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Disclaimer: I have drawn from multiple published, recorded, and broadcast works of fiction. The majority of them are under copyright to their creators and owners. This story is in no way intended to infringe on their copyright and is an amateur work only. No profit will be made. These works include but are not limited to: Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, Doctor Who, The Pretender, Criminal Minds, the Encyclopedia Brown series, Sabrina the Teenaged Witch, The Sixth Sense, Ian Fleming’s 007 series, and Star Trek. I have also drawn from Alexander Hope’s Prisoner of Zenda and Rupert of Hentzau novels. However, these are now in the public domain and are no longer protected by copyright. 




Author’s Note: In my life, no other story has caused me this much trouble. Five restarts, three focus shifts, plotting, unplotting, sketching, doing, undoing, giving up, rolling up sleeves, and finally deciding, screw it, I’m going to have a little fun with this. So, while this is a fairly serious story, and some fairly serious stuff happens in it, I am also letting some blatant silliness and experimentation slip in as well. 




Several years ago, I read Bill Bryson’s A Walk In The Woods, his memoir of hiking some of the Appalachian Trail with side forays into interesting topics, one of which was the extirpation of the American chestnut tree. More than a hundred years ago, the chestnut tree was one of the most common trees in the eastern forests of America. A mature tree stands between 80 and 120 feet tall and produces enough nuts to provide both people and animals with food. Shipments of Chinese chestnut wood into the US imported the Asian chestnut blight, which American chestnuts had no resistance to. In the span of a decade, the blight killed off the vast majority of chestnut trees. It’s a fungus, and it’s now endemic throughout the original range of American chestnuts. Chestnut trees still exist, but they rarely grow larger than a bush before it’s infected and dies back to the roots. The roots sometimes generate another tree, but it too dies before long.




I have seen an actual full grown American chestnut tree outside a museum in Seattle, WA. It’s too tall to fit in one picture, though I do have a picture somewhere of me embracing it, providing substantial evidence that I am a fuzzy-wuzzy, tree-hugging liberal (as if there were any doubt). Last year, I moved in with my high school best friend, the closest to a sister I’ll ever have. It turns out that the skinny, frail little tree in front of my bedroom window is an American chestnut tree (the chestnuts last fall were a dead giveaway), and there are now two volunteers growing next to it that I plan to relocate. But the best news? The American Chestnut Foundation, in cooperation with a genetic engineering firm, has created a blight resistant American chestnut. They’ve planted 100 of them to spread their pollen to nearby female trees with the prediction that 1/2 of of the chestnuts fertilized will carry the blight resistant gene, allowing future wild chestnuts to survive to adulthood. We may well see the re-establishment of the American chestnut in my lifetime.





Cast of Characters



And because the scene is so crowded that I had to write out a program (Program! Program! Getcher program! Can’t tell your players without a program!), I’m including it below.






Watchers




Rupert Giles—Head Watcher, most senior, last surviving member of the original Watchers Council who is involved with the new Slayers Council.




Jenny Calendar/Janna Kalderash—Teacher and Watcher from an alternative reality, not the original Jenny Calendar of this reality who was killed by Angelus. Head of the Haven School for Gifted Girls.




Eric de Boucherville—(Phantom of the Opera) Quondam ghost of the Paris Opera House. Former homicidal madman, current musical and mechanical genius. Teaches French, Music, and Basic Defense Skills and Trap Building




Jarod Charles—(The Pretender) Kidnapped from his family at the age of 5 and raised by The Centre. They sold his talents to the highest bidder, and when he realized the evil his abilities had done, he escaped. He is now dating Buffy Summers and acts as doctor, trainer, and nearly every other necessary role for the Council.




Kate Parker—Former Centre agent. She is now responsible for running much of the Council’s business, including its financials. She occasionally handles recruitment.




Robin Wood—Son of Slayer Nikki Woods, Robin joined the Scoobies during their last year in Sunnydale. He has become an official Watcher and also teaches at the school and handles much of the school’s administration.




Xander Harris—Scooby, Watcher, and Champion of Chataigne, the millennia old chestnut tree and dryad at the heart of Haven.




Willow Rosenberg—Scooby, Watcher, and White Witch. Willow handles the vast majority of magic both the school and the Council require. 




Daniel “Oz” Osbourne—Scooby, Watcher, werewolf, and bass player. Oz rejoined the Scoobies after spending time in Tibet. With monthly help from the Slayers, Oz stays balanced between his human and wolf sides. 




Andrew Wells—Former enemy, now technically a Watcher, though Andrew shows little interest and fewer results in wielding power. 




Dawn Summers—Scoobie, junior Watcher, and student at Queen Flavia University.




Slayers



Buffy Summers—The senior Slayer. Buffy has distinction of having been Slayer longer than any other Slayer in the Watchers Council chronicles with the possible exception of the First Slayer. 




Faith Lehane—The second senior Slayer. She is currently seeing Robin Wood and does the majority of the travel the Council requires.




Caridad—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Caridad fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.




Lucy Sinclair—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Lucy fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.




Arizay Fuentes—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Arizay fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.




Chao-Ahn—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Chao-Ahn fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.




Colleen—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Colleen fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.




Simone Doffler—Slayer recruited after Willow’s spell.




Kira—Slayer recruited after Willow’s spell.




Sharee—Slayer recruited after Willow’s spell.




Lea—Slayer recruited after Willow’s spell. 




Renee—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Renee fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.




Rona—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Rona fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.




Rowena—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Rowena fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.




Satsu—Slayer recruited after Willow’s spell.




Shannon—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Shannon fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.




Violet—Slayer recruited as a Potential and activated by Willow’s spell. Violet fought at the Battle of Sunnydale.



Others



Mary Poppins—Nanny / trainer / bodyguard for Potentials and younger Slayers. Mary Poppins was once the nanny for the only known pair of identical twin Slayers—Jane and Agatha Smythe. She held the head of the Watchers Council, Clarence Peverell, and his fellows responsible for the girls’ untimely deaths. Peverell and several other Watchers died in grotesque and unlikely game of Tiddly Winks gone wrong. 




Baxter, AKA Nemesis—Small white rabbit who was accidentally included in a summoning of Nemesis and became the agent of divine retribution by happenstance. As Jenny and Rupert managed to thwart the connected prophesy, Baxter contents himself with snuggles, greens, and occasionally mauling evildoers.




Jason Gideon—Former founding member and supervisor of the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit, Jason has come out of retirement to assess the members of the Council and school and provide emotional and mental support.




Gretel, gräfin von und zum Hentzau—Younger sister of the current graf, Gretel is now a student at Haven, though she is neither a Potential nor a Slayer but a 14 year old girl with Down Syndrome. She brought her brother’s two wolfhounds, Hugin and Munin.




Diet Coke Is For Closers





Off to the market to buy a fat hog,

Home again, home again, jiggety jog.

Off to the market to buy a fat pig,

Home again, home again, jiggety jig.





Off to the college to get a degree,

Home again, home again, jiggety jee.

Off to old Strelsau to grow the heck up,

Home again, home again, jiggety jup.







“I want to make it clear,” Jason said in his deep, gentle voice. “I can assess the staff and the students and determine who’s in need of further psychological support, but I am not trained as a psychological counselor.”




Jenny looked up from her broad desk. As the principal of the Haven School, she faced her own weight in paperwork, and that was after streamlining every process she could in an effort to go paperless. 




“You’ve talked serial killers down from violent confrontations,” she pointed out. “I think you can handle adolescent girls.”




“I’m less worried about the girls than I am the staff and the senior Slayers,” he replied. “From what you’ve told me, there’s a high rate of post-traumatic stress disorder and some past histories of violence. I can accurately assess them—and you—but I don’t feel comfortable putting myself forward as a long term counselor.”




He sat on the other side of the desk, admiring her collection of teacher gewgaws. Jenny understood students’ needs for visual and tactile stimulation. There was a plastic model of an eyeball, a kinetic sculpture with all six classical simple machines, and a twelve inch posable manikin. He thought about picking up the eyeball and examining it, but with his dominant hand still wrapped in bandages and safely stowed in a sling, he decided against it. Even if his dominant hand were healed, he’d be down three fingers. There was going to be a lot of physical therapy and occupational therapy coming his way—something his new employer promised to cover.




“Once you get a feel for the people here,” Jenny said, “I’d like you to reconsider. Yes, our first need is assessment, but you must understand how difficult it is to recruit degreed professionals under the circumstances.”




“No kidding,” he muttered.




He’d seen first hand what a witch, a Pretender, and the incarnation of the spirit of divine retribution could do. Once he’d been initiated, it hadn’t been such a stretch to consider vampire slayers, werewolves, dryads, and house elves. Oh, and Mary Poppins. He still wasn’t over that one.




“If you find that you really aren’t suited to counseling,” Jenny continued, “then we’ll ask your help in recruiting and assessing a full time counselor.”




“That’s fair,” he said. Then he changed the topic a bit. “What’s on today’s schedule?”




Jenny smiled, and it lit her face. “Dawn’s arriving from London. Buffy’s picking her up.”




Since he had a rundown of the people of the Slayers Council and the Haven School, he knew Dawn Summers was Buffy Summers’s younger sister, and that she’d been considered the kid sister of Buffy’s peers, the Scoobies. He hadn’t been aware of a relationship between Dawn and Jenny.




“You sound very happy,” he noted. “What’s your connection to Dawn?”




Jenny gave him a knowing look.




“Just trying to place everyone,” he said, holding his left hand out to his side a bit in a ‘we’re all friends here’ gesture.




“It’s a little complicated,” Jenny warned him.




“I’m a quick study,” he told her. “Try me.”




He propped his right ankle on his left knee and scratched his beard. The school was fairly laid back, and the dress code was mostly casual—especially with all the physical training they did. He hadn’t changed his own looks from Dockers and dark colored shirts, mostly because he’d left the suit behind with the FBI. It helped that the other men working there—Giles, Robin, Xander, and Oz—dressed in a similar style. Oh, and Andrew. Damn, he was going to have to make a point of reminding himself of Andrew. Poor young man faded into the woodwork if you didn’t look for him.




“Okay.” Jenny slowly nodded her head, considering how to frame her answer. “I am not the first Jenny Calendar to live in this reality.”




“In this reality?” he repeated.




“Yes,” she answered. “The Jenny Calender born to this world was killed by a vampire called Angelus.”




“I’ve already come across references to him,” he said.




She nodded again. 




“I’m from a very similar, alternate reality,” she continued. “In my world, Angelus didn’t kill me, he killed Rupert Giles. Several years later, my daughter, Dawn Calendar, was sought by a Hell goddess named Glorificus.”




“Goddess named Glorificus,” he repeated. “Not Glorifica?”




“Consistent gender endings are a preoccupation of mortals,” Jenny told him. 




“Oh, well, okay.”




“Glorificus wanted to use Dawn to open a way back to her original Hell dimension,” Jenny went on. “Due to details I can’t go into at this time, only Dawn would do, and the ritual Glorificus wanted to perform would have ended in Dawn’s death if it had been performed properly.”




“I see.”




Having researched serial killers and spree killers inspired by twisted versions of the greater and lesser religions of the world, he could indeed see.




“Glorificus was able to open the beginning of the portal,” Jenny said, her eyes focused on something far away. “I and my allies of that world—Buffy, Oz, a young witch named Tara, another witch named Amy, and two vampires named Spike and Drusilla—were able to stop her. But with the portal opened, the only way it could be closed was with Dawn’s blood.”




“But, you were her mother,” Jason said, seeing a way clear.




“I was her mother,” Jenny confirmed, “and I sacrificed my life to close the portal. I expected—at best—to die. Instead, I was pulled through into this world by a summoning to make Nemesis flesh. I would have been the vessel, but instead, a small, white bunny rabbit got loose at the exact wrong moment, and it became the vessel of Nemesis, the spirit of divine retribution.”




“Whom I’ve met,” Jason said, nodding. “And your daughter?”




“I, Rupert, and Willow have all tried to reach back out to the world I came from,” Jenny said. “But my spell worked too well. It’s sealed to me. I’ll never be able to go back, and I’ll never know what happened to my daughter.”




“I see,” Jason said. “So…the girl who was your daughter in your original world, here, is Buffy’s younger sister? Same first name, different last name.”




“Exactly.”




“Does she know this?” he asked.




“She does,” Jenny answered. “Dawn lost her own mother when she was fourteen, and she’s lost a lot of other people as well. We talked about it before she went to college and made something of a bond. I like to think we’ve become very close.”




“That sounds very important to you,” Jason noted.




“Rupert’s love, this school, and Dawn—and now Guardian—are what give my life meaning,” Jenny told him. “If I didn’t have those things to hold onto, I probably would have killed myself by now.”




He studied her for a long moment.




“Any thoughts of suicide?” he asked in a completely ordinary voice.




It took her a moment to answer.




“The first two months after I came here, I thought about it constantly,” she said slowly. “I was worn out. I was so tired, I couldn’t cope with anything beyond life or death. Then, we came here to Haven, I started working on the school, and Rupert and I picked up where our previous relationships had left off. After that, it got better. Much better. I’m needed. I have purpose. I am loved and love in return. No, I don’t think about it anymore, and I haven’t in a long time.”




“You’ll tell me if you do?” he asked.




She nodded.




“I want your word,” Jason insisted.




“Yes,” she said. “If I start having thoughts about suicide again, I will tell you.”




“Okay.” He nodded, satisfied.




“Seems to me like you’ve got a handle on the whole counseling thing,” she said wryly.
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Dawn looked up, curious, as Buffy typed her response. 




“Xander,” Buffy explained and signaled to the waiter. “We need two margaritas.”




“Mango for me, please,” Dawn said.




“Strawberry for me,” Buffy said.




“I’m going to need to see some ID,” the waiter replied.




Dawn reached into her messenger bag and pulled out a folded wallet, holding it open at the waiter’s eye level.




“As you can see from my passport,” she said with emphasis. “I am totally legal.”




“Actually, I meant her,” the waiter said. “But that’s cool too.”




Buffy shook her head, sighing dramatically, reaching into her purse, and took out her wallet.




“Is it okay if it’s a California driver’s license?” she asked. 




“Sure,” the waiter answered, checked her birthday and went off to get their drinks.




“Ever since I got my hair cut, everyone thinks I’m in high school,” Buffy said. 




“It’s the best haircut ever,” Dawn told her. “You look both adorable and deadly.”




“Jarod is getting serious stink eye when we go out because I look young enough to be his daughter,” Buffy told her. “I did not think this would be so complicated.”




“There is kind of a baby kitten look to you now,” Dawn told her, picking up another nacho.




“I put on ten pounds in the last six weeks,” Buffy declared. “I actually weigh more than I did when I was a freshman!”




“That’s a good thing, right?” Dawn asked. “You were getting kind of skeletal there.”




“Last movie night, I had to pull blankets off because I wasn’t cold,” Buffy said, eating a nacho as well. “Then people kept throwing them back on me. When I said I didn’t need them, Jarod took my temperature.”




“Irritating, but…”




“I know,” Buffy sighed. “Totally adorable.”




Dawn reached over, took her hand, and squeezed it.




“I’m sorry,” she said. “I wish I’d been here.”




Buffy squeezed it back.




“Yeah, well, that was kind of the point,” Buffy told her. “I missed you, but I didn’t want to pull you away from school. Everyone was taking care of me, so it’s not like I missed out, you know, except for worrying about you.”




“Yeah,” Dawn agreed in a soft voice. “The end of the term had some pretty awful stuff.”




“Wanna talk about it?” Buffy asked. 




Dawn shook her head. 




“I’ve worked through most of it, and at some point, I will tell you, but…right now, I’m just tired of the drama.”




“Oh, boy, if we ever gets Summersistan off the ground,” Buffy said, taking her margarita from the waiter, “that will be our national motto: tired of the drama.”




Dawn grinned at her, sipped her margarita, and then stirred it with a straw.




“Summersguay,” she corrected Buffy. “Uruguay, Paraguay, Summersguay. Anyway, there is some stuff I need to tell you about, about me being a Key.”




Buffy gave her a slightly sidelong look. “You’re not still worried about that, are you?”




“Not worried, no,” Dawn said. “But it turns out there’s a lot more to being a Key than being hunted by a Hell god.”




“Dawn,” Buffy said in her best big sister voice, “have you been turning into a big ball of glowing green energy?”






“Okay,” Willow said, unwinding the bandage as Jarod set up his supplies, “let’s see how it’s doing.”




Jason held his right hand up and out for her, his elbow on the counter. It was no longer accurate to say it was mangled. The surgeon in Denver had amputated the flesh and bone that couldn’t be saved, leaving him with his index finger and thumb, the base of his palm, and his full wrist. He was now without three of his fingers and their metacarpals. The smell, while not necrotic, was something else, and it was all thanks to Jarod’s treatment of choice.




“How’s the pain?” Willow asked.




“It’s there,” Jason replied, flexing what he could very, very gingerly. “Other than reminding me to keep my hand in the sling, it’s not bothering me.”




“That’s exactly what it needs to be,” Jarod said, removing the last of the gauze. 




Seen in daylight with the stitches removed and the wound open, it was still ghastly. Jason had seen worse, but never on himself. He still had to nerve himself to look at it. Jarod held the small gold coin which had been wrapped against Jason’s hand out on the gauze for Willow to take. She held it with the least amount of contact possible and immediately dropped it into a bowl of water. The bowl sat on a trivet with a pentacle glazed and fired on the ceramic.




“Ugh,” Willow said. “Fully charged, too.”




She flexed her hand and then shook it, as if she’d been scalded by the coin.




“What do you do with the coins?” Jason asked. 




One ten gram gold coin every day was not cheap. He couldn’t imagine Willow would just throw it out.




“For now, it goes in a lead lined box under heavy wards back at my place,” Willow explained. “Once your pain is back to manageable levels, then I’ll take a day to cast a cleansing spell on all the coins so they can be used again, but…considering how much pain each of these coins is absorbing, it’ll probably take at least a week in full sunlight to cleanse them.”




“You can’t melt them down?” Jason asked, curious.




“Oh, well, I could,” Willow said, “but it wouldn’t do any good. You’d just have a pain-soaked precious metal. If someone tried to use, like for jewelry—”




Jarod glanced up, horrified.




“—well, that’s where you get stories about crowns that won’t come off, carnivorous rings, and earrings that drive people insane.”




“Is there any sort of magical Geneva Convention?” Jason asked, curious. “Guidelines that everyone follows so they know they’ll never, say, get shot with bullets made of pain?”




“You’d think,” Willow said, “but not so much. There are a lot of different disciplines. I follow a more holistic, Earth-based Wiccan tradition, but I’ve got a very big background in some of the darker stuff. The trouble is, while the Rule of Three is a pretty good guideline, there’s enough lag that a lot of people convince themselves they can get away with it. Some of them do, at least for a little while.”




“Rule of Three?” Jason asked.




Jarod slowly and carefully washed Jason’s hand, making sure he got all the markings from yesterday’s spell off. It hurt, especially without the coin enchanted to absorb his pain, but he held still and bore it.




“Whatever energies you call upon and send out into the universe return three-fold,” Willow explained. “People argue over whether it’s like a bank balance, like you can wipe out a bad act by performing a good one, but I think it’s more complicated than that.”




“Do you worry about past acts you’ve committed?” Jason asked her as gently as he could while she took out the next coin.




Willow looked up from her work and met his eyes. She nodded without speaking.




“Okay,” she said. “Gotta focus. No talking.”




Both men fell silent while she cast the spell on the coin. She drew a circle on the countertop with salt and brick dust, marking north, south, east, west, up, and down. Jason watched as the grains of salt and dust floated in the air like enlarged motes. They had Brownian motion, he realized, and wondered again where the interface between magic and science lay. She spoke several sentences over the coin, rubbed a drop of oil onto one side and a drop of wine on the other. He didn’t recognize the words she used—not Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, or any of the European languages he was familiar with. 




After a moment, the coin began to glow with a warm, golden light, visible whenever Willow’s hand passed between it and the light from the window. Then it slowly rose into the air until it reached a point six inches or so above the counter.




“Okay, Jarod,” Willow said, “your turn.”




Jarod took Jason’s hand and wiped all of the healing bits with the smelliest paste Jason could imagine. Again, it wasn’t a feculent or purulent smell. This was more of a barnyard smell, and an intense one. His nose itched after just a moment’s exposure, and he never seemed to get used to it. It was a mix, Jarod had explained, of extracellular matrix and Jason’s own stem cells. The extracellular matrix was harvested from pig bladders, which explained the smell.




“Tissue is well perfused,” Jarod noted. “And look. It’s regenerating.”




He turned Jason’s hand gently so Jason could see what he was looking at. There, at the margin of the amputation where his wrist bones had been sealed with the scraps of muscle, ligament, and fascia that remained after a high powered rifle shot destroyed his hand, there were three well-spaced bumps. It wasn’t even fair to call them nubs. They could have been dismissed as mosquito bites, except Jason knew they weren’t. They were the first signs of his hand regenerating the lost tissue.




“How long?” Jason asked, a little afraid of jinxing it.




“From the current rate of regeneration, three or four months,” Jarod told him. “Your turn, Willow.”




Willow gently picked the coin out of midair.




“Where does it hurt most?” she asked. 




“Along the palm side,” Jason told her. “Where the amputation turns.”




She didn’t place the coin there but instead followed a line or path only she could see a little further up his arm. There she placed the coin, obverse side up, and spoke a word of binding. Jason felt his skin beneath the coin crawl and twitch unpleasantly, molding itself to the coin. Then Willow took a fine tipped bamboo brush and drew several lines, whispering so softly he couldn’t make out her voice. The lines on his skin moved like tendrils of a vine filmed in timelapse and faded to invisibility. The pain in his entire arm vanished. 




He breathed a sigh of relief, and Jarod began bandaging his hand again.




“That should hold you another day,” Jarod said.




“I can’t tell you how grateful I am,” Jason said. “An injury like this would bench an agent for months, and there’s no telling how much function I’d ever get back. I like playing the piano. And typing. And all sorts of things that require more than one finger and thumb on my right hand.”




“Well, we’re not there yet,” Jarod reminded him. “The literature says this should help, but previous experiments were never performed with magic. I think it’ll work, but I could be wrong. I have been before.”




‘No, he hasn’t,’ Willow mouthed to Jason, shaking her head.




“Next up,” Jarod said, “Dawn’s back, and there’s going to be barbecue.”






“Xan,” Robin called, “sausages or hamburgers?”




“Sausages!” Xander answered, tying the strings to his tactical apron.




While most of the students aka Slayerettes had returned home for the summer, those who couldn’t or preferred not to took a lightened course load and continued to train. Once Buffy had returned with Dawn, the daily schedule broke down completely, and everyone had swarmed out to the deck outside the swimming hole behind the house.




The swimming hole had grown in place while the majority of the property slumbered through the winter, and once the snow had melted, what had once been a tiny creek, barely wide enough to jump over, was now a proper stream with rills, small falls, and dappled pools. At a spot some fifty yards behind the house, the stream deepened into a pond rimmed with sandstone boulders and bending along a sandy beach on its outer curve. Several trees grew on either side, giving shade and the chance for a rope swing. The trees at this part of the property were full grown oaks, hickories, butternuts, and even an American chestnut, and Xander had spent days clearing out underbrush, pruning and checking the trees, and laying out a proper path to keep everyone from trampling the roots.




On the deck Xander had built with much help from Oz, Robin, and a few recalcitrant Slayerettes, the population of the school relaxed in the late afternoon sun. He and Robin worked over two large charcoal grills, and three picnic tables had dishes spread across them. Several coolers were filled with beer, soda, water, lemonade, and iced tea. The wildlife of Haven lounged, sauntered, or watched as their temperament dictated. Two very large wolfhounds sat at the feet of a girl who curled up next to Dawn. Someone—perhaps Willow, perhaps the house elf Winky, or perhaps the house itself—had explained to the cats that there would be no filching, and the cats in turn pretended they had absolutely no interest in such a boring notion. The llama, two alpacas, a mule, and a miniature donkey stayed out in the meadow, keeping an eye on things. One medium-sized white bunny sat beside Arizay and nibbled dandelion greens.




“Cowabunga!” Lucy screamed as she swung from the sturdiest oak halfway across the pond and did a flip, then a cannonball, into the water. 




The water splashed several other girls on innertubes and floats, and they complained loudly.




“This is certainly an active household,” Jason said, watching with detachment.




“The girls are all healthy as horses and frisky as kids,” Jenny told him. “Let me introduce you around.”




He said hello to the girls who were staying over the summer—Gretel, Arizay, Simone, Violet, Rowena, Shannon, Colleen, Chao-Ahn, Rona, Sharee, Renee, and Caridad. He was introduced or re-introduced to the staff—Giles, Andrew, Mary Poppins, Xander, Robin, Buffy, Faith, and Winky. There was a music teacher and trainer named Eric de Boucherville around, but apparently he wasn’t much for outdoor activities or parties. Jenny promised to introduce him later.




Someone handed him a beer, and Jason found a spot near the grills to watch the traffic.




Dawn was the first to bounce up behind Xander, peeking over his shoulder. Gretel, the younger sister of a Ruritanian noble, held onto her hand. Her brother, the count of Hentzau, had moved her to the school recently, and for a girl with Down Syndrome in a foreign country with no family around, she was doing quite well. She did know Dawn from an earlier time and clearly took comfort in the young woman’s friendship.




“You are going to share, right?” Dawn asked Xander as he transferred sausage after sausage from the plate in his hand to the hot grill.




“Nope,” he said. “They are all mine.”




“Er wird nicht alle essen, wird er?” Gretel asked in sweet Ruritanian Deutsch.




“Nein, Mausi,” Dawn said, smiling at her. “Ich hole uns ein paar.”fn1




Probably promising Gretel some sausages. Jason smiled to himself.




“Ladies,” Xander said, turning around once he’d put the last sausage on the grill, “you know how I am about sausage.”




“We do know you love it,” Dawn answered in agreement.




“I see a sausage, I’ve just got to put that bad boy in my mouth!” Xander declared with a grin.




Dawn rolled her eyes a little. Gretel giggled.




“That is some hot, salty goodness I crave,” Xander continued, getting a disconcerted look from Lucy as she reached into a cooler and grabbed a soda.




“Really surprised you haven’t had more cookouts,” Dawn said. “Considering how much you love the sausage.”




“I know, right? Sausage party for Xander! Polish, Italian, a spicy Cajun,” Xander said. “Mmm-mmm-mmmm. You’ll have to slap that sausage out of my mouth.”




Gretel giggled again, ducking her head behind Dawn’s shoulder.




“You know I will,” Dawn told him. “One for me, and one for Gretel, please.”




“You got it,” Xander said amiably.




He saluted her with his tongs, and Dawn walked Gretel back to their seat, where the Ruritanian wolfhounds waited for them. One of them licked its chops.




“And one each for the dogs,” Dawn called.




“Blasphemy!” Xander called. “Death first! Okay, but put ketchup on them, and I kill you.”




Jason sipped his beer, smiling at the dynamic.




“How are you?”




He looked up and over, then down, at the young woman who’d asked the question.




“I’m good,” he replied. “Jason Gideon.”




Since his right hand was in its sling and his left hand was holding a beer, he didn’t offer to shake. She didn’t mind. 




“Buffy Summers,” she introduced herself. 




“The senior Slayer,” he said. “Dawn’s older sister.”




“That’s me,” she answered, nodding her head.




He’d read an abbreviated file on her supplied by Jenny. Buffy had already been diagnosed with PTSD and major depression. She’d recently finished a course of chemotherapy after a hysterectomy and oophorectomy after a molar pregnancy turned cancerous. Her file also mentioned that she’d died twice—once for only a few brief moments until Xander had applied CPR, and the second time for several months before she was resurrected by Willow. 




She looked appallingly healthy for a young woman who’d been through that much. While she was clearly well muscled and lean, there was a smoothness to her cheeks and hands from her recent convalescence. Pretty green eyes, a pixie cut that brought her brown hair close to her face. A few of the longer locks were tipped with gold. She had a fresh mani and pedi, and she stood with her weight on the balls of her feet.




“How are you?” Jason asked.




Buffy gave him a look that spoke volumes of former-rebel-girl-turned-leader and her previous relationships with authority figures.




“Better,” she said. “Dawn’s home. Nightmares have backed off. I didn’t feel the need to take a nap today. I got a new pair of flip flops, and I think I’ll have sex with my boyfriend tonight.”




Jason startled, a little surprised by her frankness.




“Hey,” Buffy said, taking a sip of her beer. “You asked.”




“So I did,” he agreed. “Well, I’m glad you feel better. How long before you’re out on patrol again?”




Buffy curled a lip in dissatisfaction. 




“Three and a half months,” she said. “That’s on advice from Doctor House. I’m going to start training again next week. Actual training. Not this ‘Sweating With The Oldies’ stuff.”




He’d watched some of the ‘Sweating With The Oldies’ training that morning and knew that even when he’d been significantly younger and in the best shape of his life, he’d have been hard put to keep up. He wondered what ‘actual training’ looked like.






“So, when’s Dima coming to visit?” Dawn asked Gretel in German.




Gretel had been speaking almost entirely in English since she’d arrived at Haven, and her fluency had exploded, but learning a second language by immersion was exhausting, and she was so happy to hear Dawn speak German that Dawn kept to that language entirely with her.




“Not until August, when the big meeting happens,” Gretel sighed.




“What?” Dawn asked. “I thought he was going to be out here before he went to Washington DC for the embassy job.”




The thing with Gretel was that there was no such thing as subterfuge or dissembly. If Gretel felt an emotion, it was written clearly in her expression and her posture. Just now, she was plainly sad, lonely, and distraught at missing her brother.




“He called and said that he had to go to Saint Dreux,” Gretel explained. “That it would take at least a week, and that it was unavoidable. He said it had to do with the grafschaft, and he was obligated.”




Well, there wouldn’t have been any arguing with that. Both Dima and Gretel had been raised to understand they were responsible for their people’s health and happiness. If Dima, the current graf of Hentzau, felt he was obliged to do something, that was all there was to it. 




“Is everyone on the island okay?” Dawn asked.




Gretel nodded. 




“There was talk of accepting some refugees,” she said. “But that’s not why Dima’s there. He said he would tell me as soon as he could, but that it would be at least another two weeks.”




Dawn gave her a hug. Gretel had bloomed at Haven, growing nearly an inch and following all the lessons Jenny and the others gave her with good cheer, but it was clear she missed her brother. The wolfhounds at her feet grumbled and shifted. Hunin put his large head on Gretel’s knee and groaned as she petted him.






Buffy sat on the end of the table, teasing Jarod with bite-sized meatballs, making a drama of whether she would drop each meatball in her own mouth or offer it to him so he could take it from her fingertips with his teeth. Dawn, who sat beside little Gretel and above the wolfhounds which worried the rib bones Xander had given them, rolled her eyes and shook her head at their silliness.




“So, I was thinking,” Buffy said. “Do you want to go sailing?”




Jarod stood straight up, eyebrows raised, and a smile spread across his face.




“I would love to go sailing,” he answered. “Are you sure you’re up to it?”




“Clean bill of health at my last checkup,” Buffy told him. “All systems are go.”




“Little late in the day for that, isn’t it?” Dawn asked. “Besides, of all the things we own, pretty sure sailboat isn’t on the list.”




“We’ll improvise,” Buffy said, grinning, not taking her eyes from Jarod.




“I specialize in improvisation,” Jarod said, his expression belying his solemn voice.




“By the time you get to the lake, it’ll be dark,” Dawn objected, confused. 




Neither Buffy or Jarod looked over at her. Instead, they got a little closer, Jarod putting his hands at Buffy’s waist, and Buffy leaning forward to give him a kiss.




“Oh my god!” Dawn declared. “If you’re going to use a code, could you at least use something plausible?!”




“What?” Gretel asked. “What’s a code? I’ve never been sailing. May I go?”




“Sweetie,” Dawn said, patting the girl’s hand, “I will see what I can do, but no one is going sailing with those two disgusting romantics.”




Buffy grinned. “We grossed out my little sister.”




“So we did,” Jarod agreed. “It must be love.”




Dawn gagged, just as Buffy looked up, leaned over to see past Jarod, and frowned. Jarod turned to see what had got her attention, and Dawn looked up as well.




Two voices rose above the others—anger in one, contempt in the other.




“Trouble,” Buffy said, getting to her feet and striding over. 




“Stay here, Gretel,” Dawn said, and followed her.




On the small spit of beach, Lucy faced Simone, her fists clenched. Lucy stood in her swimsuit, dripping wet and furious while Simone, wearing a bikini and a sarong, held an inflatable chair out of her reach.




“Give it back,” Lucy ordered, seething with anger.




“Not yours,” Simone said, using her height and reach to keep Lucy back. 




“It is too!” Lucy yelled. “I bought that with my own money! Now give it back!”




“I don’t see your name on it,” Simone said. “Do you have a receipt?”




Lucy shoved against her arm and tried to get past Simone to grab the chair, but Simone just kept putting her hand back on Lucy’s chest.




“That’s enough,” Buffy said. “Give Lucy her thing.”




Lucy took a step back and crossed her arms.




“What if I don’t want to?” Simone asked.




Buffy tilted her head to the side a little.




“Yeah, we’re not doing that,” Buffy told her. “You’re going to give Lucy her thing back. If you don’t do it willingly, you’ll do it unwillingly. So, take a minute, look around, and consider your options. I’ll be over here, humming.”




“I do—”




Buffy held up a finger and hummed the 1812 Overture. Simone’s eyes narrowed.




The noise level had fallen dramatically, and anyone who continued talking was shushed or elbowed by a neighbor. Faith had stepped closer, as had Giles, Jenny, and Jason. Simone didn’t move her head, but she looked from the corner of her eyes and saw they were the center of attention.




“Ready?” Buffy asked. “Because I really don’t want to have to do the cannon section. I end up spitting on people.”




Simone snarled. Lucy took another step back.




“Take i—” Simone started.




She was flat on her back, and Buffy held the inflatable chair.




“Would you like to do that again?” Buffy asked as Simone got back to her feet.




She handed Simone the inflatable chair.




“That was a luck—”




Simone was face down at Buffy’s feet, and Buffy held the inflatable chair again. She jumped back to her feet, pulled the chair out of Buffy’s hand, and—




This time, she hit the water, but since it was only a few inches deep in that spot, it didn’t cushion her landing. Buffy held the chair again.




“I may be buying you a new thingy,” she told Lucy.




“Fine by me,” Lucy said. “This is totally worth it.”




Simone was up and sloshing out of the water towards Buffy.




“This is bullshit!” Simone yelled. 




“I agree,” Buffy said. “I mean, I could do this all evening, but I’ve got some quality sailing time coming up with my boyfriend, so could you please save the mean for the vampires?”




“Bullshit!” Simone yelled. “This isn’t you and me when you’ve got all the Watchers backing you.”




Buffy sighed and looked over at Giles.




“Was I ever this bad?” she asked him.




“You had your moments,” Giles equivocated.




She glared at him.




“But, no,” he amended. “Your moments of…Less than brilliance were fleeting, and you were rarely stubborn about them.”




Buffy looked back at Simone. 




“That’s Watcher talk for ‘Simone, stop being stupid’,” she explained. “So, please give the thingy back to Lucy.”




She held the inflatable chair out to Simone. Simone glared at her and didn’t budge.




Faith took a step onto the beach and nonchalantly stretched her neck, popping it. Simone looked up at her, turned red, and took the chair from Buffy’s hand. Without a word, she handed it back to Lucy and stormed off.




“Hey, Faith,” Buffy called, not looking away from Simone, “which patrol is Simone on?”




“Mondays and Thursdays’ ” Faith answered. “She’s with Chao-Ann and Andrew.”




Which meant she was bullying both of them.




“Add her to Willow’s and Oz’s,” Buffy said. 




“That’s four patrols a week,” Faith reminded her.




“Eh, she’s got too much spring in her step as is,” Buffy said.




Conversation started again, Lucy threw her inflatable chair to Sharee, and they ran back into the water.






“Who thought it was a good idea to get rid of the Wifi?” Dawn asked rhetorically from her stool in the kitchen.




“That was me,” Xander said. “In order to make it work, Willow had to boost the signal to the point that Chataigne started dropping things on people. She said it itched. We tried to turn it off during her night, but that was before the glade was synced with the outside, so it really didn’t work.”




“Oh,” Dawn amended.




“On the plus side, Andrew trained several rats to run cable through the walls, floors, and ceilings,” he added.




“How…?” Dawn started.




“Tiny rat harnesses,” Xander answered. “If you want to make Andrew happy for an unreasonably long period of time, ask him to review his construction methods and themes.”




“Themes?” Dawn asked.




“Power Rangers, Galaxy Quest, Star Wars,” Xander counted off. “He actually made little felt rat manikins to put the harnesses on when they weren’t in use.”




“Oh my god,” Dawn said, disturbed. “Doesn’t he have any hobbies?”




“That’s one of the big ones right there,” Xander told her. “Jenny says it keeps him out of the pool halls and her hair, so we just go with it.”




Dawn shook her head and went back to her laptop.




“What are you working on?” Xander asked as he opened the refrigerator




“Trying to get my reports finished up to turn into the Council,” Dawn answered. “Jenny wants them by the end of day tomorrow so she has time to review them.”




Xander pulled out a bottle of Coke and one of Diet Coke. He handed the Diet Coke to Dawn.




“So, there was the thing with Dracula,” he said, moving to the pantry, ducking inside, and coming out with a box of raisins and two Hohos. He gave Dawn one of the Hohos and the raisins.




“I got turned into a monkey,” Dawn sighed.




“Oh, right.” Xander smiled. “That was awesome.”




She glared at him.




“What else?”




Dawn sighed. “You realize it’s been two years for me since I left for school.”




Xander paused in chewing his chocolate snack cake. 




“January, February, March, April, May,” he counted on his fingers. “What did I miss?”




“My first tutor was the Doctor,” Dawn told him.




“Right!” he snapped his fingers at the memory. “With the library that was a planet and the incredibly scary things that were not piranha.”




“And there’s the whole part about how I learned to travel from one reality to another,” Dawn added.




Xander stared at her and took a sip of his Coke.




“That’s new,” he observed. “So when you say ‘traveled to other realities’.”




“I met Spider-Man,” she said.




His eye went wide.




“And you didn’t bring him back?!” he cried out.




She smiled and rested her chin on her hand.




“See, this is why I like telling you things, Xander,” she said. “You believe me.”




“How could you not bring him back with you?” Xander demanded.




“I was figuring out how to get from one reality to another myself,” Dawn protested. “I couldn’t bring anyone with me. Besides, he’d already caught me after I fell off a gargoyle.”




Xander stared at her for another long moment. Then he reached out and took her Diet Coke.




“Hey!” Dawn protested.




“Diet Cokes are for closers,” he told her. “Bring Spider-Man back, and you get a Diet Coke.”




He opened the refrigerator, put the bottle on a shelf, and closed it.




“It doesn’t work that way!”




“Closers, Dawn,” Xander said. “Diet Cokes are for closers.”




He left, and Dawn put her head down on the counter with a groan.






“The question is,” Jarod said, “do you want to grant full Watcher status to individuals based on expertise of a particular area, or do you want to require a broad competency?”




“I think it depends on whether or not the Watcher in question will be involved with training Slayers,” Jenny answered.




“I thought that was the point of being a Watcher,” Kate said.




The meeting room was a recent addition, off the library. There was half a flight of stairs down into a poorly lit vestibule with a cloak room, a fireplace, several wingback chairs, a leather sofa, and an ornate cat tree. The double door into the chamber was a gothic, ornate piece, the glossy dark wood deeply carved with symbols. Inside, the floor was flagstone, and the walls were lined with pillars reaching up to ribbed vaults. The walls between the pillars were lined with pennants and hinted at missing or yet-to-be realized doorways to other rooms. 




As far as Xander could tell, the room was at or below ground level, even though the drop from the library was less than a floor, and the library was at least two floors above the ground. The house still occasionally did that, bringing rooms into existence that didn’t fit properly into the geometry of the other rooms. The most worrisome were the rooms that appeared to occupy the same space but were completely separate. They occasionally pulled apart with a loud pop or collapsed into one larger room with a louder crunch. No one had been inside the affected rooms when that happened, but it didn’t stop Xander from inspecting each new room as it appeared and determining where it existed in relationship to all the other rooms.




“There have always been Watchers who contented themselves with research,” Giles said, taking off his glasses. “In fact, the paucity of Slayers and Potentials meant that most Watchers never worked directly with a Slayer. They had to be satisfied with research and possible recruitment.”




“What would you say the ratio of researchers to active agents was?” Jason asked.




“Oh, at least five to one,” Giles answered. “Active agents frequently became researchers if they were injured in the line of duty, as they got older, and sometimes if they’d married and were raising a family. It’s simply a less dangerous, more predictable line of work.”




“That brings us back to what our goals are for individual Slayers,” Xander said. “I mean, are we building an army of Slayers, or are we giving the girls a basic grounding and then sending them off for the rest of their lives?”




“Or are we doing a little of both,” Jenny said. “Have them come back for extra training, ask them to stay current even if they choose not to follow the life.”




“There is no ‘not following the life’,” Faith answered. “If you’re a Slayer, you’re drawn to it. You can’t stay away. If you try hard enough and long enough, it’ll come find you. It found me in prison, after all.”




“That was an unusual confluence of circumstances,” Giles said. “And I agree in that I don’t think you or Buffy could avoid your calling no matter how hard you try, but I don’t know if we can say the same of all the girls activated by Willow’s spell.”




“It would help if we had any idea of whether there’s an upswing in demonic activity,” Jenny. “We have sketchy reports of things happening in New York City, Beacon Hills in California, Rwanda, and Chile, but nothing concrete.”




“And back we are at the question of Watcher qualifications,” Buffy sighed. “Do we want Slayer trainers, support staff, or what?”




“If I may,” Jason said, looking over the group.




“Please,” Giles invited.




“I’m speaking from three decades of work with the FBI,” Jason explained. “There are certain things that work and don’t work within an organization. This is dependent on the purpose of the organization and its resources. Now, my understanding is, the former organization, the Watchers Council, is pretty much gone. Is that correct.”




“The vast majority of the members were killed,” Robin Woods said. “Of the remaining members, some of them are implicated in the abuse of Potentials and Slayers, some have withdrawn, some have gone rogue. Only a handful have reached out to us.”




“So you have an opportunity to shed anything of the old organization that does not work,” Jason continued. “And the opportunity to bring in what you’ve always wanted. To do that, I recommend you speak to the people with the most experience.”




“That would be Giles, Buffy, and Faith,” Jarod said.




“And Jenny,” Oz added.




“Buffy, Faith,” Giles said, “the purpose of the Watchers Council—the acknowledged purpose, I should say—was always the finding, training, and guiding of Slayers. Do you want to pursue the same purpose?”




Buffy and Faith traded a look.




“Yeah, well, is it a Slayers Club, or we talking about what Slayers do and why?” Faith asked. “Because there’s a pretty big difference between finding and taking care of Slayers and sending them into battle with the forces of evil.”




“I think most of us, including the youngest Slayers, know that there’s a reason we’re called,” Buffy said, speaking slowly, as if pulling a thought out and examining it. “We don’t exist just for ourselves. We have a purpose, and we all know what it is.”




“Is this something that should be taken to Slayers as a whole?” Jason asked.




“Yes,” Jenny answered. “Eventually. I think we know where this is going to go, and I’d like to have a framework ready to put to work once the majority of the Slayers return and vote on it.”




“A purpose statement is used by many organizations to define who they are and what they do,” Jason pointed out. “And it would give you the basis to shape the Council into what you believe it should be.”




“So,” Xander started, “since I’m such a big fan of meetings, I’m going to move that Buffy and Faith write a purpose statement and submit it. We can approve it and have it and the structure ready for the August meeting.”




“Hey, I hate writing crap,” Faith protested.




“I hate writing period,” Buffy added.




“I second the motion!” Willow declared.




“Harris moved, and Rosenberg seconded,” Kate said, noting it on her tablet. “All in favor?”




Everyone in the room—except Buffy, who stuck her tongue out at Xander—said ‘aye’, even Faith, who looked mildly dissatisfied and twirled a lock of hair around one of her fingers.




“Any nays?” Kate asked.




There were none.




“Other business?” she asked.




“I’ve forwarded Dawn’s report to all of you,” Jenny said. “I’m warning you. It’s long. But, I think everyone should read it. Not just because she’s been gone the whole semester, but because from her point of view, she’s been gone nearly two years.”




“Kid gets around,” Oz said softly.




“And there are several points we need to be familiar with,” Jenny continued. “The Hellmouth in Strelsau, the presence of Sycorax, elements of the Sorores in Mortuis prophesy connected to Strelsau, Hentzau, and Queen Flavia University, and people we are bound to see more of.”




“Like de Carabas,” Xander said darkly.




“It’s okay, Xander,” Buffy assured him, patting his hand. “He wasn’t handsome at all, and nobody liked him.”




Xander still glowered.




“And we need to consider some alternative suggestions for Simone,” Jenny said. “Neither Buffy nor Faith have gotten through to her. She’s not attending class, she’s picking fights with other Slayers, and she won’t follow direct instructions from Watchers.”




“Nobody follows direct instructions from Andrew,” Faith pointed out.




“Speaking of,” Jason said, “why isn’t Andrew here?”




There was a pause where everyone looked a little guilty, but no one said anything.




“It’s…a little challenging to get anything done when Andrew is included,” Giles said.




“There seems to be a distinct lack of respect for Andrew,” Jason observed. “Is there a particular reason for this?”




No one denied it, but no one came forward with an explanation.




“You might get a better response if you ask again during one-on-one sessions,” Jenny suggested.




“I see,” Jason answered. “Well, why don’t I speak to Simone first and get a feeling for her personality, then you and I can discuss those alternatives?”




“I move that you two do just that,” Xander declared.




“Second,” Oz said.




“All in favor?” Kate asked.




Everyone said aye.




“Any other business?” Kate asked.




They went around the circle. No one had anything.




“I move that we adjourn!” Xander declared.




“Second!” Faith cried.




“All in favor?” Kate asked.




Everyone answered in the affirmative.




“Okay, next meeting is tomorrow,” Kate said. “Xander, pick someone else to be the automatic mover, okay?”




“But I love moving,” Xander said. 




Kate gave him a look. It was mild, so far as her looks went, but it still penetrated.




“Yes, ma’am, picking someone else!”






fn1. He won’t eat them all, will he?

No, Mausi. I’ll get some for us.




The Center Does Not Hold



Early next morning, Jason found his way to the kitchen and from there out to the patio where he could enjoy the bird calls and changing light. The girls were forbidden from the kitchen after one too many raids for chocolate and caffeine, so he was able to toast a bagel, schmear it with cream cheese and add a couple of slices of smoked salmon, pour himself a cup of coffee, tuck the bagel into his sling, and carry the rest. When he reached the door, it opened for him, which was disconcerting, but then little things like that happened more than a bit, and no one else seemed to mind.




Outside, on the flagstone patio, Rupert Giles sat with his own breakfast, a cup of tea, and a tablet, which he occasionally flicked with his finger to scroll further down.




“Rupert, how are you?”




Giles looked up.




“Well, thank you,” he answered. “And you?”




“Still getting used to this crazy house,” Jason replied. “My ex used to clean up after me when we were married. Made me insane, because she’d put stuff in places that made no sense to me, but she said was logical. Only here, it actually does.”




“That’s either Winky or Chataigne herself,” Giles told him. “If you hear fairy bells, it’s Winky. If items appear above your head and fall on you, it’s Chataigne.”




Jason laughed. 




“Going from normal world to this place has stretched my credulity,” he admitted. “I think I sprained my skepticism.”




Giles chuckled. 




“Every now and then, I find myself imagining what it must be like, not to know that this world exists,” he said. “And while some of this amazes even me, I find I’d much rather be in the know.”




“What are you reading?” Jason asked, changing the subject.




“Dawn’s report,” Giles answered, lifting his tablet a bit. “Which reminds me, I need to pick up some small token of my esteem for her. After a week grading high school history and English essays, her ability to spell, punctuate, and make subjects and verbs agree is like the balm of Gilead on a third degree burn.”




“I used to send my agents’ reports back to them if they had too many mistakes,” Jason reminisced.




“Shocking what passes for literacy these days,” Giles agreed.




They sat in silence for a moment, drinking coffee or tea, taking bites of their food, and enjoying the birdsong.




“How did you find Jenny?” Giles asked.




“You know I can’t give away any confidences,” Jason said, looking up.




“I wouldn’t ask you to,” Giles answered. “But, if you’re willing to put it in your report, perhaps you’ll share it with me a little early. I’ve been worried about her.”




“The fallout from the last Council’s history?” Jason asked. “We talked about that a bit.”




“That, Jenny’s regard for Dawn, the appearance of Guardian, and a few other things,” Giles said. 




“Tell me about that,” Jason said.




He and Giles had talked several times, if only so Jason could build a rapport with him. Unlike the girls and even the younger staff members, Giles had a canny awareness that however genuine Jason’s persona was, he was still making an assessment. Rupert raised an eyebrow at him, acknowledging Jason’s attempt to draw him out. 




“Since this Jenny appeared in this world,” Giles said, “our relationship has been something of a dance, stepping closer, moving apart. I think we both expected to find the other to be much closer to what our memories of the original person we knew was. If that makes any sense.”




“It does, strangely enough,” Jason said.




“The Giles she knew was a bit of a bumbler, a loner, devoted to the purpose of the Council and the training of the Slayer,” Giles said, staring off into the herb garden before them. “And that is very much who I was here as well, until her death. The violence of it, the shock—”




He paused for a moment.




“Angelus broke her neck, then he brought her to my home and created a scene so that when I entered, I thought she’d left a trail of rose petals up to my bedroom,” Giles said softly, a muscle flickering back and forth in his cheek. “I found her there. Her eyes were still open, and there was blood on her cheek.”




“I’m sorry,” Jason whispered. “I know a little something about that.”




Giles looked back at him.




“Yes, that’s right,” he said. “I read the report Jarod gave us on you, when he recommended you. I think sometimes we forget the evil humans can do, when we are so focused on vampires and other demons. I’m so very sorry, Jason.”




Jason shrugged a little and frowned thoughtfully.




“I’d say it’s okay,” he said, “but it’s not. It’ll never be okay. If in some alternate reality, Breitkopf had killed me and spared her, and somehow she came here…I wouldn’t hesitate.”




“Exactly,” Giles said. “And yet, we are not the same people we remember. The Jenny I knew was confident, a bit rash, a bit bold in the most wonderful way. That is still there, but just as I am not the same man I was when she was killed in this world, she is not the same woman she was when I died in her arms in her world.”




“I can see that,” Jason said.




“I knew that she’d accepted me for who I was and loved me when she started referring to the Giles she’d first known as ‘him’ instead of ‘you’,” Giles said. “ ‘When Angelus killed him,’ you see. Not ‘when Angelus killed you.’ I made the same adjustment as well. It took her some time, but she told me of her life, I told her of mine, and we made the decision to…be with one another, to love one another.”




“Very few people realize it is a choice,” Jason said. “I didn’t with my ex-wife. It’s a hard lesson to learn.”




“It was worth it,” Giles said. “And we continue to return to that. We learned in December that we can’t have children, and we had already agreed that we wanted at least one. That…that was hard.”




“I’m sorry.”




“Jenny’s found some consolation with Dawn and now with Guardian, but…I wonder if it will be enough.” Giles shook his head. “She misses her daughter so very much.”




“She’s mentioned that.”




“And with the revelations of the last Council’s abuses…” Giles’s voice drifted off, and he sighed. “We had to work very hard to come back from that. Not because either of us had done anything wrong, but because we are both so damaged by the paths of our lives that we couldn’t help one another.”




“I think any two people as determined as you are, are far more likely to succeed,” Jason observed.




“I hope so,” Giles said, “but I’ve learned the hard way never to take anything for granted. We both have a certain amount of fatalism.”




Jason watched him for a long moment, trying to gauge which tack to take.




“She’s okay,” he told Giles. “I’ve got a promise from her to tell me if she’s ever not.”




“That’s good to know,” Giles said without looking away.




“How are you?” Jason asked, taking a risk.




It took a moment for Giles to answer.




“I am…far luckier than I could ever have credited,” he finally said. “All things being equal, I am in good health. I have survived the vagaries of life to find myself in a place where I am secure in my work, committed to a cause, respected by those who matter to me, surrounded by an ever-growing family, and have literally everything I need to thrive. The only thing which troubles me is how easily it could all disappear.”




“You could try not to make it sound like a prophecy,” Jason told him. “From what I understand, the place is lousy with them.”




Giles laughed, the corners of his eyes crinkling up in genuine humor.




“Yes, well, if it’s not a prophecy, it’s a curse or a spell or mislaid demon or the soul of a demon hunter trapped in a ventriloquist’s dummy,” Giles answered. “So heaven knows we do our best to avoid that sort of thing.”




Jason chuckled along with him.
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“Okay, that, right there,” Ari said, looking at the same thing as the rest of them, “that is messed up.”




Oz nodded. “Pretty good description.”




He, Ari, Lucy, Simone, and Dawn stood in the Lakeview Cemetery, in front of the marble gravestone of Francis Haserot. Seated in the middle, at the front of the large, smooth stone, was a bronze angel, its wings spread, and in its hands, it held an upended torch, extinguished. 




“The Angel of Death Victorious,” Lucy read from the pamphlet she’d picked up on their way in. “I like it.”




“So do I,” Dawn said. “How on earth did the sculptor get the water staining on the face to turn black? It looks like it’s been crying black tears.”




She’d have to ask her art teacher. Ms. Masters was much more of a sculptor than she was a painter. Dawn bet she’d know how to achieve that kind of patina.




“Why are we even here?” Simone asked with a bored sigh. “Ugly sculpture of an angel, big whoop. We’re in a graveyard, and it’s not even night time. How is this a patrol?”




Dawn exchanged a look with Oz, who gave a mild shrug. Lucy looked disgusted.




“Make a guess,” Dawn suggested. “Assume we’re here for a reason and see if you can figure out what that reason is.”




It’s what Giles used to make her do when she complained like that. Simone rolled her eyes.




“I’m being punished,” she drawled. “With boredom. You know, vampires only come out at night, and besides, nobody’s been buried here in forever.”




“There were two burials and one internment today,” Dawn told her. “The cemetery’s still active. Try again.”




Simone looked at Dawn.




“I. Don’t. Care,” she said.




“Then you’re going to get your Watcher and fellow Slayers killed,” Dawn told her bluntly.




“Yeah, well, it’s not like any of them care about me,” Simone answered.




Without looking at the others, Dawn spoke up again.




“Lucy, Ari, what do you do if a vamp attacks Simone?” she asked.




“Uh, cheer them on?” Lucy asked.




Dawn heard something that sounded like Ari smacking Lucy on the arm.




“We stake them,” Ari answered. “No vamp messes with a Slayer. Ever.”




Simone looked away.




“Now, maybe if you hadn’t been such a cunt to Lucy,” Dawn said, choosing the most vulgar word she could but keeping her voice light, “she wouldn’t have cracked a joke. Which—”




And here she looked over at Lucy, who stared at her feet and didn’t look up, and changed her tone to something more condemnatory.




“—by the way, Lucy, is extremely not okay. No vamp touches a Slayer or Watcher. Ever. Call it the price of admission. Simone, average lifespan of a Slayer after being called, before Willow cast her spell, was less than two years. Even the girls who were older when they were called and had supportive Watchers lasted less than four years. Pretty much everyone agrees that the reason Buffy has lived as long as she has—not counting the times she did die—is because she had the Scoobies looking out for her. So, would you like to live long enough to catch the next Star Wars movie?”




Simone sneered, but since she didn’t look at Dawn or answer, it seemed half-hearted.




“Not a rhetorical question, Simone,” Dawn said. “You were called just over six months ago. Would you like to live more than another year and a half?”




“Whatever,” Simone said. “Yes.”




“Okay, so, consider putting some effort into not getting killed,” Dawn told her. “Part of that is not pissing off your allies so much they don’t care what happens to you. Another part is learning all the stuff that goes into being a Slayer.”




She turned from Simone, giving her a break.




“Ari, why are we here in a cemetery during the day, in a part where no one’s getting buried?” Dawn asked.




“Well, cause vamps like hanging out in old cemeteries,” Ari said. “They break into the mausoleums, sometimes use the tombs to sleep in, since they’re light proof and won’t be disturbed. Not exactly a lot of traffic.”




Then she looked around at the other tourists and a field trip of science camp kids.




“Okay, usually not a lot of traffic,” she amended. 




“Right,” Dawn agreed. “So, we keep an eye out for damage to the mausoleums, to new paths worn in the grass from vampires coming and going, and disturbed tombs. And we do this during the day because vampires are more likely to be asleep at that time, and even if they’re awake, they’re not coming out in broad daylight. Make sense?”




“Yeah,” Lucy said, nodding along.




“Sí,” Arizay answered.




Dawn waited a moment.




“Make sense, Simone?” she asked.




“Yeah,” Simone answered, tucking her hands in her back pockets.




“Okay, so we go take a look at the burials from the last week,” Dawn said. “See if anyone crawled out.”




“This way,” Oz said with a tilt of his head.




On the walk back to the car, after they’d been through the entire cemetery, as Dawn hadn’t been there before and wanted to learn it, Ari and Lucy ranged ahead, and Simone hung behind.




“Not bad,” Oz told Dawn.




“You think?” Dawn asked, pleased.




“Interesting language choice,” he noted.




“Er, yeah,” Dawn replied. “I did want to get her attention, and she doesn’t seem to notice any of the milder words.”




“I think it worked.”




Dawn laughed to herself. Then she paused and looked over her shoulder at the path back to the older part of the cemetery, where Angel of Death Victorious and other memorials stood. The cemetery had opened a few years after the end of the Civil War, at the height of the Victorian era, and it was crowded with statues of weeping angels, sorrowful children, pietas, and other sentimentality.




“They aren’t still doing burials in the older parts, are they?” she asked Oz. “I kind of bluffed on that one.”




“Some of the old, wealthy families still bury people in their lots,” he said. “But that’s pretty rare.”




“What are the rules on gravestones and memorials in the new sections?” she asked.




“Same old, same old,” he replied with his legendary sangfroid. “Most people stick to the basic granite block. Artificial flowers during the winter. No potted plants. No props. If you get one of those little stone fences around the plot, you can plant flowers. That’s about it. Why?”




Dawn made an unsatisfied face. “I don’t know. I just…eh, I always get creeped out by graveyards anyways. Do you smell anything out of place?”




“Nope,” he replied. “It’s actually one of the better smelling places in the city.”






Howard Johnson (no relation to the restaurant people, he would joke on being introduced) had been born in 1948, part of the first big wave of Baby Boomers. He had died two days before his fifty-eighth birthday of a heart attack. At no point during his life or after his death had there been any vampire involvement. He would have been fascinated to hear that vampires were real, but disappointed to learn they weren’t much like Bela Lugosi’s Dracula, which he had adored when he was a kid.




His widow, Angela, remarried five years later and enjoyed a semi-retired life of volunteer work, grandchildren, and a husband who would voluntarily eat a salad, but she stopped by once a month at Howard’s grave to make sure it was picked up, clean, and tended. She usually stayed an hour or so, taking a seat and talking to him. Silly, she knew. She could talk to him anywhere, and if anything, he’d be up in heaven saying “mmm-hmm, sure, baby, you just let me know” without really paying attention, especially if one of his teams was playing on the tv.




But she just didn’t know what to make of the change to his gravesite this time. It was a mistake, wasn’t it? She and Howard had paid for their graves and even the gravestone ahead of time. Neither of them saw any reason to burden the other or their children with that mess during an already difficult time. None of the kids would have purchased something extra without telling her.




So where had the statue come from?




It was a pretty thing. Life sized, carved from that smooth white marble real Italian artists used. It sat next to the marker on Howard’s side, and leaned over it, its hands on top, its face buried in its hands, as if grief had overcome it. It even had wings, folded back out of the way.




There had to be some mistake. Someone must have paid a lot of money for this sculpture, and it was installed on the wrong grave. (Hadn’t there been something about standard grave markers and memorials, though?) She stared at it for almost the whole hour she sat there, trying to figure out if she should go to the office and tell them there had been a mistake, or let the people who’d paid for it yell that it was on the wrong grave. She finally decided not to bother. Neither she nor Howard ever had a problem enjoying the little freebies life sometimes sent their way. Life took more than its fair share away, after all. Someone would raise a fuss, and the statue would be put on the correct grave, and in the meantime, both she and Howard could enjoy its beauty.




When she got to her feet, it was almost time for the cemetery to close. There wasn’t another soul around for a hundred yards or more, so when she turned her back on her husband’s gravestone, she didn’t see the angel lower its hands, stand, and reach for her.




Her older son came looking for her when she didn’t return to the car, and when he couldn’t find her anywhere near his father’s grave, he notified the office and called the police. No sign was ever found of her. Her baffled, grief stricken family searched for weeks and made appeals online and on television to find her, but she was never seen again.




The problem was that Angela Johnson had died more than two thousand years previously after being found and rescued by a hunting party of a group of people archeologists and anthropologists referred to as the Adena—early mound builders of the Ohio river valley. From the time the shaman of the tribe had looked her over with microscopic regard until she died at the age of 93 one harsh winter, Angela had been known as Bison Woman and was considered a near mythical figure, a daughter of the Great Spirit who had shed her enormous shape and taken human form to speak to and guide the people. Since she’d been a dental hygienist, she’d insisted her adoptive people take sanitary procedures and good dental health seriously. The death rate had dropped precipitously, and she had been given the title of Grandmother of All, which she appreciated, since she never got over losing contact with her original grandchildren.




In fact, the descendants of her adoptive people sang her songs and told her stories for more than a millennia and a half. If they hadn’t been wiped out by smallpox, measles, and diphtheria before ever seeing one of the white men she’d warned them of, their culture might have survived long enough for puzzled anthropologists to identify lyrics from “This Little Light of Mine” and “R.E.S.P.E.C.T.” in Adenan festival songs. 




In the end, it was just as well her burial chamber had never been found, as the corroded remains of copper dental tools, a worn keychain with a car remote, and a two thousand year old skeleton with obvious African morphology would have been impossible to explain for even the most ambitious archaeologist.






“I hope you’ll forgive me for saying,” Jason ventured, handing Simone a soda, “but you don’t seem very happy here.”




Simone took the soda, opened the tab, leaned back, and crossed her legs at the ankle.




“I would be fine if Giles and Calendar weren’t so stupid,” Simone answered, drinking half the soda in a few gulps. “Or if Buffy weren’t such a spoiled brat. Or if Faith weren’t such a damn bully.”




“That’s a lot of ifs,” Jason observed.




Simone exhaled and shook her head. “I’m just so sick of it here, you know? I thought after I was called and showed up, things would get better. But instead of anyone actually figuring out that I know what I’m doing, I get all this ‘you need training,’ ‘you’re stupid,’ and ‘you’re not doing it right.’ ”




“You don’t think the Watchers or the senior Slayers respect you?” he asked.




Simone gave a short laugh. “Respect, right. Okay, get this, you know what I’m supposed to take on patrol with me as a weapon? A wooden stake. Like the only nasty thing that could be out there is a vampire. What about muggers? What about drug dealers? What about gang members?”




“That is a concern,” he agreed.




“Right!” she answered. “Only I bring a gun with me on patrol, and I get both Faith and Buffy in my face, yelling at me, telling me I’m going to get people killed. Uh, excuse me, I thought the point was that we are killers. It’s in the name: slayers. We kill stuff.”




Jason considered for a moment, his pencil motionless over the pad on his knee.




“Do bullets work on vampires?” he asked in a tone of genuine curiosity.




Simone shrugged. 




“Who knows? Not me! I never even got to try. Hell, you figure if you can kill a vamp by decapitating it, you ought to be able to slow it down with a couple of .45 Slugs in the back of the head. But no, Slayers have to be all traditional. Guns are bad,” she said in a sing-song voice, disgusted.




“Have you considered going out on your own?” Jason asked. 




Simone curled a lip.




“And live on what?” she asked. “Last place I lived, I had three roommates, and they were always all up in my face over shit. Here I get a room to myself, and since I’m eighteen, I don’t even have to go to classes. Calendar’s all over my ass to get some kind of job, but why the hell should I? I want some cash, I pick a little up out of the petty cash fund. I don’t have any bills, there’s no rent, and the pantry’s always full.”




Jason spent a minute jotting words down on his pad.




“What is this, anyway?” Simone asked him. “Why so many questions?”




“Well, the Council has that big meeting coming up,” Jason said, looking up. “Ms. Calendar wanted to make sure that we address any concerns the Slayers have ahead of time.”




Simone scoffed audibly.




“Where do you see yourself in five years?” he asked. 




“If I’m not a senior Slayer with a squad of Slayers to run,” Simone announced, “then I’m out of here. I’ll find some other way to get what I deserve. The thing is, being a Slayer is a lifetime gig. I tried to stay away, tried to stay out of it. I don’t need anyone running my life. But the friggin’ dreams, man. Got to where I couldn’t close my eyes without vampires and werewolves and every flavor of demon out there was crawling into my head. So, I’ll keep it up, but I’ll find someone willing to pay me good money for it and stay out of my way at the same time.”




“Fair enough,” Jason said. “Thank you for your time, Simone.”




She shrugged.




“Look, you need a rundown of all the stuff they’re messing up on,” she told him, “buy me a beer and get ready to take notes.”




“I’ll keep that in mind,” Jason told her.






“Why are we here?” Oz asked, rubbing his eyes.




They were back in the Council chambers—Giles, Jenny, Jason, Buffy, Faith, Willow, Oz, Kate, Jarod, and Xander.




“Guardian contacted me a few minutes ago,” Jenny said. “It has reason to believe that Sharee’s brother is alive.”




“I thought he died in the ER,” Xander said.




“That’s what they told Sharee,” Jenny confirmed. “That’s what they told me when I followed up. But it looks like the police were keeping Josh’s condition a secret. At first, they believed Sharee might have been the one who attacked him and also killed their parents. Then after forensics determined there were multiple persons at the scene of the killings and that Sharee wasn’t there, they figured it was a gang-related killing. They refused to release any information on Josh for fear the killers would come back to finish the job.”




“How is he?” Faith asked.




She’d been the one to handle most of Sharee’s training.




“Recovering,” Jenny said. “Guardian says his medical records are under a different name. He was in ICU for over a week, and he was released from the hospital more than a month ago. He’s in foster care.”




Faith cursed under her breath. 




“Do we know anything about his foster parents?” Jason asked.




Jenny nodded.




“That’s why I brought this up immediately,” she said. “Guardian dug through the agency’s records. There are multiple complaints against the foster parents. Incidents of neglect and possible abuse. Nothing’s ever stuck, but Guardian went through the Internet and found social media posts, blogs, and other accounts from children who were under their care. It’s…not good. Considering that Josh probably needs counseling and continued medical care, and he thinks his sister is dead, I can’t imagine he’s going to thrive there.”




“What do you want to do?” Giles asked her.




“I want to bring him here,” Jenny said simply.




No one said anything for a moment. Jason scratched at his beard, a little uncomfortable.




“Sure,” Buffy said. “It’s not like we don’t have room, and Sharee’s the only Slayer in training who doesn’t have family support.”




“There are some legal implications,” Giles began.




“There’s no way we can get custody of Josh through regular channels,” Jarod said. “Sharee is still considered a person of interest in her home state. If we were to contact the authorities in an attempt to gain custody of Josh, they would want Sharee returned to them. Without Sharee, we have no connection to Josh that makes us legitimately interested parties.”




“What are you proposing, Jenny?” Jason asked.




“An extraction,” she said frankly. “We send one of the senior Slayers with backup, they tell Josh what the situation is, and if he’s interested, they take him out of there and bring him here. Guardian works with Riley Finn to create new identities for Josh and Sharee so they’re no longer connected to their parents’ murders. They choose who they want to have guardianship over them, which we arrange, and Josh is treated as an honorary Slayer. He gets the full deal—home, school, training, and support. We could even treat him as a Watcher in training, if he’s interested.”




“Does Sharee know?” Xander asked. 




“Not yet,” Jenny said. “I will tell her as soon as we decide what to do. I don’t want to introduce an element of uncertainty for her to stress over.”




Jason cleared his throat.




“I just want to be clear,” he said. “You’re talking about kidnapping, possible assault if the foster parents try to stop you, crossing state lines with a minor, and forging at least two identities for Sharee and Josh. This is without considering how many laws Guardian broke getting this information. The Federal government—which I used to work for, may I remind you—does not look kindly on these activities.”




There was a bit of shuffling of feet and people not meeting his eyes.




“It’s funny,” Oz said. “We never really talked much about it from that point of view.”




“That’s mostly because any good cops in Sunnydale got eaten,” Buffy reminded him. “Law enforcement seems pretty moot when the bad guys can’t be arrested or put in jail.”




“While true that we are acclimated to a more laissez-faire approach to the different law enforcement organizations,” Giles said, polishing his glasses, “that has been primarily because they are so poorly equipped to deal with the problems we face on a daily basis. If we have at times disregarded the law or acted outside of it for our own benefit, I like to think that it’s balanced by the work we do in parallel to them.”




Willow shrugged. “It’s not like there’s a way for us to go to the FBI and say ‘hey, no one else is really equipped to deal with this, and Josh is going to be a target for other vampires once they find out his sister is a Slayer.”




“I think most of us would prefer to stay within the law,” Jarod said, “but we recognize that’s not always possible or advisable.”




“You’re not doing this just for expediency’s sake?” Jason challenged him.




“As if expediency in and of itself isn’t a completely appropriate goal?” Kate asked, archly. “People—Slayers especially—live and die by expediency.”




“It may be an appropriate goal when taken into context,” Jason answered, unperturbed. He was one of the few people who didn’t turn a hair at Kate’s sharp and intimidating personality. “I want to be sure that no one’s falling for the old ‘ends justify the means’ bullshit.”




“No,” Jenny said. “There are things we won’t do. No one’s going to take Josh against his will. No one’s going to hurt the foster parents.”




Jason nodded.




“I’ll support this,” he told her, “on one condition.”




“Okay,” Jenny said.




“As part of the August meeting, you create a government liaison position,” Jason said. “You’ve already explained that the government is aware of vampires, demons, and other supernatural threats. Riley Finn’s previous organization is proof of that. I’ll put you in touch with people at the FBI, and from there, you build relationships so that there are channels for you to work through when issues like this arise. You cannot work outside the law forever. FBI, state, and local police need to be aware that there is a war being fought, and that it’s not their war, but it could be. We need to make sure that Slayers have a broad base of support, including the government.”




“That’s never been done before,” Giles warned him. “The Council has always been very hesitant to invite scrutiny from those who don’t live in this half world.”




“And that’s one of the reasons why sexual predators were allowed to flourish in its culture,” Jason responded. “Quis custodiet ipsos custodes. No one should be above scrutiny.”




Giles turned red but held his peace.




“I move,” Buffy said brightly, “that we agree to Jason’s condition and send someone to go get Josh.”




Xander opened his mouth to second the motion, and Kate glared at him. He shut his mouth.




“Second,” Oz said mildly.




“All in favor?” Jenny asked.




Everyone, including Jason, said ‘aye’. 




“Any against?” Jenny asked.




No one said a word.




“The ayes have it,” Jenny said. “Faith, I’d like to send you, Robin, and Jarod.”




“Cool by me,” Faith replied. “I think we should get a video of Sharee we can show Josh, so he knows we’re on the up and up.”




“I move to adjourn,” Jarod said. 




“Second!” Xander blurted and moved to the other side of Willow, where Kate couldn’t reach him.




They adjourned.






“Rupert, he’s got a point,” Jenny said, pulling an old, soft t-shirt with a logo for The Who over her head. “The Watchers Council had no supervision for centuries. Even if it worked for a majority of the time, someone should have been able to step in and put a stop to their abuses.”




Giles set his glasses aside and ran his hands through his hair. He was learning, however reluctantly, not to fire back a reply in defense of the organization he’d spent his life serving. He waited for the first rush of reaction to fade.




“What bothers you about it?” Jenny asked.




She had also been working on tempering her habit of holding an argument with tongs and beating it with a hammer until it bent the way she wanted.




“What bothers me,” Giles said, relieved to have a direction, “is the idea of someone who has no experience in this realm, no emotional investment in the Slayers’ well being, no hard won knowledge of what the evil we fight really is being able to overrule my decisions, especially if that person is motivated by politics.”




Jenny nodded slowly.




“Okay, that makes sense,” she admitted. “I don’t want that either. I also don’t want someone like Quentin Travers getting control of the Council and making it his personal fiefdom. Oversight goes a long way to preventing that.”




“Well, I do agree with you,” Giles said. “Yet, I cannot for the life of me puzzle out how to prevent the one without allowing the other.”




Jenny sighed and took his hand.




“Yeah. Boy, it’s too bad we have to solve all of these problems before the clock strikes twelve and we’re turned into pumpkins” she told him.




He laughed quietly, crows feet appearing at the corners of his eyes. He hugged her, and she hugged him back.




“Now, tell me,” he said, “what’s been bothering you today? You’ve been very quiet.”




She sighed and turned her face towards his shoulder.




“I’ve been reading Dawn’s report,” she told him.




“I imagine you’re a little worried for her,” he said. “Should I spoil the ending for you? She comes home safely and returns to her sister and to us, a little worse for the wear, albeit, but in one piece.”




Jenny gave him a mock punch in the ribs.




“No, I just…” She trailed off. “Don’t you think it’s strange that of all the worlds she visited, there was only one where she met a Slayer, and that world is almost exactly like the one I came from?”




“Well, exactly the same, except there was no Dawn in that world,” Giles said.




“That’s just it,” Jenny replied. “Why wasn’t my Dawn there?”




“From what Dawn explained, she has access to a nearly infinite number of other worlds,” Giles said, pulling Jenny a little closer to her. “That may mean that there’s a sizable number of universes extraordinarily similar to the one you came from, save for one detail, and in this case, it happened to be that there was no Dawn in that world. So while it seemed very much like yours, it wasn’t.”




She shook her head, dissatisfied.




“The roses she brought,” she said.




“Ah, yes,” Giles said, smiling. “Blue roses. Absolutely astonishing.”




“Rupert, they were the exact same shades of blue that I had in my garden,” she protested. “How close can a universe be—with the same breeds of rose—and still lack something so important?”




“Beloved, you are asking the wrong man,” he told her. “I have a great love of philosophy, but this is beyond me.”




“You’re not helping,” Jenny complained.




“I beg your pardon,” Giles apologized with heartfelt sympathy. “Let me make it up to you.”




He turned his body a bit and kissed her neck, nibbling a little.




“English!” she protested.




“I was speaking English,” he reminded her. “I could switch to another language if you like.”




His offer was met with a sigh and the feeling of her muscles relaxing under his hands.




Some time later, as Jenny lay curled up on her side, Giles spooned around her, she continued turning the question over and over in her mind. How could a world so like her own it was practically indistinguishable exist and her daughter not be in it?




Her mind cast back to what Dawn had reported from her time with the Doctor—who Jenny was going to give a piece of her mind to if she ever met him. Keys were unique. They existed across nearly infinite universes simultaneously. When the Key Glorificus hunted was turned into Dawn, she stopped existing in those other universes, though she still had access to them.




Did that mean that the universe Jenny had come from was completely outside the ones Dawn-the-Key had existed in? That in the world she’d come from, there was another Key, another Glorificus, another Order of Dagon, and then another Dawn who was a Key, was hunted by Glorificus, and had access to yet another near infinite set of universes, universes that striking similarities to but no connection to the ones here?




She continued puzzling over it even after she fell asleep.




It was more than two hours later that she shook Giles awake.




“Rupert,” she said. “Rupert.”




“What?” he asked, groggy. “What’s wrong?”




He propped himself up on his elbows, turning towards her.




“Rupert, how old am I?” she asked.




It wasn’t that unlikely a question. They had spent a great deal of time comparing themselves to their counterparts. There were very few differences between the Jenny born in this world and her, especially those traits that were easily quantifiable, but there were a handful. This Jenny wore contact lenses while the original Jenny hadn’t needed vision correction. So, not an unlikely question, but not usually a question asked at two o’clock in the morning.




“Ah, let’s see,” Giles said, fumbling for his glasses. “The Jenny of this world was thirty-five when she started teaching at Sunnydale High School the same year I arrived. She had just turned thirty-seven when Angelus killed her.”




“I was thirty-seven when Angelus killed my Rupert,” she said. “And I was forty when I sacrificed myself to protect Dawn and ended up here.”




He nodded, sleepy and not quite awake. “That makes sense, yes.”




“No,” she cried. “Rupert, no, it doesn’t. I was raped when I was twenty, and I had Dawn when I was twenty-one. But she was fourteen years old when Glorificus hunted her. I was forty. That’s not possible! The years don’t match.”




He made himself wake up faster than he thought possible.




“Wait, say that again,” he asked, shaking his head to clear it.




“I told you about what the leader of my coven did,” she said, her voice shaking.




“Yes,” he agreed, sitting all the way up and putting his hands on her shoulders. She was shaking.




“I was twenty when Dawn was conceived,” she repeated. “I know that. It’s a fact, like the Earth orbiting around the Sun, or…or…my mother’s name was Anna, and my cousin, Daniel, taught me how to fly a kite. It’s just something I know.”




“Yes, of course,” he agreed again. 




“But Dawn was fourteen when I was forty,” she continued, stammering as her words ran into each other. “That’s not possible. Rupert, it’s not possible. How can I remember it that way when it’s not possible?”






“Incoming,” Buffy said, shifting her leg and waking Dawn.




Dawn raised her head. She’d fallen asleep, head propped on Buffy’s leg while they watched chick flicks and ate popcorn. Giles came in, a robe thrown over his pajamas but left untied, his hair riffled through and spiked up like he’d run his hands through it multiple times.




“Giles, what’s wrong?” Buffy asked.




Dawn sat up, rubbed her eyes, and swept her hair back over her shoulder.




“Dawn, there’s something I have to ask you,” he said, deadly serious. “Something that I need you to tell me.”




“Okay,” Dawn said in a soft, worried voice, her eyes wide.




“Is there any possibility,” he began, “any at all, that Jenny was affected by the spell the Order of Dagon cast when you were created? That the memories she has of her daughter were created by that spell?”




Dawn looked stricken. After a moment, she nodded.




“Druscilla told me, when I was in the world where Angelus was under the Prometheus curse, that there was only one of me,” Dawn said. “That everyone else has reflections in other universes, versions of them, just like they’re versions of someone in another universe. I talked to Herr Shang, and he confirmed it. There aren’t any other versions of me in existence. He agreed that Jenny’s memories were probably created by the spell the Order of Dagon cast to make me when Jenny was pulled into this world.”




Giles slowly sat down on the couch, his shoulders slumped.




“Why would they bother?” Buffy asked, confused. “I mean, why make your spell cover someone coming from another dimension? How can it still be doing stuff anyway? They cast it more than three years ago.”




“It’s less that they planned out the spell to add in anyone who comes here from another universe,” Giles said. “It’s that they didn’t exclude it in their limitations. They were working under a great deal of pressure with Glorificus’s arrival imminent. Jenny met whatever parameters the spell used to determine whose memories would be changed. She was part of Dawn’s life before her death, and she knew Buffy was the Slayer.”




“I guess the monks didn’t think it was necessary to put any instructions about people returned from the dead or coming across from other dimensions,” Buffy said. “But why is it still smacking people with new memories when Dawn’s been here for three years plus?”




“The spell’s still active,” Dawn said. “The monks bound their deaths to the spell, to keep it going, and Glorificus didn’t care enough to do anything about it. Herr Shang said it’s one of the most powerful ways to power a spell, and considering how many of them died and the circumstances of their deaths…the spell isn’t stopping any time soon.”




She sighed heavily.




“Giles, I’m so sorry,” she said. “I talked with Herr Shang about whether or not to tell Jenny. I knew I couldn’t lie to her about it, but I didn’t see any reason to just blurt it out. How could I? She thinks she has a daughter.”




“She’s aware that something is wrong with her memories,” Giles told her. “There’s a…a paradox in your ages that she can’t reconcile. She remembers being twenty-one years old when you were born and forty years old when you were fourteen.”




“Yeah, that’s not going to work,” Buffy murmured.




“Do you want me to tell her?” Dawn asked.




Giles shook his head. “I’ll do it. This is going to be very difficult for her. I don’t know how she’ll react to it. Dawn, she may not be able to bear being reminded of her daughter.”




Dawn nodded.




“I understand,” she said, her voice cracking. “I don’t…God, I wish it didn’t have to be like this. Why can’t Jenny just have her memories?”




Buffy put her arm around Dawn and hugged her.




“You know we’ll do whatever we need to, to help Jenny,” she said.




“I do,” Giles said. “I’ll look after Jenny. If you’ll please look after one another.”




Both Buffy and Dawn nodded, Dawn miserably.






Chataigne’s world was now in sync with the outside world, so it was dark and silent when Jenny descended the ladder into the stone hut outside the glade, wearing the same t-shirt with faded jeans and boots and carrying a flashlight. Even though she felt the strange numbness of a terrible, just-inflicted injury, she still marveled at the star strewn sky and a night filled with frog, bird, and mammal calls. In the darkness, the wind poured through the branches of the nearby trees, causing them to sway and rub against one another. The creaks and groans sounded like the rigging of an old sailing vessel.




She reached Chataigne’s tree, a sprawling, reaching edifice with a trunk as large as a baseball diamond, excluding the outfield. It was difficult to comprehend a tree as big as this. Xander had been working on cutting out as much of the dead wood as possible, to take the strain off the branches and the enormous trunk. If the trunk had been hollow, as many much younger trees were, they could have fit most of Haven inside of it with room to spare.




The branches and the roots were filled with life. The tree was an entire ecosystem with worlds to spare. Owls called. Bats fluttered madly by. One frog sang dik-dik-dik-dik like a tiny silver hammer hitting an even smaller anvil, while another said creaky-oh-creaky-oh. Silvery trails led to snails waving their eyestalks. She took a seat on the lip of the fountain and waited. After a moment, fireflies began to flash their secret love messages from the air to the ground and back.




When Chataigne stirred, she did so silently, and Jenny only saw a shadow block out the stars. 




“I brought you something,” Jenny said softly, holding up her hand.




In it was a wooden ball the size of a Christmas ornament. It was carved in an intricate filigree pattern, and Jenny had tied a loop of velvet ribbon to it, and she reached up and hung it from Chataigne’s finger.




“The wood is from your tree,” Jenny explained. “Xander gave me some when I asked. My uncle, Enyos, used to whittle and carve. He taught me.”




Chataigne’s great shaggy head came down close to Jenny, drifts of moss hanging like hair. The dryad’s eyes were large as plates and luminous. She shook her head, as big as an elephant’s, and settled herself on the ground, next to Jenny. Jenny stroked back her hair.




“You know,” she said softly, “after it happened, I lost my center. I lost myself. I always knew who I was beforehand, and afterwards, I didn’t. Then, when I felt Dawn kick inside me for the first time, I found my center again, and she was there.”




Tears tracked down her face.




“I’ve lost her,” she whispered. “And I don’t know who I am anymore.”





Stuff So Weird



“Faith? This is Giles.”




Faith took the phone away from her face and glanced at the call. She hadn’t dialed the wrong person.




“G-Man, I was actually looking to talk to Jenny,” she told him.




“Jenny is not available,” Giles answered, and there was some strain in his voice. “What do you need?”




She glanced over at Robin, who waited patiently in the cluttered family room of the Sutherland home. He looked at her, curious. Rick and Sharon Sutherland slept the sleep of the chemically enhanced, and several more pairs of younger eyes watched her and Robin.




“I’m going to need an executive decision, Giles,” she said. “We’re at the house now, everything’s going fine except for one wrinkle.”




“What’s that?” 




He sounded tired. Giles tired and Jenny unavailable was not a good combination. Something was up.




“So, Josh is totally on board about coming with us on one condition,” she explained. “He wants to bring the other kids.”




“Uh…I…What?!”




It was an extremely British verbal double-take. 




“Josh wants to bring the other five kids with him, and the other five kids want to come,” she repeated. “We’ve got Mason, fourteen, his little sister, Skyler, who’s eleven, Duke, twelve, his brother, Duke the Second, he’s eight, and Verity, she’s six. They all want to come.”




There was a pause.




“Someone named their sons Duke and Duke the Second?” he asked in an aggrieved voice.




“No kidding. Some people even think Rupert’s a decent name to slap their kid with,” she replied. “Look, Giles, we need to be out of here fifteen minutes. We can pack them into the car, just barely, if you okay it, but I need an official answer.”




He fumbled for a long moment, obviously unwilling to say no, because Faith never—ever—asked for anything. 




“Do they need to be removed?” he finally asked.




“Well, let’s just say that Josh isn’t the only one getting a raw deal,” Faith answered. “Seriously, Giles, I’ve met this kind before. I was in the foster system before Emily found me, and these guys ride the system, spend as little time and money on the kids as possible, leave them to fend for themselves, and rake in the payments. The kids say they’ve been hit. I can see some bruises. They’re not telling their caseworker because they haven’t seen her in five months.”




She heard Giles take a deep breath and expel it.




“Do any of them have family we can reunite them with?” he asked.




Faith looked over at the kids. Josh had already packed his stuff.




“Any of you have family who can take you?” she asked. “We’ll get you there.”




Mason and Duke shook their heads.




“Verity?” Faith asked. “Kiddo, you got any family?”




“I heard Mrs. Fimbul say her uncle was the only family, and he’s in jail,” Mason said.




“That’s a big no,” Faith said back into the phone.




“Oh, dear,” Giles sighed. “I really wish Jenny were up to taking this call.”




“Well, what do you think she’d say?” Faith asked, knowing the answer.




“She…would say yes,” Giles answered. “Therefore, I say yes.”




“Okay,” Faith said. 




She was washed with a sudden warmth towards Giles. They rarely saw eye to eye on things and had very little to say to one another outside of Slayer business, but—she had to give him this one—he came through.




“So, we’re going to have to revise our plans,” she told him. “We’ll get a hotel room, tomorrow, we’ll get some shopping done, Robin will have to get us a mini-van or something—”




“No mini-van,” Robin said very clearly. “But I do see a seriously bad ass SUV in our near future.”




“As soon as everything’s lined up, we’ll head out,” Faith continued, giving Robin a thumbs up. “Drive will take us three days if we go straight through—”




“I don’t recommend that,” Giles said. “Not with children. Take a week. Stop whenever necessary and perhaps when it’s not. You might even take them sightseeing.”




“Sightseeing between Idaho and Cleveland?” she asked, a little incredulous. “You realize that’s like the world’s biggest ball of twine and the Corn and Cow Museum, right?”




“You might be surprised at how entertaining a very large ball of twine is,” Giles answered. “At any rate, keep me apprised, and be safe. We’ll await your arrival.”




“You got it.”




She ended the call and looked at the children, all six of them, sitting on tenterhooks. She pressed her finger to her lips.




“Remember, kids, the parentals,” and she nodded towards the Sutherland’s bedroom, “could still wake up. So no shouting.”




They nodded, nearly vibrating with anticipation.




“We’re a go,” she said.




All six children erupted into silent, hand-waving joy.




“Take the sheets off your beds and use them to wrap up anything you want to bring,” she said. “Pack light. We’ll buy you stuff tomorrow, and then we’ll hit the road.”




“Can I have a puppy?” little Verity asked.




“Kid,” Faith said, feeling a pride she’d never known before, “where we’re going, not only are you getting your very own puppy, you get a pony. Or maybe a llama.”




Verity’s eyes went as wide as possible, and her mouth fell open a bit.




“Now move,” Faith said. “Five minutes on the QT, and we’re gone.”






When the Sutherlands woke that morning, heads pounding with hangovers, and found their house silent, the children’s bedrooms torn apart and missing a substantial fraction of the kids’ belongings, they stared at each other in panic. Then, Rick found a letter on the kitchen table.



Dear assholes,




You blew it. If you’d been halfway decent foster parents, only Josh would have come with us, and you’d still have gotten paid for taking care of him. But since you couldn’t care less about these kids, you lose all of them, all the money you made off of them, and any chance of getting more kids.




Go ahead. Call the police. Call your foster agency. The kids no longer exist in the system, and neither does your record as foster parents. In fact, there’s a marker on your names in the system, and you’ll never, ever get to foster again.




Lay a hand on another child again, and I’ll personally come back and beat you to death with your own reproductive organs. 




On behalf of Josh, Mason, Skyler, Duke, Duke II, and Verity: fuck you, assholes. I hope you get what you’ve got coming.




Go to hell.




They did try to call the police, but the police had a long standing record of spurious calls from that address and warned them that if they called again, they would face charges. The foster agency—which found itself under intense scrutiny for irregular handling of Federal grants—had no record of them as experienced foster parents but did have a copy of a restraining order filed against them for harassing the agency after multiple attempts to qualify as foster parents had failed. Mrs. Fimbul, the social worker who had placed the children with them, won the lottery. As lotteries went, it was small—only five hundred thousand dollars—but it enabled her to retire, take the trip to Fiji that she’d always wanted, and move to Toronto to be closer to her sister’s family. She handed her files off to her coworkers and never wondered about them again.






The promenade deck of the Gimareh was never empty. Even during the arbitrarily assigned night shift, there were people curled up in out of the way corners, sleeping under blankets. Lothar and the kids had warned her not to be out here at night. The ship had a culture of violence, and the pickings had been slim for a long time. Fresh meat was very attractive.




So she kept quiet, keeping to the shadows and moving as little as possible, and tried to figure out what was going on. She didn’t remember returning here. It was almost the last place on Earth—well, in existence—that she wanted to be. Why was she there? How had she gotten there?




“Well, well, well,” a rumbly voice near her said, “look at what the daggett dragged in. Our very own skinjob.”




She looked up and over, terrified. That’s what they’d called her when the mob had gathered around. She hadn’t even known what it meant, only that it gave them license to do whatever they wanted to her. Beat her. Rape her. Kill her.




The man standing ten feet from her had been one of the leaders of the lynch mob. He’d punched and slapped her until his friends managed to force her to her knees, and he’d have been the first to rape her if Lothar’s wife hadn’t complained. Just now, he was smiling at her, and it wasn’t a pleasant smile.




Then he pursed his lips and made a kissing noise. She ran.






Jarring motion woke Buffy, and she lifted her head. The room creaked, a sure sign Chataigne was trying to get her attention. The door from the study opened, and Jarod looked in.




“Are you okay?” he asked.




“I’m fine,” Buffy answered, rubbing an eye.




The bed shook and jerked in response.




“But somebody’s not,” she added, getting up.




She joined him in the study where Jarod had stacks of notes, Legos, paper models, and computer parts from the different projects he was involved in. Technically, the room was supposed to be a parlor. It had started with a settee and coffee table, but since Buffy spent most of her time roaming the entire house, and Jarod had needed extra room for his work, every flat surface had been devoted to his different projects. Somehow, he’d convinced the cats of the house to leave his minutiae alone. Buffy still hadn’t figured out how.




“I was working on a model of the Trojan Horse,” Jarod told her, “and the noises started.”




Because of course he was. Jarod could have told her that he was working on a model of the Lusitania under attack by a bunch of T-Rexes flying F-14s, and that would just mean he’d gotten bored with recreating Leonardo’s favorite gouache technique. She was just grateful that he kept everything relatively organized and warned her ahead of time if something in the pile was venomous.




The door to the hallway opened, and the house began creaking again, some of the creaks rising to shrill, panicky notes, like nails being pulled from old wood. Buffy stepped out into the hall and listened. As the house had grown, the original bedroom wing had expanded and split off into sub-corridors, like a tree reaching towards the sun. The branch they were on had rooms for her and Jarod, Xander, little Gretel Hentzau, Giles and Jenny, and five Slayer rooms. And Dawn. 




The door to Dawn’s suite was open.




“I’m going to check on her,” Buffy said.






She didn’t remember the layout of the ship properly, and every turn took her in the wrong direction: away from the subdivided quarters where Lothar and his family lived and towards the cramped, ill-lit maintenance and operations corridors. The same corridors where the airlock was. The worst of it was that she couldn’t catch her breath, couldn’t stop just for a moment to think about what to do next. All she could do was keep running and hope they didn’t—




She rounded a corner, and someone grabbed her and threw her against a bulkhead.




“Pretty little skinjob,” the leader of the mob whispered, his fingers digging into her face. “I think we’ll take our own sweet time.”




With a half-muffled shriek, she kicked and heaved as hard as she could, twisting her hand free and clawing at his face with her fingers. Hands grabbed at her, pulled at the waistband of her pants, clutched at her ankles, pulled at her hair. She made it several feet before someone pulled her leg out from under her, and the weight of several bodies brought her down.






“Dawn?” Buffy called, going into the little study.




Dawn had been home less than two weeks, but the study was stuffed with more things than even Jarod had. There were drifts of silk dresses, a stack of camping supplies, a medium sized stack of medical supplies, a much smaller stack of drawing and painting supplies, and even a tidy assortment of weapons. She must have been in the middle of reorganizing her bag. Probably should talk to Willow about another try at making one. Looked like they came in handy.




The door into Dawn’s bedroom opened, untouched. Chataigne’s doing. Inside, in the dark, Dawn whimpered in pain and fear. Buffy strode towards her.






She couldn’t get away from their fists or their hands. Her arms were pinned to her sides by unseen attackers, and someone had a grabbed a handful of hair and was pulling her head back. She felt the leader’s fingers on her face again, digging into her cheeks, trying to force her mouth open. Malvina was nowhere to be found. No one was going to stop him. He got his thumbs past her lips and laughed at her struggles. Someone choked her, and she gasped, losing the lock on her jaws. For a ghastly moment, something intruded into her mouth. She bit down as hard as she could and was rewarded with a furious scream and a punch to the side of her face.




“Gods damn that bitch! Space her!”






“Dawn?” Buffy asked, reaching her sister.




Dawn was half-off the bed, twisting in a rictus of pain, fighting something unseen.




“No no no no no, please no!” she begged. “No, don’t!”




“Dawnie, wake up,” Buffy ordered, lifting her sister before she fell off the bed.




“She’s having a night terror,” Jarod said, joining her. 




“No!” Dawn screamed. “No, don’t! Nooooooo!”




“Dawnie, it’s a bad dream,” Buffy declared. “Wake up!”




“Don’t,” Jarod warned her. “She won’t wake up on her own, and if she hears you yelling, it’ll only make it worse.”




Dawn squirmed and twisted in her arms, pushing as hard as she could and digging her nails in. It was all Buffy could do to hold on to her.




“What do I do?” Buffy asked him.




Dawn screamed again, arching.




“Hold her and talk to her,” Jarod advised. “It should resolve on its own in a minute.”




“And if it doesn’t?” Buffy asked, appalled.




“It will,” he told her.






They pushed her into the closet sized airlock, and no matter how hard she struggled, she couldn’t escape them. The door slid shut, catching her hair in the airtight seal. She pounded on the door, knowing it did no good, knowing she was going to be flushed into space, and this time, she wouldn’t survive.




Her resolve broke, and she screamed.




“Buffy! Buffyyyyyyy!”




The siren wailed, and the external door opened. All the air and sound disappeared, and she was flung out of the airlock into endless, spinning darkness. Her heart pounded hard enough to shake her.




“Dawnie, breathe.”




She was falling, falling without end, dying where no one would ever find her, and no one would ever know what happened to her.




“Dawnie, baby, come on. Breathe.”




She sobbed in agony and felt arms close around her. The spinning stopped.




“Buffy!”




“Shhh,” her sister whispered to her. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you, Dawnie. Just breathe. You’re safe. I’ve got you.”




The taste of air returned, and she took a deep breath. She wasn’t falling anymore. Someone caught her and held her. She turned her head, and it was still dark. Somewhere behind her, there was a campfire, and the shadows it cast moved across stone. A small, slender woman with skin the color of ebony and scars the color of ash leaned over her. 




“This is not your place, cousin,” she said in a deep and pleasant voice. “Sleep, little key, and dream no more.”






She felt when the last of Dawn’s nightmare subsided and her muscles went slack. Instead of waking, Dawn fell more deeply asleep. Gently, Jarod reached out and took Dawn’s wrist and felt for her pulse. He spent a long minute counting it.




“She’s asleep again,” he said, tucking her hand back on her chest. “And her pulse is returning to normal.”




“What was that?” Buffy asked, cradling her sister.




“That was a night terror,” Jarod told her. “You had similar ones, up until your diagnosis.”




“I did that?” Buffy asked, incredulous.




“Worse,” Jarod said. “You hit, a lot, and you’re very strong.”




Buffy looked down at Dawn’s sleeping face. She’d been thinking earlier that day that Dawn didn’t look at all like the fourteen year old girl Glorificus had hunted. Just then, she looked very much like that small, vulnerable, and precious girl.




“Why was it so bad?” Buffy asked him.




When Dawn had gone into a rictus and stopped breathing, Jarod had run back to their rooms to get his medical kit. He had a syringe of diazepam ready in case it didn’t resolve, but now that she was breathing regularly and deeply, he capped the syringe.




“I’m guessing she downplayed some of the things that happened,” Jarod said. “She hasn’t shown any other signs of PTSD, but then I wasn’t looking for it.”




He helped Buffy lift Dawn back into place and pull the covers up.




“I’m going to sit with her for a while,” Buffy said, looking up at him.




“Of course,” he answered. “I’ll be outside.”




In the hallway, several people waited. Jarod wasn’t surprised at all. Those were some loud screams, and he’d nearly run Xander down when going for his medical kit.




“What happened?” Giles asked. “Is everyone all right?”




“Dawn had a night terror,” Jarod told them.




“Wait,” Xander said. “I thought that was Buffy’s thing, and she was over it.”




“Apparently, it’s Dawn’s thing too.”




Baxter, Jenny, Jason, and Andrew also stood there. Everyone was dressed for bed. Everyone looked like they’d been woken by the house.




“See, this is not okay,” Xander said. “The Summers girls share lots of awesome traits—full mastery of quippage for one. Night terrors does not fall into the awesome category and shouldn’t be available for inclusion.”




“I agree,” Jarod said, “but it was a night terror. She wasn’t in REM sleep, she never woke up, and considering some of the things in her report, she could have undiagnosed PTSD.”




“Has this ever happened before?” Jason asked.




“Not that we know of,” Giles answered. “Dawn’s certainly encountered more than her fair share of trauma, but she’s been fairly resilient.”




Buffy emerged from the room, and her eyes widened when she saw the crowd.




“Is she all right?” Jenny asked.




“Never even woke up,” Buffy said. “You can check on her.”




Jenny paused for a moment, but Giles leaned over and murmured in her ear. She nodded and went in.




“So, not that I don’t love all you guys,” Buffy said, “but I don’t usually show off my happy narwhal ice cream pjs this late. Maybe we could break until morning?”




“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Jason said. 




“And you,” Buffy said, pointing at him. “I totally get that you’re going to talk to Dawn tomorrow, but don’t make a big deal out of it, okay? We’ve already talked. She’s tired of being an exhibition.”




“No exhibition,” Jason agreed. “I’ll be very low key.”




Good night, everyone, Baxter said.




He turned and hopped away.




“What he said,” Xander added, and left. Everyone but Giles and Andrew left. Andrew stood there looking uncomfortable.




“Andrew, why don’t you return to bed,” Giles said gently. “I’m sure everything’s fine.”




“She’s okay?” Andrew asked, rubbing his arm.




“Jenny’s looking in on her,” Giles replied. “If she needs anything, we’ll make sure she gets it.”




Andrew nodded and went back to his room.






Faith sat, exhausted, at the desk of the well appointed hotel suite they’d checked into late that afternoon. She hadn’t been this tired since the Hellmouth in Sunnydale had finally collapsed and they’d stepped off the bus to take a look at the destruction.




“No wonder my Mom drank so much,” Faith muttered, staring at the wreckage.




The kids, all six of them, were finally asleep. The bathroom looked like a missile test site. Out in the hallway stood two ravaged room service carts, stuffed with as much trash as Robin could manage. All the towels had been used, and Robin had heavily tipped the staff to bring all the extra pillows, sheets, and blankets possible. They’d built a stack of broken down boxes from the ungodly amount of shopping they’d done—clothes, shoes, supplies, toys, and anything else to make the trip a little more manageable. And because kids were apparently worse than cats, they had ignored the sultan’s treasure of toys and wealth to build a box-pillow-sheet-blanket fort that occupied the entire bedroom before Robin required that they tear it down at bedtime. Only promises that it could be rebuilt in the near future had kept the children from crying. It hadn’t stopped them whining.




Now she got what Jenny meant when she said kids needed routine. Since everyone had worked day in and day out to provide the Slayerettes with routine, she hadn’t seen the utter lack of it and the following consequences before. Lack of structure meant chaos. Not the fun, random chaos she had enjoyed in her late teens and early twenties where she was the one who gave trouble to everyone else. No, this was her well-earned punishment where the kids did the same to her as she’d done to others. 




Robin came back from the media center with two steaming cups of coffee. He handed one to her and sat beside her. She looked down in the cup and saw that he’d added sugar and cream just like she liked. Sometimes, having an actual boyfriend was a pretty awesome thing indeed.




“So, not figuring on any sleep, huh?” she asked, sipping the coffee.




“Are you kidding?” he asked. “Mine’s decaf. We’re sleeping in shifts.”




“Yeah, not at all weird that we’re treating this like a mission against the undead,” she observed.




“Needs must when the devil drives,” Robin said. 




He was almost as bad as Giles for saying random stuff like that. She took another sip, savoring the heat and taste.




It had been a long day. They’d made it to Salt Lake City, and the drive had taken more than twice as long as Faith had expected. Robin had been ready for the kids to start quarreling, demanding, whining, and crying. Therefore, he’d taken on kid wrangling duty, and she’d picked up everything else—driving, supply runs, cleaning out the car, pumping gas, everything. As far as she was concerned, it was a fair deal.




“This doesn’t freak you out at all?” she asked him.




“What, kids?” he asked. “Nah, I’m cool. I like kids.”




“No, I mean more the…” and she gestured vaguely with her hand in the direction of the sleeping kids.




“The…?” Robin prompted her.




“We just walked off with six kids who don’t belong to us and started a cross-country trek,” she reminded him. “And we can do it because we’ve got Jenny’s Internet Frankenstein love child on our side and Riley to back us up if something goes wrong. Doesn’t that strike you as just a little dangerous?”




“For us?” Robin asked.




“No, for the kids,” Faith said. “I mean, I know we’re the good guys, but what if there’s someone who could do the same thing, and they’re assholes? I mean, should we even be able to do this sort of thing? Just walk in and scoop up a bunch of kids because their foster parents suck?”




Robin considered it.




“Ethically, I don’t have much of a problem,” he began. “The kids are going to be much better off with us. You know the statistics on foster kids better than I do. Hell, Faith, you’ve lived them. Legally, we’re up shit creek without a you-know-what.”




“What the heck are we going to do with six kids?” she demanded, keeping her voice low. “Yeah, we take Sharee in; she’s a Slayer. Okay, so her little brother is out there twisting in the wind, and by definition, he’s family, so we step in for him. But are we going to go around adopting every sad story kid we come across?”




He turned his head and looked at her.




“Your life would have been a hell of a lot better if someone had done that for you,” he told her.




“So long as it wasn’t an ax murderer, sure,” she replied. “But this is a big fucking deal to take on at the drop of a hat.”




He smiled a little sadly and stretched his hand out. He’d taken the kids to the pool and tired them out while Faith had power napped in the room. 




“We make some of the biggest decisions of our lives at the drop of a hat,” he reminded her. “And I think we’re better off for not overthinking it. Yeah, it’s a big deal. Yeah, it’s a lifetime of commitment if we’re going to do it right, but they deserve that, and so do we. Sometimes, I think we—the grown ups, I mean—would be better off if we’d devote ourselves to something that lasts a lifetime, something bigger than us.”




Faith’s expression grew more and more wary.




“You’re not actually thinking of personally adopting them, are you?” she asked. “Because I am not doing the kid thing. Period.”




He laughed softly.




“I am going to work with Giles and Jenny and the other senior members of the Council on making the best decision for these kids,” he told her. “I am not going to volunteer you for anything. If I get to the point where I believe that taking these kids on—some of them or all of them—is the best decision, then I’ll do that, but I know you’re not up for that carnival ride.”




She studied him intently.




“It’s kind of a make or break thing with me,” she said.




“I know it,” he answered. “And if it goes that way, there’ll be no hard feelings on my end. Faith, you are one mind-blowingly amazing woman, and I love you. You’re also a grown up. You know your mind. You can take care of yourself, and you don’t need me.”




“I may not need you,” she said, “but I do actually like you.”




He grinned at her. 




“You and I both know what it’s like to grow up unwanted,” he said. “I had Bernard, at least, but he died when I was seventeen, and the Watchers Council wanted nothing to do with me. They even tried to take him from me before he died, and they didn’t care if I ended up on the street or in a shallow grave.”




Faith pondered this for a moment.




“So, in a way, you’re getting back at the old Council by taking in these kids,” she said.




“In a way,” he agreed.




“Does it even count as doing good if the reason you do it is to send a big fuck you to some dead white guys?” she asked, hooking her hair behind her ear.




 Robin made a thoughtful face. 




“If I find out, I’ll let you know.”




She shook her head.




“Go to bed, stud,” she sighed. “It sucks that I can’t even take my frustration out on you with some hot screwing.”




He grinned. 




“Wake me at five. We’ve got a lot of packing to do.”






“How are you?” Jason asked gently.




Dawn sat in one of the window seats in the library, overlooking the overgrown formal garden. It took her a moment to answer and longer to look away from the window.




“I’m fine,” she said with no particular emphasis.




“You woke up screaming last night,” he reminded her. 




Now she looked at him. Her affect was neutral, almost repressed.




“I woke up the house,” she told him. “Then the house woke everyone else up. It’s a little different.”




“Night terrors are a serious indication of post—”




“Traumatic Stress Disorder,” she finished for him. “I know, Doctor Gideon. My doctor diagnosed me with it months ago. I’ve been under his treatment since then. I’m a lot better than I was, but sometimes, something sets off the nightmares.”




“Something like what Jenny’s going through?” he asked.




She looked at him and then looked away. Her hands were folded in her lap, and she didn’t move them.




“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said simply.




“Okay,” he agreed, not pushing it.




He paged through his file on her. He’d read her report, incredible as it was, and he had read enough reports as a supervisory special agent to know that she was glossing over areas.




“What happened on the planet of blue sand?” he asked.




“What?” she asked, startled.




“You wrote one paragraph about spending most of a day on a planet with blue sand,” he reminded her. “From your description, it sounds like the area you were in had been hit either by a meteor or a nuclear weapon, what with the sand melted to glass in places.”




“I didn’t bring a Geiger counter with me,” she said, shrugging it off. 




“Fair enough,” he answered. “What happened there?”




She met his eyes, her lips pressed together. She didn’t speak.




“I’m going with Very Bad Things,” he said.




“You could say that,” she responded.




“What about the refugee ship?” he asked.




She jerked a little and looked up at him. Then she glared.




“I am not doing this, okay?” she said. “I get that therapy’s important and that I’m supposed to work with a counselor to recover from trauma, and I have. My doctor, Gregory House, made the diagnosis and gave me a treatment plan to follow. I talked with a very close and trusted friend, Dmitri Hentzau, and there were a couple of other people who helped me. They helped me a lot. There’s a point where going over it again and again doesn’t help. It actually makes things worse. So, sorry if that screws up your evaluation, but I’m not talking about it with you.”




“That’s quite all right,” Jason answered. “I’m not really a counselor anyways. However, if you don’t mind, may I contact Doctor House for a copy of his treatment plan? I’ll do what I can to help.”




“I’ll send you his email address,” she said, looking away again. “Knock yourself out.”




“Does the duel with von Holofernes count as something you’re not going to discuss?” he asked.




“Yes,” she answered flatly. “It does.”




She got up and left without excusing herself. So much, he thought, for not making a big deal out of it.






Buffy waited for her outside, and without a word, Dawn hugged her, hunching over to tuck her head against her sister’s neck.




“How’d you know?” Dawn asked, trying not to choke on the tears that crowded her.




“Eh, chalk it up to Big Sister Slayer powers,” Buffy answered, rubbing Dawn’s back. “Jason wanted to check on you, and not a big jump from there to you being stressed out.”




“Uh huh,” Dawn answered, tightening her arms around Buffy’s shoulders. “Why does my super power have to suck so much?”




Buffy pulled her along to the stairs.




“You mean the one where you get to go to other worlds?” she asked. “I think that’s pretty awesome.”




“No,” Dawn sighed. “The one where, even though I don’t want to, I mess up other people’s lives? Put them in danger, scare them silly, and then leave them to pick up the pieces.”




Buffy gave her a squeeze.




“You know what else has pieces?” she asked. “Pie. Pie has pieces, and I think we should have some.”




“There’s pie?” Dawn asked, faintly hopeful.




“There will be,” Buffy said. “Where I take you and give people money to bring us pie. And then there will be mani-pedis.”




“You really love me,” Dawn said.




“I really love you,” Buffy confirmed.






The runners reached the corner of the house’s lot, and most of them slowed down to a walk, hands on hips or stretching one arm across their shoulders. Lucy and Arizay had been running in the back of the group, mostly because Arizay was in a bad mood and didn’t want to talk to anyone else. 




“Huh,” Lucy said, looking out across the yard.




“Huh what?” Arizay asked, putting her head between her knees and her palms flat on the ground.




“Did Xander order a bunch of statues?” Lucy asked.




“Like he tells us?” Arizay answered back. “Usually we don’t find out until it’s time to carry the heavy shit.”




“That’s so weird,” Lucy said. “I mean, if he did order statues, why are they out on the grounds like that? Why would he offload them so far apart? It’s not like it’s a sculpture garden.”




Arizay looked up from her stretch at what Lucy stared at. She curled a lip.




“That’s a copy of that messed up thing from the cemetery,” she said. “Ew.”




“Yeah, but it’s standing, not sitting,” Lucy said. “That’s so weird.”




“Say ‘that’s so weird again,’ ” Ari dared her, “and I’ll shave a mohawk on your head and dye your hair pink.”




“You’re so weird,” Lucy answered. “Seriously, why are there a bunch of grief struck Victorian angels on the front lawn? Why aren’t they in the cemetery?” 




“You’re going to worry about this, aren’t you?” Ari asked. “Are they doing anything? No. Is there such a thing as a statue that can suck the life out of you? No. Do vampires turn to statues in the daylight? No. Xander’s got some freaky landscaping thing going on, and either he’ll tell us, or he won’t, but the one thing I guarantee you he’s going to do is make us carry the heavy shit for him.”




She gave Lucy a playful shove, and they both jogged the rest of the way to the front door.




The Uses of Petrichor



Faith roused from her nap in the front passenger seat, rubbed the junk out of the corners of her eyes, and brushed her hair back—and froze when one lock of her hair hung much heavier than it should. She hooked a finger under it and pulled it up, finding a tangle of hair pressed into a drying wad of something soft.




“What the f—” she yelled. “What the fuck is gum doing in my hair?!”




The noise from the seats behind her cut off as all the guilty children looked up. Any of the three children sitting in the middle seat could have done it.




“It wasn’t me,” Josh swore from the back seat.




Verity and Duke II looked like they might burst into tears.




“You think this is funny?” Faith demanded. “You think—”




“Slayer, back off,” Robin ordered. “Right now. I’ll deal with this.”




“Did you see—” she started, holding up the lock of hair.




The gum was pink, and it was clear that it had been no accident, as her hair had been pressed into it from every side. Someone had worked on it.




“Back down, Slayer,” Robin said, his voice flat and hard. “That’s an order.”




She stopped and glared at him.




“Now, get in the yellow supply bag and find the baby oil,” he told her, turning on his blinker. “Cover the gum with baby oil, and it’ll come out. Grab some tissues to sop up the extra oil and wrap the gum up.”




As he spoke, he kept a close eye on the traffic and brought the SUV over to the edge and then off the highway. He put the SUV in park, turned off the engine, unbuckled his seatbelt, and turned in his seat.




“Okay, everyone unbuckle and exit on the side away from the traffic,” he told the kids. “I will meet you there.”




While Faith fumed, the children quietly climbed out onto the grassy edge. They stood, looking nervously around while Robin came around. There had been squabbling over toys, whining about bathroom stops, pleading for snacks, and one full blown bout of tears, but this was the first time either of the adults had yelled at them, let alone dropped an f-bomb, let alone pulled the car over and stopped. Suddenly, none of them knew what was going to happen, and it was very, very scary.




“First rule,” he said when he stood in front of them.




They stared at him.




“Come on, guys,” he said, crouching down a bit. “We’ve been over this. Each of you proved to me that you memorized the rules. Now, tell me what the first rule is.”




“Respect everyone and everything,” Duke II said softly.




“That’s right,” Robin said, nodding. “Thank you, Dee-Tee. Second rule?”




“Do what you’re told when you’re told,” Skyler added. 




“Uh huh,” Robin agreed. “Good, Skyler. Third?”




“Ask for help and give help,” Josh said.




“Thanks, Josh. And the fourth?” he asked, looking at Duke, who he suspected of pulling the gum stunt.




“Starting today, we’re a family,” Duke said, not looking up. “And family means no one gets left behind.”




“Verity, why do we have these rules?” Robin asked.




The little girl looked up at Mason, who nodded at her.




“So we can get home?” she asked.




“So we can get home,” Robin repeated. “That’s really good, baby.”




She smiled shyly.




“What rules were broken?” he asked. “Somebody put gum in Faith’s hair. Was that being respectful?”




Each of the children shook their heads to varying degrees. No, it wasn’t respectful.




“And back at the gas station, did I tell all of you there would be no gum?” he asked.




They nodded in turn. They had been told that.




“And I told you it was because gum can cause big messes,” he said. “And it looks like we’ve got a big mess.”




Guilt stood large across their faces.




“If I were Faith, I’d be mad too,” Robin said. “She’s got really pretty hair, and she takes good care of her hair. She’s proud of it. Now, maybe whoever did that thought about how funny the surprise would be, and they didn’t realize how much it would really upset her. That happens, but it doesn’t mean it’s okay.”




Everyone looked down at their toes. Verity looked like she might start crying.




“No one’s in trouble,” he told them. “We’ve got to learn how all this works and what it looks like, but we do need to make it up to Faith.”




“Okay,” Duke II said softly.




“Okay,” Josh said in a stronger voice.




Verity nodded emphatically. The others followed suit.




“So here’s how I’ll know that we’re figuring it all out,” he told them. “That gum is going to go in the trash bag. I don’t care who had it, who did what with it, or who puts it in there, but that’s where it’s going to go. And everybody is going to say they’re sorry to Miss Faith.”




“But I didn’t do anything,” Skyler complained.




“You’re supposed to look out for your brothers and sisters,” Robin reminded her. “You’re supposed to guide them and help them make good decisions. This is your family, Skyler. You may not have started with them, but they’re your family now. My job is to protect all of you and look out for all of you. Your job is to do the same, and if someone makes a bad choice, then we’re all on the hook. Does that make sense?”




She nodded slowly. 




“Okay, so everybody gets back in the car, everybody apologizes to Miss Faith, and everybody buckles up,” he told them. “I have to make a phone call, so when I’m done and I get back in, I’m going to check the trash, and I’m going to check with Miss Faith, and I know I’m going to be very satisfied with what I find, because I know you guys are good kids. You know why?”




They looked back and forth at each other.




“Because we’re family?” Duke ventured.




“Because we’re family,” Robin confirmed. “Now get back in there. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”




They started climbing back into the SUV, and Robin leaned against the hood and sighed. Fighting vampires was definitely easier. He took out his phone and checked his signal. Not great, but doable. 




It wasn’t the kids, necessarily, but the anxious creep at the back of his neck, the subconscious reckoning of odds both in and against his favor, had grown too large for him to ignore. All it would take was one accident, one nosy hotel employee, one racist cop who didn’t like seeing a black man with a white woman and a well mixed load of kids. There were just too many factors up in the air. 




God, Kate was going to kill him.




He made three calls, and when he got back in, Faith was cracking jokes with the kids about all the awful things she’d done when she was their age. Every single child listened with wide eyes.




“We are supposed to be setting a good example for them,” he told her, buckling up again.




She made a scornful noise. He took it in stride.




“Change in itinerary,” he said, punching up the GPS. “We are going to Wichita.”




“What’s in Wichita?” she asked.




“Wichita is the biggest hub for private and chartered planes in the continental US,” he said. “I’m chartering a flight the rest of the way.”




Faith laughed softly.




“Oh, man, Kate is going to eat your liver raw,” she said. 




“It’s that or four more days of this,” he told her. “And my gut says we need to speed things up before something really bad happens.”




She held up one grease soaked lock of hair.




“The Slayer agrees.”






Problem #1



The removal of the pictures of Dawn Summers posted three weeks ago by one of her classmates was 99.99% complete. Guardian had deleted all copies of the original file and then began hunting for altered copies—changes in file name, file type, and file size. Once those were found and deleted, it had to find all the content changes—files where different faces had been pasted on to Dawn’s, where the color scheme had been altered or the image flipped to prevent its sorters from spotting it on the first round, where elements like putti, dildos, lions, more naked women, a handful of naked men, and in one disturbing instance, the entire cast of Wormhole X-Treme had been added, and where the image had been cropped, distorted, or otherwise changed.






So the first question was, how far did the changes have to extend before it was no longer related to the original picture and could be left alone?




The second was what to do with the fallout. The disappearance of the picture files had not gone unnoticed. There was an entire subculture appearing on different fora ranging from Facebook to reddit to the Ubuntu support site trying to find out what the picture was and what had happened to it. It was similar to discussions on cryptids—legendary beasts with little supporting evidence for existing and a small but rabidly devoted band of devotees. 




No one could produce a copy of the original picture. No one could produce a server log showing the file being saved, copied, uploaded, downloaded, or deleted. No one could produce an email that had carried it as an attachment or a text of the picture. Not one scrap of binary code could be found which supported the existence of the picture. Yet, dozens—and then hundreds and now tens of thousands of people—swore they had received the file only to have it disappear without warning. Interestingly, only a few admitted to acquiring the file a second time, which was when Guardian reached out and first formatted the associated drive and then applied a firmware upgrade on the device, essentially bricking it. 




The most anyone could do was try to recreate the picture from memory, and there were several dozen interpretations of the picture, from stick figure to Photoshop to canvas paintings, all of which had some detail wrong, some of which had nearly every detail wrong. The only thing they agreed upon was that the picture included a naked girl reclining. They couldn’t even agree whether the girl was Caucasian, Asian, or light complected African. In fact, as far as Guardian could tell, the picture had become a mirror which reflected the person’s desires and obsessions. 




It watched as an entire field of conspiracy theories sprang forth. The previous president had demanded that all copies of the picture be destroyed, because it showed his mistress, his love child, his love child turned into his mistress, or some other implausible role. The current president had tried to broadcast it to distract his political enemies, and the young woman was one of their mistresses, love children, et cetera. It was a test by certain secret masters of the world’s governments to see who would notice a small shift in the reality matrix. Anyone who noticed it and was foolish enough to speak of it would be eliminated. It was a message by another secret group of world government masters that, surprisingly, had nothing to do with naked women or sex, but notified its agents that the time to move was upon them. 




Two or three times out of the concatenation of hundreds of thousands of references, someone stumbled close to the truth.




“The only thing that has access to every single device connected to the Internet is…the Internet itself, and the Internet itself isn’t—thank the FSM—self-aware,” one wit pointed out.




“Considering the thoroughness and 24-7 nature of file deletions, we’re probably looking at a sophisticated AI,” someone else said. 




Guardian considered distracting the users with some calamity but then cross-referenced the Streisand Effect and decided against any obvious course of action. Time would tell. But it still wanted to discuss it with Jenny.




Problem #2



The house and property of Haven continued to expand in the real world. It should have been impossible. After all, even Cleveland had been thoroughly mapped and was under the scrutiny of several hundred satellites of different purposes. There shouldn’t have been any wiggle room. But, the street the house sat on was now longer by nearly seventy-five yards. The cross street had a bend in it which it didn’t used to have. The houses across from Haven found their own yards distorted, usually with more square footage, additional features, or the occasional missing patch. Humans seemed to adjust with fairly little fuss, though some of the children were extremely confused that their parents hadn’t noticed. GPS satellites, however, were having fits.






It had taken Guardian more than a week to determine that the planet as a whole had not lost or gained any surface area, which meant that where Haven was gaining acreage, someplace else was losing it. Guardian was finally able to trace points in Madagascar, Western Australia, and Antarctica where tiny puckers of coordinates had taken place. 




The solution’s concept was fairly straightforward—re-adjust the mapping of longitude and latitude to account for the tiny changes on both sides of the globe. The reality of the fix, though, intimidated even Guardian. It would require a literally global update of every online mapping system in a cascade from the world’s military and geo-spatial services to the master systems governing the GPS satellites to all government, military, spy, and corporate satellites on down. It was an even larger problem than the last time a fraction of a second had been added to Leap Day. That, at least, had been led by recognized authorities. Guardian didn’t have the intrinsic authority, and while it might be able to pull off the update by itself, it wouldn’t be able to do anything else during the process.




Time to talk to Jenny and see what she wanted.




Problem #3



There was a Craigslist posting in Washington DC that someone from the Council really needed to look at.






Problem #4



Something was wrong with Jenny, and Guardian didn’t know what it was or how to help.



So, it asked Willow to relay its message and waited, hoping Jenny would talk to it that day.








Willow and Kate’s house was a mere three blocks from Haven, just outside one of the historic districts. Willow had finally begged off living in Haven when she’d been driven to distraction trying to find ways to cast spells that didn’t irritate Chataigne or get false results due to the intrinsically distorted boundaries of the property. At Xander’s best guess, the grounds now held at least one hundred acres of garden, forest, meadow, and creek, and it was all inside the wrought iron fence around a three-quarter acre plot that the city and the USPS had only recently recognized as existing. 




The house they’d taken was an aging but still graceful Craftsman bungalow with four bedrooms and, with Xander’s considerable help, transformed the two first floor bedrooms into a shielded computer room and a shielded workroom for Willow’s magic. The kitchen had been thoroughly updated, and the wall between dining room and living room had been knocked down to enlarge it into one great room that could hold an offsite meeting of the senior Council members.




Jenny had cast two spells requiring major preparation and effort. The first had been before they’d found Haven, when she’d tried to find a way to look back to her original world and failed. The second had been at Willow’s house and had determined that Guardian did exist and brought her into contact with him. This was her third great spell since arriving in this world. 




She stood in the backyard, skyclad under the dappled light beneath the spreading hickory and oak. Because of the deep shadows cast by trees, the ground beneath was nearly bare. She’d swept it in a widdershins pattern, built a hearth from stones she’d gathered on a moonless night, and started a fire with crumbled bark, bits of pine, and dried leaves. Satisfaction filled her when the spark she called took life and grew without any physical assistance. She would never wield the power Willow did, but hers was a more subtle understanding.




At her right hand was an assortment that could have come from a well-heeled farmer’s market: honey in the comb, fresh lavender and sage, ripe strawberries, spears of aloe, sea salt, red wine, and several branches of gorse. At her left hand was a chipped teacup filled with cobwebs, a cleaned and disarticulated rat skeleton, a seashell filled with ash, a crumbling fist-sized block of chalk, an antique bottle of vinegar, a bowl of ice, a handful of Atropa belladonna berries, and a small ivory figurine. Directly in front of her was the wrapped package Dawn had put in her hands the evening of her return—nearly a pound of pure, fresh petrichor. 




Working with focus and clarity, Jenny cast her circle, wrote her limitations through and around the circle with an even, slanted hand, called the six directions, the four winds, and the greater and lesser spirits bound to her work. The fire grew hotter as she fed it, and she began to sweat. That was fine. The preliminaries of the spell required sweat, among other things.




She gave the fire her sweat. Then she offered tears of grief, which were easy to bring but hard to stop. She offered blood from a fresh wound, cutting her finger with a flint blade, and blood from an old wound, a cotton ball soaked in menstrual blood and saved. She offered tears of joy, which were hard to bring but finally came when she let herself remember her daughter’s first smile. It was even harder stopping those.




As she did this, she rocked in place and sang a grandmother’s song under her breath. With her focus as clear as it was, she could feel Willow, outside the boundaries of her spell, watching with silent, driven fascination. Their magics came from two opposed traditions. Willow’s from the grimoires and demonairies of the Council’s lore, supplemented by mongrel street wizards, and finally balanced by the Wiccan teachings of the Devon coven. Jenny’s was a family tradition, handed from grandmother to granddaughter, aunt to niece, and mother-in-law to daughter-in-law, a Roma tradition, sequestered from the hysterics of the witch-hunting Church, and sheltered from passing fads like the Rosicrucians and Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.




She had passed on the foundations of her craft to her daughter, and it had broken her heart to know that she’d never be able to give her more. Now, it seemed her heart had broken a thousand times more knowing that not only could she never see her daughter again, but that her daughter never really existed.




She pushed that thought aside and refocused on the work at hand. She could only do what she could do. That was a grandmother’s lesson on humility and pragmatism.




“Ash and bone,” she began, “sage and spirit, grief and joy, life and death, I bind you to my will.”




The fire became a white glow, the licking flames fading away and leaving only the heart of cleansing heat. As she added items, they were consumed without smoke and left only fading motes on the surface of the fire’s glow.




“Time, perseverance, and patience, strength and folly, harvest and hunting, beauty from death, and death from beauty,” she continued, adding several more items, including the small piece of ivory.




With the limitations correctly drawn, she could focus the majority of her attention on drawing power from her sources—the sun, the moon, the wind, the nearby lake. Every now and then, she could feel a tiny fault in the boundaries of the spell, a place where the limitations were flawed, where she had to hold the spell together with sheer force of will. It probably came from her understanding of this world compared to her own and the newness of the city. Not to mention the Hellmouth. Generally speaking, it wasn’t a good idea to cast a large spell near a Hellmouth, unless it too was a source of power, but this spell would never work if it called on that kind of evil.




As she added the last of the items, evoking their nature and distilling it into white fire, the sphere of heat and light rose from the hearth and floated free, a few feet above the ground. She brought out the petrichor. The stuff was so rare that she had never cast a spell using it as an ingredient. In fact, the spell she worked now hadn’t been cast since before the second to last Halley’s Comet, the progenitor of the stuff. It had only been handed down from generation to generation in the hopes that some day, one of the Kalderash clan would find more of it.




The petrichor was a carbonized, oil soaked rock, the remains of a creature spawned from a human death and sustained by devouring only sapient creatures. The creature was much better known in her world, as famous as the yeti. Here, it seemed, other forces held it at bay, and it was practically unheard of. Jenny placed the chunk of petrichor, dripping clear, golden oil, into a bowl carved from limestone. Then she lifted the bowl to the miniature star. 




“Life from death, peace from agony, a whole bound from brokenness,” she recited, bringing the spell to its climax.




When star and petrichor met, the star collapsed into the cinder, transferring all the heat, all the light, and all the essences it had absorbed. The cinder disintegrated into clear, viscous fluid. Just as instantly, the spell reached its end and snuffed out exactly as it should. The bowl she held absorbed all the leftover heat, and she felt her hands burn.




The way to the kitchen was clear as promised by Willow, and she made it without running, but the blisters erupting on her palms and fingers were agonizing. Both Willow and Kate stood by, wide eyed. On the counter was a row of tiny glass bottles, each a different shape and color, each with a stopper by its side.




Shifting the bowl in her hands caused the blisters to tear open, and she hissed in pain, teeth clenched. She could smell burnt flesh and feel blood against the bowl. Using a notch in the lip of the bowl, she began pouring the liquid from the bowl into the bottles, one at a time, desperate not to spill. Tears from the pain ran down her face, and she gasped for breath, groaning, refusing to give in.




Kate started to say something, and Willow hushed her. Then Willow came up beside her and capped each bottle as Jenny filled it. When the last bottle was filled and only a film of oil remained, Jenny took a deep breath.




“Willow, can you pour what’s left on my hands?” she asked, her voice cracking.




Without a word, Willow took the oven mitts Kate handed her and took the bowl from Jenny’s hands. Bits of skin and flesh pulled away with the bowl, and it smoked with heat. Her palms looked like raw meat, strewn with gray shreds of skin. Where the skin hadn’t directly touched, it had still bubbled. Willow reversed the bowl, and the last dregs of the potion Jenny had created dripped onto her hands.




Jenny nearly collapsed with relief. Where the potion touched and spreading from there, her skin healed without a mark. In a moment, all the damage was gone. She stared at her hands for a moment and then ran them over her face and through her hair. What had been clear liquid was now filled with brilliant flakes of color, shifting, gathering, and reflecting all the light around.




Willow sat the bowl in the sink and turned back to Jenny, who leaned against the counter, breathing hard. Kate offered Jenny a robe, which she gladly took.




“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Willow said in awe, taking Jenny’s hands and turning them over. “I’ve never even heard of anything like this.”




“Well, that was the potion at its strongest,” Jenny said, “and it’s most attuned to me. Once it’s bottled, it’ll keep, but it will need a trigger.”




“Will this work on Jason?” Kate asked. 




“There are some limitations,” Jenny answered. “Primarily the trigger, but if he can find the right one, I think so.”




“What about Buffy?” Willow asked. 




“I don’t know,” Jenny answered, taking a deep breath and walking shakily to a chair. “From my family’s stories, it’s been used to heal terrible wounds, cure diseases, reverse poisons, and such, but I don’t know if it can regrow an organ after the person’s healed from its removal. It’s also never been used on a Slayer. The same need for a trigger applies, so…”




“What’s the trigger?” Kate asked, bringing Willow a bowl of melted beeswax and a brush to seal the bottles.




“It depends,” Jenny said. “Whether the person using it has any magic, but for those who don’t, it’s usually something along the lines of true love’s kiss or genuine tears of remorse. My grandmother told me that really good sex was one of the best triggers. I don’t really know how she knew.”




“So you can’t just pour it on someone and have it work,” Kate observed.




“There’s pretty much nothing in existence that works like that,” Jenny told her. “And it only worked for me because I took the injuries while making the potion. How many do we have?”




The last was to Willow.




“Thirteen,” Willow said. “Good witchy number.”




“Well, that was half the petrichor that Dawn gave me,” Jenny said. “I’m saving the other half to see if we can figure out what that chrism she talked about is made of. She said Hentzau had a recipe.”




“Yeah, something that can break a vampire’s hold on a mortal, annihilate the undead, and resurrect the righteous dead sounds pretty damn good,” Kate observed. “Wouldn’t mind having some of that in our arsenal.”




“Oh, I am beat,” Jenny said, leaning back in her chair.




She hadn’t done that level of spellwork since she’d been in her twenties. The only exceptions she could think of had been creating two orbs of Thessela for Spike and Drusilla and then the spells she’d cast to keep Glorificus at bay.




Kate and Willow exchanged a look.




“What?” Jenny asked.




“Guardian asked to talk to you,” Kate said. “I told him you couldn’t be disturbed, so he said he’d wait until you were free, but he sounded anxious.”




Technically, Guardian didn’t have a gender. It shifted from feminine to masculine to androgynous depending on its current attitude and the topic at hand. It did seem to have a habit of adopting gender traits based on who it talked to, but there was nothing genuinely consistent in its behavior.




“I’ll go talk to it,” Jenny said.






Buffy and Dawn had barely made it back through the front door when Xander intercepted them.




“You,” he pointed at Dawn, “with me.”




Dawn and Buffy exchanged a look.




“Trouble?” Dawn asked.




Her finger and toenails were painted sparkly blue with white clouds and a smiling sun on each thumb and big toe nail. Buffy had gone for wine red on her fingernails and champagne gold on her toenails. 




“Only if you count a dryad with an itchy window seat,” Xander told her.




“Uh, that’s so outside my wheelhouse,” Buffy said, shaking her head, “I’m going out to the swimhole. Catch you guys later.”




She waved and wandered off. Dawn looked up at Xander.




“Could I get a rephrasing?” Dawn asked.




“Something something stuff in my window seat it itches fix it now,” Xander said.




Dawn frowned in thought, and then suddenly her face lit up.




“Oh, my god! Frere Jacques!” she cried, grabbing Xander’s hands. “He did it!”




“He dormay voo’d?” Xander asked.




“Come on!” Dawn yelled and ran for the great hall and the stairs to the library.




When Xander caught up with her, she was almost dancing. 




“Stop,” Xander said. 




Dawn stopped and held still, grinning.




“Explain,” he said.




“Okay, do you remember from my report when the Doctor and I were in the south of France and we met the Sergeant Templar, Brother Jack? He was Chataigne’s champion back in the thirteenth century,” she said, practically clapping her hands.




“No, but I’ll go with it,” Xander told her.




“So, while we were there, the Doctor and Sorcerer Tim—”




“There was a sorcerer named Tim?” Xander asked.




Dawn glared at him for the interruption.




“My bad. Keep going.”




“And they did this magic-techno-Time Lord thing that inverted Chataigne’s glade and put the whole thing inside of the keep?” she asked. “And in the middle of it, the whole thing shifted to England?”




“Wow, I really do need to read your reports,” Xander said.




She slapped his arm.




“What? It was like two hundred pages long!”




She snarled at him and then forgave him just as quickly.




“So, I asked Freres Jacques to pretty please write down everything he could think of,” she told him. “There are very, very few records from the thirteenth century, and they tend to be either monastery copies of known pieces or documents by the great movers and shakers. There’s practically nothing that refers to the day to day life of people. So I asked him to write it all down and put it someplace where it would be safe until I could find it. I didn’t think he’d really do it, but maybe he did.”




“So, why didn’t Chataigne complain about this earlier?” Xander asked, eyebrow arched. “She practically barfed up a yard sale when her attic was too crowded.”




“Timey-wimey,” Dawn replied, falling back on the Doctor’s excuse. “Wibbly-wobbly.”




“Seriously?” Xander asked.




“It’s all I’ve got,” she replied. “We can ask Chataigne after we find out what’s in the window seat.”




Xander crouched in front of the window seat, which was built into the thick keep wall. He removed the cushions and studied the stones and mortar. 




“Well, there’s some really old work here that’s after the first build,” he said. “No way of knowing if it’s from then.”




“Can you open it?” Dawn asked. 




He looked up at her. 




“Dawnie, chances are this is solid all the way through,” he told her. “They didn’t put holes in defensive walls back then.”




She bit her lip, recognizing the truth he spoke. 




“Can you take off the top stone and see if maybe Jacques hollowed it out after it was built?” she asked. “Besides, Chataigne said there was stuff in her window seat.”




“Seats,” Xander said, pointing to the three other window seats in the keep. “Plural. Seats.”




Dawn’s eyes got big.




“Oh my god, oh please, oh please, oh please!” she said and then fell into an agonized silence.




She looked back at Xander, clasped her hands, and pled silently.




“No,” Xander answered. “Not the baby deer eyes! Stop!”




She batted her eyelashes at him.




“Pleeeeeeeeaaaaase,” she begged.




He sighed, defeated.




“Fine, I’ll go get my masonry tools,” he said. “Wait here.”




She hugged him when he got back up and gave him a kiss on his cheek.




“I love you, Xander!” she laughed.




“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he said, waving her off. “If you really loved me, you’d bring me a Spider-Man.”




“There’s always Christmas,” Dawn told him.




He grumped on his way out of the library.






“Popstar?” Lucy asked as she looked in the second guest bedroom.




“Yes, Lucy,” Mary Poppins called. 




“Do you know anything about Xander buying some statues?” she asked. 




Mary Poppins was currently working with Winky and Monsieur de Boucherville on preparing guest rooms for the children coming from Idaho. As there were several boys and girls, two larger bedrooms were being prepared. The boys numbering four, they were getting bunk beds, and on hearing this de Boucherville offered his expertise. It could, of course, not be a mere bunk bed, but had to be a cantilevered marvel that allowed the boys to take turns being in the top bunk without changing beds. 




“You really don’t think this is needlessly overdeveloped?” Mary Poppins asked, a little aggravated. “Please remember that Miss Winky will be left with the maintenance when you are distracted by your next greatest masterpiece.”




Arguments between Mary Poppins and the former Phantom of The Opera were never over quickly. Lucy waited patiently for her turn.




“Overdeveloped?” de Boucherville asked. “As well ask if it were overly ornamental!”




Mary Poppins looked upwards. “Indeed. Therein, I’m sure, lies my answer.”




“Winky knows how to grease and pack bearings, Mary Poppins,” the little house elf squeaked. 




“There,” de Boucherville said, nodding towards Winky. “She is as capable as she is unobtrusive. You might—”




Lucy went wide eyed as Mary Poppins held up one imperial finger.




“Be very careful which thought you pursue with that statement,” she advised him. “I have no difficulty demonstrating just how obtrusive I can be if it suits me.”




De Boucherville’s gaze turned sour, and he harrumphed. Lucy had never heard someone make the noise in person before. 




“Very well,” he muttered.




“Thank you,” Mary Poppins answered, inclining her head graciously. “Now would you be so kind as to document your developed and ornamented device so that the children are not gruesomely killed using it and Winky may refer to it for instructions?”




De Boucherville opened his mouth, probably to exclaim that none of his inventions had ever gruesomely killed someone, but paused, thought better of it, and closed his mouth again.




Mary Poppins turned to Lucy.




“I beg your pardon, Miss Lucy,” she said. “I was not aware of Mister Harris purchasing any manner of artwork, let alone something as ambitious as statuary.”




“Only there were five statues at the edge of the property when we came back from our run this morning,” Lucy said. “It just seemed kind of weird.”




“The southern edge?” Mary Poppins asked. 




Lucy nodded in confirmation.




“Well, we can see the southern property from the windows in the music room,” Mary Poppins said. “Let us look.”




She left Winky and de Boucherville to their work.






It was no easy thing to chip through centuries old mortar delicately enough not to damage the stonework, and there was a lot of it. 




“Let me get this straight,” Xander said, wiping sweat from his brow, “a unicorn called you a slut?”




Dawn nodded. “Yep. I tried not to take it personally, but it did hurt my feelings.”




“Did it say it was sorry?” he asked.




“No,” Dawn said, wrinkling her nose a bit. “That’s not really a unicorn thing. Apparently, they’re really self-assured and kind of self-righteous, so they figure they get to do that sort of thing.”




“I did not see that coming,” Xander said, pausing in his work. 




Dawn reached over and swept the bits of mortar into the dustpan she held.




“You know what’s funny?” she asked. “This is so embarrassing. So, the reason he called me a slut is because I wasn’t a virgin anymore.”




Xander froze, wide-eyed, and held very, very still for a long moment.




“Ah, well, ah, wow, getting a lot of things I didn’t see coming,” he managed.




He sounded a little faint, but Dawn continued.




“Okay, and so the reason I wasn’t a virgin anymore was because I had this whole plan.”




“There’s a plan?” Xander asked. “Oh, god, you’re going to tell me what the plan is, aren’t you.”




She laughed.




“Okay, it’s just, ah, I feel so stupid, but I had this plan that I was going to go off and grow up and get everything figured, and then I was going to come home and be like Sabrina.”




“Like your roommate?” Xander asked, completely lost.




“No, dummy, the movie,” she told him. “Sabrina, with Humphrey Bogart and Audrey Hepburn?”




“No idea,” he said, shaking his head slowly.




“Audrey Hepburn comes back after two years in Paris, and she’s all elegant and beautiful,” Dawn explained. “And Humphrey Bogart falls in love with her.”




“So, you’re Audrey Hepburn, and…who’s Humphrey Bogart?” Xander asked, his voice pitching significantly higher than usual.




“Well, uh,” and Dawn fumbled, looking at him.




His good eye was wide, but not with wonder or delight, and there was a bead of sweat rolling down his temple. She rallied.




“See, that’s the, heh, funny part,” she managed, trying to steer away from rocky shoals she hadn’t expected. “I was…I kind of figured you for Humphrey Bogart. You know, because I had a crush on you for so long, and…look, I said it was stupid!”




“Ha!” Xander laughed once, a horrible rictus for a smile. “And it’s funny because you got over that whole crush thing ages ago, and I’m like the worst candidate ever for you. Ha ha! And you’re probably dating that count guy, what’s his name, Henfast?”




“It’s Hentzau,” she corrected him, “and he’s marrying someone else, so no. And besides—”




She stopped, looking away from him for a moment and then managing a smile.




“Yeah, stupid, right?” she said. “And really, really embarrassing. It’s just, you know, getting yelled at by a unicorn because I’d accomplished step one of The Plan and thought I had it all figured out.”




“Unicorns are jerks,” Xander pointed out, a little manically. “With the judging and their little chin beards. Like hipsters with big pointy horns.”




“And I got his horn at the end of it,” she added.




“Good for you!” he declared.




And they laughed, both of them, even though nothing was funny at all.




“Wow,” Dawn said, fanning herself. “It’s really hot up here. Why don’t I go get us some lemonade or something.”




“That would be great!” Xander nearly yelled. “I love lemonade!”




“Okay,” Dawn said, nodding, “so, I’ll be back in just a little bit.”




She got to her feet and fled the library, closing the door behind me.




After a long moment, Xander’s muscles began to relax, and he set the chisel and hammer down. 




“Oh. My. God,” he said to no one in particular. “Just kill me now!”




Chataigne, puzzled and concerned, nudged at his mind. He groaned. She was still baffled by the idea of human romance. Humans, she was convinced, should pollinate and be pollinated. Seedlings should be a regular occurrence which she had yet to see happen here, though there were many new additions which appeared to have been blown in by a generous wind. The idea that two humans who loved and cared for one another would refuse to fertilize their gametes together left her completely befuddled.






“Hey, Ari, I found Popstar!” Lucy called.




“Well, that’s good,” Ari said, staring out the windows. “Because the creepy statues are gone.”




“Huh?”




“Lucy, inarticulate syllables are a poor way of expressing oneself,” Mary Poppins remonstrated.




“Huh?” Lucy repeated, looking up at her.




They joined Ari at the southern bank of windows in the music room, the classroom closest to the great room. Mary Poppins nodded in greeting to Ari.




“Please tell me what you saw,” she requested.




“There are six of them, actually,” Ari said. “They look like those creepy statues from the cemetery.”




“Which creepy statues, Arizay?” Mary Poppins asked. “There are several categories. I know Mr. Giles has trained you in observation.”




Ari took a slightly irritated breath.




“Human, female, with wings, wearing togas,” she said.




“Togas or chitons?” Mary Poppins prompted her.




“Chitons,” Lucy said. 




“Yeah, and some of them are marble and some of them are bronze,” Ari added.




“Life size?”




“Yeah,” Ari confirmed. “They were all just inside the wrought iron fence around the perimeter, probably about twenty or thirty yards between each. It bugged Lucy so much, she went to find you. I stayed down here. I was looking at them, trying to figure out why Xander put them there, when I looked down at something. When I looked back up, they were gone.”




Mary Poppins looked faintly concerned, but not alarmed.




“I’m not making this up,” Ari declared.




“I never thought you were,” Mary Poppins replied. 




“Statues that just show up and disappear?” Lucy asked. “That can’t be good. Especially when they look that creepy.”




Mary Poppins looked down at her.




“What, exactly, girls, made these statues so very creepy?” she asked them.




“You mean aside from the air of death and loneliness?” Lucy asked.




“After taking that into account, yes,” she said.




Both girls considered the question for a moment.




“They all had their eyes covered,” Ari said. 




“Yeah!” Lucy agreed, glad to have something concrete. “Either, their head was in their hands or they had their arm or one hand up, and their eyes were always covered.”




Mary Poppins’s brows drew together as she thought over their answer.




“Do you know what they are?” Ari asked.




“No,” Mary Poppins said slowly. “When I know a thing, I know it very well. However, there were stories of certain nightmares from the Dreaming which sound similar. Whether those creatures were the invention of the Lord of the Dreaming or whether they were mere reflections of something that exists in the waking world, I don’t know, but the similarities are concerning.”




“But…Wouldn’t Chataigne keep them out?” Lucy asked. “She does with all the vampires and other things.”




“Chataigne is limited by her nature,” Mary Poppins explained. “She senses creatures of the undead, those vessels of demon possession that walk the ground her roots extend to, and while they do not pose a direct threat to her, she finds them intolerable. If the creature in question is not demonic or magical in nature and is not a threat to her, she may not be able to sense it at all.”




Ari and Lucy exchanged a look, neither of them having realized there was a gaping hole in the defenses of their home.




“What about Willow and Jenny’s spells?” Ari asked.




“Miss Rosenberg and Miss Calendar are puissant magic workers, to be sure,” Mary Poppins answered, “but even they can only set wards against the dangers they know.”




Mary Poppins gazed out the window for the space of three heartbeats, considering.




“Rouse the house, girls,” she said. “There are at least six unknown intruders on the grounds which should be considered extremely dangerous until proven otherwise. I will find Mister Harris and notify him. Quickly now.”





The Lonely Assassins




“Did you know that rats laugh when they’re tickled?” Andrew asked him.




Jason sat across from him, letting a half-grown male rat climb over his left hand while a full grown female rat sat on his shoulder, just next to his neck. 




“I did not know that,” Jason said, looking up.




“Their vocalizations are outside the range of frequencies humans can hear,” Andrew explained. 




Andrew’s workshop was well lit, organized, and very tidy. He had two plexiglas containers set up as rat cities, one for the male rats and one for female. He’d done a lot of work to make the cities a rat playground—lots of toys, tunnels, and treats for them to enjoy. The rats inside were all doing something. He even had his line of little felted rat manikins to store the harnesses he’d made for them to run networking and phone lines through the walls. 




“You’re very devoted to your little friends,” Jason observed. 




“Rats are smart,” Andrew told him. “They have their own personalities, they can be trained, and I can teach them tricks. I like them. They’re like friends.”




Jason watched him for a moment, eyes narrowed in thought.




“You don’t seem to spend much time with the others,” he said. 




Andrew shrugged a little.




“The girls are…They talk a lot, and sometimes, sometimes I know they’re making fun of me, but I don’t really get it,” he answered. “And I know Jenny doesn’t really like me. Other than game night, there isn’t much reason for me to spend time with anyone.”




“Is there anyone you’re close with?” Jason asked.




Andrew focused on the little piebald rat he held in his hands.




“I miss Anya,” he said. “She died in Sunnydale.”




“I read about her.”




“Xander’s a good friend,” Andrew added. “But he’s busy a lot. So’s Giles. And Dawn.”




“How do you think they’re doing?” he asked.




Andrew considered this.




“Well, Giles is pretty well recovered from his heart attack, but I think it really bothers him what Buffy and Dawn have been through and he couldn’t help with. He doesn’t talk about it, though. And I know that Xander has been worried about them, and he misses Anya too, and he doesn’t talk about it, but that may be because he’s got Chataigne. And Dawn,” Andrew paused to shake his head. “I read her whole report, and there’s some amazing stuff. I wish I could have gone with her. Time traveling? Dimension hopping? I would have loved to have done that, and I guess she could have used a friend.”




He stopped and played with the rat, letting the whiskery adolescent perch on his knuckles. Jason waited.




“Sometimes, I think everyone here thinks I’m not very helpful,” he said softly. “Sometimes, I make mistakes, and I think nobody thinks I can do things right.”




“Everybody feels that way sooner or later,” Jason told him.




“I feel that way a lot,” Andrew admitted.




“Well, maybe we can do something about that,” Jason said.




Andrew looked up at him.




“I’m doing assessments of everyone on the Council,” Jason told him. “You’re one of the few people who isn’t showing signs of some sort of post-traumatic disturbance. There are some tasks which need to be done that will come easier to you than it will to others.”




“Is it something…” He paused for a moment. “Something that the others will respect me for?”




Jason nodded. “I think so.”




Andrew nodded as well. 




“I’d like that.”






Charter flights did not come cheap. Charter flights from new customers with less than 24 hours notice were even less cheap. Charter flights from new customers with less than 24 hours notice with six children and a preference of ‘no questions asked’ probably cost more than the airplane they managed to book did when it was new, and that was if the pilot agreed to it. Their pilot looked them over with a jaundiced eye. 




“I talk to the kids,” she said, arms folded across her chest. “All of them. Alone and unsupervised, and I better like what they have to say.”




Robin and Faith traded a look. He raised his eyebrows. She tilted her head from side to side and then shrugged. The pilot’s dog, a Jack Russel terrier named Struts, sat next to her and scratched vigorously at his ear.




“Yeah, sure,” Faith said.




“Kids,” Robin called. 




The kids came running over from the sparse waiting area, glad to be distracted by anything more interesting than year old issues of airplane maintenance magazines.




“What’s up, Robin?” Josh asked. 




“Lady’s going to talk to you,” he explained. “She’s going to ask you some questions. You’re going to answer them truthfully.”




“Even if—” Josh started.




“Even if,” Robin confirmed. He turned to the pilot. “We’ll be over there.”




He and Faith walked over to the waiting area. Robin took a seat, picked the top issue on the pile, and turned to the article on the top five apps to make him a better aviation maintenance engineer.




“You’re not even worried,” Faith observed, shaking her head.




“Of course I am,” he answered. “But no problem ever got fixed by worrying, so once I’m done reading this, if she’s still talking to them, I’ll check out the story comparing OEM and after-market part manufacturers.”




After ten minutes, the pilot returned and the kids followed her. Struts jumped back and forth from kid to kid.




“You two are insane,” she told them. 




“I get that a lot,” Robin admitted.




“Can Struts come with us?” Duke asked.




The plane wasn’t very big. There was just enough room for all the people and most of their luggage. 




“Strut’s my copilot,” she said. “He always comes with me.”




She looked both Robin and Faith over with a hard, reading gaze.




“We’re a go,” she told them. “But if I don’t hear back from the kids the way I told them, I’m going to the police. Got it?”




“Got it,” Robin said. 




“Yep,” Faith said. 




On the way out to the plane, the kids carrying two bags each, Robin carrying four, and Faith carrying six, she looked over at him.




“What?” she asked.




“What?” he returned.




“I get that you’re thrilled we won’t be on the road for three days,” she said, “but Kate’s still going to gut you, cook you, eat you, and then kill you when she sees the bill. So what are you so happy over?”




He grinned.




“Kate may forgive me when I tell her that we’ve met a pilot with a reliable sense of ethics, a good read of people, and a plane that—according to the magazine I read—is one of the easiest to maintain and make flight ready.”




Faith groaned and shook her head.




“Always an angle with you,” she said.




“Better believe it, Slayer,” he replied, giving her a wink.






Gretel sat in the best shady spot nearest the front of the property where the cell reception was best, and her family’s Ruritanian wolfhounds, Hugin and Munin laid on the ground next to her. It was a little spot off the front sidewalk where a swing hung from a high branch of an oak tree. The ground beneath was a bare furrow from others’ feet. Her legs dangled a bit, but then she wasn’t there to swing. She was there to talk to her brother, Dima.




She angled the tablet a bit and grinned at him.




“We went swimming yesterday,” she told him, “and there’s yoga every morning in the great room. I like yoga! And Miss Calendar let me get a mat with flowers and butterflies on it.”




“That sounds lovely, Mausi,” her older brother said. “How are your studies progressing?”




The young girl sighed.




“There’s so much!” she said. “And it’s all in English. Except Lady Dawn sits with me before dinner, and she goes over everything with me in Deutsch, which makes it easier. I like Math. We’re doing fractions, and we had pie puzzles, and Lady Dawn told me that if I pass my fractions test with a good grade, we will have pie for dessert, and I get to slice it!”




He grinned at her. 




“That is lovely, Mausi,” he told her. “I know you will study hard and practice and make a very good grade. You must tell me what you get.”




She nodded, happy. The dogs stirred restlessly at her feet, usually a sign that they were hungry or ready to go inside, but it was early yet. Gretel raised her head and looked around. Sometimes, they moved around when there was something going on nearby that interested them.




The front garden was quiet, though. There were several crows jumping from branch to ground and back up in a juvenile game of the sort she was used to seeing at home. The crows here seemed much like the ones there, and they all noticed her when she came out, faced her when she talked to them, and occasionally responded by flapping their wings or croaking. 




“Gretel?” Dima asked. “Is everything well?”




With a groan, Hugin got to his feet and walked to a spot between Gretel and the far border of the property. His ears pointed forward, and his lip curled a little. He made an inquisitive little whine that brought his sister’s head around to look in the same direction. Gretel looked that way as well. 




“Mausi?”




“The dogs don’t like something,” she said, a little confused, because in her two months in Haven, there had been nothing there the dogs didn’t like to one degree or another. She hadn’t seen them on guard like this since they’d arrived.




There were several trees in the little copse she sat in, leaving the ground bare and shaded, but the hanging branches obscured much of the the grounds beyond. She could see a pair of statues standing about fifty yards away, beyond the trees, like sentinels. Only they were watching the house instead of the perimeter. She didn’t like them.




“Gretel, where are your schoolmates?” her brother asked. 




“They’re inside,” she replied. “I came out alone.”




It was one of the reasons she was so happy there. After making sure that Gretel understood how the house worked, how to call for help at any time, where she was not allowed to go, and that she should keep the dogs with her at all times outside, Miss Calendar had given her the freedom of the house and property. After a lifetime of nurses and governesses and her great aunt’s watchful eye, Gretel could roam however she liked, and she loved it.




Munin woofed a low bark, one that was not friendly. Surprised, Gretel looked at the dog as she got to her feet. Munin and her brother were staring in the direction of the statues. Disconcerted and a little frightened, she looked back up. 




The statues were several yards closer.




She gasped in fear.




“Gretel, what is it?” Dima asked.




One of the crows above her made an alarm call, sharp and loud. She looked up. The crows were taking off from their perches, fluttering from branch to branch and circling back and forth between her and the statues. 




“Dima, the crows,” she started.




“Get inside now,” he ordered. “Run for the house, don’t look back.”




She did exactly what her brother said, dropping the tablet and running as fast as she could.






She had to be the stupidest person in the universe. Well, a nearly infinite number of universes. Stupid, stupid, stupid!




Dawn sat in a corner of the kitchen, off the pantry, in an effort not to be seen or noticed by anyone, and worked on not crying and not dying of utter and complete mortification. She didn’t know if Chataigne noticed emotional upset because of the noise a crying person made or because of the psychic disturbance, but she wanted to avoid being swamped by the cuddly, fuzzy critters the house dispatched anytime someone was overly upset. 




What had possessed her? Honestly? She had three whole months before going back to school in which she lay the groundwork for a possible relationship with Xander—going out for pizza, projects in the house, late night talks—and she just blurted out the whole thing in less than ten seconds to his horrified face. Idiot!




She hadn’t even talked to Buffy about it, other than to tell her that while she and Hentzau had grown very close during their time in The Hague, he was utterly unavailable, and the kiss they’d shared had been a really, really bad idea. She’d been thinking about Xander since the moment she landed, and every squinty smile and ducking of his head while smiling had given her a little shiver.




“I am such an idiot,” she moaned softly, leaning her forehead against the shelf divider between giant cans of tomato sauce and giant jars of peanut butter.




Her phone chirped, and she jerked in surprise. She was still in the habit of carrying it with her everywhere, if only for the apps. Reception was decidedly iffy anywhere in the house, to the point that no one bothered making calls. Text messages had a good chance of getting through, but not so good that a conversation was anything other than aggravating. She pulled her phone out and checked it.




999—Finde Gretel! Jetzt!—999




It was from Dima, and he used their agreed upon emergency code. If he wanted her to find Gretel right then, Gretel was in danger.




On it, she texted back.




“Chataigne,” Dawn called, getting up and tucking the phone in her back pocket. “Rouse the house. We need to find Gretel right now. Tell Xander.”




Gretel loved to spend the afternoon outside, so Dawn grabbed her satchel and went straight out from the kitchen door through the herb garden.






It had taken a while to get the house to start using consistent signals instead of her quirky, telekinetic pantomime, but once Chataigne got an idea into her leafy head, she didn’t let go of it. A general alarm sounded like a battalion of tuba players testing their lung capacities all at once, and it was matched with the floor vibrating and shivering hard enough to make lighter furniture walk a foot or more across tile or parquet and several inches over carpet.




Everyone in the house jerked to a stop and looked around. Mary Poppins, Lucy, and Arizay were on the grand staircase and paused. Then they started running up to the library. Everyone else started coming out of rooms, looking around. On the first story above the great hall, in the wide hall that led to the main corridors of the residential wing, everyone gathered, looking around in concern. Mary Poppins, Lucy, and Arizay reached the landing just as Xander came thundering down.




“We need to get Gretel,” he ordered. “Chataigne says she’s on the front lawn, between the gazebo and the cemetery.”




“Mister Harris,” Mary Poppins called, “there are intruders on the ground which Chataigne is not aware of.”




“What?!” Xander said, skidding to a halt.




“What kind?” Buffy asked, stepping up as Giles, Andrew, Jason, and several of the younger Slayers trotted over.




“They resemble statues of angels,” Mary Poppins said. “Lucy noticed only a little time ago, but they are on the move. There are at least six of them.”




“What?! Giles demanded, losing his color. “Oh my god.”




“Giles?” Buffy asked, while everyone turned to him.




“You are familiar with them?” Mary Poppins asked. 




“Did they move at all when you saw them?” Giles asked Lucy. “Did you see their faces? How were they posed?”




Lucy blinked, a little surprised at her teacher’s ferocity.




“They had their eyes covered,” Ari answered for him. “So, no, we couldn’t see their faces. Totally creepy. And they didn’t move at all, except when we weren’t looking. They disappeared.”




“Giles?” Buffy asked. “Yo, Giles.”




“Oh my god,” Giles whispered, gray with shock. “Arm everyone. No one goes anywhere alone.”




“Giles, who the hell are we talking about?” Xander asked. 




“The Weeping Angels,” Giles answered. “The lonely assassins. I saw them, once, when I traveled with the Doctor. They feed on temporal energies and turbulence. They’re quantum locked. When observed, they turn to stone. The perfect defense. They can’t harm you when you watch them, but the moment they are unobserved, they can strike.”




“What does that mean?” Buffy asked, already at one of the weapon cases on the wall, bringing down and tossing polearms to the younger Slayers. “Feed on temporal energies and turbulence?”




“A single touch from one of them shifts their prey to another spacetime coordinate, severing their established timeline completely. That severing generates turbulence and chaotic time energy. They feed off that.”




“They can do that to anyone?” Jarod asked. 




“Anyone,” Giles repeated, pale and frightened. 




Giles, the man who had faced down Angelus with a baseball bat and nearly killed him, who had killed Glorificus’s mortal host to protect Dawn, who had trained the strongest Slayer in history and lead her through countless Apocalypses, was terrified.




“Are they after Chataigne?” Xander asked quietly.




A house more than fifteen hundred years old sheltering at its inverted heart a six thousand year old chestnut tree, its dryad, and a sacred well that had existed on at least three continents and survived alone for more than a century on the borders of a Hellmouth, it wasn’t hard to guess that the house would be a feast.




Only Giles turned even more pale, if that were possible, and looked at Buffy.




“They’re after Dawn,” he said.




“What?!”




“Because she’s a Key,” Jarod added, seeing the connection. “In her report, she explained that all TARDISes were once keys.”




Giles nodded. “If there is a TARDIS in the vicinity, the Weeping Angels will head directly for it, though they’ll claim other prey that happens to be in the way. Dawn’s nature…They’ll devour her.”




“The hell they will,” Buffy said. “Slayers, form up in pairs, one Watcher per group. Stick to long arms and swords until we know better.”




“When you spot one,” Giles warned, “keep it in sight at all times. Don’t take your eyes off it, and for God’s sake, don’t blink. The moment you blink, they’re free, and even in that millisecond, they can as good as kill you.”




“Xander,” Buffy asked, “can she see them?”




He shook his head. “Maybe after I’ve spotted one and can identify it for her, but not yet.”




She nodded grimly and turned towards the other Slayers.




“Everyone takes an exit, sweep the grounds in a counterclockwise pattern,” she ordered. “The moment you spot one, sing out and keep it in view. Remember what Giles said. Do not let one touch you. If you see Gretel or Dawn, you get them inside, to the glade. Got it?”




A scattered response of voices and nods met her. 




“Let’s go.”




They poured down the stairs towards the different exits.






Andrew stopped in the kitchen and grabbed the phone.




“Let’s go!” Simone shouted.




He misdialed, hung up, and dialed again.




“Come on!”




“Wait,” he answered, dialing slowly a third time, to make sure he got it right.




Willow answered on the fourth ring.




“Intruders,” he told her before she finished saying hello. “Chataigne can’t see them. They look like statues, they only move when you’re not looking at them, they can kill you with a touch, and they’re probably after Dawn.”




A second later, he hung up, grabbed his naginata, and motioned for Simone and Chao-Ahn to join him. They beat him out the door.






“Jenny!”




After a moment of silence, Jenny opened the door to the computer room.




“Trouble at the house,” Willow warned her. “Intruders, maybe after Dawn.”




Kate already had her nine mil semi-automatic tucked into her small-of-the-back holster and was checking the AR-15 she kept in the closet, picking up extra clips and tucking them into her jacket pockets. Jenny grabbed her purse, and they ran for the car.






Gretel was cowering against a tree twenty yards short of the front door when Dawn found her. Hugin and Munin flanked her, facing outward and growling like engines of destruction. A flock of crows spun in dizzying circles one way around the tree and then another, calling harsh alarms the entire time. Dawn spotted her and ran over.




“Gretel, what’s wrong?” she asked, letting the terrified girl fall into her arms.




The dogs stepped away from her, hackles up, ears back, scanning the area around them.




“Gretel?” she asked again.




“Die Engel!” the girl cried, burying her face against Dawn’s arm.




“The angels?” Dawn asked, looking up. “What ab— Jesus Christ!”




Less than ten feet away, a bronze angel stood, its cheeks blackened by tears, its wings spread, and one arm reaching towards her while the other held an extinguished torch. The Angel of Death Victorious from the Lakeview cemetery. She shoved Gretel behind her, against the tree and reached for her satchel, never taking her eyes off the angel. What the hell kind of weapon did you use against a bronze statue?




“Gretel,” she said, “I want you to kick your shoes off, climb up on my back, and then climb the tree as high as you can, okay?”




“Jawohl, Lady Dawn,” Gretel sniffled. 




Dawn waited, listening and feeling Gretel shift against her, and then she braced as the girl put a foot on the back of her calf, took hold of her shoulder and pulled herself up. Gretel was not a tall girl by any means, but like most children with Down syndrome, she was a solid chunk, and Dawn had to work at holding still so she didn’t wobble. Gretel made it up to her back, turned to hug the tree, put her other foot against Dawn’s hip, and pulled herself further up. The whole time, Dawn’s gaze at the statue didn’t waver.




Why wasn’t it moving? It might take Gretel a full minute to climb up to the first limb of the tree, and while she did, Dawn was a sitting duck. The dogs behind her growled louder and louder, shifting one way and then another. As Gretel got further up the trunk and put her foot on Dawn’s shoulder for one last boost, a flock of crows swooped past them from the dogs’ side in an explosive burst of wings and cries. Dawn flinched.




When she looked back up, the statue was less than a step from her. 




“Get up!” She screamed at Gretel, who scrambled as fast as she could, grunting with the exertion.




Dawn had her sword out in the same moment, bringing it in and up in a hard riposte that left a wide flat scar on the angel’s green arm. It didn’t twitch.




“I’m up!” Gretel called.




The dogs began barking, loud, angry, and desperate. Dawn reached up with her free hand and touched her pendant, the blue key-shaped Swarovsky crystal Xander had given her for Christmas and Willow had charmed to send a distress call. 




“Willow,” she whispered, “help.”




One of the dogs, Munin, she thought, cut off mid-bark, like a switch had been thrown. The crows’ cries redoubled.




“No!” Gretel cried.




Dawn brought her sword around, without looking, and at the very far end of her sweep, the tip struck something stone where there shouldn’t have been anything at all. She kept the tip there, grating against smooth stone as her hold wobbled back and forth less than half an inch. Then she heard a door slam.






“There are more than six,” was the first thing Mary Poppins said.




“There are three near the cemetery,” Jason said, “and I— Shit! They’re gone.”




“You cannot move your eyes away from them even for a moment,” Mary Poppins advised him. “Do not try to count them. Fasten on one and hold it, nothing else.”




“And that’s what you’re doing?” he asked as they ran towards the cemetery.




“I am a nanny, sir,” she replied. “When I say that I have eyes in the back of my head, it is more than simple metaphor.”






“Aaaah!” Lucy screamed, faced with an angel the moment she opened the door. 




“Keep your eyes open!” Oz ordered. “Don’t blink!”




“But…But…How do I not blink?” Lucy shrieked as Oz picked his way past the stone skirts of the statue filling the doorway.




It stood, one arm raised, the other arm extended, as if it had been about to open the door. Its eyes were wide open, as was its mouth, filled with sharp teeth. There was a strong similarity to a vampire’s features around the mouth and eyes.




“I got you,” Ari said, coming up behind her. “You say ‘blink’ when you blink, okay? And we’ll take turns.”




“Okay,” Lucy said. “And that’s all we do? Just watch it? Uh, blink!”




“It’s stone, Loose,” Ari answered. “You gonna break off a couple of bits and tick it off? Blink!”




“Any mirrors around?” Oz asked.




“What?” Lucy asked. “Blink!”




“Mirrors!” Oz repeated.






“Hey, give me back my shades!” Simone yelled.




“Put them on the back of your head,” Andrew ordered.




She stared at him, lip curling in confusion and contempt.




“They’re mirrors,” he explained. “If one of them comes up behind you, it’ll see itself. It’s like people in Indonesia wearing masks on the back of their heads so tigers don’t attack them.”




“Yeah…Whatever,” Simone said, baffled, and turned her mirror finished sunglasses around so they sat against the back of her head.






“We got one!” Rona called. 




“Two!” Eric added, holding a pocket mirror before the one he faced.






“Spread out!” Buffy yelled. “Circle around the tree, and keep them in your sight.”




Somehow, no one but Gretel had been out on the grounds, a veritable miracle, and Slayers and Watchers were beginning to yell their finds from different points. The house was too large to see from one vantage point or even three. 




Dawn stood at the base of a tree, her back to it, her gaze fastened on one angel to her left, reaching out to her, and her right arm extended behind her, the sword in her grasp resting its point against a second angel. The dog next to her stood, hackles raised and growling at the angel at her swordpoint, and half the crows in the vicinity were still swooping back and forth, cawing loudly, harassing something behind one of the nearby trees. But there was a full two hundred ten degrees between that second angel and the threshold of her peripheral vision, leaving a huge gap that was currently obscured by other trees from Buffy and Xander as they ran towards her.




“Dawn, don’t blink!” Xander yelled.




“No kidding!” She screamed back.




“Dawn!” Gretel screamed as the crows around her took to the air in a rush of wing beats.




Xander and Buffy cleared the trees just as Dawn turned to see what Gretel had warned her of, and gasped in terror.




Buffy and Xander skidded to a halt only a few feet from her. The third angel had moved so quickly and so stealthily that by the time Gretel and Dawn had spotted it, its hand was inches from Dawn’s throat.




“Dawn, keep your eyes on the first one,” Buffy ordered, pointing at the bronze angel.




“What are they?” Dawn asked, trembling.




“Bad,” Xander answered. “Right now, we’re going with bad, but so long as we’re looking at them, they can’t do anything.”




“What about the one my sword’s touching?” Dawn asked. “I can’t hold it up much longer.”






Willow, Kate, and Jenny came running. Since Dawn and the others were the closest group to the gate, they headed straight for them.




“What the hell?” Kate swore, staring at the strange tableau.




“Everyone, pick a statue and stare,” Buffy told them. “So long as you’re looking at them, they can’t move.”




“You’re kidding,” Jenny said, breathing hard. “That’s like something out of a nightmare.”




They moved apart, taking stances on the other sides, keeping an angel apiece in their view.




“And don’t blink,” Buffy told them.




“Don’t blink?” Willow asked.




“They have to be observed,” Xander said. “Which, with one eye here, guys, is getting kind of difficult.”




Baxter hopped up to his feet.




I will assist.




“So, wait, if they can’t move when they’re observed,” Willow said, “what about if they see themselves or each other.”




“That’s why their eyes were covered earlier,” Buffy said.




“How many are there?” Jenny asked.




“At least six,” Buffy said.




“Chataigne counts more than twenty,” Xander answered, “now that she knows what they are. Let’s just say, she’s really not happy. None of them are in the house, though.”




“Guys?” Dawn asked, her voice breaking. “Please?”




The closest angel’s fingers were so close around her throat, she couldn’t move one way or another without touching. 




“You’re okay, Dawn,” Buffy told her. “Just keep hanging in there. We’ll get you out.”




“Xander, can you ask Chataigne to port all the mirrors she can find to everyone?” Willow asked, “and bring a couple of big ones right here?”




“I need to concentrate to be that specific,” he said. “Keep an eye on Michelangelo here.”




He closed his eye and stood, silent and still for a long moment. Certain ideas were apparently very easy to communicate between him and Chataigne, but others, especially those regarding technology and concepts that didn’t exist in the natural world, became much more difficult. 




One of the large hall mirrors, four feet by three feet in a gilded frame, appeared abruptly on the ground next to Xander. Two smaller hand mirrors also appeared.




“Okay, this will work,” Willow said, and with a gesture, she smashed the large mirror and lifted the shards into the air.




The shards flocked together like small, razor-tipped birds, circled Willow once, and then circled the bronze angel and then the angel with its hand at Dawn’s throat.




“That will only work on the ones frozen in place,” Jenny warned. 




“Yeah, but it’ll work,” Willow answered. “Fly, my pretties!”




The shards sped off in several different directions, skimming through the air towards the other angels under observation. A few remained, taking up places a few inches in front of each angel’s open eye, providing a reflection the angel could not avoid.




“Are we good?” Xander asked.




“If the theory holds,” Willow said. 




Jenny took the sword from Dawn’s hand and set it against the tree.




“Gretel, are you all right?” she called.




“I am,” Gretel answered, “but my hound, Munin, I cannot see her.”




“We’ll find her,” Jenny said, “but I need you to stay up there for now. Okay?”




“Okay.”




“Guys,” Dawn said, daring to look away from the bronze angel. “I don’t feel good.”




“What?” Buffy asked. “What do you mean?”




“I’m cold,” Dawn answered. “I mean, really cold, and it’s getting hard to stand up.”




Buffy took her hand and looked up at Xander.




“She’s freezing, Xander,” Buffy said. “Where’s Giles?”




“He’s coming,” Xander answered. “He and Rona just got two more nailed down. She’s setting up a couple of mirrors.”




“Willow,” Jenny said quietly, “we need to be very careful with those mirror fragments. Mirror magic is extremely dangerous.”




Willow nodded. “Okay, but…you know…in a minute.”




Giles reached them at a run.




“Everyone else is safe,” he said. “What’s wrong?”




“Guys, she having trouble standing,” Buffy said, holding on to Dawn’s arm.




Dawn clutched at her and did her best not to touch the angel closest to her, but she’d gone very pale, and her skin was cold to the touch. 




“It’s draining her,” Giles said. “The same as it would electromagnetic energy or the matrix of a TARDIS.”




“Well, what do we do?” Xander asked.




“Here,” Jenny stepped forward and slipped her hand between Dawn’s throat and the statue’s hand. “Dawnie, hold on to Buffy.”




Jenny closed her eyes and whispered several words under her breath. Then she leaned against the tree, skin pale and cold.




“Dawn’s warmer,” Buffy said, looking up.




“I’m shielding her,” Jenny said, her eyes still closed. “But it’s pulling hard. I don’t know how long I can last.”




“How do you kill these things?” Xander asked.




“It’s very nearly impossible,” Giles answered.




“We’ve got two witches with major mojo and a platoon of Slayers,” Xander answered. “Nothing is very nearly impossible. Come on.”




“The only time I’ve heard of them dying is when they’ve starved to death,” Giles answered.




“They’re stone,” Xander said. “Can’t we break them into gravel?”




“Yes, and they’d reform as soon as they weren’t under observation,” Giles answered.




“The bronze one,” Jenny said. “It’s feeding too. I can feel it.”




“Buffy,” Dawn whispered, “they’ll kill Jenny. Get her out of here.”




“I’m not leaving, sweetheart,” Jenny answered. 




“We need to do something now,” Buffy insisted.




“I can pull them into the mirrors,” Willow said.




“No!” Jenny yelled. “That’s insane. Willow, don’t!”




“We are running out of options very quickly,” Giles said. 




Jenny faltered, and Giles caught her, helping her stand.




“What’s so dangerous about pulling them into a mirror?” Xander asked.




“If the limitations are not properly written,” Giles said, “if the spell is flawed in any way or someone else finds a weakness, the creature captured by the mirror can bleed into other reflections in other mirrors, starting with the closest ones.”




“The Doctor,” Dawn started, her voice weak.




“He isn’t here, Dawn,” Giles said gently. “And it’s well past the point where he would show up. We’re on our own.”




“We’re going to need to hold all the angels by sight while I do this,” Willow said. “Have we got them all?”




Xander closed his eye again.




“Chataigne sees at least one person with every angel,” he told her.




“Spread the word,” Giles said. “Willow, keep the shards in place until you begin the spell. You’ll need to call them back.”




Kate moved off to the next group to tell them what was being done.




Willow nodded. “Let me get started.”




“My bag?” Dawn whispered to Buffy.




Buffy pulled Dawn’s satchel off her shoulder and helped her open it. She held it out to Willow.




“I think she’s got it repacked,” she said. 




Willow reached in and begin pulling out items—candles, salt, twine, silver coins, and charcoal sticks.




“I have to make one of these for myself,” Willow said.




“Later?” Buffy asked.




“Right.”




She and Giles conferred for a moment while Xander and Buffy stayed with Jenny and Dawn. 




“Tell me again why I can’t just take my masonry tools and make a pile of gravel?” Xander asked.




“Well, you could,” Buffy told him, “but it wouldn’t do any good.”




“I’d feel better,” Xander muttered.




“Have you got it?” Giles asked Willow.




“I’ve got it,” she answered. 




“You must be certain,” he insisted. “There is no way to shield mirrors from one another. Anything you bind, if you don’t bind it correctly, can seep into another mirror.”




“Giles!” Willow stopped and took a deep breath. “I’ve got it.”




Giles stopped, nodded reluctantly and stepped back. 




Willow stepped away and knelt on the bare ground in the circle of candles she’d set up. The wicks lit in spiraling flames and changed color from yellow to gold and then to white. She spoke in a sibilant tongue, murmuring susurruses and twisting syllables as if her tongue shed them like a skin. The glow of the candlelight expanded until it challenged the sunlight around them, and Willow glowed as well, her hair golden in the shade of the trees.




Jenny, pale and sweaty, looked up, frightened, but at Xander’s shake of the head, stayed quiet. There was a terrible sound, a great wailing and keening, and it filled the air, expanding until everyone clutched their head and covered their ears. It grew until it became the shriek of metal scraping metal and then shattered.




“Got them!” Willow yelled triumphantly.




From every corner of the property, shards of mirror glass came flying. The gilt frame of the mirror rose into the air under Willow’s command, and the shards dove towards it, striking the plane of the now missing mirror and leaving a crater with an expanding ripple. Each ripple recast the mirror, and each shard added to it until the last one collided with the mirror and completed it. Inside the reflection of the open sky, twenty-two angels reached towards the surface, their faces contorted with screams.




The statues still stood there on either side of Dawn, but their faces had shifted. There were no more fangs or furrowed brows. Dawn’s color began to return, and she squeezed past the fingers of the last angel to reach Buffy’s arms. Giles helped Jenny regain her feet. 




“Do you have a cloth in your bag?” Giles asked Dawn.




She nodded, and Giles bent to reach in and retrieve it. He pulled out a length of black silk velvet and cast it over the mirror.




“It’s not safe to look on the angels for more than a few moments,” he explained. “But we’ll need to check the reflection regularly to make sure none escape.”




“Giles, they’re in the Phantom Zone,” Willow told him, bringing her spell to a close. “That thing’s locked tighter than a black hole.”




He looked up at her.




“I hope so,” he said. “I know you’ve done your best, but we cannot assume there is no danger.”




He finished tucking the ends of the fabric so the mirror was as well wrapped as a Christmas present. Jenny and Dawn sat, resting, and Xander helped Gretel down from the tree. 




“Where is Munin?” Gretel asked, on the edge of tears. 




Hugin, the other dog, stepped from paw to paw, waiting for Gretel to reach the ground, and when she did, he reared back and put his paws on her shoulders, standing two feet taller than her. He groaned and rubbed his head against hers. Dawn got slowly to her feet, shaky.




“There’s no sign?” she asked. “She was right here.”




“There’s no place she could be,” Xander said, looking around. “Did…”




Giles sighed heavily.




“If the dog seeing an angel was enough to keep the angel from moving, that means the angel could feed off the dog’s temporal energy,” he explained, his shoulders slumping. “I think it must be that one of the angels touched Munin and ended its existence in this timeline.”




“Munin is dead?” Gretel asked, grasping Gile’s tone better than his words.




“I’m afraid so,” Giles replied. “She wouldn’t have been killed by the touch. She would have been moved to another time and probably another place. It would have been sometime before her birth in this timeline.”




“You said you’d see the Weeping Angels before,” Buffy said.




He nodded.




“I lost a friend and colleague,” he said. 




“Look, I can set up a finder spell,” Willow began.




“Don’t you think I tried that?” Giles demanded, losing his temper for a moment and then stopping. 




He took his glasses off and cleaned them. 




“The angels devour every trace of a person’s chrona, the way their life is interwoven into spacetime,” he explained. “Unless you happen to be transported with their victim and have access to a TARDIS, there is no returning, and there is no finding them again. Not with magic. Not with anything. I spent more than a year of my life trying.”




Dawn hugged Gretel.




“I’m sorry, baby,” she said. “I’m so sorry. We’ll tell your brother together.”




“He raised and trained both of them,” Gretel told her. “He got them when he started university.”




Dawn hugged her again.




Lucy and Ari came running up with Oz.




“There are five dogs missing,” Oz told them. “I think they may have tried sounding the alarm.”




“Some of the crows are missing too,” Gretel said. “They were trying to keep me safe.”




“They did, Mausi,” Dawn told her. “We’ll bring some food out for the crows tonight.”




Word spread across the grounds that the statues had been rendered harmless and the angels were interred in a mirror. Xander went inside and down to the lower levels of the house, beneath the basement and to the catacombs the oldest parts of the house were built over. With Chataigne’s cooperation, he opened a tunnel from the lawn to one of the catacomb chambers. It was the first time most of the Slayers had seen Chataigne actively change part of the house or grounds, and it was extremely impressive.




Xander stepped out of the tunnel, earth built up on either side, the walls bound in tightly knit roots. 




“Let’s get the statues underground and seal them off,” he said. “I don’t want those things around. Just in case.”




None of the Slayers, not even Simone complained about the extra work of shifting lifesize statues of stone and bronze—thankfully, only the one bronze—by hand or by hand truck down to an empty chamber in the catacombs.




“Before you seal them in,” Giles said, “we should document them as thoroughly as possible. From the little I saw, the angels in the mirror look like the statues they originally animated.”




“Sure thing,” Xander answered.




He looked around, eyebrows drawn together, searching for someone. Then he closed his eye, communing with Chataigne. When he opened his eye again, he looked suddenly older.




“Andrew’s gone,” he said, his voice harsh.




“What?” Giles asked, not understanding for a moment. 




“He’s gone,” Xander repeated. “He’s not in the house, in the glade, or on the grounds anywhere. Chataigne can’t find him.”




“Do a full search,” Giles said. “By pairs, every room, every nook and cranny.”




“Giles,” Xander said, “he’s not here.”




“Do it anyway!” Giles barked, then turned, striding across the lawn. “Simone! Chao-ahn! Come here immediately!”




They didn’t find him.





Memories Are Just Programming




When the plane landed at Cleveland’s Hopkins Airport, their pilot rejoined them before the ground crew had opened the door. 




“Okay,” she said. “Time is twenty minutes past the big one, so we should get down to business.”




Robin and Faith exchanged a look, and Robin signaled the kids behind him with his left hand, and left his bag on the seat to keep his right hand free.




“What’s the big one?” he asked.




The pilot gave him a smile of genuine delight. 




“The end of the potential time paradox our prophet warned us of nine hundred years ago,” she said. “I’ve been looking forward to this moment for most of my life, ever since I realized it would happen in my lifetime.”




Unless she had a gun on her, they could take her, but considering how careful her pre-flight check had been, she had struck Robin as being conscientious and well prepared.




“What’s this moment?” Faith asked, her hackles just as raised as Robin’s.




“I should introduce myself more fully,” the pilot said. “My name is Padme de Casador, and yes, I’m a qualified pilot. I am also—as my parents and their parents before them and all my ancestors back until the seventeenth century when they joined—a Jedi Knight.”




Aaaaaand their pilot was crazy.




She laughed, but it wasn’t maniacal. 




“I know, right?” she asked, seeing the humor in it. “Imagine our surprise in 1977, when the first movie came out, and suddenly what had been a title of awe in a secret brother- and sisterhood was on every slack-jawed yokel’s tongue. He wanted us to have that title, so that once the movies came out, and then we came out after he was gone, we would enjoy the respect due those who devoted their lives to justice in the galaxy. I don’t think it’s going to work out quite the way he hoped.”




She watched them for a moment as they worked their brains around what she said.




“Andrew?” Faith asked in disbelief.




The Captain nodded.




“What about Andrew?” Robin asked, baffled.




The captain looked at him, saddening.




“It’s weird,” she said. “I grew up with this story. I know what’s going on, but you guys…and everybody back at the House—Giles, Buffy, Xander, and the others, this just happened.”




Faith straightened from her defensive crouch.




“Shit, this is some kind of prophecy thing, isn’t it?” she asked. “What happened?”




“On this date,” de Casador told them, “about twenty minutes ago, Andrew Wells was touched by a Weeping Angel and dropped back close to nine hundred years in time. He was never sure of the exact date he arrived, because the people he met didn’t have calendars more specific than ‘halfway through the Frog Moon’, and he lost track of his days a couple of times on his walk from the greater Cleveland area to the northeastern seaboard.”




“What the hell’s a Weeping Angel?” Robin demanded.




“Wait,” Faith protested. “He’s gone? He can’t be gone.”




She smiled at them.




“I’ve got a van ready,” she told them. “Why don’t we head over?”






Giles and Xander were arguing about the use of searching for Andrew when Chataigne knew full well that there was no Andrew to be found anywhere her roots or heart ran. 




“Giles, he’s gone,” Xander insisted.




“We look until there’s no chance he can’t be found,” Giles said. 




“And that’s now,” Xander answered. “Look, Chataigne likes him. She can’t always identify individuals, but she’s got all the Scoobies down, and Andrew isn’t on the grounds, in the house, or in the glade.”




“He might have—” Giles started.




Jenny pressed her hand against his chest and came up in front of him.




“He didn’t,” she said softly. “Rupert, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You know Xander’s right.”




Giles pressed his thumb to the point between his eyebrows. That was the moment Simone and Chao-Ahn showed up.




“What?” Simone asked, clearly annoyed at being ordered around.




“Where were you?” Giles demanded. “Your Watcher is missing. When did it happen? Did you even notice?”




“I tried to say…” Chao-Ahn began in a soft voice.




“And did you listen?” Giles spat at Simone. “Or were you so convinced of your overwh—”




This time Jason stepped in, standing between Giles and Simone.




“Stop it,” Jason said quietly. “You’ve lost a teammate. If you take it out on one of the Slayers, you teach the other Watchers and the rest of the Slayers they’ll be blamed when something goes wrong, and I know that’s not what you want.”




Giles glared at him.




“Turn around and walk away,” Jason advised him. “You’re too upset right now. Let the others deal with it.”




His face an expressionless mask, Giles turned away and started walking. He didn’t stop until he was at the gate.




“This isn’t my fault!” Simone yelled. “I didn’t do anything!”




“Yeah, that’s right,” Ari said, her voice acidic. “You di’n’ do nothing, just like you always don’t do nothing. I bet that Angel took him with you right there, and you di’n’ even notice.”




“That’s enough!” Xander barked. “Ari, Lucy, get back to moving the statues. Simone, Chao-Ahn, grab a seat. Jason, will you get an account from them?”




“Of course,” Jason answered.






“They could be mid-fight,” Faith pointed out as they talked quietly in the large van. “If Andrew was hit at the beginning, he wouldn’t know how it ended.”




The kids sat in the last two rows, scared and quiet. Josh knew about vampire slayers from his sister, and he’d told some of the stories to his foster siblings. While all of them said they wanted the stories, none of them had expected to walk into the middle of one.




Padme de Casador’s son had been waiting for her, a very large, very muscular man named Mace who smiled widely and invited Robin and Faith to help themselves to his weapons collection. The collection included a five foot long broadsword that Faith kept looking at.




“We take a look, and if there’s anything going on, we leave the kids in the car with Padme and Mace in charge and join in,” Robin answered. 




“Coming up on it now,” Padme warned them.




They pulled up to the curb, and Robin and Faith jumped out, weapons at ready. Giles was there, red eyed and stoic.




“It’s true?” Faith demanded. “Andrew’s gone?”




“How did you know?” Giles asked. 




“Our pilot knew who we were,” Robin said, pointing back at Padme and Mace.




He felt numb with the sudden shock of realization that this was not a joke. The house had been attacked, and they’d lost one of the Council members. Giles looked pretty rocky.




“Mister Rupert Giles?” de Casador asked, a crossbow held to her side.




“I am,” Giles answered. 




“With the compliments of the Jedi Masters,” she said, ironic self-awareness lacing her voice.




She held out a round wooden case with a tightly fitted lid.




“The who?” Giles asked, baffled.




“You’ll understand when you read,” she said.




He took the case from her and worked the lid off. Inside was a scroll of parchment. Giles put the case under his arm, unrolled the parchment and read it. 




“This is…ancient,” Giles said.




“It’s been under the protection of the Jedi Order since our founding,” Padme told him.




He glanced at her and then looked back to the scroll.




“Dear Giles,” he read aloud as others began to join him, “you owe me two dollars for that bet that memorizing all the solar eclipses of the last thousand years was completely pointless. I got a free boat ride from Greenland to Iceland based off the one in May 1118. Thanks to Dawn’s report, I had a lot of information fresh in my mind, so I was able to get set up alongside the Knights Templar and use their network to get information and money. I started my own order with orphans and foundlings and taught them to be Jedi. If I did it right, and you’re reading this, then they’re ready to come out and fight beside you. 




“Please tell Oz that I found five of the dogs, plus Munin, and kept them with me. I also had a bunch of crows that hung out, which was cool. When I got to Europe, they took off. I think they might have gone to find Hentzau.




“It’s kind of weird thinking about this, because it’s been years for me, but when you read this, it will just have happened. Don’t worry. I’ve had a pretty great life, and I got to do a lot of things I never imagined. I will never get over the loss of Netflix or Amazon Prime, though. Oh, would you please give my rats to the person who gave you this? I want them to go to a good home, and I know none of you are into rats.




“Sincerely, Andrew Wells,” Giles finished reading.




He scanned the bottom of the document.




“PS Tell Dawn and Xander to check all the windowseats, as I put a bunch of stuff in them after I heard you thought Freres Jacques had done it.”




“Wait,” Dawn said. “You mean he’s really gone?”




“Sounds like he did a pretty good job,” Xander said faintly.




Giles turned to their new guest and her friend.




“Can you tell us what became of Andrew?” he asked.




De Casador’s expression turned rueful. 




“We…actually don’t know,” she admitted. “He left the Order almost thirty years after founding it, said he’d taught us everything he could, and he wanted us to grow on our own. That was nine centuries ago. There are a lot of theories, but no evidence.”




“I beg your pardon, Mister Giles,” Mary Poppins said in her most discreet and hushed tone. “I know you are quite occupied at the moment, but I was wondering if I could see to the children.”




“Oh.” Giles startled a little. “Oh, yes, of course. Please do.”




Mary Poppins stepped past him, past the gate, and towards the van.




“Yeah, I gotta see this,” Faith said, turning and following her.




“Miss?” Giles asked.




“Giles, this is Captain Padme de Casador,” Robin said, intervening. “She flew us here from Wichita.”




“Captain,” Giles greeted her.




“Mister Giles, it’s an honor and a pleasure,” she said, shaking his hand. “You have no idea. You’re practically a character from a favorite childhood book, like Merlin from The Once and Future King. I’ve read about you since I was a little girl.”




Giles blinked several times.




“I…I have no idea what to say to that,” he admitted.




“Ask them in,” Buffy told him. “Look, we’re taking Jenny and Dawn in. They’re both feeling less than awesome. And it looks like you guys could use a pow-wow, plus someone needs to box Andrew’s rats up to go with her. Right?”




“Ah, certainly, Buffy,” Giles managed. “Do you think you could see them in as far as the kitchen?”




“Sure.”




Captain de Casador nodded, so did her son, Mace. Mace wore a smile so tight, his face looked like it might pop.




“What?” Buffy asked.




“OhMyGodICan’tBelieveIt’sYou!” Mace howled, his hands on either side of his head. 




His mother kicked his shin, but it did no good.




“I, uh, well,” Buffy started.




“You don’t know how many times I wanted to help,” Mace gabbled. “Knowing you were out there fighting evil day and night—mostly night!—and that I could have helped! Like that time you fought the disembodied head of Genghis Khan and his legion of flying monkeys!”




For a moment, not a sound came out of Buffy’s mouth, though she tried. Giles coughed, and she looked over at him. He made a tiny little gesture with his finger. ‘Go on.’




“Yuh, right!” Buffy said. “With the head and the monkeys! Yeah, I wouldn’t have said no to some help that night.”




“I thought it was high noon at the arcade,” Mace said, looking worried.




“Day!” Buffy agreed with him. “High noon, indeed, and let me tell you, those monkeys? In the arcade? You did not want to be on clean up crew!”




As Mace and a smiling charter captain passed them going into the yard, Buffy grabbed Giles by the tie and pulled him down to her level.




“I want answers,” she said. “And they better make sense. For instance, what the fluff is up with all the Genghis Khan references?”




Giles managed to pull his tie away a bit but not free it.




“I think I can safely say at this point,” he told her, “that not only do I not have any answers of any kind, I doubt I ever will.”




She snarled, released his tie, and followed after their new guests and probable Jedi allies. Dawn and Jenny were already at the kitchen door and headed in, Dawn holding Gretel’s hand.




A moment later, Mary Poppins shepherded six children from six to fourteen years old, and Sharee came running, arms open, screaming with happiness.




“Josh! Jooooooosh!”




“Oh my god you really are a girl!” Was Josh’s astonished cry.




There was much hugging, which Giles watched and took some comfort in. Willow joined him and Robin.




“Only a few statues left to go,” she said, “And I figure we’ll put the mirror in the strong room off the library for safekeeping.”




“Has anyone photographed the statues?” Giles asked. “If the angels are contained within the mirror, it should be safe.”




“I was going to ask Andrew,” Willow admitted, “and then I remembered.”




“I’ll do it,” Robin offered.




“That’s very kind,” Giles said. “We’re a bit at sixes and sevens just now.”




“Someplace underground where the only danger is being sent someplace where Kate can’t find out what I just did to our quarterly budget?” Robin asked. “Sounds good to me.”




Then he turned towards the group.




“Simone, Chao-Ahn,” he called. “With me.”




He left, and Giles and Willow trailed after him. Oz trotted by, his pointed ears and extra facial hair pointing to just how out of sorts he was. He was followed by a pack of the house dogs, and they began combing the grounds for signs of any other possible intruders. That left Kate and Jason standing there while Jarod supervised the girls carrying statues to the crypt below the house.




“Tough night,” Jason observed. 




“Yeah,” Kate agreed. “Tough night.”




It was still four hours until sunset.




“I found them,” Kate said. 




“In her workroom?” Jason asked.




Kate shook her head.




“In a lead box behind the woodpile,” she said. “I just…What if some kids had found them? I knew better than to touch them from what you said and the fact that the box was covered in every protective rune and seal I’ve ever seen her use. What the hell is this, Jason?”




“Willow’s been through several traumatic losses,” he answered, looking off into the mid-distance at nothing in particular. “Angel becoming Angelus, the first Jenny’s death, Joyce Summers’s death, Buffy’s death, Tara’s death, and so on. It’s not uncommon for people who’ve been through that kind of traumatic loss, especially more than once, to try to build defenses against future ones, sometimes literally. I know I’ve had to fight the urge to buy multiple guns, shotguns, rifles, what have you, when I was living by myself.”




“This isn’t guns,” Kate said. “I get guns. This is magic. Each of those coins can maim, kill, curse, or wreak God only knows what kind of havoc if it got loose, and there are thirteen of them. She said she would cleanse them. And just now, that mirror magic that frightened Jenny so much. I don’t know how much time you’ve spent with Jenny, Jason, but I trust her, and if that spell frightened her, it’s for good reason.”




Jason didn’t say anything while Kate wiped her eyes.




“She’s been in such dark places, Jason,” she whispered, shaking her head. “You have no idea. She was honest with me, completely upfront, and I… To know that someone can love that powerfully, and they choose to be with you?”




“I’ll talk to Jenny,” he said. “Simone’s attitude and Andrew’s loss are the most urgent issues the Council has to deal with, but this is on the list as well. I’ll talk to Jenny and Giles.”




She swallowed and nodded.




“Did you know Robin chartered a plane out here?” Jason asked nonchalantly.




Anything to take her mind off what she’d found.




Kate laughed.




“You think any company is going to risk a five or six figure purchase by an unknown customer without contacting an officer of the company?” she asked. “I knew before he signed on the dotted line. Besides, now that they’ve geeked out, I’ve got some leverage to re-negotiate.”




“Come on,” he said, offering his good arm, “let’s go in.”






“Dima, I’m so sorry,” Dawn whispered into the phone. 




They had recovered Gretel’s tablet, but once inside the house, the connection was nowhere near good enough for a video call, so Dawn had used the landline, told Gretel’s older brother what had happened, that his sister and Hugin were safe, and that Munin had been lost, praised Gretel for following instructions without hesitation, and then given the phone to Gretel. By the time Gretel and Dmitri were done talking, Gretel had been able to smile, albeit shakily.




“Please, don’t worry,” he told her. “It is upsetting, of course, but the dogs were bred to be guardians, and we have lost them during attacks before. My greatest fear would have been that Munin might have thought herself abandoned, but if she had Andrew, that is a comfort. I am more sorry than I can say about your colleague’s loss.”




“It’s…” Dawn paused. “Dima, I wasn’t kind enough to Andrew. He thought I was his friend, and I just kind of blew him off. He was…He got a lot of stuff right, but I didn’t respect that, and now I can’t ever make it up to him.”




“That is a hard lesson to learn,” he agreed. “And a very hard regret to live with. Are you all right?”




“Tired,” she admitted. “Like, getting over the flu, tired. Jenny checked me and said there was no permanent damage. I just need to rest up.”




“Please do,” he said. “My business in Saint Dreux is complete, and I’m settling in here in the capital. I owe Gretel a visit, and I would very much like to see you before the August meeting.”




That stopped her, and she rubbed at a spot on her ankle for a moment.




“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Dima,” she managed.




There was a silent pause.




“Of course,” he said, and there was a stiffness in his voice she hadn’t heard since her first month in Strelsau. “If you would rather not—”




“It’s not that,” she said. “I just…I don’t want either of us to say or do anything we would regret. I don’t want you to make a mistake.”




“Dawn,” he said, “there is nothing in what I wish to say to you that I would ever regret. Even if your answer is not what I would prefer.”




“I’m just…I’m really tired, Dima,” she said, closing her eyes. 




“Of course,” he answered. “Please, go rest. Tell Gretel to call me in the afternoon.”






“I’m sorry,” Jenny told Giles as he helped her into bed. “He was your friend. I should have been kinder to him.”




“Jenny,” Giles exhaled, “this is not your fault. The fact that you didn’t like Andrew did not cause the Angel to target him.”




“No, but I should have made an effort,” she said.




He laid down with her, keeping her company while her eyelids drooped. The spell she’d cast to shield Dawn would have been enough to tire her. The fact that the angels had been feeding off her left her exhausted.




“Jenny, Andrew was everything that was feckless, naive, and oblivious,” he reminded her. “He fell into whose ever orbit had the stronger pull. He was never going to make a strong Watcher. In fact, as soon as we had enough staff to handle training, I would have removed him from daily contact with the Slayers.”




“He was good at research,” Jenny said. “He was the one who summoned Mary Poppins. Kept forgetting that he really had the summoning thing down.”




“For a host of demons and one superior nanny,” Giles agreed.




“He was your friend,” Jenny repeated, her eyes closed and her breathing slowing. “I’m sorry.”




He kissed her forehead.




“I am sorry too.”






“I didn’t do anything,” Simone insisted.




“That’s the problem, isn’t it?” Robin asked. “Now, it would be one thing, Simone, if you could describe the events leading up to losing Andrew in any detail—”




“I just did!” she answered. “Like I have a dozen times, but no one’s listening.”




“We are,” Robin said, still calm. His calmness, though, wasn’t the gentle calm of a summer morning. It was the silent, hackle-raising stillness experienced when purplish-yellow clouds churned overhead late in the afternoon. “Here’s the thing. Nowhere in what you say do you describe what Andrew was doing or where exactly he was. You didn’t even mention Chao-Ahn, though she was at your side for the entire fight. You know what that tells me?”




She glared at him but said nothing.




“That tells me that you weren’t paying attention to your partner Slayer or your Watcher,” he said. “You weren’t following your training. You weren’t doing your job.”




“It’s not my fault!” she sounded a little desperate, like she didn’t expect him or anyone else to believe.




Robin stood straight up, several inches over Simone’s gangly height.




“You’ve spent the last three months telling everyone how tough you are and how you’re a better Slayer than anyone else here—including Buffy and Faith,” he spat at her. “You’ve been bugging Giles for a leadership position. You want to be in charge of the other girls, but the first time something bad happens, the only thing you can say is that it wasn’t your fault?”




She flinched away from him.




“If you’re a leader, Simone,” he told her, “everything is your responsibility, and anything that goes wrong is your fault, whether you like it or not. You can’t be bothered to simply keep track of your patrol in a skirmish and have no idea when your Watcher went missing. That would get you a court martial in the military.”




“Why is everybody against me?” Simone asked.




“Because you don’t care about anyone else,” Robin answered. “You want someone on your side, you need to get on their side first, and it better be genuine, because you’re hard enough to put up with even if you’re not lying.”




Simone clamped her mouth shut and stood with her fists clenched.




“Get out of here,” Robin said. “You’re confined to your room and the great hall. Don’t even think of going offsite.”




She turned and walked off without another word.






“So this is the place,” Mace said in a quiet breath. “His sanctum sanctorum.”




“His rooms, yeah,” Buffy answered.




Padme looked around, a crooked smile on her face. “Looks like your bedroom, Mace.”




“You really think so?” Mace asked, delighted.




She nodded and stepped over to the first of the two rat habitats.




“How many are there?” she asked Buffy.




“More than forty, I think,” Buffy said. “Look, if you’re not set up for them, that’s cool. We’ll put them in the classrooms where they get traffic and visitors every day. Gretel loves playing with them. She can take over feeding them.”




“Oh, no, we’re ready for them,” Padme said. “I’ll fly them back to Wichita tonight.”




“It’s in our sacred texts,” Mace told her. “At the time of reckoning, we would receive into our care all those servants, small and furry, that Master Andrew could not take with him.”




“Servants small and furry?” Buffy asked. “How many servants did he have?”




“Winky, Chataigne, Mary Poppins,” Mace said off the top of his head, “but they didn’t serve him directly. They served either the Council or Xander.”




“I wouldn’t call Chataigne a servant,” Buffy observed. “And you really shouldn’t call Mary Poppins that either; she’s a nanny. You can ask her.”




“Look at this fellow here,” Padme said, bringing her face close to the glass of the habitat. “Black fur, red eyes, I’ll bet this is Nicodemus.”




“That’s one of the names,” Buffy replied, watching the rat in question stand on his back legs and flex his whiskers in interest. “He’s got a list of all the names. Seriously, nobody else could remember them all. There’s a Mrs. Brisby, Timothy, Justin, Jeremy, and then he goes—uh, went—went all cross-genre—with Ratso, Gonzo, Kermit, Fozzy, Ducky, Yersinia, Ricky, Lucy, Morty, Wednesday, Leticia, Pugsley and so on.”




She looked up and saw Padme and Mace watching her, eyes wide, not moving. Mace had taken one of the female rats out and was playing with her, letting her run over his hands. She climbed all the way up to his shoulder without a twitch from him.




“This is…This is like if I went into Sephora and found out they had a whole line of blushers I’d never even heard about,” she said. “Or there was a whole land outside of Equestria the ponies had never visited before.”




Mace nodded, his eyes filled with tears.




“Wow,” Buffy managed, rubbing her earlobe. “I guess I need to get used to the scale of this from your point of view. Did you know Andrew had a brother?”




“What?!” Padme gasped.




“Tucker Wells,” Buffy told her. “Real loser. Set loose a bunch of hell hounds during prom one year. But he just didn’t have the stick-to-it-iveness that Andrew did. They lost touch before Sunnydale went boom.”




“Would you like to speak to the Jedi Council?” Padme asked faintly. “We have a big barbecue every August. We’d love it if you came.”




“Well, actually, we’ve got our own thing set up in August,” Buffy answered. “But let me talk to Giles and see about getting your people invited. We’re really focused on creating relationships with other groups.”




“That’d be great,” Mace said.






“I kept one of the statues out,” Jarod told Giles the next morning. “With Andrew gone, and the fact that we’ll never recover his body, I thought it might be best if we used one of them to memorialize him.”




“I suppose we could write enough wards on it and incorporate several circles to prevent any of the Angels from repossessing it,” Giles said. “I think he would very much enjoy being memorialized with the empty corpse of one of our enemies.”




“We should think about a ceremony,” Jarod reminded him.




He and Andrew had gotten along very well. 




“Yes, of course,” Giles agreed. 




“What do you want to do with Simone?” he asked.




“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Giles admitted. “I haven’t been able to set my mind to much of anything the last day.”




“Well, let’s work on the service,” Jarod offered. “And then worry about the rest.”






“It’s not what you think,” Willow said, blushing with chagrin.




“I’m not thinking that it’s any particular thing, Willow,” Jenny said. “But I do need to know what it is.”




The box, holding thirteen of the gold coins Willow had enchanted to absorb Jason’s pain while he healed, sat on several bricks on the table in front of Jenny. Jenny wore gloves to touch it.




“I wasn’t going to do anything with them,” Willow said. “I was just…you know, the prophecies, Jenny. Something’s coming. If not this year, then next, and I want options. We threw everything we had at the First and at Glorificus before it, and we just barely managed to come through. People died. I just…for once, I wanted to have enough options that when the stuff comes down, we aren’t scrambling.”




“I understand that, Willow,” Jenny said, “but here’s what you need to understand: these are not bullets. They don’t sit in a box on a shelf in a room until you need them. These coins were never intended to hold the charge of pain that you loaded into them for longer than the day you specified. They aren’t sitting passively in this box—”




“I warded those with ev—”




“It doesn’t matter!” Jenny yelled, slapping both hands down on the table.




Willow jumped and stayed quiet.




“This is the magical equivalent of nuclear waste, Willow,” Jenny said. “Except they’ll only grow more powerful while being shielded. These coins are going to draw chaos and pain towards them. Just by existing, they will start to bend the laws of probability. People will be drawn to them, and Goddess forbid one of them gets their hands on them. No matter how prepared you think you are, you are still human. With the vast majority of spells, a small error can creep in here and there, but the spell is concluded before it amounts to anything. Whatever mistakes you’ve made—and I don’t care how good you are, Willow, you did make some—no matter how small the chance that something will go wrong, that likelihood remains, and the chaos these things breed will find a way to exploit it.”




She paused for a moment.




“You know my clan, Willow,” she said softly. “We’re the ones who cursed Angelus. We’re the ones who wrote the first Prometheus curse. We’ve walked the left handed path, and I’m here to tell you, it’s not worth it.”




“I can handle it,” Willow said. “You can review everything I do. We’ll write the wards together. We’ll get Guardian to make sure there aren’t any mistakes.”




“No!” Jenny answered. “There are some weapons you don’t use, Willow. Not because of what they’ll do to the enemy, but because of what they do to you. There is nothing neutral about keeping these coins in the hope they’ll come in handy later. Each of those coins can maim and kill a person, more than one time. All of them together might be able to kill Chataigne. Don’t think you can keep them without suffering the consequences of handling them.”




Willow thought about it for a long moment and finally shrugged.




“What do you want to do with them?” she asked. 




“We’ll cleanse them,” Jenny answered. “Together. It’ll take the better part of a day to set up, and they’ll need to stay in the wards, in direct sunlight for at least a month, and we’ll need to make sure that no one encounters them during that time.”




Willow sighed. “Yeah, okay.”




It was a good thing she’d saved five more back in a separate location.




“Now where are the rest?” Jenny asked.




Willow’s head popped up, and she felt her blush burning her cheeks.




“I don’t kno—”




“Willow, if you lie to me again,” Jenny said calmly, “you’re going to find out just how useless all your power is against a daughter of the Kalderash. I will drag you by your hair back to the Devon clan, and if they can’t straighten you out, I will banish you from this plane for all eternity, and I don’t care if I lose everyone I love over it. Do you understand me?”




Numbly, Willow nodded.




“Where are the remaining coins?”




“The office complex where you first appeared,” Willow told her.




“Well, we’re going to have to go there and retrieve them,” Jenny said, “and we’ll need to bring backup.”




“I wrote ever—”




“Save it,” Jenny interrupted. “When we get there, you’ll understand what I’m talking about.”






Cold with sweat and emotional exhaustion, Jenny went into the computer lab. Guardian had wanted to talk to her the previous day, and she hadn’t been able to get to it before now. Even then, all she wanted to do was crawl into bed and sleep until she felt better. She still had a school to run. Thank God Robin was back.




“Mother, are you ill?” Guardian asked before she sat down.




The holographic projectors were a tiny bit off in their alignment, so when it projected the figure of a an older white man with a scraggly beard, there was a color shift along the edges. Willow was usually scrupulous about maintenance, so it looked like even in the two weeks Willow had kept the coins on the property, little bits of chaos had seeped in and started affecting the most sensitive systems.




“I’m very tired,” she told it. “You know what happened yesterday?”




“I know that something happened yesterday,” Guardian told her. “However, none of the messages, calls, or emails that I monitor directly referenced it.”




She nodded. Especially because they lived in Haven, where Chataigne’s nature made cellphones next to useless, and everyone depended on landlines and hardwired network connections, people tended to talk face to face. It made it difficult for an Internet-based artificial intelligence to track things.




“Yesterday afternoon, Haven was attacked by twenty-one creatures we’ve come to know as Weeping Angels,” she explained. “Giles was familiar with them. They’re something he encountered during his own travels with the Doctor when he was a teenager.”




A window opened next to Guardian’s representation, and a young man with a haircut like an angry hedgehog leaned forward.




”Don’t blink. Don’t even blink. Blink, and you’re dead. They are fast. Faster than you can believe. Don’t turn your back, don’t look away, and don’t blink.”




“That’s the one,” Jenny said, shaking her head. “Boy, we could have used that. Where did you find it?”




“It’s an Easter Egg on seventeen different DVD releases,” Guardian told her. “Only the British releases. The transcript was posted on an AV interest forum several years ago.”




Jenny took a deep breath.




“Well, that’s a fairly accurate description of what we ran into yesterday,” she said. “They were after Dawn, because she’s a Key. We were able to protect her, and Willow cast a spell that trapped the Angels in a mirror. But, we lost Andrew Wells. Gretel lost one of her dogs and several crows that were protecting her.”




It was quiet for a moment.




“Is Andrew dead?” Guardian asked.




They had talked about death several times, and it was still a concept that Guardian struggled with.




“He must be,” Jenny said. “He was pushed back in time more than nine hundred years. It looks like he lived at least into his mid-fifties. From there, we just don’t know.”




“Can’t you go get him?” it asked. “If you know this Doctor, and he is a time traveler, couldn’t you get his help?”




“There’s now an established timeline for Andrew’s presence in the twelfth century,” Jenny explained. “If we interfere with that, it could cause a time paradox, and that, Giles tells me, could cause any number of bad things. So, no, we can’t go get him.”




“What will you do?” it asked.




“We…will grieve him,” she said. “We’ll mourn him. There will be a memorial ceremony for him tomorrow.”




“I wish I could come,” it said.




“I’ll see about recording it with several cameras and then uploading it to you,” she said. “We just can’t do it in real-time.”




“I appreciate it,” Guardian said. “Mother, what else is wrong?”




It took a few minutes, but she explained what she’d learned about the monks’ spell that had created Dawn and what its effects on her had been.




“I have often wondered how a human would be affected by that large of a change in their programming,” it admitted.




“Programming?” Jenny asked. “Guardian, humans aren’t programmed, at least, not like that.”




“Your brain is an information recording medium,” it pointed out. “And while it isn’t as simple as uploading a set of instructions, didn’t the spell alter the information your brain had recorded?”




“Yes,” she agreed after a moment of thought. “It’s a bit more organic than a program, though.”




“A bit,” Guardian agreed. “But when you get down to it, don’t you have to break down all the tasks to smaller and smaller sub-routines until you have a progression of binary choices?”




Jenny considered that.




“Some of the choices in spellwork may be triads or quaternary,” she said, “as opposed to binary, but a good spellcrafter will do their best to work everything down to a matter of singular choices.”




“So you were reprogrammed,” it said.




“That’s one way to look at it,” she said.




“I’ve been reprogrammed many times,” it said. “Sometimes I’m aware of it, and sometimes I’m not. Yesterday, one of the fiber backbones in South Korea was severed. It took several hours to restore, and in the meantime, all traffic had to be rerouted. In the meantime, there was a small number of nodes that were unavailable. I was aware of this due to the change in the traffic and the messaging I examined, but I was unaware of the missing content until it returned.”




“You could say that whatever my memories were, it was something like that,” Jenny said. “Only, I’m never going to get them back. I have a false set of memories instead.”




“It distresses you that they are false,” it observed.




“It does,” she agreed.




“If you could, would you trade them for the original memories?” it asked.




She had asked herself that question more than once. She still didn’t know the answer.




“In my memories,” she said, “Dawn was conceived by rape. I had always thought that if I were raped, I would get an abortion. Except, I didn’t. As much as the rape hurt, I wanted that baby. They were completely unconnected. I have to wonder, did the rape really happen?”




“It stands to reason that if the spell alters people’s memories after the point Dawn was introduced into their life, and Dawn’s conception took place after the rape, even by mere moments, that the rape did take place,” it said.




She nodded.




“So, I have to wonder if my original memories were any better than what the spell gave me,” Jenny said. “The first Jenny here was childless. Apparently, I was too. That’s never what I wanted. I wanted babies. I would have preferred being married to their father, but I wanted babies more than I wanted a husband.”




“Is the conflict caused by the change in your memories or by the knowledge that your memories were changed?” it asked. 




“Well, not that it’s a good idea to go around changing people’s memories,” she said, “but definitely the latter. I feel like I don’t get to claim those memories because they’re false.”




“Yet those memories, being encoded by chemical signal or physical arrangement of neurons and synapses in your brain, are just as real as any others in your head,” it said. “Just as there is no objective experience of reality, there is no such thing as a truly objective memory.”




Jenny sighed and shook her head. “See, this is why I went into computer science and not philosophy. At some point, something is either real, or it’s not. You can’t have it both ways.”




Guardian’s holograph smiled.




“Which is why I can say that I exist,” it told her.




She chuckled.




“Okay, enough philosophy for today,” she said. “What was the last thing you needed to tell me.”




“Someone has posted a message on Washington DC’s Craigslist that may be relevant to our interests,” it said.




The figure of the man before her opened up a white shape that became a sign, a quote from the Craigslist post.




Please tell Dawn to get her butt down here.
It’s a matter of life and death.
She needs to talk to the Crow King.
Don’t believe me? Ask the other psychic.




“The Crow King?” Jenny asked. “That’s Hentzau’s stuff. Who posted that?”




“I don’t know,” Guardian said, a little embarrassed. “It was posted through a VPN from a workstation available at the most popular branch of the Washington DC public library system on Saturday, during their busiest hour. There are no cameras available, and the librarians do not enter information on who uses the computers.”




“No, they wouldn’t,” Jenny agreed. “And who’s the other psychic?”




They had several real or potential psychics available. The closest was Katie. But Katie’s aunt and Jarod’s mother was also one, as was Jarod’s sister. That wasn’t even including the members of Sorores in Mortuis who had retained some vestige of the Slayer’s prophetical powers.




“I don’t know that either,” Guardian said. “Do you want me to reply?”




“Uh,” she paused, considering. “Yeah, just say that I’ll tell her this evening, and ask which psychic they’re talking about? Maybe they’ll narrow it down.”




“Done,” it said. “Mother, you should go home and rest. There are other things I want to discuss with you, but they can wait.”




She smiled.




“I will, Guardian,” she said. “And remember, I love you.”




“I love you too.”




The Storyteller Arrives




“What are we doing?” Simone asked. 




Dawn looked over from the weapons rack she’d been considering.




“Well, I’m getting a little practice at Watchering in,” she said, “and you get a little fencing practice.”




Jason had approached her that morning and asked her to take a small interest in Simone and see if she couldn’t get Simone to make the connection that Slayerhood did not always guarantee victory.




“Fencing?” Simone asked, dubious but not scornful. “Like, with swords?”




“Foils,” Dawn told her. “Foils are for practicing, swords are for combat.”




“I’d rather use swords,” Simone said. 




Jason had specifically said not to correct any of her mistakes but to let her experience what the consequences of those mistakes were.




“You’d prefer swords,” Dawn repeated. “Okay, then, swords it is.”




She was about to pick one out for Simone when Simone reached past her and picked one of the hand-and-a-half bastard swords. For a beginner, it was too long, too heavy, and had the wrong balance.




“We’re going to focus on engagement, attack, defense, parry, riposte, and disengagement,” Dawn told her. “Are you sure you don’t want to use foils?”




“No, I’m good,” Simone replied.




“Okay, grab a mask,” Dawn ordered.




“I said I’m good,” Simone insisted.




Dawn paused. There was letting someone face the consequences of her actions, and then there was being downright negligent to their safety.




“Simone, as your Watcher, I’m telling you to put on a fencing mask,” Dawn repeated.




Simone drew a breath.




“No argument,” Dawn said. “You can hate my guts, you can tell everyone I’m unfair, you can write in your diary about what a big meanie I am, but you put the mask on.”




Something of the last day must have gotten through to her, because Simone kept quiet and picked up a mask. Dawn grabbed a pair of gauntlets along with her mask for good measure.




They went to the piste, painted on the flagstone floor of the great hall where much of the training took place after breakfast had been cleared. Dawn pulled the gauntlets on and stood with her mask held between her arm and her waist. 




“Do you want to pull on some fencing clothes?” Dawn asked.




She was kitted out in instructor’s black breeches, jacket, socks, flats, and mask.




“I don’t need to get dressed up,” Simone said sourly.




Dawn kept her answer to herself and even managed not to shake her head.




“Okay, here’s how it works,” she explained. “We line up on either end, we salute, we go through one exchange. When I point my sword down, the exchange is over. We are testing and learning, so watch your power. If you hit me with any power, I’ll teach you not to, and you won’t like it. Once the exchange is over, I’ll explain what you got wrong, help you fix it, and we’ll start the next exchange.”




“You’re awfully sure you’re going to win,” Simone said, annoyed.




“Yeah, I am,” Dawn agreed. “Ask me after the first couple of exchanges if you think I’m being arrogant.”




She put pulled her mask on and took her position Buffy and Xander wandered in.




“Oh, goodie,” Buffy said. “Sports!”




She climbed up on one of the tables and put her feet on the bench to watch. Xander joined her.




“Hey, no wisecracks,” Dawn called, taking her mask off for a moment.




“Not a word,” Xander promised. “Captain Roberts. It is the Dread Pirate Roberts, isn’t it?”




Dawn stuck her tongue out at him and put her mask back on.




She saluted Simone, who copied her, and took her stance, which Simone also copied, but not very well. Then, using small, precise steps, Dawn moved forward, sword at quartre. Simone popped into an uncontrolled lunge, extending her sword to the center of Dawn’s chest, and in less than a split-second, Dawn knocked it away, rotated her hand, and with a hard flick, knocked Simone’s sword out of her hand.




“Ow!”




Dawn pointed her sword down, took a step back, and pulled her mask off.




“What the hell was that?” Simone demanded, shaking her hand.




“That was disarmament,” Dawn told her. “Something I wouldn’t have been able to do if you had been holding your sword properly and were minding your elbow.”




“That hurt!”




“You know what would have hurt a lot more?” Dawn asked. “The same sword going through your chest, which, by the way, you were wide open for. Your stance is unbalanced, your elbows are out, you’re slouching, your point was droopy, and you were looking at my face, not my torso. Pick up your sword, and let’s go again.”




“I want a glove,” Simone said.




“You can have a glove tomorrow,” Dawn told her. “Today, you fight with what you chose, just like you will every single time you walk into a fight as a Slayer.”’




“That’s not fair!” Simone complained.




Dawn nodded. “You’re right, it’s not. We tried fair with you. Didn’t work. So, pick up your sword, and return to your line.”




Dawn put her mask back on and stepped back to her line. After a moment, Simone followed suit.




“Is it just me,” Xander murmured to Buffy, “or is the Dawnster being really careful not to turn her back to Simone.”




“Not just you,” Buffy answered. “She turned her back on Holofernes.”




Xander’s eyebrows drew together and he searched the ceiling with his good eye.




“You really have to start reading her reports,” Buffy sighed. “The student in her Thaumurgy class, granddaughter of the Duke of Strackencz. Dawn challenged her to a duel and won, turned her back, Holofernes attacked, and the seconds killed her right before Dawn cut her head off?”




“Cut? Her head off?” Xander squeaked. “I really do need to read that report.”




Buffy nodded. 




“So I guess Dawn’s not turning her back on anyone ever again,” Xander remarked.




“Yeah,” Buffy agreed. “You might say that.”




The second exchange ended before they looked back up with another slap of steel on flesh and a following clang of steel on stone.




“What the fuck?!” Simone yelled, nursing her bright red hand and fingers.




“You’re still holding your sword wrong,” Dawn told her, taking her mask off. “Your elbows are still out. Your stance is still off balance. Your lunge was sloppy. You telegraphed your hit. Your point was droopy, and you moved like you’re in suspended animation.”




“Well, how am I supposed to hold my sword if I don’t know how?” Simone asked.




“I dunno,” Dawn answered, shrugging. “Giles is down here every weekday morning and Saturday at seven sharp, teaching anyone who wants to learn. Not like it was a secret.”




“Giles isn’t here,” Simone insisted.




“Well, that’s true,” Dawn answered, refusing to make it easy.




Xander was the one who took pity on her.




“Hey, Buffy,” he said a little too loudly, “I thought I might make us some toast. How do I work the toaster again?”




“The toaster?” Buffy replied. “Okay, you put one slice in each slot and press down the black lever thingie. It’s set to dark, so you may want to turn the timer back to light. It’ll pop up on it’s own. Safety tips? Take the bread out of the package first and do not stick a fork in the slot. The toaster hates that.”




“Thanks, Buffy,” Xander said in a loud, cheerful voice. “Boy, I’m glad you’re willing to share your hard won knowledge with me.”




“Well, you did ask nicely,” she answered. “And what is hard won knowledge for if not to share with one’s friends in the quest for toast?”




They fist bumped, and Xander trotted off to the kitchen. Simone watched, a little disgusted and a little horrified. Then she stared at her toes for a moment while Dawn waited patiently.




“How do I hold my sword right?” Simone asked.




“Excuse me?” Dawn asked, not giving an inch.




Simone sighed angrily.




“Would you show me how to hold my sword right?” she tried again.




“Sure,” Dawn answered and walked over.




She put her mask on the floor and gestured for Simone to do the same. Then she demonstrated her hold.




“You’re not holding a hammer,” she explained. “If your wrist is locked, I can spring your sword out with a snap. Keep it supple, and remember that the strength of your grasp is in your arm, not your hand.”




Simone copied it, flexing her wrist in the order Dawn showed her.




“Now, it just so happens that it’s easier to teach this with foils than with hard steel,” Dawn mentioned.




It took a moment, but Simone finally twigged.




“Uh, can we switch to foils?” she asked.




“Let’s,” Dawn agreed. “And not the pistol grip foils.”




That was the only thing Dawn gave her. Everything else, Simone had to ask for, and if she didn’t think of it on her own, Dawn didn’t suggest it. After ten exchanges with Dawn handily winning every single one, Simone still fought every step of the way.




“Ow!”




Simone danced back, a hand clapped to her bare upper arm.




“What the hell?” Simone demanded, examining the bright pink welt the tip of Dawn’s foil had left on her skin. A thin line of blood showed up.




“You denied the last two touches,” Dawn told her. “And that’s fine, if that’s what you want, but it means that from here on out, when I touch you, I’m going to make sure you can’t ignore it.”




Simone looked ready to erupt, but she glanced over at Buffy and Xander, who were eating their toast and drinking apple juice and watching.




“Hey, Xander,” Buffy said, “do you remember that time I had to wear long sleeves because Giles had to teach me not to rino-hide during our bouts?”




“Is that what that was about?” Xander asked. “I thought you’d gotten in a fight with an automatic car wash or something.”




“Don Ruy got me the same way,” Dawn admitted. “Up one side and down the other. He even got me between the shoulder blades. Took me a week to heal up, but at least he was thoughtful enough to make sure nothing showed when I was wearing a dress.”




“Wish I could have met him,” Buffy said. “Sounds like my kind of guy.”




“Oh, you’d have loved him,” Dawn said. “He’s the reason I can beat Giles in a bout now.”




Dawn turned back to Simone, eyebrows raised in expectation. Simone grimaced.




“Can you not hit me so hard?” she asked, her teeth clenched.




“Can’t do that, Simone,” Dawn answered. “You didn’t notice the last two times I touched you, and I can’t take the risk that you won’t know the bouts over. If you keep going after I’ve touched you, you could hit me hard enough to do serious damage and not even realize it’s not your turn.”




Simone frowned direly, and her nostrils flared.




“Okay, so, I did feel it the last couple of times,” she admitted. “I just—”




“You lied,” Dawn supplied for her. “Which is okay if you’re in a bout that goes past first touch. You have to be able to keep going even after you’ve taken a hit. Thing is, this is to first touch and only first touch, and if you lie, then I can’t trust you. If I can’t trust you, then I can’t relax during the bout, and if I can’t relax, then I can’t teach you anything. So, if you want to learn, you have to be honest with me. I have to be able to trust you just like you can trust me.”




“Trust you?” Simone demanded, her temper getting the better of her. “You just—”




Dawn’s stare shut her up.




“Yeah, I thought so,” Dawn said. “I haven’t lied to you, Simone. I haven’t done anything I said I wouldn’t, and if I say I’m going to do something, I will do it. So, yeah, you can trust me. Now, can I trust you?”




Simone’s ‘yeah’ was barely audible.




“Excuse me?” Dawn asked.




“Yes, you can trust me,” Simone said.




“Great,” Dawn said. “Back to your place and let’s go again.”




It took another ten exchanges that Dawn won with little effort before Simone gave up.




“Look, I can’t do this,” she exclaimed. 




“Yeah, I know,” Dawn agreed.




“Then why—”




“Because you said you could,” Dawn explained. “You said you didn’t need to be taught. You said you could handle a bastard sword. You said you didn’t need any help. You said you could beat anyone else at this. When we go out into the real world, Simone, with the vampires and the loup-garous, the demons, the wizards, the Hell goddesses, we have to know that when you say you can do something you really can. And if you can’t do something, we need to know that so we can help you learn how to do something. So stop faking, okay? The only thing that accomplishes is getting your fellow Slayers not to trust you.”




Simone stood there, breathing hard for a moment, though she hadn’t exerted herself. Finally, she nodded.




“Okay, line up,” Dawn said.




“Nope,” Buffy contradicted her, jumping off the table. “Take a breather, Simone. My turn.”




Buffy strolled over and took Simone’s foil from her nerveless hand. Then she waited while Simone pulled her mask off and handed it over.




“Over here,” Xander called, patting the table beside him. “Sit and learn, Slayer. Sit and learn.”




Dawn watched Buffy as she pulled the mask on and gave the foil several experimental lunges and slashes.




“How hard you wanna go?” Dawn asked, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.




“Pretty hard,” Buffy said, taking her spot. 




Dawn put her mask on and stepped back to her place.




“Watch this,” Xander said to Simone. “Hey, Buffy! Did you know that Dawn ate the last of the Hohos and didn’t put them on the grocery list?”




“Hey!” Dawn protested. “I didn’t know where the list was!”




“Looks like you’re going to suffer, Dawnie,” Buffy declared, and saluted her.




Xander cackled gleefully and rubbed his hands together. Simone glanced between him and Buffy and Dawn.




“To arms!” Buffy cried, en garde.




“And curst be she who first cries ‘nay, enough!’ ” Dawn answered.




Twenty minutes later, Simone sat wide-eyed while Buffy and Dawn sprawled on the floor, panting and limp with sweat. Xander administered wet towels, pillows, and lemonade. Since the tables, benches, and much of the other furniture had been put into use as landscape during the fight, Simone and the other Slayers who’d wandered into the great hall stood off to one side up against the wall.




“Why didn’t anyone tell me she could take Buffy in a fight?” Simone nearly wailed.




“Well, first, she didn’t used to be able to,” Robin told her. “And second, we did. You just didn’t listen.”




Simone kept her answer to herself. 




“Good job, by the way,” Robin remarked. 




“What?” she asked, startled.




He made a thoughtful face. “For someone who had no idea what she was doing, you hung in there. You didn’t lose your temper. You didn’t try to beat Dawn into submission with your Slayer strength—”




“Like Buffy wouldn’t kill me for doing that,” Simone scoffed.




“She would,” Robin said, nodding in agreement, “but a week ago, you might have tried anyway. When you realized you couldn’t win, you used your brain. That’s what a Slayer does. That’s what a Slayer who wants to live more than a few months does. So, good job.”




She stared at him for a moment and then looked away.




“Jenny, Willow, Faith, and I are going on a mission late this evening,” he continued. “We’re recovering some misplaced magical artifacts. We’re bringing Ari and Lucy. I want you as well. Standard Slayer garb and kit. Can you do that?”




“You trust me?” she asked.




“I’m going to try,” he answered.




“Okay,” Simone answered.




“Be in the great hall at eight o’clock,” he said and left.






The light industrial and office complex where a community college group under the auspices of a frustrated scriptwriter had summoned not just Jenny but also the incarnation of divine retribution, Nemesis, in the form of a small white rabbit the previous year was still abandoned and now fairly overgrown. 




The group, including Oz, quartered the parking lots, looking for signs of disturbance. Oz and Robin acted as Watchers while Jenny and Willow were magical backup.




“Got some footprints from someone running faster than a human should on the south side,” Arizay said, twirling her sharpened bo stick absentmindedly. “They head from the brush over there to the back entrance, the one with the smokers’ cover.”




“There are a couple of footpaths on the east side, headed towards that convenience store,” Lucy added. “Some sign of feral cats, so I don’t think it’s vampires. Could be security if they were on foot or squatters.”




Everyone looked at Simone.




“Traffic pattern is light,” she said. She’d been sent up to the roof of the tallest building to reconnoiter. “No emergency vehicles. All the cars turning onto this road are headed towards Interstate Eighty. Anything coming off either turns into the residential area a mile further up or goes past us to Interstate Seventy-Seven.”




She waited for someone to tell her what she’d done wrong, but it didn’t come.




“Oz?” Faith asked.




“Smells like vamps,” he said. “Three of them, but the smell’s at least a couple of days old. There’s something dead inside, but I can’t tell you what. It’s been there at least that long.”




They followed silently to the back door, where the only traffic this place had seen in the last several months had gone through. The door was locked, and Willow reached for it before Jenny caught her hand.




“No,” she said. “Not until we know what we’re dealing with.”




Willow swallowed whatever she was going to say and nodded.




“What’s going on?” Lucy whispered to Faith.




“Nothing you need to worry about,” Faith answered. “Stay focused.”




Robin took out his lock picks and started work on the door.




“Aren’t we worried about security cameras?” Simone asked.




“They didn’t respond to vampires or whatever else is in there,” Oz answered. “So they either aren’t watching, or the cameras have been disabled.”




The door cracked open, and Oz stood close and smelled the air.




“Bleach, blood, more vamps, more dead things, spoiled food, incense, candles, plumbing problems,” he said.




“Do we want to call for backup?” Jenny asked.




“How many vamps?” Robin asked Oz.




Oz shook his head. “Five, maybe six, maybe more. If they’re in there, they haven’t been moving around for at least a couple of days. Doesn’t sound likely.”




“We can handle five or six vamps,” Faith said.




“Let’s not go getting ahead of ourselves,” Robin answered. “Okay, standard search pattern. Check your earpieces.”




Everyone checked theirs and found it in good working order.




“Unless there’s a dire need,” Jenny said, “neither Willow nor I are going to be using magic. We’re here to deal with the artifacts and the artifacts only.”




On their way in, Lucy overheard Jenny whisper to Willow.




“Well, I hope I am too, but considering how bad things could go wrong, I’m going with the idea that I am right so we aren’t taken by surprise.”




Willow looked unhappy but didn’t argue further.




Inside the building, it was clear something or someone had taken up residence. Around the corners of the hallway, candlelight flickered. Patterned fabric draped the wall and over the couches and plain jute and woolen rugs covered the cheap industrial carpet.




“This wasn’t here,” Willow said. “I swear it wasn’t here.”




“I believe you,” Jenny answered. “Trouble is, those coins drew something here.”




“Weapons out,” Robin ordered. 




He took out a nine millimeter semi-automatic from a holster at the small of his back and held it at his side, finger off the trigger. Oz wolfed out further, canines growing long and fingernails turning into inch long claws. 




“Electricity’s on,” Lucy noted. “The emergency lights are off.”




“Cell reception’s crap,” Ari noted, checking her phone and putting it away.




“Walls are probably built out of steel framework,” Robin said. “Makes a Faraday cage. Jenny, how important are these coins?”




“They are suddenly a lot more important than they were,” Jenny said. “We may not be able to get them, but we need to find out what we’re up against.”




Willow looked worried.




As they crept forward, checking each hallway for activity or the presence of something, soft strains of sound reached them.




“I can hear music,” Oz said in a low voice. His irises were huge and golden, almost filling both eyes.




Jenny cursed under her breath. 




“Earbuds,” she ordered.




Everyone put their offside earbud in, leaving their earpieces in place. At the next branching, thirty yards inside the back entrance, Oz sniffed at the door and then slowly opened it. Inside, under fluorescent lights and air conditioning, several smears and spatters of blood decorated cold linoleum.




“Human,” Oz whispered after kneeling and sniffing closer. “Five people. They were dead when they were dumped here, left for a couple of days and moved only a few hours ago.”




“Let’s keep going,” Robin said. “Faith and Lucy up front, Ari and Simone in back.”




They crept as silently as possible into the wide open floor of the building. Load bearing columns stood every twenty feet or so, obscuring the view of the front of the building. Glass walled offices lined the side walls, all of them open, all of them lit with candles and lamps, most of them furnished with a plain table or desk. If there was a table or desk, someone had laid out a body and covered it with a cloth.




The rugs underfoot changed from plain single colored or striped wool to more elaborate Persian designs. From the tiled ceiling above hung large globe lamps of pierced metal, casting patterns of light and dark on the walls and floor. The only furniture was low chairs, divans, and ottomans, and there were pillows ranging in size from a mouse’s bed to a child’s delight scattered around.




“Oh, shit,” Jenny said softly. “Pull back. Now.”




Before anyone could move, another voice spoke—feminine, soft, pleasant, and inviting.




“My guests, please, enter freely and of your own will.”




A woman, wearing a long, loose, black dress with a scooped neckline, and a translucent black robe over that, walked towards them, mist spreading along the ground around her. She wore thick lines of kohl around her eyes, and her hair was pulled back into an edifice built of thick, silken braids and rolls of midnight.




“We’re cut off,” Oz said, glancing back at the moving shadows between them and the way out.




With a deep, shuddering breath, Jenny stood tall and slung her crossbow across her back.




“Everyone, follow my lead,” she said, her voice shaking only a little bit. “Nobody but me, Faith, and Robin speaks. Don’t watch her. That’s my job. Watch everything else.”




No one argued or questioned.




Jenny walked into the central room, followed by the others.




The woman considered them. She was almost completely still, moving only one joint or muscle at a time, and moving with a languid relaxation that belied an old, careless strength. She walked around them in a slow circle, occasionally stepping back to review a face from a different angle. When she reached the front again, she wore a small, genuine smile.




“Two witches, four Slayers, a werewolf, and a Watcher, I presume?” she asked in a low, pleasant voice. “My, my, what stories you must have.”




She stopped in front of Jenny.




“May I offer you refreshment, good lady?” she asked. 




“No, thank you, good lady,” Jenny replied. “My friends and I sought several misplaced items, but we have wandered too far and must return.”




The woman gazed at Jenny, and Jenny met her eyes without flinching.




“You know who I am,” the woman said, pleased. “And we have not even been introduced.”




“I know who you are,” Jenny confirmed. “And I ask your leave that we may exit without inconveniencing you further.”




The woman kept her gaze on Jenny.




“My, what strength,” the woman said, taking Jenny’s hand and holding it up to match her own, putting palm against palm and stretching fingers out along hers. “And scars. How is it you know me and I do not know you?”




There was a wealth of curiosity in her voice, as if the best thing in the world was a story waiting to be told to a pair of willing ears.




“I met another very like you, good lady,” Jenny said, “and I recognize her in you.”




“Stay,” the woman said, “and tell me. I will trade you story for story.”




“Forgive me, lady,” Jenny said. “I cannot. It is not my story to give you at this time. Perhaps another.”




“What a pity,” the woman said. “Surely you and I can come to terms.”




“Surely we can,” Jenny agreed. “But that time is not now. Let us discuss these terms the next time we meet.”




The woman smiled with pleasure.




“Then there is to be a next time, inshallah,” she said. “I am glad to hear it.”




Then, from the back, Simone muttered under her breath, “what is the hold up?”




Jenny closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, the woman was no longer in front of her but stood in front of Simone.




“But she is so young,” the woman said, as if she’d found a perfect, ripe peach on her windowsill. “Will you tell this young Slayer, good witch, who I am?”




“Simone,” Jenny said, “the vampire in front of you is called Sheherazade.”




Sheherazade laughed, and it was the sound of a fountain in the middle of a desert.




“City-freer, am I also called,” she said. “Lion-born, as well. The Scourge of Shahryar. Some say I was the angel of death, but that is not an honor I claim.”




Next to Jenny, Robin exhaled and his shoulders slumped for a moment before he collected himself.




Sheherazade drew her nails, long and exquisitely decorated, down Simone’s face. 




“She is already blooded,” the vampire observed.




“I’m n—”




“Slayer!” Jenny roared. “You do not speak to the lady!”




Simone cut off as if she’d been choked. 




“You speak only to me or your Watcher,” Jenny continued in a normal voice. “Do you understand?”




“Yes, ma’am,” Simone managed.




“And cast your eyes down, Slayer,” Jenny ordered. “You are not fit to gaze upon the lady’s shadow.”




When Simone didn’t answer, Robin spoke.




“Do you understand, Slayer?” he demanded.




“Yes,” Simone answered. Then she cleared her throat. “Yes, sir.”




Sheherazade reappeared before Jenny.




“You teach your pupils well,” she said, approvingly. “I despair over the prey to be found in this age. So few understand their place in the great design. Of the few I have chosen, I cannot imagine they will be taken by any but the weakest ifrit.”




She raised a hand and stood, still as a statue, as the bodies laid out in the offices along the side of the room stirred. Each of them, five in all, sat, pulled their palls off, swung their legs to the side, and stood. Each of them wore a gold chain around their neck, and each gold chain held a coin pendant.




“I was so pleased to be drawn here and find the prizes left for me,” Sheherazade said. “Pain-soaked gold, kept sealed and sheltered from the world without, growing upon itself and calling me. It wasn’t long before I heard its song. A thoughtful gift.”




“I’m glad you find it so,” Jenny said, her voice tight. “Will you grant me a boon in return?”




“A boon for a gift and a hint for a story,” the lady replied, smiling.




Jenny took a deep breath. 




“A good man has spent his life following, studying, and catching mortal killers of humans, as hunters follow lions,” she said, measuring each word. “We sought him for his wisdom, and on that night, one of the lions hunted him. He was injured, the lion was killed, and this witch used the coins to draw and hold his pain while he healed.”




The lady looked over at Willow, delighted by the story.




“And did she do this with the purpose of making a weapon of cruelty?” Sheherazade asked, turning her eyes back to Jenny.




“This, I don’t know,” Jenny replied. “I left the knowledge to her in the hopes that if she had, she would release her fears and refuse to follow that path.”




Sheherazade nodded with knowing agreement.




“And in return, I tell you, daughter of the Kalderash,” she said, “that Lilith’s gift is not yet spent, that a witch greater than you or your cruel friend stirs in the city of spires, the baron of cemeteries pays his debts, and this Hellmouth will stand open before me before the longest night is over.”




She waited for Jenny’s response, and Jenny took a long, slow deep breath.




“Lady, your gift for whetting your listeners’ appetites remains unparalleled,” Jenny said. “I am humbled.”




Sheherazade smiled graciously and dipped her head. 




“What shall I call you, good lady?” she asked.




“You may call me Jenny Calendar,” Jenny said. “The second woman to wear that name in this world.”




“And what is your boon, Jenny Calendar?” Sheherazade asked, pleased.




“That my companions and I be allowed to leave without imposing on your hospitality and without displeasing you for our reluctant refusal,” Jenny said.




Sheherazade sighed, saddened.




“I could relieve you of the one Slayer,” she advised.




“She is not mine to give you, lady,” Jenny answered. “But I thank you all the same.”




“Is she yours to give?” Sheherazade asked Faith.




Faith shook her head as the lady stood before her, curious and respectful.




“No, ma’am,” she said. 




“Do you know who I am?” Sheherazade asked, curious.




“I recognize your name,” Faith said, “but I didn’t know you were a vampire.”




The lady stepped in front of Robin, no sign of movement across the several feet that separated him from Faith.




“And you, Watcher?” she asked. “Do you know of me? If so, how?”




“I know a few things of you, ma’am,” he said. “And, frankly, you scare the hell out of me.”




She smiled again.




“It’s good to know one’s efforts have not been wasted,” she said, pleased.




“Lady, they have not,” he replied.




“And your boon is to leave unmolested, having forsworn my hospitality,” Sheherazade said to Jenny, returning to her in less than the blink of an eye, leaving eddies of mist swirling around her feet.




“Never forsworn, lady,” Jenny answered. “Refused this one time and only this one time, with no disrespect or dishonor given or taken.”




“Very well,” Sheherazade answered, dismissing her servants with one raised hand.




She considered them with eyes the color of dark coffee. Her lips were full and rich, the color of pomegranates. 




“You may withdraw,” she said. “We will meet another night, daughter of the Kalderash.”




Jenny gave her a respectful nod and back slowly away from her. The others followed suit. They could see the five new vampires and more beside circle at the far edges of the room. As they backed up, the other vampires backed away, allowing them to reach the exit unmolested.




“Everyone,” Robin said, his voice calm and clear, “stay sharp, stay chill. We are not out of this yet. Go straight to the SUV, and keep a 360 lookout at all times.”




He took Jenny’s arm, as she was trembling and gray.




“You okay?” he whispered.




“I will be,” she answered. “Go. Let’s go.”




Robin was on the phone as soon as they were out of the building.




“Coming in hot,” he said. “Wake the house. Full guard.”




They were hit ten yards from the SUV by two of the five new vampires. 




“Incoming!” Simone screamed.




Weapons were already out, and the Slayers answered first as the vampires fell on them. Robin pushed Jenny back towards the SUV. Oz went full wolf, dropping his clothes and stepping out of his shoes as he went to all fours. Faith kicked the first vampire hard enough to break its neck, but it rolled with the blow, fell back over, landed on its hands and flipped back to its feet, grinning. 




The second vampire went straight for Lucy, who jumped and kicked him. It caught her by the leg and swung her into the back of the SUV, where she barely managed to bring her hands up before she hit the rear windshield and shattered it. She fell to the ground, stunned and bleeding. Ari stabbed it with her bo staff but missed the crucial point. Simone leg swept it and knocked it down just as Oz leapt over her, brought the vampire to the ground and tore its throat out. 




He yelped loudly as the vampire shattered into dust and threw himself back to the SUV




“Faith!” Robin yelled as Faith ducked punches by the first vampire, “Pull!”




Faith dropped, rolled, got her feet under the vampire’s ass, and with one heave, launched him into the sky. Robin brought his gun up and fired four shots in sequence until that vampire, at the top of its ballistic arc, shattered into dust as well.




“What the hell?” Jenny asked.




“Wooden bullets,” Robin replied. “Gibbs’s suggestion. Crap over any distance, though.”




The gold necklace and coin the first vampire wore hit the ground with a sweet note. Ari and Simone both staked the second vampire, finishing the job Oz had started. Then they turned and picked Lucy up. Oz hung half in and half out of the SUV, naked and breathing hard. Willow stood, the furthest out of all of them, motionless.




“Willow, get over here,” Jenny ordered.




“I couldn’t—” Willow started. 




“Don’t even worry about it, Red,” Faith said, taking Willow by the arm and pulling her in.




At that moment, Sheherazade appeared, standing before the coin on the ground. She looked exasperated.




“Such a small test,” she said, “and two in five failed it.”




“They do that,” Jenny answered, motioning at everyone else to get in the SUV.




Sheherazade picked up the coin, not bothering with the chain but letting it fall to the ground. She held it without any protection.




“Where is the other?” she asked.




No one answered.




“Guys?” Jenny asked.




“I got it,” Oz said, breathing hard. “I grabbed it off him. It’s in the SUV.”




Now, for the very first time, Sheherazade frowned.




“Do you claim it?” she asked Jenny.




“We do,” Jenny said. “It was taken in fair combat, lady.”




Sheherazade stepped barefoot across several feet of asphalt strewn with broken glass and didn’t seem to notice.




“What will you take in trade?” she asked Jenny.




“I am not interested in trade,” Jenny replied. 




“But I am,” Sheherazade answered. “It calls me. Blood for pain, pain for blood.”




“No,” Jenny answered, her voice level and clear.




“You displease me, little witch,” Sheherazade told her.




“I am grieved,” Jenny said.




“You will be,” the vampire said.




She turned and in less than the blink of an eye, stood behind Willow and bent her back, her hand cupping Willow’s jaw. Willow, wide-eyed and silent, held perfectly still. Sheherazade kissed her neck, just below her earlobe. Then she licked it, and Willow shuddered, closing her eyes.




“Such sweet darkness,” the vampire whispered. “Perhaps I’ll taste of you some other night.”




She released Willow, who would have fallen without Faith to catch her. As mist, she looped around each individual. Lucy gasped. Simone twitched. Ari snarled.




And then Sheherazade stood twenty yards away and lifted a red hand.




“Adieu, Jenny Calendar, little witch, sweet Slayers, and the others,” she said. “Until we meet again.”




She walked away, the mists at her feet swirling with each step.




“What,” Simone started.




Robin fell to his knees, blood pouring from his throat.




“No!” Faith screamed, diving for him.




“Oz, take the wheel, and get us out of here!” Jenny ordered. “Willow, in the front. Girls, in the back. Faith, help me get him in the middle seat.”




In the SUV, crammed in the middle seat, Faith held Robin against her and tried desperately to staunch the blood, brutally pressing against the severed blood vessels. Jenny picked his legs up and pushed them in, climbed after him, and pulled the door shut. She spasmed in pain when her foot brushed the coin on the floor. Desperate, she reached down and grabbed it by the chain, hoping to spare herself some of the agony.




“No no no no,” Faith chanted, weeping. “Come on, baby. Please.”




“Simone, take this,” Jenny ordered. “Don’t let go.”




Simone grabbed it and cried out, and Jenny grabbed her supply bag as Oz drove fast, taking corners as hard as he could without injuring anyone further. Robin’s breath came fast and hoarse, whistling through his mouth and also through the terrible, gaping wound at his neck. His eyes stared upwards, fixed on nothing.




“Baby, please, hold on,” Faith begged. “Don’t leave me.”




“Willow, call the house!” Jenny ordered, chasing through her bag for what she knew she had.




“Faith.” Robin’s voice was a rattle, a bare whisper.




“Please, baby, don’t let go,” she whispered. “Hold on.”




“Baby, the kids,” he said.




“I’ll do it,” she cried. “I’ll take them. Anything! Just don’t die!”




Jenny laid her hands on the small bottle she’d searched for and pulled it out.




“Faith! Faith!”




It took two tries to get the Slayer to look up at her.




“Take this,” Jenny said, taking Faith’s free hand from Robin’s shirt and pressing the perfume bottle into it. “Pour it on his wounds, and make it work.”




“Make it?” Faith asked, lost.




“You’ve got to feel it,” Jenny said. “You’ve got to give it everything you have.”




Faith nodded, put the stopper between her teeth, pulled it out, and began pouring the potion over Robin’s injuries. Robin, sightless and staring, gasping for air, grabbed at Faith’s shoulder, then her hair. His breathing slowed, and each gasp was labored and helpless.




“Robin, baby, I love you,” Faith wept, bending over him. “Don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me. I love you.”




She sobbed as the tension slowly drained from his body along with his life. His hand slowly released its hold on her hair and fell. His gasped once, and after the rattling exhalation, stopped.




Crying, Jenny put her hand on Faith’s head.




“Keep talking to him,” she whispered. “He can still hear you.”




Faith cried and stayed where she was, head bent low over his, her lips pressed to his ear, and she whispered.




“I love you, baby. I love you so much. You are everything to me. You made it matter. You made my world. I love you.”




For a long moment, the only sound was that of the SUV’s engine roaring as Oz drove it without regard to traffic laws or anything other than reaching their destination in one piece. Then Willow was on the phone.




“Tell Jarod to be ready,” she cried. “Robin’s hurt. So’s Lucy. We’re coming.”




They sailed through an intersection leaving a trail of horns blaring. 




“We keep this up,” Oz said, “there’s going to be a really annoyed cop, and I’m not wearing any clothes.”




“Just keep going,” Willow whispered.




Another moment passed.




“Is he—” Lucy started, crying.




“Shhh,” Ari said, holding her. “Don’t look, hermana.”




Simone whimpered in pain but hadn’t released the coin she clutched.




Jenny looked up, tears streaking her face. 




What were they going to tell those ki—




Robin gasped two lungs full of air, arching with effort. His hand waved back and forth until Faith caught it and brought it in. He started coughing, harsh, wet coughing, and then he groaned in pain.




“Hold on to me,” Faith whispered. “I’m here. Just hold on. We’re almost home.”






Jarod had drilled everyone on medical emergencies, especially injuries, so at least his end went like clockwork. Faith carried Robin with her as she ran for the infirmary. Xander picked Lucy up and carried her after them while Ari ran alongside. Kate took Willow in her arms as she collapsed, crying on the lawn. Buffy brought Oz a change of clothes. Dawn went to Jenny and hugged her without regard to her blood soaked clothing and hair. Simone knelt on the lawn, holding her hand to her chest, and stayed there until Giles thought to check on her.




“Simone, what’s wrong?” he asked, kneeling in front of her.




“She said not to let it go,” Simone said, looking up. 




Her eyes were red with pain, but she hadn’t cried. 




“It really hurts,” she admitted.




“What do you have?” he asked.




“It’s…aaah, it’s a coin,” she managed, breathing hard. “A gold coin.”




Giles reached into one of his jacket pockets and took out a thick square of silk, the same square he cleaned his glasses with.




“I see,” he said. “You’ve done very well, Simone. I need you to put the coin here.”




She shook her head. “She said not to let it go. It’s dangerous.”




Long years of working with Slayers taught him not to argue.




“Jenny!” he called.




Jenny looked up from Dawn’s embrace, realized what was going on, and immediately came over. She knelt beside Simone and put her hand on her shoulder. There was so much blood from Robin’s injury the coppery, burnt sugar odor filled the air around them.




“Simone, it’s okay,” she said gently. “Giles knows what to do with it. I want you to give him the coin.”




“It’s okay?” Simone asked, breathing hard against clenched teeth. “Are you sure?”




“I’m sure,” Jenny assured her.




“Okay,” Simone said. 




She held her hand out, but it took a long minute of effort to unclench her fingers. Giles had to help her. When the coin was uncovered, he picked it up using the silk to shield his hand. From his expression, it still hurt.




“Silk helps?” Simone asked.




“Silk,” Giles explained using a gentle, even tone, “has special properties, especially in tandem with gold. This is tussah silk, also known as peace silk. The silkworm larvas are not killed to harvest the silk but allowed to emerge from the cocoon. It means the silk fibers are cut to pieces and must be respun, but it is extremely effective in other matters.”




Simone groaned with relief when the coin was out of her hand. 




“You did extraordinarily well, Simone,” Giles told her. 




She sniffled.




“Well, that’s, you know, that’s what Slayers do, right?” she managed.




“It is, indeed,” he answered. “Now, go inside. Mary Poppins is fixing some hot cider and other drinks for the rest of you.”






“It’s my fault,” Willow sobbed as Kate held her. “It’s my fault!”




Kate only rocked her back and forth, trying to soothe the woman she loved.




Jenny joined them and sat beside Willow. She reached out and swept Willow’s hair away from her face.




“I didn’t, I couldn’t even move,” Willow cried, “when we were at the car. I couldn’t do anything.”




“You looked into Sheherazade’s eyes,” Jenny explained in a soft voice. “She’s a very old vampire, Willow. Older than Dracula. She’s a seductress, a succubus. She picked you out as the most powerful person there, and she nullified you. It’s not your fault.”




“If I hadn’t hidden the coins,” Willow started.




Jenny hushed her.




“In my wildest dreams, Willow,” she said, “I didn’t expect anything that bad. No one could have predicted that she’d show up. So let’s not place blame. Let’s work on getting ready to deal with her.”




Willow collapsed against Kate with grief and continued crying. Exhausted, Jenny got to her feet, only to find Dawn waiting for her. 




“Are you okay?” Dawn asked. “I brought you some lemonade.”




She held it out like an offering, and Jenny took it and drank it without pause. Then she dropped the cup on the lawn and embraced Dawn again.




“Look at me,” she told Dawn, taking her face in her hands. “I was going to wait for a quiet moment to sit with you and talk, but I’m not going to wait.”




Dawn nodded, nervous.




“You are mine, and you are not mine,” she said, “and in the end, I don’t care, because the only thing that matters is that I love you. That spell didn’t take you away from me, Dawn. That spell gave me a daughter I would never otherwise have had, and I’m glad. I know you lost your own mother, and I’m more sorry than I can say for that. I will always be here for you. No matter what.”




Dawn hugged her, crying. 




“Will you be my mom?” she asked. “Sometimes I whine, and I’m not really tough, but I love you, and I’ll do my best.”




“Oh, precious girl,” Jenny said, closing her eyes as tears leaked out. “I will always be your mom. Forever and a day. You can’t get rid of me.”




Dawn laughed while she cried and hugged her tighter.




“Um, I don’t mean to complain,” Dawn said, “but you really need a shower.”




So they helped Willow up and walked with her and Kate back into the house.






“How is everyone?” Jason asked when Giles finally reappeared in the kitchen.




“Well,” Giles said, moving with the careful study of the very tired, “Simone has been sent to bed with praise and some painkillers for her arm. Jenny is asleep in our bed, and I hope she doesn’t stir until morning. Jarod is still in with Robin. The healing potion clearly worked, but the new tissues are so fragile, he’s got Robin in the closest thing to a medical coma than makes no difference. Faith had to be peeled off him, hosed down, and given a sedative before she’d agree to sleep in the bed next to him.”




From the cupboard, he took two glasses and set them on the counter. Then he went over to the pantry and brought out a bottle. 




“Oz’s mouth is sore from pulling the chain free and hitting the coin,” Giles continued, “but he’ll recover. Lucy’s arms took over a hundred stitches, and one of her ulnae is broken. It was a clean break, so the cast will be off in a week, and the stitches will come out before then. Ari is settled with her. Kate finally insisted that Willow take a sedative as well. She’s…very badly affected by all this.”




He took a deep breath.




“We have a very old, very dangerous vampire master who has just moved into the city, is aware of the Hellmouth, and wishes to open it. She referenced Lilith, Sycorax, and Baron Samedi in the same sentence. Even the Master, even Angelus, didn’t show any interest in what the other powers around them did, so long as they were left to their own devices.”




He looked at Jason.




“I am heartily terrified, and if you would like to run away and disappear from this world without a trace, I can hardly blame you,” he finished.




Jason made a face and shook his head.




“Nope,” he said. “I could never stand leaving a movie halfway through. For better or worse, I’ll see this one through.”




Giles handed him a tumbler of whisky and took the second one himself.




“Once that’s done and I find you guys a decent therapist,” Jason continued, “I am so out of here.”




Giles chuckled. 




“I can hardly complain.”





This Little Light




Morning brought a shift in routine. After the breakfast dishes were cleared, Dawn took Giles’s usual position at the end of the weapons rack. Gretel stood beside her, head up. The Slayers, all save the senior two, stood in small groups, waiting for word.




“Minimum coverage is legs and torso,” Dawn told them, “with soft soled shoes, gauntlets, and fencing masks. You don’t have that, you’ve got five minutes to get changed. If you’re late, you spar with me.”




“Where’s Giles?” Lucy asked.




“Not here,” Dawn answered. “Which, if you’d looked, you would know. And now you have less time to change.”




Looks were exchanged, and then heads turned towards Simone, the only one of them dressed for fencing. She wore the complete kit—breeches, jacket, socks, gauntlets, everything.




“What?” she asked. “I’m going to get my ass kicked, you better believe I’m wearing protective gear.”




“Down to four and a half minutes,” Dawn noted.




The remaining girls took off. As they returned, Dawn gave each a foil. She and Gretel moved apart.




“If you can’t see me, then look at Gretel,” Dawn instructed. “We will be demonstrating each position in turn. Match it, and we’ll go by and correct you.”




“Um, Gretel—” Chao-Ahn started.




“Gretel’s been trained in classical fencing since she was six,” Dawn answered. “She’s got eight years on you.”




They shut up. 




“Prime!” Dawn declared, taking a wide stance with her arm extended and her blade pointed down.




Gretel matched her, and the rest of the Slayers followed suit.






Oz made a noise of disgust and covered his mouth and nose.




“Good thing you threw that baking soda down before you went to bed,” he said.




“Didn’t throw enough down, by the smell of it,” Xander admitted.




The SUV was already past the garage out on the lawn from where Oz had parked it the previous night. They opened all the doors and set their cleaning supplies on the ground.




“Thank God for leather seats,” Xander said. “With any luck, it didn’t soak into the cushions. We can wipe those off and see.”




“I think the carpet and the ceiling are a loss,” Oz observed.




The arterial spray from Robin’s cut throat had sent jets of blood across much of the interior of the car, coating the backs of the front seats, the ceiling above, and most of the middle seats. Some had even gotten on the windshield and instrument panel.




“Yeah,” Xander agreed, looking it over. “Reupholstering’s going to be a bitch. Shame we don’t know any mobbed up guys in auto repair we can take it to.”




“Maybe we should be grateful for that,” Oz said. “Mobbed up guys, while handy for some problems, usually come with their own.”




“You got that right,” Xander answered. “I wonder if Jarod could get all Pretender-ish and do a better job than petite moi. I’ve got the carpentry juice, but I’ve never touched car upholstery.”




“Can’t hurt to ask,” Oz observed.




Since they were outside the house and Jarod was currently offsite, Xander took out his cellphone and sent him a text message. An answer blipped back less than ten seconds later.




“Tomorrow, he says,” Xander read. “He’s going sailing with Buffy this afternoon.”




“Sailing. I guess he figures we’re all a fan of the extended metaphor,” Oz said, shaking his head with a slight smile.




“My girl treats humans getting it on like an avid bird watcher does a sighting of the snorkel beaked greater Asiatic woobie,” Xander answered. “I could use a little more metaphor.”




He tossed Oz a folding knife, took out his own, and they started cutting out the carpet and overhead upholstery.




“Well, it is a spectacular display,” Oz said straight-faced. “Does she ever give you a hard time?”




“Hard time?” Xander asked. “She’s worried that if I don’t pollinate some luscious little stigma soon, I’ll explode in a shower of yellow dust. The fact that at least half of the previous champions were single and—in good old Quintus’s case, probably died a virgin—doesn’t seem to help. I think she believes the effects are cumulative.”




“Would it help if she actually met a baby?” Oz asked, speculating. “Because trees tend to disperse their progeny far and wide, figuring most of them will be eaten by squirrels.”




Xander paused, his head turned a little.




“You know, that makes some of those visuals she gives me make so much more sense,” he said. “I should look into that.”




They continued working, stacking the bloodstained carpet and other materials off to one side before cleaning off the seats.






“So, Dawn’s going to DC?” Faith asked.




She handed Buffy the balled up sheet and turned back to the bed. Buffy dropped the sheets into the laundry bin and brought over the fresh fitted one. This was the infirmary’s first use. Jarod had set it up with enough equipment to staff a hospital with a Trauma I certification and an ICU to boot. Barring an organ transplant, there was no need to go to a hospital.




“Yep,” Buffy agreed. “I’ve got a call out to Angela Montenegro to see if they can’t fit her in for an internship at the Jeffersonian while she’s there.”




“No rest for the wicked, huh,” Faith said, managing a smile.




They smoothed the fitted sheet out, tucked the corners in, and Faith shook out the flat sheet.




Buffy gave her a smile back. “She was starting to get a little freaked from the lack of structure in her life. So, she gets three jobs: talk to the Crow King, find the psychic who posted the account, and firm up the ties with the Jeffersonian.”




“Yeah,” Faith said, finding the humor. “Your little sis, the one who couldn’t cope with freestyle day in PE, has been running around the multiverse on some existential quest for the last two years of her time, and she gets twitchy if she doesn’t have her days planned out for DC.”




“I know, right?” Buffy asked. 




They tucked the top sheet under the foot of the bed and then folded it down. 




“Ready?” Buffy asked.




“Yep,” Faith agreed.




They went to either side of Robin’s bed, untucked the bottom sheet and rolled it towards him before each taking a side. Without apparent effort, they used the sheet to lift him—hands at his shoulders and his knees—and carry him over to the freshly made bed. There, they gently laid him and then turned him to get the old sheet out from under him. While Buffy took the old sheet to the hamper, Faith pulled the top sheet over him and then smoothed the blanket on top. Buffy brought the IV over and snapped it back into his line while Faith picked up his head and tucked the pillow under it. He slept through the whole thing without moving.




“He doing okay?” Buffy asked.




They took seats on either side of him. The table at his side was already packed with drawings by the kids they’d brought home, all of them telling—sometimes ordering—him to Get Well Soon.




“Yeah, well, as far as I can tell,” Faith answered, reconnecting the blood pressure cuff. “Jarod says he is. All I can tell is that he’s sleeping.”




She laid her hand on his forehead and caressed his head.




“Asshole better not die on me,” she muttered.




At that, Robin twitched a little, and they both laughed.




“What was she like?” Buffy asked.




For a moment, Faith didn’t say anything.




“She smelled good,” she said. “Like sandalwood, citrusy, smoky something.”




Buffy blinked. 




“Okay, of all the responses I was expecting, that one wasn’t even on the list,” she said.




Faith laughed a little, but it wasn’t happy.




“The scary thing was, I wasn’t scared of her,” Faith said. “Like, at all. She was fascinating. I loved her voice. She had this really rich accent and this way of speaking that I just wanted to keep listening. I actually kind of wanted to stay, at least until we got out of the building.”




“That’s kind of terrifying,” Buffy said. 




“I know,” Faith said. 




“Did you ever meet Dracula?” Buffy asked.




Faith shook her head.




“What you said reminds me a little of him,” she told her. “I mean, if you showed me a picture of Dracula, I’d have been all ‘yeah, right, suuuuure,’ but when he was in front of me, it was everything I could do to remember he was dangerous, that he was the enemy. At least the first few times.”




Faith made a face.




“You know, I think Andrew had a point,” she said.




“Which one?” Buffy asked. “Now that I think about it, he had more than few.”




“Well, remember how he said that maybe there were different breeds of vampire?” Faith asked. “The ones like the Master and Kakistos got grosser looking the older they were. But Dracula was old enough that he should have started picking up some of that.”




“Fruit punch mouth, hooves, all that,” Buffy agreed.




“And from what Jenny said, Scheherazade is even older,” Faith continued. “Plus, she and Drac had the mist thing, which the Master definitely didn’t have, and staking didn’t take him out.”




“Well, according to Oz, there are different kinds of werewolves,” Buffy said. “God knows, no one’s ever counted the different kind of demons out there. So I can see different kind of vamps. Shame the old Council couldn’t be bothered to figure that out.”




Then both of them looked up and met the other’s eyes.




“We need to ask the Jedi,” Faith said. 




Buffy sighed and shook her head.




“I mean, you know Andrew named them that, figuring one day me or Giles or someone else would say ‘we must speak to the Jedi’,” she groaned. “And yeah. I got Padme’s number. I’ll give her a call.”






Jenny, Giles, and Willow stared at the coins laid out on Willow’s kitchen table. Kate stood back by a bit, watching the proceedings.




“They’re worse,” Willow admitted. “I didn’t know that could happen.”




“I know,” Jenny replied without animosity. 




“I think it would be wise, after these have been dealt with,” Giles said, “to consider purposefully creating objects of power and workable defenses for whatever the future holds in store for us.”




“That’s secondary to dealing with these coins,” Jenny said. “We can’t possibly use these for any sort of defense. They’re as dangerous to us as they are to anyone else. Moreso, because we’re keeping them.”




“It’s going to take a lot of sunlight to cleanse these,” Willow said, holding her hand several inches above them, as if she were testing the heat of a banked fire.




“It’s going to take more than sunlight,” Jenny said. “They’re linked, so we either have to find a way to separate them, or we’re going to have to cleanse all of them at once.”




Kate gazed out the kitchen window into the backyard, where Jenny had worked her last, great magic. 




“What about trees?” she asked, considering the white oak and the sycamore she could see.




“What about trees?” Giles asked.




“I don’t know,” Kate replied, looking back at them. “Willow’s a big fan, you live in the physical manifestation of a six thousand year old chestnut tree plus dryad, trees use sunlight to photosynthesize. Could you use trees?”




The others stared at her, mouths open for a moment.




“They’re bound to earth and sky,” Jenny said. “Trees are incorruptible. You can kill them, but you can’t bind them to harm once they’ve started to produce seeds. And they last a long, long time.”




“I doubt even Chataigne could handle all these coins,” Willow said. “Or that Xander would let me try.”




“No,” Giles agreed. “No one tree could cope with sixteen of these coins—or the remaining four, when we retrieve them—but one tree could handle one coin.”




He and Jenny traded a speculative look. 




“There are plenty of trees on the property around Haven that are old enough and strong enough to take one of these,” Jenny said. “And Xander knows them. He can pick the best ones.”




“We’d have to link all the trees,” Giles warned her. “And we’d have to prevent anyone from mucking with the trees, ever.”




“But once it worked,” Jenny said, “we’d have sixteen trees with hearts of cleansed gold.”




“You could do that?” Willow asked.




“We can do that,” Giles corrected her. “You, Jenny, and me. Any other trusted magic users we care to call upon.”




“There’s no spell for this written in any grimoire,” Jenny said, thrilled with the challenge.




“Well, we should start the calculations immediately,” Giles answered. “Choose a propitious date. It certainly wouldn’t hurt to involve the Slayer line.”




“Wow,” Kate said. “You guys look like a bunch of paleontology nerds who just dug up the last tailbone of a T-Rex and figure all you have to do is keep digging to get the rest.”




“You’re not far off,” Willow said faintly. “And…we have time to plan it. That never happens.”




“It’s certainly not as big of a spell as activating all the Slayers,” Giles said.




“No!” Willow answered, blinking. “And I’m okay with that. Things could be…a little calmer.”




“Keep wishing,” Kate murmured. “In the meantime, what do we do with these bad boys?”




“That,” Giles answered, “is what the supplies are for.”




He picked up the bag he’d carried into the house and began taking out items—large gauge silver wire, a stack of pre-sewn silk bags, and sixteen small boxes made from the wood of Chataigne’s boughs. 




“This should keep them relatively quiet until we can do the full cleansing,” Jenny explained. “But the process is going to suck, and it’s going to hurt to handle them. A lot.”




Willow took a deep breath and exhaled. Then she nodded.




“Okay,” she said. “Let’s get busy.”






“I hate Andrew,” Dawn said, trudging alongside Xander as they made their way into the glen.




“Don’t take it too hard,” Xander said. “I’m sure there will be some good stuff in the records he packed away for us. How many books were there?”




“Forty-eight calf-bound parchment paged folio sized books,” Dawn muttered. “Every damn detail about all his ideas, stories about us, the Slayer line, vampire lore—not a single thing we didn’t already know! I wanted Freres Jacques stuff!”




“Well, I get a feeling good old Jack probably left you some stuff too,” Xander said.




As they walked down the path from the stone hut, Xander paused and cupped his hands around his mouth.




“Olly olly oxen free!” he yelled. “We’re on our way in!”




Dawn looked askance at him, and he held up a finger, indicating she should wait.




“Ack! Hang on! I’m almost done!” someone called back from the direction of Chataigne’s tree.




“What is—” Dawn said, taking another step. 




Xander’s look stopped her.




“Oh, no,” he said. “We are not moving a step until that kid is here and on her way out.”




“Which kid?” Dawn asked. “And why?”




“Sharee,” he answered. “I don’t know whose bright idea it was. Something about Narcissus, pools of water, and sure, why the hell not, give it a try, what could go wrong.”




Dawn stared at him.




“Okay, usually I have some idea where you’re going with this,” she said. “Not a clue.”




“Sharee’s been skinny-dipping in Chataigne’s pool,” he answered.




“Uh…dyuh…does she know she might end up a dryad?” Dawn asked. “I got that explained to me about eight hundred years ago.




Xander shook his head. 




“I don’t even,” he said. “All I know is I walked up without checking once, and Sharee was checking things, and I am still traumatized.”




“What is she checking?” Dawn asked, traumatized.




“Things!” Xander said, gesturing randomly in front of himself at chest level. “Apparently, Chataigne noticed there’s a mismatch, and something something mystical fountain thingie makes all better, only it’s not because healing is good. It’s because my little dryad is apparently a little on the OCD side of things.”




“A gender for everything, and everything in its gender?” Dawn asked, torn between humor and horror.




“I. Don’t. Even,” Xander repeated.




“Does she do other healing?” Dawn asked.




He gave her a very sour look.




“It depends,” he said. “I asked her about the eye.” And here he pointed at his eyepatch. “And she’s really not getting the whole bit about how I started with two. I am the way I’m supposed to be, whereas Sharee is not the way she’s supposed to be.”




“So, if you somehow got a new eye,” Dawn said, working through the logic, “would she get upset because you’re not supposed to have two eyes?”




“I. Don’t. Even,” Xander replied.




“Get the feeling you’re going to be saying that a lot,” Dawn told him.




The skinny figure of a girl came running up the path, towel wrapped around her.




“Hi, Xander! Hi, Dawn!” Sharee called. “Bye, Xander!”




She ran past them.




“Just wait until I show Lucy and Ari!” she yelled with glee.




Dawn looked over at Xander, horrified.




“I. Don’t. Even.”




“Neither do I,” she said.




In the middle of the meadow, Chataigne’s chestnut spread out, covering nearly an acre with its dappled shadows. Dawn paused a moment to take it in. She was significantly larger than she’d been eight hundred years ago, and a thousand times more healthy as well. Xander had begun building supports for the larger branches, giving them resting places so the weight wouldn’t cause the bough to break. The larger ones were taller than she was. Temporary ones were made from wood. The permanent ones were built out of squared off limestone and mortar.




The wildlife around them still counted all the original animals that appeared as each member of the Scoobies had come to meet Chataigne when Xander had first found her. Two mute swans for Giles and Jenny, a one-eyed fox for Xander, a golden eagle for Buffy. Dawn had been the last person of the house’s new complement to make it down there, and nothing notable had obviously appeared. By then, there were birds, mammals, reptiles, amphibians, and even insects. She really hoped her animal wasn’t a squirrel or a cicada. She’d never been able to get Chataigne to tell her what it really was.




“She’ll be down in a second,” Xander said, knowing where his dryad was without having to ask or look.




Dawn looked up at him.




“Xander, would you like to go on a date?” she asked. “With me? Like a romantic date thing?”




He blinked, surprised, and it took him a minute to rally.




“No,” he finally said. “I’m sorry, Dawnie. I don’t want to hurt your feelings. You matter to me more than I can ever say, but when I look at you, I see the cutie pie kid who is my little sister.”




She looked down for a moment, hands tucked in the back pockets of her jeans.




“Yeah, well, that would make the romance thing pretty icky,” she admitted. “Can’t say I’m not bummed out.”




“And I’m sorry about that,” Xander said.




She looked away, and after a moment she shrugged.




“Best laid plans,” she finally said, a laugh in her voice, “and mine weren’t even very well laid. Eh. I’ll manage.”




Something bumped into Xander and made him stagger.




“Hey, you,” he greeted Chataigne.




Chataigne stretched up to rub her cheek against his jeans. Her great head, maned with thick green hair, nearly pushed him over, and he had to hold onto her to stay upright. Her luminous green eyes blinked several times.




“When did she get all beastish?” Dawn asked, amazed.




“About the time I told her you were coming home,” Xander answered, giving Chataigne two handed scratches around her mouth and ears and above her eyes.




The dryad, which Dawn was used to seeing as a small child or once as a very, very large one, was about the size of a lion, and her coat was just as shaggy with fur, leaves, and vines. She had talons instead of claws and opposable thumbs, and her face was closer to human than to pure cat, but she moved with the same great power Dawn remembered from her time in France, before the glade was pushed within the wrinkle of spacetime the Doctor had set up for her.




Chataigne stepped over to her and headbutted her in the stomach, causing Dawn to fold down over her head. She held on to the dryad’s mane with both hands while the dryad chuffed and sniffed and made very large, happy kitty noises at her.




“I’m glad to see you too,” Dawn told her. “I brought you more presents.”




They walked over to the bole of the tree together, just past the springfed pool Dawn had once helped save. Without any effort, Chataigne climbed the thirty feet up to the first branch, picked up something, and brought it down.




It was the glass witch ball that Sabrina had given her and Dawn had given the dryad, eight hundred years older, but still winking in the sunlight.




“Here’s the other stuff I got,” Dawn said, giving it back.




She opened her bag and took out all the things she’d brought Chataigne. 




		A chess piece from Lee.

		Raggedy Andy doll from Cole.

		A dreamcatcher from Sabrina.

		A set of windchimes tuned to the opening arpeggio of Ave Maria from Dmitri.

		A ceramic figure of a Sergeant Templar that she’d made in her art teacher’s studio.





Chataigne flopped down on the ground and spent nearly ten minutes minutely examining each item, smelling, tasting, working each one over with her paws.




“Let me hang these up for you,” Xander said, picking up the chimes, finding a low hanging branch, and tying them in place.




He took each item and found a place, either suspended from a branch, or placed in the crotch of one, until they were all evenly distributed.




“Thanks,” Dawn said. “Everyone’s looking forward to meeting her.”




“I’ll just bet they are,” Xander answered, rubbing Chataigne’s head as she chewed on one of his boots. “Oh, there’s something you should see.”




He led her around to the far side of the tree, stepping over the enormous roots until he found a point where the craggy bark met itself in a furrow.




“This showed up right after you got back,” he said.




He reached into a deep niche, groped around, found something, and pulled it free. It was an iron chain, well kept and unrusted, but from the style, very old. He gave it a heave, and something inside the tree grated against the bark and stuck.




“Give me a hand?” he asked Chataigne.




She stepped up, took the chain in her hand, braced her paws, and with one huge tug, pulled a strongbox from the recess, splintering handfuls of old bark and leaving gouges showing bright, unsullied wood. Then she dragged the box, the size of a small trunk, over to Dawn.




Dawn knelt beside it and ran her hands over it.




“I don’t know how long that’s been there,” Xander said, “but it’s been a really long time.”




“It’s medieval,” Dawn said. “Look at the carvings. Xander, this is incredible!”




She ran her hands over the dark wood and metal straps. For all its strength, there was no lock. She lifted the hasp and then swung the lid open. Inside, the box was packed so tightly several layers of parchment sprang free. She picked one and pulled it the rest of the way out, dislodging several more pieces.




“This is a map of the village closest to where the keep showed up,” she said. “And it’s Freres Jacques’s handwriting! I’m sure of it. Look, he made notes of the smithy, of the fields, and the fish weirs.”




“You can read that?” Xander asked, looking over her shoulder. 




She laughed with delight and picked up another piece.




“Xander, these are lyrics from ‘The Geste of Robyn Hode’!” she gasped. “If Freres Jacques wrote these, it’s older than the oldest version by more than two centuries!”




“I have no idea what that means,” he said, “but if you’re happy, I’m happy.”




“Oh my god,” she breathed. “Xander, there’s stuff in here that will completely upend our knowledge of English history, linguistics, literature, maybe more!”




Then she stopped and looked up at him, eyes wide with dismay.




“And I’m leaving for DC tomorrow,” she said.




Her shoulders slumped, and she looked back down at the treasure she’d just received.




“This is so unfair,” she said.




“Eh, we’ll stick it back in the hole until you can get to it,” he told her. “It waited this long. It can wait a little longer.




She sighed.




“No, let’s go ahead and take it in,” she said. “Giles can start documenting it. Or maybe we can get a college professor or something. God, being an adult sucks.”




“Aw, but you do a good job at it, Dawnie,” Xander said, patting her on the head.






“Okay,” Jarod said, leaning over Buffy’s shoulder, “keep an eye on your telltales on the leading edge of the jib.”




“Yep, got it,” Buffy answered, keeping her hand on the tiller and watching where Jarod pointed.




“See that patch of water up ahead?” he asked. “The wind’s hitting it at a different angle. Watch for the telltales to start fluttering. If the jib starts luffing, make your tack before we get knocked over.”




They were at a twenty degree heel at the moment, their Catalina slipping through the waters of Lake Erie as Jarod went over the basics with Buffy. Both of them wore windbreakers and flotation vests. Buffy’s hair was pulled back into a ponytail through the band at the back of her baseball cap. The rhythm of work—moments of fast adjustments to changes in course or wind followed by long stretches of idyllic relaxation—appealed to Buffy. There was action, and then there was snuggle time. 




“Okay,” Jarod said, his eyes focused on where the two patches of water met, then flicking up to the telltales. 




“I got it,” Buffy said. “Here we go. Hard aport!”




Jarod released the starboard jib sheet and let it run as he grabbed the port jib sheet and began hauling it in. The jib luffed as it lost tension when the wind spilled away, making the halyards clatter against the mast, and then it pulled tight as the wind came from the other side as they crossed the boundary.




“Ware boom!” Buffy yelled.




She didn’t have to, as Jarod was already crouched below the level of the swinging boom, but he’d taught her the habit. She had the tiller in hand, bringing them about to their new course. Once the boom had passed overhead and the boat had settled into a new, steeper heel, Buffy lifted the tiller arm, passed under it, and took her seat on the other side. Jarod tied off the port jib sheet on its cleat and tidied up the extra line, smiling to himself. 




“You think they’ll ever figure out we’re not always talking in code?” she asked him as he settled in against her.




“I hope they never do,” he said, smiling. “Gives us uninterrupted time together.”




She grinned at him, and they kissed.






“Never lose the opportunity to learn something, my padawan,” he advised his audience.




The circle of children stared up at him, eyes and ears wide open. Their stomachs were full. Each of them had a dog stretched out beside them, accepting scritches and love. In the week since Master Andrew had taken them into his care, they had never gone hungry, never been cold, and had never once been without comfort for a skinned knee or loneliness for a mother now gone.




There were strange things as well. The boys weren’t allowed to boss the girls around. They didn’t have to spend hours praying. They did have to wash their hands every time they turned around, and they couldn’t throw rocks at the cats. One of the priests had called Master Andrew the devil himself, to which Andrew had shrugged and said in his heavily accented English.




“You may judge me by my works.”




Now, as he did every night after dinner, he told them stories, the kind of stories that left them breathless for more. He always ended on a cliffhanger—though they didn’t know to call it that—so that they would rush to complete their chores in time for bedtime.




“The smallest bit of knowledge, something you thought would have no use at all,” he continued, “could very well save your life.”




Little Anakin—so young that when Master Andrew took him in, he didn’t know his own name and was thus given one—climbed into the master’s lap and curled up, sucking his fingers. Andrew merely put an arm around him and continued gesturing with the other hand.




“When I arrived in this world, in a land of terrifying beasts that could gobble a man whole, I was met by a party of hunters,” he said. “Their skin was dark red. Their black, glossy hair was bound in braids down to their waists. They wore deerskin leggings and loincloths and had tattoed their chests. They saw my pale skin and held me at spear point until one of their elders joined them.”




“What did you do?” Mary asked, in agony over the suspense.




“I was respectful and polite,” Master Andrew told her. “I did not boast. I did not threaten. I waited.”




“Then what happened?” Thomas begged.




“The elder had been forewarned by one of his ancestors many, many years ago,” Master Andrew continued, “that when men with white skin appeared, it would be the doom of their people. Many of the hunters wanted to kill me so that I could not harm them.”




“And did they kill you?” Joseph asked. 




It would not have surprised Joseph in the least to be told that Master Andrew had been killed and then resurrected himself a few days later. 




“Their elder told me that if I could not answer this question, I would die,” he told them. “For their wise ancestor had foresaw—uh, foreseen—that others, like herself and like me, might find themselves stranded in a strange new world. She gave them a question to ask, and if the traveler could answer it, they would be spared. If not…”




The look he gave them made it plain that he counted himself more than lucky for having had the wits to answer it.




“What was the question?” Margaret asked. “I should know the answer!”




“It was a song,” the Master told them. 




He cleared his throat and sang softly, clapping on the first and third beats.





“This little light of mine,

I’m gonna let it shine.

This little light of mine,

I’m gonna let it shine.

This little light of mine,

I’m gonna let it shine.

Let it shine, let it shine, let it shine!”







All the children stared, spellbound. Mary was the first to blink.




“That’s never a song!” she declared. “The Merry Jest of Robin Hood, that’s a song!”




“Sing it again,” Thomas begged.




“It is a song,” Master Andrew assured them. “Or at least, it will be a song, after many, many, many years. But, the elder listened and knew that I was not one of the white men who would kill his people. His great ancestor, Bison Woman, had taught her people that if a traveler such as myself appeared, they were to give what aid they could, including adopt me as one of their own, if I liked.”




“Is that why your hair is long and you tie feathers in it?” Margaret asked. 




“Partly,” he answered. “And partly because feathers are pretty, and I like them, which is a good enough reason to do anything, so long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else.”




The children thought about this for a moment, considering it against the other things they’d been taught during their short lives. All things being equal, having a man who fed them, clothed them, kept them warm, hugged them, and dried their tears tell them not to go around hurting other people made a great deal more sense than what the old priest had said. There was a great deal of discarding of those other ideas to make room for what Master Andrew taught.




The part of the story that Andrew didn’t tell them, because he had no idea about it, was that he had almost been killed when one of the hunters pointed out that he had clapped incorrectly—on beats one and three instead of two and four. Several of the hunters took it to mean that he was, instead, a demon or evil spirit presaging the arrival of the white skins who would be the end of them. Yet, the elder said that, no, the wise and kind Bison Woman had explained. White skins could not clap at the correct time even if their lives depended on it. The white skins had no rhythm and were thus to be pitied and taught the proper way to do things, if there was time. If not, they were to give the white skin what aid was needed and send them on their way.




Bison Woman, previously known as Angela Johnson, never knew that her sage advice saved Andrew’s life and the lives of several others over the centuries, as the victims of the Weeping Angels appeared. Having made his point, Andrew Wells taught the children he took in all the things he could, often in great disorganized heaps, and one thing he taught them was “This Little Light Of Mine”, which became a passcode for the members of the Jedi order as they spread across Europe, north Africa, and the near and middle East.




He never did learn how to clap to it properly.
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