, stout boots, and over all that, a heavy brown robe and hooded cape. Tan, for the larger man with a great reddish blond beard, a braid descending in front of each ear, and a lion’s mane of hair. He was quite tall and sturdy and also wore loose trousers, but with a blouse and tunic of the style Osric had seen merchants and even the Baron wear. There was a sword strapped to his waist by a finely tooled leather belt. Finally,  tethera, for the dog, the biggest, leanest, most powerful hound he’d ever laid eyes on. Porkoy looked like a pup next to that shaggy giant. It could have taken any wolf unfortunate enough to cross its path.




The man brought a hand up to lower his hood, and Osric saw he was older by several years, had a full beard, light colored eyes, and brown hair long enough to tie a blue feather to. The light in his hand—no torch, not a lanthorn, nor a candle—grew brighter, and the air around them grew warmer. The wind died off, and when Osric glanced up, he saw a few stars. Somehow, that relieved him even more than meeting another soul. The first man smiled at him. The second nodded gravely. At a tiny signal from the first man, the great hound sat.




Purkoy stood on his back legs and put his paws on Osric’s leg. He was a brave and clever dog who looked after the sheep and gave plenty of warning if there was a wolf in range of his sharp nose, but the size of the other dog clearly worried him. Without looking away, Osric soothed his dog and fondled one of his sleek and tender ears.




“Hale be thou,” he greeted them. “And glad I am to see you this night. Sore in need of shelter am I, my dog, and my lamb, for this night is colder than any I’ve lived through.”




A queer sadness crossed the face of the first man and was gone before Osric could wonder what was wrong.




“I greet you in turn,” the first man said. “I am Master Andrew, and this is my friend, Ulfberht. We are glad to meet you. Will you tell me your name?”




Andrew’s manner of speech caught his ear, for it had been a long time since he’d heard the lilt and turn of word as he’d heard in his earliest childhood, before his parents had moved from village to town and then to another village. They were good memories, and to hear the speech that accompanied them warmed him further. Wherefore these travelers were out, he was glad of it.




“I am Osric the shepherd,” he told them. “Servant of my lord, Baron of Castle Holgate. You are from Cornwall? For you have the sound of it.”




The second man, Ulfberht, gave Andrew a sharp look, but Andrew only smiled, strangely sad. He had a staff, deeply carved and worn by years of handling. He brought the tip of the staff down and touched it with the hand that held the light. Somehow, in a way Osric could not fathom, the light moved from Master Andrew’s hand to a piece of crystal, and the crystal held the light, giving it forth unto the night.




“It is good to meet you, Osric,” Andrew said, “but I must disappoint you. Neither my friend nor I are from Cornwall. He comes from the Viking lands, far away by the cold sea to the north, and I from a land so distant, none of the men of Christendom have yet set foot there.”




Osric blinked in tired surprise, for he’d heard the stories of the brutal Vikings but had never met one before, and he’d never heard of a land where no Christian had ever set foot. As he stood there, in the glow of the light—and strangely felt no wonder that a staff could bring such light to bear without being on fire—he realized he could feel his feet and hands again, and they didn’t hurt.




“Do you have a fire and any food or hot drink you might share with me?” he asked. “For I have been lost, it seems, the entire night, trying to bring my lamb in.”




“I have all that and more, my friend,” Andrew replied. “For we came here looking for you at your mother’s request, and we expected you would be cold and tired from your search.”




“My mother?” he asked.




How like her! To know that with the weather this bad, he was like to be out in it, searching for his lost charges. Then his eyes narrowed in thought, and Purkoy stirred, uneasy.




“But, it has only been this one night,” he said. “And while my mother has always worried for me, word of my plight could not have reached her ears yet.”




Andrew looked down at the ground, reluctant, apparently, to say anything along the lines of “your mother wishes she’d kept you on her apron strings a while longer.” It was Ulfberht who spoke, his voice a low, almost bearlike, grumble.




“It has been longer than a night, shepherd,” he told Osric. “Your mother and the other villagers all know you have been lost and searching for some time now.”




Andrew set his staff against his shoulder and reached into his robe to bring forth a waterskin and pull the knot free of the spout. Osric took it gladly and tipped it back into his mouth. It was hot, spiced wine, the kind his mother mixed in midwinter. As soon as he’d drunk several mouthfuls and felt the goodness of it settle in his stomach, he clicked his tongue at Purkoy, who gladly drank the small amount he poured into his hand.




“Many, many thanks,” he said as he returned the skin.




Ulfberht held out a pot with a lid and removed the lid. The steam and fragrance that escaped it made his mouth water. Hot oat porridge with milk, butter, salt, and bits of sausage and cheese. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until he took the bowl and spoon within and shoveled several bites into his mouth. Purkoy pawed at him, and he bent to put several more spoons full and a large chunk of sausage on the ground, where his dog devoured it as ravenously as any wolf. Then he dipped his fingers into the porridge and offered them to the lamb, who suckled his fingers and licked them clean.




With only those three things—the company of other people, the spiced wine, and the hot porridge—his long purgatory had ended. Whatever came now, he could face without fear. He had saved his lamb, he still had his dog, and the night would end as it must. In the golden light cast by Andrew’s staff, he felt as if he’d shrunk small and stepped into a soap bubble filled with the ease of late summer.




“I think my mother must have sent you,” he told them, “for these are the things she knew would restore my heart and give me strength. Where are we? Once it was dark, I couldn’t find my way for all that I’ve lived here half my life.”




“Osric,” Andrew began in a gentle voice, “Ulfberht spoke true. You have been gone longer than you know. So long, in fact, that your flock was given into the care of another shepherd.”




“What?” Osric protested. “But…I have served my master faithfully. He would not cast me aside when I sought only to bring in the lost sheep. How will I live without a flock to tend? What will my mother and father say?”




“They have said and still say that you acquitted your duty better than any shepherd in Shropshire,” Ulfberht told him. “And your master is content with your service as well.”




“But…” A strange dread came over him and mingled with his sleepy confusion, but he could not find the words to name it.




“I ask your forgiveness, Osric,” Andrew said, that fleeting sadness returning to his face and settling in the lines there. “For I must show you an unpleasant sight. Once you have seen it, another should join us to show you the way home.”




“I don’t understand,” he finally managed to say.




“Fear not,” Ulfberht told him. “For you are among friends, and nothing can now harm you.”




The large man clapped a heavy hand on his shoulder. He and Andrew must have come straight from the fireside to him, his hand was so warm. Osric looked over at Andrew and saw the man gesture to his own right. Between the two men, he walked, Purkoy at his side, and the lamb across his shoulders. He was not cold, he realized. Nor was he wet, and when he looked down at Purkoy, he saw the dog’s fur was clean and bright, and his ears stood straight up. The lamb sighed and nestled her head against his neck and ear.




How long they walked and to where, he couldn’t say, only that it seemed a far shorter time than his search had been. While it was still night, when they came out from under the canopy of trees—in full leaf but with red, orange, and purple beginning to show at the edges—he saw the stars as he felt he hadn’t for years. The night was full of the sounds of owls, foxes, hares, and other creatures. There was no hint of the wolves which had worried him for so long.




He knew where he was. How could he have been so lost when he’d walked this road twice a week since he’d turned twelve?




He saw the hills that marked the edge of his valley, and beyond them, the high ridge which pointed towards the mountains of Wales. He saw the fields and boundaries of his village and knew that, if it were a summer morning, he could make the walk back to his flock in only two hours. Though, he remembered, it wasn’t his flock anymore.




Andrew brought him to a place filled with shadow, even under the bright moon. There, in the lee of a great elm, a place in the litter and leaf mold had been dug clear. The light seemed to play tricks on his eyes so that even though he could clearly see the outline of several pale shapes in the golden light, he couldn’t make sense of it. It wasn’t until he stood only a foot away and gazed down that he realized he was looking at the fleshless bones of a person, a dog, and a lamb. Yan, tan, tethera.




“Is this another shepherd who lost his way?” he asked, filled with horror and pity that another soul should have endured the same night he had and succumbed without the help he had received.




Had the night been so long that a man’s flesh would rot away and leave only the bones?




“No, Osric,” Andrew said in his most gentle voice. “No other shepherd has lost his way since you. The weather has not turned as cold and foul as it was that night you went searching for your lamb. No other shepherd stayed out as long as you did. Every dog came in that night, all save Purkoy. Many, many lambs were lost, but of your flock, only one was never returned, and it was the one you carried.”




 Afraid and confused, he looked again at the bones of the shepherd before him. Clothing still adorned the remains—leather shoes, a woolen cloak that had all but rotted away, a homespun tunic of green and yellow wool with a linen undertunic peeking out, hose of brown wool, and mittens of raveling yarn. They were the things he wore now, though his own clothing, while far from new, was in much better shape. The man, the shepherd who’d dressed like him and had a dog the same size as Purkoy and a lamb no older than the one on his shoulders, had curled around the lamb and dog in an effort to shield them from the cold. Where his waist had been and the clothes had fallen and draped over the bones, a small lamp made of lant horn with a smaller candle inside was tied to the belt.




He looked back up at Andrew and Ulfberht.




“I don’t understand,” he said in a very small voice.




“Had it snowed instead of rained,” Andrew told him, “had the storm waited only two weeks. Had the night been a little shorter or the wind a little weaker, you would have brought your charge back to the flock. If you had left the lamb behind, given up the search, you would have lived to see the next morning. If Purkoy had been any less loyal and left you, you would have given up and gone back to the croft. Instead, when you could no longer carry your lamb, you sought the only place of shelter you could find. I’m sorry it wasn’t enough.”




Still uncomprehending, Osric looked back at the white bones on black soil and the arrangement of man, dog, and lamb. The dog had rested its head on the man’s shoulder, and dog and man had embraced the lamb, nearly covering it even now. The man’s skull still bore locks of brownish-blond hair under a cap with the embroidery his older sister had done. Ulfberht put his hand on Osric’s shoulder again.




“That was the night the Fates cut the thread of your life,” he said, looking into Osric’s eyes. “You died of the cold, but the wolves never found you. Neither did your kinsmen or your master, though they looked. Your master even offered a reward, convinced you must have found shelter but could not make your way back. He knew you would not abandon your duties.”




He was, he realized, nearly in tears with both shock and the understanding that his master had believed in him, that the people who’d known him all those years had cared enough to search when they thought he was lost or hurt.




“They still speak of you,” Andrew told him. “They say that on some nights, they can hear you calling or sometimes counting—yan, tan, tethera. Some have seen you walking the holloway with a lamb on your shoulders and a dog at your side, your lanthorn held as high as possible. Anyone abroad on those nights finds shelter as quickly as possible, for the sight of you foretells a night of cold cruel enough to kill.”




“My mother?” he asked in a voice so raspy it could barely be heard.




“Fares well,” Andrew told him. “She lives with your elder sister, surrounded by grandchildren. She asked us to find you and bring you home.”




He felt hot tears spill over his lashes and did not stop them.




“I died?” he asked.




“You died,” Andrew confirmed.




He looked down at Purkoy, and realized that in his death, he’d condemned his dearest friend as well, and there was no containing his tears. He knelt, and Purkoy licked his face, cleaning the tears off before they could fall.




“I’m sorry,” Osric sobbed. “I’m so sorry. I should have sent you home.”




“He would not have gone,” Ulfberht told him. “Everyone we spoke to said he was the most faithful hound they’d ever seen.”




Weeping, he picked the lamb up and brought her off his shoulders before setting her on the ground. She bleated once and let Purkoy lick her as well. Then she shook herself and stepped closer to him. As he stroked her soft wool, she nuzzled his hand, and he took some comfort that whatever had become of them, she was still in his care. He could keep her safe.




“And here is the lady who has waited for you all this time,” Andrew said.




Osric looked up, expecting to see his mother, but the woman who stood beside Andrew, on the other side from Ulfberht, was not her. She was, he thought, as difficult to judge by sight as any other thing that night. The warm light of Andrew’s crystal could not seem to embrace her face, but slipped across it. Every time his eyes moved, she was both entirely different and completely the same, like a jewel turned to catch the light of a candle flame. Ancient and young, knowing and innocent, heavy set and skinny boned, her clothes worn and ragged then rich with velvet and embroidery. The only thing which remained constant was her cloak, as dark as a moonless night with glimmers of starlight as the folds rustled with a sound like wings. 




Her smile was warm and glad.




“Hello, Osric.” She greeted him as if they had been children together, and he wondered if she had known him in those days. “Hello, Purkoy. Hello, Meadowsweet. I’m so sorry I couldn’t be here for you at the proper time.”




“Hello, lady,” Osric answered, feeling lost all over again, but no longer afraid. “Do I know you?”




“We’ve met in passing,” she told him, “as everyone does. My name is Azrael, and it is my happy duty to see you home.”




She held forth her hand, and he took it. The lamb frisked a little bit and gave a singular baa. Purkoy woofed and then barked more sharply, his ears set forward and his tail wagging.




“Yes, you too, my lovelies,” she told them. “Where Osric goes, you shall go as well. I promise. Are you ready?”




He nearly answered ‘yes,’ when a thought caught him.




“My mother,” he began, trying to think of what he should say.




“Worry not, Osric,” Andrew assured him. “We will tell your mother that we found you and gave you to a guide who would see you home.”




Worried, he looked down at the three sets of remains. Yan, tan, tethera, he thought.




“And,” Andrew continued, “we will carry your bones back so that they are buried in sanctified ground. Your mother asked that as well.”




He felt the pressure of tears again. 




“Will you see that Purkoy is buried with me?” he asked. “And the lamb? I know it’s not Christian, but—”




“The Church makes a few exceptions for shepherds,” Andrew told him. “Seeing as you can’t abandon your flock to go to Mass. I’m sure they’ll make an exception for Purkoy and Meadowsweet.”




“Or I will convince them otherwise,” Ulfberht added.




Osric breathed a sigh of relief. All was well. He had done his duty. His people and his parents knew it.




“Would you tell them that I love them?” he asked, feeling the Lady Azrael’s fingers squeeze his.




“Tell who?” Andrew asked in return.




“Everyone,” he answered. “Anyone. I’m sorry I didn’t come home that night. I’m sorry I worried them and never came back. I hope they forgive me. I do love them. All of them.”




“I’ll tell them,” Andrew said. “I promise.”




Relieved, he turned back to the lady who had taken his hand. 




“I’m ready,” he said.




She smiled at him, and he saw within her eyes the tiniest lights, like fireflies in a far away meadow. Only they were stars. Or jewels strewn across black velvet. Around him he heard the rustle of feathers as her cloak opened into a pair of enormous tenebrous wings. He looked, awestruck, as her wings became the starry night sky around him, Purkoy, and the lamb, enfolding them. Then he heard the song of welcome that awaited him and his breath caught. Yan, tan, tethera, they were going home.






“Does every single bone have a name?” Ulfberht asked, examining the remains of the man whose ghost they had given to his rest. 




The smell of wet, rotting leaves and years old death wasn’t too objectionable. Andrew hadn’t bothered to tie a cloth around his face, but he had put on gloves. He gently and carefully transferred Purkoy’s bones to a blanket to be rolled up for the walk back to the village west of Shropshire.




“Oh, yes,” Andrew replied. “Though the ribs and the vertebrae are numbered if I remember correctly.”




“That was clever,” the Viking said, brushing muck off the little lantern Osric had been so proud of. “Using the names of his bones to summon his spirit. I’m surprised it worked when the time of year is against us.”




“He wanted to come,” Andrew answered, pausing for a moment and gazing at the bones with sadness. “If someone wants to come when you call them, you don’t usually need their name. But since Osric has been dead these past fifteen years, it took a bit more than just his name. I think it’s strange that so many wizards these days keep bones without knowing their owners’ names. I don’t see the point.”




“That’s because you’d never use another person’s bones for some ill work,” Ulfberht reminded him. 




“Yes, but it’s easy enough to hurt people without using magic,” Andrew responded. “Why go to all the work of digging up someone’s bones or stealing them from a tomb and upsetting the entire town.”




“Because that’s the point,” his friend said. “The wizards who do that want to frighten and upset people. They want other people to know they’re the kind who’ll pull teeth from a child’s skull and make evil charms out of them.”




Andrew sighed and shook his head. “I don’t understand it.”




“And, that,” Ulfberht said, “is one reason why I’m so fond of you, brother. But what about Meadowsweet?”




“Meadowsweet?” Andrew asked, looking up from his work. “The lamb?”




“Yes,” Ulfberht replied. “Had Osric known her name, he would have used it. Yet, the Lady Azrael knew it.”




“She would,” Andrew said. 




“Why?” he asked.




It seemed that after five years in Ulfberht’s company, his own questions had dwindled to only a few a day, while his friend’s store had grown exponentially.




“What?” Andrew repeated, sorting dog vertebrae from lamb.




“Why would the lady you summoned know even the lamb’s name when the shepherd didn’t?” Ulfberht expanded on his original question. “Was she fae? Or some sort of sheep demon? Not how I’d think a sheep demon would look, but it isn’t as if they consult me. And how do I know that name? Azrael? It sounds…Hebrew?”




Andrew paused, motionless, which caused Ulfberht to look up.




“Brother, what did you summon?” he asked, the slightest edge to his voice.




“Ah, well, I didn’t exactly summon her,” he explained. “I didn’t even call her. And not her so much as any of the entities that fall into that particular category. I invited.”




“You invited whom?” Ulfberht prodded, the edge becoming more pronounced.




“Er…the one who…guides souls to…their next world,” he said, parsing his words carefully.




“Guides?” the Viking repeated. 




“The technical term is ‘psychopomp,’ ” Andrew added.




Having finished with Purkoy’s bones, he folded the blanket lengthwise to cover the bones and rolled it up, tying it with a long strip of leather. Then he took the third, last, and smallest blanket, laid it out, and began transferring the lamb’s bones to it.




“Do you mean a valkyrie as my people believed or Charon?” Ulfberht asked. “Andrew, what have I said about summoning gods to the mortal plane?”




Andrew stopped and considered. “I don’t think you’ve said anything about summoning gods to the mortal plane. Besides, I didn’t summon. I invited. Which is probably why She showed up.”




“And She is?” Ulfberht prompted.




Andrew paused again, the effort of rerouting his train of thought wasted. 




“Azrael is the angel of death,” he explained.




Ulfberht stared at him for a moment and abruptly sat up from his reclining position.




“You summoned the angel of death,” he repeated flatly “Not an angel of death—because I’ve heard enough book fuckers talk about it to have picked up a thing or two—but the angel of death?”




“Summoning involves a compulsion,” Andrew reminded him. “I did not include that in my spell. Once we found Osric’s bones, I used the Orb of Thessela to allow us to see any restless souls and added an invitation to whichever psychopomp would consent to guide Osric to the next world. Osric was a Christian, so it makes sense that an angel would appear.”




“Not just an angel,” Ulfberht pointed out. “Isn’t Azrael a seraph? Of the same standing as Lucifer?”




Andrew considered this. “Well, yes, but I don’t think that matters.”




“You don’t—”




Ulfberht groaned and pulled his hand down his face. 




“Andrew, we’ve talked about this. Just because you ask nicely doesn’t mean that whatever you’ve summoned—”




“Invited.”




“Fine, invited,” Ulfberht accepted. “Whatever. Just because you ask nicely doesn’t mean that whatever you’ve invited is going to be nice when it shows up.”




“They have so far,” Andrew replied.




“Yes, but—”




“Ulf, I know this makes you nervous,” Andrew told him. “And you have a point. If Hecate or Morana or Baron Samedi showed up, I would have been nervous too, but all of these entities, including psychopomps, have their own set of rules. So long as we follow them, they won’t harm us.”




“That’s not what you said when that…dog-headed glutton thing showed up last year,” Ulfberht argued. “It ate my boot, and I was lucky to get my foot out before it was devoured as well.”




“That was a demonic chowhound, and their rules say they eat anything that moves,” Andrew responded. “Which is why the windmill was so handy.”




“The point being—” Ulfberht began.




“Yes, what does the point be?” Andrew asked.




Ulfberht sighed. “We’re not going to have any trouble with the angel of death, are we?”




Andrew considered it.




“I don’t think so,” he said. “She came by invitation instead of summoning, so it was Her choice. She was glad to see Osric. And Purkoy. And Meadowsweet. And she apologized to them before taking them. If anything, she might owe us one.”




“And that’s what worries me,” Ulfberht said, shaking a finger at Andrew as he added the last of the lamb’s bones to the final blanket. “One what?”




“I haven’t the slightest idea.”




Ulfberht stared at him for a long moment before sighing with resignation and getting to his feet. He dusted himself off, held out a hand to Andrew, and helped him up. 




“That’s the problem with wizards,” Ulfberht muttered. “Always tampering with things you don’t understand.”




“How else am I going to learn?” Andrew asked. “And I’m not a wizard. I’m a Jedi.”




“You’re a loonie.”




“Yes, but I’m your loonie.”




It was his favorite exchange with Ulfberht.




“All too true,” the Viking sighed. “Now, tell me, do you really think you can talk that hedge-wit into burying the dog and the lamb with Osric? Those bread fuckers get all sorts of bent out of shape if you tamper with their magic.”




“Priests don’t have magic,” Andrew corrected him, and then added, “most priests don’t have magic. And I’m sure Cadfael will have an idea.”
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