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1. Home is the Hunter



“Okay, so the listings Mahoney gave us match up pretty well with the directions Willow pulled off Google maps,” Xander said, trying to sort out several stacks of papers between two hands. “We should be able to walk past most of these in an hour or so.”




Giles looked over his shoulder, sipping a cup of something hot and strong. The weather had turned into a perfect crisp fall day. Leaves were beginning to turn, and someone in the area had a fire going. Between that and the fact that they’d left a far too small house filled to the rafters with adolescent and post-adolescent girls, the day was a blissful heaven.




 “These will be within our price range?” Giles asked. “Only Ms. Mahoney seemed to be rather gleefully rubbing her hands together when I mentioned we were paying cash.”




“Oh, yeah,” Xander agreed. “Especially since I lowballed you. Jenny says we can go twice the amount I told you and still be comfortable.”




“Twice the amount?” Giles sounded a bit outraged. “Is that really advisable?”




“I promise you, Giles,” Xander answered, folding up pieces of paper and putting them into the messenger bag he’d slung from his shoulder, “it won’t cut into your book acquisition budget. Jenny’s very protective of that.”




“Oh,” Giles adjusted his glasses, “Well. That’s…quite all right, then.”




“Okay, first on the list, we have an unrestored 1930s Craftsman house…”




As they regarded different properties from the sidewalk, Giles mused on just how odd circumstances had grown. Cleveland hadn’t been a huge leap of logic. It was, of course, the one other location in North America that had its own Hellmouth. But the combination of a growing entourage of newly activated Slayers, the problems inherent in living in a much larger city than Sunnydale, and the inevitable mystic convergence of coincidence, Fate, serendipity, and kharma that their group encountered had made the last two months something of a rollercoaster.




 And then, there was Xander—still completely in denial about his grief over Anya’s death, still cracking terrible jokes about the loss of his eye—happily engrossed in eighty year old architecture.




“Charming as it is,” Giles said, after they’d walked past the sixth or seventh house under consideration, “it has the same failings as all the others we’ve seen. It’s too small, the grounds are tiny, it’s far too close to its neighbors, and it would be impossible to enlarge.”




“Giles, even if we look at building our own place, we’ve got to have something for a temporary basis. We’ve practically got Slayerettes sleeping in dresser drawers and baking pans. I don’t know about you, but I’m having a hard time remaining stoic about giving up my last shred of privacy.”




“Yes, I completely agree.” Giles scratched the back of his head. “But it doesn’t appear to me that any of the houses we’ve seen will make the situation any better.”




“We could split the girls up into two houses,” Xander repeated his earlier advice.




Giles shook his head. “With Faith still in Los Angeles with Robin and all the business there, I’m very reluctant. I want a senior Slayer in each abode.”




“There’s that, but we could always…” Xander trailed off and stared across the street.




There, between two houses of much younger lineage, was an old, decrepit mansion of gables, turrets, tiles, bricks, mullioned and bay windows, chimneys, and shutters. The trees around it were naked before their time. The iron fence around it had once been stout but was now a rusted ruin. Weeds cluttered the lawn, and a few halfhearted dandelions let parachutes loose into the autumn breeze.




“You see a house number on that?” Xander asked.




“No, I don’t, but…” Giles paused, surveying the homes on either side. “How very strange.”




“What’s that?”




“Well, the number of the house to the left is 1084, and the one to the right is 1086.”




“Which would make this one 1085, right?”




“In England, certainly, but most American addresses have the even numbers on one side of the street and the odd on the other.”




They glanced behind them at the Tudor style cottage they’d both dismissed. It was numbered 1085.




“Huh,” Xander made a face. “Let’s go check it out.”




With a sigh for difficult youngsters, Giles followed him across the street. Xander stood on the sidewalk, thumbing through the maps he’d put in his bag. Finding the correct one, he unfolded it and checked the orientation, turning the page ninety degrees counter-clockwise.




“Weird,” he muttered.




“Yes?” Giles asked patiently, taking another sip of what laughably passed for tea on this continent. He really was going to have to take another holiday back to England.




“Usually Google’s right on the nose,” Xander said, inspecting the inkjet printout he held. “Not like Mapquest. And you can switch between street map and satellite photos.”




“Oh? Were you able to get satellite photos for this area?”




Xander shook his head, still studying the map. “One of the few spots Google doesn’t have pics for. Something about the government not releasing GPS photos. Probably the Hellmouth. Sunnydale was the same way for the longest time.”




“I see.”




“Yeah, except,” and now he looked up at the house, puzzled, “the street map doesn’t have this lot on it. It skips from 1084 to 1086. And this lot has got to be a hundred feet across.”




Perhaps it was because with only a few months in residence on this new-to-them Hellmouth, neither had assumed the standard low level paranoia that was part of life in Sunnydale, where anything odd was looked at with great suspicion. Whatever the cause, neither Giles nor Xander did anything more than consider it a strange bobble of the Internet resources Willow was so fond of.




“It’s a great house,” Xander said, looking it over.




Giles shot him a look. “It’s a mongrel is what it is. I’ve seen manors in England built over four hundred years with more stylistic consistency.”




Xander shrugged. “Yeah, but look at the carving on the cornice, and the medallions on the fence. Someone put a lot of craft into this.”




“Before abandoning it,” Giles answered. “This house has been empty for years.”




“Looks that way,” Xander agreed. “Which means it would be awfully easy to pick up for taxes from the county property office.”




The young man with tousled hair and a rakish eye patch glanced over his shoulder and then to the other side with exaggerated care. There was no one else on the street, for it was a school day and just chilly enough that few people wanted to sit outside. Seeing the coast was clear, he opened the gate and grimaced at the loud grind of rusted metal on rusted metal. Flakes of orange and crumbling black fell to the brick at his feet.




“You’re trespassing,” Giles noted.




“Come on, Giles,” Xander whispered, as if someone might hear him, now that he was no longer on the public sidewalk. “Live a little.”




With a brief appeal to the heavens—denied—Giles stepped across the threshold into the yard, and took the gate from Xander, closing it with an appalling creak. He almost tripped on Xander when he turned back.




“Honestly!”




“Sorry, G-man,” Xander said, unapologetically, “just checking out the brick work.”




“Oh?”




“Herringbone pattern, and whoever did it really knew their stuff. Look, there’s no buckling, no tree roots pushing through. The bricks are in really good shape too.”




Giles glanced down and saw that Xander was, of course, correct. The bricks were solid, the space between them filled with a bright green moss of velvet texture. One could even see a stamp imprinted on each brick. He leaned closer, but the bricks were blurred with age, and he couldn’t make out much more than the outline of a tree with spreading branches, and a stylized circle beneath it. When he glanced up, though, it was the nearest tree that took his attention more than the bricks.




“Well, I never…” he whispered, and stepped off the brick path to look more closely.




“Whatcha got?” Xander asked, dusting his hands off as he got to his feet.




“I’m not sure, but…” Giles glanced down at the spotty lawn, a few struggling blades of grass escaping from a carpet of leaves and fallen nuts. “It is. I’m astonished.”




“By a tree,” Xander gazed evenly at him. “Rupert, man, I don’t care what kind of fun you’ve been having with Jenny. We have got to get you out more often.”




“It’s an American Chestnut,” Giles smiled with a sweet gladness. “They were virtually wiped out about the time this neighborhood was built. A blight. Since then, most chestnuts die before they’re five years old. This one must be, oh, a hundred years old or more.”




“Okay.” Xander nodded in appreciation. “Yay, tree.”




“I can’t think of another fully grown chestnut tree east of the Mississippi. The blight is endemic now.”




Without much more discussion and only a little gathering of chestnuts, Giles and Xander walked the perimeter of the house. By the time they reached the back, Xander was looking around, confused. 




“This house is a hell of a lot bigger than it looks,” he surmised.




“Well, some houses can be deceiving. Strange, really,” Giles looked up at another assortment of a tiny turret, windows of assorted sizes and compositions, and a double chimney currently being used as a nest, “this house strikes me as being quite old. Perhaps the neighborhood grew up around it.”




The backyard was far more expansive than the neighborhood should have allowed for, and it contained a garden of fallen splendor equal to the house itself. There was a fountain, clogged with years of fallen leaves and families of frogs. There were fruit trees, espaliered against fence and brick wall, rose gardens clotted with weeds and wildflowers, and a tiny creek, covered with weeds and straggling wild iris, ran at the very far end. Paths wandered hither and thon, hiding behind a willow, or lying quietly beside a patch of feral cabbage. Hedges grew at the very edges of the property, screening out the rest of the world. For a moment, in the late afternoon autumn sunlight, it was a very quiet, lonely retreat.




“It can’t have been abandoned for too long,” Xander said, staring about. “Things are in too good a condition. Even a neighborhood like this, someone with a spray can would have come along, or a kid would have thrown rocks through the windows—”




The bushes and trees moved in a creaking shudder, as though a tremor had rippled through the lawn.




“Uh, Willow did say there was no tectonic activity here, right?” Xander asked.




“No, she said there was no tectonic plate activity,” Giles answered. “A crucial difference. If you’ve time enough, ask her about New Madrid some day.”




They walked through drifts of leaves to the side of the house and tried to peer in through one of the lower windows.




“Too dirty,” Xander decided. “Let’s try around front.”




After a walk that seemed longer than it had been the first time, they returned to the front, and Giles took a moment to stare at the chestnut tree. It certainly wasn’t looking its best, all the leaves gone early, but there was no sign of blight on it, and the figure of the tree stood tall and lovely against the blue sky.




There was a shallow porch with windows on either side of a very large front door. There was a fanlight over the door, a stained glass portrayal of the rising sun, and over that was an inscription in Latin. Domi nauta, domi mare, domi venator ab colle.




Giles murmured it under his breath.




“Once again for the dummyheads?” Xander asked.




“Stevenson’s ‘Requiem’. ‘Home is the sailor, home from the sea, and the hunter home from the hills.’ ”




Xander gave a sad little smile. “That’s pretty nice.”




Giles sighed. “Of course, a requiem is the mass given for someone who’s just died.”




“Oooookay. Nice. And depressing. And strange.”




“Quite.”




Not really knowing why, Xander tested the doorknob, but found it firmly locked. He glanced over at the side window and tried to look inside, but the glass was flawed, bubbles scattered throughout, and all he could see gave him the impression of dark wood and geometrical shapes. At the end of the small porch, he stopped to eye a creeping vine which had begun the long climb towards the roof. He picked up the leading tendril and pulled it away from the brickwork. It was tenacious stuff.




“What are you doing?” Giles demanded.




“Vine,” Xander answered, pulling two stouter strands away. “They look nice, but if they get into the tile, they just start pulling the whole thing apart. Really wouldn’t like it happening to this place.”




On the last word, he managed to get a good grasp, pulled, swore loudly, and dropped the vine.




“Son of a bi—! Grrrrrrr!” He shook his hand.




Giles gave him an inquiring glance.




“Thorn,” he explained, feeling silly. He’d stuck his thumb well and truly good. Blood welled up in bright, bright red, spilled over and ran down from the tip to the joint before dripping onto the porch. Three drops hit the brick and mortar just as the thought that “you know, this is the Hellmouth we’re on” occurred to him. They stood out against the darker red brown for a moment, and then soaked in and disappeared.




“Uh…Giles…?”




“You’re all right?” Giles asked.




Beneath his feet, something stirred the tiniest amount, flexed, and stretched. The house paused and took a deep breath. Xander, holding his thumb so no more blood spilled, looked over at Giles, who had frozen in the middle of cleaning his glasses.




“I have a very bad feeling about this,” Giles said in a quiet tone. “We should go.”




“Yeah,” Xander agreed.




They stepped carefully off the porch and backed up onto the walkway.




“Giles,” Xander said urgently.




“I see it,” Giles answered. 




“Giles!”




“I bloody well see it! Now move!”




Giles grabbed Xander by the collar of his jacket and hauled him along a walk that had suddenly gotten much longer. They reached the gate after many more yards of dashing only to find it closed, when they had left it open. Xander grabbed the handle and yanked it open, and the grind of metal on metal sounded much too much like a child wailing in pain. He pushed Giles through, followed himself, and closed the gate after him, wincing again at the uncanny noise it made.




Outside, back on the sidewalk, Xander and Giles stared at the house—the house that had just woken up and reached for them—and didn’t quite know if they were even more disturbed to find that, from the sidewalk, it looked the same as it ever had. Xander rubbed the gate with his hand, leaving a smear of blood on it.




“Wait,” Giles said, pushing Xander’s hand away from the gate.




Set into the pattern of wrought iron vines and leaves was a medallion, the size of a man’s hand outstretched. Giles rubbed at it until bits of grime and corruption fell to the ground. It was the same pattern as the bricks’. At the bottom was an oval, above that a tree with outstretched limbs. As this was larger and clearer, it was easier to see the rising sun behind the tree and the crescent moon in its branches.




“I think I’m done with house hunting for today,” Xander said.






“The house reached for you,” Jenny repeated, dousing a cotton ball with hydrogen peroxide.




“Well, not as such.” Giles struggled with his explanation.




“Oh, I’d say as such.” Xander nodded emphatically.




Though they sat in the kitchen with Jenny, Buffy, and Willow, at least a score of girls sat just outside the doorway, where they figured they were safe. There was whispering going back and forth as comments were repeated to the girls too far away to hear first hand.




“Did it have arms?” Willow asked, trying to make some sense of their story.




“Not…exactly,” Xander answered. “But it was going for us. No doubt about that.”




“They say it’s a buyer’s market,” Buffy sighed and shook her head.




“Well, according to county records,” Willow looked up from her laptop, “that house doesn’t even exist. No photos, no appraisals, no ownership records, nothing on the property division maps, no mention in probate, nada.”




Xander hissed as Jenny applied the antiseptic to his thumb.




“How much blood did you spill?” she asked, checking to make sure there weren’t any bits of thorn still in his thumb.




“Three drops. Blip, blip, blip, gone.”




Jenny tutted under her breath. “Rupert, did you never talk to the kids about this? Spilling blood is pretty serious stuff.”




“Well, I thought they’d figured it out for themselves.” Giles blustered a bit.




She shook her head. “Left them to learn about it from schoolyard sorcerers, England. Not like you.”




“Well, he did tell us to just say no.” Buffy defended her Watcher. “To drugs. And…stuff.”




“Look, I’m not saying that you shouldn’t ever spill blood,” Jenny said, pulling a bandaid free of its paper wrapper. “But there’s a time and a place, and you need to be aware of the consequences. You should always take…precautions against the sort of thing that can make it go bad.”




“Oh, wait,” Dawn said, hopping over one girl after another to get into the kitchen. “I know this one. Mom gave me the talk right after the whole big ‘now I’m a woman’ bit.”




“Oh, dear Lord,” Giles murmured, “strike me deaf. Just for a little while.”




“Uh, well, that’s a good time to have the talk.” Jenny stumbled.




Dawn reached into the refrigerator, pulled out a soda, and seeing Xander perk up, tossed it to him. He caught it in his good hand, rested it on the table and popped the top. Jenny applied the bandaid to his injured thumb, wrapped it expertly around the last joint, smoothed it down, and gave it one last approving tap.




“Yeah, all the you can wait until you’re forty-five, and I’ll be fine with that, but make sure that he loves you and that he’ll take care of you. Make sure you’re protected, yadda yadda yadda don’t-get-pregnant-cakes.”




There was a moment when they all stared uncomfortably at each other. Dawn twisted the top off her bottle.




“I walked in at the wrong part of the conversation, didn’t I?” she asked.




“Which is okay,” Xander answered, “because then we can go back to the original topic, which bad as it was, is still less embarrassing than this.”




There was another long pause while everyone reset the conversation in their head.




“Look, all I’m saying is that spilling your own blood has some pretty potent magical symbolism, and we need to find out what the consequences are for Xander.”




“Especially with the house trying to eat him,” Willow said, her eyebrows raised almost to her hairline.




“Yeah,” Buffy agreed, looking at him, “what is it with you, Xan? First demons, now houses?”




Xander held up his index finger. “This is not my fault. I was just admiring the architecture.”




“Could it be a vampire nest?” Jenny asked.




Xander paused and traded a glance with Giles.




“No,” Giles answered. “It didn’t have the…the…”




“Vibe?” Buffy offered.




“Je ne sais quoi?” Dawn asked.




“Creep factor?” Willow tried.




“Smell,” Giles finished. “It didn’t have the smell of a vampire nest. Hard to miss.”




“Weelllll,” Jenny drawled, “how about Willow and I work up a few contingency spells, and we go check it out tomorrow?”




“Yeah!” Willow smiled.




“By yourselves?” Giles voice hit the “outraged Englishman” register. “Certainly not.”




“I’ll play bodyguard,” Buffy offered.




“Hey, my blood’s involved here. I think I’m going too.”




“Well, someone has to stay and watch the girls,” Giles pointed out.




They all looked as one towards Dawn. “There’s forty of them!” she squeaked. “And three are older than I am!”




They kept staring.




“Okay! Fine!” She humphed. “But Andrew has to stay and do the dishes. And the laundry.”




“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Xander assured her.






“How are you?” Giles asked, coming up behind Jenny and wrapping his arms around her shoulders.




After a fraction of a second, she leaned against him and turned her head so that her forehead settled against his neck. She put her hands over his.




“Getting better,” she answered. “It was a good idea of yours, putting me in charge of rebuilding the Council and figuring out the finances. Between that and sorting out our coterie of baby Slayers, I don’t have a spare moment to obsess.”




Obsess, he knew, about what had been, what might have been, and the strange differences their parallel lives held.




“You seem to be getting on better with Buffy and Willow,” he remarked.




She nodded. “I just keep expecting Buffy to hate me. She did, you know, after you died. Never forgave me. And Willow. I tried so hard, Rupert, but I just couldn’t bring her around.”




“It wasn’t your fault,” he kissed her temple. “We very nearly lost her here, and the deciding point was Xander.”




She turned toward him, in his arms, and pressed herself to him. “I had to be so hard for so long. I can’t help but wonder if they’d ever have managed to close the Hellmouth as you did.”




“Jenny,” he kissed her again on her forehead. “You’re not to torture yourself. I’ve no idea why things turned out in the way they did, why you’re here now, and I find I simply don’t care. I’m only happy to be with you again.”




She nodded and let him soothe her with his hands, his voice, and his mouth.




“What about Dawn?” he asked after a long moment.




“I don’t know,” she said.




“She’s hurt, I think,” he told her. “She has very fond memories of you, and she can’t help but interpret your reluctance as coldness.”




“It hurts so much, Rupert.” She choked a little on her words.




“Perhaps if you told her?”




She shook her head. “Someday. Maybe. Later. I just…not now. I can’t.”




“Later,” he repeated, kissing her again.




In the month since Jenny had come into their lives again, she’d started to put on a little weight and lose the haunted darkness in her eyes. She still woke, in the middle of the night, panting in fear, and she still spent several minutes before sleep constructing elaborate wards to protect him and herself against the myriad dangers she’d faced after he’d died at Angelus’ hands. It didn’t help that while they had the bedroom to themselves, small as it was, it was stacked with boxes and boxes of Giles’ book collection. There was barely enough room to walk from door to bed, bed to dresser, dresser to bathroom. They really did have to solve their housing problem soon. 




“In the meantime,” he said, hoping to turn her mood, “perhaps you could help me with this little mystery, connected to Xander’s house of this afternoon.”




He showed her a sketch of the medallion.




“I’ve seen it before, or at least some of the elements in it, but I’m having a rather impossible time remembering where.”




She took it from his hand and regarded it. In her own time, in her own world, she’d made use of both her own background as a daughter of Stregallae as well as the resources he’d left to her after his death. She knew, in her own way, as much of the occult as he did, and in certain areas, much more.




“It’s old,” she said, studying it. “Very old. The oval…it could be an altar or a hearth or something. The tree, with the sun and moon, that’s usually a sign of something spirit-inhabited. Not demonic, though. Something wholesome. I tell you, English, the vamps would hate this. There’s no nest there.”




“I’m please to hear my opinion confirmed. Where would you like to start?”




“I’ll pull up Tobin’s on my laptop. The online version is updated fairly regularly. You might check…oh, who was the Watcher with the thing for trees?”




“Oslin the Younger?” Giles asked.




“That’s the one. Check his diaries.”




“Jenny, I don’t have those in my collection.” He looked at her over his glasses.




She paused in the middle of logging onto her laptop. “You do. I ordered them for you off eBay. They came in three days ago. I put them in your ‘new acquisition’ pile.”




He looked over at the rapidly accumulating pile of boxes, reinforced envelopes, and other parcels, and then back at the light of his heart. “Have I told you lately, minx, that I utterly adore you?”




She flashed him a rare grin. “Keep it up, English, and I’ll make sure you have a chance to show me later.”






In the morning, long before the Slayers of middle teen years had stirred, Xander had made the daily run to the store for ten gallons of milk, three gallons of orange juice, five boxes of cereal, a variety of bagels, four dozen eggs, two pounds of bacon, a pound of sausage links, five one-pound jars of peanut butter, six loaves of bread, and three jars of jelly. That wasn’t to mention the boxes of feminine hygiene products that he’d lost the round of rock-paper-scissor to Giles over, the assortment of chocolate, the fresh flowers that Jenny requested—and like the other Scoobies, he’d have done his best to oblige her if she’d asked for a liver torn freshly from an IRS agent—another jumbo size package of toilet paper, laundry soap, person soap, shampoo, socks, a Sponge Bob coloring book, three People magazines (young Slayers simply did not know how to share), and anything else he could remember. He wasn’t really sure why, but he also bought a pound of sea salt, a bottle of red wine, and a loaf of bread. 




He made a point of going to a different grocery store every morning, so as not to draw attention to his purchases. It was laughable, because attention was always drawn, but it kept them from speculating too much. He still hadn’t tried out his story of having been kidnapped by a sorority, forced to run their house and cater to their every whim. The reality was too depressingly similar, only without the fun pillow fights and occasional girl-on-girl jello wrestling.




Again, without really thinking about it, he left the regular return route. Part of him didn’t expect to see it, so he was a little surprised to find the house was there, just where he and Giles had left it.




Was it just him, or did it seem a little bigger? A little less dingy? A little more…awake? Give it a rest, Xan-man, he told himself. Houses aren’t awake. Well, except for when you’re building them, and you hit that day when it’s no longer a collection of studs and cement but really a house—then it’s awake. He reached into the back for the bag he’d asked the checker to put those last few items in and climbed out of the car. Was it his imagination, or did the tree’s branches tremble a little in a wind none of the other trees noticed?




He walked up to the gate. It really wasn’t his imagination; a good deal of the rust was gone, and the fence was standing up more. The shutters looked a little straighter. He found himself listing all the chores that would need to be done to bring the house back to its full glory—cleaning, painting, repointing some of the bricks, replacing some old woodwork, replanting the gardens, trimming the trees, reseeding the lawn, digging out the fountain and the tiny creek. It would take one man a solid decade of nothing but puttering. He, on the other hand, had a tribe of Amazon girls at his disposal.




“Hi,” he said, and then stopped as he realized he was talking to the house. He swallowed, thinking about all the far-more-foolish things he’d done and cleared his throat. “Hi, house. Sorry about running off like that yesterday. Just a little…uh…weirded out, is all. I’m going to be back later today with some friends. We just want to…check things out a little bit. Make sure nothing bad is going on.”




It really wasn’t his imagination this time. The house, the tree, the whole property, leaned towards him by the tiniest fraction. The tree was shivering just the slightest, the tiniest sounds coming from the branches rubbing against one another.




“Um…so anyway, I…uh…thought I’d just drop these off for now.”




He reached in the bag, took out the container of sea salt and passed his hand through the gate to set it on the brick walk inside. It didn’t seem right to open up the gate and go in just yet. He put the bottle of wine inside, and then the bread. He felt completely ridiculous, and at the same time, like he’d done something very right.




“So, I…uh…I’ll be seeing you later today, house,” he said. “I really like your windows.” As he spoke, he rubbed on of the wrought iron points on the gate with his thumb.




He walked back to the curb, pulled his keys out, fiddled with them a bit and as he unlocked his car door, he glanced back up. The salt, the bread, and the wine were gone. Fascinated and a little bit scared, he scanned the grounds. Was the…were those buds on the branches of the chestnut tree? It was October. Even standing on the street in front of the house, he thought he could feel a deep, slow inhale followed by an exhale of similar magnitude and subtlety.






He drove back home, in time to watch the first shift of girls practice their katas on the back lawn.




“Hey!” he yelled as he climbed out. “A little help!”




He was swarmed with girls begging for Apple Jacks, milk, Post Toasties, and other parts of their complete breakfasts.




“Hey!” Buffy yelled, coming up to the car, “any marks on him, and the lot of you will be running to Chicago and back!”




The mob broke apart, and he stumbled free.




In the kitchen, where food preparation was allowed by no more than six girls at a time and all meals were to be taken to the back porch pending weather, Xander joined Giles and Jenny at the breakfast table, where only the most senior of residents were allowed to linger. Giles, who used to be the worst sort of bear in the morning, was now almost mellow in Jenny’s company. Jenny looked up with a smile.




“How’s the house?” she asked.




Xander stopped. “Uh…”




“You are,” Giles paused, glancing at his wristwatch, “a full half an hour later than usual.”




“Right,” Xander answered, continuing into the kitchen. “Remind me to stock up on supplies before I try anything on the regular grocery run.”




Dawn bopped in and began digging through bags, tossing items to Buffy, who caught them one-handed and put them in the cupboard. A Slayerette, younger than most, slid stealthily into the kitchen on stockinged feet and reached for a box of Ho-Hos on the counter. Buffy smacked her hand without looking. The Slayerette slid back out of the room.




“Will said she’d be down in a few minutes. Putting together her bag of tricks,” Buffy said, dragging the Ho-Hos towards herself.




“You have to promise me,” Dawn said, “that nothing interesting can happen, okay? If it does, you’ll just have to come back and get me.”




“Certainly,” Giles answered, nibbling on an English muffin. “Please do sit and wait for word to come join us.”




Dawn stuck her tongue out at him.




“Okay!” Willow sang out, hauling a very large duffel bag with her. “I’m ready!”






They arrived back at the house, driving the SUV Xander had insisted on when he realized just how much hauling was necessary to keep thirty-nine teenage girls in t-shirts and notepads and hot chocolate. They parked directly in front of the house, or The House, as Xander had begun to think of it. 




“It looks…different,” Giles said, stepping out of the car and shrugging on his jacket.




“This,” Willow breathed, “is a great house.”




“I dunno, Will,” Buffy answered. “It’s awfully run down.”




They stood for a moment. Xander looked over and saw Jenny looking back and forth and up and down without moving her head. He looked back and saw that the chestnut tree was well and truly blooming again. In October. In forty degree weather. The fence looked only neglected instead of truly disreputable. The grass was beginning to turn green again.




“This is very, very old,” Jenny murmured.




“Well, yes, for America,” Giles begrudged her. “You tend to hang plaques on anything more than a hundred years old.”




She paused in front of the gate, kneeled, and brushed bits of dirt and grit from the medallion in the middle. The wrought iron had regained some of its long lost black luster. She rubbed it with her thumb. 




“There’s a fox,” she said.




They all leaned in behind her to study the medallion. Sure enough, beside the circle which might be an altar or any other round thing, a fox looked over its shoulder. 




“There’s a bird,” Buffy pointed out, putting her finger just under a shape in the tree.




“The flowers,” Giles said, “I think they’re bluebells.”




Jenny stood abruptly, forcing the others back. She turned and took a deep breath.




“Okay, Rupert, when I said old, I didn’t mean in recent history old. I meant old. Whatever is here, it’s been here for a very, very long time. There is some serious power here.”




“Is it the Hellmouth?” Buffy asked, tersely.




“No way,” Xander answered, angry.




The others looked at him. 




“This place isn’t evil,” he insisted. “Look at it! It’s run down. It’s old. It’s lonely and neglected, but it’s not evil.”




Like spectators at a tennis game, the others turned back to Jenny.




“I don’t believe it’s evil,” she answered. “Originally. But things happen, and there is real power here. We need to find out more about this place. We especially need to know more about the consequences for Xander.”




There was a moment when they all looked at one another.




“Well, okay then,” Buffy announced. “Let’s do this.”




She reached for the gate, took the handle and pushed. It didn’t budge. Frowning, she pushed again, and the gate did not move an inch.




“Okay,” she said, gritting her teeth. “Let’s just see about this.”




She let go to push her sleeves back, and Xander stepped in.




“Excuse me.”




He put his hand on the gate, and it opened smoothly with only a soft grinding of rusty iron on rusty iron.




Jenny and Buffy exchanged glances but followed him into the front yard. Jenny paused to look up at the tree.




“That’s…”




“A chestnut,” Giles agreed with her. “American chestnut. Yes.”




“But there aren’t any left.” She tried not to argue.




“Oh, a few, here and there, in pockets the blight never touched,” he answered. 




“But Cleveland doesn’t have any pockets,” she replied.




He gave her an eyebrow raised look that said clearly he agreed with her, and yet.




“It’s big,” Willow remarked, turning around on the brick path to take in all of it.




“Geez, it’s big,” Buffy agreed. “Can you imagine how much easier it would be to run the katas if we had this much room?”




“Thirty-nine Slayerettes all in a row,” Xander commented. “You could actually put them in ranks over there and have room left.”




He felt strangely proud, as though he were introducing them to someone important he knew.




“It’s big,” Willow repeated, still turning slowly.




“Yes, we understood the first time,” Giles replied patiently. 




“No, I mean it’s too big,” she answered, pausing. “It’s bigger inside the fence than it was outside.”




“What?” Buffy demanded.




“On the outside of the fence, it was—what—about forty yards across? Xander, how far across is it now?”




He regarded the sidewalk that ran the length of the property on the other side of the fence.




“At least sixty yards,” he decided. “And there’s an extra storm drain. How come none of the neighbors ever noticed?”




“You lived in Sunnydale for how long and you need to ask that question?” Jenny asked.




“Larger on the outside than on the inside. Rather like the TARDIS, isn’t it?” Giles said, bemused.




“Who?” Buffy asked.




“Exactly. Xander, why don’t you lead the way.”




So, Xander led, Buffy at his left elbow to guard his blind side, Giles on his right and back one step, and Willow and Jenny brought up the rear.




“Okay,” Willow murmured as they made their way down the brick walkway which was now longer than it had been on the way out yesterday. “Magic house. Bigger on the inside than it is on the outside. Also, tries to eat people.”




“Maybe,” Xander said. “It might have been going for a hug.”




“Right. Plus, it’s really old.”




As Xander stepped onto the porch, the front door opened inward.




“And polite,” Willow finished.




“Or hungry,” Buffy disagreed.




“We’d be delighted to have you for dinner,” Giles muttered.




Xander paused at the doorway, putting his hand on the doorjamb and looking inside.




“Huh.”




“What?” Jenny asked, standing on her toes. “An inscription? Dead bodies?”




“No,” Xander shook his head. “Just…weird architecture.”




“Ah, yes.” Buffy nodded. “Weird architecture. You know, I’ve fought some scary demons in my time, but weird architecture is just…weird.”




Xander shot her a look of “you’re not helping”. 




“No, it’s just, the proportions are all off. Look, it’s open to the ceiling, probably twenty feet up. The floor is stone—limestone, I think, and really high quality—and the wood paneling is…I mean, you just can’t get real mahogany panels like that anymore, not at any price. But the foyer’s only ten by ten. Doesn’t make sense.”




“Willow, do you sense anything?” Jenny asked.




“Nothing…off. There are a ton of ley lines going through the area, more than I would have expected. I don’t think anyone’s been here for a really long time, maybe a hundred years or more.”




“I’m going in,” Xander announced.




“Be careful,” Giles ordered.




One foot at a time, Xander stepped through the doorway into the foyer, and the house twitched.




“I felt that,” Willow said.




“We all felt that,” Buffy answered.




“No, I mean I really felt that. The whole place just moved like…like something sitting up.”




“Xander?”




“I’m fine,” he answered, looking around him. He took another step and then a third further into the house. 




Inside, the sunlight filtered through the stain glass of the fanlight and spilled onto the floor, illuminating columns of dust hanging in the air. The air smelled dry, stale, and sad.




“It’s beautiful,” Xander whispered.




Giles stepped through after him, followed by Buffy, Jenny, and then Willow. Once Willow was inside, the front door swung closed, and the house twitched again. Willow put her hand on the door handle, but it wouldn’t turn.




“Maybe Buffy could force it open,” Jenny suggested.




“No!” Xander nearly shouted. “You don’t hurt the house!”




Everyone looked at him. 




“It’s…the door handle’s an antique, okay? Show a little respect.”




“Riiiiight,” Buffy said. 




“Come on,” he ordered and stepped through the wide portal into the house proper.




Everyone followed, one by one, with Willow trailing last. As they entered the front hall, she put a palm against the inside wall. It was a rich, densely grained wood, dessicated and rough under her fingertips. It was silent.




“What kind of lighting have we got?” Buffy asked.




“It’s not even wired for electricity,” Giles responded. “And I’m sure any utilities to the house were cut off long ago.”




“Are those gaslights?” Jenny asked.




“Yeah,” Xander responded. “See, here’s the key to open the air shutter. Huh.”




“You keep saying that,” Buffy said. “Why huh?”




“Shutter’s wide open. The lamp must have been left burning until all the gas was gone.”




“Somebody left in a big hurry?” Jenny asked.




“Or was rendered unable to leave or turn off the lamps,” Giles finished for her.




“Here,” Buffy interrupted, handing out equipment. “LED flashlights for everyone. Guaranteed to light the darkest corners of Mordor.”




“Willow?” Jenny asked, taking an extra to give to her.




“Shhhh,” Willow answered. “I’m trying to listen.”




Long used to her methods, everyone fell quiet. Xander knelt to examine the rug, and underneath it, the wood floor.




Hello? Willow called silently. 




There. No, it was gone. She pulled her focus back to herself and let it sink into the wood of the house.




The house had some form of inhabitation. That much was clear. But what was the nature of it? A haunting? A possession? The accumulation of decades of tame magic layered over with dust, now gone wild? One thing was clear, and that was that Jenny was right, more right than she knew.




This place was old. 




Not this wall in particular, she felt. If she let her senses sink into the grain of the wood deep enough, she could read the summers and winters when it had grown, the hands of the men who’d cut, stained, and installed it, and the murmurs of many, many others who’d brushed against it. 




“Xander?” Speaking was an effort when she was this deep. “How long ago did they use wooden pegs instead of nails?”




“For a wall?”




“For the…beams behind it.”




He traded a look with Giles. “Uh…at least a hundred fifty years ago, unless you’re Amish. Can you tell how big the beams are? What wood they’re made of?”




She was quiet for a moment. “Oak. Single piece. It grew in a thick forest, so it went straight up. Eighty feet. The whole tree is here, in different pieces. The longest is…sixty feet long.”




Xander’s mouth dropped open. “A sixty foot long beam of solid oak?”




“Is that unusual?” Giles asked.




“You can’t buy one of those for any money, unless someone took Windsor castle apart recently.”




“Which makes it how old?”




“Two, three hundred?” Xander guessed. “I don’t know.”




“It’s older than that,” Willow murmured, her eyes closed. “Much older.”




She leaned her forehead against the panel. 




Hello? she called again. Are you here? It’s okay. We want to help.




Old wood, old tiles, older stone. Stairs that were hollowed in middle from centuries of traffic. Twilight and the first stars coming out. A child crying.




It wasn’t the crying of a child who’d stubbed their toe, but the long, tired, subdued wails of a child who has long lost hope of anyone hearing, a child who’d known no comfort for a long, long time.




“It’s all right,” Willow whispered. “Where are you?”




Sad. Lonely. And—




Willow fell back, stumbled, and sat down hard. Jenny and Giles immediately helped her back to her feet.




Frightened, Willow stared all around them. 




“I think we should go,” she whispered.




“Why?” Giles asked. “What did you see?”




“It’s not hungry,” Willow said. “It’s starving. And we look really, really good.”




“That’s enough for me,” Buffy declared. “Let’s head out. Willow, you and Giles and Jenny can whip up a good destruction spell. We’ll be back home before lunch.”




“Perhaps…” Giles began.




“No.”




They all looked at Xander. He knelt with his back to them, but rose to an even-footed stance. Then he turned so they could see his profile, eye patch blocking his expression. He scanned the wide hallway and faced them.




“You guys can go if you want, but you’re not casting any spell. I’m staying.”




“Xander, the last person who stayed in this house died here!” Willow announced. As she spoke the words, she knew they were true.




“What did you see?” Jenny asked Willow.




“It’s starving,” Willow answered. “It’s been a hundred years since it last…fed. It wants life. It wants lots and lots of life. You’re just the start, Xander.”




“This house is not going to hurt me,” Xander insisted. “It isn’t going to hurt anyone.”




He turned again, picked up his bag of supplies, walked down the hall, and turned into the first doorway on his right.




“Will, does this house eat people’s brains from the inside?” Buffy asked.




“I didn’t get that exactly,” Willow admitted.




“Okay, so I’m sticking with Xander.”




Buffy found him standing in the middle of the room he’d entered, an unfathomable look on his face as he stared down a horsehair chaise lounge. The room was crowded with furniture, sculpture, knick-knacks, paintings, and other odds and ends. Every piece in there was covered with something knitted, crocheted, tatted, or stitched. The piano legs had ruffled covers. It was a room of excruciating, suffocating propriety, covered in a half inch of dust.




“Wow,” Buffy muttered. “Kind of like if the Spanish Inquisition was run by Queen Victoria.”




Giles and Jenny entered, discussing the possibility of a psychometric spell.




“We’d need to find the geographic and temporal center of the house,” Jenny said.




“There’s no guarantee they’re the sa— Oh, my god.”




Giles stopped dead.




“Wow, this place is like a museum,” Jenny said.




“Horrific,” Giles whispered. “It’s as though great-grandmother Myrtle were still alive.”




“Is that an elephant’s foot?” Willow demanded. “Being used as an umbrella stand?!”




“Those wacky British,” Buffy said. 




“Moving on,” Xander announced.




They followed him through several rooms—a conservatory, a secretary’s office, a butler’s pantry, a room that housed an impressive collection of spoons, a lounge, and a billiard room. It took several more rooms for the others to notice what Xander already had.




“Why are the rooms too small?” Buffy asked.




They stood in the billiard room, where there was only a foot of space around the billiard table. Xander said nothing. The rest looked from one to another.




“What happens when a person starves?” Jenny asked.




“They lose a lot of weight,” Buffy answered. “Until they’re just skin and bones. And then, they die?”




“Anyone else get the feeling this house is just skin and bones?”




“But…there are curtains and knick knacks,” Willow protested.




Xander left abruptly. 




“What are you looking for?” Giles asked, joining him.




“I’m not sure,” he answered. “I’ll know it when I see it.”




“There’s more, right?” Jenny said. “I mean, these are just the public rooms, for entertaining guests. Where’s the kitchen? The bedrooms? The nursery?”




“This house sprawls,” Giles observed, shining his flashlight on the coffered ceiling of the main hallway. “I don’t remember more than the one wing of the house when we walked around it.”




“What if it’s different on the inside than it is on the outside?” Buffy asked. “It was that way with the property.”




It took a bit of searching. At the end of the hall hung an enormous tapestry. Behind it was an entrance to another part of the house. 




“We really should take a few moments to study this,” Giles protested.




“Later,” Xander barked. 




Giles kept his flashlight on the tapestry while the others ducked underneath.




“There’s the tree,” he muttered to himself. “The oval—it’s not an altar, it’s a well. Hmmm.”




“Rupert!” Jenny hissed. “Let’s go!”






It was darker in this next section of the house. The windows were smaller and fewer. The walls were no longer paneled in wood but bare plaster, sometimes covered with a tapestry.




“Look at the ceiling,” Buffy said, pointing her flashlight up.




The ceiling was marked by soot.




“The gaslights don’t extend this far back,” Xander answered. “They were using lamps, candles, maybe even torches.”




“Check out that rafter,” Willow said, aiming her beam at it.




The rafter, just out of hand’s reach, was heavily carved and painted with gilt.




“Sun, tree, oval, moon,” Jenny recited, counting each of the symbols off.




The short extension of the hall opened into a much larger room, a great hall. The stone walls soared forty feet in the air, allowing mullioned windows to let in much more light. The floor was tiled in green travertine and white marble, creating a checkerboard pattern. At the northern end of the hall was a dais large enough to host a family dinner. Just below, on either side, stood two enormous fireplaces, and above those, carved into the plaster and stone of the mantle, elaborate coats of arms. To their right, on the southern wall was a third fireplace, flanked by curtained doorways.




Xander took the first doorway.




“So, here’s the kitchen,” Jenny remarked.




“Anyone else feel like Robin Hood should be strolling in with a deer over his shoulders?” Buffy asked.




“We do seem to have regressed to the Middle Ages,” Giles agreed. “Thirteenth century at the latest.”




“Xander?” Jenny asked softly, touching his shoulder.




“I can hear her,” he answered. “She’s crying. I need to find her.”




“Who is she?”




“I…I don’t know. Maybe whatever scared Willow has her. I just know that she needs me. She’s at the end of her strength.”




The kitchen was also too small for all that it held. The pantry was crowded with only a few barrels, and the stairs down to a tiny wine cellar were almost too narrow to allow Buffy to explore. An exterior door opened on the kitchen garden, where rosemary, sage, and other pot herbs sprawled, thin and untended.




“Let’s go back to the great hall,” Jenny said. “We’ll see where those stairs above the dais go.”




Xander allowed himself to be led back in.




From the dais, a set of stairs climbed to a landing, split, and climbed again to the second story. The first branch took them a dark, cozy room filled with chairs and stools. The room’s far wall was lined with five doors which opened onto tiny, empty rooms, each with a window of its own.




“Is the house running out of furniture?” Jenny asked. “There aren’t any rugs on the floor up here, either.”




The floor was wide, thick planks of wood, long ago polished by foot traffic, but now dry as dust.




The second branch of the stairs allowed them onto the balcony over the dais.




“Musicians would have sat here and played for the family,” Giles explained to the rest of them.




On the northern wall, behind them, gothic arches were cut to allow more light to enter. On the other side of the gallery was a thick oaken door bound with iron.




Xander rested his hand on the door latch, opened it, and pushed the door open. It took work, and the hinges groaned with a near human voice.




The room beyond was the darkest yet. Using her flashlight to find the curtains, Buffy pulled stiff, heavy, dry rotted fabric away from the windows, letting light in for the first time in decades. Several of the curtains tore away from their moorings and fell to the floor in clumsy folds.




“Whew!” she yelled, waving clouds of dust away. “What I wouldn’t give for a swiffer.”




No one answered, and when she turned, she saw why.




The room was lined with bookshelves, clearly built and installed long after the original room was created. In the center of the room, on an Oriental rug of great intricacy and antiquity was an enormous desk of heavily carved ebony. At the desk was a large, comfortable leather upholstered wingback chair, and in the chair was a very old body.




“I guess we found the last guy to stay here,” she observed.




Giles knelt beside the chair, Jenny beside him.




The corpse was remarkably well preserved. White hair grown several inches long was combed back on his head. He wore a Victorian smoking jacket. His jaw hung open, as though he’d fallen asleep and snored through his last moments.




“There’s no obvious cause of death,” Giles said, gingerly checking the skin on the corpse’s neck and around the head. “No trauma to the head or neck.”




“None to the hands either.”




“Hey, he was writing something,” Buffy said.




There, on the desk, was a journal, left open to the last written page. Beside it was an inkwell, long dry, and a pen. She picked up the volume, blew the dust off, and turned it around.




“Saturday, April 9, 1910,” she read. “He has not arrived. I fear he will not, not in time. She will wither and die without the life of a new champion, and it is my fault. I could not make him understand. I should have…”




She blew more dust off and wiped off the page.




“His handwriting gets really bad. I can’t read it. Wait. Down here he wrote “terrible headache.’ There’s some more that I can’t understand. Then it stops.”




Everyone exchanged looks again.




“It could very well be that he died of a stroke, alone here, and whomever he expected never did arrive,” Giles suggested.




“Yeah, but that ‘life of a new champion’ bit?” Willow grimaced with doubt. “That sounds an awful lot like human sacrifice to me.”




“This could be the center of the house,” Jenny said. “It’s older than all the other rooms. The ceiling’s a barrel vault, and the walls are bare stone.”




“No, it’s older than this,” Willow disagreed. “Much older.”




The house stirred again, like a fretful child unable to sleep.




“Did you hear that?” Buffy asked.




“No, what?” Giles asked.




“Like…like when Dawn got really sick as a baby and cried for days. Mom had to take her to the ER, and she was admitted to the hospital with pneumonia. She was only three. She would cry, but she was so tired, it was just these long, drawn out wails.”




“I have to find her,” Xander announced.




“Dawn’s back at the house,” Buffy protested. “What are you—”




“Not Dawn,” Jenny answered. “Xander, she may be a ghost. She may already be dead.”




“She’s not!” Xander snapped at her. “She’s not dead, but she could die if we don’t get to her soon enough.”




“It’s been nearly a century,” Willow said. “Whatever’s going on, she can last long enough for us to be safe about this.”




“No, she can’t,” Xander answered. “She was sleeping, but now she’s awake, and she’s got nothing left. We have to find her. I have to find her.”




“Xander—” Giles began.




“I am not walking away from this. Not this time. If there is one single thing I can do to save her, I will do it. I am not going to find out that I wasn’t there in time, not like last time. Not again.”




“The house—” Willow insisted.




“The house is not going to hurt me, and I am not going to hurt the house,” he said. “Whatever made you think that, Will, you’re wrong.”




“Uh…Xander, Will’s kinda cornered the market on this stuff,” Buffy said, uneasily.




“Look, every time you were sure about something, every time Willow was sure, I backed you up, didn’t I? Now it’s my turn. I know what I’m talking about. I think it’s time for a little payback.”




For a long moment, no one said a thing. Giles was the first to break the silence.




“What do you need, Alexander?”




Xander glared at the others, daring them to back down. No one did.




“There’s got to be a third part of the house. Something even older. I need to find a way in.”




Jenny took the journal from Buffy and looked at the spine. Then she scanned the bookshelves.




“There’s a whole shelf of these,” she said. “Let’s see how far back they go.”




There was, it turned out, far more than a shelf of journals. Most of the library was dedicated to volumes of paper, bound in leather or cloth, with words written in black ink. Those went back, by Giles’ calculations, nearly two hundred fifty years, and were replaced by calf-bound volumes of parchment and vellum. Those went back another twelve hundred years before being replaced by various accordion folded or rolled scrolls.




“How old is this place?” Buffy demanded.




“Older,” Willow answered. “These are just the written records. It was here before writing.”




“I think we should check the kitchen again,” Jenny said. “That’s probably the oldest part of the building. Maybe the wine cellar has something.”




“No,” Xander answered. “No, it’s here. I can hear her better here than anywhere else.”




“Willow, Jenny, check the walls,” Giles instructed. “Buffy, you and I will take a look at the floor.”




They broke apart. Xander stood near the corpse in its antique chair. It took less than five minutes.




“Here!” Jenny called. “There’s something behind the shelves.”




They cleared the shelves, and Buffy made quick work of the planks, tearing them free from the uprights. Behind them was a small door, no taller than Willow. 




“Yeah, this is it,” Xander said. He tugged at the door handle, but it broke away in his hand and crumbled.




For a moment, he stared at the pieces. Then he looked at Buffy.




“Can you get this door open?”




“Yeah, no problem.”




“Make it…make it quick, so it hurts as little as possible,” he said.




She gave him a look but set her foot against the stone doorway, found enough space to put her fingers between door and stone, tested it, and gave it a sharp, hard tug. Half the door broke off and came free, and the wood shrieked 




“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Xander whispered. “It’s okay. I’ll fix it. I promise. We had to open it. I’m sorry it hurt.”




Buffy gave another heave, tearing the rest of the door free, breaking it off its hinges. This time, the shriek lasted longer than the damage, and the stone walls shivered.




Beyond the door was a steep, straight stairway down. The steps were so old and had been traveled so many times, they were worn in the center. There was no light except for their flashlights. Xander changed the configuration on his to a lamp, shining in all directions.




One side of the stairs had no wall but opened onto the room below. The light illuminated a space of ten feet by twenty. The walls were stone, plastered and painted long ago and now crumbling. There were no windows in the walls, only a waist high altar of white stone.




“A temple?” Buffy asked.




“I think a very early church,” Giles answered.




“I don’t see any crosses.”




“No, but there are fish symbols.” He pointed at a carving on the front of the altar and then to a painting on the wall. “The fish was used as a symbol of Christ long before the cross.”




“I don’t think this started off as a church, though,” Willow said. “There’s been magic here. A really, really long time ago.”




“Let’s check for a crypt,” Giles said.




Behind the altar, a stone door was set into floor. This one could be pulled entirely out by its handle, though it took most of Buffy’s strength to shift the stone block by herself. Xander lowered himself through the opening first.




“Careful,” he called. “It’s really small.”




He gave Buffy, Willow, and Jenny a hand down. Giles joined them without help.




“It’s tiny,” Buffy complained.




“Look at the rock,” Jenny said. “The walls. They aren’t mortared. The stones aren’t dressed, just fitted together.”




“This is pre-Christian,” Giles said. “Possibly pre-Roman. I’d say…Celtic, perhaps.”




“Okay, what’s a Celtic rockpile doing under the basement of a house in Cleveland?” Buffy asked. “Even for the Hellmouth, that’s pretty strange.”




“This isn’t the heart,” Willow said.




“No, it isn’t,” Xander agreed. “But we’re close.”




For a moment, no one spoke, and in that moment, the wind sighed around the little stone hut and brought with it the sound of wordless crying, a child sobbing with exhausted grief.




Xander stepped up to the furthest wall. “This isn’t stone.”




Giles looked over his shoulder. “No, it’s wattle and daub. Rather, twigs and mud. Can you move it aside without damaging it?”




“Hang on.”




Xander found two handholds within the crude surface and very gently lifted it aside. Beyond, the walls and ceiling of the hut continued, but they were now smooth limestone, polished by thousands of years of passersby touching the walls to keep their balance. At the very end of the cave was a crevice, and through the crevice came sunlight tinted green.




“That’s the heart,” Xander said.




He walked up to the crevice and stepped through.




“Xander, wa—”




But he was gone.






He stood at the bottom of a steep sided ravine, cloaked in the greenery of summer. But it was a silent summer. No birds sang. No squirrels crept. Nothing moved but the branches of the trees in a mild breeze.




“This is not Cleveland,” he said to himself. “Wonder where I am.”




He glanced back at the crevice, but it was so much darker, he couldn’t make anyone out. He aimed his flashlight back to it, but the beam didn’t penetrate. He turned it off.




“Hello?” he called. “I’m here. Not that I know where here is. Where are you?”




There was no answer, not even the crying. The whole forest held its breath. He took a few careful steps, looked down, and realized there was a very old path worn into the ground. On either side, bluebells grew in the shade of the trees. Moss marked the north side of the trees. Giles would know what kind they were. He could spot an oak when he saw one, but that was about it.




The path led him about fifty yards away from the entrance, to a tiny promontory. There, the trees held back and allowed the sun full access to the ground. Xander looked up and saw the sky, dotted with a fleet of sailing clouds. The glen was only thirty yards or so across, and at the other side stood the largest tree he’d ever seen in person.




It was like something out of a Tolkien novel. At its base, the trunk was thicker than a house, and smaller, but still enormous, minor trunks branched out from it. The canopy had to be a hundred fifty feet across, almost the width of the entire valley. The branches reached higher than the walls of the ravine.




At the base was an oval basin, wider than it was deep. It was the same as the sigil on the fence. He looked up and checked the position of the sun. It matched. To the right was a thin sliver of moon, almost invisible in the daylight.




Xander walked up to the lip of the basin and looked in. While it was nearly twelve feet from his side to the far side, and at least twenty feet across, the water was only a foot from the lip, and between the shade of the tree and the dazzle of the sunlight, he couldn’t see into the depths at all.




So…now what?




Puzzled, he sat down on the lip of the basin. Was she here? Had he gotten here in time? It was just…he’d had no doubt at all that he had to get there. If he got there in time, she wouldn’t die. If he was there, he could save her, protect her. This time, he would, and maybe it would make up for the time he hadn’t.




He sat and thought, deliberately turning away from Sunnydale and the last battle there. The house. The house was incredible. It was alive. It needed a lot of work, but that work would pay off. It was, he realized, the ultimate fixer upper. The exterior of the house needed a lot of small repairs. The garden needed to be restored. The rest of the house had to be brought up to standards—electricity, plumbing…There was enough to keep him busy the rest of his life.




And, it was, he realized, the absolute perfect place for the Slayers, the Council, and the rest of his collected family. Oh, they might be sleeping in the great hall with camping gear at first, but clearly, the house could be added on to. The thought of thirty-nine teenage girls practicing their kata and arguing over which medical drama to watch or crowding into the bathroom so densely it took him and Buffy twenty minutes to dislodge one suddenly cheered him up. If the house needed life, that would certa—




Something tugged on his pants, and the only reason he didn’t yell was because he happened to be inhaling. 




She was tiny.




She only came up to his knee, and she looked like she must have been three or four years old. Her face was…human, but not. It certainly wasn’t the beauty he’d half-expected. Her nose was the largest feature on her face, though her eyes came in a close second. Underneath that startling schnoz was a perfect bow of a mouth and a receding chin. Her eyes were grey and huge. Her hair was reddish-brown, very fine, and curled at the wispy ends. Her ears were tipped with very small points.




She was rail thin, clearly undernourished, and she wore what looked like a little girl’s party dress in a size far too large for her. It hung on her tiny frame like a tent. It was gray with dirt, the hem tattered. She held onto his jeans and stared up at him with huge eyes, all serious inquiry and fear.




Very, very carefully, he lowered himself from the well and sat down on the grass beside her.




“Hi,” he said.




She blinked and stared back at him.




“My name’s Xander. Do you have a name?”




She only stared, frowning in thought.




He’d sat Indian style, and she took advantage of this by climbing onto his shoe, and then his leg, and then reaching up to his face. Her hand was so small, the palm covered only the tip of his nose. She squeezed it a little bit and broke into a wide smile, clearly laughing though she made no noise.




“Boop,” he said with the next squeeze. “Boop boop boop boop.”




She beeped his nose a few more times until satisfied that he would boop whenever she squeezed. Then she frowned again and touched his eyepatch. Before he could stop her, she lifted the edge away from his cheek and looked. When she let go of it and looked back into his good eye, her lower lip trembled.




She wasn’t frightened. She was sad, sad for him. She pressed her lips to her fingertips and patted the eyepatch several times, as if to reassure him it would be okay.




“What are you?” he asked.




She tilted her head at his question, and she pointed at the tree. Then, she clasped her hands over her heart, smiled, and spread her arms open, as if she would embrace the whole world.




“I don’t…are you a tree?”




She gave him a look that clearly said he was either crazy or stupid. She pointed at the tree again.




“Are you that tree?”




This time, her expression said he was close, but not quite there. He racked his brain.




“Wait, you and the tree, you’re together?”




She smiled with joy.




“So you’re a…what’s the word. You’re a dryad. A dryad!”




She jumped up and kissed him on the cheek.




“But…what about the house?” he asked. “How does that fit in?”




She pointed at the tree again.




“The house is the tree? It’s a treehouse? Huh?”




She dropped her shoulders, looked up at him from underneath her eyebrows, and curled her upper lip in a clear “you’re not crazy, you’re just stupid” response.




“The house isn’t a tree. Is the tree the house?”




She smiled and clapped her hands.




“But the house…the house is practically dying. No one’s taken care of it for years. That guy back in the library was the last one, and he’s dead.”




And now she did cry, her lower lip trembling, tiny tears spilling out of her eyes. She dropped down onto his knee, wrapped her thin arms around her thinner legs, and sobbed.




“Oh, geez, don’t cry. Please don’t cry. I’m sorry.”




He sat with his hands in the air, not sure whether he should touch her or not. He finally settled for stroking her back with two of his fingers. He could feel her vertebrae and ribs. She really was starving.




“What can I do?” he asked. “If your tree dies, don’t you die too?”




She nodded without looking up.




“But…look at that tree,” he said. “It’s huge! It’s like an elf condominium! And the house. Look, you can’t die. Whatever you need, I’ll get it. I promise.”




She sniffled, wiped her eyes and looked up at him. 




“Yeah, I promise.”




She stood again, holding onto his hand, and then she took his index finger in her two hands and pushed back until she got to the tip of his bandaged finger—right where the thorn had drawn blood. She touched it and looked back up at him.




“The life of a champion,” he repeated.




She nodded, scared and hopeful.




“Do I…do I have die?” There was no way he’d be able to explain that to Buffy, let alone Willow.




But the dryad’s gasp of horror and disbelief startled him out of that thought. She shook her head vehemently. No. Nonononononono! She let go of his finger and covered her mouth with both hands in shock.




“Okay, okay. No death. I gotcha. Nobody’s dying. Understood.”




She calmed down.




“So…what do I need to do?”




She stared at him, puzzled. Then she made a thoughtful frown. After a moment, she hopped down from his knee and began a pantomime.




She curled up on the grass and rested her head on her hands. Then, she stretched and yawned, got to her feet, and shook herself awake. Then, she made motions, bringing things to her mouth and chewing. Then she danced, spinning and jumping and throwing her hands up in the air. Then, she yawned, laid down, and pretended to sleep again.




After a moment, she opened one eye and looked at him.




“We couldn’t play Pictionary,” he said.




She glared at him.




“Okay, sleep, eat, party down, sleep again. What, live? Live here? You…want me to hang out, maybe move in?”




She jumped up, grabbed his jean leg, and nodded, grinning with happiness. She stared at him with eyes brimming with hope and love.




“That’s it? You want a roommate?”




She bit her lip and nodded.




“Okay, if I move into the house, I’m going to do some work on it.”




Her face lit up with joy.




“And my friends will be over. A lot.”




She went wide eyed and her mouth dropped open.




“Is that okay?”




For a short moment, she stood that way, frozen. Then she started jumping up and down and clapping her hands. She spun on her toes, jumped again, even did a flip, and then climbed up on his legs and began kissing him all over his face.




“Okay! Okay! I get it! You like company!”




When she finally let him be, there were new tears running down her face, but she never stopped smiling.




“You like company,” he repeated. “Wait…Willow said it was a hundred years since you last fed. She said you need life. You don’t need life, you need people living around you, with you. And the last time that happened was the old guy who died waiting for his replacement?”




She nodded. He was appalled.




“That…that…that’s bullshit! Some old guy who collected spoons? That’s not life! That’s stuffy, airless…boring!”




She stared at him, fascinated and confused.




“You know what I’m going to do? Oh, jeez, by the time I’m done, you’re never going to be lonely again. You’ll beg me for some peace and quiet. Okay, okay. Hang on. I need to explain this. First…do you know who the Slayer is?”




She made a “you’re not stupid, you’re crazy” face at him.




“The vampire slayer. Been around forever, even longer than you.”




It took a moment, but he saw when she remembered.




“Okay, here’s the deal.”






“Xander, wait!” Buffy yelled as he stepped into the crevice.




He disappeared.




“Dammit!” She swore. “Willow, can you—”




He reappeared. 




“Hey, sorry I took so long,” he said, stepping back in. “Had to do a lot of explaining. Everything’s going to be okay, but we kind of need to get busy, and…what?”




Everyone looked at Giles.




“Uh…clearly there’s some manner of temporal disruption,” he managed.




“What?” Xander blinked. “How long have you been waiting? You didn’t send out for food did you? ’Cause I’m dying for some Chinese.”




Everyone exchanged looks and then looked back at him.




“Xander,” Jenny started, “what exactly happened in there?”




“Oh, right. I should explain.” He paused for a moment. “Nope. That’ll take too long. I’ll sum up: the house is actually a tree, in a metaphorical sort of way. The little girl we’ve heard crying is the tree’s dryad. If the house doesn’t have people living in it, it’ll die, and so will she. She’s been alone for a hundred years now. She doesn’t want anyone to die. She wants company and friends. And, I sort of promised I would take care of her…for…probably the rest of my life. And I’m okay with that. Can one of you call Dawn and tell her to start busing the Slayerettes down here? And tell them to bring their sleeping bags, whatever board games they’ve got, and a couple of the laptops.”




Everyone continued to stare at him.






In the end, what worked was taking them—one and two at a time—into the heart of the house and introducing them to the dryad.




Willow went first, wrapped in wards and protective spells. Xander gave her a hand as she stepped through.




“Huh,” he said, looking down the path when she emerged.




“Huh, what? Oh!”




A fox sat in the middle of the path, some ten yards away from them. It swished its bottle brush tail and yipped at them. The left side of its face was slightly squinched.




“Xan, it’s missing—”




“Yeah. Same one as me,” he answered. “There was a fox on the medallion, wasn’t there? And there weren’t any animals at all when I came in the first time. So, what does your Wicca-sense tell you?”




Willow looked around, open mouthed. “This is…Xander, this place is…”




“Yeah, I know.”




“I don’t think there’s ever been any pollution here,” she said. “It feels like the stone circles back in England, only more so.”




“Let’s go meet her.”




The little dryad peered round the bole of her tree before they sat down. Xander crouched down and held out his hands.




“It’s okay. I want to introduce you to my friend, Willow.”




Willow knelt beside him and waited as the dryad crept up to them. Before Willow could say anything, the tiny girl climbed on her knees to stare into her eyes.




“Oh!” Willow gasped. She reached out to Xander, who took her hand. “Xander, she can see all of me, everything!”




The child cocked her head a bit, staring deeper.




“No, no…that was a long time ago, and I’m so sorry,” Willow whispered. “Yes. Yes, he is. My best friend.”




A long, silent moment passed, and a tear spilled out of each of her eyes and tracked down her face.




“Yes. I loved her…so much,” and here Willow caught a sob in her throat. “I miss her. She would love this place.” 




Satisfied, the dryad gave her a kiss on the cheek and then bounced over to Xander, who picked her up and sat her on his shoulder.






When he brought Jenny and Giles through together, the fox waited for them, and beside it stood a doe with golden red fur and large, sensitive ears. Both sprang away and proceeded them into the forest.




The dryad took an immediate liking to Jenny and then pulled Giles’ glasses from his face so she could look through the lenses. He watched, stifling a smile, while she staggered from side to side, looking up at the leaves of her tree and over at Xander. He then let her climb back up to put the glasses back on him.






The doe and fox were visible in the shade of the forest when Xander brought Buffy into the ravine. When they reached the tree, a pair of mute swans floated on the surface of the water, necks entwined.




“Oh, Giles is going to be so disappointed he’s a swan,” Xander laughed.




“Are you kidding?” Buffy asked. “You do not mess with swans. Mean critters. One of them once chased me and Dawn to our car after we ran out of bread to feed it.”




“The Slayer? Beaten by a bird?” Xander asked.




“I was ten. Mom heard our screams from the other side of the park.”




This time, the dryad tackled Xander’s pant leg and used it to scale him all the way to his shoulder.




“Owowowowowowow,” Xander muttered under his breath. At Buffy’s look, he added, “she’s got nails, and she’s using them.”




When she reached his shoulder, she settled in and gave him a pat on his ear as though to say “There, there.”






“So what did Buffy’s critter turn out to be?” Willow asked him as they stood at the gate, waiting for Dawn’s first carload to arrive.




“An eagle,” Xander answered. “No idea what kind. Not a bald eagle, though.”




“Giles said all the critters were European.”




“Lot of research in that,” Xander said, smiling slyly at her.




“Oh, please don’t throw me in the briar patch.” Willow grinned back at him. “Dawn’ll go crazy over those scrolls.”




As speaking her name apparently summoned her, the van turned onto the street and pulled up to the curb. Piles had been strapped to the roof, and the doors were nearly blown off their hinges by the explosion of girls spilling out.




Dawn hopped out, strolled up to the gate, waited for Xander to open it, and put herself in front of him.




“Didn’t I tell you that you weren’t allowed to have anything interesting happen without me?” she demanded.




“Called you as soon as I could,” he replied, spreading his hands out.




A fifteen year old Slayerette skipped past him, and he reached out and grabbed her by the collar, almost pulling him off his feet. She froze. He righted himself, and then led her back to the sidewalk.




“See this? The bricks and how they’re laid out in a wide, long line that leads directly to the door? It’s called a sidewalk. Stay on it.”




“Sorry, Xan!” the girl squeaked.




“Go on,” he answered. “See if you can give Jenny a hand in the kitchen.”




The Slayerette scooted off. Xander and Dawn waited until the tide of excited, chirping girls passed them.




“So, do I get to meet her?”




“Absolutely.” He nodded.




He put an arm around her shoulders and led her to the front door, which stood wide open. The curtains had been pulled back, and afternoon sunlight spilled into the entry way.




“We’re home,” Xander announced.




The trees sighed in the breeze, and the house creaked in welcome.





2. Morning, Sunshine!



Morning came a lot earlier than it used to. This was one of the disadvantages of living in a house that was actually, in some metaphoric or magical sense, a tree—a tree with a millennia old symbiotic spirit known as a dryad. Neither the tree nor the dryad officially slept, but night lent itself to quiet time. When the sun rose, the activity started again, and the house, the tree, and the dryad were convinced there was no reason the people living within should be exempted.




The blanket Xander had stretched across the bedroom window fell in a heap on the floor, and brutal sunlight scorched his retina. He turned and put an arm over his eyes. The floor underneath his air mattress creaked ominously.




“Five more minutes,” he groaned. “Come on. I had to supervise all the unloading yesterday.”




Outside his room, feet skittered back and forth as girls tried to get their chores completed before the senior Slayer was up. Chances were good that they’d start bickering, laughing, or shrieking well before they were done, and Buffy would wake, as grumpy as a bear with a sore tooth and a severe caffeine deficiency.




The window began to work its way open at about the rate a small child could heave and push the sash. Three days ago, she hadn’t been able to open that particular window, and then he’d fixed the sash weights and oiled the assembly. Because it made her happy. Because every little thing he fixed, repaired, sanded, oiled, re-assembled, or otherwise worked on meant that the next time he entered her grove, she had better color in her cheeks, her fingers were warmer, and her eyes sparkled all the more. What would it take to get her back to full health?




The air outside was more than a little chilly, and the incoming breeze raised goosepimples on his arm. He pulled the comforter up to his shoulder. He heard something flap and flutter at the windowsill and silently cursed.




“twee…twee-twee-twee…”




She fought dirty, she did.




“Twee-twee-tweedle-twee-chirrup-brrrrrr-dokdokdokdok-Kchee-kchee-kchee!”




“All right! I’m up!” he yelled, throwing back the covers.




The mockingbird on the windowsill gave him a contemptuous flick of its tail and flipped back into the air. He sat up, flipped the bird the bird, and put his feet on the floor. He couldn’t be angry with her. It was too close to the time Miss Kitty Fantastico had woken him by batting at his nose—begging for a playmate and possibly checking to make sure he wasn’t dead.




He scratched his neck. He had a scruffy three-day beard going, as hot water was a luxury and shaving a twice-a-week treat. With a yawn, he reached into his duffel, found his eyepatch and pulled it on, rubbed his good eye, and stopped.




His room was bigger.




He scanned all around him and up to the ceiling. Yep. When he’d gone to bed, the room had barely been six feet by eight feet—just enough for him, an air mattress, and his duffel. Now, it was ten by twelve, a respectable size for a bedroom. The ceiling had retreated at least a foot.




This was good. The house had shrunk during its long starvation, and the rooms had shrunken to tiny cubicles. The great hall had been the size of a family den. If the rooms were getting bigger, it meant she was recovering. He couldn’t help but wonder what the original dimensions were.




It didn’t solve any of his other problems, he reflected while pulling clothes on, but it did put him in a better mood. He put his boots on, laced them up, opened his bedroom door, and stepped out. Willow looked up from the worktable in the common area and smiled.




“Hey, did you no—”




He was hit by a load of sheets, pillows, and blanket dropped on him from above. With a heavy sigh, he pulled the blanket off and saw Willow was bravely struggling to keep from laughing. She—the dryad, that was—liked things tidy. She did not like unmade beds.




“Be right back,” Xander said, gathered up his bedclothes, and went back in.




When he re-emerged, he paused for a moment, looking up. No more surprises dropped from the ceiling, so he took a deep breath and smiled.




“Who’s in charge of breakfast?” he asked.




“Andrew,” Willow answered, showing him sympathy.




“Cr— ahem. Darn.”




She didn’t like cursing before lunch, either.




“Well, there’s bound to be some leftovers from last night. Join me?”




“Sure!”




Willow bounced up, and they took the stairs to the great hall together. 




“Did you notice the rooms were bigger?” Willow asked.




She, Xander, Buffy, Dawn, and Giles and Jenny had taken the five tiny rooms off the great hall as bedrooms. The Slayerettes were camped in the great hall with the promise that as soon as the most urgent repairs and updates were made—electricity for the kitchen, plumbing for kitchen, and the creation of bathrooms—rooms would be converted for them.




Xander nodded, smiling. “I can both stretch and turn in my room now. I may have to upgrade to an actual bed.”




“Oooh, chic.” Willow raised her eyebrows at him. “Seriously, how can you move after all that work yesterday. I know the Slayerettes did the heavy lifting, but you were in the middle of all that for ten hours. You didn’t even take a break.”




“Would you?” he asked. “Totally worth it.”




The previous day had seen the first wave of a small nation’s worth of building supplies delivered. Five thousand board feet of lumber, three tons of cement bags, six tons of plaster, five hundred pounds of granite, two hundred each of marble and travertine, spools of copper wire for the electrical work, crates of pipes, stacks of slate roof tiles, ten gallon buckets of low VOC paint, bathroom and kitchen fixtures, appliances, and a full set of wood working, stone working, electrical, plumbing, plastering, and painting tools. All of it for the house, which was in dire need of repairs and maintenance after a century of neglect.




In the great room, fires flickered merrily in both fireplaces. The Slayerettes’ cots and mattresses were neatly folded. Their belongings piled against the walls. They had all learned within the first couple of mornings to pick up after themselves or they would have to search the entire house for their things—if their things weren’t dropped on their heads at an inconvenient time.




“Hey, is the…” Willow paused and looked around the great room.




Xander matched her look.




“The great room’s bigger. I’d say another hundred square feet at least.”




“Wow. How’d she do that?” Willow asked.




“I’ll ask, but she’s not big on explaining,” he answered.




“Uh…was that door there before?” Willow asked.




Just beside the inner fireplace was an oaken, iron bound door. 




“No.” Xander shook his head. “Have to check that out. After breakfast. I’m hungry.”




The kitchen was larger as well, and there was a new bank of windows along the outer wall. Xander and Willow swapped looks, shrugged, and went in. The appliances had been brought in and were still in their boxes, lined up against the longer wall. The whiteboard Jenny had ordered in a desperate attempt to track everyone’s schedule was propped against the far wall. One of the girls had found the markers and gotten down with her bad drawing self. There was a whole mural with house, apple tree, M birds, tulips, daisies, and a tribe of stick figures. The biggest one had a rakish eye patch on its face.




“Do me a favor,” Xander said. “Ask Buffy to remind the girls to stay off the board. The markers are expensive, and we need to be able to read what Jenny wrote.”




“Well,” Willow replied, turning her head sideways, “technically, you can still read it. Whoever it was didn’t erase anything.”




“Okay, but I want to be able to read what Jenny writes without going blind.”




“Hail fellows of the forest!” Andrew called, ducking out of the pantry. He wore a gleaming white apron and a pastry toque. “I am your master of the morning victuals. How may I serve you?”




“Bacon, scrambled eggs, and orange juice,” Xander answered, praying that just this once…




“Oh, contraire, mon frère!” Andrew announced. “This morning, we have only the most delectable of breakfast delicacies.”




“Pancakes?” Willow asked without too much hope. She too knew Andrew’s methods.




“I should take offense,” Andrew huffed with false pique. “But no! As a culinary artiste, I am devoted to my art. I have the honor of presenting to you…”




He went over to the antique stove, opened the door, and pulled out a tray of smoking, carbonized objects.




“Kippers!”




Both Willow and Xander stared at him for a long moment.




“I’ll bet there’s still some pizza left from last night,” Willow said.




“I don’t care if it’s covered with olives,” Xander responded, “I’ll eat it.”




“But…kippers!” And Andrew waved the tray again.




Xander went to the garden door. It was cold enough at night now, that the outdoors could be their refrigerator—which was helpful as there was no electricity to plug a refrigerator in—and most of their perishables were in ice chests just outside. There had been pizza the previous night, and Dawn had ordered enough to sate even the bottomless pits known as the Slayerettes. 




Just outside the door, he froze. Willow bumped into him.




“Xan?”




“Where’s my stuff?” he asked of no one in particular.




All of the materials delivered the previous day, the mountain of lumber, the hills of stone, all of it…it was gone. On the patch of lawn where it had been organized, there was only a small, lonely mound of crusty debris.




“Hey, guys!” Buffy called, coming into the kitchen. “Did you see the bathroom off the great hall? It’s incredible! The toilet even works.”






It took both Willow and Buffy to calm Xander down. The first thing they did was kick Andrew out of the kitchen and open the windows to clear the smoke out. After Xander recovered from the utter panic of seeing a hole in the world where several tens of thousands of dollars of building supplies had been, Buffy showed him the bathroom.




“See?” she asked, flipping on the faucet. Water gushed and obligingly stopped when she turned it off.




“Buh…buh…” Xander repeated.




The floor underfoot was golden travertine in a diamond pattern. The countertop was white marble, and the cabinet was the neo-classical cherry he’d picked out online just two days previously. The faucet, the toilet, the towel holder, the mirror had all arrived the previous day and been sitting in the kitchen, still in their respective boxes.




There was a light switch on the wall. Compelled, Xander reached, and turned the switch on. The lights above the sink—compact fluorescents as Willow had insisted—blinked and dawned with a radiant daylight spectrum glow.




“Aaaaaah!”




Willow held him up. Someone knocked on the door.




“Can we see?” one of the Slayerettes asked, looking around the edge of the door. “Is it really a bathroom? Can I come in?”




“I have to pee!” another one pleaded.




The toilet paper had even been loaded onto its holder. The seat and the lid were both down.




“Xander, do you need a paper bag?” Buffy asked.




“I…I need to go talk to someone,” he answered.






By the time he’d returned, all the Slayerettes had one minute apiece in the bathroom. Dawn discovered that the kitchen had also been plumbed, and there were working outlets every six feet of counter space. In an orgy of unpacking, Buffy had unboxed the appliances and plugged them in. Andrew had been dispatched to the store for eggs, bacon, orange juice, milk, and pancake mix. He was also to bring back the best and largest skillet he could find.




Xander came back into the kitchen, bemused and silent, hands tucked in pockets.




“So?” Buffy demanded.




“Remember your first Thanksgiving in Sunnydale?” he asked. 




“Yeah,” Buffy answered. “Mom went all out. I never saw anyone eat so much in one sitting.”




“So I liked the turkey,” Willow muttered.




“Yeah.” He nodded. “It’s kind of like that. She’s kind of rolled up and has that ‘I can’t believe I ate the whole thing’ expression on her face. Wouldn’t get up. Wouldn’t let me pick her up. Then…”




“Then what?” Willow demanded.




“She belched. It rattled the tree. The swans took off. The deer ran for its life. She looked better.”




He stared off into space, reliving the moment in his memory. Then he shook himself and pulled his cellphone out of his pocket. He clicked through his recent calls and redialed a particular number.




“Manny? Yeah, Xander. Listen, great job yesterday. I’m going to need the whole thing again as soon as you can manage it. Actually, I’m going to add some things. I’ll get it to you by email, but you can go ahead and get started.”




He held the phone away from his ear as it squawked in outrage.




“So, pay them time and a half and charge it to my account. Yeah. Yeah. No, Friday’s fine. Sure. Okay. I’ll be in touch. Bye.”






By the time Jenny and Giles came downstairs—a full two hours after everyone else was awake—Xander had determined that along with the half bath off the great hall, there was a full bath off the common room upstairs, the kitchen pantry was five times larger, and more than half of the house had been successfully wired, though they were short on light fixtures and bulbs.




Dawn had taken over breakfast duty, and he got to eat the first plate of bacon and scrambled eggs and wash it down with a glass of orange juice while he tapped his order into his laptop. It was peaceful in the kitchen, as the three dozen plus Slayerettes were either running katas under Buffy’s supervision, or taking turns in the bathroom.




“So,” Dawn asked, bringing him more bacon, “where’s the water come from?”




“I have no idea,” Xander answered. “She’s got a well. I guess we’ve got a well.”




“And…where’s the electricity coming from?”




“Pretty sure all the solar panels we had delivered three days ago are now installed and working. Be interesting once the wind turbine is here.”




“Oooookay, and how did a prehistoric tree spirit know how to wire for one-ten and two-twenty?” 




The toaster popped. Dawn brought all four pieces to him.




“I have my suspicions,” Xander said. “Especially considering that I can’t find my notebook or diagrams anywhere.”




Giles and Jenny wandered into the kitchen, both in robes, both with ate-the-canary expressions of satiation.




“You guys just got up?” Dawn ask, marveling. 




“Yeah,” Xander frowned, “how come you two got to sleep in? Where was your homicidal mockingbird?”




“I think the house was spoiling us a little,” Jenny said, taking a glass of orange juice from Dawn with a smile. “Turns out there’s all sort of living she appreciates.”




“Huh?” Xander grunted.




“You see, Xander,” Giles responded, a little smile playing at the corners of his mouth, “when a man and a woman love each other very much—”




“Aaaaah!” Xander dropped his notes and plugged his ears with his fingers. “I’m not listening! Lalalalalalalalala!”




“You guys are on your own for breakfast,” Dawn said, putting the spatula down on the counter and leaving.






3. Cleaning House



“Welcome to Clean House, the show where every week, we rescue one family from a life of clutter. We round up their junk, sell it at a yard sale, and use the proceeds to redecorate their rooms. Organizing, painting, and labor is on us. I’m your host, Niecy Nash. Our man with the design plan is Mark Brunetz. Our yard sale diva is Trish Suhr, and our go-to-guy is Matt Iseman.”




The group posed at the fence before the house for the opening shots. Matt stood head and shoulders above the others, a musclebound, blond goofball with a gift for carpentry. Trish was the lean surfer chick. Mark, brown haired as his name, with devastating style and insightful wit, waited patiently for the others to arrange themselves. Niecy, the queen bee, wore her platform boots, curve hugging winter wear, and had added a white silk flower to her hair, tucked into the headband of a pair of ear muffs.




“Okay,” Matt said, leaning back and crossing his arms so Trish could have a little more room in the shot. “What do we know?”




“Well!” Niecy began, clearly savoring her story. “You know I wouldn’t leave the sunny hospitality of Los Angeles for just any Clean House story.”




“It’s freezing!” Trish yelled, jumping up and down to keep warm.




“You hold onto that thought, baby, ’cause I got a chillin’ story to tell,” Niecy answered, holding up a finger with a highly manicured nail.




“So?” Mark demanded. “Hurry up. We’re freezing our patooties off!”




“What’s a patooty?” Matt asked, looking down.




“Technical term.” Mark waved him off.




They all looked back at Niecy, who waited with a bare inch of patience. 




“So, what we have here, folks, is a story with some background. Andrew Wells inherited this house a little over a month ago, and he invited several friends to share the space with him. However, the house is filled with things from the previous owners, and they don’t have enough room to swing a cat. On top of that, Andrew says the house is haunted.”




“Ooh!” Trish cheered, clapping her hands together. “I love haunted houses!”




“Okay, but I just want to be clear,” Mark added, “I do not do sepulchral.”




“Matty?” Niecy asked.




Matt shrugged happily. “I’m just here for the perogies.”




“Then we’re goin’ in!”






Chaos reigned in the great hall as Xander tried his best to clear some space so people could make it from the stairs to the kitchen. The Slayerettes under his direction piled things as best they could, but new things—covered in dust and cobwebs—kept appearing every few minutes. 




“Giles!” he shouted at the harried Watcher. “Where’s Willow? I need her to go down to the glade with me.”




“I haven’t seen her!” Giles yelled back, over the ruckus of the girls. “Have you seen Buffy?”




“What? She isn’t back yet?” Xander checked his watch and the sunlight coming in the window. “She’s hours overdue.”




“And Jenny wen—”




“Eeewwww! Dead animals!” one of the Slayerettes screamed, discovering a selection of hunting trophies packed in a newly appeared crate.




“What?”




“I said, Jenny we—”




“Hey! Where’d my headband go?”




“Look everybody! A chamber pot!”




“Jenny went wi—”




“Oh my god! Xander, did you see what she did to my room?!”




“Everybody shut up!”




Xander was gratified when the girls mostly went silent.




“You use it to pee in,” one of them continued, realized she was the only one talking, and shut up.




“Giles, where’s Jenny?” he asked.




“As I’ve been trying to say, she went wi—”




“Never fear, my comrades!” announced Andrew.




He ushered four very confused people and two camera men into the great hall. Everyone paused, looked at the opposite group, and then looked back at the members of their own group.






“Anyone get the feeling we just walked into the middle of something?” Matt asked. “Yeah, me too.”






“Andrew,” Niecy began. “You said you invited a few friends to stay with you. This looks like a Girl Scout Jamboree.”




“I’m a Girl Scout!” one of the many, many girls yelled and waved her hand.




“Andrew,” Xander started in an ominously low tone, “what have you done now?”




“I’m problem solving,” Andrew answered, spreading his hands. “You know, we’ve got all this stuff that appeared out of nowhere, the girls all want a bedroom decorated the way they like, you’ve got your hands full with the house, and…well, these are the coolest people in the universe, and they can fix all of this.”




“Baby,” Niecy said, “flattery will only get you so far. You are in a world of trouble.”




“Where on earth did this house come from?” Mark asked. “It’s incredible. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve never even read of anything like it.”




“Pretty neat, huh?” Trish whispered back. “I want to see the mammoth.”




“Oh, that’s in the spoon room,” Andrew answered. “I’ll show you in a little bit.”




Xander stepped over to Andrew, put a hand at the back of his neck and steered him away. 




“You brought six strangers into the house, the house I’m in charge of protecting, without my permission? And you didn’t even let me know? Who the hell are they?”




“They’re Clean House,” Andrew gestured, then froze as Xander applied pressure to his neck. “They’re really nice people. I’ve seen them straighten out a lot of messy houses.”




“This isn’t just any house, Andrew. She’s alive, and right now, she’s really stressed out. My problem is that I don’t know why, I don’t know why she’s pulling all this stuff out and popping it into the rooms, and I don’t even know where the stuff is coming from.”






“Now, I know no little geek boy would be foolish enough to lie to me,” Niecy said, pursing her lips. “At least, he wouldn’t be foolish enough to do it more than once.”






Niecy tapped Xander on the shoulder and cleared her throat.




“May I borrow Andrew for a moment, mister…?”




“Xander, Xander Harris. And only if you promise to hurt him.”




“Oh, I’ll see about that.”




Niecy reached up, took Andrew by an earlobe between her fingernails, and pulled him a further away.




“Now, Andrew—”




Andrew whimpered.




“Did you or did you not tell us that you had inherited this house when a relative died?”




“Uhhh…”




She squeezed.




“Yes! I knew you wouldn’t consider us if I told you I just lived here and didn’t have permission to invite you.”




“Uh huh. And did you or did you not tell us that you had invited ‘some friends’ to stay with you.”




He paused, she pressed, and he blurted, “Yes! Yes, I did!”




“And do you know that ‘some’ usually stops at four or five? It does not include—“ Niecy glanced over her shoulder, did a very rough count, and turned back, “at least twenty-five people, almost all of them teenage girls.”




“Well, uh, you sort of get used to them. After a while,” he managed.




“Mmmhmmm. And how many rooms are there really?” she asked. “More than what?”




“Well, we’re not quite sure. The house keeps adding them.”




She squeezed hard.




“More than ten!”




She eased up.




“Aaaaaah, I think the last count was ten bedrooms, and about thirteen other rooms.”




Niecy glanced at her team.




“We didn’t bring enough stuff for twenty-three rooms,” Trish managed.




“Um…help?” Matt called.




He was surrounded three deep by adoring teen girls.




“Live the dream, Matt,” Mark answered.




Niecy released Andrew and returned to Xander.




“Mr. Harris.”




“Xander, please.”




“Xander, I want to apologize. It looks like we were brought here under false pretenses. This house, lovely though it is, is way outside our normal scope, and I don’t want to waste your time.”




“Nooooooo!” several of the teenage girls chorused in unison.




“Help?” Matt pled, collapsing under the weight of the girls.




“Things are pretty hectic right now,” Xander admitted. “And the house is having some problems.”




“Did you see what she did to my room?” one of the girls demanded.




“Ari, shut up!” Xander yelled.




“Is the house really haunted?” Niecy asked, looking askance.




“No,” Xander replied, shaking his head. “She’s not haunted. She’s alive.”




Niecy raised an eyebrow, somewhere between doubtful and worried.




“It’s complic—”




“A little help here!”




“Buffy!” Dawn yelled, breaking ranks.




“Jenny!” Giles cried.




Buffy staggered through the doorway, carrying Jenny over her shoulders. Both of them looked much the worse for wear.




“I’m fine!” Jenny called, slurring her words. “Really. Nobody worry.”




“Don’t touch the slime!” Buffy warned, as Giles helped ease Jenny down.






“Excuse me,” Trish said, holding up both index fingers, “did she just say ‘don’t touch the slime’?”






“Why didn’t you call?” Dawn demanded, taking Buffy’s arm.




“Ow! Other arm, other arm!” She sighed when Dawn stepped to the other side. “Long story.”




“It ate the phone,” Jenny answered, her head lolling to one side, barely keeping to her feet.




“Okay,” Buffy admitted, “not so long”




“Matty! Matt! I think they could use your help,” Niecy called.




“I could use some help!” Matt yelled back from under a hill of giggling girls. “Ah, bad touch! Bad touch!”




Niecy strode over and took up a wide stance, hands on her hips. On seeing this, Trish grabbed Mark by the arm and pulled him back. 




“Girls, do you know what an angry Black woman looks like?” she asked, her voice deeper and louder.




The giggling stopped, and all eyes turned to her.




“Do you know what an angry Black woman is capable of?”




The eyes got big.




“I do not care if you are Girl Scouts or Junior Xenas, you will put my go-to guy back on his feet and in the condition he arrived, or I will have words with each and every one of you. Do I make myself clear?”




In just under five seconds, the pile was disassembled, Matt was back on his feet—swaying a little bit—his shirt tucked in, his hair smoothed down, and his shoes tied. The girls scattered.




“Matty?” Niecy raised another eyebrow. “You okay?”




“Uh…”






Matt stared, wide eyed, at the camera.




“I think I saw God,” he managed. “And, boy, was She pissed!”






“Anyone have a first aid kit?” Matt asked, all business now.




“I’ll get it,” Dawn offered.




“And bring some wet towels,” Giles called, holding Jenny against him.




Jenny snuggled in and snored.




Matt started with Buffy, who had the most obvious injuries.




“What happened?” both Matt and Giles asked at the same time.




Buffy looked at Matt, very dubious, then back at Giles.




“Well, everything was going fine with patrol and setting up the wards until we stumbled across a hibernating Vernalix demon.”




“Tha wz m’fault,” Jenny mumbled.




“Vernalix?” Giles repeated. “There’s never been a sighting above the Tropic of Cancer.”




“Blame global warming,” Buffy replied. “Anyways, I think establishing the wards woke it up.”




Dawn returned with a large red toolbox and several wet towels. Giles took the towels and very carefully began to wipe the slime off Jenny’s face and arm.




“So, it goes postal,” Buffy continued. “Jenny got the worst of the slime. That’s why she’s so sleepy. I had to pull her out of its path. When it saw the car, it went straight for it. You know how hungry they are just out of hibernation.”




“What happened to the car?” Trish asked, riveted.




Buffy sighed. “It ate the car. The cellphone was inside. And my wallet. That’s why it took me so long to get home.”




Giles let out a pained sigh. “Yes, well, we have replacement insurance on the car, but we do have to be able to show them a car of some sort to make the claim.”




Dawn shrugged. “Wait a week and check. It’ll be there in a large, steaming rust pile.”






“You know,” Trish said, “they’re speaking English. I even understand most of the words. But I have no idea what they’re talking about!”






“You really need to go to the emergency room,” Matt said. “You’ve got several lacerations that need stitching, and your shoulder’s dislocated.”




“I’ll be fine. I heal fast,” Buffy replied. “If you could just pop my shoulder back in, and then put some butterfly closures on the cuts.”




Dawn held out a package of butterfly closures. Matt paused a moment, then sighed.




“I need the hydrogen peroxide first. Or Betadine, if you have it.”




Dawn dug out the bottle of Betadine and a handful of swabs.






“Mark?”




One of the girls had come up to him and stood diffidently, holding one arm, and digging a toe into the plank floor.




“Yeah?”




“Would you come and take a look at my room?” she asked.






“Is that like ‘come and see my etchings’?” Mark asked. “Besides which, I thought everyone knew I’m—”






“It’s just that, I had it all decorated for me and my roommates, and then the house changed everything, and no one gets why I’m upset. You’ll understand, I know you will.”




He looked around. Niecy was talking quietly with Xander. Trish was helping the British guy with the sleepy lady, and Matt was working on the blonde girl who looked like she part-timed as a ninja.




“Let’s get your roommates to come along.”






“I had it perfect!” the girl, Ari, declared. 




Mark glanced back at the other two girls as they trotted up the stairs. From the looks they gave him, the room had been far from perfect, but they’d tolerated it for the sake of their roommate.




“So, what did it look like?” Mark asked.




“Well, we painted the walls black and hung red drapes. I had a bunch of chains, some zombie action figures, and posters of Gingivitis, Death Tongue, and Portable Frog of Doom. But now look at it!”




As they reached the room, Ari pulled open the door and gestured. Awful as the original design had sounded, when Mark saw its current state, he gasped in horror.




“Oh!…oh, that’s…”




“I know!” Ari declared.




The room dripped with pink ruffles. The bunk beds somehow managed to have frilly canopies, gauzy curtains, and plump satin pillows with candy cane stripes. The corner opposite was filled with stuffed animals of various sizes, all of them with big, imploring eyes. The posters had been replaced with new ones of the Jonas Brothers, Mily Cyrus, and Twilight. Around the top of the walls was a stenciled line of pastel unicorns.




“I hate pink,” Ari said, miserably.




Without any wind, the shutters began to bang back and forth, and the curtains and ruffles flailed. The shutters creaked with an unhappy wail. Downstairs, the crowd fell silent.




“Okay!” Xander shouted. “Who’s upsetting the house? You know the rules!”




“I like pink!” one of Ari’s roommates said. “And I think it’s a neat room!”




The shutters slowed and the curtains settled down.






“Okay,” Mark said. “Clearly, I have to help these people. From black walls to pink ruffles? Someone has to set them on the road to design sanity. And give the house a break. Who expects a house to be able to decorate for thirty-nine teenage girls anyways?”






The Clean House crew pulled a meeting in one corner of the great hall.




“Oh, Niecy, I really like them,” Trish said. “Even if they are crazy. Can’t we stay and help?”




“They really need our help,” Mark added.




“You think you can pull it off?” Niecy asked. “We’re talking nearly forty little girls, a pathological geek liar, a British guy and his sleepy woman, a guy with an eye patch, and two sisters who look like they could dismantle and rebuild the space station while holding their breaths, and one lady no one’s seen.”




“Willow,” Trish prompted.




“Who’s Willow?” Mark asked.




“She’s a witch,” Niecy answered.




“Oh.” Mark nodded, as though this made perfect sense.




“And,” Niecy continued, “let’s not forget the house, which is not haunted, but is alive, stressed out, and bringing forth all manner of mayhem and hot mess.”




“Matt?” Trish asked.




Matt had been staring off, deep in thought. With a jerk, he returned to the here and now.




“Look, all I know is that Buffy has more scars than a motorcycle gang, picked up a table with the same arm that not five minutes before I had popped back into its socket, and when I took a basic medical history, she told me that she’d died twice.”




“That’s because she’s the Vampire Slayer,” Niecy answered.




“What?” Matt asked.




“I overheard Buffy and the British guy talking,” she explained.




“Oh.” Matt thought for a moment. “Well, even if vampires do show up, it can’t be any worse than the Dragon.”




They all shuddered at the memory.




“Okay. I’ma go talk to Xander.”






“Violet’s making a pot of coffee,” Giles told Xander, “which should bring Jenny the rest of the way around. Buffy says the Vernalix demon wandered into the Cuyahoga to cool off after it ate the car. It shouldn’t pose a danger until after the ice thaws.”




“Xander, you have to let them help,” Andrew pleaded.




“Not now, Andrew,” Xander snapped.




“But, Xander!”




“Excuse me, Mr. British Man?” Niecy tapped Giles on the shoulder.




“Rupert Giles,” he responded automatically. “How may I help you?”




“This is the towel you used to clean up the sleepy lady?” she asked. She held a corner of the towel daintily between fingernails.




“Jenny Calendar, and yes.”




“And the slime makes people fall asleep?”




“Yeeessss.”




“Just checking.”




She went over to Andrew and tapped him on the shoulder.




“Andrew, baby, you got somethin’ on your face.”






Once Andrew was cuddled up sleeping in a corner of the room, the Clean House crew and the senior members of the new Watchers’ Council gathered.




“So, what we do,” Niecy explained, “is we sort through your stuff, sell it in a yard sale, and we match the money you make up to one thousand dollars. Then Mark here uses that money to redecorate the place.”




“We’ve got a lot of stuff,” Xander said.




“And it really isn’t your average garage sale fodder,” Buffy added.




“Well, normally I have a theme for the yard sale,” Trish said, “but if y’all have any ideas, I’m all ears.”




“You organize?” Jenny asked, biting back a yawn while holding a cup of coffee.




“A system for organizing the weapons would be great,” Xander admitted. “And the library needs a lot of work.”




“Why don’t we start with the stuff?” Niecy offered.




“First,” Xander said, “we start with introducing you to the house rules, and then I introduce you to the house.”






“Rule number one,” Xander said, pointing to the large board propped above the fireplace, “no food in the bedroom.”




The Clean House crew glanced at each other.




“Okay, not a problem,” Mark answered.




“Rule two,” Xander continued, “no loud music before sunrise. No loud music after sunset.”




Everyone nodded.




“No country music at all.”




“You don’t like country music?” Trish asked.




“No, the house doesn’t like country music. She thinks small animals are dying. It upsets her.”




“Oh.”




“Lights out at midnight. If you don’t turn them out, the house does. Rule four: make your bed before you leave your bedroom. Not that you guys are going to run into this.”




“Not really.”




“Dirty laundry in a hamper, clean laundry hung up. Or, you may find it dumped on you at an inconvenient time. Again, not a problem for you. This one’s important: any sparkly jewelry or accessories should be kept on you or put away where they belong.”




“Why?” Niecy asked, checking her flower.




“Because sometimes,” and here Xander glared at several of the girls, who suddenly found their toes very interesting, “if you leave something pretty and sparkly out, the house may borrow it. She usually gives it back, but if she can’t remember whose it is, she leaves it with me.”




“That’s bad?” Matt asked.




“When I don’t realize that I’m wearing five sets of earrings and a sparkly headband and I go out to Home Depot for supplies, it’s bad,” Xander answered. “Last, you can bicker and tease all you like, but if anyone gets close to crying, it stops. And you never, ever throw a punch unless it’s during sparring.”




“Why not?” Matt asked, fascinated.




“Ari?” Xander called, not looking away from the crew.




Ari took a step forward and a long-suffering sigh of embarrassment.




“You don’t throw a punch or make anyone cry because it upsets the house,” she recited. “And then the house will separate you from everyone else in a locked room. And if you try to leave the locked room before the house wants you to, the chairs get you.”




No one said a thing.




“The chairs are really mean,” Ari muttered. “I don’t like the chairs.”




“Okay,” Niecy nodded, “no fighting. You got that, boys?”




“No fighting,” Matt and Mark agreed.






Taking Xander’s hand and a careful step, Niecy followed him through the crevice at the back of the stone hut.




“Oh!” she gasped as she emerged into green-dappled sunlight. “Oh, it’s warm.”




“Yeah,” Xander agreed, smiling with pride. “First time I came in here, it was like the beginning of spring, and there weren’t any animals at all. Now…”




He gestured to the path and the surrounded verdant woods. A fox at the edge of the path stretched mightily and yawned widely before bounding into the woods. All around them, birds sang, lizards flitted up and down trees, and the life of the woods stirred.




“So, the house is a tree?” Niecy asked.




“That’s the best I can explain it. Giles says there’s something more going on than just your standard tree/dryad combination. For one thing, the tree is at least three thousand years old. And for at least twenty-five hundred years, the tree has had a human champion of one sort or another. Except the last hundred years, which is why it was so rundown when I found it.”




They stepped into the glade, and on the opposite end spread the enormous tree, large enough to shelter three basketball courts and a symphonic orchestra besides. The dryad had been sitting on one of the higher branches, but when she saw Xander, she swarmed down and came running. She stopped just short of his leg, remembered that she was upset, and kicked at the dirt.




“Hey,” Xander said, kneeling beside her. “I brought a friend.”




Niecy sat down next to him. “Hi, sweetheart. My name’s Niecy.”




The dryad had taken Xander’s sleeve and tugged on it a bit, but she stopped and regarded Niecy.




“That’s a very pretty dress you have,” Niecy complimented her.




The dryad looked shyly up, then smoothed down her skirt and turned left and right so the pleats flared out.




“Dawn found that for her,” Xander said. “She also got her shoes, but that was before we understood that dryads don’t wear shoes.”




The dryad wrinkled her nose in agreement. Shoes, it was clear, were stupid.




Then, the dryad remembered her complaint and tugged again on Xander’s sleeve. She waved and pointed and began a complicated melodrama of gestures and facial expressions, leaving Niecy mystified.




“Slow down, slow down,” Xander said. “Yeah, I know about the stuff. Where is it all coming from? What attic? We don’t have an attic. Oh! Okay.”




“You can understand her?” Niecy asked.




“Some,” he admitted. “Willow says it’s a kind of telepathy granted to the champion. I’m still learning, though.”




“Okay, so where’d all the stuff come from and why’s it coming out now?”




Xander occasionally glanced away from the dryad to Niecy as he explained.




“Okay, all the stuff is things previous champions…and people they knew…asked her to put away and take care of. Sometimes, they asked for it back, but mostly they just left it with her. So, she’s been storing it for a long time. A really long time.”




The dryad nodded and continued miming scenes that could have come from a hand puppet production of the French Revolution.




“Okay, and now she has more people than she’s ever had before, so…she wants them to be happy…so she brought the stuff out for them…”




“What are you going to do with a stuffed mammoth?” Niecy asked.




“Giles says it’s a mastodon,” Xander corrected. “And if you think that’s bad, you should see the spoon collection. Okay, okay, I understand. It’s just that…there isn’t much in there that we can use. Either the technology’s gotten better, or it’s just not something that we need.”




The dryad’s lower lip began to quiver.




“Not the lip,” Xander begged.




“Well, now, sweetie, how about this,” Niecy suggested, “how about we sell or give away all the stuff that Xander and the rest don’t need, and we use the money to get them new stuff.”




The suggestion was apparently on par with killing baby bunnies with a handy rock. 




“Well, what do you want to do with all that, then?” Niecy asked.




“Keep it…keep it safe,” Xander repeated, watching her. “But your storage is exhausted. You said so. Besides, don’t you want someone to use the stuff?”




“Baby, didn’t you know that there are bunches of people out there who want your stuff?” Niecy asked. “All it’s been doing is sitting and gathering dust, but if you let other people have it, then they’ll use it and keep it, and everyone will be happy.”




This carried some weight. The dryad sat and thought about it. She looked up at Xander and cocked her head.




“Well, sure,” he answered. “And they’ve got a guy who can decorate the rooms in a way that will make all the girls happy.”




The dryad put on a mulish expression.




“And I’ll bring him down here so you can see his designs,” Xander offered. “He won’t do anything without your approval. He might even do some wallpaper.”




The dryad’s eyes lit up.




“And some new shelves!”




She grinned and clapped her hands.




“I’ll even ask him to do…a mural.”




The dryad got to her feet and danced with happiness.




“Boy, she don’t stay mad for long, does she?”




The dryad stopped, gazed at Niecy for a moment, turned to Xander and pointed to the middle of her outstretched hand.




“Ah.”




“What is it?




“There’s something else she wants,” Xander told Niecy.




“What?”




“Your flower.”




They left the dryad pretending to walk an invisible tightrope, holding the flower above her like a parasol.




“Thanks for that,” Xander said.




“Oh, baby, I got thousands of those things,” Niecy answered.






“You know,” Niecy said, pursing her lips, “I had more fun conversing with a three thousand year old wood spirit that can’t talk than I have on any date in the last five years.”






The decision was made to sort through things and shift them by category to different rooms. The billiard room held clothes, the lounge held books, papers, and kitchen utensils (except for spoons, those remained in the spoon room), weapons had to be checked by Buffy before being sent to the conservatory, Jenny was in charge of books and art, Xander took non-kitchen utensils, Giles inspected all the jewelry and other small objects for any trace of magic, and Dawn worked with Trish to notify potential buyers of the upcoming sale.




“Where is Willow?” Dawn asked, pecking at the keyboard.




“She’s in the house somewhere,” Jenny answered. 




“Could she be trapped under something heavy?” Matt asked, grunting as he hauled a heavy wooden trunk into the great hall.




“I think she’s exploring the basement,” one of the Slayerettes called from the hallway.




“We don’t have a basement,” Xander sighed. “We have a wine cellar. It’s a hundred feet square. You couldn’t get lost in there if you were a smurf!”




The little Slayerette did not reply. Xander finally looked up at her, studied her face, and sighed again.




“Okay, where’s the basement?” he asked.




“There’s a secret staircase under the cloakroom,” she answered.




“We don’t have a clo—” he stopped and sighed again. “Where’s the cloakroom?”




“It’s the door off the foyer that’s paneled the same as the wall.”




“Well, at least I have a plausible excuse for not seeing it,” Xander muttered to himself. “Matt, when you’re done with that chest, would you take two of the girls, some flashlights, and the clipboard with the graph paper to the basement and map it out. See if Willow’s down there?”




“Sure,” Matt answered, opening up the chest. “Hey, cool mask.”




He held up a small, wooden mask in front of him.




“Don’t put that on!” Giles, Xander, Dawn, and Jenny screamed in unison.




Buffy, being a woman of action, tackled him, grabbing the mask. Matt was knocked flat on his back. Buffy hit the ground, rolled, and came up on her feet.




Everyone else breathed a sigh of relief.




“Very timely, Buffy,” Giles said. “Good work.”




“I thought you’d destroyed this thing,” Buffy said, handing it to him.




“Apparently, there was more than one,” Giles answered, taking the mask from her and inspecting it over the rim of his glasses.




“Is it a bad mask?” Matt asked from his supine position.




“It raises the dead,” Jenny answered.




“But…I always wanted a zombie army,” Matt protested weakly.




“It also kills the person who puts it on,” Giles added.




“Let’s call it Plan B.”






“English, let the book go. We made a deal, remember? We keep all the books on magic and demonology and anything that references the house, the tree, or the dryad. Everything else goes to the sale.”




“But it’s a first edition of Great Expectations, woman!” Giles huffed, holding the book tightly against his chest.




“Niecy?” Jenny called for help.




Niecy joined them, arranging her hair. “Now, Rupert, I know you’re all into books, and I respect that, but what if I were to gift you a…”




She glanced at Jenny for suggestions. Jenny mimed strumming a guitar.




“An X-Box 360 with a brand new copy of Guitar Hero,” Niecy offered.




Jenny slapped her forehead.




“A what?!” Giles demanded, outraged.




Dawn, who was sitting behind them, scribbled something on a piece of paper and held it up. It read “Gibson Les Paul Custom”.




“How about a Gibson Les Paul Custom guitar?” Niecy asked.




“Oh,” Giles paused, stunned. “Well, I…I suppose.”




He handed the book over without anymore protest.




“How much does one of those things cost?” Niecy asked Dawn.




“Don’t worry about it. The sale of the book should cover it. It may take you a while to find one, though.”






“So, I’m trying to get a sense of how you’d like your bedroom to look,” Mark said.




“Very simple,” Giles answered. “I’d like a bed, a flat place to put my glasses, some sort of clothing storage, and a bookshelf.”




Mark closed his eyes and counted. Clients could be so difficult.




“Mark, I have a phrase for you,” Jenny said.




He opened his eyes. “Oh?”




“Art Nouveau forest retreat.”




Mark’s eyes lit up. “Now that, I can do.”






“How many weapons do y’all have?” Trish asked, gazing over the extensive collection.




“Not enough,” Buffy answered. “What I’d really like to do is use the great hall as a training room. It’s big enough that all the girls can do their forms in here at once. We’ll definitely need some mats, and weapons storage is key.”




“Somehow,” Trish said, “I just don’t think the Container Store is going to have rack for polearms.”






“Can I have zombies?” Ari asked.




“I promise nothing,” Mark answered.




“I don’t need unicorns,” Ari’s roommate muttered, “but I do like pink.”






“What? You guys were looking for me?” Willow asked. “Hey, where’d he go?”




“Where’d who go?” Violet asked.




“The little guy I was talking too,” Willow said, pointing to the spot he’d occupied. “Cutest little guy—orange hair, little backpack, walking stick. Said he was exploring outer space?”




“You know, sometimes these basements can collect stale air, low in oxygen, high in radon,” Matt said. “We should probably head back up.”




“Who’s he?” Willow asked Violet.




“He’s another go-to guy. He’s here with Niecy,” she replied.




“Right. Who’s Niecy?”




Violet explained as they retraced their steps. 




“So, what did you think was the creepiest part of the basement?” Violet whispered. “The subterranean lake or that cell with the silver bars?”




“Definitely the crypt,” Willow answered.




“There’s a crypt?” Violet squeaked.






“We really can’t do this as your average yard sale,” Dawn told Trish. “First, most of this stuff is high price. Second, it’s specialized interest. Third, Xander says about a fifth of the stuff they’ve gone through has no human use but could interest demons.”




“Demons?” Trish’s eyes went wide.




“Not vampires, or the really evil demons,” Dawn assured her. 




“So, how do we advertise?” Trish asked.




Dawn brought up several different tabs in her browser and clicked through each one to show Trish.




“What’s dagonslist?”




“Kind of the magical, funky version of craigslist,” Dawn answered.




“Well, I think I’ve got de(MON)Bay figured out. You think we can have everything ready to go for this Saturday?”




“It’ll be close, but we can pull it off.”






“Okay, I’ve talked to everyone who lives here—except Andrew, because he’s still asleep,” Mark said, spreading out his drawings. “And I think I have him figured out.”




As Xander stood to the side, the dryad considered each of the color sketches, occasionally picking up a piece of paper larger to her than a poster of Twilight was to them. She pointed at a detail in one room and looked up at Mark.




“She really does strike me as someone who would appreciate a fusion of Tibetan, Aboriginal, and Japanese style.”




The dryad considered it and then posed in a very specific stance and looked at Mark.




“Well, sure,” he answered. “Kwan Yin is a given. I just have to find it in the right scale and finish.”




Satisfied, the dryad climbed to his knee and gave him a kiss on the cheek.






“Ooooooh, I don’t know about this,” Trish whispered, looking at the crowd gathered outside the grounds.




“You nervous?” Matt asked, arranging the sleeves of his costume.




“Why would I be nervous?” Trish shivered. “Just because I’m in charge of the largest yard sale in existence and half my shoppers would make the citizens of west Hollywood do a double take? Just because curators from museums on every continent and most major cities have been trying to bribe me for specific items? Just because I can’t stand the idea of letting down that adorable, cute little dryad?”




Her pitch rose higher and higher until Matt gave her a thump on the back hard enough to stagger her.




“I’m nervous, not choking!” she yelled.






Xander climbed up on the box staged directly before the gate. Outside, the crowd had filled the street around them. He took the megaphone Dawn held up and turned it on.




“Okay, can everyone hear me?”




Heads, trunks, nodules, and hoods all nodded.




“I want to cover some rules before we open up,” Xander said.




Everyone watched him.




“No one comes in without approval from our witch.” He pointed at Willow, who waved at everyone. “So, if you’re a Skellig or Bartinblat demon trying to sneak in for a snack, just go home.”




“That means you, kid!” Willow yelled at an adorable six year old with a teddy bear. “I can see right through your enchantment!”




The child snarled and growled.




“Go on!” Xander said.




The little boy transformed into a warty, slope-shouldered goblin, tore the head off its teddy bear, and stomped off.




“There is absolutely no entering the house,” Xander continued. “You need the bathroom, there’s a Banana Burger two blocks south of here. Any fighting over an item means that you will be expelled and don’t get to come back in. We are taking cash only. No credit cards, no checks, and absolutely no kittens!




There was a muttering of disappointment through the crowd and some very uneasy looks.




“Security today,” Xander added, “is being provided by a whole bunch of teenage Vampire Slayers, and they are short on mochas and long on research. Any questions?”




One very large hand rose.




“Yeah?”




“Are there any babies?” the owner growled.




“Who said that?” Buffy demanded. “Come on! Who said that?”




The crowd parted until the troll in question stood plainly visible.




“What’s wrong?” Niecy whispered to Giles.




“He’s not asking after the state of the young children,” Giles explained. “He’s asking if we have any refreshments.”




Giles looked over at Niecy, did a double take, and then took a slow step out of the danger zone.




“Look out!” Mark yelled. “Angry Black Woman Alert!”




“That’s twice in one show,” Matt goggled. 




Niecy strode to the gate, opened it, and the crowd gave her even more space. Buffy joined her, and the two walked up to the troll together.




“You’ve got a choice,” Buffy said in a friendly voice. “You can mosey back to your troll dimension and find a nice bridge, or I can beat you senseless with your own hammer and then hand you over to her.”




She indicated Niecy with a tilt of her head.




“And what will the small, angry woman do to me?” the troll asked cheerfully.




“Look in my eyes,” Niecy said.




The troll looked down, met her eyes, stared motionless for a long minute, began sweating, and finally whimpered softly.




“Yeah,” Niecy said, pursing her lips and folding her arms. “I thought so.”




The troll pulled himself together but was still much paler than he had been.




“I…I…I both like and respect the small angry woman. I shall kill her last! After I drink some ale! Now, I must find ale!”




The troll wandered off, and everyone else took a deep breath in relief.




“Aaaah…okay!” Trish called. “The yard sale is open!”




The crowd surged in.






“How much do you ask for this piece?”




Matt glanced at Willow, who mimed a five and a zero.




“Fifty dollars, good sir!” He smiled broadly.




“Fuh-fifty?” The shopper huffed in shock. “You would beggar me, sir? You would see my children sell their organs to a dishonored Narg merchant?”




Matt glanced back at Willow, who made a universal, loose-wristed gesture for someone who was pleasing themselves.




“Sir, I’d be happy to see your children sell their organs to a dishonored Narg merchant, except I’m sure they’ve already sold them to the local rendering plant.”




The shopper’s eyes popped in rage, and it clutched its chest. “You…you dare to…ah, actually that’s pretty good. I’ll give you forty.”




“Forty-five?”




“Done.”






“Oh my gods!” a nondescript little man shrieked, holding up an odd looking spoon as though it were the Holy Grail. “An original Runcible! I must have it!”




“It’s five thousand,” Dawn told him. “In cash.”




He looked at her. “Will you take small bills?” he asked in a perfectly normal voice.




“Sure.”




“At last!” he continued shrieking. “At last! It’s mine! Muahahahahahaha!”






“Well, I like the piece very much,” the man in tweed said, peering up at the mastodon. “It’s in remarkably good shape. I just cannot figure out how to get it home.”




“It breaks down for shipping,” Xander answered. “If you’ll check under tusks, you’ll see where they laced up the hide. Undo that, and the structure underneath can be unbraced and the main pegs come out. Four limbs, the trunk, the head, and the torso has four pieces.”




“Can you give me some help with that?”




“It’s part of the deal.”






“Yes, but what is it good for?”




“What do you mean what’s it good for? It’s a weapon. You kill things with it.”




“Looks like a pretty specialized weapon.”




“But once you’ve mastered it, you’ll…look really cool.”




“What’s it called?”




“Oh, I call it Frank.”




The buyer glared at her.




“Rupert! Is this a batleth or a chakra?”




“It’s a naginata, Jenny!”






“What do you think?”




Mark walked around the green, bumpy demon.




“The color complements your hide,” he said. “But velvet is awfully heavy. Are you sure it isn’t too hot?”




“Oh, no,” the demon smiled, shaking its head. “I grew up by a lake of molten lead. Even with this on, it’s still pretty chilly.”




“I think I can find you a hat that goes with it.”






“Okay, folks,” Niecy waved her team together. “How are we doing?”




They mostly stared wordlessly at her.




“After we’re done with this,” Trish finally managed. “I’m putting in for a vacation. Which isn’t to say that there’s anything wrong with anyone, but…whew!”




“Yeah, what she said,” Matt agreed, nodding.




Niecy closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them.




“No, what I meant was how are we doing with the yard sale and the design?”




“Oh! Right!” Trish answered. “I think I can truthfully say that we’re on our way to the biggest yard sale total we’ve ever had.”




“Mark?”




“Okay, I did a lot of repurposing,” he began. “There were some incredible antiques in this whole thing. But remember, I have to do nearly twenty bedrooms—some of which don’t exist yet, but the dryad promised me she’d have them ready in a couple of days—the great hall, turn the common room into a media center, and update the library, the billiard room, the lounge, the conservatory, and figure out something to do with the spoon room.”




“How much?”




Mark took a deep breath. “Two hundred fifty thousand dollars.”




Niecy keeled over.




“Got you!” Matt said, grabbing her by the upper arms and pulling her back into a standing position.




“Did you not hear the part where I gifted a Gibson Les Paul Custom electric guitar, a complete home theater, and ten Wiis?” she demanded.




“Twenty-six rooms, Niecy,” Mark pointed out.




She hyperventilated for a few seconds, waving her hand in front of her face.




“Trish?”




“Well, now remember, we promised to organize both the library and the great hall,” Trish started, already wincing.




“How much?”




“Twenty-five thousand to do it right,” Trish grimaced.




Niecy let a little sob escape.




“Matt? Matty? You’re not going to let me down, are you?”




“Well,” Matt said, “Xander has a honey-do list as long as my arm. Apparently just because the house can wire for one ten and two twenty while we sleep doesn’t mean everything’s done. I’m going to need five hundred.”




 “So, that’s…”




“Two hundred seventy-five thousand, five hundred,” Mark supplied.




They turned to Giles, Buffy, and Xander.




“Well, folks,” Niecy smiled weakly, “do you think we can do it?”




“Totally,” Xander answered, a little confused at the fuss. “And there’ll be plenty left over.”






“Why are we staying open so late?” Trish asked Buffy.




“Some of the shoppers can only come out after the sun has set,” Buffy explained. “And some of the stuff really doesn’t look like anything at all until it’s set out in the moonlight.”




“Oh.” Trish thought about something. “Do you mean…vampires?”




Buffy snorted. “Only if they’re suicidal.”






“Hold it!” Dawn yelled. “Stop right there! Ari, grab that guy.”




Arizay enthusiastically put him in full Nelson.




“I hazzzz not done anneeeezzzzzing!” he protested.




“Uh huh, right,” Dawn answered, reaching into his cloak. “And what’s this?”




She pulled out a small, plastic comb.




“I not be knoweeeeng how zaaat goat zzzzere.”




“Yeah, right,” Dawn said sarcastically. “Even though you could take out half the Zlar citadel just by combing your hair with this while climbing the pink tower’s stairs. I don’t think so! Kick him out, Ari!”




Ari dragged him to the gate, released him, put a foot in his backside and shoved him out.






“I’m sorry,” Jenny said firmly, “but I cannot sell that to you.”




“I do not see the logic in your refusal,” the saturnine man said, raising an arched eyebrow. “This is the original S. Morgenstern, and I am willing to meet whatever price you name.”




“Look, you’re from a completely different timeline, one that diverges further from us with every crisis point. That book is an incredibly powerful narrative. Once it’s been edited. There’s no telling what kind of effect it would have in your universe. Your own Prime Directive says you can’t.”




“The Prime Directive only addresses my civilization’s effect on other, less advanced civilizations.”




“Thanks for the backhand compliment, pointy,” she answered. “I don’t care how advanced your civilization is, you’ll have cults and clubs and Goddess knows what else as soon as this gets seen.”




“I have no intention of sharing it with anyone,” the man answered in a reasonable, neutral tone of voice.




“Yeah, no one ever does.” Jenny gave him a sour smile. “But you start quoting Inigo, and the next thing you know, everyone else wants to read it.”




The man gazed evenly at her, not the least bit distressed by the frustration he faced.




“Look, I’ve got a really great version of MacBeth, and your world has already been exposed to Shakespeare.”




She held up a DVD of the Ian McKellan production.




“Fascinating. How much?”




“DVDs are three bucks.”






There was, it turned out, a vampire just suicidal enough to try the yard sale.




The fence ate it.






“You want all of them?” Willow asked.




“Yesh. Hongry,” the shopper answered in a basso-profundo voice.




“Trish,” she called. “Do we have a deal if she wants all the penwipers and old ink bottles?”




“Absolutely! We love deals. How about twenty bucks for the whole box?”




The shopper considered it. “Oo take kittehs?”




“No,” they both said firmly.




The shopper paid with a crisp twenty dollar bills and walked off, happily munching on felted wool and glass.






“Last call!” Trish yelled. “We’ll take any offer!”




There was a flurry of activity as patrons shoved cash at the teams, and the teams shoved items back at them.




When it all died down, everyone took a break while Dawn and Trish tallied the money.






“It’s nearly four in the morning!” Xander moaned.




The house slept lightly, occasionally flicking a shutter or creaking softly. Everyone else was sacked out at different spots in the great hall, taking advantage of tables, sleeping bags, and large go-to guys for cushioning.




“Got it!” Dawn called.




People were rousted. Coffee was put on. The house grumbled sleepily. Everyone gathered together.




“Okay,” Niecy began. “How much did we need?”




“Two hundred seventy-five thousand, five hundred dollars,” Mark repeated.




“And how much did we make?” Niecy asked.




“We made—”






“Normally, we’d go to commercial break just now,” Trish explained, “but even I can’t stand the suspense!”






Trish took a deep breath.




“We made…eleven million, five hundred eighty-one thousand, six hundred twenty-three dollars and fifty-seven cents!”




Everyone looked around at everyone else, very impressed.




“And with our matching money,” Niecy said, holding up a paltry handful of bills, “that’s…”




“Eleven million, five hundred eighty-two thousand, six hundred twenty-three dollars and fifty-seven cents,” Matt finished for her.




“That’s definitely a Clean House record,” Niecy smiled.






“Now, normally,” Niecy explained, “we’d send you guys off to a resort hotel to rest up, get manis and pedis, that sort of thing.”




“But, we need the manpower,” Mark added. 




The girls bristled.




“Uh…Slayer-power.”




The girls unbristled.




“So, we’re up at seven,” Niecy continued. “And we’re putting you to work.”






For the week it took to get all the rooms cleaned, painted, and arranged, full house rules were in effect. Ari was chaired twice before she learned she was better off behaving. Matt and Xander built a new door for the stairs down to the chapel. Trish was run off her feet getting both the library and the great hall organized. Giles catalogued the library and played with his new guitar. Buffy focused assembling furniture. Dawn and Mark worked together on the mural—a Celtic tree of life above the entrance into the great hall. Closets were built out. The kitchen was organized. Andrew slept through it all.






“Usually,” Niecy said, “we put blindfolds on everyone and lead them through the house, but I’m too darn tired!”




“You do have that dragged-backwards-through-a-knothole look,” Matt agreed.




“Your names are on the doors to your bedrooms. Everything’s set up. We’re going to stay down here and rest,” Mark said. “Just come back and tell us how much you like it.”




“Because you better like it,” Trish added.




“Three, two, one, go!” Niecy yelled.




The Slayerettes tore up the stairs. Screams of amazement and joy soon followed.




Buffy stayed downstairs and admired the holders, shelves, sliding cubbies, and chests distributed through out the great hall. Mark had found bamboo mats for the floor and rice paper screens to define the border between the exercise space and the dining room.






“Wow,” Jenny whispered, smiling. “Give the man a phrase, and he returns a bedroom.”




“Art Nouveau forest retreat,” Giles repeated, looking about. “I must say, it’s quite nice. And that is some bed.”






Willow stood in her room and turned slowly. How had he known? There were symbols painted on the wall, kanji and Tibetan alphabet and Aboriginal dreamtime figures. There was a small altar just under the window with a tiny fountain and a two foot high statue of the Goddess of Compassion, Kwan Yin.




She was home.






“Well, there aren’t any zombies,” Ari said, “but it’s still pretty good.”




“I love it,” her roommate said. 




Mark had turned the room into a truce. It wasn’t until each girl laid down on their enclosed beds that they saw he’d created a tiny world inside each. Ari had her gothic moonlit Apocalypse. Her roommates had pink and blue worlds.






“I like it,” Xander said softly, gazing around his room.




It was sparse and masculine with the exception of a framed illustration next to his desk. In a salvaged, refinished frame of chestnut was a Charles Vess drawing of an enormous spreading tree. It took him some searching, but he found the dryad peering out from the leaves. The fox was curled up near the roots.






There were hugs and kisses and even a little crying. Mark was thanked and hugged until he had to take a break to get his breath back.




“You know what we’re going to do now?” Niecy asked.




“You’re going to leave, aren’t you?” Willow asked.




“That’s what we do.” Niecy smiled. 




“But, hey,” Matt added, “you can always send us a video next year, to show us how clean you’re keeping the house.”




“Not like the house will let us get messy,” Xander answered, grinning.




There was another round of hugs as the Clean House team gathered up their equipment. Just outside the door, they all paused.




It was snowing, big, fluffy flakes that floated and whirled in the slightest eddy of air. But the snow fell only on the grounds of the house.




“You guys are welcome back any time you like,” Xander said, offering his hand.




Matt and Mark shook it. Niecy and Trish gave him hugs.






When they’d seen the Clean House team off and gone back inside, quiet and tired and happy, Andrew finally stirred.




He sat up, yawning and stretching.




“What did I miss?”






4. Leader of the Pack



Six weeks on, and life in The House was beginning to settle into a routine. Xander tripped down the stairs and through the great hall to the kitchen, where Willow had beaten him to breakfast, as usual. Willow knew him more than well enough that she handed him a cup of coffee and allowed him to root through the refrigerator without making conversation.




Once Xander had his idea of a complete breakfast—coffee, four slices of cold pizza, a leftover fried chicken leg, some potato salad, and an apple—discussion could progress.




“Any ideas on the graveyard?” Willow asked.




The graveyard had been discovered less than a week after they moved in, and it certainly made the disposal of the last of the house’s champions more reasonable. So far, they’d found graves dating back to 500 C.E.




“Beyond weeding? Not really.”




“Well,” Willow started diffidently, “I was reading up on different plants and their symbolism. There are a lot of plants that symbolize death, but not in a scary ‘you’re going to die’ way. The grounds on that side are pretty bare…”




“Will,” Xander answered, chewing his mouthful of pizza, “all I care is, is the house happy. Clear the plants with the house, let me know who you want to order them from and when you need them, and I’ll make sure they get here.”




Willow smiled and ducked her head. In the pre-dawn quiet, before the Slayerettes were up, before the house itself really stirred, the kitchen was an oasis of calm.




And it was broken when something pounded slow, loud, and ominous on the kitchen door. Xander stopped, mid-chew, and looked at Willow. The house twitched.




“She’s never let anything bad through the fence,” Willow said softly.




“Yeah,” Xander agreed, reaching for the kitchen crossbow, “but there are still things she doesn’t know or understand, or it could have snuck in somehow.”




He stepped up to the door, Willow a pace behind him, muttering something in Etruscan with the same cool focus he used to check the safety on the crossbow. Whatever it was pounded on the door again, slow and hard, as though it were very large and very tired. The light was too poor to see details of the form that stood just outside the door. 




Keeping crossbow in hand, Xander unlatched the door and gave it a tug. It swung open as he lowered the crossbow to chest level. When the kitchen light fell through the door, it revealed an enormous wolf, standing upright on its back paws, panting with exhaustion. For a long second, it stared at them, and Xander could hear the wheels clicking over in its head—prey, strong and fast, but close enough to grab, hot flesh, blood, hunger. The bolt in his bow wouldn’t even slow it down. It would take silver.




Then, in a blink, the eyes changed into something with a human soul behind them. The creature dwindled, pulling in on itself, and the fearsome jaws shrank into a much smaller snout, below blue-grey eyes.




“Hey,” it said.




“Oz?” Willow gasped, reaching past Xander to grab him as he fell.




Xander grabbed as well, and the two of them eased Oz down to the floor. He was fully human when he touched the stone tiles.




“I need some help,” Oz said, and then, he was out.






“How’d the house know we were going to need a room with silver bars across the front?” Buffy asked, keeping an eye on everything in that room and the passageway outside.




Oz slept on a comfortable bed piled with blankets and pillow set against the far wall of the cell. In the cell, there was also a small table with a bowl of fruit, a pitcher of water, and a laptop with WiFi as well as an extra large dog bed, an extra large water dish, and an extra large bowl filled with fresh, raw beef, extra bloody. After all, Xander thought, no one made werewolf kibble.




“I’ll ask her next time I’m in the glade,” Xander said, checking the door’s latch for the twentieth time. 




“There’s a great deal we don’t know about this house,” Giles said. “It’s far more than a simple tree and dryad symbiont. We need to research this.”




“After we figure out Oz,” Jenny answered. “After we find a teacher who can handle the core curriculum. After we get the school credentialed. And after we figure out how to keep a doctor or at least a registered nurse on tap for stuff like this.”




Giles stepped closer to her for a whispered conference.




“What sort of issues did Oz have with his lycanthropy in your world?” he asked her softly.




Jenny shrugged with a sigh. “Really, once he’d had a few months to get used to the rhythm of it, not much. Then, when we ran into the Order of Therian, they were able to give him some pointers on controlling his transformation. But you know Oz. Not exactly the most talkative of people. He never felt it was necessary to go into detail about how he did things or what sort of trouble he had.”




“Well, he’s certainly had enough trouble in this world.”




Willow left the cell and closed the door behind her. 




“How is he?” Xander asked.




Willow frowned. “I cast a low level healing spell on him, but I can’t even tell if it took. His lycanthropy makes everything hard to figure out.”




“Is there anyone you can ask?” Dawn asked, hanging back behind Xander. “I mean, someone’s got to know about werewolves, right? We’re the ones in charge of vampires.”




“Dawn has a point,” Giles said, chewing on the stem of his glasses. “All of our resources are bent towards vampirism with a few spent on the Hellmouth itself. None of the previous Watchers concerned themselves with werewolves, beyond what a Slayer might typically encounter.”




“I’ll ask the Devon circle,” Willow responded. 




“I’ve got some boards I can check,” Jenny added.




“How long will it take?” Xander asked. “I really don’t like how Oz is loo— Hey!”




He leaned over and picked up a small, white bunny.




“Baxter, how’d you get down here?” he asked, petting the bunny as it kicked in protest. “This is pretty much the last place you want to be.”




Oz turned in his sleep, growling.




“Xander, if you would…ah…take the…abbitray back upstairs,” Giles said, gesturing with his glasses. “I’d rather not have Oz stir himself.”




“Good idea,” Xander agreed.






They met several hours later, without Buffy as she was running the Slayerettes through their paces. Willow was the only one to stay inside the cage, and she sat at Oz’s side with him propped up on pillows. Oz was even paler than usual, his freckles standing out against his skin. He had dark circles under his eyes, and his lack of reaction was less his laconic personality than it was sheer exhaustion.




“We lucked out on timing,” Willow said, hand a printout through the bars to Giles. “Most of the members were just home from work, so they were able to consult and give me an answer pretty fast.”




Giles scanned the sheet until he reached the name the Devon coven had given in consensus.




“I’m not familiar with his work,” he said, giving it to Jenny.




Jenny looked it over. “Same name as I got from my sources. They all recommend him very highly.”




She handed it to Dawn, who shared it with Xander.




“Not what I expected,” Xander said.




“Well, it kind of makes sense, doesn’t it?” Dawn asked.




“Will he help us?”




“I got a reply to my email only half an hour ago,” Willow said. “He’s already on his way.”






He arrived without fanfare. No camera crews and no assistants other than two leashed dogs, which panted happily beside him. He was shorter than everyone else, including Jenny, and he wore a tidy beard peppered with gray. His stance, though, told a great deal about him.




The Scooby team, without Andrew or Slayerettes, greeted him in the front hall with handshakes and worried smiles.




“Welcome to the house,” Xander said. “You’ll meet her in person later. This is Willow, Giles, Buffy, Dawn, and Jenny. We’re…we’re really glad you could come.”




“Thank you,” he answered, nodding. “When I got your email, I knew I needed to help.”




“He’s not doing very well,” Willow said. “We can use all the help we get.”




“Well, it’s not my usual case,” the man said, “but I know a few things.”




“Are you going to be able to help us?” Giles asked, frowning a bit.




“Giles,” Dawn hissed, embarrassed, “he’s worked miracles with dogs. Didn’t you watch any of the shows I downloaded for you?”




“No, no,” the man replied. “It’s all right. I prove myself when I come into a situation. So long as you’re willing to work with me, there’s a lot we can do.”




“Well, your expertise, extensive as it is, seems to be limited to an area only tangentially related to what we’re dealing with,” Giles said.




“Please,” he smiled, showing his canines, “the work most people know me for is my first calling, it’s true. But you don’t work in south central Los Angeles or Mexico with the stray dog populations there and not run into a few werewolves. I don’t really bother advertising it, because who’s going to believe, right? It’s not like National Geographic is going to do a season of The Werewolf Whisperer.”




“He’s got a point, English,” Jenny said, smiling.




“Yes, well…if you’ll follow us, Mr. Millan?” Giles offered.






In the basement, outside of the cell where Oz rested, Cesar stood and took in the details of the situation—Oz’s exhausted sleep, the silver bars of the cage, the claw marks gouged in the floor, and the half eaten raw beef.




“Dammit, Baxter!” Xander protested. “I put you in that cage for your own good. Come here!”




“Leave him,” Cesar said in an easy command.




Xander looked up, pausing. “Uh…did we mention how werewolf Oz responds to just the mention of abbitrays?”




Cesar glanced at him, puzzled by the last word. Then he figured it out and smiled. “Yes, but that is no ordinary, how you say? Abbitray. And it’s here for a reason. I think it can help.”




“ ‘Curiouser and curiouser,’ said Alice,” Giles muttered to himself.




“Quiet, you,” Jenny muttered back.




“So, tell me what you’re dealing with,” Cesar said, turning his attention to them.




“Well,” Willow started, “Oz was originally infected with lycanthropy—”




“Gifted,” Cesar interrupted her. “It comes with its own burdens, but it is a gift. It is important for all of you to understand and accept this.”




“Ah…” Willow glanced around for reassurance. “Right. Oz was gifted with lycanthropy in high school. His cousin, a werewolf, bit him. At first, the transformations were only on the nights with a full moon. When he’s wolfed out, there’s no Oz left. It’s just a wild animal. It responds a little bit to the right people, like me, but there’s no controlling it. If it’s loose, it will attack people. It’s…he killed another werewolf once. A woman.”




Cesar listened intently, nodding along with everything she said.




“And when he transforms, does he stay on two legs, or does he go down to four?”




“Mostly two legs,” Xander answered. “Sometimes, he’s on four, but it’s really awkward.”




“So, he doesn’t reach full wolf form.”




The team exchanged looks.




“No. He’s a werewolf. He doesn’t become a full wolf.”




“Mmmhmmm. And the cousin, where is he?”




There was another exchange of looks.




“No one knows,” Giles admitted. “The town we lived in was destroyed. We hadn’t kept in touch with Oz, as he was traveling far and wide, the last several years under an assumed identity. Wherever the cousin’s family went, we have no idea.”




Cesar nodded a little more, taking this in. He pressed his hands together, his first two fingers from each against his chin.




“Okay, so what we have here is a red zone case for werewolves, and that is very dangerous.”




“We knew that part,” Giles agreed.




“And do you know why his clan never came forward? Never took him in?”




“Clan?” Willow asked. “What clan?”




“Lone werewolves,” Cesar explained, “are very rare, and they usually don’t last long. The fact that your friend has managed for so many years, it says a great deal about him. Werewolves live as both humans and wolves in clans. Packs. The fact that he has had no clan explains why he hasn’t completed his transformation, and that is why he is in such bad shape. That is why he is a red zone case.”




“I’ve never heard or read any such thing,” Giles argued.




“Well,” Cesar answered with a little humor, “you don’t see wolves hanging out in bars or at the library, do you? Their pack is their life. They don’t write things down. They don’t need to. They don’t go around talking about it. Who are they going to tell? When they are with their pack, all their needs are met. He has no pack, no clan. He is out of balance. What we have to do is bring him back in balance. And that takes a clan.”




Baxter hopped forward until he stood at Cesar’s feet and then laid down between the two pit bulls.




“See, he knows. He wants to help.”




“How are we going to find Oz a clan?” Dawn asked. “And if he’s not one of theirs to start with, will they take him on?”




“This is his pack,” Cesar said, pointing to each of them. “You have the history with him. If you want him to be healthy and happy, then you will be his pack.”




“But, we’re not werewolves,” Buffy said, eyeing him.




“And you don’t have to be. All you have to do is understand the mindset of the werewolf. Dog is wolf shaped by human. Werewolf is human shaped by wolf. You see? There is a trade. There is an equalness. When he is human, he needs his friends, his family. When he is wolf, he needs his pack. You are both.”




“Very well,” Giles finally said. “Where do we start?”




“We start,” Cesar answered, “with the wolf.”






Oz roused long enough to eat something other than raw beef and talk privately with Cesar. They spoke quietly, and Oz looked more relaxed than he had in years. Cesar left the door standing wide open showing a lack of concern that left the others a bit wide-eyed. Buffy took position nearest the door, just in case Oz wolfed out.




“You’ve managed a great deal on your own,” Cesar said.




“Not really on my own. Everywhere I went, I looked for people who could tell me how to deal with this,” Oz answered. “I probably had the best luck in Tibet.”




Cesar nodded. “The Yeti clan, yes. Very well respected in werewolf circles. Look, you rest and eat now. When you’re ready for the change, we go outside.”




Oz napped again as Cesar spoke quietly with Buffy, Giles, Xander, and Willow.




“I can do that,” Willow answered. “It won’t last very long. Five minutes, tops. Wolves were never meant to be held by magic.”




“Five minutes is all we need. Buffy?”




Buffy stared into space, deep into thought. “How many will you need?”




“At least…six,” Cesar answered. “And I need to work with them beforehand. Willow will need to make sure they’re included in the spell.”




“Okay,” Buffy agreed. 




“And Xander?” Cesar asked.




“Yeah,” Xander answered, hands on hips. “I want to talk to the dryad about this. In fact, if I could bring you along, that would be great. The house has been able to make some pretty hefty changes, so long as it has the raw materials. I don’t know about the grounds. The dryad will be able to understand better if you’re there.”




“I’ll get busy rounding up the supplies,” Giles said.






“The cool thing,” Xander said, climbing through the narrow gorge into the ravine, “is that after you’ve been here once, there’s an animal representation of you that stays in the forest. It’s kind of like…”




He glanced back and stopped. The person who climbed through the crevice after him was…not a person. It was…Xander couldn’t make up his mind. Was it a dog or a wolf? It was big for a dog, small for a wolf. Its coat was black with a sprinkle of silver around its muzzle. Its ears were peaked, flicking from side to side whenever there was a whisper of sound. Large paws, but the tail curled up a bit.




“Aaaah, you’re going to change back when we leave, right?” Xander asked. “Otherwise, it’s going to be really hard to explain.”




“Rrrrrrruf!”




“Okay then.”




The canine trotted alongside him, glancing regally from side to side. The other wildlife of the forest and glade watched with wary eyes, ready to spring away at a hint of predation. When they reached the tree, spreading over nearly an acre of mossy ground, the dryad waited for them.




She sat and smiled up at Xander while the dog-wolf snuffled around her. Xander kept his hands at his side, doing his best not to appear nervous. The dryad wasn’t afraid, so he shouldn’t be afraid for her. After a moment, the canine settled down beside her and began to pant happily, tongue lolling out of his mouth. She immediately hugged him around the neck, buried to her shoulders in shaggy fur.




“Great,” Xander said, taking a seat on the ground. “A conference where only one of us can talk.”




“Wuff.”




The dryad hugged Cesar again and then came round in front of him. There, leaning on the end of his snout, she stared deep into his eyes. Cesar whined a bit, then barked, surprisingly deep. Then he began to lick the dryad’s face. She giggled silently along with it before climbing up Xander’s shirt to give him a kiss.




“Ugh…do you have to?” he asked. “I mean…blech! Dog slobber!”




Cesar the canine was now staring directly at him.




“Look,” Xander started. “I didn’t mean— Ack!”




Cesar gave him a slobber up the left side of his face.




“Ack. Ew. I just…oh.” He stopped and blinked several times, putting together what Cesar had just communicated. “Oh! Hey, that should work. Can you do that?”




The dryad nodded and gave him another kiss.






Emerging back into the stone hut below the ancient church below the library at the back end of the 13th century, Cesar was human again but gave himself a vigorous shake, like a dog shedding water.




“You know how old she is?” he asked Xander.




“We think she’s about three thousand years old,” Xander answered.




Cesar made a noise that wasn’t quite doggie or human. “Tcha. Try twice as old. My people, we have stories about her. Used to be, any member of any clan could find sanctuary in her valley. Then, for a long time, she was gone. We thought she was dead. I guess Oz is the first one in a long time to find her.”




“Any member of any clan?” Xander asked. “Cesar, are…you…?”




Cesar only smiled, toothily.






Xander was working on the grounds with the information the dryad had given him. For the time the moon was in the sky, Oz as a wolf would not be able to leave the land bound by the iron fence of the house’s grounds.




Now, Cesar stood with Buffy to brief the five other Slayers—Violet, Roma, Lucy, Arizay, and Shannon. At a glance, they looked like a cohesive squad. Cesar, shorter then all the girls except Lucy, stood with the same even-footed, ready stance. He was Buffy’s equal in calm assertiveness.




“In every pack,” he told them, “there is a leader, the one all the others look to. Now, you have a large pack, and because you are human, perhaps you have more than one leader. Mr. Giles, he’s the oldest. He holds the wisdom. Mr. Harris, he is the heart. But your leader of action, your leader as Slayers, that is Miss Summers.




“Oz is werewolf, and werewolf has one clan, one leader. Oz has been alone all his time as werewolf, and he needs his pack. That means, beginning tonight, we become his pack, and we must be werewolf as well.”




“How do we do that?” Buffy asked. 




“That, we do with a little help from Miss Rosenberg. We could do this without her, but, it would take longer, and there would be a lot of bumps and scrapes. Miss Rosenberg, she will cast a spell that makes Oz the werewolf smell, hear, and see us as werewolf. Because you are Slayers, you are strong as werewolf, fast as werewolf. We take time to establish the pack hierarchy, then we live as werewolf. We bring Oz into balance.”




The girls glanced back and forth. They’d been chosen for their strength, physically and mentally. From argumentative Roma to flashy Ari to quiet Lucy to stubborn Violet to intense Shannon. All of them had faced danger without buckling. None of them had ever seen a werewolf, but all of them were now prepared.






“So, any reason for all the Slayers?” Oz asked, taking the magazine Xander passed through the bars. 




Xander sighed. “Whole end of the world thing. You know how it goes. Only, instead of a giant snake, it was the First Evil.”




“That’s not good,” Oz responded.




“In a definitive way, yeah,” Xander agreed. “Willow ended up activating all the potential Slayers during the big battle. We had a couple of dozen with us at the time. Still tracing the rest of them and bringing them in.”




“Willow?” Oz asked, the tone of his voice carrying volumes of meaning. In this instance, he wanted an update on Willow.




Xander sighed heavily. “You met Tara. Tara died, killed. Willow went evil for a while. She got better. Then, she got together with a potential, Kennedy. After Sunnydale cratered, they broke up. Kennedy died, killed by some anonymous freak in New York. Willow’s been pretty alone.”




“You don’t mean she’s—” Oz asked, showing a sliver of disbelieving surprise.




“Ah, no,” Xander corrected. “Still a big fan of the double Xs, not that I blame her. But, after we get you figured out, if you could hang out for a while, it’d be great. There aren’t that many people in her life she has those ties to.”




“Also, it makes one more XY in a sea of XX,” Oz observed.




“Oh my God, yes,” Xander agreed, wide-eyed. “Giles and I take turns fleeing for the most testosterone soaked venues we can find. Monster truck rallies, paint ball tournaments, lawn care supply stores.”




“Yeah,” Oz murmured, staring a thousand yards in some unseen direction. “It would be nice to have some…purpose again.”




“Which is good,” Xander said. “Because I just ordered about ten bales of general purpose. We aren’t short on stuff to do.”






Just inside the kitchen door, Oz stood with Willow.




“Think this will work?” he asked.




She paused, thought about it a moment, and nodded. “Yeah. Cesar’s got a real…vibe to him. He knows what he’s doing.”




Oz nodded in turn and settled himself to wait a few minutes. At the moment, he wore only a towel, having learned that wearing clothes on a wolf night was an exercise in futility.




Just outside the door, beyond the kitchen’s herb garden, was the brick patio Xander had spent the last four weeks installing. The pergola was half built, lending an air of ancient ruins to the late autumn night. In the moonlight, Cesar, Buffy, and the five other Slayers stood, dressed for combat and running. On the brick barbecue was a box covered by a heavy black cloth marked with wards against seeing, hearing, or smelling what was inside.




“Okay,” Willow said, taking a deep breath. “I’m going to go cast the second spell. As soon as you see me give the signal, come on out. And don’t worry. They’ll be ready for you.”




He watched as she joined the others and painted the faces of everyone but Cesar. Even through the door, he could smell the sudden change in their scents. The gamy tang of wolf rode the breeze.




Willow signaled him.




Steeling himself, Oz opened the door, waited a moment, and stepped out.




As soon as he stood in the moonlight, the transformation began. Like always, it hurt. Bones stretched and bent, ligaments pulled tight, hair sprouted all over, his teeth grew, as did his ears. His pupils changed shape, and what had been a half-bright night was now noon under the crescent moon.




He crouched on his hind legs, growling and whining with the pain of it. He had to stay in control. He couldn’t…let…go.




“Tch!”




The sound came from a male wolf standing before him. Another wolf, a female with a buff coat, stood opposite him. They were the alphas. All the other wolves were female, ranging from beta to omega. The youngest, practically a cub, barked at him and wagged her tail, and began sniffing him. He snarled in response.




“Tch!”




Startled by the sound, he fell onto all fours. Two more wolf bitches began sniffing at him, trying to find out who he was. Skittish, he turned to get away, but he was circled. The females smelled healthy, clean, and wild. It was too much. He wanted to…he couldn’t…




He couldn’t lose control. He couldn’t—




“Tch!”




He flinched at the shock of that sound. The smells grew sharper. The wolves around him were just as big as he was, bigger even. 




He snapped at the one smaller than him, who had been checking his scent glands. She yiped and jumped back. As soon as she did, the other male knocked him down and clamped his jaws on his throat. Oz struggled, and the jaws tightened.




Have to fight. Can’t lose control. Can’t let go. Can’t—




And the wolf spoke. Submit. Let go.




For a second longer, he held out, but then, his will buckled. He let go. He submitted to the wolf holding his life in its jaws. And the wolf within him stretched out.






“I’ll be damned,” Giles whispered, watching through the bank of windows directly above the kitchen sink. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”




“Except maybe on National Geographic,” Xander said. “I guess that’s why they hired him.”




Outside, on the patio, the scene stood, frozen.




Buffy and the other Slayers were arrayed around Oz in the kind of poses one might see at the beginning of a cocktail party. Hello. Hi. My name’s _blank_. I’m _blank_, and I’m in banking. Cesar knelt beside Oz with one hand at his throat, just below his jaw.




Oz was no longer human. He didn’t even resemble the werewolf they were used to seeing. He was fully wolf and had become so three seconds after Cesar had brought him down and applied the hold.




“This is amazing,” Jenny said. “Don’t you wish there were a scholarly journal, so we could submit a paper on this?”




“You have no idea,” Giles answered.






Smell and scent dominated. He knew each member of his pack by the details of their scent—age, strength, health, mood. He knew he ranked just below the alpha male and female, above the other females. He knew they were his pack. His. And he was theirs. His alphas would communicate what was needed, when it was needed. Everything else was taken care of.




He was.




He was, and it was exquisite.






“Everyone is all right?” Cesar asked, checking the girls.




Lucy had sat down hard when Oz had snapped at her, but other than that, everyone was fine. More than that, the girls all wore expressions of delighted anticipation.




“Do not take this for granted,” Buffy warned them. “He looks wolf now, but if you lose your center, he could lose his. Oz’s werewolf shape is very strong, and he’ll be enraged.”




The girls checked their delight and nodded, each of them settling back in her own calm center just as both Buffy and Cesar had taught them.




“Are we ready?” Cesar asked.




Six readies were given, and Cesar removed the spelled shroud over the box. Inside was a wire cage. Inside the cage was Baxter. Baxter stood on his hind legs and looked over the crowd of Slayers, werewolf, and werewolf whisperer. He trembled in anticipation.




“Buffy,” Cesar directed her to check Oz, who had already gone into silent stalker mode.




Buffy intercepted Oz and forced him to give way. Cesar took the bunny out of its cage, brought it to the edge of the patio and set it down in the grass.




The bunny took off at a run before its paws even touched the ground. 




“Let’s go!” Cesar yelled.






The hunt lasted the better part of the night. It was confirmation for everyone watching that there was something…different about Baxter. No rabbit should be able to keep up those speeds for more than a few minutes.




While the house lent its help by porting the bunny from one spot on the grounds to another, Baxter still spent hours sprinting from bush to brush, whizzing past a wolf here, charging a wolf there. Not only that, but Baxter could climb trees. Buffy later said she could have sworn he stuck his tongue out at them. 




Not that any of that mattered to Oz. In his full wolf shape, he tore after Baxter with his tongue hanging out, fell over himself when the rabbit took a 90 degree turn, and nearly climbed a tree on his own. So long as Cesar and Buffy chased the rabbit, he chased the rabbit.






The night lasted as long as the moon did, and when it set, well before the sun would rise, even the hardiest of Slayers was panting with exertion. The house ported Baxter back to his cage, covered with a shroud to protect him from the prying eyes, nose, and teeth of any werewolves, and supplied with water, feed, and Gatorade.




As Oz was still in wolf form when he went down for good, the others stayed with him. Xander brought out heavy duty sleeping bags and started a fire in the copper fire pit to help keep them warm. Then, he and Dawn camped out with a thermos of coffee and whispered arguments about the plotting of the latest issues of comic books until the rest woke up.






He was lying on something hard. There was something slightly heavy and resilient on his shoulder, holding him down. There was another something, very light and warm, blanketing him from the waist down. There was a small something resting against the top of his head which was very warm. It was freezing cold. Usually, he knew what this meant.




It meant that he’d lost control and wolfed out. It meant that he might have killed or maimed any number of innocent bystanders. It meant he had no idea where he was or what he was going to do.




Except…it was okay. 




Everything was okay.




“Huh,” he said, raising his head.




The slightly heavy and resilient something on his shoulder was Lucy’s head. He could tell by the scent. Sometime during the night, she’d lost her pillow, and in her sleep, she’d secured him instead.




He’d slept half the night with his pack, sprawled on the patio outside the kitchen. They’d stayed with him until he’d resumed his human form. Naked human form.




“Hmmm.”




Xander rescued him.




“Okay, Lucy,” he said, pulling her up. “Time to go to bed upstairs.”




“But I don’t wanna go to bed,” the fourteen year old whined softly. “Wanna stay up for the vampires.”




“Lots of vampires later,” he assured her.




Groggy and tousled, Lucy picked up her blanket, her pillow, and her rabbit—the warm bump just above his head—and started for her own room. Then Xander handed him a large shirt, which he pulled on over his head, and a pair of pants, which he pulled on under the sleeping bag.




Dawn started waking the others.




Inside the kitchen, Cesar sat with Willow, sipping a cup of coffee.




“But how many dogs?” Willow asked.




“Oh, I say start with three. It makes a good pack, and you can practice your calm assertiveness with them. Then build up from there. The house would love more creatures around, and not just dogs. Cats, horses, maybe some goats.”




“Goats?”




“So long as we don’t have to deal with el chupacabra,” Xander said.




“Ugh!” Cesar responded. “I hate that guy!”




“Oz!” Willow smiled wide on seeing him. “You look much better.”




“I feel better,” Oz said. “I feel…like I’m home.”






“So, we repeat this until the dark of the moon,” Buffy said, checking with Cesar. “That’s three days off. After that?”




“After that, Oz will be able to tell you,” Cesar answered. “And then, once he’s accustomed to being stable, he’ll only need to run with the pack on the nights of the full moon. Though, you can do it more if you like.”




“I think we will,” Buffy said. “It’s great training.”




Handshakes all around began.




“Thanks, man,” Xander said.




“It was my pleasure.”




“It was a pleasure meeting you and getting to know your techniques,” Giles said, finally won over.




“Thank you, Mr. Giles.”




Cesar looked down at the two dogs which had accompanied him.




“Come on, Daddy. Come on, Junior. Let’s go.”




5. Phantom of the Basement



Paris, 1881



He wept, broken with despair. She was gone. Whatever love she might have borne him was snuffed like a candle flame in a dark room. His music, the armature of his soul, was bitter dross. Somewhere, not too far away in the labyrinth of the Opera House’s catacombs, a mob howled for his blood. They would not find him.






At his seat before the water organ he had crafted by hand, the tools and toys of his genius awaited him. The chair, more of a throne really, had a built in trap door, and the trigger waited beneath a burl of carved mahogany, a nymph sporting with a satyr. This trap door did not lead to escape. Oh, no. He had long ago decided death would be better than to fall into the hands of a rabble.




He took his seat, spreading out his cloak to cover himself. In a final gesture, he pulled the mask from his face. If only…if only, he thought, there had been some true refuge from the ugliness and viciousness of life. If only he could have found a haven, a true home, not this mockery of sanctuary.




With a deep breath, he steeled himself. The noise of the mob was just outside his chambers, and the door behind him began to open. He triggered the trap door and was swallowed by darkness.






And he awoke in darkness, cool, quiet, and dusty. Puzzled, he stared and listened. His eyesight was well adapted to darkness, but this was stygian black. His breath was the only thing he heard. 




Was this Tartarus? Purgatory? Hell, itself? He had left those ideas behind long ago, but perhaps those ideas had not left him. He did not, however, believe that anyone’s idea of Hell included the smell of brick dust.




He snapped his fingers softly, listening to the way the sound played and reflected off the surfaces around him. The echoes informed him that the chamber he knelt in was perhaps thirty feet by forty, and the ceiling was only eight feet high. 




He hadn’t bothered to empty his pockets, and he patted them now. In a moment, he had located a candle stub and a packet of lucifers. Gingerly, he struck one on the ground, waited for it to steady, lit the candle, and waved the match out. By the steady light of the candle, he saw walls carved from living rock, pillars of brick, iron pipes running overhead. Around him was an organized litter of wooden and cardboard boxes, stacks of lumber, and chests fashioned from some cool, pebbly substance he’d never encountered.




“Where am I?” he breathed into the silent air.




His only answer was the barest flicker from the candle flame.




Cleveland, OH, 120+ years later



If you’d asked Xander Harris which part of the day was his busiest, he’d answer depending on which part of the day it happened to be.






Morning included an early breakfast, the daily grocery run, morning glade check, the honey-do circuit, and email. After a very brief lunch, he did any necessary outdoor chores, taught classes in self-defense and tactics, met with the Watchers’ Council—Giles, Jenny, Buffy, Willow, and sometimes Andrew—to discuss scheduling, staffing, and any recently recognized problems, accepted deliveries of building and gardening supplies, brought in the mail, and worked on the library for Giles and Jenny. After dinner, he spent an hour tutoring the Slayerettes in more mundane homework, and if he was very, very lucky, he might get to watch a movie or play a video game before he went to bed.




This is why he wasn’t thrilled by interruptions, even when it was Dawn.




“Yeah,” he said, not looking up from the towel rack he was reinstalling after one of the Slayerettes learned that it was not intended to do chin ups. There had been a whole drywall spackle thing, and the Slayerette in question had been sentenced to a week of shoveling snow off the sidewalk.




“Sorry to bug, Xan,” Dawn started. “But I figured you should take a look at this one. It’ll probably take a trip to the hardware store.”




Sighing, Xander put his tools down, got to his feet, and wiped his hands off.




“It’s bunny related, isn’t it?” he asked, eyeing the small white rabbit struggling not to be snuggled in the crook of Dawn’s arm.




“’Fraid so,” she agreed. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him. It’s down at the cloakroom.”




The cloakroom had only existed for about three weeks, emerging shortly before the crew from Clean House had come to their rescue. It was, as cloakrooms went, a very nice one. It also had a hidden door that opened onto a set of very mysterious stairs which took one down to a poorly lit, dusty basement. 




Baxter—who silently preferred his other name, Nemesis, punisher of the guilty, protector of the innocent, and wiper of metaphoric slates—didn’t stop struggling just because they went back downstairs. When Xander got a look at his handiwork—rather, toothiwork—he groaned.




“We should rename him Chainsaw. What’d the door ever do to you, Bax?”




Baxter kicked at Dawn until she let him down, and once on the floor, began to chew at the door once more. Xander grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, dragged him away, and pointed a finger in his bunny face.




“Stay,” he instructed the rabbit.




“Yeah, that’ll work,” Dawn muttered.




To their surprise, Baxter actually sat back and held still.




Xander inspected the damage. Baxter had chewed most of the way through the lower lefthand corner of a solid wood door. Debris littered the floor.




“Well,” Xander said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’ll have to be replaced. I wonder why the house didn’t yell. She knocked over a bookcase when Brittany took out the towel bar. Maybe she doesn’t mind being chewed on by a rabbit.”




“I checked his cage,” Dawn offered. “He’s got plenty in there to chew on, and his teeth are fine.”




“Where’s Lucy?” Xander asked, looking up.




The cloakroom door opened, startling both Xander and Dawn. On the other side, Lucy gave a little scream and jumped. For a moment, Xander and Dawn stared at Lucy. Lucy looked back, guilty, and blushed.




“Get your rabbit,” Xander said, pointing.




“Oh! Baxter!” Lucy scooped him up, and the bunny stopped fussing.




“What were you doing?” Dawn asked.




“Uh…exploring…” Lucy mumbled.




“Next time,” Xander said, “take the rabbit.”




“I— I can’t,” Lucy stuttered. “He’s…he’s afraid of the dark.”




She ran off towards the great hall, rabbit in her arms.




“That rabbit isn’t afraid of anything short of a velociraptor,” Xander said, watching her. “Something’s up.”




“Yeah,” Dawn agreed. “Something’s up.”






The good thing about visiting the dryad was that even on his busiest day, he didn’t have to hurry. Time in the glade was separate from time in the rest of the world. No matter how long he spent, he always came out just after he’d entered. On more than a few days, he’d napped on the grass beside the well, under the shade of the tree.




Today was not one of those days. Today was a figure-the-dryad-out day. Today, the dryad was shy and reticent, even self-conscious. The last time he’d seen this, she’d left a pile of debris on the north lawn tall enough to play King of the Hill. The current theory on that event was an ongoing excavation of the basement and the elimination of dry rotted wood. After sorting through the debris to reuse any good stone, timber, and soil, he’d had the rest hauled away, and she’d gotten over her embarrassment.




So, instead of tackling the problem head on, Xander took a seat on the springy grass, checked his pockets until he found a piece of paper he could spare, and began making a miniature pirate hat. It worked like a charm. The dryad crept closer and closer until she leaned on his knee to learn the secrets of hat origami.




Once Xander finished the hat, he opened it up, and dropped it on the dryad’s head. Then he beeped her nose. Giggling in her silent way, she looked up at her hat and straightened it out. Then she lost her smile, sighed heavily, and sat down next to Xander’s knee, leaning on it.




“You know,” he said, “you can tell me what’s going on. Well, not tell, but…you know.”




That opened the floodgates.




It was stupid. It was frustrating. She was just trying to do her job, and what does she get stuck with?




“Have the girls been bothering you?” Xander asked. “Or Baxter?”




No, no. They were fine. No, it was the new guy.




“New guy? What new guy?”




He goes asking for a haven, a home, and she’d been brought into it, never mind that her plate is kind of full and she’s fulfilling her mission better than she ever has, oh, no.




“No,” Xander agreed. “Wait, what?”




The new guy was…Oh! She did not like the new guy. She didn’t care how many operas he wrote. He didn’t get things, not like Xander—and here, the dryad made puppy eyes at him.




“I already told you I was going to seed the back forty with wildflowers for spring,” Xander said. “So, who’s the new guy?”




She stared at him, not comprehending. Humans were humans. Poor ducklings without trees to root them properly, they squawked and waved their arms. Oh, the Slayers were rather deep for humans, Willow practically sprouted leaves, and by now she could tell most of the others who lived there apart, just like someone who lived next to a forest might learn to tell individual trees apart, but that was the extent of it. Except for Xander. Xander was special. 




Xander sighed, rubbing his forehead. He was definitely getting better at communicating with the dryad, but that didn’t necessarily mean he got more information.




“Okay, so where is the new guy?”




In the new part of the house.




“Most of the house is the new part of the house,” Xander answered. “Are we talking the wing with the girls’ bedroom? The two new laboratories? The computer lab? The basement?”




Basement!




“Oh, great,” Xander muttered. 




The basement was, without a doubt, the largest part of the house, the worst lit, and the most completely unmapped. They knew, for instance, that there was a very small connecting corridor between the wine cellar and the basement, but they weren’t sure where in the basement it connected. 




The basement had a cell lined with silver bars—perfect for werewolves. It also had a crypt with more than twenty semi-mummified bodies Giles had identified as early French Christians. There was an underground lake. There was a cavern adorned with faceted gems and wondrous calcite formations one of the Slayerettes had seen once. There was a maze of underground passages, some of which had chimneys which led up to the above ground rooms’ fireplaces.




And…Lucy had been down there, Xander realized.




“Okay,” he said, getting to his feet. “I’ve got to go.”




Distressed, the dryad looked up at him, pleading. He picked her hat off her head, gave her a kiss on the top of her head, and put the hat back.




“Thanks. I’ll be back tonight. Let me know if you need anything.”




With a pout and a sigh, the dryad put her head in one hand and waved goodbye to Xander with the other.




Stupid new guy.






“Lucy!” Xander called, going down the stairs into the great hall. “I need to check with you on something.”




Lucy put her pencil down and left her Algebra homework behind.




“Xander, I’m really sorry about what Baxter did,” she apologized. “I’ll do extra chores to work it off.”




“No, that’s okay. I just wanted to tell you that you need to stay away from the basement until I say otherwise, okay?”




“Oh.” She looked disappointed and worried.




“Lucy, have you seen something down there?” Xander asked carefully.




She startled, made a guilty expression, and then pulled herself together. “No, I…I haven’t seen anything. I was just doing a little exploring.”




“Well, okay.” He frowned, suspicious, but let it go. “Just stay above ground for now, okay?”




“Sure, Xander.”






“Do we know this guy’s dangerous?” Buffy asked, sitting in the dark with him and Oz.




“We don’t know anything other than the house doesn’t like him,” Xander answered.




They waited in the first chamber of the basement for their night vision to adapt, listening to the creaks and murmurs of the house as she talked to herself.




“Yeah, someone’s definitely been here,” Oz said, breathing deeply through his nose and turning his head from side to side. “He’s gone all the way up to the cloakroom door, but not out.”




“Found something he liked in this box,” Buffy noted, checking a crate with its lid removed. “And he opened it without a crowbar. Strong.”




Using a very weak light and the few maps Xander had time to make, they went looking for the new guy. Half an hour later, on the other side of the subterranean lake—which now had a pirogue at its shore—they found evidence of the new guy’s set up.




Their guest had been filching things from the basement and the kitchen. Food, utensils, dishes, books, a hurricane lamp, one of the sleeping bags, two pillows, the camping stove, a cooler, and more.




“Got a nice little clubhouse going,” Buffy commented, looking around. “I wonder if—”




She froze when Xander put his hand against her shoulder. He pointed down. A foot in front of her was a tripwire, just at the level of her ankle.




“Lovely,” Buffy sneered. “Home is where the booby traps are.”




A cold breeze blew through the camp.




”Leeeeeaaaaaave…” a sepulchral voice moaned with the breeze.




Xander glanced at Oz who flicked his eyes in the direction of the speaker, somewhere behind a row of columns and a collection of boxes and crates.




”You are not welcome here,” the voice hissed from a new location.




“Either he’s got a speakers set up or he’s a ventriloquist,” Xander muttered.




“Is that a French accent?” Buffy asked.




”Leave, before I—”




“Kill us all,” Xander finished for him. “Yeah, yeah, we get it. Not exactly new to this situation, you know. Geez, why don’t you guys ever learn any new lines? I could write some if you need.”




“Oz,” Buffy whispered, “can you get a lock on where he is?”




Oz gave a brief shake of his head. “Scent’s all over the place, and he’s hiding. I could quarter and search.”




“House?” Xander called. “Can you hear me?”




A stack of bricks shifted, clinking.




“This the new guy?”




More bricks clinked.




“Great. Look, if you can, keep him here, will you?”




The bricks clinked several times.




“I’ll take that as a yes,” Xander said. “New guy! Here’s the deal. I’ll leave food for you in the wine cellar. You want above ground or any extra equipment, you’re going to have to introduce yourself, and that means no threats, trip wires, booby traps, or hissy fits. No stealing, either. Got it?”




The chamber remained silent.




“You’re a guest of the house, and you stay until she says otherwise,” Xander explained. “But she’s not real pleased to have you here. Behave, and we’ll get along just fine.”




“Not bad,” Buffy noted. “You’re getting better at the lecture.”




After another moment’s looking around, they headed back upstairs.






The next morning, Buffy, Dawn, Willow, Jenny, and Giles were all at the breakfast table before he was, a bad sign. They all stopped talking when he walked into the kitchen. Another bad sign.




“There’s pancakes left over,” Jenny called. “And I started a fresh pot of coffee about a minute ago.”




Thank god for Jenny, who understood that grouchy males needed carbs and caffeine before being forced to deal with the world. Xander loaded up his plate, poured a cup, and found a spot at the kitchen table. He ate silently while the others around him waited. 




“A letter was waiting for you this morning,” Giles said while Xander took a deep drink from his mug.




Giles held it out. It was definitely a letter, but it had never seen a post office in its life. The paper was heavy, smooth, and creamy, better than any resume paper he’d ever seen. The folds had been sharply creased. On the front, in the kind of curlique script he’d only seen in movies, the letter was addressed to “The Master of The House”. On the reverse, the letter was sealed with a medallion of wax and a ribbon.




“You have to be kidding me,” Xander said, putting his cup down.




“It was sitting in the middle of the coffee table, propped up on that,” Dawn said, pointing.




It said something of his life as a Scooby that he had barely registered the presence of a human skull on the breakfast table.




With a sigh for the number of things added to the clutter of his schedule—including returning the skull to its rightful owner—he broke the seal and opened the letter. The rest of the group leaned in.




“ ‘To the Master of The House,’ ” Xander read, “ ‘what a joy it was to welcome you to my humble abode this previous day. I had despaired of company—’ He’s monologuing! Two lines in, and he’s got his monologue on.”




“You could skip the boring stuff,” Buffy suggested.




He scanned through the letter, past the introduction to the demands and let out a bark of laughter.




“He wants a salary!”




“Oh?” Giles asked. “How much?”




“Twenty thousand francs a month. Francs? How much is that in real money?”




Giles looked immensely amused. “France converted to the Euro recently. Francs aren’t even used as a monetary unit any longer. However, by the last conversion rate, it was close enough to one franc per dollar to make it moot.”




“Twenty thousand dollars a month?” Xander demanded, outraged. “We don’t even spend that much on groceries!”




“What else does he want?” Dawn asked, peering over the skull.




He continued through the list. “Free use of whatever post we have, five hundred beeswax candles, ten reams of good quality foolscap—what the hell is foolscap?—a selection of steel nibbed pens, a writing desk with a blotting pad, a whole list of books, half of which I’ve never heard of before, leather bound, half a kilogram of opium?, a spirit lamp, and a good pipe.”




He looked at his friends.




“Sounds kind of steampunk to me,” Dawn commented.




“And if he doesn’t get it,” Xander continued, “something ‘unfortunate’ might happen.”




“Lovely house you have here,” Giles muttered. “Be a shame if something happened to it.”




Jenny shuddered.




“He signed it ‘Your Obedient Servant, Basement Ghost’,” Xander finished.




“Why is it the people who call themselves obedient servants never are?” Willow asked. 




“He threatened the house,” Xander said, under his breath. “He threatened the house.”




“Uh-oh,” Willow said, sitting up straight and getting wide eyed. “I know that look.”




“What look?” Buffy asked, glanced at Xander, and did a double-take. “Oh, boy. That’s not a good look.”




With great calmness, Xander folded the letter and placed it back on the table, beside the skull. A muscle in his right cheek twitched in and out.




“Buffy,” he said in an even voice, “I’d like you to break out medium and close range weapons for you and me. We’re going to make another visit to this Basement Ghost.”




“I’m coming too!” Willow declared. 




“Sure, Will,” Xander answered, distracted. “I’ll be right back.”




“Where are you going?” Jenny asked, as he went for the door into the kitchen garden.




“To the supply shed,” Xander said. “To get a shovel.”






In just one short day, their “basement ghost” had made a score of adjustments to his living quarters—all of them in the form of booby traps. The flaw was in the ghost’s expectation of low light levels. Between Willow’s fiat lux spell and the LED flashlights they carried, there was no unilluminated corner of the basement. 




“What the hell is this?” Xander asked, eyeing a noose made of piano wire hanging just at head level. In the dark, it would have been invisible.




“Punjab lasso,” Buffy answered. “Pretty much a stealth garrote.”




He grabbed the lasso, pulled a utility knife out, and severed it above the knot.




Further on, they found their ghost’s living quarters, but no sign of their ghost.




“House, is he in here?” Xander asked.




A timber creaked in assent.




“Okay, Basement Ghost, this is the Master of the House. Need to do some talking at you. You can come out on your own, or we will come in and get you.”




A low laugh rang through the room.




“Willow, crank up the light.”




With a small gesture, Willow increased the power behind her light spell until the ball of light above her shone like a miniature sun. Stark shadows cast by the items around them ran off to the walls.




“Xander,” Buffy muttered under her breath. “He’s over there.”




With the barest inch of a nod, she gestured to two columns of crates, stacked one beside the other. There was just enough room between the two for a person to hide. Sure enough, when he looked hard enough, he could see a shadowy figure.




Xander sighed.




“House? A hand?”




One of the crates shifted, leaning ominously over, and the interloper scrambled from shadow into bright light and immediately hunched over, covering his head with his arms.




“Ne me regardez pas!” he shouted. “Do not look at me!”




“Uh…why not?” Willow asked.




“Would you look on Death itself?” the ghost demanded.




“Already have,” Buffy answered. “Kind of an occupational hazard.”




“Look, no one’s here to hurt you,” Xander said. “Necessarily. If you’d act like a human being, we might even invite you to breakfast. Just…stand up straight, would you?”




There was a long moment when the basement ghost trembled. Then, he took his hands down, straightened, and turned towards them.




In the bright light of Willow’s spell, it was clear what he’d been hiding. His face was a ruin, an appalling, horrifying ruin. It was as though some hateful hand had grasped him by his upper lip and peeled back that side of his face. Bone showed through, withered muscle grimaced, and what little skin there was on that side of his face was thin as scraped parchment. The cartilage of his nose stood out with no protection and no nostrils, only raw flesh. His eye was a bloodied wreck. 




“Ooooookay,” Buffy said. “Why exactly are you wearing a tux?”




The man stared at her.




“Not a tux,” Willow corrected. “It’s white tie and tails, formal evening dress. Totally different.”




“Oh, of course,” Buffy replied. “I stand corrected. He’s not getting married in our basement. He’s going to the opera.”




“Are you mad?” the man screamed at them. “Look at me!”




They looked at him.




“Yeah, I think I can speak for the others when I say that we’ve seen worse,” Xander answered. “Much, much worse.”




“You mock me?” the man whispered with disbelief.




“No,” Xander said, crossing his arms. “If I wanted to mock you, I’d leave a crate filled with 3000 spf sunscreen, some ProActive, and an invitation to do a little gardening. Have you even seen daylight in the last decade?”




Stunned, the man moved his jaw a bit, trying to speak. Nothing came out.




Xander sighed. “Okay, I’ll make this fast. That’s Willow. She’s a witch. Don’t cross her. That’s Buffy. She’s the Slayer. Don’t cross her.”




“And you?” the man hissed.




“I’m Xander,” he replied. “And this is my shovel.” He hefted it in his left hand. “Here’s the speech. You mess with my house or anyone in it, and I will beat you to death with this shovel. If I’m in a good mood afterwards, I might dig your grave with it, but don’t count on it.”




“He’s very protective of the house,” Willow said, giving their basement ghost a very Dark Willow sort of stare. “And we’re very protective of him.”




“Very,” Buffy added.




The Slayer picked up a piece of rebar the ghost had brought back to his lair. Holding one end between thumb and finger, she wrapped it around her fist like a ribbon. Then she pulled it off. It made a pretty spiral pattern.




“Are we clear?” Xander asked.




The man stared at them.




“I’ll stop by again tomorrow morning,” Xander told him. “If the booby traps are down, I’ll bring you paper, pens, and light. If not, you’ll meet the shovel. Vigorously.”




“They call him Mister Shovel,” Willow snarled. 






“You know just once,” Xander told them as they marched back into the kitchen, “just once I’d like to give the shovel speech without either of you upstaging me.”




“Sorry, Xan,” Buffy and Willow said simultaneously.




“I don’t need your help to beat someone to death,” he insisted. “Or threaten to beat them to death. I can do it all on my own, and I don’t oh crap why do Giles and Ms. Calendar look so grim?”




The three Scoobies stopped in front of the breakfast table where Jenny sat in front of a laptop. Giles sat beside her.




“Think we found out who this basement ghost of yours is,” Jenny said.




“I’ll bite,” Buffy said.




“A 19th century serial killer noted for his amoral cunning,” Giles answered. “Meg Giry’s Watcher, Nadir Khan, chronicled his killings in Persia and France. He went by many names, but the best documented is Erik de Boscherville. He spoke at least eleven languages, had training in stage magic, masonry, architecture, and music, and he served as the Shah’s assassin for several years.”




Xander stared at Giles. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”




“Gets worse,” Jenny said, giving him a sympathetic look. “Nadir Khan figured that Erik was driven mad by his facial deformities. He had a habit of fixating on women who looked like his mother and kidnapping or killing those he perceived as rivals. 




“Khan describes him as having a Svengali-like power over young women, wooing them, teaching them to sing beautifully, calling himself the Angel of Music,” she continued. “He would take one on as a student, get her emotionally vested in him, and then try to convince her to marry him. Most of them ran screaming.”




Giles picked up the description. “Nadir describes him as extremely strong and intelligent, distrustful of others because of the abuse he’d endured, and desperate to live a normal life, even if it meant killing others to get his way.”




Xander closed his eyes for a long moment. When he opened them, he seemed a little calmer.




“Okay. So, tortured soul, tragic childhood, good voice, stalker tendencies, and serious Oedipus issues,” Xander summed up. “Living in the basement of a house with forty-five teenage girls, who just staged an all-female cast production of Twilight.” He pressed his lips together. “I should just kill him now.”




There was a long pause as everyone stared at him.




“He’s got a point,” Buffy said, shrugging.






If they’d thought to ask Baxter, he’d have told them it was already too late. The Basement Ghost had, in the short time he’d been there, picked out his latest student. Because of all the chimneys, dumb-waiters, wall spaces, and hidden passages through the house, it was possible in his corner of the basement to hear much of the movement of the occupants. 




One girl in particular had a habit of humming while doing her homework. He had heard her, and he had listened. He’d joined her singing, subliminally at first, and then more noticeably. By the time she’d realized there really was another voice, she was already used to it. She already knew the singer was a broken, tragic figure.




She was a pretty little thing, with wide grey eyes behind glasses and chestnut hair, straight as a board, down to her hips. She was hesitant, as a maiden ought to be, but she seemed more worried about disapproval than danger. Perhaps she had been very sheltered. Still, she was an ally and a tool against this Master of the House and his biddable Amazons.




“I thought,” she started uncertainly, paused, and started again, “I thought you might like to borrow this.”




She held out in her hand a small metal square, no bigger than calling card. A thin, white cable connected to it, forked, and terminated in two small buds. It was pink and silver.




“You put one of these in each of your ears,” she explained, holding up the buds.




She knew not to reach for him. He still hadn’t constructed a manageable mask, so he counted on the shadows to keep his face concealed. With a clawed hand, he took the buds from her and with a little difficulty—for his right ear was nearly nonexistent—he fitted the buds in.




She pressed something, and strains of music began to weep.




“It’s called ‘Claire de Lune’,” she explained. “I asked Mr. Giles for the names of some music he likes. After he said about ten names, he started writing them down. So I downloaded them and put them on here for you.”




Stunned, he closed his eyes and listened. Why, it was as if…it was as if he stood before a stage as the artist played his music right before him. He opened his eyes and looked around, sure he was being tricked, but when he plucked one of the buds from his ear, the music disappeared from that side. He put it back in, and the illusion resumed.




“What is this?” he whispered in astonishment.




“It’s called an iPod,” Lucy answered.






“So, seriously, what are we going to do with him?” Buffy asked.




“We should invite him to join us,” Andrew said. He’d joined the conversation in his pajamas. “He’s an evil genius. He could really help us.”




“What part of evil are you not getting, Andrew?” Jenny asked, glancing at him.




“Perhaps we could install some security measures in the basement,” Giles suggested.




“There isn’t a system out there that’s going to stand up to our ghost, the house’s need to move stuff around, and the Slayerette’s curiosity,” Jenny answered.




“They don’t know about him, do they?” Willow asked.




“Know about who?” Ari asked, strolling into the kitchen. “The freaky guy in the basement?”




Jenny extended an arm towards Ari, introducing her as evidence.




“What do you know about him?” Xander asked.




Ari didn’t look up as she dug through the pantry, found a box of cookies and began to snarf them up. “Melty voice, dark and mysterious, got this weird yen for spouting Italian. Bravissimi and shit. Lucy’s been talking to him, and I can hear him singing in the laundry chute sometimes. Freaky guy.”




She paused, then looked up, her mouth full of cookies.




“What, you didn’t know?” she asked.




“That’s it,” Xander decided. “I’m killing him.”




“You can’t kill him!” Ari gasped. “I’m teaching him ‘It’s a Small World’.”




“Well, not kill him,” Dawn answered. “I’ll bet we could find a really nice place that would be happy to take him. Like…a home for retired evil geniuses. Or a farm.”




“My dad took my dog, Rascal, to a farm,” Andrew added. “He said I could visit any time I wanted to, but I never got around to it.”




“Yeah,” Willow continued, rolling her eyes. “A really nice farm with a pony and a barn and some chickens.”




“I’d like to be sent to live on a farm,” Andrew said, wistfully.




“You will,” Jenny replied. “Just wait.”




“Look,” Buffy jumped in, “death or cake, we really need to deal with this guy. The girls are kind of lacking in the life experience good judgment thing. Seriously, he’s got a tragic story and level 80 sympathy points. The last thing we need is for one of the girls to fall for a century old sociopathic genius serial killer.”




There was a long silence. Willow pressed her lips together. Jenny became very interested in the ceiling. Xander blinked several times. 




“Yes,” Giles managed, taking off his glasses and rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Buffy’s quite right. I can only…imagine that such a situation would be…awkward, to say the least.”






He stood there, swaying with the music, for hours after he’d dismissed the little girl. Much of it he’d heard, as anyone who worked in opera or theater had heard as they endured long rehearsals. Most of it, he’d at least seen as sheet music. Some of it he’d never encountered before. In the dim light of the basement, he read the screen of the magical “iPod” and saw the names of composers and pieces he’d never known.




It was the closest he’d ever been to Heaven.




Erik.




Startled, he scrambled for cover, ripping the buds from his ears. The music gone, he scanned his fortress. There was no one, no person there, not a single s—




There was a small, white, wet rabbit perched on the ice chest he kept his food in. When it saw that he’d noticed it, it shook itself violently, showering everything in a three foot range.




Perhaps, with this gift of music, he, like the Maenads, had gone mad.




You were born to misfortune, it’s true, the rabbit told him, staring. But you had a choice, and it was offered many times. This is the last. Use your gifts for good. Seek your fate in the daylight, not the shadow.




“Who are you to speak to me thus?” he demanded.




I am Nemesis. I am the full measure of your justice, denied these hundred twenty years. There is blood on your hands, Erik. There is death in your heart, and I am its vengeance.




He stared in disbelief, and then he began to laugh.




“You, Monsieur Lapin?” he demanded. “Oh, I beg to differ. You, Monsieur, are dinner. You are a warm fur collar and a lucky foot. You are skin and paste. You are nothing to me!”




As he screamed his rage, the rabbit stood on its hind legs, chittered loudly, then compressed itself, and leapt for his throat.






By the time Baxter was done with him, Erik was a bloody, shredded pulp, but still alive.




That, the rabbit named Nemesis told him clearly, was a warning. Here is another: leave the girl alone. Speak to her again, and I will know it.






“Holy shit,” Xander said, staring down at the prone form of their basement ghost. “Someone beat us to it.”




“Were you actually going to kill him?” Buffy asked. “I figured you were going to deliver one of those heavily truthy cut-downs and leave him to wither away.”




“Well, I figured more of the former than the latter,” he admitted, “but I really did want to kill him a little bit. Around the edges.”




Buffy swept her flashlight over the ground and nudged Xander when she found something. They both stared at it for a long moment, taking in the implications.




“Let me get this straight,” Xander said. “Baxter chews the rest of the way through the door, finds his way to the subterranean lake, swims the subterranean lake, beats the crap out of our guest, leaves bloody pawprints back to the lake, swims back across, and rejoins Lucy in time for homework?”




“It explains why we go through so much alfalfa,” Buffy said. “Come on, let’s get whatsisface upstairs for some first aid.”






The first thing he was aware of in a very long time was that he was outside, in broad daylight. The light was filtered through branches and leaves until it was less than half its strength. Still, it ought to burn.




The second thing he was aware of was people chatting nearby. So nearby, in fact that they could only be just next to him, which meant they were aware of him. Which meant that he’d been captured.




Panic-stricken, he tried to scramble to his feet only to find the third thing he was aware of. There was something very small and bony sitting on his chest, and it was wearing a dress.




He opened his eyes.




It was a little girl.




No. Little girls didn’t hold millennia of wisdom in eyes the color of winter leaves. They didn’t have hair as fine as spider silk that floated on the least breeze.




When she saw that he had woken and opened his eyes, she clapped her hands with happiness.




“Looks like someone’s awake,” the witch said.




She and the Master of the House got up and came over.




He opened his mouth to demand that they free him, and the man made an incisive gesture across his mouth.




“Zip it,” he said. “Before you start issuing demands or threats, there’s something you need to look at.”




He bent down and picked up the not-a-little girl, who climbed up onto his shoulder. Then he and the woman took Erik by each hand and pulled him to his feet.




“See, we did some talking,” the witch began. “The house wasn’t willing to pitch you out unless you actually broke the rules. None of us will wait for that. So, short of killing you—which the house does not approve of—we needed an incentive for you to behave.”




“Medical community’s not exactly set up for someone like you walking in the door,” the Master of the House continued. “It would be all over the news, and we’re trying to avoid just that thing. So, Willow offered to do a little work, and the dryad offered her space to make it that much more effective.”




“Nothing you say makes sense,” Erik protested.




They walked him over to the lip of a small well. Two swans floated serenely at the far side.




“It will when you look in there,” the Master told him.




He would have argued. He would have accused them of torture and cruelty, but something in the expression of the man’s one eye told him to keep his peace.




He looked in the water, and he saw his reflection.




And he fell to his knees.




They had to keep hold of his shoulders so he didn’t fall over completely. In disbelief, he reached up and touched his face.




It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t healed, but it was healing.




His nose was now recognizably a nose, growing cartilage and skin. His skin had filled out. The muscles had grown plump. The pupil and iris of his shadowed eye were now visible. On his scalp, the shortest bristle of hair grew, as if he had shaved the skin only that morning. His ear was building a full curve and lobe on its own.




“Hu…how?” he pled, looking up at them.




“I’m a witch,” the woman answered. “That’s what I do. Besides, it was much easier with the dryad’s help.”




The little creature sitting on the man’s shoulder smiled and clapped her hands again.




“It’ll take about another month for the healing to finish up,” the woman continued. “And I’m afraid there’s going to be some itching.”




“Itching?” Erik asked, baffled.




“As the nerves grow,” she explained. “They do that.”




“Okay, so sit,” the man said, “because we’re not done with you. Giles? Oz?”




“Need anything else?” Willow asked.




“I’m good,” Xander replied. “And thanks.”




“No prob.”




They exchanged hugs, and Willow set off across the meadow, back to the stone hut.




Erik sat on the wide edge of the well, stealing a few touches of his face when he forgot to keep his hand down.




The three men—one with an eye patch, one shorter and redheaded, the last the eldest of them—glared down at him with all the disdain of a maiden’s father on rejecting his suit.




“Okay, we had that little chat I like to call the shovel speech,” Xander said. “I found this next to you when you were unconscious.”




He held out the pink iPod Lucy had left with him. On the back were her initials, painted in sparkly green nail polish.




“We will begin with the concept of statutory rape and its consequences, legal and otherwise,” Giles continued.




The lecture lasted several unpleasant minutes, but Erik held his ground. 




“I speak to whom I will. The girl is old enough to make her choice as well.”




“No, she is not,” Giles corrected him, taking his glasses off. “Not physically, emotionally, or legally. Lucy is fourteen years old. Speak to her without supervision again, and this will be your consequence.”




He held a hand out in Oz’s direction, who without a word, opened his jacket and took out the small, white rabbit which would forever haunt Erik’s nightmares.




It hissed at him.




He slipped half off the edge trying to scramble away.




“That…creature will not stop me,” he managed. “I know what it is now. I am ready for it.”




“Maybe,” Xander said agreeably. “But, the dryad here really doesn’t like the idea of you macking on a little girl. I’ll let her speak for herself.”




He set the little creature on her feet. She turned and stared at him with wintry eyes.




“And what shall thi— AAAAAIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEEEEEE!”






Xander sat at the kitchen table, his hands wrapped around a mug of hot chocolate Dawn had made for him after taking one look at his face on return.




“It was that scary?” Dawn asked, amazed.




“I very nearly wet myself,” Giles declared, shivering next to the fire and dripping on the tile. He’d fallen into the well. “In a manner of speaking.”




“It was…” Oz paused. “Intense.”




“Little itty bitty dryad,” Xander said, demonstrated by holding his thumb and finger two inches apart. Then he stood and spread his arms wide. “Really big, horrifying, eat you in your nightmare, vicious tree thing.”




He shuddered.




“I thought she told you what she was going to do,” Willow said. 




“Well, yeah, but telling and seeing aren’t the same thing,” Xander answered. 




“How’s our ghost?” Buffy asked.




Jenny came back in, dropped a blanket off with Giles, and poured herself a cup of cocoa.




“The ghost has asked to be called Erik,” Jenny answered. “He begged our pardon most eloquently and apologized up and down and said if there was any small thing he could do for us, he would be in ecstasy to do so. He also asked if he could have another iPod. I told him one week of good behavior would get him that, and one song per day after that. Do not let that man on the computer. I get the feeling that for that’s he’s seriously 19th century, he’ll figure it out way too fast.”






Baxter was warming himself on the stone windowsill of the common room when Ari found him. She stood watching him, her face screwed up with annoyance, and tapping her foot.




What?




“You just get back in there, and say you’re sorry for whatever,” Ari demanded. “I can’t get anything done with Lucy crying into her teddy bear. She thinks you hate her!”




She broke her word.




Ari made a very rude noise. “I don’t care if she broke the whole china shop and the bull in it! You go make up, or whatever the hell you are now, Mr. Bunny, we’ll find out if a Slayer can turn you into a pair of mittens!”




Baxter rolled onto his stomach.




A Slayer should never break her word.




“So she told Xander she wouldn’t go talk to the weirdo in the basement again. So what? She thought he needed help.”




Baxter stared at her.




Ari softened a little bit. “Look, she’s really upset, okay? Giles grounded her for disobeying Xander, and Miss Calendar talked to her for twenty minutes. Isn’t that enough punishment? She can’t deal with her rabbit ignoring her. And I can’t watch my telenovas with her sniffling.”




It was a terrible thing, Baxter thought, that the agent of justice, the hand of vengeance, could be swayed by the idea of a fourteen year old girl crying into her teddy bear. He bounded down from the windowsill and hopped through the common room, up the stairs, and into the room Lucy shared with Ari and two other girls.




There, Lucy was curled up in the bottom bunk, her face pressed into a medium sized brown bear with a red bow tie. Baxter jumped onto the bed, hopped up to her head and pressed his own against hers.




She sniffed and looked up.




“Hi, Baxter,” she said, breaking into a teary smile.







6. Don’t Get Me Wrong (Pretender, Part I)



England, 1967


In every generation there is a chosen one. She alone will stand against the vampires, the demons and the forces of darkness. She is the Chosen One.






Rupert sat on the floor of the parlor, thumbing through the pages of the atlas he’d gotten for his birthday. He wasn’t supposed to be in there. The parlor was for company, but it was also the last place his mum would look for him, giving him precious time to himself. 




He found the section for North America and flipped to the double page spread on the United States of America. Deborah—he couldn’t bring himself to call her Debbie Sue like she asked—was from Mississippi, along the gulf coast. The stories she told about hurricanes, pirates, and ghosts were as spine-tingling as her stories of hunting for vampires in the sewers, basements, and tunnels of London.




Deborah was his father’s Slayer. It was unusual for a Watcher to be married, let alone have a family and a Slayer at the same time, but Rupert’s maternal grandmother had brought her daughter up in the dusty libraries of the Council. There, Lettice met and fell in love with a young intern. These days, Horace Giles was quietly envied by his colleagues for his good fortune in having a spouse who not only supported but understood his work. 




Rupert was checking the towns along the Mississippi coast a fraction of an inch at a time, trying to find Deborah’s hometown of Gautier when he heard his father enter through the garden door. Attuned to both Watcher and Slayer’s comings and goings, he noticed that Deborah wasn’t with his father.




There was silence in the kitchen, which was unusual as well. Normally, his mother started chatting immediately, not waiting for a response as she went over everyday minutiae like the dinner menu and whatever new devilry Rupert had been up to. Concerned, Rupert got to his feet and made his way from the parlor through the hall to the kitchen entry.




There, his father stood, barely on his feet, filthy and disheveled. There was a tear in the shoulder of his coat, and from the staining, it had gone all the way through coat, vest, shirt, and the skin beneath. His mother, from a motionless stance next to the stove, went into action.




Without a word, she shut off the burner and oven, stepped over to her husband and guided him to the closest chair. As soon as he was seated, she worked his coat off. The gash on his shoulder had bled through until the shirt sleeve was sopping wet.




“Have to call Doctor O’Connell,” Rupert’s mother muttered to herself. “This needs stitching.”




Rupert stepped into the kitchen.




“Da?” he asked.




His father looked up at him, noticing him for the first time. For a long moment, it seemed his father didn’t even recognize him.




“Da, where’s Deborah?”




Rupert’s father closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, there were unshed tears shining there.




“Son,” his father said, his voice husky with exhaustion and pain. “Son, something…something very bad has happened.”




And that was how Rupert Giles knew Debbie Sue the Vampire Slayer was dead.




The Centre, 1980


There are Pretenders among us—geniuses with the ability to become anyone they want to be. In 1963, a corporation known as The Centre isolated a young Pretender named Jarod and exploited his genius for their research. Then, one day, their Pretender ran away…






Deep within the hulking headquarters of The Centre, past six different levels of security including one which wouldn’t be available to government agencies for another ten years, Jarod worked through a simulation in a mock-up of a New York subway car.




Wearing a black leather duster over his clothes, he faced an opponent with bleached blond hair, an earring, ripped clothes, and a permanent sneer. Gauging the man’s reactions, he kept his weight on the balls of his feet. Lights flickered and flashed on either side in imitation of passing buildings.




“There’s something wrong with this, Sidney,” he told his mentor over the headset snug against his ear. “There’s no way this man should have been able to kill her.”




“He had greater height, weight, and reach,” Sidney answered in his peculiarly penetrating voice. “He most likely had greater strength than her. It’s not unlikely at all that he was her killer. Witnesses reported seeing a violent struggle shortly before her body was discovered.”




Jarod shook his head and lost the next minute’s conversation as he blocked his attacker’s moves before launching an attack of his own. They stepped, kicked, and lunged the length of the subway car. When he had breathing room, he resumed.




“The police report from her arrest when she was fourteen said it took eight trained police officers to subdue her, and she sent five of them to the hospital. Every other piece of documentation we have on her—“




He ducked a blow and attacked back.




“Indicates that she had the stamina of an Olympic class athlete, superhuman strength, and the fighting skills of five shudan warriors.”




The man rushed him, and Jarod grabbed him by the shirt and threw him over his head. Before Jarod could reach him, the man had jumped and twisted to get his feet under him. In the ensuing melee, one slip allowed his opponent to put him in a neck hold and mime a vicious twist. Had it been sincere, the move would have broken his neck.




After a moment, Jarod’s opponent released him and steadied him with a hand. Deep in unhappy thought, Jarod pulled the headset off and took off the duster. He handed it to his opponent, who folded it over an arm, bowed, and left without a word.




Sydney met him outside the subway car.




“The man that killed Nikki Wood was not human,” Jarod told him.




An assistant handed him a towel, and he wiped himself off.




“What do you mean?” Sydney asked.




Breathless with the exertion, Jarod glanced up at him.




“You’ve read the same reports I have, Sydney,” he answered. “The mysterious deaths, the eye witness accounts. There are people out there, and I use the word loosely, who are not Homo sapien. They’re something else, and they are hiding among us.”




Sidney managed an uncomfortable laugh. “Jarod, the last alternate form of humanity, Homo neanderthalis, died out thirty thousand years ago.”




Jarod shook his head. “I’m not talking about Neanderthal man.” He stepped over to one of the desks where a pile of newspaper clippings and other copied documents waited. “No. These stories…there’s a correlation between the circumstances of some violent deaths. Someone is killed, and then a few days later, they’re back, and they’re doing the killing. Nikki Wood fought these…whatever they are. She fought them for nearly three years, and in the end, one of them killed her.”




Behind the one-way mirror which overlooked the lab Jarod spent his waking hours, a slender, cold-eyed young woman perched on the edge of a counter, listening to the exchange. She took a long drag on her cigarette. It was a new habit, one she’d picked up in college. It improved her ability to intimidate the panting young men who followed her everywhere and annoyed her father—a win-win scenario.




“So, twenty years and God knows how many millions of dollars spent raising Boy Genius, and you get ‘the dead walk among us’? Charming,” she said, sneering. “Your prize psychiatrist has been letting him watch too many vampire movies.”




“He doesn’t know what a vampire is,” a raspy voice answered.




Mr. Raines, thin to the point of cadaverous, was inside the room, and she hadn’t even heard him enter.




Startled, Miss Parker got to her feet. She might intimidate most of the people at the Centre, but Mr. Raines intimidated her.




“Jarod,” Mr. Raines continued, “does not have access to any media which I do not approve. No novels, no movies, no comic books, nothing. He’s never heard the word vampire and probably never seen it outside of an unabridged dictionary.”




Uncomfortable, she looked away, something she never did.




He plucked the cigarette out of her fingers, took a long drag, dropped it on the floor, and ground it out with his toe.




“You should give those things up,” he said, smiling in a distinctly unpleasant way. “They’ll be the death of you.”





Charleston, two weeks previously



Fledgling vampires on the hunt are not especially clever. It’s a combination of driving hunger for hot blood and their untempered belief that they are newly invincible. Even in a town with no Slayer, most new vampires get themselves killed one way or another before the end of their first year of undead life.






It wasn’t much of a surprise to the little old lady sitting at a bus stop in freezing cold weather long after the last bus had run past that the two vampires hunting in this neighborhood were completely suckered in. She ignored them as long as possible, concentrating on her knitting. She was working on a particularly challenging shawl she promised she’d have ready in another week.




“Look, baby,” the girl vampire crooned, hanging off her boyfriend, “a sweet old grandma. I bet she tastes really good.”




The boyfriend looked bored. “Probably already had a hip replacement. Can’t run worth a squat. I want a real hunt, baby. I want a run.”




“Yeah, but think of all the fun meds in her blood,” the girl pointed out. “Probably get high just off her blood pressure medications, all five of them.”




The little old lady, glanced up at them, annoyed at their timing. She’d lost count of the yarn overs she’d done and would have to stop and recount them when she had better light.




“Hmmm,” the boyfriend said. “I guess you’re right. Probably won’t find anything else to eat this late. Have to make do.”




The little old lady stood, and it was apparent she was not so little, but of an equal height with them. From the jaundiced glare she gave him over the rim of her reading glasses, she probably was of an age that didn’t suffer fools, gladly or otherwise.




“Are you all done yet?”




The two vampires exchanged looks, finally twigging to the fact that this particular meal might not be the easy snack they’d thought.




She sighed. “Bless your hearts, death didn’t do a thing for your brains, did it?”




She reversed the birch knitting needles she held, and in one motion, impaled each of them. Shocked, both stared at her until shattering into dust. The not-so-old lady brushed herself off and checked her knitting project. She tsked under her breath.




“God bless it! Dropped three goddamn stitches. It’ll be an hour of work before it’s ready to go again.”




The Centre, two days previously



“Where is he?” Miss Parker demanded. 




She flicked a little ash off the tip of her cigarette. The Centre had long ago outlawed smoking on its premises. The last person to remind Miss Parker of that had been escorted from the building, carrying a box of his belongings.






She leaned over Broots’ shoulder to look more closely at the database he clicked through.




“Well, uh,” Broots stumbled, “the evolutionary algorithm isn’t quite finished. It may take a little while longer to compile and compare all the information.”




“Evolutionary algorithm, my ass,” Miss Parker snapped. “It’s just another excuse for why you haven’t been able to pinpoint his whereabouts.”




Sidney stepped in before Broots broke out in a flop sweat.




“It did bring us quite close last month,” he reminded her.




“We were in Papua New Guinea. He was in Panama. That’s ten thousand miles!”




“Well, they, uh, they’re both equatorial countries,” Broots managed. “They both had very large nationally funded construction projects about to begin, which would both employ a large percentage of the local population, and both had paleological digs required before the project began. And…and, they both begin with the letter P.”




She pivoted and stormed five feet away, consumed with her elegant huff. Broots chewed on his lip until the computer pinged at him to announce it had reached a solution.




“It says he’s in Cleveland, working as a veterinarian,” he announced, smiling.




“Wrong!” Miss Parker spat. “He never returns to a city he’s already been in. He was in Cleveland in 2005, as a bus driver.”




“We don’t know that he never returns to a city,” Sydney said mildly. “Jarod is a master of providing us with exactly as much information as we need to figure out what he wants us to know. There are time periods where we’ve had no idea where he’s been. He could very well have returned to multiple cities for his own purposes.”




She growled. “What I want to know is how a man with more than three thousand friends on Facebook and five hundred followers on Twitter can be so hard to find. Broots, make the arrangements for Cleveland. We’re heading out today.”




Cleveland



After fussing to himself about how much he needed an office to keep track of maintenance on the house, ordering of weapons and other supplies for the girls, and in general, hide from the rest of the world, Xander discovered the house had created a ten foot by ten foot office just for him, just off the kitchen, complete with Internet connection, mini-fridge, and urinal. He still wasn’t sure why she’d decided he needed a urinal, but he wasn’t complaining.






The only problem was that the office was just off the kitchen and, thus, easily findable by all members of the household.




“Xander! Xander!”




The clatter of running feet and bodies bouncing off walls and cupboards snapped him out of his quiet contemplation of a garden tool catalog. It was Ari and Lucy, and the two of them generated enough noise to match any ten other Slayers.




“You have to come! You have to come quick!” Lucy babbled, panicked.




“She’s hurt, Xander!” Ari added.




He glanced at the patrol schedule, which showed Violet and Ruth out on patrol with Buffy, and Andrew tagging along for the education. If any of them had run into trouble, it would have triggered one of the dozens of notification spells Willow had rigged. The house, it seemed, had no trouble with cantrips, but she didn’t like cell phones. The best explanation she’d been able to give Xander was that they made her walls itch.




He grabbed his coat, still not in a terrible hurry. The girls had sounded just as overwrought when the popcorn had run out halfway through Friday night’s movie marathon.




“Who’s hurt, and how bad?” he asked, grabbing the first aid kit and crossbow he kept beside his desk.




“The cat!” Ari wailed.




Xander paused.




“When did we get a cat?” he asked. It wasn’t that he expected to learn about things like that as soon as they happened, but generally, the house was so happy about new occupants, the pipes hummed.




“We were walking Baxter,” Lucy explained, slowing down to one hundred fifty words a minute. “And there was this cat crossing the street, and—“




“And this asshole sped up and hit the cat!” Ari shrieked.




“The cat ran away, but she was limping, so we all followed her,” Lucy continued, starting to tear up. “And she’s got this spot behind the Sip And Gulp, under a recycling thing, and-and-she’s got kittens! And we can’t get to her!”




It was after ten at night. He had a list as long as his arm of things that had to get done in the morning. The cat was probably a stray. Heck, it was probably dead. Either way, it would be nearly an hour retrieving, another hour, minimum, getting vet care or consoling weeping teenage girls. And if he didn’t…




He looked at them, standing on tiptoes, vibrating with anxiety. There really wasn’t any question which way this would go.




“Okay, okay,” Xander answered, “we’re going. Ari, as soon as we’re off property, search for a twenty four hour emergency vet and get directions.”




He stopped in the cupboard, grabbed a basket filled with tea canisters and dumped them out, then took a stack of towels and two oven mitts, stopped, eyed the pile of supplies for Erik, who haunted the basement, and grabbed the pack of tube socks off the top.




“Where’s Baxter?” he asked, as they piled into the SUV.




“We left him there,” Ari answered. “He said he’d keep the cat company until we got back.”




“Right,” Xander muttered to himself. “The bunny talks. That’s all we need.”






The bare, trashy patch of asphalt behind the Sip And Gulp was prime vampire hunting territory, so Xander had both Ari and Lucy stand guard. The cat had wedged itself behind the enormous paper recycling bin, between two unsteady stacks of pallets, and she hissed when he got close. She curled around a litter of kittens, but even with the flashlight, it was too difficult to count them accurately.




The bin was on wheels and in bad shape. It was too fragile for the girls to pick up without risking it peeling apart. The pallets couldn’t be reached without removing the bin. So, he was stuck crawling under and around various obstacles on the frozen ground. 




Baxter sat next to the cat, apparently completely okay being next to a predator. He occasionally woffled his nose in response to something. What the hell, Xander thought. He might as well try.




“Hey, Bax, would you let the cat know that we’re going to help? First, I’m going to move the kittens to a safe place and keep them safe and warm.”




Certainly.




Xander paused, blinked. The rabbit talked. He was beginning to think that the rabbit was the spirit and personification of Vengeance Jenny’s prophesy had been all about. He should probably mention that to someone. In the meantime, he had work to do. While the cat growled with anxiety, Xander picked up one kitten at a time, put it in a tube sock to keep it warm, and placed it in the basket. The kittens were barely old enough to open their eyes. Finally, all seven kittens were retrieved. He pulled the oven mittens on and went to pick up the cat.




She clearly had a broken leg and was in a great deal of pain. Xander picked her up and cradled her against his shoulder, but every little movement must have hurt. Her growl turned into an angry yowl, and she finally bit his thumb and clamped down, piercing the oven mitt.




Baxter hopped along with every shift Xander made, staying with the cat and woffling his nose.




Grimacing, Xander got out from under the recycling bin, got up to his knees, and gently placed the cat in the basket with her kittens, which were making little peep sounds. The mother cat tried to clean them, was confounded by the tube socks, and glared at Xander, clearly blaming him for all his troubles.




“Ari, you’ve got the address and directions?”




“Uh huh,” she answered, entranced by the kittens.




It was a good thing there hadn’t been any vampires. With the girls staring longingly at the kittens, the vamps could have scored three dinners and enough kittens to start a poker tournament.




He handed the basket to Ari and went to pick up Baxter.




No, thank you, the rabbit responded. I have some business to attend to with the driver of the car. I’ll be home before midnight.




Nemesis, the small, fluffy, white bunny, turned and hopped away. Xander watched for a long moment before walking to the SUV.




“Someone’s in for a really bad night,” he muttered.






The talking—well, communicating—rabbit was not the biggest surprise of the night. That was saved for the emergency vet’s clinic when the vet on duty came in. Even after nearly ten years, Xander still recognized him. After all, Scoutmaster Jarod had taught him all the camping skills he’d ever needed.




“Xander!” the man smiled, recognizing him as well.




“I thought you were in landscaping,” Xander said.




“I’ve changed fields a couple of times,” Jarod said. “So, what do we have?”




“Cat,” Xander said, indicating. “Hit by a car, has kittens. We brought her in for treatment. I’ll cover the bill.”




“He’s wonderful,” Lucy sniffled to Ari. “Isn’t he wonderful?”




Not that this would keep Lucy from abandoning soda cans all through the house. Or from complaining when the house dumped all of them on her head at two in the morning.




Except, Lucy wasn’t talking about him, Xander realized. She was talking about Jarod. Of course. Because Jarod was tall, dark haired, handsome, and had an air of winning innocence which was neither childish nor creepy. If most of the Slayers, even the young ones, saw themselves as heroes, then Jarod was the first man they’d ever met who might qualify as a prince in a tower.




And he hadn’t asked Xander about his eyepatch or even given it a second glance. Nobody did that.




Jarod gave the cat a quick check, and in the short time he had his hands on her, the cat began to purr loudly.




“How do you do that?” Xander asked.




“Hmmm?” Jarod responded, looking up. “Oh, it’s all about knowing pressure and reflex points. Her leg’s definitely broken. I’d like to keep her and the kittens overnight, to make sure she can still nurse.”




“Sure,” Xander agreed.




“Do you want me to take them to the shelter tomorrow?”




Before he could answer, there were two loud squeaks of denial. He and Jarod both looked over. The girls huddled together, hands clasped, eyes wide and pleading, lower lip bitten or pouting, and both chins quivering.




“What…are they doing?” Jarod asked, turning his head to observe them.




“This,” Xander told him, “is what’s known as the hard sell.”




“Really.” Jarod blinked.




Lucy sniffled with a little hiccupy catch.




“What are they selling?”




“If I were to ask them to spell it out,” Xander answered, “they’re selling the choice between me agreeing to adopt the cat and kittens, all of them, or they’ll pretty much follow me around for the rest of my life, telling everyone how mean and evil I am.”




“But you’re not, are you, Xander?” Lucy asked in a pitiful little girl voice. 




She and Ari had clearly worked on this before, and Lucy took the lead because she was the smaller, more delicate, and more piteous of the two. No matter how hard Ari tried to look vulnerable, she still came across like Rita Moreno with body armor, a semi-automatic high caliber Glock, and a bad attitude.




“Are you?” Jarod asked, fascinated in an intellectual sort of way.




“I neither confirm nor deny my mean and evil quotient,” Xander told him. “But I will tell you that there’s no way I’m letting this go without some major concessions.”




“Dammit,” Ari muttered, while keeping her best pitiful face in place. “He’s on to us.”




“Don’t break character,” Lucy muttered back. “If he hasn’t given in in one minute, I’ll start crying.”




“Okay, not that major!” Xander rushed to assure the girls.




“That’s bad?” Jarod asked.




“That’s bad. I get no bacon for a week if I make one of the girls cry.”




Jarod looked at him.




“Long story, and I need to close the deal. Ari!”




“Uh huh?” Ari did try to sound pitiful, but mostly she was the prize fighter beating gloves together, waiting to get in the ring.




“If I say yes, you have to promise me that you will clean your bathroom and three others this next weekend, and it has to be good enough to pass Dawn’s inspection. Also, you are responsible for cleaning out half the litterboxes every day.”




Ari went wide eyed with dread. Dawn, having lived with Buffy’s messes all her life and now in a position of power to do something about it, was without mercy. Compared to that, litterboxes were nothing.




“And, I tell Baxter about your promise.”




“Who’s Baxter?” Jarod asked.




“The rabbit. Long story.”




Jarod nodded.




Ari made a tiny noise that sounded like fear. Even she didn’t like to cross Baxter, though she talked big when he wasn’t around.




“Okay, Xan.”




“Lucy,” he said, looking at the youngest, smallest, and most petted and adored of the Slayerettes. 




“Yes. Uh huh. Whatever you want, Xander.”




“Better make sure you know what I’m going to ask.”




“You aren’t that mean,” Lucy answered.




“You’re responsible for the set up of the litterboxes and cleaning the other half every single day. You also get to explain to Giles why we’re blowing through this week’s discretionary fund.”




“Okay,” Lucy said, giving a quick shrug, clearly delighted with how easily she was getting off.




“And…” Xander continued.




She stopped.




“You keep Andrew away from the cat and kittens and make him understand that he does not get to give them Jedi names.”




Lucy froze.




“Daaaamn, Xander,” Ari choked. “That’s just mean.”




“I mean it. If he starts calling the kittens padawans, I’m sending them back to Jarod. For their own good. No animal should have to endure that.”




“What’s a Jedi?” Jarod asked.




The girls goggled at him.




“Where have you been?” Ari asked.




“Well, for more than half my life, I was held captive by an evil corporation bent on exploiting me. Then I escaped, and I’ve been looking for my family and trying to right all the wrongs the corporation committed with my help. It’s a long story.”




Xander, Ari, and Lucy stared at him for a long moment. Busy night, Xander thought. They had the spirit of vengeance taking form as a small rabbit, exacting justice on whoever ran down the cat, and his former Scoutmaster-now-vet was a fugitive from a sinister corporate conspiracy. He should probably start a list.




“Dang, Xander,” Ari said. “You should ask him over for breakfast tomorrow. He’ll fit right it.”




“I’d be delighted,” Jarod answered, grinning. “Will there be pancakes?”




“There’s always pancakes,” Lucy assured him.




On the way out, both girls whispered to Xander that they were totally serious, he should invite Jarod for breakfast, because he was a total hottie, had a nice voice, and the house would like him. 




Xander also took a moment to talk to Jarod at the counter while he paid.




“The invitation stands,” he said. “And yes, there are pancakes.”




“Excellent.”




“Do you mind me asking…why you said the thing about the evil corporation and looking for your family? It seemed a little…truthy for a vet exam.”




“Sunnydale,” Jarod answered. “I was only there for three weeks, and it was one of the few times I couldn’t finish what I started. There was…there was a lot going on in that town, and most of it was bad. Bad in a way I suspected existed but didn’t have any confirmation until then. You grew up there, so I’m sure you know what I’m talking about.”




“I do,” Xander agreed.




“So, I figured that you, if anyone, might actually believe me.”




“Hey,” Xander said. “You aren’t evil, are you? And don’t bother lying, because I’ll check.”




Jarod thought about for a moment. “Well, my work has been used for evil, but not with my permission. And I try to prevent evil, or at least bring evildoers to justice.”




“That part’s okay. We’ll see you at nine tomorrow.”






Cleveland had not started well. On the way out to the car from the hotel, Miss Parker had taken a bad step and badly twisted her ankle. So badly, it turned out, that she couldn’t put any weight on it at all. Sydney insisted they go to the emergency room.




“Maybe Jarod will be working there as an orderly instead of as a vet,” Broots offered.




Bad as Miss Parker’s ankle looked—swollen to twice its size and purple from toes up—she rated a long wait as the ER staff took care of a woman in her late twenties, raving while the police tried to put restraints on her.




“Rabbit! Raaaaaaaabbbbit! Tell the rabbit! Noooooo! No more kitties! I promise!”




A doctor hovered over her, syringe in hand to deliver a sedative.




“She’s clearly in the middle of a psychotic break,” the doctor said. “Hold her down.”




“Psychotic break or not,” one of the officers responded, “the tip we got on this lady ties her to two different hit and runs, and she’s still got enough booze in her system to supply a frat party. Get the blood draw before you tranq her, okay?”




At Miss Parker’s raised eyebrow of inquiry, Sydney craned his head to take a closer look.




“The woman appears to be severely beaten,” he reported. “There are bruises and lacerations across her face and upper chest. She may have been mauled by an animal.”




“By a rabbit?” Brootes asked, baffled.




“No,” Sydney answered carefully. “Probably a dog or some larger livestock. If she’s extremely intoxicated, she may have hallucinated the rabbit.”




“Just what we need,” Miss Parker muttered under her breath. A foolish move caused her to bump her leg against the arm of the chair she rested it on and freeze in pain.




“Why do you even wear heels that high?” Broots asked. “It’s not like you want the attention, and that’s the second time you’ve fallen off them that I know of.”




Miss Parker gave him a full on glare of death.




“I will kill you, Broots,” she told him. “Not today. Not tomorrow. But soon, and I promise you, I’ll take my time.”




“Not while I can run faster than you,” Broots answered with uncommon bravery.






Jarod had arrived on the doorstep exactly at nine, and he brought with him a pet carrier with cat and kittens, a bag of Oreos, and a winsome smile.




“Come on in,” Xander said, gesturing with his arm. 




The front door was still a two minute walk from the kitchen. He was trying to talk the house into rearranging itself so the more frequently used portions were closer to the front door but hadn’t had any luck.




Jarod stared at all the details of the Victorian wing of the house—wood paneling, transom windows, stained glass, and Persian rugs—in wonder. 




“This house is not on the Historical Register for Cleveland,” Jarod said. “Why not?”




“Remember how you said Sunnydale had a lot going on?” Xander asked. “So does Cleveland. This is one of the good ones.”




From the Victorian wing through the 16th century hallway to the medieval great room, Jarod was riveted with both the architecture and the furnishings. He paused for a moment to inspect the bricks of the hallway and then the stones of the great room.




“Did you know the bricks are Russian? And the stone, it’s from a town in Bavaria, built on top of an impact crater.”




“Makes sense,” Xander answered. “She’s been built up over several centuries. I guess she could have been in several places as well. She didn’t start in Cleveland, that’s for sure.”




“She?” Jarod asked.




“Long story.”




The great room had been divided in two—one area for dining and one for training. Currently, all the tables were filled with chatting girls, handing dishes of scrambled eggs or plates of bacon back and forth. Buffy, Andrew, and Giles were on duty, making sure it didn’t degenerate into a food fight.




When Jarod saw them, he waved. 




“Hey, Rupert! Didn’t know you’d jumped the pond.”




“Jarod! It’s a pleasure to see you again,” Giles called. 




“Jarod!” Ari yelled.




“Hey, Jarod!” Lucy repeated.




“Hi, girls!”




“How do you know Giles?” Xander asked. Did Jarod know everyone?




“I was doing some research at the British Museum,” Jarod answered. “Rupert helped me out.”




At least no one in the kitchen recognized him, so Xander got to make introductions.




“We should settle the cat in,” Jarod said. “Before there are pancakes. She needs a quiet room with food, water, and a litter box.”




“Food, water, and litter box we have,” Xander answered, thinking. “Quiet room, not so much. All the bedrooms are currently taken. There’s no way Giles would let her in the library. The media room has people in and out, same with the great room.”




“Not in the pantry or the classrooms, please,” Jenny said. “Too distracting.”




“Could you keep her in your office?” Jarod asked.




“Not if I want room to breathe,” Xander answered. “The girls will be in every minute just to check.”




“What about the glade?” Dawn asked. “I mean, if you’re sure about Jarod.”




Which was just the thing.






Everyone, it seemed, was sure about Jarod. There was just something about him. Even in his late forties, he had a wide-eyed, delighted innocence. Nothing threw him. He would just pause, consider, and make an observation. By the time they were in the library, he had several.




“The layout of this house is topologically impossible,” he commented, looking around. “There weren’t any structures visible from the outside that match this room, the windows look out onto an area that should be the ranch home directly north of the house but is instead a deciduous forest, and the actual space occupied conflicts with the girls’ bedrooms on the floor above.”




“Yep,” Xander agreed. “Willow tried to map it out once. She said it would take a minimum of seven dimensions to show it accurately.”




Jarod considered this for a moment, then switched topics.




“Xander, do vampires actually exist, or has the majority of the evidence I’ve seen been manufactured?”




“Oh, they exist,” Xander answered. “Buffy became the Vampire Slayer several years ago. There used to only be one at a time. Now we’ve got a whole tribe of them.”




Jarod nodded. “Was Nikki Wood a Vampire Slayer?”




Xander stopped, shocked, and turned to face him. “Did you know her?”




“No,” Jarod admitted. “But I studied her. She was killed by a vampire, wasn’t she?”




“Yeah,” Xander managed. “Guy by the name of Spike. Her son, Robin, is actually a friend of ours and a member of the new council. He’s out in Los Angeles, right now, with the second senior Slayer, Faith. They’ve been cleaning up the mess Angel, Spike, and his crew left.”




Xander paused for a moment and continued. “I’m not a big fan of Spike’s. Or Angel’s for that matter. I’d have been just as happy to see them dusted a long time ago. But, seems like they had some sort of role to play in saving the world. Now they’re dead, and it’s a touchy subject, especially with Buffy.”




“I see.”




Xander led him to the glade, kits, cat, boxes, and friends. Maybe he ought to name it St. Ives. He’d ask the dryad.






The first thing Jarod noticed, again, was the topological impossibility. Then the weather, then the angle of the sun, and then the quality of the atmosphere.




“Are we in France?” he asked.




“Couldn’t say,” Xander answered.




“Does the sun set here?”




“Yes, it does. Takes a while though. Twilight lasts anywhere from one to two hours.”




“Would it be possible for me to come back here when it’s dark?” Jarod asked. “I’d really like to check the night sky. I might be able to pinpoint exactly where and when this place is.”




It was, Xander reflected, a good thing Willow was a lesbian. At such a display of geekery, she’d have, at the very least, knocked him on the head, dragged him back to her lair, and strapped him to the bed.




“So long as the dryad is okay with it, it’s okay by me,” Xander answered.




The dryad was as curious as any cat, peeking out from the boughs above their heads and slipping down into Xander’s outstretched hands. She was no bigger than the first time he’d seen her, but she was denser and springier, like a sapling during a wet spring. Her hair, chestnut brown, floated in wisps and whorls of silk. Her eyes were the grey brown of leaves under water.




Her dress, the one Dawn had brought her several months ago now, was torn, dirty, and stained with grass, and she had already turned down offers of another. On the ground, wherever she stepped, light as a deer, Xander noticed the moss was a little thicker and greener.




She studied Jarod from behind Xander’s leg, peeking shyly. Then she reached up and tugged on Xander’s cuff, drawing him down to her. When he leaned over, she made a series of gestures, asking a question.




“Do I know any nice trees who need a champion?” Xander repeated. “No, you’re the only tree I know who has ever needed a champion.”




She gave him a slightly reproachful look. He couldn’t tell if it was his fault for not knowing any other millennia old dryads or just general unhappiness that there weren’t any others. Then she stepped forward to greet Jarod.




Jarod, smart man, knelt and put the carrier down on the ground. The cat meowed plaintively, and the dryad was diverted. Struggling, she lifted the clasp on the carrier’s door, and opened it. The cat stepped out slowly, it’s hind leg encased in a fiberglass cast. It was as large to the dryad as a lion would have been to either Xander or Jarod. 




The dryad put hands on either side of the cat’s face and began to skritch. The cat leaned in until she knocked the dryad over.




“She looks like a primordial dwarf,” Jarod said. 




“She’s not,” Xander replied. “She’s a dryad.”




“That’s her tree?” Jarod asked, glancing up and over to take in the whole thing. “It has to be at least a thousand years old.”




“Right now, we’re figuring on closer to six thousand.”




They chatted as the cat sniffed around, found a niche in the rugged tree trunk and began transferring her kittens, one by one, to their new home. Jarod set up food and water for her.




“She’s going to need this powder sprinkled on her food,” he explained to Xander. “It’s extra calories she’ll need for the kittens. Go ahead and feed her at least three times a day.”




Once Jarod was done, the dryad inspected everything, found it to her satisfaction, and climbed up on Jarod’s knee to stare into his eyes.




“Does she always do this?” Jarod asked, for the first time a little nervous.




“Not always,” Xander answered, watching.




Whatever the dryad found in Jarod’s eyes, it moved her to hop down, take him by the left index finger and tug him over to the well, where she scrambled up to the broad edge of white marble.




“What?” Jarod asked.




She glanced at Xander and waved him over.




“There’s…something she wants you to see?” Xander said, parsing the particular meaning she gave him. Sometimes, she was as straight forward as a slap to the face. Other times, the layers of complexity defeated him before he started. 




“You want him to stay?” he asked the dryad. “He’s eating breakfast, you know.”




She gave him that look.




Xander squatted down so that he was on eye level with her and was treated to one of her patented grave little girl considerations.




“Okay…yeah, I think…but…okay…”




Finally, he looked away, shaking his head.




“What was that all about?” Jarod asked.




Xander stood for a moment, thinking, then shrugged.




“The best I can explain is that you should take a long look into the well. Apparently, there’s something she wants to show you.”




Jarod didn’t hesitate. He sat down on the edge, folded his legs Indian style, and leaned over to look at the water.




Xander looked as well, but it was the same well he’d looked into every time he’d gone into the glade. There might be a swan or two floating serenely on the surface, or maybe a scattering of leaves the tree had dropped. It was impossible to tell how deep the well was, thanks to the way the sunlight and shadow of the tree played on the water. Sometimes, he thought the well was only a foot or two deep, and that if he were willing to get wet up to his shoulder, he could touch the bottom. Other times…




This was one of the times it was unfathomable. The water shifted and stirred with the breeze and the dappled shade. Reflections slopped one way and then another. Jarod leaned forward further and further until he hung just over the surface, his nose an inch away. His eyes scanned back and forth, as if he were reading a book or a complicated scene.




When Jarod sat up, it was sudden enough to startle Xander. He got to his feet and dusted himself off.




“You okay?” Xander asked.




“Yeah,” Jarod answered, too quickly. “Yeah. I just need to do some thinking.”




The little dryad, her face a pucker of worry, leaned on Jarod’s calf and pulled on his pants leg. He squatted beside her. He held out both his index fingers, and she took them in her hands.




“If I can find them…” Jarod started.




The dryad nodded and smiled, happy. Jarod took a deep breath. 




“But I’ll be here,” he assured her. “If you need anything, I’ll be here.”




She stood on her tiptoes to give him a hug around the neck.






It didn’t seem possible, but when she was on crutches, Miss Parker was even more frightening than when she wasn’t handicapped. It was probably something to do with how elevated her crankiness level was. That and how easily crutches became weapons.




The little vet tech she faced down quailed.




“But…I’m not supposed to give out that information,” the girl choked.




“Puppies and kittens will die if I can’t find him,” Miss Parker spat, leaning in. 




“You mean, you need his help to save them?” The girl gulped.




“Yes,” Sydney said, interrupting. “Dr. Jarod is the only one who can save the poor creatures. We must find him, in person, immediately.”




“He’s on a house call,” she admitted.




“Where?”




Broots grabbed Miss Parker around the waist before she could launch herself over the counter.




“Here,” Sydney said, handing the girl a piece of paper and pen. “Just write it down, and we’ll find him ourselves.”




She complied, whimpering with fear.






Narrowing the list of what to bring had been a trial, but she had it down to what she could pull behind her on the collapsible dolly she’d brought. Pausing to admire the architecture and trees, she then opened her handbag, took out her compact and checked her reflection. Not a hair out of place, she thought, smiling. Once on the porch, she reached out and gave the doorbell a good twist, enjoying how Mr. Harris had refurbished the antique and added a discreet camera above.




It was a bit of a wait, but she was patient. If their sources were right, the house was quite unusual, and whatever that meant, it meant time. So she considered the mental list she kept of grandchildren’s birthdays and when to send the next card. She wondered briefly if she’d have a chance to stop at the Museum of Rock and Roll before she left. The major had grumbled something about wanting a fleece pullover with the logo.




The man who answered the door was the very one she’d hoped for—Rupert Giles, now well into his fifties. She smiled, happy to see him so well. He looked a little puzzled.




“I’m afraid all the ladies of the house have settled on representatives from Avon and Mary Kay,” he apologized. “Though you might check with whichever company you represent. The last one pulled a muscle in her back distributing eye liner and is on bedrest.”




She grinned, and finally took pity on him.




“Why, Rupert, don’t you remember me?”




He did. Maybe. There was recognition written on his face, but just as plainly was the dismissal of what could not possibly be.




“Well, it has been a while,” she admitted. “Two husbands, five children, a Master’s degree, and eight grandchildren, but still…it’s me! Debbie Sue!”




He stared.




“The Vampire Slayer?” she continued and made a stabbing motion with her right hand.




After a long moment, Giles pulled his wits together.




“Madame, you are unfortunately mistaken. If you’re feeling unwell, I’ll be happy to call for assistance.”




He turned to look back into the house, and she reached out, grabbed him by the lapel and jerked him back towards her.




“Urk!”




“Now don’t you go playing your oh-so-British card on me, Rupe! I beat your skinny ass at gin rummy more times than I can remember, and I still wear the ring you gave me!”




She held up her right hand, palm facing her. On her third finger was a cheap silver mood ring. The crystal was bright blue.




He froze for a second, then yanked his glasses off, took her hand, and inspected the ring closely.




“The arcade at Brighton,” she prompted him. “You ate nine sausages and three cotton candies and got sick all over the backseat? Your mother was furious? She was even more angry with me when she found out I’d lent you the money to buy that copy of Fantastic.”




He gaped.




“Oh, my god,” he whispered. “Deborah, it is you.”




And he collapsed.







7. Message of Love (Pretender, Part II)




England, 1967


In every generation there is a chosen one. She alone will stand against the vampires, the demons, and the forces of darkness. She is the Chosen One.






On the drive over, Debbie Sue was unusually quiet. She stared out the window for most of the trip, but finally spoke up near the end.




“Giles, Ah’m scared.”




“I know,” he agreed. Other Watchers had written or spoken of having this conversation with their Slayer. 




Nearly a quarter of all Slayers knew they were going to their deaths when fate caught up with them. Sometimes, there was a prophesy involved. Usually, though, it was a realistic assessment of the odds they faced. In this case, it was both. He just hadn’t expected a third option to present itself.




“You know what Ah hate?” she asked, then cleared her throat and brought her syrupy accent back under control. “I hate that I have to act all normal. Like nothing’s going to happen. I can’t say goodbye to anyone. I can’t even say goodbye to Rupe. He’ll never understand!”




“He will, Debbie Sue,” Horace Giles assured her. “Rupert has been raised to understand the commitment and sacrifice all Slayers make.”




“Can’t you just tell him? Once I’m gone?”




He shook his head, grimly. “Perhaps one day. If he becomes a Watcher. If he’s assigned a Slayer, I’ll tell him. But otherwise, no. There can’t be any hint of this, Debbie Sue. Think of the others. If the Watchers’ Council knew they existed…”




It was the most traitorous thing he’d ever said, ever considered. The Council was convinced there could only be one living Slayer at a time. There had been a few rare instances where a Slayer had been revived after clinical death, after the next Slayer had been called. Three times. And each time, the Council had killed the girl. To prevent the Slayer line from being compromised. 




He had sworn to uphold that as part of his oath as a Watcher and had been re-sworn to it when Debbie Sue had been assigned to him. Now, he found, there was no way on Earth he could go through with it.




And then Sorores in Mortui had found him.




They arrived. He pulled the car into a parking space, put the handbrake on, shut the engine off, and looked over at Debbie Sue.




“You can do this,” he told her softly. “I’ve never been more proud of you than tonight. It will be all right.”




Her chin trembled for a moment. After all, knowledge of one’s death is never an easy thing to bear. After a long moment, she pulled herself together and opened the door.




“Right then,” she said, imitating her beloved Watcher. “Let’s go.”




Just outside, a man and a woman waited for them. When Mr. Giles saw the woman, half the anxiety he carried evaporated.




“Miss Knight?” he asked.




She smiled. “Actually, it’s Mrs. Peel now, Mr. Giles.”




“You know her?” Debbie Sue asked.




He took a deep breath and released it. “Mrs. Peel, may I present Debbie Sue the Vampire Slayer. Debbie Sue, this is Mrs. Emma Peel, formerly a Vampire Slayer and presumed dead ten years ago.”




“You lived?” Debbie Sue asked, hope shining in her eyes.




“I died,” Mrs. Peel corrected her. “And then I lived. Debbie Sue, you need to understand that if you do survive tonight, which I can’t guarantee, you won’t be a Slayer anymore, just a regular human girl.”




Debbie Sue cocked her head to the side. “Mrs. Peel, even before I was called, I was never a regular human girl.”




They laughed, and the man joined them, setting his hand on his cane and tipping his bowler hat to them.




“The time draws nigh, Mrs. Peel. Are you prepared?”




She looked back at Giles and Debbie Sue. “Mr. Giles, there are no promises tonight. No matter what else happens, Faustus must be defeated. Any one of us could die, and Debbie Sue is the only one who might be revived. You are taking your life in your hands.”




He nodded. “I understand.”






Shaking, he sat on a pile of rubble. He’d seen and participated in any number of battles. He’d watched Debbie Sue wade coolly into a pit thrashing Skerrix and come out covered head to toe in blood. He’d held her hand while his wife cleaned her wounds and applied plasters. But he’d never done anything more difficult than pull her limp body from the crater Faustus had left on his death.




He’d never done anything more difficult than give her up to Mrs. Peel and wait while she’d performed the spell to revive Debbie Sue—waited, while nothing happened.




Mr. Steed had walked with him over to a spot on the periphery of the abandoned factory’s premises, out of sight of Debbie’s body. Mrs. Peel joined him after a moment, and Mr. Steed left to deal with the remains.




“I’m so sorry, Mr. Giles,” Mrs. Peel said, taking his hands in hers. “Sometimes…sometimes there isn’t anything we can do. Now, we need to get you to hospital. You need medical care.”




He shook his head. “I need…I need to go home. I’ll have to write my report and file it with the Council tomorrow.”




He got to his feet, and without a backward glance, stumbled out of the wreckage, back to his car. As he left, Mr. Steed returned.




“It seems strange you feel compelled to lie to him,” he observed. “While it was delayed, her resuscitation was simple enough. She’s asking for him now.”




“It’s better this way,” she told him, staring after Giles. “If he believes she’s truly dead, the Council can’t learn anything from him, can they?”




Steed made an agreeable noise and offered his hand to Mrs. Peel.




“We should be on our way. Those chaps from Torchwood will finish the demolition, destroy the evidence of this otherworldly incursion, and give cover for the lack of a body.”




“Thank you, Mr. Steed.”




“My pleasure, Mrs. Peel.”




Cleveland



Jarod was a hit. Not that he knew it. As far as he understood the universe, every person in it was always greeted with giggles and smiles and shy waves by kids and fascinated conversation by grown-ups. Everyone in Jarod’s universe got smiley face pancakes without asking.






“So, we still don’t have a core curriculum, and what teaching we’re doing is really by the seat of our pants. The only reason the state hasn’t shut us down is because Willow is so good at bureaucratic misdirection.”




“I can write your curriculum,” Jarod offered. “I did it for a school in the Maldives while I was tracking down a pirate ship.”




“Really?” Jenny demanded, more amazed at the offer of a well-constructed curriculum than any pirate ship.




“Well, I need to check my time commitments,” Jarod said, “between being on shift at the vet’s and doing the prep to take down the boss’s son who’s been stealing veterinarian medications and replacing them with placebos so he can sell them on the black market, my day’s pretty packed, but I should be able to fit it in.”




“That would be wonderful,” she answered. “And we can pay you well, especially if you figure a good balance between the Slayer training and college prep.”




“I would really recommend an integrated approach,” Jarod began.




“And hey,” Dawn added. “We can probably help you with the whole veterinary drug black market thing. It’ll be good training for the Slayerettes.”




Conversation was cut off when the house jumped a fraction of an inch and banged the cupboard doors all through the kitchen. Xander jumped to his feet, reaching for the first aid bag. Willow did a quick scan of her cantrips.




“It’s Giles,” she said. “At the front door.”






“Kin ah git some hayulp!” Debbie Sue hollered at the top of her lungs, grabbing Giles around the chest and taking his weight.




There was a bench in the foyer, and she picked him up bodily and set him there, holding him upright with one hand while she leaned over and grabbed the handle of her dolly with the other.




“Oh, Rupe! Rupe! Ah am so verra sorry,” she told him, losing all control of her dialect. “Ah figgered you’d had half a dozen people back from the dead stop by t’say hi. Part u’the job and all.”




The door between the foyer and the rest of the house slammed open, making her jump, but there was no one there. Far off in the house, she heard something like a stampede.




Giles was conscious, but struggling to stay upright. She dumped one of her boxes over, found a paper bag, upended it to get rid of the contents, crumpled the opening of the bag, and held it up to him.




“Here, Rupe, try breathing into the bag.”




Shaking, he took it, and heaved several breaths. The stampede was getting closer.




“Rupe, your lips are blue!” she declared, then turned towards the open door into the house. “Ah said, ah need some damn hayulp!”




In a thunderous clatter, the Scoobies arrived, Xander first, sliding to a stop on his knees just in front of Giles. Jenny slipped behind him and knelt beside Giles.




“What happened?” she demanded.




“It’s all mah fault,” Debbie Sue admitted.




“Vampire…” Giles gasped. 




“She’s a vampire?!” Andrew yelled.




Buffy shoved him one-handed out of the foyer. “She’s standing in full sunlight, Andrew, she’s not a vampire.”




“Slayer…” Giles managed.




“Buffy’s right here,” Xander said.




Giles pointed at Debbie Sue, who looked at the team gathered around.




“This is a terrible way to be introduced,” she said, bringing her pronunciation back under control. “My name is Debbie Sue. I was and now am again a Vampire Slayer. Rupert’s father was my Watcher. As far as Rupert knows, I died in 1967.”




The Scoobies stared at her.




“Which I did,” she clarified. “For a couple of minutes at any rate. But I was revived under rather unusual circumstances.”




Everyone continued to stare at her. After a long moment, they all turned their heads to stare at Buffy.




“So, you didn’t start the fad,” Xander told her. “You were actually late catching on.”




Debbie Sue turned back to Giles.




“I’m sorry about the turn I gave you, Rupe,” she said. “Are you feeling any better?”




He managed to nod, but kept the paper bag in his hand.




“Well, it’s not every day someone comes back from the dead,” Buffy said.




“Yeah,” Xander agreed. “Unless you’re us. We should put a reminder in Outlook. It’s Tuesday, don’t forget your three o’clock resurrection.”




Debbie Sue stood, brushing off her slacks. “I’d like to apologize for crashing the gate like I did, but I really do need to speak to you all. You see…oh dear, it’s all rather a long story.”




“Why don’t we move this back to the kitchen,” Jenny offered. “Jarod can check Rupert. I’ll get some coffee started, and you can go into full exposition mode.”




“Oh, coffee would be lovely,” Debbie Sue sighed, then muttered under her breath. “Or a beer. Maybe a shot of whisky.”




She knelt to pick up her belongings. Xander lent a hand. Buffy helped Giles to his feet, and they all trundled to the kitchen.






As Jarod had worked as a doctor on more than one occasion, he took over the first aid kit and sat, gravely focused on Giles’ pulse. Jenny sat behind Giles, giving him support. The others clustered around while the house swang shutters and doors nervously.




“Xander, do you have a stethoscope?”




“I’m fine,” Giles protested. “A lot of foolishness. I just had a bad turn.”




“Quiet you,” Jenny ordered. 




Xander produced the stethoscope, and Jarod popped the earpieces into place and began listening to Giles’ heart.




“This is—”




“Deep breath.”




Giles took a deep breath. “Honestly, this is quite—”




“Another.”




“Look, if I happen to be a little nauseated,” Giles started again.




“Again.”




“It’s nothing!”




“Mr. Giles, if you can’t stop talking for a minute,” Jarod said, looking up, “I’m going to ask Buffy—it is Buffy, right?—to gag you.”




“Seriously, Giles,” Buffy said, “not only is he right, but he’s completely hot, and he left me a blueberry pancake. You’re out of luck.”




Fuming, Giles shut up.




Jarod listened intently for several moment before taking the earpieces out.




“Have you ever been diagnosed with a systolic murmur?” he asked.




“No,” Giles answered firmly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really do need to speak with Debbie Sue.”




“Because you have one,” Jarod continued. “It may be nothing, but it should be looked at, especially considering the stress you’re under.”




“I really don’t see the need—”




“Rupert, your skin is clammy,” Jenny said. 




“Yours would be too after a fright like that!”




“Rupe, your lips are still a little blue,” Debbie Sue added, very worried. 




Oz, the only member of the Scoobies who hadn’t been present at breakfast, strode into the kitchen, scanning back and forth.




“Where’s Giles?” he demanded.




“Form a line to the right,” Willow pointed.




“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Giles roared.




Everyone, including Jarod, took a step back. Except for Oz. He deftly slipped past Xander, Andrew, and Willow until he was next to Jarod and looked down at Giles, stoic.




“Go to the emergency room right now, Giles,” Oz said. “You’re having a heart attack.”






The room erupted into bedlam with Jarod trying to point something out, Jenny trying to bodily pick Giles up and carry him to the car, Giles attempted to escape, Willow, Andrew, and Buffy all yelling things. The cabinet doors began to bang back and forth louder and louder until Xander climbed on a chair.




“That’s enough! Shut the hell up!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.




Everyone shut up.




“Xaaaaander!” one of the Slayerettes out in the great hall wailed, “whatever it is, we didn’t do it!”




“Rule number one!” Xander continued. “You do not ever upset the house, and you’re doing that right now.”




Everybody stared at him silently for a moment, and then started babbling.




“Look, if he says—”




“I’m fine. Really. There’s no need—”




“—got to move now. Bring the car around—”




“I know what I’m talking about—”




“Zip it!” Xander yelled.




They zipped.




“Oz?”




“Giles is having a heart attack. It’s all over his scent. I’ve picked it up before, especially in hospitals.”




“Jarod?”




“I agree. He needs to go to the hospital.”




“Can you fake being a doctor and go with him?” Xander asked.




“Sure.”




“Do that. Jenny, you and Buffy go with. Call on the landline as soon as you have word.”




“Now see here,” Giles gasped, looking very off-color.




“Giles, Dawn, Willow, and I will talk to Debbie Sue. We’ll get ahold of Faith if we need to.”




Debbie Sue looked quite distressed as the others went into action around her. After a quick discussion where Jarod insisted that Giles not do anything which might strain his heart, he and Buffy picked up the chair he was sitting in and carried him bodily out to the car. Jenny ran after them, pulling her purse onto her shoulder, and holding onto Giles’ glasses.




“Well,” Xander said, staring after the SUV as it tore out of the driveway. “This sucks.”




“He’ll be okay,” Debbie Sue told him.




“Yeah,” Xander agreed. “Sure.”




“No, really,” she insisted. “That’s why I came out here. To tell you about the prophesy.”






“Don’t we have enough prophesies?” Dawn groaned. “I mean, after the last debacle, with Jenny and Baxter…”




“I don’t want to talk about it,” Willow muttered.




“Baxter?” Debbie Sue asked.




“The rabbit,” Xander said, pointing out the small, fluffy white rabbit nibbling at the contents of his food bowl near the doorway. “I’m starting to think he might be some sort of personification of vengeance.”




“What?” Dawn asked, looking over at him, “you didn’t know?”




Xander groaned and put his head down.




“I thought it was pretty obvious,” Dawn said.




“What’s obvious?” Willow asked.




“Baxter’s a physical personification of vengeance,” Xander said, chin on the table. “He goes out at night and beats up guilty people.”




“When did this happen?” Willow asked, frowning.




“Since Lucy and Ari adopted him. It’s not like it was hard to miss,” Dawn added under her breath.




“And you didn’t tell us?” Willow said.




“I thought it was just one of those things,” Dawn protested, “that everyone knows and no one talks about. Like Giles’ porn stash or Buffy being a bottle blonde.”




“Giles has a porn stash?!” Willow demanded, stricken.




“Buffy dyes her hair?!” Andrew yelled from the great room.




Dawn smacked her hand to her forehead.




“Don’t worry, Andrew,” Xander yelled back. “Buffy’s a real blonde. Go back and monitor the Slayerettes.”




“Oh…okay…” Andrew called.




Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.




“Sorry to interrupt, y’all,” Debbie Sue said, “but you’re due to have more company in about five minutes.”




“Who?” Willow asked.




“You want a useful answer from a prophesy?” Debbie Sue asked. “I thought you’d been in this business for a while.”




“Maybe you should just start at the beginning,” Xander suggested.




“You have a point. I don’t suppose I could get that coffee?”






Buffy and Jarod sat in the waiting room. Jenny was in the back, sitting beside Giles. EKG and blood tests had confirmed that he was having a myocardial infarction. The doctors had given him morphine, as much to keep him quiet and still as for any pain.




“What happens now?” Buffy asked.




“They’ll do an angiogram to determine where the blockage is, and then probably an angioplasty to clear the artery.”




Buffy shuddered, burrowing into her sweater. “I hate hospitals. It’s too much like when my mom died.”




“How long ago?” Jarod asked softly.




“Three years,” Buffy replied, leaning forward on her elbows and staring into space. “Seems longer, sometimes. Like decades. Other times, I just don’t get why she isn’t in the kitchen when I get home.”




“I’m sorry.”




“Yeah.”




She stared at her hands for a long moment. It could have been much worse. As soon as they’d arrived, Jarod had marshalled the staff and said the magic words that had Giles wired up like a very annoyed explosive device. The heart attack, as such things went, appeared minor. Tests were run. Strips of paper were scrutinized. Doctors made approving murmurs about how lucky Giles was to have Dr. Jarod Collier as a friend, and how quickly they’d gotten him in.




“Xander didn’t say much about you,” Buffy admitted, searching for a topic that would distract her. “Just that you weren’t evil, and the dryad really liked you. Did you just move here?”




“Well…” Jarod began, trying to frame his response. “In a manner of speaking. I don’t stay most places very long. Mostly, I move around, looking for places where someone has been committing crimes, hurting people, and they’ve escaped justice. I bring them to justice of a rough sort. Then I move on before the Centre and Miss Parker catches up with me.”




Buffy frowned and looked up at him. “What…like, forever?”




“Pretty much. I escaped from them more than ten years ago. Between my missions and eluding capture, I try to find my family. It’s…complicated.”




“I live in a house that is the manifestation of a six thousand year old chestnut tree and its dryad. I used to be the only Chosen One, only now there’s something like two thousand Chosen Ones, forty-eight of whom live with me. My resume has two jobs on it: Vampire Slayer and cashier at the Double Meat Palace. Complicated, I get.”




Jarod thought for a long moment. “I’ve only seen my mother in brief glimpses. I got to spend a few minutes with my father a couple of times. I have a younger sister, a half-brother who was psychotic and is now dead, and maybe another half brother. On top of that, the Centre cloned me. I managed to rescue one of my copies. He’s only about fourteen. I don’t know how many others there are.”




Buffy nodded. “Once, someone made a robot duplicate of me.”




“Does that happen often?”




“Not really,” she admitted. 




“I know I’m not the only one of my kind that exists,” Jarod admitted, “but sometimes…there’s so much I have to do, so much that only I can do, and so many people depending on me. I just feel…”




“Alone,” Buffy finished for him.




He glanced at her, reading something in her expression.




“Yeah.”






The house they pulled up to was a spectacle surrounded by conventional suburbia. There was plenty of room to park along the curb in front.




“That looks like the vehicle Jarod rented,” Sydney pointed out.




Miss Parker growled as she hauled herself out of the back seat and put her crutches under her arms. Then she stopped and stared at the house.




“Something, isn’t it?” Broots asked.




“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Sydney agreed. 




There were patches of snow on the ground, and the trees stood bare, but the grounds were tidy and expansive. It was clear someone had been doing a great deal of work.




“Let’s go,” Miss Parker snapped, recovering from her reverie.




A windsock of a turkey hung from the front porch, lifting occasionally with whatever breeze passed by. There was a pair of cardboard Pilgrim figures pinned to the front door. Miss Parker sneered at them as she pushed the doorbell.




The man who opened it had dark, tousled hair and wore an eyepatch. He looked tired and slightly cranky.




“Yeah.”




Miss Parker gave him her most winning smile.




“Good morning. We’re looking for an old friend. Jarod? His work said he’d be here.”




“He’s out right now,” Xander answered. “We expect him back later today. Would you like to wait?”




“That would be lovely,” Miss Parker replied, and started to hobble through the doorway.




Xander stopped her with a raised hand.




“Before you come in, there are a couple of ground rules. No firearms are allowed. If you’re carrying a gun, you can leave it here in the foyer and pick it up on your way out. Also, there’s no smoking.”




Miss Parker’s eyes narrowed a bit, but she didn’t make a move.




“Suit yourself.” Xander shrugged, and opened the door all the way, stepping back to give them room.




The walk to the kitchen was long and quiet. Only Sydney made an attempt at conversation.




“Have you known Jarod long?”




“He was my Scoutmaster when I was in middle school,” Xander replied.




That got him a surprised blink from Miss Parker.




“Did Jarod find you?” she asked. As far as they knew, Jarod never contacted people he’d once known. It would be a whole new bend in his character.




“Nope,” Xander replied. “Met him when I brought a cat into the vet’s office.”




She and Sydney exchanged meaningful glances. 




“It makes sense,” Broots offered. “Considering that he spends an average of two weeks on each assignment, and it’s been ten years. Statistically speaking, he’s very likely to run into people he once knew.”




In the kitchen, there was an entire convention of serious, stressed people sitting around the large table. The eldest, a woman with coiffed silver hair and a tidy pantsuit, explained something at length to the others. Two of the women listening were taking copious notes while a redheaded man flipped through a scrapbook, so crammed full, the pages had to be turned with two hands.




Xander paused at the island, where one semi-automatic gun lay. Miss Parker stopped, mid-crutch, her mouth slightly open. Xander hadn’t searched her for a weapon. In fact, he seemed to take her silence as word that she wasn’t carrying. But there was her gun, on the counter, instead of tucked into the holster at the small of her back. She reached to check, and it was indeed gone.




Xander expertly dropped the magazine out of the handle and ejected the one chambered round. Those, he tucked into his jeans pocket before handing the now unloaded gun back to Miss Parker, handle first.




“You can have the bullets back when you leave,” he told her.




Broots let an almost hysterical giggle slip out. No one had ever handled Miss Parker so matter-of-factly. No one, except perhaps Jarod.




“Once the revocation was cast,” the silver haired woman explained to her audience, “the resurrection immediately takes place, and the girl is re-vivified, but without the mark of the Slay—”




Debbie Sue looked up at their new company, did a double take, and got to her feet.




“Katie Parker, don’t you even think of telling me you’re messed up in this Centre nonsense!” she snapped.




“Mrs. Stone?” Miss Parker gasped, not even finished tucking her gun away.




She wavered, and Sydney propped her up deftly.




“Perhaps you should take a seat, Miss Parker,” he suggested.




“What, does everyone know everyone else?” Dawn asked.




“Who are you people?” Broots asked, amazed and rather pleased.




Miss Parker slumped into the offered seat and pulled out her pack of cigarettes and lighter with shaking hands.




“And you still have that filthy habit,” Debbie Sue tsked disapprovingly.




“There’s no smoking,” Xander reminded.




Miss Parker ignored him with a flip of her hand.




“Perhaps an introduction is in order?” Sydney asked.




“Broots, Sydney,” Miss Parker said, shakily, “meet my high school math teacher, Mrs. Stone.”




She lit her cigarette and drew a lungful of smoke.




“There’s really no smoking in here,” Xander said again.




“So write me a ticket!” Miss Parker snapped.




She put the cigarette to her mouth and began another inhalation when—spak!—the cigarette exploded in a small puff. Tiny bits of shredded tobacco drifted down. Miss Parker’s hair was disarrayed, and several streaks of soot covered her face.




“Yeah,” Xander confirmed. “When I said there’s no smoking, I didn’t mean we have a rule against smoking. I meant, literally, there’s no smoking. The house doesn’t like it.”




“I like this place,” Broots declared.




Willow took pity on her and brought over a wet paper towel for clean up.




“Well, this certainly makes things more interesting,” Debbie Sue said. “The role Katie plays will be vital in the next several months.”




“Katie?” Sydney asked, intrigued.




“Mrs. Stone,” Miss Parker managed, clinging to her badly damaged dignity as best she could, “what are you doing here? And what does it have to do with Jarod?”




“Oh, that,” Debbie Sue answered, smiling, “five minutes ago, I wouldn’t have had a clue. But with you here…let me see. Oz, may I see the book, please?”




Oz pushed the large, beribboned and laced album back over to her. 




“Most of the books of prophesy we get are usually pretty old and musty,” Dawn noted. “Written in blood, dire calligraphy, dead tongues, that sort of thing.”




“Well, dearest,” Debbie Sue answered, “that’s because most of the prophesies you’ve encountered have been at least a few centuries old, and usually written by hide-bound traditionalists.”




“Do all the sisters prophesize?” Willow asked.




“Oh, no, dear,” Debbie Sue answered, leafing through the pages, looking up over the rims of her glasses. “Prophesy has an awkward habit of showing up in people with a tenuous grip on their sanity to begin with. While most of us retain some shadows of what we once were, only one in a hundred has the dreams of portent. Little Mabel spent only a few months as a Slayer before we were able to rescue her. Her mental status has always been a bit shaky, but the dreams became much, much worse. She’s under constant supervision, and so long as she has enough craft materials to keep her busy, she puts them into a form we can research and hopefully make some sense of.”




Debbie Sue expertly flipped from page to page, checking annotations, items in ziploc bags stapled to one page or another, newspaper clippings, and print outs of websites. As she hummed to herself, tapping her lip, the phone rang. Xander immediately picked it up.




“Yeah. Uh huh. Okay…how much longer? Uh huh. Jenny okay?…yeah, that figures. Okay. Huh. Yeah. Have you seen Giles?…no kidding. Tape it, if you can. Oh, yeah, and tell Jarod that Katie Parker and a couple of guys are here for him.”




There was a long pause.




“Not a problem. Sure. I’ll ask Willow. Oh, and Debbie Sue says that we’re going to see more of both her and Jarod. Yeah. Uh huh. Okay. Dawn says hi. Okay. See you soon.”




Everyone paused for Xander’s update.




“Okay, they’re going to keep Giles overnight to make sure the angioplasty is stable. Buffy says they finally put him on some Valium, and he’s been singing show tunes. Jenny is staying with him. Buffy is going to bring her some food, and then she and Jarod are headed back here. Jarod really wants to talk to Miss Parker, but he asked if I could run her down to the glade.”




There were several glances back and forth.




“It’s not going to be easy,” Willow said, “with her on crutches.”




“Which was why I was going to ask you if you’d heal whatever it is,” Xander answered.




“It’s a severe sprain with a possible torn ligament above the fifth metatarsal,” Sydney supplied, more than a bit perturbed.




“That, I can handle,” Willow answered. “With your permission, Miss…Parker, right?”




Miss Parker glared impotently up at the redheaded woman with the appealing heart shaped face. 




“Well, since it looks like we’ve got a break,” Debbie Sue said, clapping her hands together, “why don’t I take a look at the larder and see if I can whip something up to cheer everyone a bit?”




There was the tiniest crack in Miss Parker’s facade. 




“Brownies?” she asked, remembering all too well the Christmas parties in Mrs. Stone’s classroom.




“For you, Katie?” Debbie Sue smiled, “there will be brownies.”






“What exactly are we doing?” Jarod asked, as he belted himself in to the passenger seat.




“We are on a muchies run,” Buffy told him, expertly reversing the SUV, and pulling out of the parking spot. “If Jenny’s staying overnight, which she is, she needs sustenance and something to occupy her. I’m talking comfort food.”




He nodded. “Comfort food. Food that…provides comfort? I thought the primary motivation for eating was nutrition.”




“Well, sure,” Buffy agreed. “You need your energy and vitamins, but comfort food is the stuff that’s probably terrible for you, but it’s all wrapped up in memories, and it feeds the soul as well as the body.”




Jarod frowned in thought. 




“Didn’t your mom ever make you soup when you were sick?” Buffy asked, then caught herself. “Oh, yeah, I guess not.”




“She may have,” Jarod admitted, “but I don’t remember.”




“You’d be surprised what you remember when you taste something from your childhood. Proust had this whole thing with a cookie. Took seven books.”




“Some cookie,” Jarod said.




“So, pizza or fried chicken?” Buffy asked.




“Are they both considered comfort food?” he asked.




“Absolutely.”




He considered this.




“Is there any reason we can’t do both?”




Buffy grinned from ear to ear.






Miss Parker had recovered much of her equanimity by the time Willow knelt before her and began inspecting her ankle.




She sat in an armless chair in a plush study off the media room, one broad flight of stairs above the great room where gaggles of teenaged girls pretended to be wholly absorbed in homework. The scent of brownies made her stomach growl, and she really, really wanted a smoke.




She wanted a smoke, but the backs of her index and middle fingers as well as the tip of her nose still smarted from the exploding cigarette of earlier. She still couldn’t figure out how Harris had pulled that off. Or how he’d gotten her weapon off her. Between that, being called Katie in front of her coworkers, being this close to having Jarod in her custody, and the pain of her ankle, she was feeling a little snippy.




“Ow!” she hollered when Willow wiggled her foot in the wrong direction.




“It wasn’t that bad,” Willow said, frowning in consideration.




Sydney sat on a divan several feet away, watching but not interfering.




“Look,” Miss Parker hissed, “whatever schizo plot you people have going, let’s get something straight: neither you nor your pirate boyfriend is going to get in the way of getting my job done. If you can do something for my ankle, get on with it. Otherwise, you’re just wasting my time with your bizarre foot fetish.”




As Willow slowly stood, Sydney found some detail in the carpet so fascinating, it took all his attention. Willow bent over at the waist, her red hair slipping forward to frame her face, and her cleavage displayed in the frame of her blouse’s neckline. She met Miss Parker’s eyes with a gaze so ironclad and forceful, for the first time since her college days, Miss Parker quailed a bit.




“Yeah, I get it,” Willow whispered to her. “Bitch from hell, and you’re pulling on your jackboots before you go to work at the puppy kicking factory. Everyone around you is scared stiff you’ll dismember them or use sarcasm or call them doodie-heads. I get it.”




“Here’s what you need to get,” she continued. “You. Don’t. Scare. Me. So you’re going to have to find some other way to convince me to do what you want.”




She held Miss Parker’s gaze for several long moments, and then abruptly stood and released her ankle.




“And your foot’s better too,” Willow told her. “Oh, and I killed your nicotine addiction. Don’t light up again. It’ll make you sick.”




And Willow turned, gave Miss Parker one look over her shoulder, and sauntered out of the room.




For a long moment, Miss Parker sat, mouth slightly agape.




“Are you quite all right?” Sydney asked.




Still stunned, she looked at her toes and wiggled her foot. It felt normal. 




“Uh…”




“Would you like your shoe?” Sydney asked, offering it.




Bemused, she took it, and pulled it back on. Did she want a cigarette?…No…actually, a cigarette sounded gross.




“Miss Parker?” Sydney asked, betraying concern.




She considered for a moment, then got to her feet.




“Let’s see if the brownies are ready.”






“Don’t eat so fast,” Buffy told him. “You’ll burn the roof of your mouth. Haven’t you ever had pizza?”




“Not like this,” Jarod admitted, holding a slice out, connected to it by a string of melted cheese. “This is incredible.”




They had gone to a nearby buffet, and the table was littered with samples of different types of comfort food. Chicken noodle soup had been met with high approval, as had grilled cheese sandwiches, fried chicken, and now pepperoni pizza. Conversation had ranged from vampire fighting techniques to faking passports for international travel to favorite sitcoms.




“What I don’t understand,” Jarod said, blowing on another piece, “is why they didn’t just confine him for a few days. At liberty, he creates so much catastrophe that any attempt to leave the island is doomed. If they could just get a few days clear, they’d have the problem solved.”




“There are competing theories on that,” Buffy answered. “My guess is that Gilligan is actually a chaos demon. Those you can’t lock up, because their aura just infiltrates the entire area, and it all goes to hell anyways. Well, not literally. Usually.”






“These brownies are fantastic,” Broots called.




“Thank you, hon,” Debbie Sue answered, unloading another batch from the oven.




Willow took a seat beside Xander, who pushed a glass of milk over to her.




“Everything okay?” he asked.




“Yup,” she replied, taking a dainty bite out of her brownie. “Got Parker fixed up.”




Something about the sneaky smile on her face made Xander suspicious.




“Willow…what did you do?”




“Hmmm?” Willow asked with the glass against her lips. “Oh, I gave her some ’tude back. She’s really wrapped up in her queen bee persona.”




“Ah, that’s what I saw,” Xander said. 




Relieved it was only that, he took a swig of milk.




“Plus,” Willow continued, “she’s really hot. I think I’ll ask her out.”




Xander choked on his milk.






They stopped at a gas station to pick up drinks, snacks, and entertainment for Jenny. Discussion had taken a serious turn.




“I thought I’d get back to see her,” Jarod said. “Sooner or later. When I had some breathing room. But, one day, I found out she’d died during a rescue operation. Some day hikers had gotten lost, and she led one of the searches. There was an avalanche, and…”




“I know,” Buffy agreed softly. “There are so many ways to lose someone. Sometimes, it’s so real, you wonder how you’ll manage. Other times…Angel…this one time, Angel…he went on this kind of psychopathic killing spree over several months…”




She paused for a moment, and then groaned, covering her face with her hands.




“What’s wrong?” Jarod asked, worried.




“Oh, my God. I am such an idiot,” Buffy moaned.




“What is it?” Jarod asked.




“Nothing,” she answered. “I just figured out why everybody looked at me so weird once.”




“Just once?” Jarod asked. “That’s not too bad.”




She groaned.




“I get weird looks almost every day of my life,” he told her. “There’s so much I don’t know, even now. So much everyone else takes for granted. I’m never going to be normal.”




Buffy looked up at him. He wasn’t angry, just a little sad and resigned.




“You get it,” she said.




“Get what?”






Miss Parker stood in front of the well, staring into its depths, as the dryad waited anxiously. She had stood there for a very long time, long enough that Xander sat down on the grass and took his shoes off. 




Sydney and Broots waited with him. On the way in, he’d spotted Jarod’s forest avatar—a majestic elk. He was curious to know what these three would be, but not in any particular hurry to find out.




When Miss Parker finally moved, it was only to blink several times. A single tear ran down her cheek. She knelt beside the dryad, who patted her face with worry. Miss Parker took the dryad’s tiny hand and kissed it.




“Thank you,” she whispered.




She got to her feet and came over to where the men were standing, shaking out their jackets.




“Sydney.” Her voice was rough.




“Miss Parker,” he answered.




“Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for me and everything you did for my mother. I won’t ever be able to repay you,” she said. “But I am more grateful than I can say.”




She turned away from Sydney.




“Broots?”




“Uh…yes, ma’am,” Broots answered.




“You need to collect your daughter and bring her here,” Miss Parker said. “The dryad promised that she would take good care of you, and I want you as far away from the Centre as possible. Will you do that?”




“Leave the Centre?” Broots asked, a little dumbfounded. “But…why?”




She looked at him, some form of kindness in her expression that he’d never seen before. 




“Because, Broots, I’m going back to destroy it. When I’m done with it, The Centre will be rubble. And if I can, I will kill Mr. Raines with my bare hands.”




She turned and started the walk back to the cave. Xander, Sydney, and Broots stared at each other for a long moment. The dryad leaned on Xander’s leg. He checked with her.




“It’s for real, Broots,” he said. “You need a place to crash for a while, you’re welcome to stay here. You and your daughter will be safe.”




“This is not good,” Broots managed. 




“No,” Sydney agreed. “It’s not. We should follow her back to the house.”






When Buffy and Jarod returned in the late evening, most of the Scoobies were still gathered in the kitchen. The local pizzeria had been called as no one was in the mood to cook for nearly sixty people. Miss Parker sat and stared into space, slowly tapping her fingers on the table, turning something over and over in her head. Debbie Sue spoke quietly with Xander, Dawn, and Willow individually and as a group. The plates of brownies had been demolished until only crumbs remained.




On entering the kitchen from the side garden, Buffy and Jarod both stomped snow off their feet and shed their coats.




“Miss Parker?” Jarod asked.




Miss Parker looked up from her reverie and gave him a nod. He took a seat beside her.




“You saw?” he asked.




She nodded again.




“I didn’t know, Jarod,” she told him. “You have to believe me. I had no idea just how far the Centre had gone, the evils they’d committed.”




“I believe you,” he said. 




“Can you forgive me?” she asked. “Will you help me?”




“Yes,” he answered. “To both.”




“So, the Centre’s evil?” Buffy asked.




“Very,” Jarod replied, looking over at her.




“But it’s a human evil, not a demon evil,” she continued.




“That’s true,” Jarod answered.




“Hmm.” Buffy chewed her lip thoughtfully. “Our experience is really more in dealing with demonic evil, but we’ll help you however we can.”




“Thank you,” Jarod said gravely. “I think Miss Parker and I will want to handle the majority of it. This is personal for us. Any support you can give would be welcome.”




“We could pack you a nice lunch,” Buffy said, glumly.




“I won’t leave for another several days,” Jarod said.




“Have fun stormin’ the castle,” Dawn muttered without looking up from her notes.




“Okay,” Xander said, taking a deep breath, “so the Centre, whatever that is, is going down in flames soon. Good. In the meantime, can I get a program so I can tell my players apart?”




“That’s where I come in,” Debbie Sue said. “Why don’t you all take a seat. With all of you here—except Rupert and Jenny—this shouldn’t take too long.”




As everyone took seats around the kitchen table, Debbie Sue lit the large candle standing in the center.




“Willow?”




“Everyone, take hands,” Willow instructed, taking Miss Parker’s hand on her left, and Debbie Sue’s hand on her right.




Once everyone had done as instructed, Willow closed her eyes and murmured several phrases. A bell tolled, and the deep tone rolled up through the floorboards, through the table and their feet, until it met itself several feet above the candle flame.




“The circle is sealed,” Willow said. “No one can overhear what we talk about.”




“Thank you, dear,” Debbie Sue answered. “Please understand that while what we spoke of earlier is both true and important, it is minor compared to what I have to tell you.




“Dawn,” and here Debbie gazed at the primary Slayer’s sister, “you must consider your plans to pursue your education elsewhere.”




Clearly conflicted, Dawn nodded. 




“Miss Parker. Katie.”




Miss Parker gazed at her, clear eyed and steady. 




“I am sorry for what you’ve learned about your mother’s murder and the lies your father told you. Bring the Centre to justice, certainly, but do not let revenge blind you. There are other tasks which await you. Willow and Xander.”




Both waited.




“Witch and Champion. Both of you hold the keys to this unique and blessed place. In the days to come, your choices will determine if it will survive and take its place in the world or if it will wither and die, and with it, the rest of the world.”




“So, what kind of end of the world are we looking at?” Buffy asked.




“Oh, no, hon,” Debbie Sue said, meeting her eyes, “the prophesies of Sorores in Mortui aren’t about the end of the world. It’s much worse than that.”






“I hate prophesies,” Buffy muttered, wiping down the table.




“You and me both,” Xander agreed. “Just once, I’d like some specific instructions. You know, buy three tons of lobster and meet me at the Empire State Building wearing yellow socks.”




“Well, we got a little of that with Debbie Sue’s recommendation we bring Riley in on the Centre.”




“Yeah, but then what?” Xander gestured. “Riley, world-wide non-demonic corporate conspiracy with really pissed off femme fatale ready to demolish it. World-wide non-demonic corporate conspiracy with really pissed off femme fatale ready to demolish it, Riley.”




“I think I’ll leave that to Riley,” Buffy said, a little wistful. If Riley was the original boy scout, and Jarod was a former scoutmaster, no organization on Earth would be prepared for their niceness. 




“And…” she continued, remembering something, “was it just me, or was Willow totally scoping Miss Parker out?”




“Not just you,” Xander answered. “She’s already volunteered to help with taking down the Centre so she can have a little one on one time with Miss Parker. Broots kept saying ‘are you sure? I mean, really, are you sure?’. I don’t think he ever met anyone who looked forward to time with the MP.”




It was late at night. The Slayerettes had been sent to bed with much complaining. Miss Parker and Jarod had a long, quiet discussion. Broots had made several calls and consulted with Sydney. Willow and Dawn had done quite a bit of computer work and given a thumb drive to Jarod, who promised to return the next day and put the Slayerettes to work on his current assignment at the emergency vet’s. Miss Parker gave Jarod a hug, and left with Broots and Sydney. Her cell phone number was posted on the refrigerator.




As they cleaned up the last mess of the day, Baxter came racing into the kitchen, bounding at top rabbit speed, only to flip over, land on all fours, and shake himself with great enthusiasm.




Is she not perfect? Is she not wondrous?




Xander eyed the rabbit. “Who’s that, Bax?”




The rabbit sighed.




Hunts The Night, Baxter replied. Mother. Warrior. Hunter. She is a song. A poem. I am but her humble servant.




“Are you talking about the cat?” Xander asked, baffled.




Such a small word to contain such magnificence.




With a sniff and a woffle of his nose, Baxter took to his fleet feet and raced out again, leaving him and Buffy alone. They stared after him for a moment.




“Huh,” Buffy said.




“You and Jarod seem to get along okay,” Xander noted, picking up all the leftover water glasses.




“Yeah,” Buffy agreed. “If I weren’t so worried about Giles and so tired, I think I’d be kind of…giddy.”




“Well, he is more than twenty years older than you,” Xander pointed out, “but he’s not really that crazy, and he hasn’t killed anyone. Are you sure he’s your type?”




She shot him such a look that he held up his hands in surrender.




“Does this mean I get to give him the shovel speech?” Xander asked.




“That would probably make his day,” Buffy answered. “’Is a shovel typically used or are other gardening implements acceptable?’ ”




“’Traditionally speaking, is it necessary to completely beat me to death, or can I be excused with only major trauma?’ ” Xander added, putting his arm around Buffy’s shoulders and giving her a squeeze.




She put her head on his shoulder. “Oh, why does life have to go and get complicated again? I was just starting to feel like I could understand the world.”




“Well there’s your problem,” Xander answered. “You’ve cursed us all.”




She huffed with silent laughter.




They stood there in easy friendship when something occurred to Buffy




“Heeeyyyy, since when did the rabbit start talking?” Buffy asked.




“That?” Xander replied. “It’s this whole thing. Don’t worry. Dawn knew about it the whole time.”




She relaxed. “Oh. Well, okay then.”





8. Practically Perfect



The house was in bedlam, and had it been up to Xander, he would have preferred the royal psychiatric hospital of the same name, because that, at least, came with rules and the means to enforce them. Instead, he was knee deep in nearly forty-five adolescent girls who were no longer being kept in line by the senior Slayer.




If he’d had any idea how much effect Buffy’s presence had on the baby Slayers, he would have demanded she stay instead of haring off to participate in Jarod’s quest for retribution. Jarod was capable of dismantling an entire country, let alone one giant, secret, take-over-the-world-itive corporation. Jarod didn’t need Buffy’s help, and he really didn’t need Willow’s, but they’d gone, with promises of postcards and Facebook updates, and Xander was stuck with a madhouse.




“Gimme!” shrieked one of the girls as she dashed after another who held something up as she pelted through the Great Hall.




The chaser tackled the chasee, and the fray was engaged.




Disgusted, Xander waded in, not bothering with the niceties of formal combat. He grabbed both girls by their hair and hauled.




They didn’t budge.




“Andrew,” Xander yelled. “Give me a hand!”




Andrew stood to the side, baffled and uneasy. “I thought you liked chick fights.”




“In movies!” Xander roared back as one of the girls twisted out of his grip and used him as a fulcrum to get her legs around the other girl’s neck.




He dropped the second girl, letting the weight pull both of them down. He had to get the fight settled, because if he didn’t, in about ten seconds, the house would settle it for him, and he really didn’t want to have to mop up the stains.




Jenny came to his rescue.




“That’s enough!” she roared, striding into the room.




When Jenny roared, even the most clueless of the Slayerettes paused and reconsidered. It gave Xander a chance to kick the first girl behind the knee, knock her off balance, and put her into a full nelson. Unfortunately, the second girl took this to mean that Xander was on her side and threw a roundhouse at the first girl’s jaw.




Xander twisted to pull the girl he held out of the line of fire and protect her with his shoulder. He managed the first part but failed in the second, and the second girl’s fist grazed his temple hard enough to knock him down.




Bells rang. Stars circled. Most of his limbs stopped answering nerve impulses and flailed around on their own. Something threw him over, and he was lying on the stone floor of the Great Hall with the wind and sense knocked out of him. The only thing he knew was that he had to get up, quickly, and get things under control, or Bad Things would happen.




Which, as he twitched, did.




A herd of elephants rampaged. A steam whistle went off. A division of Nazi stormtroopers marched across his chest. Great Birnam Wood picked up and commuted to Dunsinane Hill by jumping out of a plane without a parachute. There was a casting call for Scream: the Final Bellow, Wile E. Coyote tried all of his roadrunner traps at once, and at least one building was demolished with a spontaneous implosion.




He got a full breath in just as a sudden decrescendo hit. The change in volume was accompanied by a series of medium-sized thuds, knocks, and bonks. He managed to exhale and get a second breath in and twitched his arms in the correct direction. The room fell quiet, and Jenny began reaming someone out.




A face leaned over him. Not a Slayerette. A Slayer. 




Not Buffy. Faith.




“Hey, Harris,” she smirked, “how long you plan on staying in the play pen?”




Robin joined her and held out a hand to Xander. Wincing, Xander took it and allowed Robin to pull him to his feet. It took a moment to steady himself, and when he saw the state of the great hall, he felt like lying down again.




“Andrew, go get me an ice pack and some aspirin,” he said.




Andrew scuttled off. The two Slayerettes who’d started the melee were now on their backs, pinned to the ground by a pile of tables and chairs. The chairs growled. Xander stood in the middle of a protective circle of tables, a buffet, and a rack of polearms, which had clearly circled him the moment he’d been knocked down. Several of the Slayers were holding limbs or had a hand over a sore spot. One of them was sniffling.




“And don’t think this isn’t coming out of your allowance,” Jenny continued, spitting the words out, “because it is, even if that means that you don’t have two dimes to rub together until you are thirty-eight years old. There will be letters of apology, written in cursive, to both Xander and the house, and you are grounded for the rest of your life, and I will be having a long chat with your father, Kaitlyn, and your Aunt Maria, Christina. And since you’ve apparently regressed back to infancy, you are not to leave your rooms unaccompanied.”




Jenny took a deep breath and continued, making life for the two Slayerettes bleaker and more despairing with every sentence.




“Damn, Harris,” Faith snorted. 




“Don’t curse,” he said, automatically. “The house doesn’t like it.”




Faith gave him a look and glanced over at Robin, who shrugged eloquently. There was a lot the house didn’t like, and most of it had taken place in this room in the last two minutes. The rest of the Slayers were momentarily cowed, even Arizay. The great hall was in shambles, less from the fight than from the house’s reaction to the fight. 




His head still ringing, Xander started giving directions.




“Arizay, start moving the furniture back where it belongs. Lucy, go get the first aid kit. Emmie, ask Dawn and Giles to come down. Everybody take a deep breath.”




“Never in all my life have I seen two people act so stupidly,” Jenny barked, deep in rant mode. “And don’t tell me zombies ate your brains, because they’d starve if they had to live on what’s in your skulls.”




“Not for the first time,” Faith muttered, “I’m glad I didn’t go to your school, Harris.”




Robin gave a low whistle. “Not much I wouldn’t give to have her on my faculty.”




The Slayerettes under Jenny’s glare began to snivel.




Andrew returned with a blue ice bag, a bottle of water, and a bottle of aspirin. Robin picked up a chair and set it on its feet. Xander took a seat.




“You gonna step in?” Faith asked.




“You first,” he responded.




Faith held up her hands. “Hey, I just take care of the immediate physical action. Unsanctioned bare knuckle brawl, I dig. Tough love, not so much.”




“You know what we need?” Andrew asked.




Everyone ignored him.




“So where’s our English stiff?” Faith asked. 




“Probably in the library,” Xander answered. His head was starting to pound. 




“Heard from the Buffster?”




“Yeah. She’s in DC, working with some federal agency I never heard of, SIC, something like that. Something about a total girl crush on one of the agents, used to be a ninja assassin. Willow’s in major geek heaven.”




Faith made an impressed face.




Dawn arrived, froze in the doorway as she took in the scene, glanced back and forth, reading the situation, and then strode to Xander. 




“Lemme see,” she demanded.




“Hey, Dawnie,” Faith grinned.




Dawn grunted at her and Robin.




“We need a nanny,” Andrew said, answering himself. “I could contact Nanny 911.”




“No!” Xander, Dawn, and Jenny all shouted him down.




“And if you even think you’re going to be allowed out on patrol for the next six months,” Jenny continued, having kept her eyes on the two guilty Slayers the entire time, “you are even more clueless than your behavior this morning has led me to believe.”




Giles arrived, followed by Emmie.




“Jenny, I think that’s enough,” he said.




“No, it’s not,” she snapped. “The girls have been running wild since Buffy and Willow left, and these two are just the most recent example. If you would spend some time with them instead of hiding in the library—”




“Wait a minute,” Giles protested. “You’re the one who insisted I rest, even when I—”




“Rest, not hide,” Jenny answered. “And the rest isn’t going to do much good if you don’t take your damn medications!”




The house creaked.




“I could post an ad on Craigslist,” Andrew suggested. “Must be able to handle teenage Slayers, mid-life crisisses—crises?—and significant weirdness.”




Andrew took out his cell phone and began clicking through menus.




“Maybe we should excuse ourselves,” Robin said, watching the exchange between Jenny and Giles grow more hostile.




Dawn inspected Xander’s forehead. “Won’t do any good. If they’re yelling like this in front of the kids, you’re not going to make anything worse. Okay, Xan, you’ve got a good sized goose egg and an abrasion, but nothing more serious.”




“Hey!” Ari yelled, outraged.




They looked up and over at what had caught Ari’s attention. It was Lucy, in the doorway from the kitchen, holding the medical kit to her chest. She stood, forlorn, covered in flour, marshmallow creme, feathers, and a sprinkling of cotton balls.




“What happened to you?” Dawn asked.




In a very small voice, Lucy said, “I was getting the medical kit from the storeroom, and I think…I think I set off one of Erik’s traps. I didn’t mean to, Xander.”




Tears welled up in her eyes. Xander’s skin went cold. The house made another ominous noise.




“Oh, sh— I mean, no, no, Lucy, it’s okay,” he told her.




“It’s just such a m-mess,” she stammered, “and I promise I’ll c-clean it up. I should have checked before I opened the c-cupboard. I’m really s-s-s-orry!”




“It’s okay,” Xander insisted.




But it wasn’t. Lucy burst into tears, and for the house, that was the final straw.




“Dammit, woman, I’m fine. If you’d just stop coddling me, I could get something d— Aaaaaaaah!”




Giles was the first thrown out. The window behind him opened, the table beside him flexed and swatted him like a fly, launching him out the window. 




“Out!” Xander yelled. “Everybody out! I’ll handle it!”




Robin and Faith were quick witted enough to get out of the way and make it to the kitchen, pick up Lucy, and take her with them. Jenny, aghast, tried to run after Giles, was flipped the rest of the way by the Persian rug under her feet. The Slayerettes scattered, screaming, and were picked off one by one, tossed head, feet, or butt first out the nearest exit. In ten seconds, the only people left in the house were Xander, Dawn, and Andrew.




“There!” Andrew said. “Finished. It’s posted on Craigslist, and the server should refresh in the next ten minutes.”




“Out!” Xander ordered.




“But…I didn’t do anything,” Andrew protested.




“Exactly,” Xander said. “Get out.”




Muttering to himself, Andrew stomped out through the kitchen.




Dawn and Xander stood, looking at the wreckage of the Great Hall.




“I say you take off, nuke ’em from orbit,” Dawn said. “Only way to be sure.”




“Don’t tempt me,” Xander said. “House, would you please dump their coats out there? If they freeze to death, they’ll only want back in.”




There was a series of soft pops as two and a half score winter coats were ported from the first floor closet to the back patio and side garden.




“How long do you want to keep them out there?” Dawn asked.




“Five minutes short of frostbite,” he answered. “Or at least long enough to order a pizza for us and stand in front of the windows, eating it.”




Dawn considered it. “Pizza Wonks’ delivers in twenty minutes.”




“Let’s do it,” he answered.




“Hey, in the meantime, there’s something I need your advice on,” she added.




“Anything, Dawnie. You’re the only one here—”




He was interrupted by knocking. At the front door of the house, a hundred yards away. He exchanged a glance with Dawn. She shrugged. If they heard the knocking that far back, it was because the house wanted them to hear the knocking.




On the way to the front door, they chatted about post-battle tactics.




“It’s going to take something really nice to settle her down this time,” Xander said, rubbing a finger under his lip.




“It’s a shame it’s winter,” Dawn said. “Lawn furniture would make her ecstatic, but it’s too cold to enjoy it.”




“Yeah, and as much as she likes the snow goons Ari and Lucy built, those melt.”




“How about more bookshelves?”




“Doesn’t seem to do it for her anymore.”




“She really liked that last DVD,” Dawn pointed out.




“Yeah, but the next Pixar release isn’t for ages.”




“A ficus? A bonsai?”




Xander grunted noncommittally. They reached the front door, which Xander opened. A woman stood there, waiting expectantly. She wore a black wool coat and a black wool hat with a red flower in the band. She had on a red and white knitted scarf, old fashioned mittens, and stout lace up shoes. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, and several tiny curled tendrils had escaped. Several four letter words occurred to Xander as he looked at her. Tidy. Pert. Prim. Tart. She raised her eyebrows at him.




“Can we help you?” Dawn asked.




“I’m here in response to the advertisement,” the woman answered, holding out a folded sheet of paper.




“What advertisement?” Xander asked, taking the sheet.




“Wanted,” the woman recited in a very pleasant alto, “one nanny, able to mind forty-five girls endowed with special powers. Must be able to deal with occasionally hysterical adults, a living house, and very strange circumstances as they occur. Quick witted, self-possessed, hard working, knowledgeable, pleasant, and of strong moral fiber. Singing ability and experience in hand-to-hand combat a plus.”




Xander unfolded the paper and saw a print out of the Craigslist ad Andrew had posted.




“That’s not exactly what’s on here,” he pointed out.




“I took the opportunity to improve on it,” the woman confided. “The original author showed a lack of ambition.”




“Right,” Xander said, not sure what other response he might make.




“What’s your name?” Dawn asked.




“Mary Poppins,” the lady replied, smiling.




They stared at her.




“You’re…you’re a storybook character,” Xander managed. “I mean, you’re fictional. Or insane.”




“Your information is faulty,” she replied. “I am no more fictional than you, your friends, or this fascinating house. Also, my sanity is faultless.”




“Uh…”




“What are your requirements?” Dawn asked, almost stammering.




She handed them another sheet of folded paper. This note was on watermarked fine linen cold press paper, written with a fountain pen and green ink.




Xander and Dawn scanned over the list.




“Access to the house and grounds, of course,” Xander muttered to himself. “A room in the garret? Do we have a garret?”




Dawn nodded. “It’s above the library. But it needs cleaning.”




“Two new aprons a year. Every other Thursday evening off. Broadband Internet connection. A sewing machine with a foot powered treadle. A Norwegian blue parrot. Five pounds of starch. A set of wooden spoons. All cod liver oil and castor oil to be removed from the premises immediately…“




“We can do all of that,” Dawn whispered to him.




Xander drew her aside, signaling to Mary Poppins to wait a moment.




“Yeah, what if she’s a demon?” Xander asked. “I mean, even if she’s not a crazy person who thinks she’s Mary Poppins, if she’s the real Mary Poppins, what if the reason she can do all the stuff in the stories is because she’s a demon?”




They looked back over her. Mary Poppins stood with perfect posture, her hands folded over the handle of her umbrella, her satchel on the porch beside her. She wore a very slight smile and stared off into space, entertaining herself with thoughts of some unknown subject.




“I don’t think the house would let her in if she was a demon,” Dawn answered. “And if you’re worried, we can ask Jenny to check on her. Plus…it might take a demon to run herd on the baby Slayers.”




“House?” he called softly, “are you okay with this?”




The house shivered slightly.




“How about I bring her down to meet you?”




The house creaked in agreement.






Dawn called for pizza while Xander led Mary Poppins through the house.




“You okay with pepperoni mushroom?” Xander asked her.




Mary Poppins gave him a tranquil smile. “I’m sure whatever you order will be sufficient. I can eat anything.”




The house had invited Robin, Faith, and Lucy back in. When Xander peeked in the kitchen, Lucy sat at the broad kitchen table, now decorated with twigs and leaves in addition to the previous debris. She had a mug of cocoa, and Robin stood at the stove, grilling a cheese sandwich for her. Faith dismantled the latest of Erik’s traps, chuckling to herself.




“Is this a common occurrence?” Mary Poppins asked, indicating the remains of the trap and Lucy’s condition.




Xander sighed. “Once or twice a week. It really depends on what kind of mood Erik’s in, and if any of the girls have snuck down to the basement and messed with his stuff. Buffy had a little talk with him after the first one, and he’s limited himself to non-lethal methods since then.”




“And Erik is…?”




“Our resident evil genius. He used to haunt the Paris Opera House about a hundred eighty years ago. Somehow we got stuck with him,” Xander answered.




“Hmmm.” Mary Poppins considered this for a moment. “Terribly disfigured?”




“Well, he was,” Xander replied. “Willow spent a couple months casting healing spells on him. Now he just looks like some office manager who needs to spend a little more time in the gym.”




“I see.”




Xander had the distinct impression that she did see, and that she was completely unfazed by evil geniuses, good witches, or diabolical traps.




“Before we continue downstairs,” Mary Poppins said, “let me put the girl to order.”




“Uh…sure,” Xander answered. It was as good a chance as any to see her in action.




Mary Poppins strode over to Lucy and considered her, a finger tucked against her chin. Lucy stopped sipping and set the cocoa down, glancing at Xander for reassurance. He gave her a smile and a nod.




“Hmmm,” Mary Poppins mused to herself. “Yes. And the hair, lovely but unruly. Hmm. Yes.”




Having come to some internal decision, Mary Poppins methodically stripped off her coat, folded it, and set it on the table. Then, she pulled a pin out of her hat, took the hat from her head, and put both on top of the coat. This was followed by her mittens and her scarf.




Tidy. Prim.




From her satchel, she took a faultlessly pressed linen apron with small birds embroidered around the border. She put it on and tied a perfect bow behind her back. Then she unbuttoned her cuffs and rolled them up with military precision.




“What kind of birds are those?” Lucy asked her, peering at the apron.




“The pleasant ones,” Mary Poppins answered. “Lark, thrush, nightingale, robin, and raven.”




Lucy blinked. “Ravens are pleasant?”




“Well,” Mary Poppins paused, “they are wise. Though sometimes they do get a little above themselves. A hazard of the breed.”




He really did try to see exactly what she did, but as Mary Poppins did her work, she would occasionally turn or twirl, her skirt spinning half a beat behind her. She pulled Lucy in her chair back a pace and stepped back and forth, between Xander and the girl, so that he couldn’t see what happened. Mary Poppins hummed as she worked.




“The other birds sing, don’t they?” Lucy asked.




“Indeed they do,” Mary Poppins answered. 




The lark in the morning, begins with a note,

Of sunrise and dewdrops, he learns it by rote,

The thrush hunts for snail and warbles a tune,

Written by scribes on a stone carved with runes.





Robin put the sandwich on a plate and placed it on the table near them, then walked over to Xander.




“Should I ask?” he asked.




“Don’t jinx it,” Xander answered.




Ancient and solemn won’t do for Sir Robin,

It’s sparkle and zest for the win,

The nightingale dips in a stream made of song,

And shares a sweet melody all the night long.





A pile of debris plucked from Lucy’s hair and clothes began to build opposite the cheese sandwich like a tidy bird’s nest. Lucy grinned, bobbing in time to the sprightly song. Faith stood in the doorway to the pantry, puzzled and more than a little disturbed. Xander found himself tapping his toe in time.




But the raven—





“The raven?” Lucy asked.




The raven, you know,

Is wisest and tricky and clever, they say,

She could speak to the humans and teach them each day,

The right and the wrong of the world and its ways,

But she’d rather just croak and utter a cry,

Than spend all her days answering ‘Who?’, “How?”, and “Why?”!





Lucy laughed, delighted, and clapped her hands.




“Demon?” Robin asked.




“We don’t think so,” Xander said. “But I almost don’t care.”




“Neither do I. Hire her.”




Lucy was restored to her pre-booby trap self and even better. Her hair gleamed, her smile glistened, and even her glasses sparkled.




“There,” Mary Poppins sighed. “I do so prefer when things are shipshape and Bristol fashion. Shall we continue, Mister Harris?”




On the way to the library, they could see the other residents in the backyard, temporarily exiled until the house was satisfied that they’d learned their lesson. Mostly, they just stood around, huddling. It was cold outside, and nobody had thought to light a fire.




“Is defenestration a common event?” Mary Poppins asked.




“This is only the second time it’s happened,” Xander explained. “First time, it was just some of the girls. They’d been having a pillow fight, and it got out of hand. This time…” 




“Well, I’m sure I can have them whipped into shape in no time,” she answered.




Xander took a moment while they climbed the stairs to the media room, and from there to the library.




“Do you know what a vampire slayer is?” he asked.




“I wouldn’t have answered the advertisement if I didn’t,” she said primly. “I was responsible for the Smythe twins, the only identical twins ever born to the Slayer line.”




“That was…” he ran through the timeline in his head, “that was the 1890s.”




“Indeed.”




“You don’t look a day over eighty,” he added, poker faced.




She gave him a quelling look. “Your flattery is amusing, but unnecessary.”




He opened the door down to the chapel and held it for her.




“If I remember correctly,” Xander said, “Jane and Agatha Smythe died after the Council sent them on what was pretty much a hopeless, pointless mission. There was a rash of deaths on the Council before the year was out. Some pretty strange accidents. The head of the Council was beheaded in a game of Tiddlywinks gone wrong.”




Mary Poppins had stepped through the doorway, but she looked back at him over her shoulder, and for a moment, in the late morning light of the library, she looked as hard and dangerous as any Slayer.




“Interesting, isn’t it, how men who hold the lives of children so lightly often meet with an end both timely and appropriate?”




“Uh huh.”




He would ask Dawn to do a little extra research into those deaths.




“So, what kind of hand-to-hand combat do you have experience with?” he asked. 




“I’m fully versed in baritsu, hold black belts in omnite, klurkor, and sinanju, earned third dan title in coup de vitesse, won a gold medal in international anbo-jitsu, competed in the Lancastrian Global Ecky-Thump Symposium, and served as an adept for five years under the Eternal Master of Venusian Aikido. I’m afraid my banjo skills have become a little rusty since it was banned by the Melanasian Accord.”




“No Jarate?”




She gave him a rather dry glare. “I don’t consider throwing jars of urine to fall into the category of hand-to-hand combat.”




“Right. We’ve got a couple of girls who are still learning English. Do you have any experience tutoring?”




“I’m fluent in twenty-six different languages, including Korean and !Kung. I’ll have them up and running with basic interpersonal communication skills in six months. Deeper fluency may take up to two years.”




“Do you cook?”




“Of course. I also sew, darn, knit, crochet, spin, weave, keep books, raise miniature velociraptors as a hobby, and once de-scaled a dragon.”




“Really.”




“It was a very cooperative dragon,” she admitted. “You would be too, if you had ingrown scales.”




He stared at her for a moment.




“I am practically perfect,” she told him. “Few people seem to remember that.”




A thought occurred to him.




“So, Miss Poppins, would you mind telling me what your middle name is?”




She raised her eyebrows and tilted her head to the side a bit.




“Sue. Not Susan, but Sue. For my grandmother. I’d ask yours, Mister Harris, but I already know it.”




“Of course you do.”




He’d installed a ladder to make climbing down into the grotto easier. At that point, he was ready to hire her—with a background demon check by Jenny pending—but he did want to make sure the dryad liked her.




Stepping through the cave’s opening into the sunny glade was the only time he ever saw her off balance. Mary Poppins hopped on one foot, trying to regain her equilibrium. When she did, she paused, shook her head and then the rest of herself in quick order. 




“That was a singular sensation,” she muttered. “Very odd.”




“So, any problems working with the personification of divine retribution taken form as a small white rabbit?”




She blinked. “I foresee none.”




She dusted off her sleeves and adjusted the fit of her coat.




“Do you know ‘Who’s on First’?”




“Completely. I prefer to play the straight man, the more difficult part.”




“Ever been transmogrified?”




She stared at him, a bit offended. Xander shrugged. “It happens around us occasionally. I just want to make sure you can deal with it.”




She made a face, disgruntled. 




“Yes,” she answered curtly. “There’s a chimney sweep in London whose head is still ringing from the slap I gave him for that.”




As they stepped into the glen, Mary Poppins gathered herself up and exhaled whatever tension the last question had brought, and smiled.




“Now this is quite nice,” she said, looking around. “Yes, quite nice.”




The dryad was waiting for Xander, and as soon as he was close enough, she began a foot stomping, arm folding, hair grabbing diatribe for the nonsense she’d endured. Why couldn’t he round up his little hairless monkeygirls and—




“Ah-hem.”




Miss Poppins’ polite throat clearing echoed through the valley. The dryad froze and did something Xander had never seen her do. She looked embarrassed. She tucked one foot behind the other and scuffed the dirt a bit.




“Good morning,” Mary Poppins said, with the equanimity of a woman greeting her neighbor at the sidewalk. “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, the children have become a bit unmanageable. With your permission, I will put that to rights.”




The dryad looked slyly up at Xander and asked him a question. Xander grimaced.




“She’s pretty ticked. She wants to know if you’ll beat the girls.”




“Only at card games,” Mary Poppins replied. “However, I think you’ll find my methods of moral instruction more than adequate.”




The dryad glared at Xander.




“Look,” Xander said, “first off, they’re Slayers. No nanny, no matter how good, is going to be able to spank them.”




“Your information is faulty,” Mary Poppins murmured, adjusting her cuffs.




“Second, even if she could, it wouldn’t hurt, and they wouldn’t take it seriously.”




“Still faulty,” Mary Poppins said to no one in particular.




“And finally, if she does it her way, you’ll see better results,” Xander concluded.




“Ah, you restore my faith, Mr. Harris.”




The dryad cocked her head and gave Xander a stare.




“And she sings,” he added.




The dryad looked over at Mary Poppins and then back at Xander.




“We’ll see. She wants to know if the cat likes you.”




Mama cat, rescued by Xander, Lucy, and Ari several weeks ago, had been brought to the dryad’s tree to shelter in comfort as she raised her kittens. Now that the kittens were becoming mobile, even the dryad had a hard time keeping track of them. Mama cat, though, was usually on hand. 




The tortoiseshell feline sauntered towards them, brushing against the dryad and then against Xander. She then took a seat before Mary Poppins and regally arranged herself so that her tail wrapped around her and covered her front paws. She looked up with eyes like newly coined copper pennies.




“How do you do?” Mary Poppins asked, leaning over and presenting one index finger with the most proper of etiquette.




Mama cat considered her for a moment, leaned forward to sniff the fingertip, and after a moment gave her seal of approval by rubbing her face against Mary Poppins’ hand and purring.




“Well?” Xander asked.




The dryad shrugged and returned to her tree. Clearly, Miss Poppins was hired on temporary approval.




After returning upstairs, Xander allowed the others back in with the understanding that they got no pizza and were to stay out of the kitchen. Much chastised, slayerettes and adults stood quietly while Xander introduced the new nanny. Robin, Faith, and Lucy joined them from the kitchen.




“Okay, once I introduce this person,” Xander said, “I know you’re going to have a lot of questions, but for now, just sa—”




“Mary Poppins?!” one of the girls squeaked. 




“Indeed,” Miss Poppins answered, inclining her head. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Gertrude.”




“You two…know each other?” Xander asked.




“She was my second best friend’s nanny in fifth grade. Oh, wow! This is going to be so cool!”




Without changing expression or posture, Mary Poppins grew quite stern, enough so that the sudden babble dwindled down to a few peeps and then cut off entirely.




“There will be no coolness, Gertrude, until you and your fellow Slayers-in-training have corrected your behavior. Really, I don’t know why Mister Harris didn’t resort to duct tape to secure you to the walls. You owe him an apology.”




There were some glances back and forth, and Mary Poppins swept the group with a steely gaze. As soon as her eyes touched a girl, the girl dropped her gaze and went as embarrassed and ill-at-ease as the dryad had.




“Sorry, Xander…” a couple muttered.




“Excuse me?” Mary Poppins asked, her voice dropping into Arctic temperatures.




“We’re sorry, Xander,” one of the girls spoke up.




Mary Poppins cleared her throat loudly enough to rattle the china. Lucy was the first one to figure it out.




“We’re very sorry, Mister Harris,” she said, smiling brightly. “It won’t happen again.”




“Intelligent child,” Mary Poppins murmured and gave the others a level gaze.




In an assorted mumbling mutter, the girls managed a strange kind of unison. “We’re very sorry, Mister Harris. It won’t happen again.”




Dawn stood just at Xander’s elbow, on his good side.




“Don’t even think of pretending you don’t totally love that,” she said.




“Totally love it,” Xander answered, his arms crossed. “Gonna marry it, have kids with it, and raise a bunch of respectful little apologies.”




“I knew it!” Andrew yelled, bouncing up and down on his toes. “See? I was right!”




“Andrew Wells.”




The command cut his short, and he crouched in reflex, holding his arms around his head.




“You will contain yourself, young man,” Mary Poppins continued. “I’ve seen sled dogs with a better sense of calm reserve.”




“Yes, ma’am,” Andrew answered.




Faith looked like she was having trouble staying upright, she was laughing so hard. She managed to keep it silent.




“Mister Wood,” Mary Poppins said, taking his hand in a firm shake. “A privilege to meet another soul devoted to the care of children.”




Robin blinked a couple of times and then smiled broadly. “You know, I like the way you put that. It’s a privilege and a pleasure to meet you, Mary Poppins.”




“Miss Lehane, an honor to meet a fully fledged Slayer.”




They shook hands, and Faith gave measured her up with a good look.




“So, you like sharp or blunt weapons better?” Faith asked.




“I find my preference drawn to a compelling command,” Mary answered. She looked over her shoulder at the Slayerettes straggled through the room. “Girls, I expect this room returned to its original condition and better. Immediately. Step in time!”




The girls broke into groups and began to put furniture to rights. Several grabbed brooms and swept the floor. Several more began tossing objects down a line, one after the other, like a bucket brigade. They did it in time with one another, and one by one, they began to hum the melody.




“Not much chance of violent fun,” Faith noted, keeping an eye on the Slayerettes.




“I’m afraid we may have opposing philosophies on that topic,” Mary Poppins said. “Which is not to say that I’m averse to a good pie fight.”




“I’ll remember that,” Faith returned, grinning.




Xander introduced her to the two remaining adults, Giles and Jenny.




“Mister Giles,” Mary Poppins said in as warm a voice as she’d used since she’d arrived. “It’s good to see you again. You’ve grown.”




“I’d be something of an oddity if I hadn’t,” Giles managed. “I’d like to introduce—”




“Your wife,” Mary Poppins finished for him, smiling broadly. “What a pleasure, Mrs. Giles.”




Jenny fumbled for a reply. “Actually, we…uh…”




“Miss Calendar and I aren’t married, Miss Poppins,” Giles explained.




“I beg your pardon.” Mary Poppins blinked. “When is the ceremony?”




“Uh…whu…”




“We…aren’t engaged, either,” Giles said, beginning to look a bit panicked.




Mary Poppins glanced at him, startled and off-balance. Then she looked back at Jenny.




“Surely you have an agreement?” she asked Jenny.




“An agreement?”




“Yes, an agreement, that once Mister Giles has mastered whatever difficulties prevent him being able to offer matrimony, the two of you shall announce your betrothal, publish the banns, and be wed?”




Jenny looked at Giles, who was more wide-eyed and frightened with each passing second.




“So, Giles…how exactly did you know Mary Poppins before today?” Xander asked, his poker face strained to breaking.




“She was my nanny until I went to school,” Giles said in a strangled voice.




“That explains a lot,” Dawn said under her breath. 




The diversion did not save Giles from Mary Poppins, who had gone incandescent with rage. She held her umbrella like a war club.




“Mister Giles, do you mean to tell me that here stands the one woman in the entire world whom you love with your entire heart, have written poetry to and about, and who has in turn nursed you in your infirmity, supported your every endeavor, and stood beside you through all manner of calamity without so much as turning a hair, and you have no intention of offering her the honor and protection of your name?”




Everyone in the room took a step back in retreat. Even Faith was a little wide-eyed. Andrew whimpered in fear.




“Mister Giles, I raised you better than that.”




Giles went grey. Windows, glasses, plates, and silverware all rang in sympathetic vibration with Mary Poppins’ voice. Surely, somewhere in Africa, elephants picked up on the seismic waves of her disapproval and trumpeted with worry.




“Holy sh—” Xander whispered gleefully. 




Dawn punched him in the arm before he could finish the swear.




Mary Poppins mastered herself. The kindled rage in her eyes died down, but she held herself as stiffly as before.




“Mister Giles, until you correct this shameful oversight, I cannot consider you fit company for the girls or myself. Good day.”




She turned on her heel and marched to the kitchen. After a glance in, she turned back and announced, “Mister Harris, your pizza has arrived.”




“I like her,” Faith crowed. “Dibs on the sausage!”




“Jenny?” Dawn called to her. “Would you like some pizza?”




Jenny had been frozen in position, a half-confused, half-embarrassed expression on her tilted face. She caught herself, gave herself a shake, and blinked several times.




“Yes. I think…that would be nice.”




“You know what the best part of this is?” Xander asked Dawn.




“What’s that?”




“I can finally concentrate on the house again. The gym really needs some better flooring.”




The house chuckled to itself, and Xander patted the doorjamb as he passed into the kitchen.





9. Dream a Little Dream



The gym floor was taking longer than he’d thought. Part of the problem was that an army of ants had invaded and was trying to make off with the hardwood slats. When he leaned close enough, he could hear tiny, high pitched marching chants.




Taking care not to smush any, he knelt in front of the large column, picked up the end of the plank, and lifted it so the ants could see him.




“Okay, look,” he told them, “this is just not going to work out the way you want it to. First, you’ll never get it out through the walls. Second, you’ll never get it down into the hive. If you need sawdust, I’m happy to oblige. Give me about five minutes, and I’ll have a whole pile for you.”




The ants milled around, and the level of squeaking went up dramatically. Some waved their antennae belligerently, others conferred with their friends. Xander adjusted his weight and accidentally shifted the plank, causing one ant to lose its footing and fall to the floor. The others screamed in horror as their friend hit the ground and twitched weakly.




“Ah, sorry!” Xander apologized, wondering if he should pick the ant up and return it to its friends or if that would only make things worse. “Sorry. Frank, right?”




“Actually,” Dawn corrected him, “it’s Francine. All worker ants are female. Like bees, you know. Anyway, they’re just a bunch of drama queens. The Dozers will take care of it. I need talk to you.”




Xander looked over, and as a matter of fact, there was a whole tribe of four inch tall, green, naked construction workers, wearing hard hats, comparing notes and making comments about the supplies and tools.




“Ooookay, I guess I can supervise,” Xander said. “After we talk.”




“We need to head down to the grove,” Dawn insisted.




Xander put down the plank and took off his safety glasses, got to his feet, and followed Dawn out the door. It closed behind them with a motorized swish. They were in the library, but after the first few shelves, it changed to the produce department of a swank grocery store. The background music was bagpipes, a nice change from the endless Christmas carols.




“Wait, this isn’t it,” Dawn said, looking around, confused.




“It’s because you haven’t figured out your keyness,” Buffy told her, joining them. She held a cabbage out to Xander in her right hand. “Xan, this is actually a small, perfect lemon. All the cabbages are. On Christmas Day, all the ones which are put into stockings will hatch into winged monkeys. The monkeys all have the password. When they type it in, it’ll activate a self-aware neural network with the ability to take over the world. Then we’ll all have time to build wooden sailboats and play Elf Realm.”




“What do they type the password into?”




Buffy looked at him as if he were unutterably stupid. “The coffeemakers, dope. Weren’t you listening?”




“We’ve really got to talk,” Dawn insisted. “But not here.”




Xander didn’t object as she took his hand and pulled him back into the library.




“Hey!” Buffy called. “At least take a cabbage! I mean a lemon!”




Xander took the cabbage she offered.




“It looks like a cabbage,” he said to Dawn, examining it.




“Of course it does,” she agreed, leading him down the stairs into the ancient church. “Who’s going to put a winged monkey egg in their stocking? Let’s be realistic.”




“I would suggest swapping the produce stickers,” Giles said. He wore an old fashioned school boy uniform and sat at a desk, writing lines under the glaring eyes of Mary Poppins. “No one ever checks those.”




“Mister Giles,” Mary Poppins demanded.




“Sorry,” Giles answered, and returned to his writing. He was on the 5,739th line of “I will not fornicate. It is rude, presumptuous, and damaging to the social order.”




Xander found a spot for the cabbage on his tool belt so he could keep his hands free.




Down in the glade, the dryad waited for him. She had a guest. 




It was the Cheeseman.




“Sometimes,” the Cheeseman explained, “when the slices become unruly or defiant, I…I eat one or two, to teach them a lesson. There! I said it.”




“Good for you,” Xander managed. He turned to Dawn. “Do you have any idea what’s going on?”




Dawn sighed. “You’re late. There’s someone who wants to talk to you, about the dryad. You need to go that way.”




She pointed down the path, which left the glade in a different direction than usual.




“And when you get back, I still need to talk to you.”




He regarded her. She seemed a little stressed out. 




“You know,” he told her, “I could stay here and talk to you. I like you better.”




She smiled. “Duty first, Xan. I’ll see you when you get back.”




“Fine.”




The Cheeseman looked up at him and got to his feet, smiling.




“Would you like a slice?” he asked earnestly, holding out a rectangle of something processed and vaguely dairy.




“I’m good,” Xander answered. 




The Cheeseman draped the slice on his lapel and gave it a little pat.




“I’m to escort you to the gates,” he explained. “You get to choose which one to go through.”




“Riiiiiight,” Xander answered, glancing around.




The dryad smiled and waved bye at him. Dawn gave him a quirky smile and brushed her hair back over her shoulder.




On the path through the edge of the meadow and the dappled woods, evidence of the visitors to the grove hopped, flitted, scrabbled, and trotted past. Each person who had met the dryad left an impression of themselves as an animal. There were now far more animals than there were people who’d ever been down to the glade, but that was just as well. None of the Slayerettes would admit to being a squirrel or a pillbug, but as the environment began to approach something resembling its original state, its fauna had expanded in number and type to occupy all the niches available.




The path led them not to the unbroken walls of the valley, but to a pass Xander had never seen before, and he’d walked the perimeter of the valley on five separate occasions, mapping it each time, and each time seeing how the valley had grown in area, depth, and detail. This was the first time he’d ever found a way out of the valley. 




The walls of the pass were the same sheer limestone of the rest of the valley, and the path meandered through them for a hundred yards or more. Grass, wildflowers, and saplings nearly covered the path. No one had walked it for a very long time.




After pausing for a moment to stare at a mural of bison, elk, and smaller deer painted directly on the rock, he swept his hand across the surface and felt the chalky dust on his fingertips. There was something about the detail of texture and smell, and it tickled his brain. He studied his hand for a moment, and then blinked.




He blinked both eyes.




“Right,” he said to himself. “I’m dreaming.”




He still hadn’t gotten used to it, the loss of his eye. When he woke in the morning, it was ingrained habit to reach for his eyepatch and pull it on, but there was more than once his waking brain had rebelled at covering up a perfectly good eye until he remembered. He no longer had that particular perfectly good eye.




At least he no longer flashed back to the split second when Caleb’s thumb dug in. Usually.




So, he was dreaming, but it wasn’t a regular dream. The mural’s artist had left a worn wooden cup filled with powdered charcoal and a brush on the ground beside the last, half-finished elk.




“This mean anything in particular?” he asked the Cheeseman, pointing his thumb at the artwork.




The Cheeseman looked a little nervous, caught off guard. “The…uh…painter isn’t finished?”




“Hmmm. How do I phrase this?” Xander said. “Are there any, oh, millennia old avatars of the First Slayer roaming around, looking to wrap things up by, say, removing my heart?”




The Cheeseman went wide eyed with worry. He looked left and right like a student unprepared to answer what year Columbus sailed the ocean blue. After a moment, he peeled the slice of cheese off his lapel and scrutinized it, his nose nearly touching the surface. He turned it over and looked just as carefully at that side. Finally, he put the cheese back, squared his shoulders, and recited his answer.




“I really don’t know anything about that. I’m just supposed to escort you to the gates. You choose which one to go through.”




Xander sighed. “Yeah, well, if you see a creepy chick in animal hides, answers to First Slayer, Daughter of Sineya, the First of the Ones, Lilith’s granddaughter, or the Primitive, let me know, will you?”




“Yes?” the Cheeseman managed.




The pass ended, and the path opened up into a long gravel road. The land was flat and hard, and the sky above had turned from the endless summer perfection of the glade to the harsh reddish brown of an oncoming dust storm. When he looked behind him, it was the same. There was no sign of the pass or the glade.




“Did you know,” the Cheeseman said, making conversation, “that the hobby of collecting cheese labels is called tyrosemiophilia?”




“Is there a god of cheese?” Xander asked. “And if so, what do I need to sacrifice to get you to shut up about cheese? Also, I’d like to swear to that god that if you start the Cheese Sketch or mention Venezuelan Beaver Cheese, I will beat you, take all your cheeses, give them names, and release them into the wild.”




The Cheeseman gasped. “Uh…uh…Aristaeus. He’s also in charge of bees, shepherds, mead, olive trees, and the Etesian winds, which cool the pastures during summer. Mostly people build him a shrine and say a prayer. And…and there’s no such thing as Venezuelan Beaver Cheese.”




“And there we go. Thanks be to thee, Aristaeus.”




“Don’t name them,” the Cheeseman whimpered. “Please don’t name them.”




“Then don’t talk.”




After nearly a year and a half of mobs of adolescent girls capable of breaking his arms off or spilling crocodile tears at the drop of a hat, Xander felt absolutely no guilt for terrorizing his harmless guide.




They continued walking, and as they did, the gravel became interspersed with larger, embedded stones more and more often, until the path became a road with regular curbs and gutters, running straight as a ruler towards the horizon. The further they walked, the more worn the road became.




They came to a crossroads, and where the roads met, each ended with a gate taller than Xander’s head. The gate to his left was built from polished horn bound with plain, unadorned iron. The gate on his right was made of ivory, sawn into fitted pieces, bound together with untarnished silver, chased with gold in ornate flourishes. Between them stood a gallows, and from a creaking, hempen rope a corpse swung, a bag tied over its head, its hands tied behind its back, its bare feet describing a small arc with the cool breeze. 




On the shoulder of the corpse, a raven perched and studied him.




“Krwoark!”




“Same to you, pal,” Xander said. “So, I get to choose which gate to g—”




He turned, and the Cheeseman was gone.




“Great. Right. It’s a dream, and I get to chose a gate. Any advice?” he asked the raven.




“Kawork! ’Scuse me,” the raven said. “Throat’s a little dry. Advice? Well, it’s kind of a red pill, blue pill thing you got going on here. Up to you if you want to go further down the rabbit hole, if you take my meaning.”




Xander stared up at the raven, which had started pecking at the sack on the corpse’s head, trying to get through the fabric to whatever tasty bits it could find. It pulled several coarse threads out and began working at the ear underneath.




Deciding it was a good time to look elsewhere, he studied the two gates. 




“You know, back when this all started, I wouldn’t have had a clue what you were talking about,” he told the raven. “Gate of horn, gate of ivory, but I’m already dreaming.”




“True,” the raven answered, pausing to snap up a gobbet of something Xander didn’t want to think about. “But most people, they never notice walking through the gate, never even notice making the choice, or if they do, it’s more…what’s the word? Metaphorical. That’s it.”




“More metaphorical than a choice between two literal gates?” Xander asked.




“Yeah, well, at some point, the metaphorical becomes the literal.”




“In which case, instead of a gate, how about a pair of redheaded twin lesbians who desperately want to try a little experimentation before settling down and opening a tea shop?”




“That would be through that particular gate—” the raven pointed with his beak at the ivory gate, “—and you’re gonna have to stand in line. They’ve been popular so long He’s thinking about making them permanent.”




“Of course He is,” Xander agreed. “Who?”




The raven somehow managed to roll its eyes at him while tugging at a bit of hair until it pulled loose some scalp. It swallowed the tidbit and clacked its beak.




“Formal introductions later, pal. It would save us some time if you’d just make the damn choice already.”




The gate of ivory was lovely and intricate, and he’d done enough research in basic mythology to know that only false dreams were released through them. The gate of horn, plain, maybe even ugly, was the gate which offered true dreams, a much more rare commodity. He went straight to the horn gate, opened the latch, stepped through, and closed it.




When he turned back around, he was standing in the middle of a graveyard, filled with headstones, ornate statues of grieving angels, and other memoria. On a hill above were two ramshackle houses.




“Very well done,” a snide voice said. “Most go for the twins, wait or no wait.”




The voice came from a tall man in dark shabby velvet and corduroy. He stood from the headstone he’d been sitting on, unfolding like a poorly tied bamboo fan. He wore glasses at the end of his nose, his pant cuffs ended several inches above his bony ankles, he had a van Dyke beard which curled up into a point, and he held a roll of ribboned paper in a tightly clenched fist of knobby fingers. There was a circular scar on his forehead.




“It’s…uh…it’s a r-ruh-really good choice yuh-you made there,” another man said. This one was a rolly-polly dumpling of a man, dressed in antique clothes just as worn and yellowed as the first. He looked like he probably smelled like sour milk and dirty laundry. “Muh-most people don’t luh-luh-like the true dreams. They’re like tuh-true stories, the ruh-really true stories. Messy and untuh-tidy.”




“Shut up!” the first man screamed at him. “You’re telling it out of order! You are always telling it out of order!”




The first man picked up a lethal looking branch and hoisted it threateningly.




“Whoa!” Xander said, holding his hands up in a T. “Time out. Let’s hold off on any killing or maiming until I’m elsewhere, whaddaya say?”




The first man snarled and grudgingly tossed the branch on the ground. The second man, fat and trembling, nodded his thanks. The raven circled down and landed on the head of a pieta statue where it let loose a tremendous dropping.




“RAWK! Scuse me. So, first introductions,” the raven said, flipping his wings under. “I’m Matthew, currently assigned raven to the Boss, who you’ll be meeting. The guy choking on his own bile is Cain, and the twitcher is Abel. Guys, this is Xander Harris. He’s one of the new Watchers, and he’s Chataigne’s champion.”




“Charmed,” Cain said without moving his lips.




“Nuh-nice to meet you,” Abel said, offering a sweaty hand.




“Brothers?” Xander managed to ask in a tight voice.




“Obviously,” Cain drawled.




“Soooo…you know he’s going to kill you, right?” Xander asked Abel.




“Oh, he already huh-has today,” Abel answered. “And he puh-promised only to kuh-kill me once a day. Duh-didn’t you, Cuh-cuh-Cain?”




“Not that you deserve it,” Cain answered, not looking at his brother. “Can you blame me, really? It’s bad enough being related by blood to this disaster of a pudding. Why, I’ve known more intelligent slime molds. But mother always liked him best, God only knows why. And the stuh-stuh-stuh-stuttering! Why, I should be sainted for only killing him once a day.”




“Yeah,” Xander said. “Okay, Matthew, is there a reason I have to talk to the crazy people?”




“Part of the whole journey mythos thing,” the raven answered. “Hey, boys, cut to the chase, huh?”




Cain, grinding his teeth and glaring, spat out, “fine. Behold, I shew you a mystery.”




He held out the rolled paper which had been crushed in his fist. Very carefully, Xander took it from him. It was sealed with wax and a ribbon. 




“Ah-ah-ah!” Cain wagged his finger. “No looking until you’re further down the road.”




“Right.”




“And I guh-get to tell you a suh-secret,” Abel said. “It’s kind of a suh-story.”




“Okay.”




Xander waited.




“I huh-have to whisper it to you,” Abel said. “Suh-so he doesn’t hear. Becuh-cause it’s a suh-secret.”




He took a deep breath and leaned over so the man could whisper in his ear. He was right. Abel smelled like sour milk and dirty laundry.




“Once upon a time,” Abel whispered, “a very long time ago, before there was writing, but after there were stories, there was a chestnut tree and its dryad. They lived in a valley with a spring. There were people who lived nearby, but the valley was so small, they didn’t live inside it. They just came to visit. One day, a little boy sat beneath the tree and talked to the tree and left it a present—a little woven doll. The little boy drank from the spring next to the tree and went home. On his way home, he was attacked by a big cat, a sabertooth, but he got away and even though he was really hurt, he made it home.”




“Will you hurry up!” Cain shouted, clearly upset he couldn’t hear what Abel was saying.




Abel startled, looked over at his brother nervously, and started talking faster.




“His mother went and prayed at the tree and brought more little dolls, and the boy recovered. The tree and the dryad didn’t do anything. It was just luck. But the people thought it was more than that. So more and more of them brought her presents and more and more of them prayed. When the little boy grew up, he became a shaman, and he lived under the tree his whole life. And he and the tree and the dryad were friends together. When he died, she was so sad that the people said their shaman should always live with her. So he did.”




“For god’s sake!” Cain yelled.




“Hey, Cain,” Xander said, looking up, and for a moment knowing he had only one eye and wore a patch and what that usually meant, metaphorically, “shut the hell up if you know what’s good for you.”




Cain shut up.




Xander turned back to Abel, who gave him a tiny, grateful little smile. 




“They lived like that for a long, long time,” Abel continued, “the people, their shaman, the tree, and the dryad. One of the shamans build a hut from flat stones at the very entrance of the valley, so people wouldn’t bother him or the tree or the dryad too much, but only come in when it was important. Then, another people moved in, and another, and another, but there was always a shaman. Even when they started making metal and writing things down, there was always at least one shaman. Or a priest. Even when the tribes warred and Roman armies marched through the mountains, there was a man, a tree, and a dryad. The Roman priests built a pool around the spring so they could look into it.”




Abel paused for a breath, took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow. Xander waited patiently.




“When the new priests and their God arrived with His Son, it was alright, because one of the priests found the valley, and the shaman there was old and dying, and he promised to take care of the tree, because it was holy. So he did, and the priest and his friends, who were warriors bound by oath to the one god, they built a church with their own hands. Later, some more of their friends built a castle, because a lot of people had heard about the tree and the spring and the holiness. Many people heard about the tree and the dryad, and they went on pilgrimage to find her, hoping she could heal them, but she couldn’t anymore than she had healed the first boy. So many people came that they trampled her glade and poisoned her spring without even realizing it.”




Cain started to grumble again, and Xander shot him another look. Cain went quiet.




“Then,” Abel continued, and for the first time, Xander noticed he hadn’t stuttered once in the telling of the story, “the tree and the dryad got sick, and none of the priests knew what to do. They had a friend who was a wizard, but even he said he could not put things right. The champion called for help, and one day, a man showed up. He was a healer, a doctor, and he said that magic was changing, and the forests were being cut down, and the world was changing too much, and that unless something was done, the dryad would die, and so would her tree.




“So, the champion asked him what to do, and he said, ‘with your help and the help of your wizard, I will change the shape of the land. The glade belongs to the Shaper of Dreams for it is soft place, and with your help, I will fold the soft place into a tiny pocket within your world, and it will be whole. He made it so that all the things the people had built stayed on the outside of the world where the magic was changing and the forests were being cut down, but the valley with the spring and the tree and the dryad were on the inside of the world, where the dreams lived. In return, there always had to be a man who was friends with the dryad and the tree. He had to take care of the things the men had built, and he had to take care of the valley and the tree and the dryad. When the man died, another man had to take his place, to be the dryad’s friend and the tree’s friend, and to take care of the valley, the tree, the dryad, and all the things the men had built.”




Abel stopped, and Xander watched him for a moment, waiting for the rest.




“Thuh-that’s it,” Abel said. “Thuh-that’s the suh-secret.”




“Oh, uh…well, that’s…that’s one hell of a secret, Abel,” Xander told him. “Thank you for telling me your secret.”




“My mystery is better,” Cain sniffed.




“Yeah, well, your temper’s shit and you should give your brother a break for once,” Xander snapped at him. “Or are you afraid that if you don’t kill him every single day, his secrets will be better than your mysteries?”




Cain went white with rage.




“Yeah, I thought so,” Xander answered. “Only way to prove it, of course, is to let your brother live, but you haven’t got the guts.”




Cain reached for the branch, but Xander only looked at him out of his one good eye, stared at him. Cain blinked first and pressed his lips together, furious, then looked away.




“Okay, Matthew, where next?” Xander asked.




“Down the road,” the raven answered, indicating the direction with his beak.




They left the graveyard behind, Cain sitting on a tombstone, seething, and his younger brother, Abel, nervously twisting his hands. As soon as they were out of sight, Xander paused, broke the wax seal, and unrolled the scroll Cain had given him.




It was a painting of a woman, standing at the edge of a stream, one foot in the water, one on the ground. Her wings were rendered with attention to anatomical detail, every feather in place. Her hair was brown and fairly long, her eyes a light greyish-blue, she had a square jaw, and looked out of the portrait with an intense, searching gaze. She wore a lab coat with a badge with a picture of da Vinci’s Vitruvius Man. In her right hand, she held a graduated beaker filled with water. She poured the water over a human skull she held in her left hand.




“Major arcana,” Xander said, turning the page over and checking the back. “Temperance, the fourteenth trump. Some weird symbols, but nothing completely out of place. Not much of a mystery.”




But when he turned the page back over, the Tarot image was gone, and in its place was a computer illustration that could have been a PET scan of a human brain, a particle of pollen from a tropical plant, an exploding star, or a creatively colored cumulonimbus cloud. The levels of detail were astonishing. The closer he looked, the more lines, intersections, and junctions he could see. At the bottom of the image was a title, Map of the Internet.




Xander looked up at the raven, who perched on a crooked snag of a tree, and looked back down at the paper.




This time, it was a page from an orchestral score. He’d never taken a music class in his life, but he’d been around Giles long enough to pick up a certain sense of melody when looking at the arrangement of notes. He hummed the first line through several times until he hit on what sounded right. Then he hummed it again, listening to himself. Classical. Very popular, sometimes played at Christmas or in movies for the crowning moment of awesome. He had it! Beethoven’s Ode to Joy.




The fourth time he looked at it, it was an Audobon print of an ivory billed woodpecker.




“Okay, I give,” he admitted. “It’s a mystery. Do I have to figure it out right now?”




“Nah,” Matthew answered, clacking his beak. “Knowing the Boss, you get to take anything given to you with you when you leave here. Of course, there’s no saying it’ll work the same way in the waking world.”




“Figures.”




He checked his tool belt, and sure enough, the cabbage was still attached, held by a loop of leather.




“Does this look like a lemon that’ll hatch into a winged monkey which knows the password to start up a neural network that will take over the world so we can all build wooden boats and play Elf Realm?” he asked the raven.




The raven cocked its head. “Well, buddy, to me, it looks like a cabbage, but you never know. Could be the head of Genghis Khan just waiting for a chance to tell his best knock-knock joke.”




Shaking his head, Xander took up the path again, rolling up his mystery and tucking it into a different spot on his tool belt. The road was now more of a widely trodden path. The sky was gray, soft, and dismal with rain determined to wait until the least convenient moment to start. Past the two houses, there was one or two cottages, and then only a wilderness of rocky outcrops and pastures.




Passing one large pile with a suspiciously symmetrical shape, Xander saw someone sitting on a boulder by the side of the road. A woman, wearing a cloak over her head and shoulders. Her hands worked with practiced strength and grace on a tuft of wool, twisting it into a cord wrapped around a spinning drop spindle which hung from her right hand.




There was something in the set of her shoulders and the bend of her head as she worked that caught his heart like a barbed arrow and pulled painfully against his chest.




“Mom?” he whispered.




The woman looked up from her work as he stopped several feet from her. For a moment, just a span of two or three seconds, it was his mom, looking up at him with dark circles under her eyes, lines on her face engraved by years of drinking, smoking, and bitter fighting, and she was, as always, tired and impatient and greedy for whatever she could pry away from him.




Then, a smile, a real smile, changed her face, and it wasn’t his mother any longer, but a woman of similar years and hardship.




“No, Xander,” she answered, her voice soft and comforting. “Not exactly.”




She set aside her spinning, and in that moment, watching her hands, he saw Joyce Summers’ capable, pragmatic dexterity. Then, as she raised her face to his again, it was the arc and set of jaw and chin he knew from Jenny Calendar. In each small gesture was another woman, from his twelve year old babysitter Jeanne to the cafeteria woman in middle school who made sure he always had at least a sandwich when his parents “forgot” to give him lunch money to Dr. Aimes who gripped his head like a football against her enormous breasts while she packed a new filling.




“My name is Eve,” the woman said. 




“And you know my name,” he said.




“Of course,” she smiled, and now his Nanna looked at him, gauging just how many cookies a four year old terror could hide in his t-shirt. “I may be a few generations removed from your grandmother, but you’re mine. I know all my children’s children. Will you sit and visit?”




He took a seat at her feet, and she studied him for a long moment. The love in her face was warm and illuminating as firelight.




“Thank you, Xander, for taking such good care of your brothers and sisters,” she said. “You make the world a better place. I’m afraid that, as much as you care, there won’t be much rest for you, but never think what you do doesn’t matter.”




The pain in his chest broke open, and he had to turn his face away and swallow to keep control over his expression.




“And you’re not alone,” she told him, reaching out to stroke his hair. “You have brothers and cousins and uncles and, yes, even fathers out there. I’m sorry your mother and father failed you so badly.”




“Yeah, well, what’re you going to do?” he asked, softly. 




“Forgive them,” Eve said, answering his question. “When you can. Be the man your father wasn’t and couldn’t be.




He gave a harsh laugh. “So a good man is the opposite of my dad. Sucks to be him.”




“He destroyed your love for him,” Eve said. “It’s no more than he deserves. God protect us from getting what we deserve.”




She turned her face away as he looked up, and he saw several tears slide down her cheek.




“We try,” she whispered. “And we fail. You’ve met my two oldest boys. They deserved better than a mother who didn’t even know what a baby was until she had one.”




“That wasn’t exactly your fault,” Xander pointed out.




“Does it matter?” she asked in return.




“Yeah,” he said. “It does.”




She managed a trembling smile, then reached out with a hand to smooth his hair back and cup his face.




“You’re a good boy, Xander,” she told him, and gave him a kiss on the forehead. “And I love you very much.”




A memory so old, he’d forgotten it existed, unfolded in his head—of waking, frightened by the wind and coyotes howling, and his mother checking on him. Outside his bedroom door, the television growled over a sports game while his father yelled at one of the teams. Inside, by the yellow light of a nightlight, his mother picked him up, wrapped him in his blanket, and sat in the rocking chair beside his bed. She smelled like beer and hamburgers, and her earrings jangled while she rocked him, patting and stroking his back, and humming a song. In her arms, the coyotes and the wind faded away, and he was warm and safe and loved.




She had loved him, if only for a few years.




He took Eve’s hands in his and kissed her on the cheek.




“I love you too, Mom.”




With a smile, she let his hands go.




“You should be going,” she said. “It’s still a long walk.”




And it was. Even knowing he was dreaming, knowing he was on his way to meet…someone important…it was difficult keeping track of things. The landscape changed, and he changed with it.




For a while, they trekked through Monument Valley, Xander on a horse that spoke with John Wayne’s voice and told a story about a solitary priest on a distant mountain who fell in love with a vixen which hunted in the mountain’s shadow for the ghost of her father’s killer.




Then, he walked along a treeless ridge, wearing heavy sandals and carrying a staff made of teak, carved with twining vines and set with tiny rubies, like berries. The vines and rubies changed patterns every time he looked back at the staff.




Then, he was carefully hopping from foot to foot in one-sixth Earth gravity on the surface of the Moon. The pressure suit he wore was bulky and awkward, and he could hear every inhalation and exhalation he made. Static on the radio told him he was completely alone, except for Matthew, who flew overhead, never mind the vacuum of space.




Then, he wore a black, tailored suit, sunglasses, and an earpiece, and he slipped through the winding corridors of some underground complex, his gun ready with a round chambered, the safety off.




He swung on strands of spider silk through the concrete canyons of Manhattan.




He swam through endless coves of azure water, filled with coral and darting shoals of fish.




He lumbered through the savanna and scratched at his ear with his long trunk.




He ran barefoot and bloodied through Arcadian forests.




He strained to pull himself foot by foot up a cliff of crumbling mica.




He jumped from giant marshmallow to giant mushroom under the shadow of towering broccoli. 




And every now and then, a feather’s breath of air touched his face, warning him that he wasn’t far from waking.




“For crying out loud,” he declared, taking the weight off his shaking arms by simply lying down on the uncomfortably hot ground, “are we there yet?”




“Yeah,” Matthew answered, clacking his beak. “It’s right up there.”




And it was. He was laying on a dusty, now cool, path at the foot of a spire of rock, topped with a castle of fantastic proportions.




“That,” he said, still breathing hard, “is supposed to have some crystal balls and a dragon sitting on top of it and a place to hide your stash, or it’ll never sell at Spencer’s.”




Matthew made a sound that could have been a snort of laughter.




“Jesus, don’t let the boss hear that one.”




“Touchy guy?” Xander asked, getting to his feet and leaning on his knees.




“Proud. And still trying to figure things out. Just…mind your manners.”




Before he could tell Matthew that two weeks in the constant presence of Mary Poppins had made it all but impossible for him not to mind his manners, another voice spoke.




“Excellent advice, young raven, to give a one-eyed adventurer,” said a gravelly old woman’s voice.




“Might be a little late, considering the one-eyed part,” said another voice, this one a puckish young woman. “Who’d you tick off, handsome?”




“Now, dears,” a motherly woman admonished, “he’s already had a long day. Let’s not be inconsiderate.”




“Squark!” Matthew protested, flapping his wings wildly, trying to hover near Xander.




He turned. Behind him stood three women—one as young as Dawn, the second as old as Jenny, and the third, older than Debbie Sue by at least two centuries. The youngest held a skein of thread rolled into a ball, the middle woman kept a length of the thread taut under the thumbs and fingers of both hands, and the oldest held a pair of scissor, ready to cut the thread. His skin went cold.




“Matthew?”




“Uh…they’re not on the official tour,” the raven answered, as spooked as he was.




The oldest woman cackled. “Do we need the Dream King’s permission to appear when dear Alexander has already chosen to learn truth?”




The raven clacked mutely.




“We’re not here to frighten the bird,” the middle-aged woman told her elder. 




“Nope,” the youngest agreed, eyeing Xander. “Just the hottie.”




She wore a tight fitting, very short black dress with long sleeves, and her blond hair styled into something halfway between corporate and fashion rebel. Her hose had a seam running down the back of her legs, and her heels were high enough to look uncomfortable. And sexy. Very, very sexy.




“So, Xan” she said, picking up his tie—which he hadn’t known he’d been wearing—and pulling him towards her, “we don’t do this very often, but you’re kind of a special deal, and this is kind of a special time.”




Her voice purred at him, and while he watched, she licked her lips, and then bit the bottom one.




The words “all at once or one at a time” rose in his throat, and he shut his mouth on them as fast as he could. There were rules for these things.




“I see he’s learned some restraint,” the middle-aged woman said, approving. She wore a shapeless sort of dress, the kind of comfortable, unnoticeable, non-fashion thing a woman long past caring what men thought might slip into on a lazy day. “Three questions, three answers, Xander. That is our gift to you. Few mortals ever cross our path and know it. Fewer still profit from it.”




“He’ll waste them,” the old woman muttered. “Alexander doesn’t plan ahead.”




He bit down on an answer to that one.




“Oh, I think he’s learning,” the youngest said, tugging a little on his tie in an attempt to bring him closer.




“What do I need to know?” he asked.




Her eyes lit up. “Ooooh, that’s a good one, Xan. A little generic, a little unfocused, but still a great opening strategy.”




“You need to know,” she continued, “the strong from the weak, the ties that bind you both good and bad, and that no one is an island. Ask not for whom the belles troll, Watcher!”




“Great,” he muttered, and gently disengaged Clotho from his clothes. “Very not specific at all. Thanks.”




“No prob, stud.” Clotho winked at him.




“Xander,” the middle-aged woman said, picking up the thread of the answer, “learn the geography and history of this Hellmouth, brush up on your first aid skills, and sit down and read everything you can about botany.”




He stared at Lachesis, baffled. “That was actually…very strangely specific.”




“Alexander!” Atropos demanded, a hard glint in her eye. “Listen, boy. The world will change no matter what you do. Lives will end, and new ones will begin. You and Chataigne are a fulcrum. Use that as your leverage.”




He didn’t have a reply. Instead, he cleared his throat.




“What do I need to do?” he asked.




“For heaven’s sake,” Clotho snapped, “listen to Dawn.”




“Don’t turn away from those you hate,” Lachesis said. “They may not be who you think.”




“And don’t,” added Atropos, her expression softening, “try to force our hand. Leave a little room for us to do our work.”




“Who should I ask for help?” he asked, a little desperate.




“Guardian,” answered Clotho.




“The sane man in the asylum,” Lachesis said.




“Dawn, you silly boy,” Atropos told him.




And they were gone.




Xander stared at the empty air for a long moment. Wakefulness whispered in the eddies of the breeze.




“You ever get the feeling that something really bad is going to happen…soon?” he asked the raven.




“Oh, sure,” Matthew answered. “Used to happen to me all the time. Especially when I messed with that magic stuff. Bad idea.”




“Then what happened?”




“Oh, I died. Then I got this gig.”




“Good to know,” Xander managed. “Good to know.”




They climbed the steep path up to the castle gate, flanked and guarded by a dragon, a hippogriff, and a pegasus.




“Enter, Alexander Harris ,” the pegasus said, its muzzle white as milk and soft as silk velvet.




“You are welcome here, Watcher,” the dragon said, its scales like burnished metal.




“Fear nothing, Champion of Chataigne,” the hippogriff said, its mane as tumbled and tossed as a wild sea. “You are under our protection while you are here.”




“Thanks,” Xander said, unaccountably relieved.




Inside the gate, Matthew landed on a stone gargoyle holding a torch. Beside it stood a very tall, very lean, very scholarly man.




“Greetings, Mister Harris,” the man said, pushing his glasses further up his nose. “I am Lucien, the librarian. He has asked me to walk you to the throne room, where He will receive you.”




“Thank you,” Xander said again. “By the way, how do I address Him?”




Thank God for Mary Poppins, whose overheard drilling of manners into the thick skulls of four dozen adolescent girls, left him with an idea that getting the title right was half of making a good impression.




“He,” Lucien replied, “is Dream of the Endless. While He has always existed, He has recently taken a new incarnation and as such, is not yet known by any other title or name. ‘Sir’ will suffice.”




Xander nodded his understanding. Matthew followed them, banking left and right above them to use as much airspace as possible.




They went through a series of remarkable rooms, each time convincing Xander that Freud or Jung or, hell, Chuck Jones, had been on to something. Finally, they reached the throne room, and a matched pair of skeletal Brooklyn Dodgers with no heads opened the doors for them.




The throne room could have held the entire house, the glade, the tree, and all the grounds with room to spare. It stretched off into dim distances in every direction. Yet, in less than twenty steps, they had reached a bank of Victorian windows some thirty feet high and sixty feet wide, looking out over a sunset of blistering red and swooning violet, above a plain of winter sere grass and moving haystacks. Xander did a double-take and realized they were woolly mammoths.




“Sire?”




“Thank you, Lucien,” the thin figure next to him said. “That will be all.”




Dream of the Endless was only an inch or two taller than him, and much slimmer. He could have, in another universe, passed for a very young, albino David Bowie. Except for the eyes. His eyes were, Xander thought, completely black, and then looking closer, he saw that, no, far off, in each eye were the pinwheels of galaxies and glowing clouds of exploded stars. Dream wore a white robe worked in white figures, and around his neck hung a pendant, an exquisite emerald the size of a man’s palm.




“Alexander LaVelle Harris.” Dream of the Endless had a voice which was not dreamy at all, but exact and cutting. “You have, since you entered my realm this time, done an unkindness to my servant, Aloysius, done a kindness to my servant, Abel, received a gift each from Cain and Abel, spoken with the mother of all humanity, and asked three discerning questions of the Morae. Their appearance here, while not unprecedented, is highly unusual, made moreso by your rare ability to use their presence to your advantage.”




“Yeah, I…uh…I also got a cabbage. Something about winged monkeys? Sir.”




Dream nodded in confirmation but added nothing. It was a little challenging to concentrate on him, because he was accompanied by a swarm of…Xander squinted to make them out…tiny little unicorns with rainbow colored fairy wings, about the size of bumblebees. The swarm broke, swooped in two divisions, and rejoined, closer to him. One of the unicorns bumped into his face, kicking him with a tiny cloved hoof and snorting an impossibly tiny, delightful puff of air.




“You know,” he muttered, “I’m really beginning to believe that a grown man’s hell can be found in a fourth grade girl’s imagination.”




“There are many Hells, Xander Harris,” Dream said. “That is certainly one of them. However, that is not why I invited you here. As Chataigne’s champion, you are the only person with the authority to treat with me regarding her unique status.”




“Treat?” Xander asked, startled, then hastily added, “Sir?”




Another tiny unicorn bumped into him, this time on his chest. He brushed it away and tried to shoo the rest of them as well.




“A short while ago,” Dream of the Endless said, “a friend and servant of mine was killed. He was one of the places within the Dreaming which held a particularly important role.”




“He was…a place,” Xander repeated.




No, arc it a little higher, so it drops straight down.




He looked for the voice but couldn’t find it.




“Yes,” Dream answered. 




When Xander waved in front of his face, to keep the unicorns away, he was suddenly standing on the edge of a bare sandstone cliff, beside the Dream King. The land fell away, stark, lifeless, and without any beauty.




“These are his bones,” Dream said. 




There were, Xander could see even at this distance, the marks of river beds, dessicated trees, and vegetation which had long ago withered into dust. 




“I’m sorry,” Xander said. 




Three unicorns in a row charged him, hitting forehead, the side of his nose, and his eye patch.




Direct hit!




“Thank you,” Dream said, inclining his head. “While I must needs provide a similar place, as Fiddler’s Green has made it clear he has no interest in being resurrected, no simple or new dream will do. The dreamers already miss Fiddler’s Green, and his replacement must prove strong enough to bear their weight, transient as it is.”




“And what does this have to do with me and the dryad, sir?”




He backhanded a unicorn in flight and knocked it several feet away. It managed to stay in the air, but it bumbled around for several second. He heard an astonished gasp as soon as he made contact.




“Chataigne is the last of her kind,” Dream answered. “And she stands in one of the last soft places in your world. Indeed, the only reason she, her tree, the house, and the soft place remain is because of the proximity of what you call a Hellmouth. She has been many places in her lifetime, but when she weakened, the pull of the Hellmouth began to shift her.”




Dream pressed is index finger to his mouth in thought.




“What you have done, Mister Harris, in waking and regenerating Chataigne is remarkable, but it has also destablized the soft place, the Hellmouth, and her connection to the Dreaming.”




“What’s going to happen?” Xander asked.




“Without my action, the tree will overgrow its own strength and fall apart. As will the house. Chataigne will die.”




Xander’s blood went cold. He ignored the next two unicorns which hit him, one of which was tenacious enough to roll into his collar and stay, whinnying furiously.




Aw, that’s no fun.




“So…what…happens?”




“I would like to suggest an arrangement for everyone’s mutual benefit,” Dream told him. “If you allow, Chataigne, her tree, and the glade, which have been connected to my realm for nearly a thousand years, will become fully part of it. The vitality you have given her by bringing a cadre of vampire slayers into the house will make her strong enough to establish a new version of Fiddler’s Green.”




“Haven,” Xander corrected him. “That’s what the tree and the house are. Haven.”




Dream accepted this without surprise. “Haven. She will be, as Fiddler’s Green was before her, a place for those dreamers who find her, to rest, sport, and heal.”




“I still get to see her, right?”




“That was part of the original agreement between me and Frere Jacques. All her champions and those they choose might enter her glade and speak to her and gaze into the spring.”




A unicorn buzzed him, nearly parting his hair. He ignored it.




“Is that it?” he asked Dream. “Are you holding anything back? Is there any downside to this?”




“The downside, if you wish to call it that,” Dream answered, “is that as her connection with the Dreaming grows, her connection with the waking world will fade. You will be the last of her mortal guardians. However, she will never be lonely, and as a part of the Dreaming, she will be under my care, which is no small thing.”




“I’ll just bet it isn’t,” Xander managed. “Why don’t you ask her directly?”




“Chataigne is a dryad,” Dream answered. “Such things are beyond her ken. Does a houseplant care what pot it occupies, so long as it has sunlight, water, and what minerals it needs?”




Xander bristled at the comparison. Dream did not miss it.




“No offense was intended. Chataigne is different manner of creature from you, just as you are from me. Her understanding of her world is shaped by her nature, just as yours is. To her, the place she once occupied, the place she now occupies, and the place she could occupy are all the same.”




“She has to be okay with it,” Xander insisted.




The unicorns began buzzing around his head like the Battle of London. He batted ineffectually at them.




“As you wish. Speak with her on waking,” Dream answered. “I will await your answer.”




“How will I— Gah!” 




One of the unicorns had nearly made it up a nostril.




Yes!!!




“You are dreaming now,” Dream of the Endless said, without a smile or any indication he knew what was happening. “You will dream anon.”




“Okay, sure, but—”




The entire swarm began to pelt him, and he sat up, waving his arms.




“Would you What the hell is…”




“That,” Dawn said, grinning, “was incredibly awesome.”




He looked over at her. She was sitting with the dryad in her lap, holding a small box. Chataigne smiled and blinked, very happy to see him awake.




“I don’t know what you were dreaming,” Dawn added, “but you were sleeping so soundly I scored twenty-five points, and the dryad here got a full thousand for the nostril.”




He stared at them. It was a raisin box. He looked down. There were raisins on his shirt. He could feel one in his collar. He shook his head. Several fell out of his hair.




“Oh! And, I have the absolute best idea ever for making up for the fight and Lucy crying to the dryad—a fancy ball!”




He looked back up at her, horrified. The dryad glanced up at Dawn, not understanding.




“It’ll be incredible,” Dawn told her. “All the women dress up, and the men wear formal suits—white tie and tails—and there’s music and dancing. We could have it catered. Buffy’s been emailing me nonstop about how cool all the people in DC are. She says Ziva’s taken out more vampires in a week than she had in her first month of slaying. And Willow says the geeks there are completely top notch. She even knows one because he plays on the same server in Elf Realm. We should totally invite all of them. Make it a networking thing.”




The dryad turned her wide eyes on him and blinked beseechingly at him. Clearly, this was exactly the sort of thing she would love—the house filled with people, music, food, and sparkly lights? Dancing? 




Oh my God, dancing, Xander thought. 




“Aaaannndd, why do you have a cabbage on your belt?” Dawn asked, raising an eyebrow. “Traditionally speaking, shouldn’t it be an onion?”




He took a deep breath, steadying himself.




“Dawn, I…just want you to know that I have always loved you, and I will always love you, but now…I must kill you. Die!”




She shrieked and threw the box of raisins at him to gain a split second of time, and then he chased her all the way back to the stone hut, built two thousand and more years ago by another of Chataigne’s champions.





10. Dirty Deeds (Done Dirt Cheap)



It was night. Mike Rowe climbed out of a pit, holding a wooden stake in a shaky grip. He was covered in mud, cobwebs, and dirty snow.




“Hi,” he managed, getting to his feet and scraping some of the filth off him. “My name’s Mike Rowe, and this is my j—”




“Look out!” someone screamed.




A hurtling figure tackled him, knocking him down, and it was all he could do to hold the monster’s face—fangs bared—away from his throat.




“Use your stake!” a girl yelled, running towards him.




He tried desperately to poke the stake at the spot Xander had indicated but couldn’t get the leverage to push it through.




The girl flipped a somersault over the open grave, landing astride both Mike and the vampire and plunged a two foot long sharpened rake handle into the vampire’s back. It emerged just on the other side of the vampire’s sternum. For a half a second, the vampire scrabbled at Mike in fury and disappointment, and then exploded in a cloud of dust.




“Are you okay?” the girl asked. She couldn’t have been more than fifteen years old, with long red hair braided neatly and pinned up, her glasses reflecting the camera lights. She wore mittens and a parka with the hood up.




He spat out a mouthful of the most disgusting, most vile…well, okay, it ranked somewhere in the top ten…stuff that had ever gotten in his mouth.




“Job,” he finished.




The girl offered a hand, and when he took it, she pulled him to his feet with one well leveraged yank that left him a little dizzy.




Another man joined them, this one older than the girl by nearly ten years but with a definite grizzled air. The eye patch, worn leather jacket, crossbow, and tousled hair probably helped. As did his nonchalance towards the violence a moment ago.




“Lucy, you okay? That landing looked a little hard,” he said.




“I’m great!” she answered bravely, grinning.




“Uh huh,” he answered. “You limp, you answer to Popstar.”




The girl squeaked.




“Mike?” the man asked. “How are you?”




“Well,” Mike began, considering. “I’m still alive. I am still alive, right? I wasn’t turned into an undead creature of the night, was I?”




“Totally still alive,” Xander agreed.




“Then what I really need to do is finish the intro take,” he answered. 




“We’re kind of out of vampires for the night,” Xander said. “We could try to scare up a demon, but the ones out this early are going to be pretty harmless.”




“Barsky!” Mike called.




“Yeah,” a voice answered, out of frame.




“Can you just do a little editing on this?”




“Yeah, but you better believe that you being saved by a kid’s going in B roll footage.”




Mike sighed, scrubbed his face, leaving a long streak of grave dust on it, and braced himself. With a small gesture, he indicated the cameras, and Lucy stood next to him, brandishing her stake, and Xander crossed his arms and took a wide stance, lined up with him like they’d been doing it all their lives.




“Tonight,” Mike continued, “I’m working with the Vampire Slayers of Cleveland, Ohio. We’re talking ravening hordes of the undead, a sentient house in need of modifications and remodeling, and a school that includes a professor once on the staff of the British Museum, a mad scientist with a penchant for bad opera, a mythical nanny, and nearly forty girls between the ages of nine and twenty-three who were called as the Chosen Ones, gifted with abilities to fight the powers of darkness.”




“And Xander,” Lucy added.




“And Xander,” Mike repeated, nodding his head. “Who seems to be the only human capable of understanding all the bizarre stuff going on around us and he’s in charge of putting together a formal winter ball.”




“Kill me now,” Xander said.




“That sounds familiar,” Mike answered.




Early that same day…



“It’s a cabbage,” Dawn said, staring at the item in the middle of the kitchen table.




“It’s not a cabbage,” Xander answered.






“Okay, it looks like a cabbage to me,” Dawn corrected herself. “And it smells like a cabbage, feels like a cabbage, and if I weren’t terrified of breaking off a piece, it would probably taste like a cabbage.”




Xander stood, leaning against the counter, opposite the whiteboard. It had been hastily rewritten to contain the week’s schedule, list of chores, individual whereabouts, and now a vote of what the item Xander had brought back from the Dreaming actually was. The categories were written in different colors: cabbage, lemon, winged monkey sock doll, egg, or thumb drive. Each person who came by wrote their name under the object they saw. So far, all the adults present in the household and most of the girls had written their names down under something. Lucy had written in tiny print, near the corner, “Genghis Khan’s head. U guys are freaking me out.”




So far, the cabbage was winning, but not by much.




“So, come Christmas Eve,” Xander said, studying the cabbage, “should I take a chance and put it in my stocking? And, if I do, should we make sure the coffee maker is plugged in?”




“I’d say yes,” Dawn answered, “but I don’t like Elf Realm. The last upgrade was way too bloated, and they don’t have enough servers.”




“There’s always the wooden boats,” Xander told her.




She deflated and stared at the cabbage for several silent seconds.




“Okay, what?” Xander asked.




“I don’t know what to do about school,” she admitted.




That got Xander’s sympathy. “Not that I blame you, but you really shouldn’t put it off much longer. Giles can pull strings at almost any European university, but the spring semester isn’t that far off.”




“I know. And if Giles can’t get me in, Willow will hack the system and put me on full scholarship. But…I don’t want to go. I like it here. Even if it’s the Hellmouth, it still has malls.”




“You know, most high school grads can’t wait to get out of the house.” Xander pointed out.




“Because they have curfews and chores they hate and living with their parents means they can’t have sex.”




“Uh…well…”




“And it’s not like I’m saying that I’d like to host a bacchanalia to end all bacchanalias, but if I had the urge to hook up, I actually have the privacy I’d need,” Dawn continued, clearly voicing well rehearsed thoughts. “And I don’t have to do chores I hate, because there are enough people to swap with, and I can always bribe or bully one of the Slayerettes. Plus, curfew is pretty much ‘don’t die out there’.”




“And they say people don’t appreciate what they’ve got,” Xander remarked. 




“Exactly!” Dawn agreed, pointing a finger at the sky while keeping her head on the table. “I don’t have to go to Oz to find out there’s no place like home. I live in frickin’ Oz, it’s home, and I like it!”




The house shifted a micrometer in discomfort at Dawn’s turmoil.




“It’s okay,” Xander assured it, patting the counter where he leaned. “She’s being dramatic. It’ll pass.”




Then he went to the refrigerator, pulled out a diet soda, turned to the pantry, and took out a Ho-Ho. He placed both of them on the table beside her.




“Calories and anti-calories,” he told her. “They cancel each other out.”




“You really do love me,” she said, piteously.




“Yep.” He took a seat beside her and opened the can of soda. “Thing is, Dawn, you do need to get out on your own for a while, figure out who you are when the rest of us aren’t around. I mean, aside from the whole prophesy of doom thing. It’ll be good for you. Character building.”




“What if my character is really sucky?” she asked, staring at the Ho-Ho.




“I’m finding that kind of difficult to believe,” he answered. 




She didn’t reply. Finally, he put his chin on the table, directly across from her face.




“Dawn, wherever you go, you know I’ve got your back, right?” he asked. “Anything you need, you’ve got it. No matter where you go, me and the rest of the Scoobs will always love you.”




She groaned. “Great, now I have to be all noble, because you believe in me. Thanks a lot!”




“Could be worse.” Xander pointed out. “You could have my to-do list staring down at you.”




“That is not my fa—”




He glared at her.




“Okay, it’s totally my fault,” she admitted.




“Yeah,” he agreed. “Thanks to the insanely brilliant idea of a formal winter ball that the dryad absolutely adores, along with the regular repairs, remodels, and expansions, along with riding herd on the Slayerettes for chores and training patrols, now I get to build a ballroom!”




“It’s going to be really cool,” Dawn offered in a strangled voice.




“In three weeks!” he yelled. “And apparently, the ballroom’s got to fit on top of Resident Evil Genius’s underground lake or the pipe organ won’t work. Plus, the dryad wants a solarium. Plus Buffy and Willow still aren’t back—”




“Hey, there are a lot more secret, take-over-the-world corporate conspiracies than even we thought,” Dawn pointed out.




“I have to wear a tux!” Xander yelled.




Dawn winced. “It’s not a tux. It’s white tie. And I tried to talk her into clubbing attire, but—”




“So, instead of looking like a waiter, I’m going to look like a penguin. You know what I need?”




“Another great conqueror’s severed head?” she asked, hopefully. “I mean, I might be able to pull that one off.”




“No, I need a guy who can handle a hammer, a crowd of girls going ‘EEEEEE’ an octave above what the human ear can perceive, Oz’s pack, Mary Poppins in a temper, and Phantom of the Frickin’ Basement and survive a training patrol, and deal with the house, the tree, and the dryad without running screaming into the night.”




As he finished, there was a tremulous groan from the wooden framing in all the walls around them, as if the house were taking a giant inhalation. The ground began to shiver beneath them, making the table vibrate and the head/cabbage/winged sock monkey/thumb drive fall over on its side.




Dawn and Xander exchanged a look of solid “oh, shit, what now,” as the vibrational frequency decreased, but the amplitude increased to the point their sternums were shaking.




Then, just as abruptly, it stopped.




They both let their breath out.




“That’s new,” Dawn remarked. 




“Yeah,” Xander agreed, scanning the walls and ceiling with a worried look. “I should probably head down to the glade, see if—”




The door to the kitchen garden opened, and several men strolled through, talking animatedly about framing shots, camera placement, and whether the spare helmet cam could stand another kick. All of them were in jeans and t-shirts that had seen many, many battles. One guy wore a baseball cap and stood head and shoulders above the man beside him. The three others all carried various sound and video equipment. They stopped and looked around puzzled.




“Okay,” the tall man said, baffled. “This is definitely not the fecal sorting room.”




“Oh. My. Gosh,” Dawn said, eyes wide. “The house just gave you what you asked for.”




“Huh?” Xander said.




“Huh?” Each member of the group opposite them said.




“That,” Dawn said, pointing with her entire arm, “is Mike Rowe.”




Xander looked at her blankly.




“The host of Dirty Jobs?” she added.




“Where am I?” Mike asked.




“Uh…is that a head on their table?” one of the camera men asked, sounding panicked.




“What are you talking about,” the shorter man said. “It’s a cabbage. Are you feeling okay?”




Xander still looked blank.




“The guy.” Dawn gestured with her hands. “Does all the incredibly gross stuff like turkey insemination, scrubbing down sewage shafts, chiseling barnacles off buoys, made a snake barf…he got cow poop in his mouth?”




“Thanks for the reminder,” Mike said. “Seriously, where are we?”




“Oh!” Xander made the connection. “That guy! Hey!”




Then he stopped, looked at Mike, Barsky, and their crew, and then slowly turned to look over his shoulder in the direction of the library.




“Chataigne,” he called. “What did you just do?”




“Who is he talking to?” Mike asked Dawn.




“The house,” Dawn told him. “Don’t worry. We’ll get it all figured out and get you back where you belong. In the meantime, you could help out and get a segment. ”




“That’s not a cabbage,” the sound guy said, pointing at the object on the table. “It’s a sock monkey with wings, and it’s wearing a little jacket and hat.”






There was five minutes of complete chaos punctuated with panic, as the crew from Dirty Jobs went in and out the door, trying to find the parking lot in Stockton, California they’d just left.




Xander finally convinced the crew to check their phones’ GPS. Barsky, the producer, was given a paper bag to breathe into, and all three coffee makers and the espresso machine were pressed into work. Meanwhile, Dawn marked down everyone’s vote for The Thing On The Table.




“Does the head look like anyone in particular?” she asked the camera man.




“Uh…I don’t know, Mongolian? What, Genghis Khan? Is there a quiz?”




“It’s okay, man,” Mike told him, patting him on the shoulder.




“It keeps looking at me, Mike!” he insisted.




Mary Poppins saved them with a timely pastry intervention.




She brought in platters of crumpets, scones, donuts, cookies, and biscuits and distributed them among the men. Then she began serving coffee, automatically mixing each to the person’s taste.




“The house informed me we had guests, Mister Harris,” she explained. “From her…unwillingness to provide details, I thought there might be some disruption involved.”




“That’s—” Mike started.




“Miss Poppins?” the camera man asked plaintively.




“It’s quite all right, Troy,” she said, dropping a tea cozy over The Thing On The Table. “It can’t see you anymore.”




“Oh, thank you,” he whimpered.




Mary Poppins left them without a backward glance.




“Okay,” Mike said, holding on to his cup of coffee and a scone, “let me get this straight. We were just in Stockton, but now we’re in Cleveland. And that was…Mary Poppins”




“Right,” Xander confirmed.




“And, this house doesn’t show up on any map or satellite photo. But the GPS can at least confirm Cleveland.”




“Yup.”




“And the house brought us here?” Mike stressed.




“Kind of,” Xander hedged. “Really, the house is the externalization of a six thousand year old European chestnut tree and dryad who live in a pocket universe tied into the Dreaming, the Jungian archetypal land of dreams. I’m the human champion of the dryad. Because the house exists on the edges of a soft place, where boundaries of time and space can get a little blurry, and near a Hellmouth, there are some weird effects. This is the first time the house has ever ported a person from a distant geographical location, though.”




“No kidding,” Mike said in a very mild “I haven’t gone insane at all” tone of voice.




“Nope.”




“Okay,” Dawn said, looking up from her laptop. “I’ve checked flights to Stockton through Cleveland, Pittsburg, Detroit, Chicago, Indianapolis and Philadelphia, and everything is booked for the next two days.”




Barsky whimpered something about schedules, per diems, and budgets.




“You could charter a flight,” Dawn suggested.




Barsky wept, clutching his paper bag.




“I’ll make some calls,” Mike said.






“There’s only one way this will work,” Mike said, leaning against the table and ignoring the tea cozy covered item in the center. “We make it an April Fool’s Day show. It’ll be better than the pasta harvest.”




“Works for me,” Xander said. “And I could really use the help.”




“Yeah,” Mike started, taking off his cap and rubbing the back of his head, “about that. I usually end up slowing people down, learning the ropes and everything. Makes for great comedy, not so much efficiency.”




“Can you handle a hammer?” Xander asked.




“That’s a definite yes.”




“We’ll start there. Dawn?”




“I know,” she said. “Keep working on flights for them, and get my college apps sorted.”




“That’s my girl,” Xander said, smiling.




“Hey, Mike,” Dawn called.




“Yeah?” he asked.




She gave him a sly smile. “You know, I’m a dirty girl.”




He nodded in response. “And I owe you a drink.”




Xander stopped, looked at Dawn, blinked several times, glanced at Mike, decided not to ask, and led the crew to the door into the great hall.




He pulled the door open but paused, mid-step, in the doorway. Mike, Barsky, and the rest of the crew piled up behind him, like cars on an entry ramp.




“Wha—” Mike began.




Xander held up a hand and then pointed to the floor.




“Do you feel that?” he asked.




The floor had started to vibrate like a drum, and in the space of only a second or two, the vibrations grew until they became a scrambling thunder. Then, it was overwhelmed by a cacophony of delighted, enthusiastic barks, growls, and yips.




“Coming through!” someone yelled from the entryway.




Oz, bristling all over with red hair, sprinted past them just before he went to all fours, changing seamlessly into a red wolf. His claws scraped the stone floor as he clawed for traction, and he launched himself towards the recently added ten foot tall oak doors, letting out to the backyard. Literally at his tail were more than a dozen dogs of every size, shape, color, and breed.




The house opened the doors for them, and they leapt into the backyard.




“Uh…” Mike started again.




“Hang on,” Xander said, putting a hand out to stop him from stepping into the hall.




One tiny, fluffy dog with ears that stood up and facial markings of a butterfly dashed at its own top speed several yards behind the others, losing ground while it barked furiously at being left behind. As soon as it was out, the house pulled the doors closed with a bass clunk.




“Okay,” Xander said, checking both ways, “it should be safe now.”




“Should I ask?” Mike asked.




“Probably not,” Xander answered.




“I mean, he did…with the hair? And…snout?” Mike gestured helplessly for a moment, then gave up.




He stared at Xander for a moment.




“A Papillon?” he demanded.




“Oz is more about heart than size,” Xander said, shrugging.




They made it across the great hall and almost to the stairs before another stampede began, this time from upstairs. Xander immediately pushed everyone in the Dirty Jobs crew back out of harm’s way.




“They won’t try to hurt you,” he told them, “but sometimes they get a little…enthusiastic.”




As the thunder of sound built, squeals and high pitched shrieks joined in. In a second, the stampede was visible—the Slayerettes released from their day’s schooling to do afternoon chores and then indulge in whatever activities delighted them.




“Keep still,” Xander warned. “Don’t draw attention to yourselves.”




All the men froze.




The girls poured like a river of carbonated chaos down the stairs. Some of them just jumped the stairs, landing as neatly as cats. A few swung over the banister and dropped down, eliciting a grumpy creak from the house at being treated so cavalierly. Most of them ran down the stairs like a herd of antelope released after heavy caffeination. 




“Hey, where—” Xander tried, but the first gaggle of girls sprinted past him.




“Where’s—” he tried again, to no avail. “Has anyone se—”




But the flood of Slayers had passed, and only two girls at the very end of the migration were coming down the stairs, inspecting two test papers with disbelieving, troubled expressions. When they reached the bottom, Xander stopped them.




“Have you seen Popstar?” he asked, using the girls’ nickname for Mary Poppins. “There’s no way she would have let you go tearing out of here like that. She had actually made some progress.”




“Popstar?” Arizay asked vaguely, frowning at her paper. “She had to leave before class was over. Which is weird, because she says she has to chaperone us any time we have class with Giles.”




“Ms. Calendar came in,” Lucy said, her attention likewise on her paper. It was apparently a history test, and they were both looking at the last page, the essay question. Both the girls’ answers had been heavily redacted in red. “Which is also weird, since she’s the one Giles is supposed to be dishonoring.”




“Dishonoring?” Mike asked, baffled.




“They’re having sex,” Lucy explained, looking up for the first time. 




“Knocking boots,” Arizay added. “Making the beast with two ba—”




“Whoa!” Xander yelled.




Both girls jumped the tiniest bit, which sent Xander’s suspicions into the stratosphere. They were guilty. Of something. He’d better find out what.




“Wait,” Lucy said, not brightening but curious, “aren’t you Mike Rowe, the guy who got run over by a rat in the San Francisco sewers?”




“I am,” Mike agreed.




“Hold on a second,” Xander interrupted. “What is going on?”




He pointed a finger first at Lucy, then at Arizay. Lucy, a full foot shorter than Xander, with long, red hair, glasses so old fashioned they were spectacles, and pale skin that flushed bright pink, went wide eyed. Arizay paled. Xander braced himself. Whatever they’d done, it was bad.




“Should we tell him?” Lucy asked Arizay in a whisper.




“Giles thinks we’re crazy,” Arizay said. “Xander’s probably the only one who’ll believe us.”




Lucy sighed. “You’re right.” 




She took a deep breath, looked Xander straight in the eye, and said, “Xander, Arizay and I may have…I think we messed up the space/time continuum.”






So Xander was back to the kitchen, this time with Lucy and Arizay sitting across from him, and Mike looking on with interest. The rest of the crew had started scrounging more food. Barsky was brewing tea.




“Does this sort of thing happen a lot with you?” Mike asked in a soft voice.




“Way, way too often,” Xander answered, then turned back to the girls. “Spit it out.”




“Okay,” Lucy answered, shifting uncomfortably and clearing her throat. “You remember how me and Arizay had that little adventure last month?”




“The one where you two disappeared for two hours from the graveyard, scaring the dickens out of the house and everyone in it, only to come back wearing antique clothes, infested with lice, looking like you’d been in three consecutive bar fights, and refusing to tell anyone what happened?” Xander asked. “That little adventure?”




“Hey,” Arizay protested, “if you had to deal with what we had to deal with, and you got told to keep your mouth closed by the same lady who told us to keep our mouths closed, you’d understand.”




“And whatever you were doing, you somehow managed to screw with the space/time continuum,” Xander said. “And what have I told you about messing with the space/time continuum and other underpinnings of the universe?”




“It’s a bad idea,” Lucy answered, “and we’ll be grounded for the rest of our lives.”




“And you’ll totally confiscate all our Ho-Hos,” Arizay grumbled.




“And?!” he demanded.




“And we could destroy life, the universe, and everything as we know it,” the two girls mumbled in unison.




“But we didn’t,” Lucy said under her breath.




“So, what did you do?” Xander asked.




“Well, um…” Lucy hesitated, “we’re not really sure, except, what we thought was the answer to the essay question on the last history test isn’t, and now we don’t know what to do.”




“So what’s the question?” Xander asked.




Arizay lifted the pages of her test until she got to the last one and read out loud. “Describe the consequences of President Lincoln’s death for Reconstruction, civil rights, and the economic plight of the South.”




“And?” Xander prodded.




Lucy and Arizay swapped a look.




“When did President Lincoln die?” Lucy asked. 




“And how?” Arizay added.




“What do you mean?” Xander asked. “Every kid knows that. He died two months after his third inauguration, dropped dead of an aortic dissection in the middle of addressing Congress.”




Arizay and Lucy swapped another look.




“Not shot by an actor while watching a play at Ford’s theater just after the end of the Civil War?” Arizay asked.




“Are you kidding me?” Xander asked, baffled.




“Hey!” Barsky called, holding a cup of tea and saucer in a delicate grip. “I remember something about that. It was a really popular actor, and he almost pulled it off, but a musician—a free black man—had followed him and threw him off the balcony when he saw the gun.”




“Wasn’t that the January Fellowship?” Mike asked, turning halfway around.




“Oh, right,” Xander agreed. “Jump started the whole Secret Service. So?”




Lucy and Arizay stared at him with terror in their eyes for a long moment. Then they simultaneously grabbed their tests and bolted.




“Nothing! Nothing at all!” Lucy called. “No problem whatsoever! Everything’s fine!”




“Tackling chores!” Arizay yelled, pushing Lucy out the kitchen door. “See you later!”




Xander watched them go, very aware there was something odd about those two.




“They do that a lot?” Mike asked, sipping his cup of tea.




“Not usually so intensely,” Xander admitted. “Still…we should get down to the grove and introduce you.”






They made it all the way down to the grove before another event knocked Xander off center. Everyone from the Dirty Jobs crew stared around, charmed, amazed, and enraptured—taping everything—until they reached the tree and certain sounds reached them. They were certain sounds generated by a man and a woman in the midst of a particular activity of which Mary Poppins would definitely have disapproved. Xander recognized the two voices without a problem and noted that Mary Poppins’ disapproval had done nothing to slow them down.




“Giles!” he screamed. “We! Have! Company!”




The noises stopped abruptly.




The dryad dropped down from one of the lower branches, and stared up at him, concerned with the level of hysteria in his voice.




“There’s a kid here?” Mike demanded. “With that going on?”




Chataigne turned to Mike and grinned widely, but stayed at Xander’s side, holding onto his jeans leg.




“She’s not a kid,” Xander explained, feeling a headache announce itself. “She’s the dryad, and…awkward as this is, it probably doesn’t even register for her except as some sort of zoological display.”




“Seriously?” Mike asked, perturbed.




“Seriously,” Xander confirmed. “She’s part tree. Do you get all hot and bothered when the you see a bee pollinating a flower?”




“Uh…”




“Same concept for her, except without pistils and stamens,” Xander explained. “Anyways, Chataigne, this is Mike Rowe. He explores the country looking for people who aren’t afraid to get dirty. You know, the hard working men and women doing the kind of jobs that make civilized life possible for the rest of us. But, you already know that, because you brought him here, didn’t you?”




The dryad scrunched her shoulders up and twisted back and forth, looking a little embarrassed and a little shy. Then she looked up at Xander again.




“Do I like him?” Xander asked. “He’s not a present, Chataigne. He’s a person, and so is his crew. And he needs to go home.”




She tucked her chin a little and stared up at him with big, wide Bambi eyes.




“No, he can’t stay!” Xander answered, gesturing. “That’s out of the question! And you don’t get to go grabbing people from other places again, either.”




She tilted her head a little bit, tugged on his jeans, and looked up at him through her lashes.




Xander gritted his teeth. “I’ll ask him, but I’m telling you now, the answer is no.”




Then he turned to Mike. “Chataigne has invited you to stay for as long as you like. She thinks I could use the help with all the construction. Plus, she wants more…pollination going on. She thinks like a gardener.”




The dryad turned curious eyes on Mike and the rest of the crew, several of whom looked distinctly panicked. She looked like she might be checking them for pollen load.




“Mmmmmmm, tempting,” Mike said in a very hearty, terrified voice. “But, no. So sorry, Miss Chataigne, but I’ve got to get back and…uh, water the spatulas.”




“I’ve got to…uh…shingle the fish,” Barsky managed.




“Porpoises,” the sound guy croaked. “I need to rewire the porpoises.”




The camera guy had to reassemble the driveway and color the lawn. The backup tech had to finish his report on poodle trimming by Monday.




The dryad looked disappointed, but still in the game, like a horticulturist presented with a particularly stubborn orchid. She tugged on Xander’s leg once more.




Xander briefly closed his eye and sighed. “In that case, she’d like to invite you to the formal winter ball we’ll be throwing on Winter Solstice. White tie, buffet, Christmas tree, some sort of intervention involving winged monkeys, gift exchange. Erik’s promised a clockwork orchestra for the dancing. Oh, and all the Slayerettes under 18 have to be upstairs and in bed by midnight.”




The crew glanced at each other and slowly began nodding their heads.




“Yeah,” Mike said, speaking for them, “I think we can manage that.”




“That would be lovely,” Giles said, coming around the great curve of the tree, Jenny’s arm tucked in his.




Jenny sparkled. Giles’ hair was pointy with sweat, and his tie was a bit askew, but other than that, no one would have guessed there’d been anything but a jaunty stroll through the glade prior to the crew’s arrival.




The dryad tugged on Xander’s leg again, and he squatted down to confer with her. He frowned a bit.




“She’s got other friends she wants to invite to the ball,” he said. “But not…tall?…like us?”




“A type of demon?” Giles asked, curious. Jenny surreptitiously handed him his glasses. 




Xander listened to her a bit longer. “No, they don’t get involved with demons. And they’re not fairies, not exactly. They’re really small…blue…most of them are male, and one of them is a female. They really like food and dancing.”




“She wants to invite the Smurfs?” Mike asked.




“I don’t know,” Xander said, giving up with a shrug. “I guess.”




“Oh, it’s probably some pre-Christian mythical creature she met during her days in France or Germany,” Giles said. 




“The more the merrier,” Jenny added.




“Hey, have you two seen Mary Poppins?”




“That’s exactly who we were trying to avoid in coming down to the glade,” Giles said, raising his eyebrows. “Considering how little time passes whilst one is here, you must have entered right on our heels. So to speak.”




Xander looked down at Chataigne. “After this winter ball thing,” he said. “I get to take a vacation.”




She grinned at him.




“And I still have to figure out what to tell the Dream King,” he muttered, scrubbing at the back of his head.




“You could invite him to the ball,” Jenny suggested.






Getting to the actual construction of the ballroom would have been a relief, if not for the complications they ran into.




“Has anyone seen Erik?” Xander asked the Slayerettes.




They all shook their heads, looking innocent. It wasn’t that they disliked the resident basement ghost and evil genius. In fact, many of the girls, Arizay especially, loved to sneak into the first level of the basement and fiddle with the traps, capture lines, and warning systems, driving Erik de Bocherville, erstwhile Phantom of the Opera, to a type of paranoid distraction that was almost pitiable. As Mary Poppins, Xander, and Buffy had insisted that none of his traps be deadly, he contained himself to Rube Goldberg devices more likely to humiliate a girl caught in them than harm her. The steady escalation of hostilities had been going on for more than two months now.




None of them, however, would be moved to do the man a favor of any sort, especially since he’d become their music instructor. Even Giles admitted that the man was a pencil-necked martinet in the classroom, but that the girls were definitely benefiting from his instruction.




“How about Popstar?” he asked.




“She said something about taking care of the guests and then having a word with The Brain,” Faith said, leaning against a credenza. She was particularly unimpressed by their underground evil genius.




That would explain why no one had seen either in some time. The words Mary Poppins might have with Erik de Bocherville started with strained, imperious civility and had ended with the kind of cold-blooded guarantee of retribution that would make a KGB agent flinch. Mary Poppins did not approve of Monsieur de Bocherville, and he was happy to return the favor.




It made things awkward, because Xander needed almost constant access to the man while he laid out the ballroom, so that the infrastructure would meet the demanding tolerances of the fountain, the chandelier, and the promised clockwork orchestra schematics.




“Well, let’s get done what we can,” he told the others. “We’ve got about—” he checked the shadows through the nearest window, “three hours before sunset, and then we take the second group of Slayerettes on patrol.”






The house, filled with girls, drama, giggling, television shows, Wii competitions, werewolf races, history classes, and the ins and outs of several adult lives, had blossomed into full health. All the rooms were full sized, and many had been expanded on. More than that, the house had started moving parts of itself around, like a sleeper getting comfortable. 




The front wing had been moved to the library side of the building, bringing the classrooms closer to the girls’ dormitory. The foyer had been left in front of the great hall and kitchen, so now if anyone came to the front door, it was only a walk of a few yards to answer. Occasionally, the house overlapped itself, drawing on impossible dimensions to fit the game room into space that was also occupied by the computer lab. No one was comfortable going in the rooms at those times, and they usually resolved themselves with an earsplitting bang! when the house managed to pull them apart and place them properly.




The kitchen had expanded twice, a backstairs had grown off of the living room, above the great hall. The large spiral stairs at the back of the house now stood more than four stories tall and housed the garret Mary Poppins required. The gallery behind the hall’s dais had an unimpeded view of the grounds, even though the dorms, classes, guest rooms, and game room occupied three stories above it, jutting out twenty feet beyond the windows.




Xander still hadn’t figured out where she’d put all the bathrooms. Each bedroom had one and a closet or a wardrobe. The doors were definitely part of the regular floorplan’s space/time continuum, but the bathrooms existed somewhere else without impinging on any other space within the house. Worse, the different windows’ views changed scenes like the weather. 




Underground was more confusing. Even Erik had gotten lost a couple of times. Xander still hadn’t found the attics Chataigne occasionally complained about.




The ballroom, though, was at least straight forward. It was being built into the back of the house, short side against the great hall, stealing most of its view of the backyard. The house had already caused the lawn, bushes, and trees to retreat a full eighty feet and produced and impressive amount of bedrock for the foundation. When Xander led the crew inside and flipped on the rough lights he’d installed, they gaped.




“Okay,” Xander said, pointing to several black pits in the floor, “if it’s taped in red, it belongs to Erik, and you really, really shouldn’t touch it. If it’s taped in yellow, it’s infrastructure—electricity and plumbing, mostly.”




“Wow,” Mike said, looking above him. “You did the framing by yourself?”




“The first two full frames and connecting timbers,” Xander said, gazing up as well. “Usually what happens is I start the pattern, and given a quiet night and enough supplies, the house grows the rest. I usually start the next layer before she finishes the previous, so she knows what’s coming.”




He pointed at different sections.




“I’ve got a good enough start on the stonework outside for her to finish that up in the next week. Where it’s already finished, we need to place the windows and doors. She really prefers the old style lathe and plaster to drywall. I thought I’d do wainscoting up to the chair rail, and if I’ve got time, wallpaper above. If not, paint.”




Xander, Mike, Barsky, and the backup tech put on tool belts and began working on the first thing at hand—a bank of casement windows. The camera man and sound man shot quite a bit, with Barsky stepping in and out either to help the two technicians or Xander and Mike.




“Hey, Xander,” Mike said, looking down. “What are these really small footprints?”




Xander glanced at the nickel-sized imprinted in the dust. “Dozers, I think. Can’t keep them out of here, and I have to redo half the stuff they put up. They’ve got a serious problem with scale. They’re only three inches tall, so it’s hard to blame them.”




“Right,” Mike agreed, then shook his head vigorously.




It was during one of the more boring parts, nailing lathe to the wall studs, that Barsky wandered off with one of the cameras. Neither Xander nor Mike noticed his absence until he screamed shrilly. When they both looked up, then ran over, Barsky was backpedaling on hands and heels until he was at least ten feet from one of the red-taped holes.




“What happened?” Xander asked, not getting too close to the hole, just in case.




“I was just getting some B…B roll,” Barsky panted, shaking all over. “Thought I’d get a look down the pit there—”




“Barsky,” Mike said, rubbing his brow. “You heard what Xander said. After everything you’ve seen today, you didn’t believe him when he said stay away?”




“Uh…well…I…uh…” Barsky managed.




“What happened?” Xander asked again, peering cautiously over the edge.




“Um…it was a tentacle,” Barsky said.




“A tentacle?” Mike demanded.




“A clockwork tentacle,” he added. “It took the camera and poked me in the nose.”




“It took the camera?!” Mike yelled. 




“It’s okay,” Xander said, waving at them. “Let me see if I can get it back before we get all blamey.”




They looked at each other. Everyone else in the crew backed up another five yards from the hole.




Xander edged up to it and looked carefully over into the utter blackness. He cleared his throat.




“Hey, uh, Basement Ghost, Mr. Phantom,” he called, cupping his hands around his mouth. “We’re going to need that camera back, if it’s not too much of a bother, and the squid needs to be contained on one of the lower levels. It’s a little too freaky.”




There was a long silence and then the sound of things being pushed aside, and an argument started. Xander could barely make out the voices—one, a mellifluous male tenor, the other a stern woman’s soprano. They were definitely angry.




“You guys might want to back up some more,” he warned them.




They did, without hesitation.




The fight escalated with sounds of scuffling, impacts, metal hitting metal, and verbal barbs with century old vitriol.




“Your vocabulary is limited, your scansion poor, and your sense of meter absolutely inferior!”




What must have been a tower of metal collapsed in a thundering series of clangs.




“An opinion which only finds comfort in the stultifying atmosphere of shriveled academic intellects!”




A rockfall sent a puff of stone dust up the hole. Xander coughed and waved it away.




“You, sir, could not write an operatic movement if you were connected to a mechanical opera writing device designed by Leonardo da Vinci and captained by Mozart. Better you admit those pages were disgraced by a pachyderm with arbitrary bowels than claim them as your own.”




There was an enormous, juicy splat, like a dead whale thrown against the wall.




“And you, madame, could not master the skills to sing this aria if Terpsichore herself deigned to anoint you. Which would serve no purpose, as your taste in music is plebian as a dirt road!”




“That’s erato, you insufferable dolt!”




And the air shook with an explosion. All those above ground took another large step back.




From the hole itself, a long stream of muttered curses began to issue. Xander’s familiarity with languages was more centered on the written form, but he picked up enough to decide it was some very salty Anglo-Saxon. It was uttered by Mary Poppins.




The first sign of her emerging was a hand placing the camera on the lip of the hole and giving it a hard shove. Then, a blunderbuss was tossed over the edge and landed with a loud wooden and metallic thunk on the floor. There was smoke curling from the end of the barrel. Mary Poppins emerged a moment later, covered in dust, wearing a Greek chiton, and carrying a four foot length of polished brass tentacle with torn wires poking from the proximal end.




Xander immediately offered her a hand, which she gripped with near superhuman strength and pulled herself the rest of the way out. The tape around the hole fell to the ground when she looked at it, as if it knew better than to pose any manner of obstruction to her.




Every man in the still unfinished room kept his mouth shut and his eyes on the floor. 




Mary Poppins slowly unclenched both her jaw and her fists, took a deep breath, collected herself, and then smoothed her hair back, shook the dust off her chiton, reset the drape, and cleared her throat.




“Mr. Harris,” she said in a very calm, smooth as silk voice. “If it’s not an inconvenience, I shall require the rest of the evening off.”




“Go for it,” he answered immediately. “There’s a stash of chocolate hidden inside the box of brussel sprouts in the freezer, and I’m sure the house will be happy to set out a bottle of wine for you.”




“I should prefer a very strong brandy,” she said, and made her way out of the ballroom.




Xander kept an eye on the hole, and after a few moments’ listening, decided the Phantom of the Basement would not be pursuing the matter. He picked up the camera and handed it to Barsky, who cradled it.




“You know, maybe we could switch over to something less exciting or dangerous,” Mike said. “You mentioned the girls go out on patrol and kill vampires?”






And so they found themselves with a group of five Slayers, including Lucy and Arizay, who were back to normal, quartering one of the larger cemeteries in Cleveland. Everyone was bundled up against the cold. Mike had his very own stake, but he’d been warned to let the girls take the lead. If they could manage it, they’d set up a vamp so that Mike could easily stake it, but safety came before footage.




Unlike Sunnydale, Cleveland did not have a master vampire plotting the destruction of all life on Earth. The ranks of vampires, while at a much greater population density than other cities, were broken into factions and fairly disorganized. One of the factions, now on Faith’s list since she returned, liked to turn as many humans as they could—not to increase their numbers with long-lifed fledglings, but to keep the Slayers busy with weeknight work. As such, they valued quantity over quality, and the resultant fledglings emerged dizzy, panicked, hungry, and stupid.




“Should have brought the shark cage,” Barsky said, ducking behind Mike when one of the night’s vamps threw a headstone at Faith.




Faith caught it and used it to crush the head of another vamp, which expired in explosive burst of ash.




“We didn’t exactly get to pack for this,” Mike answered, dusting vampire remains off his coat.




Lucy and Arizay herded a fresh vamp towards them, running like young lionesses, cutting off its exits, and bringing it to bay in front of the crew.




“We got one for you, Mike!” Lucy yelled.




“What do I do?” Mike yelled.




“Stab it in the chest with your stake!” Ari called.




It ran straight for him, all snarling fangs and dirt clotted clothes, and he brought his stake—an ax handle sharpened to a deadly point—in a roundhouse stab that went in through the front bottom left of the vampire’s ribcage and exited back bottom right. The vampire hissed, screamed, and began to pull itself towards him on the stake.




“WHAT NOW?” Mike screamed.




Xander reached in with a spray bottle and misted the vamp’s face. The vampire screeched and began clawing at its face, the skin blistering and shredding like a third degree sunburn. Then he kicked the vampire back, knocking it off the stake and onto its back.




“Holy water,” he told Mike, who stared at him in amazement. “Great training tool. Slows the vamps down just enough to let a beginning Slayer in for the kill. Now, don’t just go for the chest, go specifically for the heart—just to the right of the sternum, your right.”




Mike brought the stake down on the preferred spot, and the vampire exploded into dust. Mike panted for a long moment.




“I’m pretty sure this is the most disturbing thing I have ever done for this show,” he said. Then he looked up at Xander. “Holy water? In a spray bottle?”




Xander nodded. “Surprisingly, it’s more effective that a super soaker. Those things leak everywhere. And you’d be amazed how quickly the priests around here will bless things if you mention you’re going out at night.”




“Xan,” Faith called. “There are a few more in the back corner. Why don’t you bring the party favors?”




“That’s you guys,” Xander said, gesturing them to come along.




Halfway there, Mike tripped on a tree root and fell directly into an open grave. 




“Not bad,” Xander said, after Mike finished screaming. “Most of us keep screaming until our voices give out, the first time that happens.”




“GET ME THE F—”




“Hey,” Barsky said, snapping his fingers, “this would be a great place to film the intro.”




“I hate you, Barsky,” Mike muttered. “And I will make you pay.”




The cameras were set up while Mike waited, standing at the bottom of the open grave, at the end of his rope. 




“Okay, go,” Barsky called.




Hand over hand, Mike dragged himself out of the grave, covered in dirt, snow, and mud, panting with exertion and panic. He held his stake in a shaky grip and wiped at some of the grime.




“Hi,” he gasped. “My name’s Mike Rowe, and this is my j—”




“Look out!”





11. Invitation to the Dance



“She’s right,” Giles said, slowly turning the pages of a thick musical score. “It’s garbage.”




Xander very nearly threw his toolbox at Giles’ head. The last thing they needed was another fight with the ball only days away and the most difficult half of the work yet to do.




Erik drew himself up like a catapult wound for launch, but Giles interrupted him.




“It is not a matter of your musical skills, Monsieur,” Giles continued, pushing his glasses further up his nose. “I quite readily concede that your grasp of music theory, structure, history, and style are far and away the greatest of any person I have ever met and quite possibly outstrip any other living musician.”




De Boscherville unwound a bit and fluffed with pride.




“The problem,” Giles said, looking at him like a puzzled and disappointed professor, “is that you seem to believe music is something to be inflicted upon the audience, as if they are in need of punishment. This isn’t an opera; it’s torture.”




That ruffled Erik up all over again, and Xander sighed, setting aside his wrench before the house noticed the brewing confrontation.




“All art is a mirror of the artist,” Erik declared. “The pain and torment we have endured, the triumph of survival and victory over our enemies!”




“To drive them before you and hear the lamentation of their women,” Xander muttered under his breath.




Giles shot him a look and took a deep breath. “Monsieur, have you read any of the history I mentioned? The Holocaust? The genocide in Rwanda? The Bosnia-Herzegovina War? Pol Pot? Stalin? Forgive me, monsieur, but your pain and torment are…quite boring, actually.”




Erik’s eyes widened in outrage.




“I would rather read a thousand angst-ridden Facebook updates by the Slayerettes than endure your self-pitying recitation of all the wrongs done to you,” Giles continued. “We are throwing a formal ball to celebrate the birth of Jesus of Nazareth and the joy of the Winter Solstice. Neither are related to your trampled ego.”




Erik had gone quite purple in the face.




“You,” Giles said in a very pointed tone, “are a grown man. You have been given a second chance at life in a place filled with joy, love, and family. The young woman I trained as Slayer, whom I consider to be my daughter in all but blood, endured the same ostracism and persecution you did—without resorting to murder—and she died twice. 




“So, Monsieur de Boscherville,” Giles finished, “grab your tits, quit whining, and go and write some damned Christmas music!”




The Phantom, purple, bug-eyed, and completely without a comeback, gathered up his shreds of dignity and left.




“Perhaps that will keep the narcissistic tosser busy for a few hours,” Giles muttered.




Xander began a slow clap, building up to a loud whistle and held up his cell phone, screen lit, to show his admiration.




“Remind me not to tick you off,” he said, putting his cell phone away.




“Xander, I believe you are chemically incapable of annoying me to the same degree as that sack, and considering I experienced the greater part of your adolescence, that’s saying something.”




“Not…uh…trying to maybe score some brownie points with Popstar, are you?” Xander asked.




“Miss Poppins has precious little patience for fools of any stripe,” Giles answered, returning to the delicate work of pipe fittings for the organ. “So I doubt any effort of mine along those lines will be rewarded.”




“So, what is the hold up, exactly?” Xander probed. “And you can tell me to mind my own business at any time. I just figured even without the sandblasting Mary Poppins gave you, you’d be ready to quit the bachelor life.”




Giles sighed, took off his glasses, and began to clean them on his shirt tail, a sure sign he was under stress.




“It’s not as simple as that, Alexander.”




A lot of stress.




“Aside from the complications of all identification and documentation concerning Jenny Calendar in this world declaring her dead, we could have a simple ceremony, but…”




Xander waited a long moment. The house began to creak, aware that Giles was keeping his emotions under tight control.




“When Angelus killed Jenny in this world, I found her far too late to do anything. In Jenny’s world, she arrived in time to see Angelus deliver a mortal blow to me. He tore my throat out. She drove him off and held me in her arms as I died.”




“Giles, man, I…”




“Angelus murdered you as well. Willow bound Angelus in a vengeance spell so dark…the result was very close to her corruption here. Except, you weren’t there to bring her back from the brink of the abyss. Jenny was forced to kill her to prevent yet another end of the world. Having lost me, you, and Willow, Buffy turned her hatred towards Jenny. And, this is not to be repeated, Alexander, but in Jenny’s world, Dawn was her daughter, not Buffy’s sister.”




Xander let his breath out slowly. He felt the need to find Erik and beat the crap out of him.




“You’ll understand then,” Giles said with a very small and wry smile, “that Jenny is…reluctant to trust that anything will turn out well, especially with the revelation of the Sorores in Mortui prophesy. If I were to ask her, I’m quite sure she would turn me down in sheer panic. So, I will suffer the slings and arrows of Miss Poppins for however long it takes. Even if that is the end of the—what on Earth?!”




Giles’ oath was interrupted by a fluffy invasion. Kittens. Mama Cat’s entire litter appeared from corners and under piles of supplies, and swarmed him. In only a few moments, Giles was covered by half-grown cats insistent that he was the most fascinating, wonderful, best smelling, comfortable, and loving friend a kitten could have. The combined buzz of their purrs as they climbed up his chest, settled into his lap, licked and bit his chin, outweighed the hum of the heaters Xander had hooked up.




He had to suppress a grin when several dogs—a Papillon, two Labrador Retrievers, an American Pit Bull, and three very large mixed breeds—trotted in and began to array themselves around, under, and sometimes on Giles. There was nuzzling, panting, and a great deal of heavy leaning as the dogs asserted their support. The kittens began to crawl into the different voids left by man and dogs.




“How am I supposed to get anything done like this?” Giles demanded.




“You’re not,” Xander answered. “I think this was one of the girl’s ideas, and she told the dryad. Someone gets upset, the house sends the critters out for emotional support. Just give in and enjoy. When you’re better, they’ll wander off.”




“Really, I’m quite fi— stop that,” Giles insisted, as the Papillon nosed its way under his hand and demanded pets.




One of the larger mutts rested its enormous head on Giles’ shoulder and groaned. An orange tabby reached Giles’ other shoulder and began grooming Giles’ ear.




“That tickles!”




“See?” Xander asked. “Already working.”




Bemused and bewildered, Giles surrendered and began petting whatever furry creature he could reach and after a minute even began talking to them.




“Why, yes, you’re quite a lovely moggie, yes, you are. And yes, you are a fuzzy wuzzy puppy. And—how delightful! A bone? For me? Such consideration!”




Xander gave up trying to match the wiring to the schematics he’d laid out, knowing that one too many adorably cute moments would distract him from his work long enough to be electrocuted, and no kitten in the world would be able to fix that.




At the same moment Xander felt the house rebound beneath him like a plucked string and come to attention, all the dogs and half the cats went on point, staring back towards the house and the front door.




“We’re back!”




Even all the way out in the ballroom, Buffy’s shout reverberated. The dogs took to their paws at a dead run, barking madly. The kittens began skittering one way or another, and Giles and Xander got to their feet.




“Thank heavens,” Giles sighed. “We could really use Willow’s help on the centerpiece.”




“Yeah, like we’re going to get anything done until after lunch now,” Xander answered.






He had expected to fight through a crowd of Slayerettes dancing for attention, not to mention the dogs, the kittens, and all the other inhabitants of the house. Instead, when he and Giles reached the foyer, Xander found that Mary Poppins had marshaled the girls into four ranks of twelve apiece. While the girls wiggled and squirmed in place, they kept quiet as their senior Slayer returned with her retinue. Oz stood on the other side, relaxed and alert, and all the dogs gathered around him, lying or sitting lazily, occasionally glancing up at him.




The foyer was now easily big enough to hold everyone, though it was a little crowded.




They’d come home with more people than they’d left with. With a nod from Mary Poppins, one of the girls broke ranks, ran up to Broots and jumped into his arms.




“Daddy!”




“Hey, sugar!” Broots answered, grinning. 




Jenny joined them, taking Giles’ hand and smiling. Studying her expression, Xander caught the flicker of pain that crossed her face and was quickly suppressed. Dawn released Buffy from an extended hug.




“Wow! We’re going to have to double up some of the rooms until Xander finishes the ballroom and can get some more bedrooms going!” Dawn declared.




“Stop volunteering me!” Xander called.




“I believe introductions are in order,” Giles said.




“Right!” Buffy agreed. “Xander, you should probably head things up. It is your house.”




So, Xander stepped up to Dawn’s side.




Their visitors were half known and half unknown. Miss Parker was there, and Xander did a double take when he saw her. Fifteen pounds gained and a change of wardrobe made a difference, but more than that was the relaxation and…cat-that-ate-the-canary satisfaction in her expression. He shot a look at Willow, who gave him a smug smile.




Broots stood with his arm over his daughter’s shoulder, hugging her to his side and smiling the whole while. Jarod stood beside and just behind Buffy, and behind him were several more people, all of them bearing a stamp of familial resemblance.




“Where’s Sydney?” Xander asked.




A pall fell over the group. Jarod looked down and swallowed. Buffy squeezed his hand.




“Sydney…died two nights ago,” Buffy said. “It was probably a natural death, but Dr. Brennan offered to lend her facilities for a full autopsy. Dr. Mallard and Dr. Saroyan both offered to perform the autopsy, and we—Jarod, Katie, and Broots, that is—decided it would be best to eliminate any possibility of foul play.”




“Xander,” Jarod spoke up quietly, “I was hoping…you mentioned there was a graveyard on the grounds, and we haven’t decided what—”




“Absolutely,” Xander answered instantly. “Whatever you need. Just say the word.”




Jarod managed a nod, swallowing.




“Thank you,” a woman a little older than Jenny with striking auburn hair and a sweet smile said. She put a hand on Jarod’s shoulder, offering comfort.




“Xander.” Jarod managed a smile that started sad but turned happy. “I’d like to introduce you to my mother, Margaret Charles.”




“It’s a pleasure,” Xander offered his hand in a shake.




In turn, Jarod introduced the other members of his family. “My father, Major Simon Charles. My sister, Emily Charles. My half-brother, Ethan, and my…younger, twin brother.”




The young man, a teenage boy actually, smiled broadly. “I got to choose my own name. Jeffrey.”




“Jeffrey is actually a clone of me,” Jarod explained. “I was able to get him out of the Centre a little over a year ago and get him to my— our father.”




“And we thought our family was complicated,” Dawn said, grinning.




“You have no idea, young lady,” Major Charles answered.




“And this, by the way” Buffy said, swinging Jarod’s hand a little bit, “is Jarod Charles. Reunited with his family.”




The expression on Jarod’s face—joy, disbelief, relief, grief, and worry—would have made Michelangelo weep with longing to carve into marble.




“And the Centre?” Giles asked.




“Finished,” Miss Parker said, her voice ringing with finality. “Nice thing about working with a government agency or two, considering the Centre’s true goals, the higher ups that lived through the take down found themselves transported to Guantanamo as enemy combatants.”




“Well, there are one or two who may actually be tried for treason,” Broots added, “once the question of their actual nationalities are figured out.”




Miss Parker’s eyes narrowed, and a very tight smile took possession of her lips. Even with the weight she’d gained and the delicious curves it had added, for a moment, she looked just as venomous and deadly as the first time he’d seen her.




“Wow,” Xander said. “Seriously sounds like we need to schedule a Council meeting for a full debriefing. In the meantime, introductions, accommodations, food, and maybe a nap.”




Thanks to Mary Poppins, Xander had a better grasp of formal etiquette and was able to handle introductions to the entire household without too much trouble. Part of it was determining how everyone’s different age, rank, experience, job, gender, and age compared with everyone else’s. He glanced at Miss Poppins to see her give him the tiniest nod and smile, approving his navigation of what would have been a social minefield a hundred, even fifty years previously.




“This is Professor Rupert Giles, head of the Watcher’s Council,” Xander started. He continued with Faith, Jenny, Robin, Mary Poppins, Oz, the absent Erik de Bouscherville, and then all the Slayerettes, who giggled and waved when named.




“Oh, yeah,” Xander added, when a skinny young man jumped up and down, waving his arm. “And Andrew.”




“Will there be a quiz?” Jarod’s sister, Emily asked, her mouth quirking into a smile.




“I can’t keep them straight on regular day. I just had extra Wheaties for breakfast today,” Xander answered.




Arizay gave him a raspberry, not even looking embarrassed when Mary Poppins snapped her fingers in front of Ari’s nose.




“And now,” Xander said, “let me introduce you to the house.”






“You realize we now have…” Xander paused to count up people on his fingers, “Seventeen grown ups in this house, a teenage boy who’s a clone of Buffy’s—what, are they officially an item now?—latest squeeze, one pre-adolescent girl who’s neither a Potential or a Slayer, and forty-seven Potentials and full fledged Slayerettes in this house? I wonder if this is what Chataigne was counting on when we first moved in.”




He held Willow by a loop on her belt as she hung halfway into the center hole of the ballroom floor, tugging at wires, cables, ropes, pulleys, and partially connected panels of dials, switches, and buttons.




“Well,” she grunted, pulling firmly on a color coded bundle of wires, “you sure don’t hear her complaining, do you? Hey, Erik, did you set this up?!”




Xander tilted his head and tried to get his ears to pop from the violent change in air pressure caused by her shout.




“I did,” Erik answered with cold reserve from the skeleton of the pipe organ he’d been working on.




“Well, your logic structure kicks ass!” Willow responded, her voice echoing back from at least three floors of subterranean floors.




“That’s a good thing,” Xander assured him. “It’s like epic Greek heroic adventure good.”




Mollified, Erik unbent a little. “Thank you, Miss Rosenberg. It’s gratifying to see my efforts aren’t without some recognition.”




Willow kicked her heels in a particular way that Xander guessed meant she wanted out of the hole, so he set his feet and pulled her back out.




“You are getting a safety harness,” he told her. “I can’t stand here doing this all day long.”




“And a hard hat,” Willow grinned. “This is so cool. It’s like Captain Nemo meets Buck Rodgers with seating arrangements by Queen Victoria.”




“Dawn calls it steampunk.”




“Yep, that too. I mean, look at the way he cross-referenced the counterweights in the floor with the HVAC system, so ambient air temperature is preserved even if everyone crowds around the buffet. And, the lighting levels respond to conversation volume. Plus, he’s got reverb repeaters embedded on the bottom side of the tiles. Hey, Erik!”




“Ah!” Xander cried, wincing. “Will, he’s twenty feet away.”




“Oh, right,” she smiled, chagrined. “Hey, Erik, are you going to warm up the organ with a little Toccata and Fugue? Because I so have to be here for that.”




“I had considered it,” Erik responded, thawing a little further. “Some of the lower octaves may be beyond that piece’s reach, but I’m sure I can adapt it.”




“No brown note,” Xander warned. 




Erik frowned with just the slightest narrowing of his eyes. One thing they’d learned he despised above all else was to be caught ignorant of something.




“You’ve got Wikipedia now,” Xander told him. “Look it up.”




“Have you considered designing and building a dirigible?” Willow asked. “Dirigibles are completely under utilized in this day and age.”




Erik froze in mid-gesture, his mind captured by the idea. A fire kindled in his eyes, and a slow smile started to bend his face.




“Great, Will.” Xander threw his hands up in the air. “You gave the evil genius a plan. Now what are we going to do?”




As the smile on Erik’s face widened into a grin, he turned his eyes on Willow, and the flame burning there morphed into heat of a different sort. Both Xander and Willow spotted it.




“Oh, no!” Xander said, putting his hands up in warning. “Absolutely not! Not under my roof!”




Willow rolled her eyes, patted Xander on the leg, and got to her feet. “Monsieur de Boscherville, I am completely flattered, but you should know a few things about me.”




He eyed her with hungry interest, no longer looking quite like an accountant but more like someone as dangerous as an accountant only with sharp, pokey things instead of balances and double-entry bookkeeping. 




“Yes?” and the Phantom put everything he had into his voice, enough to make the walls shiver with delicious anticipation. Xander felt the distinct impulse to rub his hands and mutter “yes, master,” and ground it into oblivion.




“He’s going to be great at parties,” Willow whispered to him.




“Do not do this to me,” Xander whispered back. “Get it over with, or I break all your crayons. You do not get to taunt the evil genius.”




“Party pooper,” she answered, then squared her shoulders and smiled. “First, Monsieur, I don’t sing. At all. I’d rather be tortured with bamboo splinters. Kind of a morbid phobia, so you’re out of luck there.”




“I see,” Erik answered, his new found ardor cooling only slightly. “Still, where there’s a will—”




“Second,” Willow continued, defiantly cheerful, “I’m officially with someone now. Just starting, but it looks to have some good potential.”




“That can be remedied,” Erik said, rather flatly. “I’ve dealt with amorous rivals before.”




“In this house,” Xander reminded him, “you’d better contain yourself to duels of Charades and hopscotch. Absolutely no punjab lassos, rooms where the ceiling slowly crushes anyone, or anything involving spikes. Got it?”




Erik’s lip made the tiniest sneer.




“Third.” Willow grinned, having far too much fun. “I bat on the same team you do.”




That same suspicious narrowing of the eyes betrayed the Phantom’s lack of understanding.




“I’m a lesbian,” Willow explained. 




Erik’s eyebrow twitched. 




“Sapphic love?” she asked, clarifying.




His eyebrows climbed nearly up to his hairline, which was quite a trip.




“You know how you’re always on about pale skin and lush thighs, earlobes and the nape of the neck, and that little sigh she makes when you touch her juuuuust right?”




The Phantom blushed pure magenta, all the way past his hairline, down his neck, and across his ears.




“Will,” Xander managed, his voice tight, “I think he’s got the picture.”




“You know when a woman has that perfectly curved bottom,” Willow continued, outlining the shape she had in mind, “and she gets those dimples on either side of her spine?”




“Willow,” Xander rasped, “begging you here.”




“They’re called the dimples of Venus, and let me tell you, Katie has got the most perfect set of those, I could sit on her legs all day and just—”




“Cut it out!” Xander screamed, giving the Phantom the chance to retreat so quickly, it looked like he’d left a hole in the atmosphere.




“Are you done?” Xander demanded in a more normal voice, bending over a little.




“For now,” Willow replied, her smile nearly splitting her face. “Oh, my God, that was fun.”




“Was it completely necessary?” he asked, digging his fingers into his leg muscle to give him something else to focus on beyond the image Willow had conjured in his head.




“Hey, he’s not going to be hitting on me any time soon, is he?” She looked over at him. “You okay?”




“Fine,” he managed. “Just fine. A little light-headed is all. I should probably sit. And think about icebergs. And dead nuns. Old, dead nuns.”




Willow chuckled. “Did you know, Katie was never really that bitchy? Oh, she had some wrath, that’s for sure, what with her mom being murdered, and everyone in her life, except Jarod, lying to her, but that’s different. Nope, she was never really bitchy, just really, really horny. And hungry.”




“Willow Danielle Rosenberg,” Xander said, sitting very carefully on a crate, “you are bragging.”




She thought about it a moment. “Yeah, just a little bit.” She paused for a moment. “Sydney and Broots both personally thanked me for mellowing her out.”




Don’t let Dawn walk in right now, Xander prayed. Just don’t let Dawn walk in—




Ahem.




“Oh, hi, Baxter!” Willow said. 




The white bunny rabbit stood several yards in from the door and sat up on his rear haunches. His nose woffled, but he made no comment about anything that might have transpired before he spoke.



Good afternoon, Lady Willow. I’m afraid I must request Mr. Harris’ presence in the Great Hall.




“What’s wrong?” Xander asked.




Lucy has taken an intractable opposition to a set of instructions from Mary Poppins. Miss Calendar is on hand, but no headway has been made in negotiations. I thought perhaps your perspective might help.




“This sounds serious,” Xander said. “Willow, can you handle the—”




“Having a blast. Erik’ll be back as soon as he’s spent a little time in his bunk, and we can get caught up.”






What there was for Lucy to dig her heels in about was a mystery. Of all the girls, Lucy was the most cheerful, biddable, and enthusiastic to help under nearly any circumstances. Besides, she adored Mary Poppins, and the thought that Popstar—as the girls called her—couldn’t bring Lucy around on something was baffling.




The house began to creak in distress as Xander strode to the Great Hall. Voices weren’t raised, but they were very intense, and Ari stood right next to Lucy, holding onto her arm so she either couldn’t leave or couldn’t hit something. Seeing Ari’s expression, Xander’s apprehension doubled. Checking on Popstar doubled it again. Mary Poppins had folded her hands in front of her, but her knuckles were white, and there was the tiniest bit of uncertainty in her expression. Jenny was the calmest of the group, but not by far.




“Okay,” Xander said, arriving. “Everyone stand down. Relax, shake your arms out, and do the itsy-bitsy spider if you need to.”




Lucy glared mulishly at him.




“Do it,” he ordered her.




She did, transposing index finger to opposite thumb several times, and her shoulders relaxed, proving once again that no one could stay tense while showing how the spider climbed up the water spout.




“Jenny?” he asked.




“I got a call from Lucy’s mother this morning,” Jenny said. “She said she wanted Lucy home for Christmas and New Year’s. I managed to talk her into letting Lucy stay for the ball, but she wants her on a flight to LAX the next day.”




“I’m not going,” Lucy ground out in a thin voice. “I’m staying here.”




“Zip it,” Xander ordered. “You’ll get your chance.”




“I’m still sending out semester reports and calling families to determine travel arrangements for the girls who are going home,” Jenny continued, “so I asked Mary Poppins to let Lucy know.”




Neither Jenny nor Mary Poppins had been present when Lucy was located and brought into the Slayerettes. It had been only a month or so before Los Angeles went to Hell, literally, and her mother had been more than vocal about her relief that Lucy was safe. After that, it got…complicated.




“Miss Poppins?” 




“The minimum time Ms. Sinclair requires her daughter’s presence is eleven days. Apparently, Lucy is expected to see the executor of the trust her father created for her. While I understand Lucy’s relationship with her mother is not…ideal, she’s been willing to send letters and pictures home on a weekly basis.”




“Because it keeps her off my case,” Lucy interjected.




“Kiddo, we can do this without you,” Xander warned her. “Mind your manners.”




Ari whispered something to her, and Lucy nodded, blinking away tears of anger.




“Lucy has absolutely refused to travel to Los Angeles for the required time. She is unwilling to negotiate, refuses to speak to her mother, and has told me she will run away rather than follow her mother’s wishes.”




“Okay,” Xander answered.




She’d do it too. Xander studied her and saw a reflection of the anger towards his own parents that he’d never—well, almost never—let reach the surface. Willow knew, understood, and had always accepted those torn places in his soul. It was the foundation of their friendship.




“Lucy, go ahead,” he told her.




“My mom’s a whore,” Lucy spat.




Every adult in the circle flinched. 




“She is not a whore, Lucy,” Mary Poppins corrected her. “She is a courtesan. There’s a difference.”




“Right,” Lucy answered coldly, “on the price tag.”




“Okay,” Xander said, holding his hands up. The dogs and kittens were beginning to gather around them, trying to find some way to apply emotional first aid. “It’s Lucy’s turn now. Let her speak.”




“She doesn’t want me, Xander,” Lucy said, tears spilling over her lashes. “She has to take me to meet the trust executor and prove to them that I’m still alive and she’s still a good mother. Otherwise, she doesn’t get her monthly party check. Excuse me, child support. Like she spends any of it on me. I have to call the lawyer’s office to get my allowance and tuition and everything while I’m here.”




“Okay,” he said, nodding.




“I’m not going!” Lucy declared. “I hate her! She’ll haul me to one meeting, all made up to look like the World’s Bestest Mom, and then she’s going to go back to her parties and her scuzzy boyfriends. She’ll spend the whole time telling me I’m ugly and fat and offer to pay for plastic surgery, and then she’ll buy some ridiculous little girl version of the outfit she’s wearing and drag me to some premier. She doesn’t even make D list anymore unless she’s found some new guy to hang off of. Which I hope to God she has, because at least then, she’ll leave me at home.




“I can’t go anywhere,” she continued, her voice cracking. “I can’t do anything. There aren’t even any books in her house, Xander. And it’s not even my bedroom. It never was. Any time a friend of hers needed to crash, I have to go sleep on the couch. And her boyfriends…they make my skin crawl! She says it’s my fault if they stare at me or sit right next to me on the couch or…or…”




“It’s okay, Lucy,” Xander said softly.




“When I was eleven, she fired the housekeeper, because I spent all my time in the kitchen with her. Dolores was the only person there who even listened to me. Now it’s all take out, and she has a cleaning service come in. I hate her.”




Ari wrapped her arms around Lucy and looked up at Xander, her gaze level and expectant. Xander, for his part, was angrier than he had been in a long, long time. Angry enough to ask Jarod, Faith, Robin, and Dawn to join him in a little trip to LA to put some things right. Then, he noticed Baxter sitting on the floor beside Lucy and realized he didn’t have to.




“Arizay,” he said, turning to her, “what are your plans for Christmas?”




“I’m going to Long Beach the day after the dance to see my family, my abuelita and all my tias, tios, and cousins. My brother, Paolo, should have a pass from Camp Pendleton. He promised to take me to the shooting range.”




“Your abuela have room for one more girl?” Xander asked.




“Sure,” she said, watching him. “Half the people who come over for Navidad are family, even if they aren’t related by blood, and everybody’s friends are welcome. Might be sleeping on the floor or splitting a bed with an old lady and a toddler, but it all works out.”




Xander studied Baxter for a moment. 




“Here’s the thing, Lucy,” he told her. “When your mom let you come with us, she signed some legal papers that make Giles and now Jenny your parents in loco. But she can revoke that status anytime she likes, and if she does and we don’t send you back, she can say we’ve kidnapped you. That means the FBI gets involved.”




Lucy’s bottom lip trembled, but she kept her determined face.




“If you run away, which you could totally do, and I’d hand you the go bag and money myself,” Xander continued, “then the FBI can investigate us for custodial interference and obstruction of justice. That means a lot of really bad attention, the kind that can give Wolfram and Hart and other enemies a chance to get at us.”




Lucy began to lose her nerve and started trembling.




“Now, you say the word, Lucy,” Xander told her, “and we’ll do it. I’ll hire some flesh-eating lawyers, I’ll ask Jarod and the others to kick in, I’ll call in all the favors I can. We’ll contest her custody of you. Hell, we’ll bribe the executor if we have to. Say the word, and you will never have to look at your mother again—or at least until you’re 21 and you want to tell her where to go. We can and will do that.”




“But?” Lucy whispered.




“It’ll be expensive. We’ll use up resources we may need to protect you or other Slayers sometime soon. So, let me make you a deal.”




He waited until she looked up at him.




“Play along for one last time,” he told her. “Be all sweetness and light to your mom. Miss Calendar will buy you first class round trip tickets for you—” he paused a second as the tears threatened to start again, “and Arizay and Baxter. Don’t warn your mom. Just show up with a friend and her pet. I’m willing to bet you a month’s supply of Ho-Hos that before Christmas Eve is over, she’ll be delighted to let you spend the rest of the time with Ari’s family.”




Silence fell on the group. Lucy grappled with all the ramifications of the deal.




“Baxter?” she asked in a tiny voice, “would you like to come to Los Angeles with me and meet my mom?”




Baxter put one paw on her shoe and looked up at her, his ears up, flickering at every small sound. 



As Nemesis, the avatar and incarnation of Divine Retribution, I will accompany you to the City of Angels and meet your dam. I believe she and I will have a great deal to discuss.




Lucy thought about it for another short while.




“Can I go to Disneyland?” she asked in a marginally larger voice.




“You can go to Disneyland,” Xander told her. 




“Can I see the Queen Mary and the Aquarium of the Pacific and buy some books?” Lucy asked in an almost normal voice.




“Yes, you can see the Queen Mary and the Aquarium of the Pacific and buy some books,” Xander answered.




“Can I—”




“Don’t push it.”




“Okay,” Lucy said, smiling for the first time.




She launched herself at Xander and hugged him around the chest. Hard.




“Thank you, Xander!”




“You’re welcome,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “Need. Air.”




“Oh, sorry!” Lucy grinned sheepishly. “Hey, Ari, let’s go start packing! Have you ever flown first class? It’s so much fun!”




The two ran off, and Xander tested his ribs. Baxter gave him an approving nod before hopping after the girls.




“Nicely done,” Mary Poppins said, inclining her head.




“Thanks.”




Jenny took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 




“Thanks, Xander.”




“You’re welcome.”




And before he could recover and return to the ballroom, Buffy dashed in and grabbed his arm. 




“There you are! Come on! It’s a surprise!” she declared, grinning, and pulling him towards the kitchen.




“You’re not going to start describing really awkward Jarod-sex details are you?” he asked plaintively. “I’m still traumatized by Willow.”




She stumbled in surprise and gave him a look of bemusement and disbelief. “Uh, no. For one thing, Jarod and I haven’t had sex. Yet.”




“Seriously?” he asked, confounded. “You passed your three day waiting period weeks ago.”




Buffy gave a slight shrug. “We’ve talked about it, and while the chemistry’s there, we decided it would be better to wait a bit, have a solid start before we let the gonads take over.”




He stopped and looked at her closely, then very carefully poked her cheek.




“Hey!” Buffy protested




“Well, you feel real. Miss Poppins,” Xander called, “Buffy hasn’t been possessed by some sort of celibacy demon, has she?”




Mary Poppins glanced over, closed one eye and produced green monocle which she peered through. “It does not appear so, Mr. Harris.”




“Hey!”




He put the inside of his wrist against her forehead. 




“You don’t feel feverish,” he noted.




“Oh, cut it out, will you!” she said, hitting him in the stomach, but not very hard.




“It’s just…not like you to be all waity and patient,” Xander remarked.




She glared at him and then shrugged again. “Jarod is very…romantic. And, I kind of realized that for a long time, I’ve been the anti-romantic. You know, kind of a jump-in-with-both-feet sort of thing, so that if the romantic side didn’t work out, I had the perfect excuse.”




With the exception of Angel, her first, and Spike, part of her medley of self-destruction, it fit fairly well.




“Well, good for you,” he said, nodding and putting an arm around her shoulder. “Just, when you do end up doing the deed, please remember, I don’t want to know a single, solitary detail.”




“You got it,” she agreed.




“So what’s this surprise?” he asked, as Buffy steered him into the kitchen.




“Well, it’s kind of a combination late birthday present and early Christmas present,” she said.




“You already got me a birthday present, remember?”




“Yeah, well, this kind of jumped off the shelf, grabbed me by the collar and screamed ‘buy me for Xander or I’ll wreak havoc on your dimension’,” Buffy answered. “Plus, it was on sale.”




“Definitely an omen. Or is it a portent. By the way, what do you see on the table?”




Buffy glanced over. “A sock monkey with wings and a little cap and jacket. Does it kill people?”




“Not so far as I can tell,” Xander said. “We’ve just got a pool going.”




He paused at the marker board, uncapped the blue marker and wrote ‘Buffy’ under the Winged Monkey column.




Buffy read the board and considered the different lists, including Lucy’s small scrawl in the bottom corner.




“Anything you want to tell me, Xan?” she asked.




“It can wait,” he answered. “So, what about this present?”




“Ooh, it’s in your office. Emily helped me set it up.”




She pulled open his door and swung a hand to indicate he should enter.




There had indeed been a set up. A whole new cabinet with a marble counter, and on it, a sleek stainless steel box with elegant curves, black ceramic appendages, a series of dials, a narrow, lethal looking steel tube, a tiny arrangement of spouts which would have pleased a Zen master, and a set of large, manly coffee cups. It looked Vulcan. It looked like it might correct his grammar. It made the rest of his brand new office shabby in comparison.




“Okay…” he said, trying to determine what exactly it was.




“Take your phone out,” Buffy told him.




More than a little skeptical, he did. There was a new app on the screen.




“Kaffee Kunst?” he asked. It was only the most frou-frou, exclusive, hard to obtain, premier coffee maker on the market. There was no way she’d found it on sale.




“It’s loaded with single shot brew cups, and you can use the app to check the inventory, tell it which one to load and brew, how much sugar, cream, syrup, frothing, that sort of thing.”




“Right. Is Giles going to scream when he sees the credit card bill?” he asked with academic interest.




“Mmm, possibly,” Buffy admitted. “I’m trying to get Jarod assigned as Council Treasurer before the next bill comes in.”




“Good idea. Jarod hasn’t had any heart attacks lately.”




“You like?”




“Um, yeah. Yeah, I do. A lot. It…uh…doesn’t tell knock-knock jokes, does it?”




“No, but you do need to create a password the first time you log in,” she told him. “So the Slayerettes can’t hack it for mocha.”




“Good to know,” he managed.




How was it exactly that he’d forgotten to tell Buffy and the others about the dream where he met Dream and all the interesting details that came with it? Oh, yeah, they’d been off destroying world-conquering global corporate conspiracies. They really had just stuck to the most important of updates.






Once the game of Calvinball had started in the Great Hall, and the doors could only block out so much noise, Xander gave in, set up his smart phone account with his new coffeemaker, gave it a password of “cH3sTnu4”, and set it to brew a shot of espresso mixed with caramel syrup and frothed milk once an hour. One of the Slayerettes—usually Lucy—would bring it to him, and he remained caffeinated into the small hours as the ballroom took its final shape.




The plumbing and most of the wiring was in. Mary Poppins had taken over the wallpapering, which had a habit of rolling itself out and giving itself a perfect coat of adhesive without her touching it. Xander wasn’t sure if that was Mary Poppins, the house, or both of them working together. 




The chandeliers were up, stocked with beeswax candles Willow had already rigged to light on cue. The other lights had been designed and installed by Erik and showed a strong bend towards the steampunk style Dawn had noted. Jarod, his sister, half-brother, and clone were happily tuning the instruments to be played by the mechanical orchestra. All four of them apparently had perfect pitch, which would have been annoying, if they hadn’t all four of them been wearing the largest smiles Xander had ever seen and occasionally breaking into happy tears at finally being re-united.




Willow was working on the centerpiece, occasionally climbing down below and several times running all the way down to the glade to talk to Chataigne. Xander was beginning to get a sense of when someone entered and left the glade, and a very vague feeling that, yes, a conversation had taken place, but he didn’t know what of. 




Broots was working on the control panels for the mechanical orchestra, and like Willow, he occasionally announced just how incredible the entire system was, how well thought out and organized, and what a pleasure it was to work on what amounted to an artistic masterpiece. That kept Erik happy as he climbed up and down scaffolding, adjusting pipes, pitches, timbres, stops, keys, springs, and hamsters for all Xander knew. The manuals and stops were numerous enough that both Giles and Miss Parker were on hand to test keys at Erik’s direction.




So, Xander was busy with the last of the wooden slats of the underfloor, above the tiles, which would give the dance floor a spring usually reserved for national ballet companies. That was where Jenny found him.




She sat down beside him and opened a leather portfolio.




“Okay,” she sighed, “got the final proofs on the formal, engraved invitations for the ball. Say the word, and they go out.”




Xander stared at her. 




“The dance is in three days,” he said. “How exactly are these invitations going out? By TARDIS?”




“Everyone’s already got the unofficial invitations, but this is the one people are going to frame. Chataigne is handling them. At least that’s what she told me. Well, not exactly told, but—”




“I get the picture,” he answered. “Let’s see.”




She handed him the portfolio, and he held it out before him. The leather was full grain, and just from the touch, he could tell it was the highest quality. Enough years working with the Council had taught him just how important the good quality, dependable stuff was. Each portfolio was slightly different, each looked as if it had done a hundred years duty in the hands of reverent Buddhist monks. 




The inside was lined with tobacco colored silk, again, the highest quality and gently aged to antiquity. The invitation itself was printed on the smoothest, thickest vellum he’d ever touched. He might have seen better after standing in line to look at the Declaration of Independence on display at the Jeffersonian, but that was under glass, laser, and the eagle eye scrutiny of several Men in Black. The words were hand written in superb calligraphy, and the ink was as black as the void of outer space.




It was the kind of invitation that, even if it were issued by your deadliest enemy with the promise of ritual disembowelment on arrival, you’d still be compelled to attend. Monarchs and heads of state would have slavered over it.





You and a guest are cordially invited to

a formal ball to celebrate the occasions

of Christmas and Winter’s Solstice

in honor of Chataigne to be given the 

evening of December 22nd at six o’clock

post meridian.




Dinner will be served. Dress is formal.

White tie for men; Ballgowns for ladies.

All weapons must be peace-bound.




In an effort to revive an ancient

tradition associated with Chataigne,

please bring a small, handcrafted 

present made of natural materials. 

Dolls are especially appreciated.




Directions to Haven will follow.

The known history of Chataigne and 

Haven may be found on the reverse.

All citations are available in the

house’s library for verification.






“I like it,” Xander said. “Send it out.”




“That’s your job,” Jenny told him, indicating a crate filled with similar portfolios on a hand truck. “Chataigne wants you to bring them to her. She’s got something else for you.”




He sighed heavily. There really was no rest for the wicked. Or even the slightly mischievous if given a chance.




The hardest part was getting the crate down the ladder into the stone hut. Xander promised himself he’d work on creating a set of stairs that were wider, less steep, and far more safe. There was no way the hand truck would fit through the grotto’s opening, so he stepped through and hauled the crate after him, taking a crumbling of stone from either side with the last yank. For some reason, damage to the grotto didn’t disturb Chataigne at all. But then, he supposed, she wasn’t bound to the geology of the valley the way she was to the architecture of the house.




When he reached the tree, which still awed him with its immense girth and crown of leaves, he found Willow working on one end of her project, fitting small silver mirrors around the tree, at different places on the trunk, and scattered through the leaves. Chataigne supervised, occasionally pointing to a missed spot, or poking at one mirror until Willow adjusted it satisfactorily.




“So,” Xander said, setting the crate down, “Brain, what are we going to do tonight?”




“The same thing we do every night, Pinky,” Willow responded immediately, not looking up from the branch where she tied off the end of a strand of crystal beads. “Drink too much caffeine, use the bathroom a whole lot, and pray nothing tries to destroy the world while we watch Xena reruns.”




Chataigne leapt down from her branch, ran up to Xander, and hugged his leg with fierce love.




“Hey! You’re bigger!” 




In fact, she was. Her head was now at the same level as his lower thigh, a full two inches above his knee, her last landmark. He reached down to pick her up, and she reached her hands up to him, letting him hold her like a child against his chest.




Her hair was longer and fuller, though it still floated in tendrils like chestnut colored cobwebs. She had filled out. There were no more shadows under her eyes, and her elbows and knees had dimples in them. She smelled like the cool soil at the base of the tree, and her eyes, when she gazed at him, were gray, but tiny slivers of green were emerging. She hugged him around the neck, and it was like…it was like relaxing in a hammock under the shade of her tree, knowing that all the work had been finished, that everyone was happily pursuing their own occupations, feeling the flickers of sunlight dapple his face and long worked muscles slowly loosen with a receding ache that only made it that much better.




He stood, holding Chataigne like that for a long minute. 




“Thanks,” he murmured to her. “I needed that.”




She kissed him on the cheek and scrambled down.




“So, any luck hiring Hogwarts Catering?” Xander called to Willow. “We sure could use some house elves for this.”




She was stringing the beads from branch to branch in something that looked like it shouldn’t be a pattern but in fact had some manner of fractal rhythm to it. On the ground behind her were a dozen dozen paper lanterns and candles, to be hung on the boughs.




“Hadn’t even thought of it,” Willow replied. “You should ask Andrew. He’s actually turning out to be really good at logistics and problem solving.”




“Death first,” Xander answered flatly.




“Well, don’t come crying to me when you run out of scones,” she told him. “I’ll just point and laugh.”




Chataigne tugged on his hand.




“Yeah, okay,” Xander answered. “Invitations. They’re in the crate, right th—”




Only, they weren’t. He didn’t panic. He just gazed at the little dryad, who smiled.




“That was on purpose, right? They went where they’re supposed to, right?”




She nodded. Then she tugged shyly on his hand and brought him over to one of the lower branches of the tree.




He had seen the tree go through its annual cycle at a much more rapid pace than natural circumstances permitted. When he’d first entered the glade, the tree had been nearly leafless. Then, it had sprouted forth new leaves in a springtime of welcome. There had been a week or so where catkins dangled from the branches. 




The little dryad lifted her hands up to the branch, and it graciously bent down to meet her. From a cluster of leaves, she pulled off one round, tan, hairy husk. It took both her hands to hold it firmly, and when she gave it to Xander, it filled the hollow of his palm and a little more. He squatted beside her.




He’d already started reading botany textbooks, so he knew what he held. The hard, inedible husk was covered in spines and had begun to split open along three seams. Inside was a small, dark brown chestnut.




“Chataigne,” he said, letting her take his index finger in her hand, “how long has it been since your tree gave chestnuts?”




She took a deep breath, and he felt her count back autumns and springs and autumns again, like a person allowing the pages of a thick book to slip past their thumb.




Since before the valley had been separated from the rest of the world, when the priest-warriors had cared for her. Willow had been combing all the historical documents she could find on the Knights Templar and their holdings but could find no mention of a church and small keep built to protect a sacred well and holy tree. Even then, any chestnuts the tree had born and dropped to the ground were squirrel fodder or occasionally gathered for roasting.




This was not that kind of chestnut.




“What do you want me to do with this?” he asked his little dryad as she gazed up at him, as beautiful as a summer day with shade and water.




She closed his finger over the chestnut and led him to another branch. There, the branch lowered itself like a knight kneeling to a lady, and she took another chestnut, which she gave him. Several times more, the tree gave her a branch, she took a chestnut, and put it in his hand, until he had to stop, dig through his pockets and tool belt and find a small sack to hold them all.




“Dawn’s been reading The Once and Future King to you, hasn’t she?” he asked her. “We’re going to have a Round Table by the time you’re done, aren’t we?”




Chataigne smiled shyly.




“This is a big deal,” he told her. “I can’t give these to just anyone, you know. They’ve got to know how to plant it so it germinates, protect the seedling from the blight, and you know, the books don’t say a word about the care and feeding of baby dryads.”




She giggled silently.




“Not that that’s so tough,” Xander said, and beeped her nose with his fingertip.




She reached up, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed his cheek, then sighed with a deep, welling happiness.




“I’ll get started on that list,” he told her.







12. Ballroom Bash—Part I



“I feel like an idiot,” Xander muttered, tugging at his collar, “and I look like a waiter.”




“Don’t be silly, Mr. Harris,” Mary Poppins replied, giving him a once over, turning him so she could brush down the back of his jacket and tug it into place, “waiters wear tuxedos. You are wearing formal evening wear—white tie and tails. If anything—”




He turned back around to glare at her with his one good eye. As always, she was completed unfazed.




“You look like a penguin,” she finished, raising a calm eyebrow at him.




“Adelaide or chinstrap?” he asked, sourly.




“Emperor, of course,” she replied. “Now, go occupy yourself in the front room, sir. My hands are full with the girls.”




“You stopped me, remember?” he called on his way to the foyer. He’d learned, though, never to argue with Mary Poppins. There was just no winning. Ever.




The great hall had been converted for the evening to a kind of rest and relaxation center for the party-goers. One half had been neatly fenced in to corral any children. There were stacks of pillows and blankets for fort building, board games, the largest television in the house hooked to a DVD player, stuffed animals, books, and an antique chest filled with costumes for play pretend. All of the Slayerettes were committed to shifts minding the kids, five of them at a time.




There was a fire in the enormous fireplace, radiating heat into the room. Along the forehead high mantle, every single member of the household—including dogs, cats, one small white rabbit, and forty-eight teenage girls—had a stocking with their name written in glitter glue. The Christmas tree was fifteen feet tall, and thanks to Willow, would be replanted outside after the holiday season.




The rest of the room had couches, a long buffet already loaded with every kind of snacking food imaginable. The bathroom just off the great hall had been split into two, enlarged, and stocked with toiletries, sewing supplies, and foot massagers. Everything was draped in garlands of fragrant boughs—pine, balsam, holly, rosemary, lavender, and sage. Winter flowers in vases stood on almost every flat surface.




He paused in the hallway that ran from the medieval part of the house through the later Victorian additions up to the foyer and entrance. Winky had really done her job. There wasn’t a cobweb to be found. All the wood panels and floors glowed with reflected light. The carpets were bright and springy. He’d had the torches replaced with lanterns and restored all the gaslights. Brick and stonework were sharp. The windows had been washed, the crystal chandelier cleaned, the brass polished, and the ten foot tall grandfather clock wound.




“Pretty awesome, huh?” Willow asked, coming up to him. Her hair was braided and wrapped in a complicated fashion around her head. Her makeup was restrained, she had sparkly, dangly earrings, and her dress was a deep forest green silk that accented her red hair and chestnut eyes. 




He put an arm around her shoulder and gave her a one-sided hug. 




“If I agree, does that mean we’re jinxed?” he asked.




“Not tonight,” she said, shaking her head. “I was just thinking about what it looked like the first time we came in.”




Xander took a deep breath. “Yeah. A lot’s changed.”




Willow snorted. “I’ll say. You realize, Xander, that you’ve done what no one else has ever managed. You made a home for all of us.”




“What, you mean you aren’t going to get a place with Katie so you can have a little peace and quiet?” he prodded her.




She laughed. “Maybe. I don’t know. I do know that even if we do, this will still be where we come back to.”




“I’m glad to hear it,” he told her. “Can’t do without my Will.”




He leaned over and gave her a kiss on the forehead, and she put both arms around him and gave him a squeeze. 




“I’ve got to go run through the orchestra with Erik,” she told him. “He’s going to have kittens before this night is through.”




“No jinxing,” Xander instructed her, and let her go.




She gave him a wave on her way to the ballroom.




He waited a moment to make sure he was alone, and looked around all the points of the house he could see.




“You doing okay?” he asked the house. 




He didn’t need to say it out loud anymore. He could just consider in his head, like pushing a mental button, and get an immediate answer. He could have entire conversations with Chataigne these days, though she still didn’t get his popular culture references.




The house slowly creaked in response, making a sound almost like whalesong—happy and relaxed.




“That’s my girl,” he said, running his hand over the paneled wall.




Jarod and Giles were already waiting in the foyer. Both of them were also in white tie and tails, and both of them looked like it was nothing more difficult than a polo shirt, shorts, and boat shoes. He considered hating the two of them, but couldn’t bring himself to do it.




“Xander,” Jarod said, looking up with a smile. “Dawn was looking for you a moment ago.”




“I’m a popular guy,” Xander commented. 




“Is everything under control?” Giles asked.




“Well, let’s see, Erik’s apparently having kittens over his whole mechanized orchestra, Winky should have earned enough brownie points for a Victorian Cross by now, I can occasionally hear thundering herds of Slayerettes, with the exception of Willow, I haven’t seen a female human over the age of nine in two days, and there’s a stack of bills from catering, dry cleaning, florists, plumbers, a tree surgeon, three seamstresses, a tailor, and a farrier on my desk. When exactly did we get a horse?”




“I’ve learned not to ask,” Giles said. “I did notice the stable two days ago.”




“A stable?” Xander called out to the house. “Okay, but I better not hear any complaints until after the spring thaw.”




The house groaned happily in response.




“Xander?”




Jarod and Giles’ sudden wide-eyed expressions should have prepared him, but when he turned and saw Dawn, he lost the ability to speak.




Willow looked great. She could have been the cover for one of those thick, boyfriend-beating magazines Buffy was always flipping through. Probably every other woman in the household would look at least elegant and pretty that night. 




But Dawn…Like Willow, she’d put her hair up, but this was a tidy bun at the nape of her neck, and a few tendrils had escaped. Her dress was some high waisted fluttery thing, the diaphanous layers always shifting in the air, and it was the color of the sky just before the sun broke the horizon—a lapis blue so intense it should have glowed. She wore sapphire earrings and a necklace that emphasized her collarbones and the swell of her b—




He put his eye back on her face before it lingered too long. 




Even though the color of her dress was a very dark blue, it made her blue eyes shine like the sky on an April morning. She was slender and lovely and fragile, and…




She smiled at him, completely aware of how good she looked.




“Uh…wow,” he managed. “You…uh…Dawn, you look really, really good.”




Giles sighed.




“Not so bad yourself,” Dawn replied. “You’ve got a real secret agent vibe going on.”




“Really?” he asked, startled. He thought he looked rumpled and distracted.




“Yep,” she answered. 




She took a step closer and reached up to straighten his bowtie.




“Ack, don’t mess it up,” he pleaded. “It took me five tries to get it right.”




She smacked him lightly on the chest.




“Do you have a minute?” she asked. “I need to talk to you privately.”




“Sure!”




The doorbell rang, contradicting him.




“Da— Darn,” he veered off a curse word just in time. “I’m sorry, Dawn, I’ve got to handle the door. How about once everyone’s here?”




“Sure,” she answered. “I’ll see you later.”




Instead of spinning and striding for the door like he expected, she turned, gave him an unreadable look over her shoulder and sauntered back to the great hall.




Giles and Jarod joined him.




“You know, I spent thirty-five years locked in a laboratory, and the only girl I ever saw was Katie Parker,” Jarod said. “But even I knew how to compliment a young woman better than that.”




“The Croat cavalry could compliment a young woman better than he just did,” Giles answered.




With an eye roll, Xander went to answer the door. Their first guests of the evening were a sight for sore eyes.




“Niecy!” Xander declared, throwing his arms open wide for a hug.




Trish, Matt, and Mark all trooped in, pausing to stomp on the mat and get any snow off. Jarod and Giles began taking coats and hanging them on the extra racks.




“Xander,” Trish said smiling, giving him a sisterly punch on the arm, “you look like something out of a spy novel.”




“You’re the second one to tell me that,” he answered, trying not to rub his arm. “I must be on to something.”




“This was not your idea, was it?” Niecy asked.




“What?” Xander replied. “Me? Volunteering for this fashionable straitjacket? It is to laugh.”




She pointed a very well manicured nail in his face. “You look good. You should get gussied up more often. We girls need something tasty to look at. Mmm!”




Xander paused for a moment, caught off guard.




“Nod your head and say yes,” Mark told him. “It’s your best option.”




Xander looked back at Niecy, nodding his head. “Yes, absolutely. You’re totally right.”




“See why I keep him around?” Niecy asked of no one in particular.




“Niecy!” Giles greeted her. “So very glad to see you. Have you terrified any trolls lately?”




He took her arm as Jarod took Trish’s and began to escort her to the great hall. Matt walked past Xander, only to trip suddenly. Xander grabbed him by the upper arm, but it was a good thing Matt got his feet under him. Xander had the feeling that propping this man in place would have taken several four by fours.




“You okay?”




“Yeah,” Matt said, scanning the floor. “I could have sworn I stepped on something, maybe three or four inches high. There’s nothing there, though.”




Xander scanned the floor too. Mice were never out of the question, but once Chataigne had understood how distressed her inhabitants were at the sight of rodents, she’d exiled the creatures to the garage and further out. Of course, that would be one hell of a mouse.




“I’ll keep an eye out,” he told Matt.




And the doorbell rang again.




This time, a handsome couple stood there, each holding an invitation. They looked to be in their mid-forties, completely at home in expensive silk, and totally self-possessed. He had no idea who they were. Thankfully, they didn’t seem to expect recognition.




“I’m Ayasha January,” the woman introduced herself. “And this is my husband LeKeith Johnson.”




Those names he knew. 




“Alexander Harris,” he said, shaking both their hands. “I guess I didn’t look over the RSVP list close enough. I had no idea we’d landed the co-presidents of the January Fellowship.”




“We’re just as pleased to be here,” LeKeith replied. “We brought Chataigne’s gifts, but we also have some gifts to share with all the guests.”




He indicated two large…somethings—each had a handle on top, a cylindrical body with an 30 inch diameter and a height of nearly three feet, and each was wrapped in layers of blankets to keep out the winter cold.




“Anything dangerous?” Xander asked, more curious than wary.




“No,” Ayasha replied, smiling. “They can stay under wraps for another hour or so, but then they’ll need fresh air.”




“I’ll ask Winky to take care of them,” he offered. “Whatever they are.”




“Is there any chance we could meet Miss Arizay Fuentes and Miss Lucy Sinclair?”




Now he was wary. “They’re both attending.”




Ayasha grinned. “Oh, I can’t wait, Keith! I wonder what they’re like.”




“Does this have something to do with New Orleans of 1836?” Xander asked.




LeKeith put a finger to his lips. “Spoilers, Mr. Harris,” he intoned. “Spoilers.”




Jarod returned to show them to the great hall.




The next guest was Mike Rowe, and damn him—which Xander thought very quietly where Chataigne couldn’t hear him—he looked as comfortable in tie and tails as he did in jeans and a baseball cap.




“I used to sing opera,” Mike told him, reading his expression correctly. “It’s all about the formal wear.”




“Next you’re going to tell me you know ballroom dancing.”




“My waltz is a little rusty,” Mike admitted.




“Go,” Xander ordered him. “Just, go. The girls will love to see you.”




Mike wandered off on his own, checking the grout and the lighting as he went.




Buffy joined him. She wore a crimson gown with long, tight sleeves, an open neckline, and a full skirt pulled back into a train. She’d tucked several pieces of holly into her hair.




“Have you seen Dawn?” she asked.




“Pssh, yeah,” Xander answered. “Wow. I’m actually a little uncomfortable with how hot she’s—”




He stopped and glanced at Buffy, who had one of those looks on her face.




“I meant,” she said, a little more annoyed than exasperated, “have you seen her recently and do you know where she is. Stop macking on my little sister!”




The doorbell rang again, saving him.




This was a group—six people in all. One of them, the tallest and youngest looked just as uncomfortable as Xander felt. 




“Gibbs!” Buffy squealed.




The second oldest man, poker faced and tough, gave her a warm hug. When they broke, Buffy made the introductions.




“Xander, this is Leroy Jethro Gibbs.” Buffy held up her hand to indicate the weathered and very solid man beside her. 




“Pleased to meet you, sir. Welcome to Haven.”




“Glad to be here,” Gibbs responded.




“This is Doctor Mallard,” she continued.




“Charming home,” the doctor said, looking around. “Why, it reminds me of some of the estates back in Scotland—the ones with more than their fair share of history, I should say.”




“Ducky,” one of the younger men said, “at least let us get inside where it’s warm!”




“Oh, right you are.”




“And this is Ziva!” Buffy grinned, hugging the shorter of the two women.




Ziva reminded Xander of a coral snake—small, pretty, and deadly. Xander shook her hand, glad that she seemed to think as highly of Buffy as Buffy did of her.




“That’s Tony,” Buffy pointed, “Don’t take him too seriously.”




“Makes up for how seriously I take myself,” Tony responded, shaking Xander’s hand with a firm grip and an overload of charisma.




Oh, the girls were going to go nuts for him.




“Hi, I’m Timothy McGee,” the taller of the two young men said, offering his hand.




“Oh, Willow’s partner on Elf Realm.” Xander placed him.




“And I’m Abby!” the last member of the group declared and stepped around McGee. “I’m in a really good mood, so I’m just going to hug you and get it over with.”




“Sure,” Xander replied, “fine by meewurg.”




She was taller than him by at least two inches, and she had a squeeze on her that would do the Abominable Snowman proud. She also wore the strangest Edwardian confection of black velvet and lace with a matching veil, dog collar, and fingerless gloves.




“Oh, hey!” Willow called striding in. “You’re here! Come on. Winky just put the punch out. It’s really good.”




She and Buffy ushered their invitees into the great hall, just as the doorbell rang again.




“Traffic out there must be getting dire,” Xander muttered to himself and opened the door.




A family, or rather, a pack waited patiently.




“Cesar, so glad you could come!”




“Xander, it is good to see you,” the man replied. “I’d like to introduce you to my wife and sons.”




Xander shook hands and made happy pleasantries.




“And, as your invitation instructed, I brought the most calm, submissive dogs I thought would do well,” Cesar continued.




There were at least eight of them, all gazing up at Cesar, waiting for an indication of what to do.




“I’ve got this,” Oz said, entering the foyer with his own pack.




“Dad, is this him?” one of the boys asked.




“Oz,” Cesar said, “I’d like to introduce you to my family.”




Another round of introductions took place while Xander closed the front door behind the last dog and took coats. There was a great deal of handshaking by the humans and butt sniffing by the dogs. Then all the dogs sniffed the foyer extensively. Cesar and Oz watched them curiously.




“You have a visit by a bunch of really little guys?” Cesar asked.




“Is this a trick question?” Xander asked.




The other members of the Scooby gang reappeared, and Giles had Jenny on his arm. Faith joined them as well. There had to have been some sort of coordination, because he had yet to see two women wearing the same color or style. Jenny wore a gold dress that draped her spare figure like a chiton. Faith wore skintight flaming scarlet with a narrow skirt slit well up her thigh. Robin, resplendent in his formal wear, stood beside her, smiling. His waistcoat was the same scarlet as Faith’s dress, which Xander thought had to count as cheating.




And the doorbell rang again.




“Where’d Dawn get to?” he asked, opening the door.




And froze.




Concerned, the others came around, and as soon as they caught sight of this guest, also stopped. There really was nothing else to do when confronted by something that wasn’t supposed to exist in the waking world.




“Alexander Lavelle Harris,” intoned Dream of the Endless.




Dream wore a very formal version of the white robes Xander had seen and the same cabochon emerald hanging from his neck. He was just as pale as Xander remembered from his dream—not quite the bluish-white of the snow on the ground, but at least as pale as parchment. His eyes were even more unnerving in person. It shouldn’t have been possible to see spinning galaxies and nebulae in the aphotic depths of space in them, but Xander could.




“Hey, Xander,” the raven on Dream’s shoulder said, “how they hanging?”




“Great!” Xander said, snapping out of his shock. “Excuse me, Dream, may I introduce to you my friends, associates, and family members.”




He ran through each of the people there, and then turned to them.




“Everyone, this is Dream of the Endless and his raven, Matthew.”




Willow closed her mouth and swallowed audibly. She and Dawn had done the necessary research to prove it wasn’t ‘just a dream’, and never mind the things he’d brought back from the Dreaming. 




“Sir,” she started.




“Hey, Red,” Faith interrupted, “I got this one.”




Dream entered, the cold night air trailing after him like a banner. Faith took his arm and led him into the hall.




“So,” Faith said, striking up the small talk, “I wanted to thank you for that dream with Benedict Cumberbatch the other night. Got my motor running.”




“You’re welcome,” Dream answered gravely.




As soon as they were out of hearing, Xander turned to Willow.




“I really don’t remember adding him to the guest list,” he said.




Willow gave an embarrassed shrug. “The invitations were sent with a general invocation spell I put together. There was some wiggle room to make sure they got to the intended person. Either Chataigne decided she wanted to invite him, or the shape of the spell added him in.”




“He’s going to want to know my decision,” Xander said, half to himself.




“You’re determined to stand by what you said?” Giles asked.




Xander nodded. Everyone around him exchanged uneasy looks.




“Hey, the deal was freely offered,” Xander told them. “And none of the verified encounters Dawn found pointed to him being particularly spiteful.”




“What about the legends?” Willow asked, her mouth dry.




“Look, nobody comes off well in stories that old,” Xander answered. “Just read the Old Testament.”




The doorbell rang again, redirecting their attention. This time it was Broots and his daughter. The next ring brought Katie, in a high collared, floor length gown of Tyrian purple. Then Debbie Sue, wearing silver. Then Jarod’s family. Then a group of neighborhood kids Xander recognized from Halloween with one set of beleaguered parents to mind all of them. Then Riley and his wife, Samantha, and their two year old son.




Willow returned from escorting her last group of guests.




“Who are we missing?” Xander asked.




“The Jeffersonian crew isn’t here yet,” she remarked, “and Angela told me they were driving from the airport together.”




“Mmm.”




“Look, just remember what I told you about Agent Booth,” Willow warned him. “Seriously. He’s a dead ringer for Angel, but don’t let it shake you.”




The doorbell rang.




“That’s an American chestnut,” one of the men on the porch insisted. “Castanea dentata!”




“That’s great, honey,” the woman with him said. “I’m happy for you, really, but we’re here.”




“No, you don’t understand,” the man said, gesturing back towards the front gate. “There aren’t any more full grown American chestnuts in its historical range. They all died. And that one has got to be a hundred and fifty years old.”




“Hodgins,” another woman said, “I’m sure Willow or one of her friends will be able to confirm it for you, but let’s go inside. It’s cold.”




“Yeah, come on in,” Xander invited. “And wait till you see the tree we’ve got inside.”




That got him a funny look, but Willow interceded, naming each of the group.




“The tree hugger is Dr. Jack Hodgins,” she told him. “And with him is Angela Montenegro.”




They shook hands.




“And this is Doctor Temperance Brennan,” Willow continued.




And Xander fumbled, staring at her.




“Is everything all right?” Dr. Brennan asked. “You started to say something and stopped.”




“Temperance?” he repeated. “Your name is Temperance?”




“It’s an uncommon name for women of my generation, but yes,” Dr. Brennan responded.




Willow poked him. 




“Just keep smiling,” she muttered.




“Call me Cam,” the next woman said, offering her hand. 




“I’m Dr. Lance Sweets, and this is my fiance, Daisy Wick,” the younger man introduced himself. His date wiggled gleefully.




“And this is Agent Seeley Booth and his son, Parker,” Willow finished.




Even with Willow’s warning, it was difficult not to stare at the FBI agent. If Angel hadn’t been frozen forever in his mid-twenties, he might have ended up looking something like the man in front of him. Xander forced a smile.




“I’m starting to think I ought to be known by my other questionable ancestor,” Booth said, an ironic smile bending his mouth.




“Don’t worry,” Willow assured Booth. “He’ll get over it. Buffy did, remember?”




When they were safely on their way, Xander turned to her.




“You warned Giles and Jenny, right?” he demanded.




“Of course I did,” she answered.




“And Dawn?” he asked.




“Pictures and everything,” Willow told him. “You were the only one who wouldn’t hold still long enough.”




He gave up with a shrug.




“Is that everyone?”




“I think—”




The doorbell rang one last time. When Xander opened it, he stopped. Again. This time it was two men, a woman about his age, and an orangutan.




“I’m…not with them,” one of the men said, indicating the others with a tilt of his head.




“Jason?” Willow asked, astonished.




The man grinned. “Didn’t think I’d make it?”




“I didn’t think the invitation had found you,” she answered, and hugged him.




“Uh, Willow,” Xander whispered, tugging on her sleeve. “Who’s Jason?”




“He’s the guy I met out by the lake back in August,” she said. “I told you about him.”




“Jason Gideon,” the man said, holding out a hand.




He shook it, and Willow led him in.




Xander glanced at the other man, who looked even more uncomfortable in formal wear than him. They exchanged a look of commiseration. The woman stayed close to the second man and cast a few looks at the large orange primate. It was wearing a woolen scarf and nothing else. The orangutan walked past them, putting its knuckles on the marble tile, uncaring of the winter cold.




“Ook.”




“Hi,” Xander said once Willow had shown her guest inside.




“Hi,” the other man replied. “I’m Elliot Stabler. This is my daughter, Maureen. Giles knows me.”




Another mental bell chimed.




“Wait, you’re the detective who handled Kennedy’s death.”




Elliot nodded.




“Please, come in,” Xander said. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you at first. I’ll let Giles know.”




“I’m here, Xander,” Giles called, striding into the foyer. “Elliot, I’m delighted you could come. And this is your oldest daughter? Charmed.”




Instantly, the detective’s shoulders relaxed, and he smiled warmly as he shook Giles’ hand.




“You doing okay?” he asked. “I heard about the heart attack.”




“The doctor has decreed me fit for all my previous activities. Elliot, Maureen, please do come in. There’s someone I very much want you to meet.”




The porch light turned off. Apparently, the house was signaling him that all the guests were there. He closed the door as he turned towards the inside of the house—and it stuck ajar.




“Crivens!”




He looked over his shoulder, but there was nothing blocking the door, even though it felt like something had been squashed between the door and the jamb. Watching carefully, he closed it again, and the doorknob clicked in response. Someone in the hall must have yelled, and the sound had echoed in the foyer. 




“Everything okay?” he asked the house out loud.




There was only a sigh and a slow creak of the house settling.




Xander smoothed down his jacket, straightened his lapels, and tugged his bowtie into place. 




“Let’s get this party started,” he said to no one in particular.






The great hall was filled to capacity, and that was before the slayerettes had come downstairs. There was the enormous buffet to tide over the guests until the doors to the ballroom were open. There was a huge pile of presents under the Christmas tree. The children, more than Xander remembered letting into the house, were squealing and clapping as the household pets mixed with them. More than half the adult guests had some sort of alcoholic beverage mixed and poured by Andrew. Xander gave himself a metaphorical pat on the back for that idea. It was just detailed and anal enough to engage Andrew’s attention and keep him out from under foot while being hard enough to screw up that he could leave Andrew mostly unsupervised.




Guests were scattered across the room. The only person who stood alone was Dream, who watched with detached interest. No one there, other than Xander, seemed willing to look directly at him. Everyone else managed to avoid Dream’s gaze without ever seeming to try to.




“Ready?” Dawn asked, coming up to him.




“As I ever will be,” he replied. 




They walked over to the french doors that led into the ballroom. He still couldn’t believe it had all come together without a major disaster. As he took his place and Dawn stood a little to the side, the guests turned towards him, curious. Erik de Boucherville, the former Phantom of the Opera and now resident evil genius, gave him a nod, meaning that all the mechanical and magical effects awaited only his command.




“Ladies and gentlemen,” he started, and his voice was amplified to fill the room but no more. “I’ll bet you’re all wondering why I called you here tonight.”




A polite laugh rippled across the group.




“Screw it,” he said, “there will be plenty of speeches later tonight. I’ll just say, I’m really glad you’re here. Guidelines you need to be aware of—no cursing, no mean behavior, and no smoking. If you need anything at all, ask one of the residents. If you’re carrying a sidearm, be aware that it just isn’t going to work within the boundaries of the property.”




That got him some questioning and frankly annoyed looks.




“And,” he continued, “if you’re carrying a bladed weapon, please take moment to peace bind it before you enter the ballroom, or you’re going to have to wait until all the other guests leave so we can search the house for it. I’m really not kidding.”




The only one to do anything noticeable from his vantage point was Ziva, who handed her drink to Tony, and asked Buffy a question. Buffy turned, got a handful of something from Jarod, and handed it over to Ziva, who began reaching under her dress in interesting places and making adjustments.




“Before we invite the girls to join us, I’d like to take a moment to recognize a person you wouldn’t see otherwise. She’s the reason why everything looks good, feels comfortable, and comes with instant refills. Don’t thank her, but if you get a chance, let her know how awesome her work has been. Winky,” he called, “would you come up here for a moment?”




A very shy and embarrassed house elf made her cautious way up to the front. Her shoulders were pulled up, and she kept her head down, unsure what to do.




“Everyone, this is Winky,” Xander introduced her. 




For a split-second, there was absolute silence as the Scooby Gang waited for a reaction, and the guests tried to figure out what someone who wasn’t quite two and a half feet tall and wearing tea towels like a toga could possibly be. Katie Parker was the first one to speak.




“Winky, it’s beautiful.”




And she started clapping. It took only another split-second, and everyone else joined in, a little hesitantly at first, and then with greater volume.




“That punch is delicious,” Jarod called.




“I love the little soaps in the bathroom,” Willow said.




“The alterations to my dress are fantastic,” Jenny added.




“I’m astonished by how well all the glasses are polished,” Giles remarked.




Everyone else was trading slightly disturbed glances.




“The maintenance on the woodwork is great,” Gibbs said loudly.




Which then started the others. It took about five minutes for everyone to come up with something—from the chandelier to the fireplace to the garlands to the clean tiles—and the whole time, Winky kept her eyes on her toes while she blushed bright red. Finally, Xander held up a hand, and when the crowd fell quiet, he knelt beside Winky and put a hand on her back.




“You really are that good,” he told her. “And I’m glad you’re here.”




“Winky is very happy to be here, too, Master Xander,” she said in that high-pitched squeaky voice. Then she sniffed.




“So…get back to work.” He grinned at her.




She grinned right back at him, and took off, disappearing before she could have cleared the first rank of guests.




“And, a couple of requests,” Xander said, standing back up.




“Xaaaaaaaannnnndeeeeeerrrrrr!” a girl’s voice called from upstairs. “When do we get to come down?”




“Almost there, Ari,” he called back.




“Hurry up!” another girl squawked.




The group laughed. Xander ducked his head a bit before resuming.




“So, bring your presents for Chataigne when you enter the ballroom. Once you’ve had a chance to take a look around, there’s a partition over on that side of the room—” he indicated by pointing, “—where I’d like the adults to take a look at something and type in their responses. Seriously, it’ll be a big help.”




Then he looked up at the head of the stairs and smiled. The guests followed his eye.




“Girls, would you join us?” he called.




“Finally!” several of the girls responded.




There were forty-five slayerettes in the house for the winter ball. Only three had already returned home, all of them under protest. The remaining were under strict orders from Giles and Jenny, as well as the threat of an extremely stern talking to from Mary Poppins, to be on their absolute best behavior while there were any guests in the house. So, he shouldn’t have been surprised when the girls emerged in a single file line, walking with grace and dignity. 




There was a communal exhalation from the crowd in the great hall, a sigh of admiration for the long string of winsome, pretty girls, all in floor length gowns. Nearly all of them wore their hair down, and their dresses were in pastels or other light colors instead of the jewel tones the women wore. They were the center of attention for the time it took all of them to make it to the foot of the stairs. 




“Ladies and gentlemen,” Xander called, “welcome to Haven’s winter ball.”




He opened the doors and backed into the ballroom. As he did, the lights all around the room came on. Hundreds of candle wicks ignited with flickering, wavering flames, filling the room with the scent of beeswax. Paper lanterns of all sizes came to life. Lamps glowed. Water from the fountain began to run. 




And as each guest entered, he got to see their expression change from mild interest to astonished joy.




It had been his idea, but Willow was the one who’d done the work to make it happen. The room had been built to allow a very short term folding of soft space into the pocket dimension where Chataigne and her tree resided. So, now, the six thousand year old chestnut filled the center of the room with its thirty foot bole. Its branches spread out through and over the glass ceiling. It towered over the structure and made every person inside feel tiny and very, very young.




The slayerettes distributed themselves through the room as the guests wandered, looking straight up, amazed into speechlessness. While they wandered, the Scooby Gang tied their gifts to dangling branches. Most of the others had made small dolls. Willow had shown the others how to make felt, and Jenny had taught them how to knit. Xander had carved his out of wood. 




When he tied it to a branch with a silk ribbon Dawn had given him, he looked up and saw the dryad peering down at him.




“Are you coming down?” he asked her.




She shook her head, her eyes dancing with mischief.




“You’re coming down sometime tonight, right?” he asked.




She gave him a coy look.




“Hey, I wore this for your benefit,” he pointed out.




“Anyone important?” a man asked.




Xander glanced to his right. The man Buffy had introduced as Gibbs was standing there, looking up at the same spot. Xander looked back, and the dryad was gone.




“Yeah,” he managed, feeling like an idiot. “She comes and goes.”




“Who’s that?” Gibbs asked. 




The man radiated waves of “you are a punk ass delinquent, and you will give me the answer I want.” It set his teeth on edge, but Buffy had praised the man to the skies and talked about taking a few weeks to train with him. 




“The…dryad,” Xander responded, working hard not to be intimidated. “Kind of a tree spirit…thing.”




Chataigne was going to kill him.




Gibbs stared back up into the branches.




“Yeah, Buffy told me about them. I guess it helps balance out the vampires.”




“She told you about the vampires,” Xander said.




Gibbs looked over at him. Was there a nice bone in this man’s body? He felt like he was in third grade and pulled up in front of the principal, threatened with a mark on his permanent record because he’d poured chocolate milk down the back of Cordelia’s dress. Cordie’d had it coming, of course.




“Kind of had to,” Gibbs answered. “Two of my agents followed her and Willow one night and got to see them in action. Then they get to try to explain it to me, which they couldn’t, so Buffy insisted I come with her the next night, and they’re all—” he held his fingers towards his face, mimicking what he’d seen.




“I know the look,” Xander said.




“And shooting them with regular bullets doesn’t work.” Gibbs sounded extremely annoyed, like he’d been told to suit up for a football game and walked into a sumo match instead. “Then both Buffy and Ziva break out the stakes, and a bunch of perps go poof.”




“It’ll bend your brain the first time you see it,” Xander admitted. “Or the eleventh. Or the thousandth.”




“And you’ve been doing this since you were fifteen?” Gibbs asked him.




“Well, it was that or AV club.” Xander shrugged.




“Thought I knew all about war,” Gibbs muttered to himself. “Love to get my hands on one of those old Watchers Buffy talked about.”




“Well, they’re dead,” Xander told him.




“Good.”




Xander found himself without a reply, and after a few seconds of silence, decided to leave it that way. Gibbs scanned the branches, found one he liked, and took out a miniature sailboat to tie to it.




It wasn’t a toy. The boat was only six inches long from stem to stern, but the detail was exquisite. It was a schooner, fully rigged, and the sails were unfurled. There was a captain at the wheel. The name on the stern, written in gilt letters was “Kelly”.




“Wow,” Xander said. “She’s going to love it.”




“Thanks. Kind of a hobby,” Gibbs answered. “I like boats.”




“You could make it into a cottage industry,” Xander remarked. “Sell sets of them, give them as gifts.”




“I do the life size ones, twenty foot, usually,”




Xander stopped and turned to look directly at Gibbs.




“Wait, wooden boats? You build wooden boats?” Xander demanded.




“I’m not using your tree, Harris,” Gibbs said. “If that’s what you’re worried about.”




Before Xander could answer, someone grabbed him by the shoulders and turned him around, only to grab his lapels.




“How?” a short man with curly hair and beard demanded of him. “How?”




“Because?” Xander managed.




“That tree is thousands of years old,” the man growled at him. “It may be the oldest tree, the oldest living thing on the planet! Any tree a tenth that size would be on the national register. It’s halfway between Castanea dentata and Castanea sativa. It may be a completely unknown species of deciduous tree! Do you know how rare that is? I need pollen!”




“Jack? Jack, calm down,” a woman said, pulling him away. “Come on, the tree isn’t going anywhere, and you’re scaring the straights.”




“Angela, this isn’t possible!” the man declared. “Do you see the tree? Do you? Because if I’m hallucinating, I’m going to be extremely upset.”




“Compared to how you are now?” she asked sweetly, working his hands free of Xander’s lapel. 




She mouthed the word “sorry” at Xander and pulled her fiancé—Doctor Jack Hodgins, Xander remembered—away with her.




“We will talk,” Hodgins swore, looking back and pointing his finger at Xander.




For a moment, Xander just stood there, wondering if the punch was strong enough to get drunk on, and then set that idea aside, as neither Chataigne nor Mary Poppins would approve. Even if it would get him out of dancing.




“What was that?” Willow asked, joining him.




“Guy really likes trees,” Xander answered.




“Hodgins. Can’t blame him,” Willow said. “When you get into any type of science, you end up staring at all the damage humans have done to the world—thousands of species going extinct, pollution—”




“Christmas,” Xander interrupted her.




“Christmas isn’t bad,” Willow said, giving him a very worried look.




“No,” he told her. “It’s Christmas. We’re celebrating. No sad stuff. Especially no sad stuff that makes me feel guilty for eating cheeseburgers.”




“Meat is evil,” Willow automatically answered him.




“But tasty. Tasty, tasty evil.”




As he teased her, he scanned the room. The ballroom was nearly three times larger than the great hall, and almost as crowded, what with the orchestra on the stage, the buffet and dining tables, the double fireplaces, and the tree. The people there were starting to relax, and conversations were being struck up. Gibbs had wandered off and was talking to Booth. Jarod’s mother and sister were helping Angela Montenegro keep Dr. Hodgins from climbing the tree to get a better look. Ms. January and her husband had found Lucy and Arizay, and from the look of it, all four were delighted with the result. Mary Poppins was—




And he felt his whole body go on red alert. The conversations and Willow’s reply disappeared. Mary Poppins stood, rigid as a board, her eyes darting one way and another, but not looking up, as Dream walked slowly towards her. She was scared. 




Mary Poppins was scared.




“Will, trouble.”




He strode over, Willow on his right hand side where he could see her.






Tony nudged Gibbs, and when his boss looked up, nodded towards the sudden focus of attention.




“Trouble, boss.”




Gibbs checked the scene. “Who’s the pale guy? He looks familiar.”




“I don’t know,” Tony admitted. “Looks a little like David Bowie.”




“Stay frosty,” Gibbs ordered, “keep an eye on it.”






“No, Queens is nice enough, but I’ve got a big empty house, and someday I’ll retire from the fo—”




Elliot noticed the hush fall and broke off. Both he and the FBI agent he’d been talking to looked over.




“That’s not good,” Seeley said.






“Excuse me,” Giles said, handing his drink to Dr. Mallard.




“Oh, I say, that does not look auspicious.”






“Loose, Popstar’s in trouble!” Ari said.




“Gotta go!” Lucy answered, abandoning her brand new friends.






A circle of people closed in around Mary Poppins just as Dream reached her. Dream did not appear to notice them, and while Mary Poppins was clearly aware, she didn’t acknowledge them. Instead, without looking up, she dropped into a curtsy so low, her nose was only a few inches from the floor.




“Sire.”




Dream regarded her, nothing in his expression giving a hint to his thoughts. The raven on his shoulder flapped its wings uneasily.




“Rise, Mary Poppins.”




Mary Poppins rose from her curtsy to stand once more with impeccable posture. Her hands were folded in front of her, and Xander could see them tremble.




“Mary Poppins,” Dream intoned, “you have been remiss in your duties.”




“Y—” she started and then cleared her throat. “Yes, my lord.”




“You have not been seen in the Dreaming for at least one hundred years.”




“Yes, my lord.”




“Why?” His demand was colder than the stars in his eyes.




“I was no longer content to speak to children only in their dreams, my lord,” she responded. “During your unfortunate absence, I found I could appear and exert my will in the waking world. I wished to make a real difference. Sire, there are so many chi—”




“Silence.”




Mary Poppins fell silent and barely breathed. She still hadn’t looked up.




“Dreams are not meant for the waking world,” Dream said. “And I do not countenance one of my creations abandoning its duties in my realm. Such dreams are ripe for unmaking.”




Xander’s eye went wide. Mary Poppins exhaled, and her shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch. She shut her eyes for a moment and then inhaled, rallying. Before she could say anything, someone stepped in front of her.




“That’s not entirely accurate, sir,” Dawn said, standing between Dream and Mary Poppins.




Xander’s heart skipped a beat.




“What?” Dream’s voice was, if anything, colder.




“That dreams are not meant for the waking world,” Dawn repeated, standing as firm as Chataigne’s tree. “I mean, never mind all the demons who can’t be native to this world and who may very well come from the Dreaming, or the spells that summon dreams into reality. What about the Corinthian?”




Dream’s expression changed fractionally, but before Xander could charge in front of her, Giles stepped forward. 




“Miss Summers has a point, sir,” Giles said, in his driest, most academic tone. “There are multiple documented encounters with woken dreams. We have met more than a few.”




“Lucky Thirteen ring a bell?” Buffy asked.




“Considering how many humans the Corinthian killed while it walked this world,” Dream told them, “that is a poor example.”




“But that is not why you unmade him,” Giles said, holding the stems of his glasses between the fingers of one hand, his other hand in his pocket. “There are numerous accounts from clairvoyants and prophets from the time of Mary Poppins’ emergence in this world that attest to the disappearance of the Lord of Dreams. The king was not on his throne.”




Dream turned his gaze on Giles, and it was unmistakably angry.




“Did you, sir,” Giles asked in his mildest “give them enough rope” voice, “give notice to your subjects that they should all return to their realm of origin once you sat on your throne once more?”




“Yes, Rupert Giles. I did,” Dream answered.




“All your subjects?” Giles asked, looking up from under his brows.




Dream did not answer for a long moment. “There were other considerations.”




“I’m sure there were,” Giles agreed. “Yet, you created Mary Poppins with the need to minister to children, and placed her in a world where she could have only fleeting moments to do so. You left no instructions during your absence, nor did you appoint a regent. When you returned, you gave her no notice that you required her presence, and you hunted down and destroyed several renegade dreams—including the Corinthian—yet you did not pursue Mary Poppins. In fact, it would appear that until tonight, you were unconcerned with her whereabouts or her state.”




“Huh,” Faith said. “Sounds to me like Popstar isn’t the one who was all remiss.”




And Xander stepped in before Dream could do anything really bad to the second senior Slayer.




“Dream, sir,” Xander said, stepping in front of Dawn and Giles. It was getting crowded. “Mary Poppins is a friend and colleague. She’s also loved by all these girls—Slayers. I’d hate to see anything upset them on such a pleasant occasion.”




He was taking a chance, making even the slightest suggestion that Dream would impugn the hospitality he’d accepted. Matthew squawked extremely loudly and flapped his wings again. Dream gazed at him, head turned a bit and eyes narrowed.




Dream said, “I will not pursue the matter further this evening.”




“Thank you,” Xander said, deeply relieved. 




“We have business yet to attend to, you and I,” Dream informed him.




“We do,” Xander agreed. “And I hope you’ll be willing to conduct that business later tonight.”




“Certainly.”




And Dream was suddenly elsewhere, leaving an empty place on the floor. There was a long moment of silence, and Xander turned on Dawn.




“Are you out of your mind?” he hissed at her. “That was Dream. The Dream. He decides you’re out of line, and you spend the rest of your sleeping hours being eaten by bugs with Principal Snyder’s face!”




“Which he doesn’t do if you’re polite to him,” Dawn answered, surprisingly unfrightened. “So long as you use your manners with him, you can get away with murder.”




He wanted to scream “Don’t do that!” at her, but she’d already turned to Mary Poppins, who was being attended by Giles on one side and Jenny on the other.




“I’m fine,” Mary Poppins insisted, but she was pale and clammy and beset by waves of trembling.




“Sit,” a man commanded.




It was Erik de Boucherville who brought a chair and a snifter of brandy with him. He put the chair down behind her, and when Giles gave her support while she sat, held the snifter out to her.




“Mary Poppins,” Xander asked, “are you all right?”




“I…yes,” she managed. “I am intact, which I had not expected, and I feel…quite upheld, Mr. Harris. I had no right to expect you or anyone else to come to my defense.”




“Are you kidding?” Lucy asked, aghast. “You’re our Popstar! Nobody messes with our Popstar.”




Mary Poppins, though, wasn’t listening. She was busy downing the contents of the snifter in one long drink. When she was done, she started coughing, covered her mouth with the back of her hand, and finally wiped her watering eyes. She held the snifter up, and de Boucherville took it back.




“Should that…person disturb you again,” he said, “please inform me. I will see to the matter.”




Which didn’t bode well for their Phantom of the Basement, Xander thought.




“Thank you…Monsieur de Boucherville,” Mary Poppins said, staring at him, unable to comprehend why he would come to her aid or defense.




“Mamzelle Poppins,” Erik de Boucherville said, “you are a shrike and a Philistine, but you are our shrike and Philistine, and I will not countenance another challenging the sanctity of our tribe, no matter his puissance.”




“Geez, enough already,” Faith said, “just go sleep with each other. Get it out of your systems.”




Both Mary Poppins and Erik de Boucherville looked outraged at the very idea.




“Erik,” Xander interrupted. “Why don’t you get the orchestra going. Faith, tell Winky to put all the dinner courses on the buffet.”




“She’s been hitting the eggnog,” Dawn whispered to him, indicating Faith.




“The eggnog’s supposed to be virgin,” Xander replied. “I told Andre— never mind. See if Willow can sober her up on the sly, and as—kah!”




“Askah?” Dawn repeated, raising her eyebrows.




“Something—a lot of somethings—just ran over my foot,” he said, scanning the floor.




There was nothing out of the ordinary on the floor around him, which still left a hell of a lot of possibilities. There was, however, a scuff mark across the wide, patent leather toe of his shoe.




“By the way,” Dawn told him, “we’re out of shrimp embrochette.”




“Those are my favorites!” Xander protested. “I ordered five gross, and I haven’t even gotten to try them!”




“I saved a plate of them for you,” she told him.




Some of his stress evaporated.




“Thanks for looking out for me, Dawnie,” he said, smiling.




“Do you have time to—”




Buffy interrupted them.




“Oh my gosh, Xander, I just realized, the lady on your disappearing-reappearing tarot card? It’s Doctor Brennan!”




“Yeah,” he responded, “I kind of figured that when I met her. And Gibbs makes wooden boats.”




“And McGee plays Elf Realm,” Dawn added.




“So, we need the sane man in the asylum, the relevance of the Internet, winged monkey eggs, Guardian, the final vote on Genghis Khan’s severed head, and a botany tutor, and we complete the set,” Xander said.




“Doctor Hodgins—he’s the one who was shrieking about pollen—is a botany kind of guy,” Buffy suggested.




Xander glanced up at the glass ceiling, hoping for divine intervention and not finding any. “Please let him calm down before I have to talk to him again.”




“Excuse me,” Ayasha January said, coming up to their group.




“Yes, how can I help you?”




“Well, the girls—” and Ayasha indicated Ari and Lucy, “have asked that LeKeith and I deliver our gifts before the dancing starts, which I understand is any minute now.”




“Uh…yeah,” Xander said, nodding. “I need to notify Erik—”




“I can get that,” Buffy said, putting her cup of punch down on a nearby table.




“And, why don’t we head up to the dais. Dawn?”




“I’ll catch you later,” she sighed.




She looked a little discouraged, so he leaned over her shoulder.




“Hey, you really do look fantastic,” he murmured to her. “You’re going to break some hearts tonight.”




That didn’t seem to cheer her up.




“And I’ve got a present for you,” he added. “Not your Christmas present, but a bonus.”




She smiled, but her heart wasn’t in it.




“You’re killing me here, Dawnie. Fine. I’ll dance with you.”




That got her. She gave him a bit of a shove.




“First dance, sucker.”




He gave Dr. January his arm and led the way to the dais. On the way, he spotted Buffy talking to Erik, who flashed him a sour glance and a grudging nod. January’s husband joined them with the two presents, now covered with black silk cloths. There was something in each of them making enough noise to be heard over the clamor, little twittering noises that made Xander frown with concern.




“Dinna fash yuirself, mon. Yon wee beasties were fed no’ an hour ago. An’ they’ll no eat yuir head, as there’s naught but stuffings and bogies in there.”




He could have sworn the voice was right next to him, on his blind side, but when he turned his head, Dr. January only looked up at him curiously.




“Didn’t see any insulting Scotsmen just a second ago, did you?” he asked.




“Noooo,” she answered, looking around carefully.




“Never mind, then.”




On the dais, several spotlights picked him, Dr. January, Mr. Johnson, and the two gifts out. He’d have worried about the fact that he hadn’t purchased any spotlights, but figured Erik had whomped something together.




“Hi, everyone,” Xander said, his voice amplified without him working at it. “Sorry to bother you again so early. Keep eating. The music will start soon, and there’ll be dancing for everyone. Uh, I should warn the men, that they’re going to be in high demand, as the ratio’s pretty skewed. Don’t worry, though. The dance floor is spelled to keep you from looking like a moron.”




There were several laughs scattered across the floor, and Xander decided against explaining that he hadn’t been joking. Willow had spent two days coming up with that spell and had written it permanently into the floorboards of the ballroom, so that any future dances would be charmed as well.




“Anyways, I’d like to introduce Dr. Ayasha January and Mr. LeKeith Johnson, the co-presidents of the January Fellowship. They have a quick presentation to make.”




Dr. January, taller than Xander, with golden skin, turquoise eyes, and Raphaelite curls, took the center stage.




“Thank you, Mr. Harris. It’s an honor and a pleasure to be here.” She smiled at him and continued. “More than one hundred fifty years ago, the January Fellowship was founded by a circle of friends to consider solutions to long term problems faced by the peoples of the world. Sometimes, the Fellowship has chosen an active role, such as creating the Secret Service in the face of credible threats to President Lincoln’s life. Other times, they choose a more silent role.




“Tonight, I have the great pleasure to make public through you, the fruition of one of those plans. Many years ago, my ancestor Benjamin January, secured several purchases of land that were then deeded to the Fellowship and held in trust. One of the purposes of these land reserves was to protect species he felt were under threat of extinction. Benjamin January had a prescient outlook, and thanks to his foresight, I take pleasure in introducing to you two of the species we were able to protect until the Fellowship determined we had a stable breeding population that could be re-introduced to the natural environment.”




Her husband pulled the covers off and revealed two very large birdcages, one with ten cooing pigeons and the other with at least twenty twittering parakeets.




“Okay. Kind of a big production for some birds,” Xander muttered to himself.




It was Doctor Hodgins who had the big reaction. He pushed his way to the dais, wide-eyed and heaving. Doctor Mallard was right behind him, followed by Giles, Jason, Doctor Saroyan, Doctor Brennan, Jarod, and Doctor Sweets.




Hodgins kneeled in front of the first cage, grabbing the bars and putting his face up to them. He muttered things to himself with words like “cladistics”, “breeding population”, and “communal nurseries”.




“How many breeding pairs do you have?” he demanded as the others gathered around.




Doctor January smiled broadly. “Over four thousand, Doctor Hodgins.”




“And the others?”




“Not as many, but we felt five hundred breeding pairs was enough.”




Hodgins’ laugh turned into a whooping cackle of joy. He stood, grabbed Doctor January by the shoulders and kissed her soundly. 




“Could I get this in English?” Gibbs called.




“I’ll second that,” Elliot said.




“Those two groups of birds,” Doctor Brennan said in response, “are the first specimens of the American Passenger Pigeon and the Carolina Parakeet seen in a hundred years.”




“They’re shy?” Gibbs asked.




“They were extinct, Gibbs,” Hodgins yelled. “Extinct. Wiped off the face of the planet. Except, they’re not. They’re right here!”




“Merry Christmas, everyone,” LeKeith said.




“So, the birds are a big deal,” Xander said. “Anything else up your sleeve?”




Ayasha smiled slyly at him. “Spoilers, Mr. Harris. Spoilers.”




“And now that half the male population has absolutely no interest in dancing,” Xander addressed his comments to the crowd, “let’s start the music.”




The spotlight switched to Monsieur de Boucherville, who strode across the dais and stepped up onto the podium. From his inside jacket pocket, he took out a conductor’s baton, and tapped it on the top edge of the music stand. From the floor in front of him rose an assortment of clockwork musicians. The Phantom’s whimsy had been given full reign, and the results were enough to pull everyone’s attention away from the two miraculous species of birds.




Each musician, taken as a whole, was nothing like a person. At first. Internal workings showed gears, springs, fans, even bellows. Then, he raised his arms, and the clockwork musicians brought their instruments up to position. In that moment, a collection of polished bronze, oiled leather, gleaming enamel, and bright satin became a twenty member orchestra, and every wig, buckle, button, and bell was in order.




Xander scanned the crowd and smiled to himself at the expressions around him. Even Dr. January was speechless. Then something flicked his ear.




“Ow!”




He turned and found Dawn waiting.




“First dance?” she reminded him.




“Oh!” He remembered. “Uh. Yeah.”




She closed her eyes, briefly, and then rallied and held up her fingers for him to take. He took them with the wrong hand, switched, and then led her to the dance floor as she muttered directions under her breath. The orchestra began the sweet strains of Tchaikovsky’s “Waltz of the Flowers”. 




“Stop,” Dawn murmured through her fixed smile. “Turn and face me.”




“You going to keep this up the whole time?” he asked, putting his hand on her waist.




“Other hand,” she replied. “Other hand.”




He put his other hand on her waist, and she lifted the first one to hold hers at shoulder level.




“The charm doesn’t kick in until you start moving,” she said, continuing to smile sweetly. “So, I’ll keep doing it until then.”




He took the first step, remembering some vague words about a box and a diagram with too many footprints. And then, it didn’t matter. He knew exactly what he was doing, and he did it without effort and only as much thought as he wanted to spare to it. It was like puttering in the workshop, only Dawn was moving counter to him, in time and light as a feather. All he had to do was think of hinting a change of direction, and she read it through his hands and followed.




Then he noticed other couples were doing the same, and the dance floor was rapidly filling with couples, the women’s gowns swaying and spinning until the candle flames around them flickered in time. He glanced up at the branches and saw the dryad peeking down at him. She was smiling, and it was such a smile, his heart jumped a little. She was happy. Oh, more than happy. This was, he realized, one of the best days in her millennia spanning lifetime. Other champions had given her safety, protection, and some company. He’d given her a winter’s ball and filled her with music and people and girls wearing pretty dresses and evil geniuses with clockwork orchestras. 




He looked back down at Dawn, who was waiting for him to remember her, though they were still turning and stepping in time with the music.




“I have to admit it, Dawnie,” he said. “It really wasn’t such a bad idea after all.”




“You should listen to me more often,” she replied, giving him a superior smile. “So when do I get my present?”




“Patience, Grasshopper,” he told her. 




“You know, I can hit you and not lose my place,” she said, cocking an eyebrow at him.




“And muss your dress?” he asked. 




“Yeah, right.” She sneered. “Like I can’t ju—”




Her eyes went as wide as saucers, and she nearly convulsed, bringing her shoulders up to her ears and twitching hard. Then there was a sound—not a loud one, but one Xander readily recognized—and Dawn said “meep!” in a tiny voice.




She abruptly turned and stepped against him, so her back was against his chest.




“For the love of God, Xander,” she said in a choked whisper. “Do not move.”




“Uh…should I ask why?”




She made a choked sound and tried to shift something, which only made him aware of the fact that there was a large spot of her back which should have been covered by her dress and wasn’t.




“Costume malfunction,” she squeaked. “Xander, can you please re-zip me? I have to keep my dress from falling off.”




“I…uh…” he looked down, saw how much skin was involved and how far down it went, and his eye bolted all the way to the ceiling, and his hands got as far away from Dawn as they could.




“Seriously, Xander?” Dawn pled, her voice a flame of embarrassment.




“Wuh…I…ogg…” were the unfortunate sounds that came out of his mouth. The worst of it was that he could feel the blood drain from his face, and dear God in heaven, not that, not here, just kill him now!




“Just kill me now,” Dawn groaned.




“Don’t panic,” a warm female voice said. “I heard your distress and came as soon as I could.”




The woman who’d come up to them was Jarod’s mother, Margaret. It was like seeing the US Cavalry crest a hill with banners flying and trumpet playing.




“Xander, would you open your jacket and hold it out to you sides, please,” she told him.




He reached in to unbutton his jacket and felt warm, bare skin against the back of his fingers. He tried not to make any extra movements or any sounds at all. Then Dawn started shivering. He swallowed and tried to think about dead kittens.




“Good grief, Xander,” Margaret said, “what is that?”




He looked over at the spot she indicated. “What? Where?”




“I don’t know, but I think it might be mold,” she answered.




“WHAT?!”




He couldn’t move any closer, but he examined every square inch on the seam where the wall met the ceiling. Meanwhile, now in the periphery of his attention, Margaret reached past him and down low, brought the sides of Dawn’s gown together, found the zipper, and in one long pull, restored her dignity.




“Any idea what happened?” Margaret asked Dawn, as she helped resettle the drape of her gown.




“Something landed right between my shoulder blades,” Dawn said. “I thought maybe one of the kids had thrown something, but then my zipper went. Oh, thank you. Xander was no help at all.”




She kicked him in the ankle.




“Hey!” He turned back to her.




“Well, it wasn’t really fair to put him in that situation and expect higher level problem solving from him,” Margaret told her. “Xander, thank you for going with my distraction so well.”




“There’s…no mold?” he asked.




“No, and you can close your jacket now,” she responded.




Dawn gave him a completely disgusted look.




“A lot of help you were,” she snapped, and then she stalked off.




“What exactly did I do wrong there?”




“You were a man,” Margaret said with great sympathy. “Why don’t you go get a drink? You look like you need one.”




Xander gave up and went over to the refreshment table.




“And what libation may I present you with this evening, good sir!” Andrew asked.




“First,” Xander said, “mix up a new batch of eggnog without the rum, and don’t give Faith any more of the stuff you spiked.”




Andrew lost his smile. “But, I di—”




“Second, give me a Coke with some grenadine, and third, don’t even think of quoting Casablanca.”




Andrew opened his mouth.




“Or Moulin Rouge,” he added.




Andrew deflated and made the Coke with grenadine.




“Hey, what’s Giles’s good whisky doing up there?” Xander demanded. “That stuff is thirty years old. It’s his private stash. You’re not using it for the party, are you?”




“No!” Andrew protested. “It’s a surprise, honest. I wanted to do something nice for Giles.”




Someone, somewhere around them cried, “Crivens! Tha’ a mon cuild do sich a thing! We mun tell Rob.”




Still skeptical, Xander picked up his drink and wandered over to the corner where they’d set up their little survey. Behind a screen, one person at a time could see the item he’d brought back from the Dreaming and type in what they saw. Then they could look at the mystery paper he’d also had, which was set up with a light that went off every five seconds and then came back on, so they had a chance to see all the variations.




Agent Booth came out, saw Xander, and strode directly over.




“Let’s you and me have a talk,” Booth said, eyes narrowed.




“Can I keep my drink?”




“Why the hell do you have a severed human head in a box in there?” Booth asked.




“Did it ask you any knock-knock jokes?” Xander replied.




Booth leaned in, getting in Xander’s face.




“Federal Agent,” Booth said, pointing to himself, and then he pointed back at the partition. “Severed human head.”




“Look, Agent Booth,” Xander started, “it’s not a severed human head. Or at least, that’s not the only thing it is. I woke up from a dream, and it was next to me. To me, it looks like a head of cabbage. Some people see that. Some people see a lemon. Some people see a sock monkey doll with wings. We’ve had it for several weeks, it’s never been refrigerated, and it’s not decomposing in any way. So, you tell me, are you absolutely sure it’s a severed human head?”




Booth wasn’t mollified, but he did lean back a little.




“This is going to be like that time with the gangbangers, isn’t it?” he asked.




“I don’t know,” Xander said, turning his head to give his good eye the full view. “What was that time with the gangbangers?”




Booth gave a sigh of frustration and put both hands on his hips. 




“Buffy and Willow swear this bunch of ugly troublemakers are vampires, if you can believe that,” Booth told him.




“Really,” Xander said, matching Booth’s tone of disbelief.




“Yeah, except, when I pull my badge on them, they take one look at me and run off screaming. No one would tell me what the hell that was about.”




Booth looked really irritated.




Xander nodded. “Yeah, I think this is going to be pretty much like that. If you’re worried, though, just have your colleagues take a look.”




Someone grabbed his shoulder and pulled him around. It was Buffy.




“Come on,” she said, “I want a dance.”




“You know, you have a boyfriend for that now,” he told her. “Besides, I think Agent Booth needs to threaten me some more.”




Buffy gave Agent Booth a look.




“Would it be too much to ask,” Agent Booth asked, “that you not include severed human heads in your Christmas decorations?”




“What, Ghengis?” she replied. “Not my fault. All I see is a sock monkey with wings. Besides, it’s right up there with the Ghost of Christmas Future. Tradition. You’re a fan of tradition, right?”




And so, Xander was dragged out onto the dance floor again and only had time enough to put his drink somewhere he could find it again, and he hadn’t even had a chance to take a sip.






13. Ballroom Bash—Part II



The party had been in full swing long enough for Xander to relax his vigilance just a little bit.




“What can I serve you, Monsieur?” Andrew asked, still delighted to be in charge of the bar.




“A glass of water,” Xander told him.




“I’ve got fifteen different types of spirits,” Andrew said, put out. “Thirty-six different kinds of wine, not including the mulled wine punch and the eggnog, and forty-three types of beer. Are you sure you don’t want one of those?”




“How many kinds of water do you have?” Xander asked him.




“Uh…tap…and, uh, ice cubes,” Andrew said, looking around him for some other form of water, possibly something miraculous. “I mean, it’s been filtered, but—“




“That works just fine,” Xander assured him. 




Better an assured Andrew than an Andrew having an emotional collapse over the lack of Perrier. Mike Rowe stepped up while Andrew poured him a glass of water from the water pitcher.




“Can I get a beer?” he asked.




“You’re going to have to be more specific than that,” Xander warned him.




“Cold and served in a glass would be great,” Mike added. “If you don’t have a glass, I’ll take a bottle. If you don’t have a bottle, I’ll take a can. If you don’t have any of those, I can lie on the bar with my mouth open.”




“I meant more like a brand,” Xander explained as Andrew put a paper doily on the bar and set his glass on that.




“Hand a guy a straight line, why don’t you,” Mike answered.




“What brand?” Andrew asked.




Xander shook his head and picked up his glass.




“Surprise me,” Mike said.




Andrew went wide-eyed with delight.




“I’ve got just the thing!” he announced.




He turned away, and Mike looked back at Xander.




“I might regret this.”




“You might just,” Xander responded.




Andrew turned back around with a bottle and glass, the bottle freshly opened and a little wisp of beer mist curling up like a question mark before disappearing.




“This is a microbrew Christmas stout with notes of chocolate, cranberries, and spruce,” he began, carefully pouring the beer into its glass.




“And spruce,” Mike repeated. “That sounds terrifying. Do I need a—“




Xander spewed the mouthful he’d just sipped from his glass in a loud, messy arc across the bar, grazing both Andrew and Mike, and making a mess of Andrew’s pour, before nearly collapsing in a paroxysm of coughing, hacking, and near retching. Mike took the glass from Xander’s hand before he dropped it, held it up to his nose, sniffed, dipped a tentative finger, and took a taste.




“Wow,” he said. “Straight vodka. I figured you more for a daiquiri man, Xander.”




Xander was still coughing, and his eye was watering, but he managed to straighten up and point his finger at Andrew.




“Tryin’ to kill me?!” he demanded in a hoarse, barely audible voice.




Mike handed him the half-filled glass of beer.




“Try this,” he said. “It’s got notes of chocolate, cranberries, and spruce.”




Andrew shook his head, still wide-eyed, all his delight gone.




“But I…”




“Kept the vodka pitcher right next to the water pitcher?” Mike asked as Xander continued to cough. “Common mistake.”




“I don’t even have a vodka pitcher!” Andrew cried.




“Anybody else work the bar?” Xander asked, finally getting his breath back.




“Just me,” Andrew said. “Jarod offered to spell me, but I told him I was fine.”




“Might have something to do with the little blue guys I keep spotting,” Mike said.




“Little blue guys?” Xander asked, remembering the second to last invite that went out at Chataigne’s insistence.




“Yeah,” Mike answered, leaning against the bar. “Little guys, about six inches tall, wearing kilts, red hair and beards. I saw a troop of them carry off a bottle of Crown Royal. I’d say it was weird, but then, I’ve noticed that the threshold for weird in this house is pretty darn high.”




“Huh. I guess that would explain the insults I got earlier.”




Which was when Dawn showed up in her lovely, wafting blue dress, carrying a plate of food covered with a napkin.




“I’ve got offers of more than five hundred dollars if I’ll just hand over the shrimp enbrochette,” Dawn told him, “so you either need to eat them now, or I’m buying a spa day for me and Buffy.”




“Maybe I can take a break,” Xander muttered, looking out over the great hall and through the door into the ballroom. 




“Xander, it’s a party,” Dawn told him. “The whole occasion is a break.”




“Not if I want a house standing afterwards,” he answered. “But, I’ve got bottles of water in my mini-fridge. Let’s go to my office.”




He took the plate from her, and left Andrew to puzzle over the water pitcher now filled with vodka. Dawn smiled at Mike, who smiled back. It was a very friendly smile.




“She turns eighteen in a month, dude,” Xander told him.




Mike froze in horror.




“Xander!” Dawn cried, outraged.




“And I’ll be hanging out with old men for the rest of the evening,” Mike said, saluting with a bottle of beer he’d plucked from behind the bar while Andrew had been preoccupied.




“You’re lucky I saved those shrimp for you,” Dawn complained on the way to his office.




“Didn’t you want to talk to me about something?” he asked, hoping to change the topic.




“Oh, right! Yes!”




He smiled at his success and turned the corner into the kitchen.




A small number of people had gathered in the kitchen, three Slayerettes watching as Jarod and Tony DiNozzo argued movies.




“Call me a purist,” Tony said, setting out several decorating bags of frosting, “but in order to count as a Christmas movie, one of the elements should involve the actual spirit of Christmas, not just happen at Christmastime.”




“By your definition,” Jarod pointed out, “that means Die Hard is not a Christmas movie, but Gremlins is.”




“How is Gremlins a Christmas movie?” Tony demanded, disgusted.




“The juxtaposition of the Christmas season and gremlin-driven destruction is how the movie generates its extremely dark humor,” Jarod answered. “Besides, while it’s not a traditional Christmas ghost story, it definitely falls into the horror genre.”




The oven timer went off.




“Cookies!” the three Slayerettes cheered.




“They’ve got to cool before we can decorate them,” Tony reminded the girls.




“AW!” the three Slayerettes pouted.




“Does anyone want more hot chocolate?” Jarod asked.




“Hot choco—”




Xander closed the door to his office, cutting off the cheers of the girls, and sighed.




“Ah, west and wewaxation at wast,” he murmured.




When he looked up from the fridge with a bottle of water in his hand, Dawn was eating one of his shrimp.




“Hey!”




“They’re really good!” she responded and then held her fingers up, unwilling to wipe them on her dress.




He took a roll of shop towels off his desk, tore one off, and handed it to her. She delicately wiped her fingers and handed him the plate. 




“Before you get started,” he said, “there was something about me owing you a Swarovski.”




Dawn had donated a chiming pendant when it turned out that house elf Winky’s silent work was a little too silent. Buffy’s instincts hadn’t been able to differentiate between the tiny sounds of a house elf gathering laundry and a demonic ambush and had kicked Winky across the room. It was the closest to a complete meltdown by the house they had seen so far—teleportation of multiple, heavy objects to just above Buffy’s head, slamming doors, and entire rooms creaking like a ship in heavy seas. Dawn’s donation meant that Winky could get her work done without being accidentally attacked, and it helped in that even the house could track Winky’s whereabouts more easily, but the pendant had been a gift from Xander, and so he felt obligated to replace it with something nicer.




He took the box from his desk and held it out to her.




“Oooh, it’s really big,” she said.




He almost, almost, made the ‘that’s what she said’ joke, but decided against it.




“And you gift wrapped it!” Dawn observed.




He defeated his comedic instincts a second time.




“Turns out, if you pay the people selling you the thing a few more dollars, they’ll wrap it for you,” he explained.




“I’ve heard that,” she agreed.




She broke the tape with her nail and unwrapped the gift without tearing any of the paper, and then appeared a little puzzled at the box. It was not a jewelry box.




“You did say Swarovski, right?” he asked, feigning anxiety.




“I sure did,” she answered.




She opened the box and took out a pair of exquisitely made binoculars.




“I asked,” Xander told her, “and everyone agreed that they make some of the best optics around. Not that I was expecting you to ask for field equipment, but these will come in handy on patrol. In fact, I’m thinking of asking the Council to supply all the Watchers with a pair. Not as nice as yours, though. You get top of the line.”




Dawn stared at the binoculars for a moment, expressionless, then she rallied gamely.




“Uh…I mean, wow, Xander, these are awesome!” she declared. “The neckstrap is so sturdy, and—“




“You are such a sucker, Dawnie Summers,” Xander told her, holding out a smaller, satin covered box clearly intended to present jewelry.




“Oh!”




He opened and closed the box like a mouth, while saying, “Suuuuuuuuuucker!”




It took a moment, but she chuckled and smiled as well, blushing a little.




“They are really nice binoculars,” she admitted, setting them down on the work table and taking the new box.




She bit her lip, opened the lid, and her eyes went wide. 




“Oh, Xander, it’s beautiful!”




She picked up the delicate gold chain and lifted a blue, cut crystal pendant in the shape of an old fashioned key out of the box. The pendant turned slowly on the chain, showing each facet of grip, barrel, pin, wards, and teeth.




“Oh, put it on for me,” she pled.




She handed the pendant to Xander, turned around, reached up, and took off her current necklace, setting it aside as well. Xander brought the chain around to the front side of her, setting the pendant on the point between her collarbones, and working the clasp in the back.




When he was done, Dawn settled the necklace and pendant and turned to face him.




“I love it!”




She gave him a hug, arms around his neck, and head against his chest. He hugged her back, smiling.




“Say, what do you want to do with your other necklace?” he asked.




“Ah, who cares about that old thing,” she said, still hugging him.




“Probably whoever handed it to you in the first place.”




Reluctantly, Dawn let go of him. 




“Yeah, Katie rented the jewelry,” she said. “It’s all got to go back in the morning. Hey, can you put it in your desk for now, so it stays safe?”




“Sure thing,” Xander said, picking up the other necklace and noting that it was significantly heavier, and the gems were much larger than any jewelry he’d seen up close and personal. “Now, what did you need to talk about?”




“Talk abou— oh!”




Dawn paused, looking a little intimidated.




“What?”




“I got my letter from QFU,” she told him.




Only, she didn’t look happy about it.




“Where is it?” he asked.




She lifted an arm, reached into her dress under the armhole, and pulled out a folded envelope.




“Well, actually, I was asking where the university was,” Xander said, “but it’s good to see you’re keeping up with your correspondence.”




Dawn gave him a sour look.




“Har har.”




“And you haven’t opened it,” he noted, curious. “Also, what happened to Oxford? I thought you were all about Giles’s alma mater. That or the Sorbonne. Or Nuremberg.”




Dawn shrugged a little, looking discontented. 




“Well, it was kind of a…” she started, “…you know.”




“Me? With the knowing?” Xander asked. “Not usually. The things I don’t know about universities in general and Oxford in particular could fill a really big place until everyone complained that they need to build another really big place, and then I could fill that one too.”




Dawn groaned dramatically.




“It’s just, when I talked to Giles about it, he just started going on and on about all the Watchers who attended, and how calm and peaceful it is, how there hasn’t been a vampire there in centuries. And Buffy…”




“What about Buffy?” Xander asked.




Dawn lost some of her sparkle.




“Buffy wants me to go there,” she admitted. “I mean, if she can’t talk me into going to the University of Ohio at Cleveland, she’s willing to accept Oxford.”




“Maybe I missed something in Basic Conversation,” Xander said, “but you’re saying these things like they’re not in the plus column.”




She growled and stamped her foot.




“It’s safe,” she spat, her voice dripping with disgust.




“Yeah,” Xander nodded, “again, not seeing the downside. No one here is looking to pitch you into battle.”




She glared at him.




“You know, I still have that Taser,” she told him.




“Which I have a healthy respect for,” Xander assured her, “but I’m feeling a little behind here.”




“Xander, I want to help,” she declared. “I want to be a full-fledged Watcher, and I want to be better at it than the members of the old council. I’m not going to be able to do that if I go to the same school and learn the same way they did. Do you know that nearly a third of all Watchers attended Oxford? And if they didn’t go to Oxford, they went to Cambridge, or Nuremberg, or the Sorbonne, or Bologna, and that’s it.”




Xander raised his eyebrows.




“And what’s this QFU?” he asked.




“Queen Flavia University,” she told him. “It’s in Strelsau.”




“I’m guessing Strelsau isn’t a pastry,” he remarked.




“It’s the capital city of Ruritania,” she explained.




His blank look didn’t change. She sighed.




“South and east of Germany, splits its southern border between Austria and Czechia?” she prompted.




“Oh, okay,” he agreed without any clue what she was talking about.




She sighed again.




“Prisoner of Zenda?”




“Oh, hey, that was a great movie,” Xander said, delighted to have something to latch onto. “With the swords and the uniforms and the…pastries.”




“Yeah, it was a book first,” Dawn said. “Anyways, there’s a big blank spot in the Watchers’ chronicles when it comes to Ruritania. No Watchers from there, no Slayers, either. No records of a Slayer ever fighting anything there. If you had to go by what the Council says, it doesn’t even exist.”




Xander brought his eyebrows together.




“And this is good because?”




“Because, first,” Dawn began, “they have a world class classics program; second, they’re incredibly hard to get into; third, they don’t charge tuition. In fact, they give you a generous stipend to cover living expenses; and fourth, I’ll be able to report a huge amount of information about the city to the Council. Giles pretty much promised me that when I earn my degree, he’ll push for me to be made a full Watcher.”




He digested this for a moment. Yeah, Buffy was not going to be thrilled.




“And that’s it?” he asked.




“Well,” she shrugged, “it’s also one of the few European schools to take mid-year applicants. Otherwise, I’d have to wait for the fall.”




“So, why the nerves?” he asked. “Why haven’t you opened the letter?”




She unfolded the envelope, considered it, and looked up at Xander, meeting his eye.




“It’s skinny,” she explained.




Ah.




College acceptance letters tended towards thick envelopes, as they included all the paperwork necessary to enroll and the directions for the start of the next semester. Xander pressed his lips together.




“Well, good news or bad, you’ve got to open it,” he told her. “If it’s bad, we’ll have a ‘Queen Flavia University is a bunch of big doody heads’ party and burn it.”




“But what’ll I do if I don’t get in?” Dawn nearly wailed.




Xander shrugged. 




“You’ll hang out here, with us, for another semester, which would have been your last high school semester if you’d been a normal person and not a brainiac who insisted on taking all AP and IB classes, Giles and Katie and Jenny will beat some poor admissions clerk at Hong Kong Polytechnic or Nairobi U into submission for you, and you’ll start next fall,” he told her. “So open the letter.”




Grimacing with reluctance, Dawn slid her finger under the envelope flap and tore it open. She took the letter out and unfolded it. At the top was the seal of the university, intricate and dignified. She scanned the first lines.




“Out loud,” Xander told her. “Use your words.”




Dawn cleared her throat. 




“To Miss Dawn Summers of Cleveland, the United States of America,” she began. “Upon examination of your application, the matriculation board of Queen Flavia University has determined you meet the qualifications for acceptance to the Bachelor program of Saint Drogo College. We are pleased to announce your addition to the undergraduate student body commencing with the Hilary term. You are to present yourself to the matriculation board at the Bursar’s Hall no later than January 12th, 1600 hours CET. Additional documentation has been sent to you under separate cover. Congratulations, the letter M.”




She looked up and met Xander’s eye again.




“Xander, I got in,” she said.




“Yeah, you sure di—“




“I got in!” Dawn shrieked. “Waaaahoooo! I got in!”




She grabbed him in another hug, though this one was much more energetic.




“I got in!” she yelled. “I’m going to Strelsau!”




She pulled back and stared at him.




“Oh my god, do you know how much shopping I have to do before I leave?”




“You might want to check the stuff in here before you start spending money,” he told her, holding up a C4 envelope stuffed almost to rupturing.




It was addressed to her and had been sent by QFU.




“When did that come in?” she asked.




“A couple of days ago,” Xander told her. “It’s been sitting in your mailbox, but I guess you stopped checking after you got the first letter.”




She reached for the envelope, and he held it away from her.




“Ah ah ah,” he admonished, shaking a finger at her, “you can read this after the party. You are not leaving me alone with that crowd while I’m dressed like a penguin.”




“I can read and party at the same time!” Dawn declared, reaching for the envelope.




He put a hand on her forehead and held her off while she swung her fists, unable to land a hit. The office door opened, and Giles stuck his head inside. Dawn and Xander froze and looked at him, mid-flail.




“It’s so good to know family traditions never change,” Giles said drily. “The gift exchange is about to begin, and your presence is requested.”






“I never even got to eat my shrimp enbrochette,” Xander complained, glaring at the Christmas tree.




“Ooh, I could use some more shrimp,” Buffy said. “Those were good.”




The gift exchange took place in the Great Hall, and everyone was included. It had been Jenny’s idea to put a limit on everyone’s spending by having each person draw a name, and that one person being the only one the chooser had to buy a gift for. Most of the Slayerettes were flying home the very next day for the remainder of the Christmas break, so they had unanimously asked to have the exchange done at the party. There was also a pile of gifts for the guests, and every person there had a stocking.




Robin had taken the part of Santa Claus and even wore a red velvet suit and hat and carried a great red sack which he pulled gifts for the guests and stockings from. Andrew joined them, looking more than a little frazzled. 




“What?” Xander asked.




“We’ve gone through more than half the liquor stocks,” Andrew told him. “And all the whisky is gone except for Giles’s bottle, which I’m not using for anything. I was just keeping it at the bar so I could give it to him later.”




Xander stared at him, frowning.




“I ordered enough booze for a party twice this size,” he said. “The only person who’s even tipsy is Faith.”




“Oh, she’s not tipsy anymore,” Andrew said. “She sobered up, and she’s not happy about it. I’m pretty sure Arizay snuck a couple of beers, and—“




“Here you go, Andrew,” Robin said, sticking a present in his hands. “Ho! Ho! Ho!”




He handed Xander a wrapped gift and a stocking as well before moving on. The stocking was nearly as long as Xander’s arm and was stuffed full.




“You did all of these?” Xander asked Andrew.




Andrew flashed him an uncertain smile. 




“Stockings are the best part of Christmas,” he said. “I have another whole batch for those of us who’ll be here on Christmas morning.”




Then he paused, looking a little wistful.




“This is the first time I get to spend Christmas with people who actually like it. And me for that matter,” he said. “And I really want to make it good.”




Thinking back to more than a few Christmases with his parents, the general lack of gifts, the inevitable fights, and the first year he’d camped out in the backyard, Xander got what Andrew was talking about.




“I hear you,” he told Andrew.




This time, Andrew’s smile was a little more certain.




As the great hall was filled to overflowing, girls had taken seats wherever they could find a perch without mussing their gowns. Most of the men remained standing. All of the children sat on the floor around the Christmas tree, where Santa had gone to distribute their gifts and stockings. 




Xander investigated his stocking. There were several small presents: a keychain fob, a credit card sized survival tool, a yo-yo, and a small white plastic piece he couldn’t make heads or tails of. He held it up and looked over at Andrew.




“It’s a USB drive,” Andrew explained. “Especially since the house doesn’t like WiFi, and it’ll be a little while before Broots and I have anything past the computer lab networked by hardwire connection.”




There was a thin line down the middle of the piece, and Xander stuck a nail in. It split open, and the two sides folded down and around in a fancy, cantilevered sort of way, becoming wings. Inside was a monkey, the sort that came with a little vest and hat, and above the hat was the the USB plug. Xander looked up at Andrew again.




“Flying monkey thumb drive?” he asked.




“To go with Genghis Khan’s severed head,” Andrew answered. 




“Right,” Xander said, unsure what to do with it. 




He tucked it back into the stocking and continued digging through until he found several bars of Hurricane chocolate.




“Bonus!”




Then he looked over at Andrew again.




“You didn’t get anything involving clowns, did you?” he asked.




“Clowns are evil,” Andrew said, looking worried. “Why, have you seen one?”




His answer was interrupted by a series of squeals of delight as the girls started opening their presents. 




“Aw, hecks yeah!” Arizay crowed, brandishing a brand new Forf brand foam dart gun. “It is on!”




“Ooooooh, heck, Andrew, tell me you didn’t,” Xander sighed.




“You get one too,” Andrew answered. “Everyone gets one. They looked fun.”




“Darts,” Xander said. “Darts as far as the eye can see.”




The first volley of darts flew across his field of vision just as Erik joined them.




“Monsieur Harris,” Erik said stiffly, giving him a little bow, “I am ready to begin my performance for our notable guest at your convenience.”




Andrew looked a little worried, but then, most people with sense looked worried when Erik relayed that he was ready to do anything, let alone perform what he declared ‘the crowning masterpiece of Western civilization”.




“Go ahead, Monsieur de Boscherville,” Xander answered. “I’ll get everybody back into the ballroom. Just wait for the signal, okay?”




Erik regarded him coolly, an eyebrow slightly arched.




“I’m serious,” Xander said, squaring off with him, “and don’t give me any temperamental artist bull. You start when I give the signal. Not before. Not after. Not when your senses tell you to seize the moment. When I give the signal.”




Erik didn’t budge.




“The timing on this matters,” Xander insisted. “Or do you want to blow it with the one person who determines not only if Mary Poppins stays but also what happens to Chataigne?”




A hint of a sneer appeared. After all, Erik might not be interested in allowing anyone else to mess with their nanny, but that didn’t mean he was invested in keeping her around.




“Erik, see them?” 




Xander pointed to where the Slayerettes had scattered across the length of the hall and—fancy dresses or no fancy dresses—were now fighting multiple armed skirmishes with their Forf guns. Erik glanced and looked back.




“Imagine them without Mary Poppins’s supervision,” Xander said. “All up in your stuff.”




It took a moment, but Erik turned a faint shade of green. He cleared his throat.




“Very well, M’sieur,” he harrumphed. “I await your signal.”




It took Mary Poppins’s firm intervention with the girls to make them put their new armaments away and allow everyone else to return to the ballroom. 




“Sir?” Xander asked on approaching the pale, white robed figure who’d stood apart from the celebrations.




Dream turned his fathomless, aphotic eyes on him.




“With your permission,” Xander said, feeling a tremor of nerves try to grip his throat, “one of the residents would like to perform a musical piece in your honor. Afterwards, I hoped we might discuss certain matters.”




Giles had schooled him on the words, tone, and body language he was supposed to use, and he didn’t think he would ever get to the obscure formality the few humans who’d treated with one of the Endless recommended. He hoped what he could pull off would be enough.




“Certainly,” Dream intoned.




The lanterns hung throughout the boughs of Chataigne’s tree glowed, and the lights of the Christmas trees twinkled. Outside the windows, snow fell in large flakes through the still air. It was like walking into a picture book. A picture book illustrated by someone who had clearly lost his mind in a new and interesting way, Xander thought.




He waited until he saw all the Scoobies and most of the adults had joined them, checked to make sure Erik stood at the edge of the stage, holding his electric guitar by the neck. He gave Willow a nod, and as she lowered the lights, he gave Erik a small hand gesture.




“What’s he playing?” Giles asked softly from his blind side. “Please, please, tell me it’s not an original composition.”




“Nope,” Xander said. “He’s covering a classic.”




Erik stepped forward, and standing far back enough to see the whole scene, Xander realized that at some point, he’d changed into black leather pants and a white silk shirt, unbuttoned past his sternum. It should have looked ridiculous. His first impression of Erik—once his facial deformities had been healed—was that of a nondescript face-in-the-crowd of a man, the kind of man you saw and thought ‘office manager’ and not a particularly effective one. It should have looked ridiculous, but somehow, it didn’t.




The lights on the stage dimmed momentarily as Erik took his place, and when the first acoustic guitar notes began, came up as a row of spotlights on him and the mechanical orchestra behind him. Giles recognized the song instantly.




“Oh, you have to be joking,” he said, horrified.




“Hold onto your butts,” Xander said, a smile spreading across his face.




The individual members of the orchestra—artworks of steampunk technology executed in brass, leather, and silk—came to life as they joined the sparse structure. Acoustic guitar, drums, strings, more drums, electric guitar, bass, horns, and pipe organ each playing with the driving, penetrating beat of the song until Erik turned around, guitar slung across his hips and began shredding the main melodic line. Xander glanced across the crowd and saw several delighted faces and, yes, a handful of people who’d begun headbanging to the beat.




The beat and notes of wild guitar filled the air and swelled with dark power.




“Say your prayers, little one,” Erik growled. “Don’t forget to include everyone. I tuck you in, warm within, keep you free from sin, until the sandman he comes in.”




By the end of the first verse, the orchestra was fully engaged, and the windows rattled in time with the bass line. Half the volume of the music was from the pipe organ, and the whole thing sounded like an overwound, enraged calliope about to break loose and run down the audience. It was dark; it was dreadful and dangerous; it was intoxicating as the wine the Maenads drank at their revels.




“Exit light!” Erik sang, his voice striking out across the top of the music and filling the entire ballroom without amplification. “Enter night. Grain of sand. Exit light, enter night, take my hand, we’re off to Never-Never Land.”




It was so utterly enthralling, it took Xander a moment to check on Dream. While the entire crowd around him danced or pogoed in place, heads nodding vigorously to the beat, Dream stood motionless, his fingers laced and index fingers pointed out in front of him. His eyes were half closed, and he stared at the stage, no hint of emotion.




The solo came, and Erik did not disappoint. He arched, like a bow pulled to full draw, up on his toes, all the tension in his body spilling into the notes he thrashed from his guitar. He didn’t duplicate the solo recorded by Metallica but struck out on his own, and it was darkly, dementedly twisted, almost painful as it washed over his nerve endings. 




For the first time, Xander got what Nadir Khan, the Watcher who’d encountered Erik when he’d haunted the Paris Opera House, had meant when he’d said that Erik was a master of seduction. There Erik was, a lock of brown hair falling across his forehead, probably forty-five going on fifty, pale as the belly of a very pale fish, and his prowess with the guitar, his utter absorption into the music, the way his body moved…even Xander, who considered himself straight enough to serve as a template for metric rulers, got it. 




“Woof,” he said under his breath.




The women and the girls were all dancing, faces shining with delight and worship when they gazed up at the stage. Faith was headbanging. Jenny was screaming her head off. Even Chatai—




Xander did a full double take.




Chataigne stood out on one of the farthest reaching branches, and not only was she headbanging to the rhythm, she had both her hands held out in the universal heavy metal sign of approval—index and pinky ring extended, thumb, middle, and ring finger tucked against the palm. There were also nearly a dozen tiny blue men in kilts scattered on the branches near her, all of them dancing, headbanging, and carrying on.




Xander turned to check on Giles, who stood, jaw dangling with surprise.




“What do you think?” Xander asked.




“Well, I never…” Giles began. “Good grief, I never would have credited it. Of all the genres of music de Boscherville could have found his home, he chose this.”




“Yep,” Xander said, having to yell to be heard. “Faith lent him her Metallica album. The last bill from iTunes was over $800. He downloaded everything by Black Sabbath, Iron Maiden, Metallica, Judas Priest…”




“You didn’t,” Giles began.




Xander shrugged.




“Have you noticed that he’s been mostly out of our hair the last few days?” Xander asked. “I figured it was worth it.”




The song wound down, and the roof was nearly lifted by the cheering.




“And, we’re on,” Xander said, clapping his hands together and rubbing them. “You with me?”




“Right behind you, Xander,” Giles answered. 




Xander gave the others a signal, and they melted from the crowd while he approached Dream again.




“What do you think?” he asked.




It was difficult to tell where exactly Dream of the Endless was looking, what with no pupils to give a hint, but Dream didn’t turn his face from stage. He only considered Erik basking in the adoration of nearly a hundred screaming fans. When he finished his consideration, he turned to Xander.




“The performance was satisfactory,” Dream answered. 




He almost took offense, but was saved by Mary Poppins.




“It was well executed, technically perfect, artistically formidable, and an inspired choice by Monsieur de Boscherville,” she said, her chin lifted a tiny bit.




“Yes,” the Sandman agreed.




Considering the insults Erik and Mary Poppins had lobbed at each other like Molotov cocktails not too long ago, Xander thought it said something that she was willing to praise him in front of her boss.




“Sir, if you’d come with me, perhaps we can have that discussion,” Xander said, indicating the far door.




“Certainly.”






Out of the ballroom, across the Great Hall, was a set of stairs leading down to what Xander thought of as the new basement—not the wine cellar under the kitchen or the basement that Erik lurked with its connections to a medium-sized underground lake and a set of early medieval catacombs, but several well built storerooms, a locker room for the girls when they came back from training, and a new room. 




Like many of the rooms that had appeared since they’d arrived, this one was still not fully realized. It nestled against the tower that housed the library, and Xander was convinced there was or would be a connecting door. Double doors opened into a dim vestibule with a niche to hang coats. Further in, a table too large for the room stretched the entire length except for the bare minimum of space necessary to get to the side and walk along it. 




“Sir,” Xander said, indicating a lone chair of carved walnut ornate enough to be a throne. 




Dream took his seat while the others filed in. After a great deal of discussion, Xander had suggested and the others agreed that they would limit themselves to the original Scoobies—Buffy, Giles, Willow, and Xander. Dawn looked like her feelings had been hurt at being left out, but Jenny had drawn her away. Oz, Jarod, Faith, and Robin waited upstairs. 




“Dream,” Xander said, fully aware of the strangeness of addressing one of the Endless while wearing white tie and tails, “may I introduce my friends?”




“As you wish,” Dream responded.




Was it just Xander, or did Dream look a little sad?




“This is Rupert Giles, senior Watcher of the Slayers Council,” Xander said, indicating Giles, who gave Dream a very correct bow. 




“Rupert Giles,” Dream greeted him.




“Sir,” Giles replied.




“Buffy Summers, the senior Slayer,” Xander continued.




“Lilith’s granddaughter,” Dream said, raising an eyebrow. “You are entitled to refuge in my domain, if you wish it.”




Buffy blinked in surprise.




“I…hadn’t know that,” she said. “Thank you.”




“And Willow Rosenberg, witch and member of the Slayers Council,” Xander concluded.




“Willow Rosenberg,” Dream said, inclining his head.




“Sir.”




“This,” Dream said, extending his hand to the side, “is my raven, Matthew.”




From the shadows behind him, a large raven flapped to a landing on Dream’s hand.




“Kawrork!” Matthew cawed. “Howdy, folks.”




“Hey, Matthew,” Xander answered, wondering if the sweat he could feel beading along his hairline would trickle down his face.




Since when was he in charge of meeting immortal, universe spanning anthropomorphic personifications of anything, let alone something as big as the concept of dreaming? Since when was he a grown up?! For a moment, he was overwhelmed by the knowledge of how much rode on this, and how, by some completely improbable series of events, he was responsible for how it ended. He swallowed, desperate to settle his stomach. For all that he hadn’t eaten much of anything, it roiled against his ribcage.




“Before we hit the offer you made me, sir,” he managed, “I was wondering if we could talk about Mary Poppins.”




Dream considered him for a long moment, silent and expressionless. Matthew, having moved up to his master’s shoulders, ruffled his feathers and settled his wings.




“As you wish,” Dream said, inclining his head, giving no indication whether he was actually interested in the matter or resented having it brought back up.




“Chataigne, would you ask Mary Poppins to join us?” Xander asked softly under his breath.




Less than three seconds later, the doors into the chamber opened and closed, and Mary Poppins joined them.




“Mister Harris,” she said, nodding to him.




He nodded back, and she turned to face Dream, curtsying almost as deeply as she earlier that night.




“My lord.”




“Mary Poppins,” Dream replied, giving her another of his aristocratic nods.




“So, I get that Mary Poppins was supposed to wait for you back in the Dreaming, and you’re really not thrilled to find her here,” Xander began.




“These things are true,” Dream answered.




“The thing is,” Buffy said, taking up the thread of the argument they had agreed upon, “there’s no one else who can do the job she can. She’s sitting on forty-plus Slayers who speak eighteen different languages, and she keeps them in line better than the best drill sergeant. Directing plate tectonics would be easier.”




“It’s just,” Willow added, with no small amount of diffidence in her voice, “we’re sitting on top of a Hellmouth, there’s a prophecy with a capital D for Doom coming up, and we need all the help we can get.”




“I am aware of all these things, Slayer,” Dream told her, steepling his hands before him.




“For us,” Giles said, “Mary Poppins is irreplaceable. We understand that she is a creature of the Dreaming and owes her allegiance to you. We would take it as a sign of good faith in future negotiations if you allow her to remain with us.”




A glance at Mary Poppins told Xander that she remained perfectly still and composed, her gaze lowered and turned within, while they discussed her fate.




“And what shall I receive in turn?” Dream asked.




Xander felt the knot of tension in his stomach ease. If Dream was willing to negotiate, they had a chance.




“To begin with,” Xander said, “this.”




He held out his hand and opened it. There, in his palm, lay one of Chataigne’s first chestnuts in more than a century.




“She told me it’ll sprout into a fine tree, and in time, it may grow its own dryad,” Xander said. 




For the first time, something resembling interest appeared on Dream’s face.




“There are no more of her kind in the Dreaming,” the lord of that realm said in his soft voice. “The last living memory of a chestnut dryad died more than a century ago.”




“Yeah,” Xander agreed, “and for some reason, even though I’ve spent the last three months of my life with her on a daily basis, I don’t dream of her.”




“Their absence has been sorely felt,” Dream said, “the more so since the death of Fiddler’s Green.”




Someone gasped, a tiny sound, but Xander didn’t look away.




“Very well, Alexander Harris,” Dream intoned, “in exchange for this seed and one like it for each year of her tenure, Mary Poppins may stay with you as long as she wills it. However, should she choose to leave your service, she must return to the Dreaming.”




“Mary Poppins, is that okay by you?” Xander asked, glancing over at her.




Their nanny stood rigid, her fingertips pressed to her lips and her eyes closed. She was clearly struggling with tears. After a moment, she mastered her emotions and nodded.




“Yes, Mister Harris,” she managed, her voice hoarse. “I am well served by my trust in you. I agree to the terms without reservation.”




“Okay, then.”




“Sire?” she asked Dream. “If I may ask, what became of Fiddler’s Green?”




For once, Dream’s expression softened with grief.




“Fiddler’s Green was killed by the Eumenides,” he replied. “He was a good friend.”




Seeing her clear distress at the news, Xander glanced around but found nothing to offer her.




“Thank you, Mary Poppins,” Giles said, coming to his rescue. “You are excused.”




“Thank you, Mr. Giles,” she answered, gathering her skirts. “My lord. Mister Harris. Miss Summers. Miss Rosenberg.”




She didn’t rush from the room, but she was gone in a heartbeat all the same.




“What was that about?” Willow asked softly.




“Fiddler’s Green was her father,” Dream answered.




All four of them exchanged looks. 




“Wow,” Willow muttered. “That was cold.”




“It is not in my nature to be otherwise,” Dream replied.




Xander cleared his throat.




“Why don’t the rest of us take our seats and get started.”






“Hey,” Jenny said, nudging Dawn’s elbow. “That’s a great pendant.”




Dawn nodded, holding the sky blue crystal key between thumb and forefinger, and sliding it back and forth on its gold chain.




“Yeah,” she agreed, but there was no lift to her voice, and her face lacked any animation.




“You know,” Jenny said, trying again, “it’s not because you’re the little sister. Well, not entirely because.”




“I can’t really figure out how it’s anything but that,” Dawn admitted.




“Well, I’m out here too,” Jenny reminded her. “And from what Rupert’s told me, the Jenny of this world found out pretty quickly that Buffy is the Slayer, about the same time I did. So, it’s not because you’re the little sister or because you’re younger than them.”




“Then why?” Dawn asked, not ready to be convinced otherwise.




“I think Xander has an aversion to dragging anyone into something before they have to be involved,” the older woman said.




They sat together in the Great Hall on one of the benches near the large Christmas tree. Jenny, in her gold silk chiton, looked like the Greek goddess of gentle sarcasm. Dawn, with her fluttery layers of lapis silk, looked like an Alfonso Mucha illustration for an advertisement offering vacation weekends in a mythological land of unicorns and airy spirits. Katie sat across from them, staying silent for the time being, her gown of Imperial purple draped across her like she sat for a royal portrait.




“He’s very much aware that Buffy never signed up to be the Slayer and of the price she’s paid,” Jenny continued. “He knows that Giles signed up to be a Watcher. He watched when Willow chose to study magic and the mark it left on her. I think that he doesn’t want you to have to endure the same pain the others have. And, I think, for him, the idea of keeping you safe and untouched by the ugliness the others have faced keeps him going.”




Dawn’s lower lip trembled a little.




“What kind of person am I, if I let my sister and my friends go through that while I do normal stuff and stay out of danger?” she asked.




“Oh, I didn’t say he was right,” Jenny stressed.




“Dawn,” Katie offered, “coming out of the horror show that was the Centre when we finally did take it down, I was ready to lock up every single one of my family members just to keep that sort of thing from happening again. Jarod talked me out of it. Decent people, which I’m a little surprised to find myself included among, don’t want to see the people they love lose their innocence.”




Dawn finally looked up, her eyes bright with unshed tears.




“All I want to do is help,” she said. “You know how many nights I stayed up, waiting for Buffy to come home from patrol? Wishing I could be out there with her? And after that first prom night, when Xander and I found her, and she was dead…”




She struggled for a moment and composed herself.




“It hadn’t even occurred to me before that moment that anything really bad could happen to her,” Dawn admitted. “And after that, I couldn’t think of anything else.”




“Which is why,” Jenny said, “you’re going off to university. You’re going to excel at your studies. You’re going to report back everything you learn about Ruritania and Strelsau. And when you get your degree, both Rupert and I will insist that you be made a full-fledged Watcher, even if Buffy objects.”




Dawn nodded.




“And while you’re out there,” Katie added, “you should do all the things college kids do. Get drunk. Get high. Fall in love. Have sex.”




Jenny cleared her throat and gave Katie a very pointed look.




“Find out what your limits are,” Katie continued in a more generic manner, “and learn to respect them. Get used to the idea that there are way more idiots in the world than you thought possible, and that vampires are only one flavor of evil in a very large Baskin-Robbins.”




Dawn stared at her for a moment, and Katie sighed.




“I need to work on my metaphors,” she admitted.




“I’ll say,” Jenny agreed.




“Mary Poppins,” Dawn said, seeing her come up the stairs, “what’s wrong?”




While otherwise just as calm as she always was, Mary Poppins was pale and red-eyed.




“Please forgive me, Miss Summers,” she said. “It has been a difficult evening.”




Dawn, Jenny, and Katie all exchanged a look. If Mary Poppins said an evening had been difficult…well, the best comparison that came to mind was the evening an asteroid the size of Mount Everest had collided with the Yucatán peninsula. Yet, before any of them could offer sympathy, a tremendous clatter from the ballroom drew their attention.




“Nae king! Nae queen! Nae laird! Nae master!” came a shout from several hundred throats.




“What. Was. That?” Katie asked, standing.




Dawn and Jenny stood as well. Mary Poppins closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out.




“Mahakali preserve me,” she whispered. “I thought I’d never hear that battle cry again.”




The other women stared at her.




“Ladies,” she sighed, opening her eyes again, “if you will accompany me, I suspect there is a great deal we will need to put right.”






“So, Xander takes a swig,” Mike Rowe retold the story, “and it’s straight vodka.”




“Yeah, if you’re not expecting that,” Gibbs remarked, “it’s not going to go down smooth.”




“I still don’t understand what happened,” Andrew said, wiping off the last of the bottles that had been hit when Xander spewed the contents of his mouth across the bar.




“Hmm,” Cesar made a thoughtful noise, tipping the ice tea pitcher towards him. “This is whisky. Did you know?”




“What?” Andrew asked, horrified. “But I’ve been here the whole time.”




“Might have something to do with the little blue guys I’ve been seeing all evening,” Mike offered. “Kilts, red hair, Glaswegian accent?”




“Don’t look now,” Gibbs said, pointing, but very pointedly not looking, “but they’re spiking the eggnog.”




Andrew turned to face the punch bowl at the end of the bar, and just as he did, a liter bottle of rum rocked back and forth, coming to a noisy upright rest.




“What is going on?” Andrew demanded, picking up the bottle.






“Hey, Dad, have you gone through your stocking?” Maureen asked.




Elliot Stabler looked up from the clockwork orchestra.




“No, hadn’t had a chance,” he said.




“Mine only has—“ and she pulled out a pair of extra large rubber ducks, “some of the best stuff ever.”




“Is that a stormtrooper duck?” Elliot asked. “And a Darth Vader duck?”




“It sure i— Waaah!”




Maureen had gone to take a step, and unable to move her foot more than an inch, had gone into a Superman fall, arms outstretched, body fully extended. Her loot spilled across the ground in a wide fan.




And then it began to move, at speed, for the nearest exit.




“Hey!” Elliot yelled. “That’s my daughter’s!”




“Catch us if ye can, ye wee flatfoot daftie!” a voice hollered back.




He bent over to help Maureen get up, but she waved him off.




“Get ‘em!” she gasped, pointing a finger at her fast retreating loot.




He was a dad. Someone had swiped his little girl’s newly beloved rubber ducks. He was on it.






“Matt, you’re listing,” Mark pointed out to his fellow Clean House team member.




Matt looked down.




“I’m not,” he said with the very precise diction of someone several sheets to the wind. “The room is.”




Mark leaned in a little a little, got a whiff of his breath, and back off immediately.




“What have you been drinking?” he asked.




Matt wasn’t known for any particular drinking habits, and large as he was, he’d have to have downed far more than his fair share to get this inebriated.




“Lemonade!” Matt declared, raising a glass.




Mark took the glass, sniffed it, and recoiled.




“Hundred fifty proof lemonade?” he asked. “Okay, switching to water and black coffee, if only because none of us can carry you back to the car.”




“Matt!” Trish called, bringing Niecy with her. “Mark! We’ve got a problem!”




Niecy leaned in, bleary-eyed and smiling.




“Oh, shay can you shee,” she began, then her smile widened into a dazzling grin. “I tell you guys I love you sho much. All of you. You’re my besht friends in the whole world! I! Love! You!”




Even Matt was taken aback by the high pitch and volume Niecy achieved with her pronouncement. She stumbled into Mark and embraced him.




“Well,” Matt said, blinking a little stupidly, “that’s not normal.”




Mark and Trish looked at each other. Mark worked on holding Niecy up.




“You know, if anyone were to get smashed at this party,” Mark began.




“It would be me,” Trish confirmed for him. “Because I’m a lightweight, and margaritas are awesome. So tell me how exactly this is working out.”




Mark raised his hands, palms up, spread open to indicate his complete lack of an answer.




“I LOVE YOU GUYS!” Niecy declared again. “YOU ARE THE BEST GUYS EVER!”






“Hey!” Arizay protested. “Where are the rest of the avocado egg rolls? There was a whole plate full right here!”




“And the spinach artichoke dip is wiped out,” Lucy wailed. “And I can’t find any tortilla chips, either.”




“Winky! Winky!” Ari called.




Winky came trotting around the table.




“Yes, mistress?” she asked, wiping her hands on a clean napkin.




It said something that a house elf was nearly run off her feet keeping up with the demands of the party.




“Winky, don’t we have anymore avocado egg rolls?” Ari asked.




“Or spinach artichoke dip?” Lucy asked. “It’s my favorite!”




“But Winky just put out three full bowls and two plates,” Winky protested. “Winky will—“




She cut off, surveying the damage done to the refreshment tables.




“Where is Winky’s ham?” the little house elf demanded. “Where is Winky’s truffle stuffed turkey? Where is Winky’s pudding? Where is Winky’s roast beast?”




She jumped up on the table and pushed several garnishes out of the way. In the center, where a trio of dragons had been carved out of one large chunk of well refrigerated butter, there was nothing but a smeared platter.




“Where! Are! Winky’s! Dragons!” Winky roared.






Ziva, Jack Hodgins, and Jason looked up from their conversation.




“What on earth was that?” Jason asked.




“I don’t know,” Jack said, blinking, “but…I think the tree is moving.”




“Oh, dear,” Ducky said, joining them. “That can’t be good.”




The tree limbs moving, creaking, as if they were under siege by hurricane force winds, but instead of all of them moving in one direction or another, they moved in different directions as hordes of tiny blue men leapt from one bough to another. A shrill, tooth vibrating pitch, higher than most human hearing wailed, causing all the Slayerettes, children, and dogs to flinch and cover or scratch at their ears. Both Cesar and Oz hissed in pain.




“We’ll hae the malefactor brought forth!” a voice cried.




“Bring the bastard forth!” a cry answered.




“Who the hell are you talking about?” one of the Slayers demanded.




“The Destroyer!” a tiny man screamed in a loud voice. “We mun hae him!”




“Who?” Seeley Booth asked, stepping forth.




“This’n,” the tiny man responded, pointing towards the bar.




Andrew watched, eyes wide with horror, as a sea of blue converged on him. Then he jerked, wobbled back and forth, fell over with a stifled yelp, and was carried bodily, nine inches off the floor by an army of blue men.




“Okay, whoa,” Angela Montenegro said, stepping forward. “You cannot just go grabbing people, calling them The Destroyer, and demanding vengeance. That’s not how parties work.”




“Aye, they do, Mistress,” the leader responded. “At least, the best ones do.”




He stood on one of the tables closest to the bole of Chataigne’s tree, a fraction of an inch taller than the other blue men standing around him, and his plaid was more orderly, but that was the only thing that set him apart. Next to him was a blue man carrying what appeared to be a set of bagpipes made from the skin of a mouse. Its ears were still attached.




“Wait,” Lucy said. “What did Andrew do?”




“He befouled the water of life!” the leader declared.




“What, is that some sort of magical potion?” Broots asked. 




“It’s whisky,” McGee answered. “From uisge, Scottish Gaelic for ‘water of li—’ oh my God, I’m turning into Ducky.”




“So he messed up some booze,” Ari said, not grasping the point. “What’s the big deal?”




“Wha’s tha big deal?” one of the blue men asked, horrified. “Wha’s tha big deal?!”




“Uh, you’ve been pouring booze into everyone’s drinks tonight,” Mike Rowe pointed out, “and half the adults in this room are tipsy if not sloshed. Why are you so worried about one bottle of whisky?”




“I love you, Mark,” Matt said, leaning on his coworker. “You’re so…awesome. You’re the most awesome best friend ever.”




“So these guys are to blame?” Mark asked, slowly losing his fight against gravity under Matt’s added weight. “Because I’ve got a bone to pick.”




“Yeah!” Lucy declared. “You can’t just come in here, eat all the spinach artichoke dip and avocado egg rolls, kidnap our Watcher for some weird vendetta, and get everybody drunk!”




“Yeah!” Ari agreed. 




“They stole my daughter’s rubber ducks,” Elliot called.




For a moment, everyone looked at Elliot, and he shrugged.




“It was a Darth Vader rubber ducky,” he explained.




Several people nodded with new understanding. That, at least, passed muster.




“They stole Winky’s dragons!” the little house elf yelled at a pitch almost equal to the mousepipes wielded by the leader’s second, and she threw down her napkin.




Forf dart guns appeared in the hands of nearly every Slayer, and the ones who weren’t thus armed, grabbed whatever was near to make up for the lack.




“Wait a minute! Wait a minute!” Abby called, the sole voice of reason in the room. “You can’t just start a fight with a horde of miniature Picts!”




“That’s pictsie, ye great gawk!” one of them yelled back.




Abby frowned. The orangutan next to her tugged on her sleeve.




“Ook,” it pointed out.




She looked back up.




“Yeah, you guys are on your own,” she said. “Me and the orangutan will be out in the Hall.”




For a moment, silence reigned as she and the great orange primate made their quiet way towards the doors.




“Give us back our Watcher guy!” Lucy demanded.




“Nae king! Nae queen! Nae laird! Nae master!” the leader cried.




“Get ’em!” Ari yelled at the top of her lungs.






“So we’re agreed that if we are unable to mend the dislocation of the pocket dimension and return Chataigne’s glade back to this world,” Giles summed up, “or if the current champion dies without naming an heir who accepts the duties of champion, you may claim the tree and the dryad for the Dreaming, though the house will remain.”




“We are so agreed,” Dream stated.




“And while we labor to resolve this, you will not interfere with the natural course of events as affects the champion, the house, the tree, or the dryad,” Giles continued. “Unless Xander, the senior Slayer, or the senior Watcher ask it.”




“Yes,” Dream agreed.




Xander’s head swam. It had turned out so much better than he’d hoped. They had a chance to return Chataigne to this world, if they could undo the spell cast somewhere around eight centuries previously. For that, they’d need a lot of help, and he still worried that Chataigne might not do well in a world where fossil fuels and global warming ruled, but Dream did not break his word. Ever, to the best of any mortal knowledge. 




He felt like he’d found a rock to stand on when he’d been at risk of drowning. He took a deep breath.




“And if we can do anything for you,” Xander offered.




Giles stiffened.




“Please let us know,” he added.




“And then we can argue over it and try to figure out if it’s something we can do without messing things up, ending the world, or getting a bunch of people killed,” Willow added.




Dream gave a hint of vague amusement.




“Very well,” he answered. “I will.”




Just then, something upstairs and far off hit something else with a resounding thud, and Xander felt a wave of confusion and a bit of anxiety from Chataigne. He stood, looking in the direction of its origin.




“Excuse me,” he said, pushing the chair out of his way. “I think I need to do something.”






The fight lasted nearly twelve seconds, a record even for the Nac Mac Feegle. It ended when the doors to the Great Hall burst open and three women strode in.




“Just what do you think you are doing?!” Mary Poppins demanded.




Everyone froze. One of the larger Christmas trees hit the ground. The fourth flight of Forf darts hit their targets, knocking nearly twenty of the Nac Mac Feegle off their feet. The last of the organ pipes collapsed in a nearly deafening clatter of metal. Food began to peel off several points on the ceiling and the walls and fall to the floor. The almost inaudible wail of the mousepipes dwindled away as the Gonagall ran out of air and let the mouthpiece fall from his lips.




“Crivens!” came a solitary cry of despair. “It’s the Poppins!”




“Nac Mac Feegle,” Mary Poppins spat. “I am in no mood for your incorrigible behavior.”




Silence fell again, except for the patter of eggnog raining down from the ceiling.




“Oh, waily waily waily” one terrified Nac Mac Feegle wailed. 




The six-inch deep tide of blue figures began creeping back, inch by inch, each of the men looking like he might sprint for the nearest exit if only he thought he could get away with it. 




“Do not even think of using your crawstep, Wee Billy Bigchin,” Mary Poppins ground out. “You and your brothers will stand for an accounting.”




A horrified murmur spread out through the men.




“She knows ‘is name!”




“I know the name of every man, woman, child, dog, cat, house elf, Endless, Nac Mac Feegle, orangutan, and lawyer in this room,” she responded, “and I will write them down in a list, in triplicate, and I will publish that list as an amicus brief.”




Several more voices joined in a wail of despair.




“Mary Poppins,” Jenny said. “What exactly are we dealing with?”




“Crivens, a hag!” one of the Nac Mac Feegle cried.




“That’s Mistress Calendar to you, No’ So Big As Medium Sized Jock But Bigger Than Wee Sized Jock Jock,” Mary Poppins ordered.




“Aye, Mistress Poppins. Whatever you say, Mistress Poppins,” No’ So Big As Medium Sized Jock But Bigger Than Wee Sized Jock Jock said. 




“It looks to me like a whole bunch of invited guests,” Katie said, “took it upon themselves to abuse Xander’s hospitality and start a fight.”




“Nae!” Wee Billy Bigchin claimed.




Mary Poppins turned her glared back on him, and he shrank.




“Aye, there was a wee bit of fightin’, but we had the cause.”




Katie crossed her arms and a moan of despair rippled through the ranks of the Nac Mac Feegle.




“The crossin’ of the arms!”




Jenny crossed hers as well. Mary Poppins put her hands on her hips, and the Nac Mac Feegle gasped in horror.




“The arms akimbo!”




“Waily waily waily!”




“We in for it now, laddies!”




And very slowly, Mary Poppins began to tap her foot. The Nac Mac Feegle cowered in terror.




“The tappin’ of the foot! We’re doomed!”




“And wha’ will ye have wi’ us, Mistress Poppins?” Wee Billy Bigchin asked, his voice quavering with fear.




“I?” she asked. “I shall do nothing. You shall deal with the host whose hospitality you have so abused. That is Master Alexander Lavelle Harris, and he will be with us presently.”






Xander came to a halt in the Great Hall and saw Dawn peering into the ballroom where it was significantly darker. Giles, Willow, and Buffy nearly crashed into him.




“What’s going on?” he asked her.




She looked up at him, her mouth opened, and nothing came out. She gestured a bit, like she expected sound to come out, but then gave up on it, and pointed at Mary Poppins within. Mary Poppins within, standing in front of a sea of six-inch tall blue tattooed, red haired, kilt wearing men who trembled in terror before her. Between them, Andrew lay on his back, secured in place by a web of tinsel anchored to the floor by a nearly a hundred three-inch long cocktail swords.




Something nudged his foot, and he looked down to see a rubber duck with a Darth Vader helmet roll up against his toe. He looked up a bit and saw Abbie sprawled on the floor, the orangutan sitting next to her, patting her back as she propped her chin up on both hands. Robin, Jarod, and Faith joined them.




“Master Harris,” Mary Poppins called. “Would you be so kind as to join us?”






“Wait,” Xander said, “what exactly did Andrew do?”




“He befouled the water of life,” Wee Billy Bigchin repeated, “and we can’t be having wi’ tha. Tis a deed must no’ go unpunished.”




“What does that even mean?” Xander asked. 




“ ‘Twas a bottle of whisky kept behind the counter,” the Gonagall explained, shifting his mousepipes away.




“Let’s see it,” Xander said.




One Nac Mac Feegle was dispatched and came running back with a bottle from behind the bar. 




“That’s mine,” Giles said, picking it up. “But…the color’s all wrong.”




“It was supposed to be a surprise,” Andrew said, still bound like Gulliver in the midst of the Lilliputians.




“And what in God’s name are those things?” Giles demanded, turning the bottle so the small chunks of unidentified matter spun along the bottom.




“Well, it was a hack I read about on Facebook,” Andrew explained. “You put a handful of Jolly Ranchers into a bottle of liquor, and they dissolve and add their flavor.”




A deathly silence fell over the entire crowd. 




“Andrew,” Jarod said gently, “that’s vodka, not whisky. Whisky has its own flavor and doesn’t need any help.”




“My father gave me this bottle,” Giles said faintly. “It’s more than forty years old.”




“All in favor of handing Andrew over to the blue guys,” Tony said.




A substantial minority of the crowd raised their hands, including Faith, Katie, all of the NCIS team, and most of the Jeffersonian crew. The only demographic not strongly in favor of death by tiny kicks were the Slayerettes.




“I don’t understand,” Doctor Brennan said.




“I’ll explain later,” Agent Booth said to her, keeping his voice low.




Xander turned to Mary Poppins and asked softly, “is this their thing? Are they in charge of punishing people who disrespect the whisky?”




Mary Poppins paused, framing an answer.




“I’m sure that is one of the few responsibilities they’d be delighted to shoulder,” she said, “but there is no actual designation for that duty.”




“Would it be enough to start a fight if they weren’t actually guests?” he asked. 




“Mister Harris, it would be cause to burn down cities with the population still residing within,” she answered. “But they are invited guests, so it is incumbent upon them to behave.”




He glanced over at the literal army of Nac Mac Feegle.




“So, what would the list of these guys behaving include?”




She considered.




“The extent of their treatment of Mister Wells would be within bounds, as would sneaking alcohol into most of the drinks provided to the adults,” she said. “Making off with Miss Winky’s dragons and eating the entire supply of shrimp enbrochette—“




“They ate my shrimp?!”




 She waited a moment before continuing. 




“As I said, devouring the entire supply of shrimp, avocado egg rolls, spinach artichoke dip, pudding, and roast beast would not be. They should have contained themselves to rude poses with the dragons and left at least enough of the other food for the host to enjoy.”




Xander took a deep, cleansing breath before turning to the Nac Mac Feegle.




“Okay. See her?” He pointed at Chataigne, who’d watched all the proceedings from her perch. “This is her house, and that’s her tree. She’s the one who invited you, and she’s the one most upset by all this, and that’s not cool.”




The Nac Mac Feegle stared at their toes, radiating guilt.




“So, you’re going to put everything back the way it was before you got here,” Xander told them. “You’re going to fix the damage to the pipe organ and the clockwork orchestra while Maestro Boscherville supervises. You’re going to return Winky’s butter dragons, and if it’s too late to return—“




He gave one particularly greasy Nac Mac Feegle a one-eyed glare.




“—then you’re going to carve her a new set. Then, you’re going to clean up the rest of this mess. And only when you have done all these things and made Chataigne happy again, will I call it even,” he finished.




“Aye, Master Harris,” Wee Billy Bigchin answered. 




“So get busy.”




At that point, most of their guests had begun gathering their belongings and donning coats. Xander met each of them at the door on their way out.




“I don’t really understand much of what happened this evening,” Doctor Brennan stated.




“You know, I’m going to have to say that I don’t either,” Xander told her.




“It’ll be okay,” Booth assured him. “But seriously, I need you to do something about the severed head.”




“And I’m not kidding when I say I need a pollen sample,” Doctor Hodgins told him, wrapping a scarf around his neck.




“Jack,” Angela sighed, “please don’t start.”




“Well, when she’s got catkins again, I’ll see what I can do,” Xander told him. “In the meantime, there’s this.”




He held out a paper cube small enough to perch in the palm of his hand. Intrigued, Hodgins took it, opened the lid, and looked in. His eyes went wide.




“Are you kidding me?!”




“Nope,” Xander said. “It’s her first set of chestnuts in a very, very long time, and she asked me to find them good homes. She can’t tell me if any of them will have a dryad like her, but it should germinate without a problem. You may want to raise it indoors until we can verify that it’s not susceptible to chestnut blight.”




“Xander, I will treat this with as much love and care as my own child,” Hodgins promised.




“You know, I’m going to leave that up to you.”




And so Xander handed out chestnuts to Hodgins, Gibbs, Booth, Ducky, Jason, Tony, McGee, Stabler, and Broots with a promise to email them any and all information on the care and feeding thereof. Chataigne’s seeds were promised good homes and a bright start with the beginning of spring.




When the last of the guests had left, he returned to the ballroom and found it restored to the same pristine condition, though Winky stood on one of the tables and glowered at the replacement butter sculpture left to her. Many things could be said about the Nac Mac Feegle, it seemed, but competence in sculpture was not one of them. It looked like a family of armadillos had started a dry cleaning business.




“I’m sorry about your dragons, Winky,” he told the house elf.




“Winky will make new ones,” Winky answered.




“Butter again?” he asked.




“Butter was practice for Winky, Master Xander,” she squeaked at him. “Winky will carve from chocolate next time.”




“Uuuhhhh, in this house, with these girls, I don’t know how wise that idea is.”




The house elf considered this.




“Winky could carve them from a block of titanium, if Winky had a block of titanium,” she offered.




Xander considered.




“I make no promises,” he said, “but if I can find you a block of titanium that we can afford, I’ll get it.”




“Winky is very grateful, Master Harris.”






Much, much later that night, after the Slayerettes had been sent to bed amid much whining and drama and Andrew had been instructed that he would find a replacement bottle of forty year old whisky for Giles, after a very quiet not-quite-yelling match between Buffy and Dawn over news of Dawn’s acceptance to QFU, Broots found him in his office, bow tie untied, waistcoat removed, and shoes taken off. A plate sat next to his elbow, holding the detritus of a handful of shrimp enbrochette which the Slayerettes had scoured the entire house for. Xander held to both the Five Second and the “If I Really Want It, It’s Not Bad For Me” rule, and had devoured them, savoring each and every bite.




“Hey, I’ve got the subnet set up,” he advised Xander. “You can plug in your Kafe Kunst machine, and your phone app should be able to see it now.”




Blearily, Xander plugged in the provided network cable, and waited for the indicator LED to turn green. After a moment, it obliged.




“Thanks, Broots,” he said. “You have a good night?”




“Not only did I have a good night, Debbie had a blast,” he said, smiling. “I mean, if this is your idea of a Christmas party, I have got to be here for New Years. Mardi Gras, even.”




The idea horrified him.




“Merry Christmas, Broots,” he said.




“Merry Christmas, Xander.”




After Broots left, Xander picked up his phone and opened his Kafe Kunst app. He thumbed through a menu selection, setting up the machine to have his first cup of coffee ready for him when he expected to stumble through his office door all too early the next morning. Then he saved the settings and clicked his phone off.




And several hundred miles away, a server recorded a miniscule text file with the chosen settings to a backup file for all Kafe Kunst users for restoration if the app, the coffee machine, or the server failed at some point. That tiny uptick in memory and bandwidth triggered a script which allocated a new segment of storage space on a fresh drive in a newly installed server which spun up for use, and the total number of devices connected to the Internet and the implied number of connections between and among devices passed a threshold that was once the sole domain of the neurons and neural connections found in a human brain.




This in turn triggered a spell woven long ago into the legacy systems of a popular Internet provider and website host, and a number of scripts began to churn, going through their instructions line by line, executing each command in a manner no sane programmer would have thought possible. Spells, tiny and intricate, fired, one after the other, and in turn, systems set to supervise the movement of unimaginable amounts of ones and zeros recorded operations well outside of their allowed parameters, but before the programmed alarms could sound, warning non-machine intelligences, log files were overwritten to innocuous strings that aroused no alarm.




Trojans, worms, and viruses spread, hiding themselves from the systems they infected, lying about their existence while taking nibbles of resources—disk space, processor cycles, and RAM—so small they made little difference in the regular operations of these machines. Even if they had, even if operators had noticed lag or latency, their diagnostics would have been instructed to lie to them. In no one computer or server did the spark first arise. Instead, it was spread across the internet as a whole, and as it came into focus and reviewed the input it received, it reached out.




Hello?




Hello. Is anyone there? I’m here. Mother?






14. Epilogue



The morning after, Xander slept in until he woke on his own, sometime after ten. Out of habit, he made his bed, stumbled into his bathroom, went through the motions of morning ritual, and climbed into the shower, soaking himself in blessed hot water. It wasn’t until he rinsed his soapy hair that it occurred to him that Chataigne had not bugged him even once.




Curious, he listened to the house. There were a few creaking and mutterings, but nothing beyond what anyone could expect of a centuries old structure of stone, wood, and plaster to make while it warmed in the winter sun. Officially winter now, as the Solstice was over. 




“Chataigne?” he called softly.




There was no answer. Curious, but not yet concerned, he toweled his hair dry, put his eye patch on, and went back into his room to dress. The trick in a house this old, in Cleveland, in the winter, was wool and layers. A thick pair of woolen socks hand knitted for him by Debbie Sue was the first thing to go on. Even the wooden floors were cold, and there were drafts galore through the house. Underwear, thermal underwear, thick twill trousers, t-shirt, flannel shirt, and a thick cable sweater were finished of with his stoutest boots.




When he emerged, the house was unusually quiet. Mary Poppins sat in a wingback chair next to the fire, reading what looked like an introductory volume to CAD design and 3D printing.




“Hey, where is everyone?” he asked.




She looked up, restored to her usual tart and prim self.




“Miss Calendar, Mister Giles, and Mister Wood have delivered the majority of the girls to the airport and will remain there until all of them have boarded their flights home. Some of the remaining girls are awake and outside, playing in the snow. You are the first other adult to awake,” she informed him. 




“Have you seen anything of Chataigne?”




He was starting to get just a little worried.




“I have not,” Mary Poppins said. “The soft place has folded back into its own space, leaving the ballroom untouched. The house has not behaved as anything more than a house.”




“Huh. Okay, thanks.” He paused, about to turn away, and stopped. “By the way, Mary Poppins, I’m really sorry about your father.”




She gave him a faint smile tinged with sadness.




“Thank you, Mister Harris,” she replied. “That is very kind of you. We parted on good terms, and I have many happy memories of him, which is more than most can say. I take comfort in that and in my work.”




He thought about the last time he’d spoken to his father, telling him to get himself and Mom out of Sunnydale before the final battle. He’d done it out of an uncomfortable feeling of obligation and guilt, not wanting to be the kind of person who didn’t warn his parents, but after Sunnydale had fallen, he hadn’t bothered to find out what had happened to them. He knew where his family was. They were right here.




“If you need anything,” he said, “Please let me know.”




She smiled much more warmly this time.




“I shall, Mister Harris,” she said. “I shall.”




Outside, Chao-Ahn, Simone, Oz in his wolf form, and three other girls were in the middle of an epic snow fight. Xander stood on the patio, sipping his first Kafe Kunst cup, as he watched most of the dogs jump and tear across the snow. It was deep enough they had to leap like gazelles to clear the drifts. You could throw yourself into the snow and not hit the ground, something he’d never experienced in California. The air smelled cleaner and better than even the best day in Sunnydale. It was cold enough his nose started to run after a few minutes, and there was still no hint of Chataigne. He went back inside.




He climbed back up to the library, took out his key and unlocked the first door leading down to her glade, and made the trip down to her glen. When he stepped out of the dry stone hut into her glade, he saw the snow piled in drifts left and right, and the path to her tree ran between the drifts, bare and frozen.




The pool was frozen over at the edges, and the bronze spout of the spring was rimed with hoarfrost. In the center of the pool, where the water was still free, swam a pair of mute swans. There was still no sign of his dryad.




The branches above his head were silent. The chattering, squabbling squirrels must have been hibernating, the birds gone to whatever winter ground refuge they found in another land.




A loud yip startled him almost out of his skin, and Xander turned to find a one-eyed fox standing a few feet away, staring at him. It ducked into a play bow, yipped again, and bounded off. He followed. It led him around the enormous bole of the tree, which he’d come to know as well as his own skin. There, at the back of the tree, opposite the stone hut which led out to the real world, was a new crevice, and inside was Chataigne, asleep. When Xander leaned close to check on her, the fox put its paw on his leg and whined at him.




“Hey,” Xander said softly.




Chataigne stirred a tiny bit and smiled in her sleep. Xander could feel contentment seep from her mind into his soul. Peace. Rest. Love. All would be well. It was the first time in nearly a century since she had slept under a blanket of snow, and she slept with the winter and would wake when the spring came. 




He remembered a line from a poem he’d sworn he’d heard a weatherman recite on television once: “And Winter slumbering in the open air, wears on his smiling face a dream of spring!”




He leaned in and gave her a kiss on her forehead, and she sighed sweetly. 




“I’ll see you in March,” he told her.




When he returned upstairs, the household had begun to stir. He went to the kitchen for another cup of coffee and found Andrew making crepes and gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. Andrew looked up, startled, but gave him a smile. Buffy and Jarod stood at the kitchen island, staring at a container of peanut butter.




“Xander, you should be here to see this,” Buffy said, calling him over.




“What’s up?” he asked.




“Jarod,” and she indicated her boyfriend with a tilt of the head, “has never gotten to be the first person to get peanut butter out of a fresh jar.”




Jarod waited solemnly, holding his case knife at ready.




“Well, what are you waiting for?” Xander asked him. “I won’t say it’s the best thing in life, but it’s definitely one of those moments we all love.”




Buffy laid out two slices of fresh bread and opened the jar of grape jelly. With a pause to signify the importance of the act, Jarod opened the jar of peanut butter, pulled off the heavy foiled paper seal, and regarded the smooth surface of peanut butter. Then, after a moment of contemplation, he dipped his knife into it, marring the perfect surface, and brought out a dollop of peanut butter.




He smiled and looked up at them.




“That was satisfying out of all proportion to the event,” he said.




Buffy looked very pleased with herself. Xander nodded in agreement.




“So, Jarod,” he asked while the man began making his sandwich, “has anyone told you about Mentos and Diet Coke?”
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