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School Prep



Disclaimer: House is the property of its creator, production company, and broadcaster. Buffy, the Vampire Slayer is the property of Joss Whedon, Mutant Enemy Productions, and 20th Century Fox. Obviously, I own neither. No copyright infringement is intended.




Author’s Note: This frickin’ challenge is hard. Especially staying under 3000 words. Clearly, I need this. The constant references to deer ticks is because the actress who plays Dawn Summers, Michelle Trachtenberg, played a patient in an episode of House, M.D.





Clinic hours. Stupid fucking clinic hours. The bane of his existence, and thanks to the heavy duty favors he’d called in from Cuddy (involving taking a patient to the local zoo for an MRI, firing a starting pistol in a patient’s room, and felonious assault with a donut), there’d been no way for him to escape. 




He stopped by the nurse’s desk, and the brunette on duty—married, her husband thought she was having an affair, but it was actually the daughter charging birth control on the credit card—God, people were stupid—handed him a chart.




“Special appointment for you, Dr. House,” she said. “Room 3.”




“Oh, bother,” he whined. “Is it another referral from Kevorkian? I so want to kill someone this morning.”




“Not this one, you won’t,” the nurse answered.




He glanced at the chart. Eighteen year old female. Hmmm. Full physical, including pelvic exam. Hmmmm.




“Has Cuddy seen this?” he asked.




“Like I said,” the nurse repeated. “Special appointment. Came through her direct. Just notify me when you need the chaperone.”




“Oh, you can be sure I’ll remember to,” he said in his sarcasm voice and gave her a dirty old man look.




She shook her head and rolled her eyes.




Inside the exam room, House paused to hang his cane on the doorknob, set his mocha on the counter, turned to greet his patient, and stopped.




“I’ve seen you before.”




The young woman, sitting on the edge of the exam table in paper skirt and cape, swinging her legs, ankles crossed, pressed her lips together and raised her eyebrows. She held a manilla folder in her lap.




“Nope. Never even been in New Jersey before.”




“Are you sure I haven’t removed a deer tick from your vagina?” he asked.




She stared at him for a split-second and recovered. “Pretty sure I’d remember that. No.”




“Okay,” House replied. “But if your dad tries to kill me again, I am not signing the insurance reimbursement papers.”




“My dad’s in Spain, and I’m paying cash,” she told him. “You’re safe.”




Absent father. Cash meant she didn’t want a financial record or medical history available to an insurance company, especially going out of state. Stiff posture: she was emotionally uncomfortable being there, but the swinging legs—still going—meant she had a physical coping mechanism. Manilla folder meant history or requirements for something. At her age, with a physical exam, it meant school, which meant either athletics or overseas. She’d probably added the request for a pelvic exam in order to get birth control pills. And she hadn’t panicked when he mentioned her vagina. He decided she deserved some respect.




“So, what can I do for you today?” he asked.




“Well, if I do have any deer ticks in my vagina, I would appreciate their removal. Don’t think it’s likely,” she said. “In the meantime, I’m starting school at Queen Flavia University next month, and I need a full exam both for the visa and the school entrance requirements. Documents are in here. I also need a booster on pretty much all my vaccines, including tetanus, as well as a smallpox vaccination and the prescriptions that are listed on the paperwork in here.”




She handed him the folder.




“Smallpox is extinct,” he told her. “You don’t need a vaccine for it.”




“I know that. The school still requires it. Oh, and I want an IUD.”




“Birth control pills are simpler, fewer complications, and don’t require a second appointment.”




“They can also get lost, stolen, or forgotten, and you and I both know that the second appointment is only logistics. So long as my pelvic is clear, you can put it in during this appointment. By the time you’ve done that, you’ll probably have gotten a vial of smallpox vaccine messengered over from the CDC, and you can give me that shot as well.”




She looked at him like she was ordering a book through inter-library loan and knew more about the forms than the librarian.




His morning suddenly got interesting.




He opened the folder and began flipping through pages. She had her birth certificate, her passport, her high school transcript, a copy of the application to Queen Flavia University, the acceptance letter, the application for a Ruritanian student visa stamped with Her Majesty’s coat of arms, and a packet titled ‘Preparation for School’.




He skimmed the limits on baggage, recommended clothing and shoes, required school uniform robes, and several pamphlets on the recommended tourist sites of Strelsau.




“Do you have any kind of idea what kind of pull is necessary to even talk to the CDC about a smallpox vaccination?” he asked her.




“Yes,” she said. “Which is why my appointment is scheduled with you through the Dean of Medicine, and both the hospital and the CDC are receiving generous grants.”




“Where’s the money coming from?”




“My family held a garage sale. Cleared a bundle,” she replied.




“Uh huh.” He flipped to the medical forms. 




The list of prescriptions was an extremely truncated version of the World Health Organization’s essential medications formulary. He ran his finger down the list. The basics for trauma and infectious disease were there. Nothing for chronic illnesses, nothing for cancer, diabetes, heart disease, or diseases of the very young or elderly.




“There are some really fun narcotics and other pills on here,” he remarked, smiling at her. “You could have faked the letterhead.”




She took a deep breath, looked at the ceiling, and exhaled. Her legs stopped swinging. “Look, it’s been a really long week already, and I’m stressed out. They told me you were smart. Look at the fucking watermark. If I were going to bother with faking a royal university watermark, I could get all of those drugs a hell of a lot easier. I’d just have to be willing to break the law and pay a lot of money, both of which I can do, but the university made it clear this has to be on the up-and-up. I’m even required to be one hundred percent honest with you, or the deal’s off.”




He barely managed to suppress a smile. Damn, this was getting good. He checked her transcript—International Baccalaureate program, magna cum laude.




“Not summa cum laude?” he asked with a bit of snark.




Her expression went dead. “My mother died during my sophomore year. Fuck you if you don’t think that merits a point one reduction in my GPA.”




“Says you’re fluent in Latin,” he observed.




She stared at him.




“Throw a line at me,” he said, picking up his mocha and taking a sip.




“Māter tua pēnsiōnem collegio medico meruit fellandō servōs morbidōs in forō,” fn1 she said in impeccable classic Latin, crossing her arms and glaring at him.




He spewed a mouthful halfway across the exam room, and then spent a minute laughing and coughing. He wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his shirt.




“Gladiators,” he corrected her. “Not slaves.”




She heaved a sigh. “Can we just do this?”




He relented. “Yeah. Let’s start with your family history.”




“I filled in all the fo—”




“The forms are garbage. You know it as well as I do. What’d your mom die of?” 




“An aneurysm after surgical recision of a primary oligodendroglioma,” she responded. 




“Grandparents?”




“Maternal grandmother died of a stroke at 73. Maternal grandfather died of lung cancer at 68. I’ve never met my paternal grandparents. I checked Social Security records, and they both died in their 70s, but I don’t know the cause.”




“Any siblings?”




“One sister.”




“Any health issues?”




She started to say something, stopped, and then said, “it’s complicated.”




“More complicated than a primary oligodendroglioma?” he asked.




“Yeah. My sister has been in a very dangerous occupation since she was fourteen. She’s had multiple physical traumas including broken bones, concussions, lacerations, and contusions. Think rodeo clown injury rate. There’s some pretty extensive emotional trauma too, but she copes. Otherwise, healthy as a horse.”




“Want to tell me what she does?” House asked.




“No.”




He shrugged. “Okay, let’s get down to nitty gritty.”




He started a thorough physical exam—checking neurological functions, hearing, sight, balance, proprioception, listened to her heart and lungs.




“Okay, lie down,” he instructed, pulling out the table’s extension so she could keep her legs straight.




He sounded her abdomen and then lifted the cape to listen to her bowel sounds. There were several deep, horizontal scars across the middle of her abdomen, just above her navel. He ran a thumb along and then across one, and her entire body tensed. The quality of the scars told him that she’d been cut with a sharp implement, probably a knife. It had gone completely through the epidermis but hadn’t cut the underlying muscles. They hadn’t been stitched, but probably had butterfly closures to keep the edges together. Post trauma care had been good, but there would have been a lot of blood loss.




“Do you self-harm?” he asked, keeping his voice completely expressionless.




“No.”




“I’ll rephrase: have you ever self-harmed?”




She went tense for a moment and then turned her left arm so the wrist was facing up. One the inside was a faded scar—thin, straight, and several inches long.




“I was fourteen,” she admitted. “It was just the one time.”




“Any particular reason why?” he asked.




“At the time, I thought I wasn’t really a person, so I checked to see if my blood was real.”




“Reasonable test, if you’re completely delusional,” he noted.




“What can I say,” Dawn sighed. “Adolescence sucks. Never happened again.”




“And this,” he pushed a thumb against one of the scars on her abdomen. “Was this consensual?”




“Hell, no.”




“Any counseling afterwards?”




“No,” Dawn answered. “My friends took care of me.”




“Where was your sister?”




“Dead.”




He paused. “You didn’t mention that part earlier.”




“She’s not dead anymore. It’s co—”




“Complicated,” he finished for her. “Arms over your head.”




He checked her lymph nodes and breasts.




“Sexual activity?”




“I’m a virgin,” she replied.




“That’s not what I asked,” House said, pulling her up by an arm and a hand on her shoulder.




He put the extension back and buzzed for the nurse.




She didn’t answer.




“You and I both know that ‘virgin’ is practically meaningless anymore,” he told her. “Have you had vaginal intercourse with anyone?”




“No.”




“Outercourse?”




“You mean dry humping?” she asked.




“More like wet humping,” he answered.




“No.”




“Anal intercourse?”




“Uh, no.”




“Given anyone oral sex?”




“No, but I do know what a penis looks like,” she said, deadpan.




“Received oral sex?”




She went bright scarlet.




“I’ll take that as a yes,” he said. “Use protection?”




“I kept a cricket bat handy,” she answered. “In case he tried to push it.”




“Good for you,” he said. “I was thinking more along the lines of a dental dam.”




She blushed again, this time because she clearly hadn’t thought of everything.




“That’d be a no. Ever had an STD panel?”




“No,” she managed in a strangled voice.




“With unprotected oral sex, you’re at risk for herpes, human papilloma virus, even chlamydia or gonorrhea if he was complaining of a sore throat beforehand. We’ll do one today. I’ll have the results for you before you leave.”




“I’d appreciate that,” Dawn managed in an even more strangled voice.




There was a knock on the door, and a nurse entered, opening the door only far enough to step in before closing it. She opened one of the cabinets and took out a tray of instruments covered with a medical drape.




“Okay,” he said, “feet in the stirrups. Have you ever had a pelvic exam before?”




“No,” Dawn said, and her voice wavered a little bit.




“I’ll tell you exactly what’s going to happen and what to expect,” he said, pulling on a pair of gloves. “If at any time you need a break, give the word. Unless you have a colony of deer ticks, this should only take five to ten minutes. Stay as relaxed as you can below the waist and think happy thoughts. Just…not…too happy.”




He did just what he said—explaining each step and working with smooth precision. Every now and then, he murmured something to the nurse, who duly charted it. A few things felt decidedly uncomfortable, but none of it really hurt. Still, she was relieved when it was over.




He helped her take her feet out of the stirrups and sit back up.




“Okay, Sandy,” he said.




“Sharon,” the nurse corrected him.




“Whatever. Take this to the pharmacy department and tell them to fill everything on it in the quantities requested,” he paused to sign the list of medications, “bring back a phlebotomy kit, and pull a Mirena out of supplies. I also need all the boosters mentioned on the back of that page.”




“All of these?” the nurse asked, a little staggered.




“All of them,” he confirmed. “Oh, and check the latest messenger drop off. I’m guessing there’s a box in there for me.”




He turned back to Dawn, who sat, gripping the sides of the exam table and swinging her ankles again.




“Someone bring you here?” he asked.




“Yes,” she replied. “She’ll pick me up when I call.”




He nodded. “That’s good, because I tell you what, having an IUD put in hurts like hell, especially if you’ve never given birth. So, I’m going to give you an IV with pain killers and muscle relaxants. After the IUD is placed, you’re going to be getting a whole bunch of shots. I’ll space them out over your larger muscles. You’re going to be very mellow on the way home and very sore tomorrow. Okay by you?”




She took a deep breath. “Yeah.”




“Now, you’re supposed to be one hundred percent honest with me, but, everybody lies.”




“I haven’t lied to you,” she said, flatly. “There are some questions I’m not going to answer, but I haven’t and won’t lie.”




“Then how is it that you started off with what was probably a hymen anularis and now have an impressive collective of completely tattered maidenhead? And don’t tell me horseback riding.”




“I said I hadn’t had vaginal sex,” she answered. “With another person. I didn’t say anything about owning a dildo or vibrator. Which I do. I finally switched over to rechargable batteries when the guys at the recycling center knew me by name.”




“Ah.”




He stared thoughtfully at the floor. 




“You know what a Go Bag or Bug Out Bag is?” House asked her.




“Yeah. Zombie apocalypse starts, you need to take off for the hills. You grab your bag of supplies and run for it.”




“Queen Flavia University is practically mythical,” he remarked. “The graduating class size for their baccalaureate program is usually under one hundred. They graduate ninety-five to ninety-eight percent of each class with no dropouts. The remaining stats are students who die during their undergraduate years, usually doing something like climbing Kilamanjaro naked or running into a burning building. They don’t have any set degree plans; Each student gets their own unique diploma. You can’t even get considered unless you speak at least three modern languages and two classical languages fluently, and you aren’t accepted unless you have references that would make the Pope jealous.”




“Tell me something I don’t know,” Dawn answered.




“They’re pretty much setting you up for something really, really good or really, really bad. Everything they require is the medical equivalent of a Bug Out Bag—antibiotics, antipsychotics, narcotics, tranquilizers. I take it you’ve had First Aid and CPR training.”




“I could qualify as a level 2 EMT,” she said. “I can place a trache tube, start an IV, and stitch wounds.”




“Have you had any self-defense training?”




“That’s a yes.”




“How many things in this room could you use as a weapon?” he asked.




She glanced around. “One way or another, everything.”




He pursed his lips. “You know, the state department and the Secret Service start recruitment efforts the moment an American citizen is accepted to QFU. If you chose not to go that route, they will keep an eye on you the rest of your life.”




“Yep,” Dawn acknowledged.




“You’re going overseas. You’re a virgin, and you’re getting an IUD, so either you plan on becoming sexually active, or you know you might be raped.”




“Any guy who tries to rape me is going to end up with his testicles ripped off and stapled to his forehead.”




“Send me picture of that, will you? Says so much more about a trip overseas than a picture of you holding up the Leaning Tower of Pisa.” he said. “So I’m going with the sexual exploration plan.”




She shrugged and nodded.




“The guy here—”




“Who said there was a guy here?” she asked, her face snapping up.




From House’s expression, she knew he’d nailed her.




“The guy here doesn’t see you as a possibility yet. Probably knew you when you were much younger, probably filled an older brother role. One of the friends who took care of you?”




Pale, she nodded.




“Thought so. Stay away for at least six months,” he told her. “Try to keep communication limited to emails and phone—no video. Get your exploration out of your system, but don’t go crazy. No more than say…three guys.”




“I wasn’t even figuring that many,” she muttered.




“And don’t fall in love,” House commanded.




Before Dawn could answer, the nurse reappeared with the blood-drawing kit, a red, plastic box embossed with “CDC”, and a tray full of tiny vials and a row of syringes 




“I’ll be right back with the Mirena,” she said.




House gave Dawn a frank look. “By the time I’m done, you’re going to feel like a pincushion with the Spanish flu and you’re not going to want to sit down or even think about your girlie bits for a couple of days. Tell your friends you picked up an intestinal virus. Drink a lot of fluids, eat comfort food, watch soap operas.”




“Okay,” she managed.




“And for God’s sake,” he said, “don’t buy your college clothes in the US. Stop in Paris before you hit Strelsau.”




She blinked. “That’s actually really good advice.”




“Don’t I know it. You ready?” he asked, opening the phlebotomy kit.




“Let’s do it,” she answered.







fn1. “Your mother sucked off diseased slaves to pay for your medical school.”






Goodbye, Hello




Disclaimer:  Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, Criminal Minds, House, Men in Black, and all other mentioned televisions shows, movies, books, and miscellanea are property of their creators, producers, and distribution companies. No copyright infringement is intended. This is purely a work for my own and others’ pleasure, and no profit will be made.




Author’s Notes: So, how do you begin a young woman’s journey out into the Real World? Especially when she’s grown up in the borderlands of a shadow world the rest don’t know about and probably wouldn’t believe in. I like Dawn. I’ve always liked Dawn. She’s who I wanted to be when I was her age—the knowledgeable, capable geek girl with a circle of friends and family, the resources to go have adventures, and the confidence to deal with boys and men as she found them. It would be easy to sink into a Mary Sue adventure, but even the most capable and competent of us make mistakes or find ourselves over our heads. We learn the most when we don’t get it right the first time.




There really wasn’t much to remember about the procedure. Dr. House started the IV himself while the nurse stood patiently by.




“Might want to lie back down,” he told her, putting a needle into the IV port and pushing the plunger.




“Why’s th—” Dawn started, and then laid down just as the top of her head opened up like a mechanical flower and emitted beams of light. “Whoa.”




“Told you,” House said.




The ceiling was really interesting, in that the patterns on the acoustical tiles would occasionally form a secret message or a mosaic of startling and beautiful patterns. 




“Did you know there’s a happy velociraptor up there?” she tried to ask him. It came out in a combination of French, Etruscan, and Fresian.




“What on earth did she just say?” the nurse asked.




“That she’s never had the good stuff before,” House interpreted. “Give the local ten minutes to take effect. In the meantime, start with the shots. Big muscles only.”




“I’ve never even given a smallpox vaccination before,” the nurse said. 




She nodded off.




“Ow!”




“Scream all you want,” House said, “but don’t tense up.”




She cursed him in five languages.




“What was that?” the nurse asked.




“Serbian, I think,” House answered. “Or something Balkan. Her accent’s atrocious. Probably only ever read it instead of heard it spoken.”




She fell asleep again.




“All done.”




And the nurse was helping her sit up and put her clothes on. Holding on to the nurse was the only thing that kept her upright.




“I think I drooled on you,” Dawn said. “Sorry.”




“Don’t worry about it, baby. Dr. House had fun, which means he’s in a good mood. Which means, the entire department loves you forever. A little drool is nothing.”




It took the nurse and House to help her into a wheelchair, and he insisted on pushing her into the lobby.




“Okay,” he announced, “this charming piece starts at ten grand. What am I bid?”




Jenny held up her magazine. “All my worldly possessions.”




She got up and strode over. House gave her an appreciative but mild ogling.




“This your friend?” he asked Dawn.




“Uh huh,” Dawn answered, sleepily. “Gonna take good care of me.”




“Yeah, I’ll bet.” He grinned wolfishly.




“What is she on?” Jenny asked, watching Dawn loll her head back and grin right back at the doctor.




“About three mils of morphine and ten of diazapam,” he answered. “I’m astonished she’s awake. You want help loading her in the car?”




“You’re a doctor,” she stated, looking at him suspiciously.




“So some say,” he agreed. “I haven’t checked lately.”




“You’re offering to do an orderly’s job,” she added.




“Our orderlies suck. Besides,” and here he glanced back down at his patient. Dawn winked at him. Or at least she tried to. “She’s a neat kid.”




Jenny checked the paperwork again. “You’re…Doctor Gregory House? Pretty much everyone agrees you’re the leading diagnostician in North America, and then they quickly add that you have the bedside manner of the Marquis de Sade and a soul two sizes too small.”




“Really?” He seemed pleased. “I should get out more. It’s really three sizes too small, by the way, but I can never find a sweater that fits.”




“Right.” She stared at him. “And you’re being helpful.”




There was a moment when he stared right back and read something in her. Then he glanced at Dawn and back at her. 




“You’re not exactly just a friend, are you?” he asked. “And you have to answer, because I still have custody of the cutie pie.”




“It’s complicated.”




“I’ve been hearing that a lot. Try me.”




Dawn started humming something from Les Miz, aware that the adults were talking about her, but not really absorbing it.




“Officially, I’m a family friend. Dawn’s mother died a few years ago, while I was away. I rejoined her and her sister several months ago. I’m very close to the man who is for, all intents and purposes, their father. She’s very dear to me.”




House gave her a very pointed, very searching stare.




“Fair enough,” he agreed. “Just tell her before she leaves, okay?”




“I already decided I would.”




“Tell me what?” Dawn asked. “Hey, am I stoned out of my gourd?”




“Yes,” they both agreed.




They lapsed into a discussion of post-procedure care. Dawn would be running a fever and likely miserable for the next two to three days after all the vaccinations and boosters she’d been given. Her smallpox inoculation would blister, suppurate, scab over, and then heal. Under no circumstances was Jenny to come into contact with any of the bodily fluids thereof. There were prescriptions for pain relief and a list for symptoms to look out for. He gave Jenny his business card after searching through all his pockets and then finding a beaten and bruised one in his wallet.




“You don’t hand out many of these, do you?” she asked.




“Most people are idiots,” he told her. “She isn’t, and it’s pretty clear neither are you. Give her the card when she’s up and about. Tell her I expect pictures. Do not drive back to Cleveland, or really anywhere less than ten miles away.”




“God, no,” Jenny answered. “I’ve got us a room booked at a hotel near the airport. We stay there until she’s ready to travel.”




“Get a spa treatment while she’s sleeping,” he told her. “You look like you could use one.”




“And you look like you could use six weeks in detox,” Jenny answered.




“Been there, done that,” House said. “The brochures lied.”




“They always do. The brochures always lie,” Dawn said with great wisdom.







The hotel was a very nice one, catering to well-heeled corporate travelers—quiet, well stocked, and run by a fleet of silent, efficient staff. The passenger door opened, and Jenny leaned in.




“Come on, Dawnie,” she encouraged her. 




Sleepy and not quite able to coordinate movements, Dawn did manage to undo her seatbelt. Jenny helped her move her feet out of the car, put them on the ground, then took her hands and pulled her to a very wobbly upright stance.




“Can I help you, ma’am?” a uniformed boy asked.




“Just get the luggage,” Jenny said. “I’ve got the baggage.”




“’You take the blonde, I’ll take the one in the turban,’ ” Dawn quoted and then giggled.




Jenny turned her back to Dawn, brought her arms over her shoulders, crossed them, and then stood up straight, so that nearly all of Dawn’s weight was on her shoulders. Dawn could just brush her toes on the pavement.




“Am I heavy?” Dawn asked. “I feel heavy. I’ll try to be lighter.”




“You’re not heavy, Dawnie,” Jenny answered, carefully stepping one foot in front of the other. “You’re my girl.”




The valet took the car, and they went up to the room Jenny had already checked them into.




“Dentist?” the bellhop asked.




“Doctor,” Jenny answered. “Just some minor stuff, but he gave her some really good medications beforehand.”




“Hey, you’re cute,” Dawn said, looking him over. “And you’ve got muscles.”




The bellhop blushed bright red.




“No flirting while you’re high, honey,” Jenny admonished her.




Dawn made a dismissive noise. “That wasn’t flirting. Flirting is for dating. I’m sizing him up for sex.”




The bellhop made a strangled noise and stared straight ahead.




“No mating either,” Jenny added.




Once in the room, with Dawn deposited on the bed, Jenny tipped the young man twenty dollars.




“Tell your bosses that I was a demanding bitch and wanted everything just so and go take a break somewhere…private,” she told him. “You might want to keep the luggage cart right in front of you, so you don’t frighten anyone.”




“Thankyouma’am,” the bellhop babbled and left a hole in the atmosphere as he fled.




Dawn had been sliding off into another stupor when Jenny returned and took her shoes off and began undressing her for bed.




“Try not to torture the boys so much, Dawnie,” Jenny said. “It’s like shooting fish in a barrel.”




“Can’t have sex for at least a week,” she answered, doing her best to coordinate with Jenny. The muscle relaxants were starting to wear off, but she was still feeling no pain.




“You know what I mean.”




“Yeah.”




“I’ve got your favorite pjs. Let’s get you in to them.”




Once properly attired for bed, Jenny helped her plump pillows, get comfortable, and brought her a glass of water and some more muscle relaxants.




“Sleep as much as you can,” Jenny told her. “I’ll be right here.”




As she slept, she heard the television at a very low volume and later Jenny made some phone calls, updating Giles, probably, and Buffy. The lights were low, and the curtains pulled, making it pleasantly dark. 




“Jenny?” Dawn called.




“Yes?”




“Thanks for doing this.”




“I’m glad you asked me, Dawn,” Jenny said, and Dawn could hear the smile in her voice.







She slept. She had very strange dreams, but that she wrote off to having recently met the incarnation of Dream and thus, having shown up on his radar, was getting extra attention. But, scrubbing narwhal pee out of the carpet and telling Genghis Khan’s decapitated body to stop walking into the davenport was one thing. The dreams that followed were another. 




“Wake up, Dawnie.”




A voice pulled her out of a Stygian undertow, and she grabbed on to it and held tight while awareness flooded in. It was followed by pain and misery.




“Og.”




“I know, hon,” Jenny murmured. She held a cup up to Dawn’s lips and waited while Dawn managed to bring her head forward enough to sip. “Welcome to the world of recovery and side effects.”




The cup had fruit punch mixed with water—just enough to make it taste like something and cut through the gack in her mouth.




“Ow,” she managed.




“Happy pill,” Jenny said, holding up a tablet.




She took it with another sip of punch water. After a moment’s relaxation, she glanced around the room. The television was pointed towards the table where Jenny had a laptop set up. There’d been room service. Her luggage was piled up in the corner with her overnight bag open on the dresser.




“Everyone okay?” she asked.




“Everyone’s fine,” Jenny confirmed. “You are already missed.”




A cramp made her wince, and Jenny held her hand. 




“Jenny, how come…” she started. “Before you came over, came across…did something happen between us—I mean…”




Jenny managed a sad smile before meeting her eyes. “I know what you mean. The Dawn in my world was Dawn. Just like you’re Dawn. There are a few differences. For one thing she hated raisins.”




“What?” Dawn was amazed. “Raisins are my world!”




“Go figure,” Jenny said, shrugging a little.




“What else?”




Jenny took a deep breath. 




“In that world—and I don’t know why, except I think Giles’ death skewed things in a way that didn’t happen here—instead of being Buffy’s sister, you were my daughter.”




Dawn didn’t gasp, but her eyes widened.




“Buffy…Buffy died to save me,” she whispered. “Is that why…?”




Jenny looked down for a moment and rallied. “Rupert and I talked about it, compared notes. I had cast some spells to protect my Dawn. I was, in my version of the Scoobies, the magical mover and shaker. Wesley took on the role of Watcher. Willow was…gone. Dead. So was Xander. Angel was…well, not dead, but definitely not available. Things were different. When it came down to the wire with Glory, I…just knew. There wasn’t any choice. There isn’t when you’re a mom, you know. You give your life for your child, and you’re grateful for the opportunity. I thought I chose death.”




“But…you ended up here,” Dawn finished for her.




“Yeah.”




Dawn squeezed her hand. “Do you know what happened to your Dawn?”




Jenny shook her head, and a tear escaped from her left eye. She cleared her throat.




“Giles and I tried to look, once I really understood what had happened, what was involved. We worked to come up with a way to see back into that world. It should have worked, but it didn’t. We think it’s because of the spell that pulled me here. But…”




Here Jenny looked away for a moment before visibly pulling herself together.




“Giles thinks it turned out okay. After all, Dawn’s nature—your nature, for heaven’s sake—if Glory had been able to use the Key, it would have spilled into all realities, not just mine. His theory is that while the details may differ from reality to reality—and he counts his death and my own as details—the big stuff stays the same.”




Dawn held on to her hand, and Jenny smiled. It was an unhappy, tense smile.




“I’m sorry.” She shook her head. “This is a terrible time to dump all this on you. You’re recovering from a procedure, you’re sick as a dog with all the vaccinations, and you’re on pain meds, but…I couldn’t risk you going to Europe without knowing.”




Now it was Dawn’s turn to hang on to Jenny’s hand and do her very best not to cry.




“I thought,” she sniffled. “I thought you didn’t like me. I thought maybe…maybe I was a real brat in your world, or that I didn’t exist at all, and you didn’t like me-me.”




“Oh, Dawnie, no.” Jenny rushed to assure her. “It just…you were my little girl. I was so young when I had you, and I knew from the start that there was something special about you. Losing you, giving you up, and then…seeing you every day, and you weren’t my daughter. It took me a while to come to terms with that.”




Dawn looked up at Jenny.




“My mom died when I was in high school,” Dawn whispered.




“I know, honey.”




“I miss her so much.”




“I know.”




“Sometimes…” and here Dawn took a deep breath, “it’s not just my mom I miss, it’s that I miss having a mom. Buffy is…I love Buffy, but she’s got her own life. She deserves it. I’m not…”




“You’re not a little sister anymore,” Jenny told her. “You will still always be a daughter.”




“And you’ll always be a mom,” Dawn said, her speech slowing down as the new meds began to hit.




“Any time you want,” Jenny said, smoothing Dawn’s hair back, “any time you need, I’ll be your mom.”




“What happened to my mom in your world?” Dawn asked, feeling muscles unknit and her eyelids grow heavy.




“She…um, she died leading the parents of Sunnydale against Mayor Wilkins. She managed to keep him occupied long enough for us to take out the vampire hordes and set up the library as a trap. We couldn’t have pulled it off without her. Buffy was…fragile after her death. She kind of took you on out of guilt or grief or need. I was in the middle of fighting off the Watcher’s Council, seeing if there was any way to redeem Angel, and keeping Spike and Drusilla under control. I let her. I knew you were safe. I just…wasn’t there for you.”




“That sort of happened with Buffy. Not really her fault. Not yours either,” Dawn managed.




“I still want to make up for it,” Jenny told her. “If you need anything. At all. Ever. It’s yours. Just say the word.”




Jenny waited for an answer and realized that Dawn’s breathing had evened out into sleep. She leaned over and kissed Dawn’s forehead, smoothing her hair down again.




“Sleep it off, baby,” Jenny told her. “Sleep it off.”







On the second day, when Dawn was able to keep track of things well enough, she told Jenny to go get her spa treatment. 




“Seriously, I’ll sleep the whole time you’re gone,” she said, trying to wave Jenny towards the door.




“I don’t know, kiddo,” Jenny answered. “You’re awfully valuable to leave alone.”




“The door automatically locks behind you,” Dawn answered. “Go on. You deserve it. It’s not like any of us can get any time in the hot tub at home.”




“Well, this is true,” Jenny agreed. “Shall I bring you something back? A Turkish robe?”




“Mmph.” Dawn shook her head. “I’d only have to pack it. Had enough packing forever. Next time I go someplace, I buy everything there.”




“I don’t think they have Nutter Butters in Europe,” Jenny warned her.




“Heathens. Then I’ll have you airlift some. You’d do that for me, right?” Dawn asked plaintively.




“Sweetpea,” Jenny smiled, “I’d do just about anything for you.”




“Then go get a ’sage while I sleep.”




“Okay,” Jenny agreed. “But no leaving the room, okay?”




“You got it,” Dawn said, managing a head nod. 




Once Jenny was out of the room, Dawn got to her feet and wobbled into the bathroom. She looked ghastly—flushed, sweaty, dopey, and glassy-eyed. House had written in the post-procedure care instructions to skip any pain killers that might bring down her fever or lower her body’s natural inflammatory reaction to the vaccinations. Her immune system needed to go through the full reaction in order to get the best benefit. That meant no aspirin, Tylenol, or other OTC medications. 




The pain medication—straight hydrocodone with no acetominophen—did nothing for the fever but it did quiet the aching of her joints and muscles and made her care less about the rest. Just then, she was starting to shiver with cold, which meant it must have been a hell of a fever.




She checked the inoculation sites. No bruises, but a couple of them still felt like they hadn’t been completely absorbed. The smallpox inoculation site on her upper left arm had indeed blistered. It looked terrible. Everything was sore.




“Huh,” she said out loud. “I’m a biohazard. Go me.”




She’d thought about cutting her hair short for the convenience, especially not knowing what kind of accommodations she’d find in Ruritania, but Xander’s panicked look and the school’s matriculation guide had dissuaded her. The school didn’t come right out and tell her to keep her hair long, but on the list of suggested items to bring, it had included bobby pins, turtleshell combs, and a snood. Strange, strange place. 




She ordered room service, which she’d never gotten to do in her entire life. It was hard not to order one of everything. Instead, she stuck to chicken soup and an ice cream sundae. They promised to deliver in fifteen minutes, but she got impatient and stuck her head out of the room.




In the wide hallway, where the thick carpet absorbed every sound, there were two people in professional business attire talking quietly, walking past her. They didn’t look at her.




Uh huh.




She looked like something pulled out of a drain, plus she was much younger than the standard demographic, and she was wearing pajamas with dancing elephants and hippopotami on unicycles holding umbrellas. Anyone would have looked.




The woman was wearing heels, but they looked awfully sturdy. Both of them had tailored jackets that hung in such a way she figured they had to have shoulder holsters and possibly a hold out weapon at the small of the back. Also, they were wearing dark sunglasses indoors, and she was pretty sure one of them had an earpiece. 




Men In Black. Okay, Man In Black and Woman In Black.




Government, corporate, or advocacy group? she wondered. So tempting to go all Harriet the Spy on them, but she was already starting to feel wobbly. She closed the door and sat down on the edge of the bed. Dr. House had said that the State Department and other government agencies would start recruitment efforts. Maybe they were keeping tabs on her for that. 




Or…maybe it had something to do with Buffy. Riley was still involved with the government, and after the whole thing with Jarod and his family, it looked like “involvement” was beginning to become “representing”.




She must have half-dozed, because a knock on the door jerked her awake. She got up, checked the eyehole—it was her food—and opened the door. She tipped the bellhop some money, ignoring the curious stare he gave her. She was no longer interested in anything remotely resembling or in any way connected to the idea of sex. 




When she closed the door, there was another MIB standing in front of his hotel room, reading his newspaper, key dangling from his hand like he’d gotten so involved in an article he’d forgotten what he was doing. She sneezed, and he flinched but didn’t budge.




Hmmm.




When Jenny got back, Dawn told her about the points of interest.




“Yeah, I noticed them the first time I had the drugstore deliver. Not only did they all have their suits made at the same tailor, half of them came from the same bolt of fabric. And they all ate the same midnight snack, breakfast, and lunch. The male/female couple do a walk past the door every twenty minutes. The absent minded professor has been there every time a hotel employee comes up, and there’s a lady doing some serious sudoku in the lobby. I texted Riley. He called and told me that they were neutral or friendly and not to worry about it.”




“He is getting some serious pull,” Dawn noted.




“Tell me about it,” Jenny agreed. “Sure as hell could have used him in my Sunnydale.”




“I wonder why he wasn’t,” Dawn said. 




“He might have been, but Buffy didn’t attend UC Sunnydale, so that removed most of the chance for them to meet,” Jenny said, “and…Buffy was different. Hard. Angry. Bitter. I doubt she would have noticed Riley. I wonder if they’ll meet in the future.”




“Well, we had to deal with Adam before we dealt with Glorificus,” Dawn said. “Maybe the secret project Riley was in on never happened in your universe.”




“Could be.”




“You know,” Dawn said, sipping a cup of tea Jenny made for her, “Willow resurrected Buffy. I know she’s dead in your world, but is there any chance Tara or Druscilla might do the same for you?”




“No,” Jenny said firmly, almost harshly.




Dawn froze, cup halfway to her lips.




Jenny sighed and pressed a thumb against the spot between her brows. “I’m sorry, Dawnie. I don’t mean to snap like that. I just…have a horror of that sort of thing. It’s the darkest of magic, and it’s only ever done out of selfishness, even if it’s completely understandable. It almost always ends up going Monkey’s Paw or worse. I told Tara that under no circumstances was she ever to consider such a thing. I think she was fairly shocked I would even speak of it. I had to threaten Amy, though. Even after Willow, she was always too ready to try the dangerous stuff.”




Dawn thought about telling Jenny of her attempt to resurrect her own mother, the act that introduced her to Doc. Had she done something similar in Jenny’s original world? Who would she have missed as much as her mom in order to overcome the ingrained revulsion she felt towards that sort of magic? Giles? But he had died years previously—at the same point in time that Jenny had in their universe.




“This whole multiverse thing gives me a headache,” she admitted.




“Wait until you read up on quantum physics,” Jenny told her. “Okay, Dawnie. Back to bed.”







She woke twice from distressing or disturbing dreams that made even less sense than they ought to, and as soon as she stirred, the details evaporated, and she was left with a sense of despair. Jenny checked on her both times.




“Your fever is spiking,” she said. “House said no febrifuges, but a sponge bath should be okay, and it’ll help. I’ll give you some more pain meds too.”




So, under her not-quite-Mom’s gentle care, she sipped as much watered down fruit punch as she could, and Jenny brought out a large bowl with tepid water, and began to bathe her arms and legs.




“Want some help sleeping?” Jenny asked.




“I could use my teddy bear,” Dawn admitted. 




Jenny found it among the trunks packed for shipping. She smiled while she gave the teddy several loving pats and straightened its bow tie.




“Mr. Huggles,” she said. “I got this for you when you were eight.”




“Really?” Dawn asked. “The same bear? Did I make him beat up the Snuggles bear?”




“Oh, yes,” Jenny said. “You hated that damn commercial bear with a vengeance.”




“Good to know there are some universal constants,” Dawn said.




Jenny tucked the bear in Dawn’s arm, pulled her covers up, and tucked an extra blanket around her shoulders.




“Did you like your Dawn?” Dawn asked. “I mean, I know you loved her. She was your daughter.”




“I know what you mean, Dawnie,” Jenny answered. “And I told my Dawn all the time that I would love her no matter what, but I was so happy that she was a good person and that I got to like her. She was a really, really neat person. And so are you, baby.”




“Thanks,” Dawn whispered.




Jenny sat on the edge of her bed and leaned over to give her a kiss on the forehead.




“Close your eyes, sweetheart,” she said.




Dawn closed her eyes and sighed, miserably sick, and feeling more loved than she had since her mother had died.




Jenny started singing something, humming at first, and then adding words. It was a lullabye, and it took more than a line for Dawn to realize it wasn’t in English. She tried to pick out enough phonemes to figure out the language, but didn’t recognize it. Not a modern language. She listened harder, her eyes still closed, for the patterns of pronunciation, syntax, and inflection to give her a hint. Indo-European, yes, but far removed from the Romance languages and even further from the northern European…Indo-Aryan?




About the time she figured out it was probably a Romani dialect and that Jenny was singing to her in the language of her childhood, in the language of her mother and grandmother, Dawn realized she was asleep, and her dreams changed the song and the words into the sounds of a breeze sweeping through the branches of Chataigne’s enormous chestnut tree. Her dreams were untroubled and remained so.







“Is my hair supposed to hurt this much?” Dawn asked, waiting for Jenny to gather up a few things.




“Probably,” Jenny answered, “but if you keep complaining, I will put you back in bed. This was your idea, you know.”




“Maybe my shades will help,” Dawn said.




Jenny put them in her hand, and Dawn slid them onto her face, cutting the ambient light in half.




“Oh, that’s better,” she breathed. “You know, this is like having the world’s worst hangover, and not getting to have any fun beforehand.”




Jenny gave her a fairly stern look.




“Not,” Dawn amended, “that I would know anything about that sort of thing, as I’m not legally entitled to drink alcohol. It’s more of a conceptual observation.”




“Uh huh.”




“Of course, Ruritania’s legal drinking age is fifteen for beer, sixteen for wine, and eighteen for liquor,” she added.




“You’re on drugs, Dawnie, and we’re getting mani-pedis. You do not get booze,” Jenny said. “The only people who mix narcotics and booze are the ones who aren’t interested in long lifespans.”




“Important safety tip,” she noted. “Can we go?”




“Yup.”




In the hallway, Mr. and Mrs. MIB had been replaced by a pair of men arguing good naturedly over breakfast foods. While they were definitely in MIB uniform, they had a much more relaxed attitude, which made Dawn happy. It made things a little less dire. They fell in behind Dawn and Jenny on the way to the elevator.




“Sausage and bacon have protein,” the older man was saying. “You’re always saying I should eat more protein.”




“Yeah, but not buttered in lard,” the younger man answered. “You realize I can hear your arteries crying over here.”




“Eggs, then.”




“Eggs are fine,” the younger man agreed. “But this is a special occasion. Special occasions call for pancakes. Pancakes are flexible. You can do anything with pancakes. Pancakes are the royalty of breakfast.”




They all reached the elevators, and Jenny pressed the down button.




“The only thing fitting for pancakes,” the older man stated, “is maple syrup and butter.”




“Chocolate chips,” Dawn said. 




“Sorry?”




“See?” the younger man asked. “Flexible.”




“Blueberries,” Jenny added.




“Blueberries, chocolate chips, banana slices, chocolate syrup, butter, and whipped cream,” Dawn said. “Oh, and peanut butter.”




Both men stared at her. 




“Young lady, have you considered seeing a doctor?” the older man asked.




“That was three—”




“Four,” Jenny corrected her.




“Four days ago,” Dawn answered.




“That’s some seriously whack—” The younger man stopped, cleared his throat and resumed. “Seriously adventurous breakfasting, miss.”




“I’m flex. Ible,” Dawn answered, looking at him over the rim of her sunglasses, considering.




He was a little old for her, but definitely had a thang. He realized she was checking him out, and shifted his shoulders uncomfortably. 




“Down, girl,” Jenny murmured. “You’re still on the casualty list.”




“Uh,” the younger man said.




“Jay, we don’t have time for pancakes, flexible or otherwise. The Ar— Arubian consule will be here in twenty minutes,” the older man said.




Dawn switched to him, narrowing her eyes. “Aruba doesn’t have a consulate. They’re a Dutch constituency.”




“Ah, he meant Araybian,” the younger man said. “Didn’t you, Kay?”




“Your first names rhyme?” Jenny asked.




“No,” the older man said. “And I said Arabian.”




“You are so not State Department,” Dawn said. “You’d have said Saudi, not Arabian. There is no Arabia, not since Lawrence.”




“Hey, that was a great movie, wasn’t it?” Jay asked, grinning. “All those…camels. And the sand? Man, that was a lot of sand. Big dunes.”




The elevator dinged.




“We don’t have time for pancakes,” Kay repeated.




“Now I’m hungry,” Dawn told Jenny.




“I did schedule an appointment,” Jenny answered. “But I’ll bet they would bump it back for us.”




The elevator doors opened, and Dawn started walking towards it, turning her head a little late.




“Down!” Jenny yelled and tackled her.




“Aw, hell no,” Jay said, disgusted.




Dawn had an impression of something chitinous and acid green. With tentacles. Tentacles were never a good sign.




There was a loud Zot! followed by a crackle.




“Your Majesty, I thought we made it clear that we would meet you in your suite and escort you to the lobby in order to avoid just this sort of awkwardness. Now put your carapace back on before you frighten the ladies,” Kay ordered.




“Carapace?” Dawn and Jenny asked each other.




Jenny scrambled to her feet and helped Dawn up. When they looked in the elevator, there was a small, portly woman struggling to get her dress to hang straight on her sausage-like figure. Dress, coat, hat, and shoes all matched and were an eye-watering shade of green.




“Um…you’re only supposed to have one ear per side of your head,” Dawn told her. “Humans are bilaterally symmetrical.”




The woman put her fingertips—much stubbier than they should have been—to her head and patted. When she found the superfluous ear, she slid it across her face, wiggling her nose to get it past, and settled it into place on the other side.




“Oh, thank you,” the little woman said, smiling. She had very large, pointy teeth.




“This is not what it looks like,” Jay said.




“Well, it looks like the…member of the royal family you’re escorting tried to slip out under the radar and it’s a good thing you caught up with her. It. Whatever,” Jenny managed. 




“Actually, that’s pretty close,” he admitted.




“Ladies,” K said, “could I have your attention for a minute?”




Dawn and Jenny looked over at him just in time to see him raise a slender silver wand with a black port opening on it. 




“If you’ll just look at the light here,” K began.




Instead, both of them ducked their heads and covered their eyes just as the neuralizer went off.




“What the hell are you doing?” Jenny demanded, slapping K’s hand down.




“Yeah!” Dawn yelled, and slapped J for good measure.




“Why the hell did you slap me?!” he demanded.




“You’re closer!” Dawn yelled back. “And don’t tell me you didn’t know he was going to flashy-thingy us, because that looked like Standard Operating Procedure!”




K started to bring the neuralizer up again, and Jenny snatched the sunglasses off his face.




“Try that again, Elvis,” she said, “and you’ll be picking your teeth up.”




“Elvis,” J repeated. “Heh heh. Yeah, she called y—”




He cut off at the look K gave him.




“Hey, I got slapped,” he managed.




“And you gave me a headache, dammit,” Dawn swore.




“Is everything all right?” the woman in the elevator asked. She had one of her stubby fingers on the “door open” button.




“Fine!” all four of them roared at her.




“Oh, I do say,” she said to herself.




“Look,” Jenny said, “I don’t care who you are. I don’t care who she is. It’s not like we haven’t seen demons before, and we’re not going to go running around screaming at the sight of what is clearly is quiescent Krakix. So do not pull that mind-wipe crap on my daughter or me, because I will pull your brains out of your nostrils and introduce you to the low tech version of it.”




“Krakix?” K asked.




“Demons?” J asked. 




“That’s not a Krakix, J- uh, Mom,” Dawn managed.




The little woman kept her finger on the button though the elevator had started to buzz. Her eyes went from face to face, keeping up with the conversation like it was a doubles badminton game. Her friendly smile never wavered.




“You think that’s a demon?” J asked.




“Well…” Jenny looked at Dawn.




“Krakix, even the quiescent ones, have baleen, not pointy teeth,” Dawn said. “Anyways, there haven’t been any on this place for more than twenty years. At least, that’s what Giles told me.”




“Not since Noriega was deposed and went into exile,” K said, looking at them speculatively.




“Jail,” Dawn said. “Noriega was deposed, captured, brought to the US, tried, sentenced, and put in jail.”




“That’s what I said,” K said.




“Wait,” J said, motioning for everyone to be quiet.




“Shall I hold the elevator?” the woman asked.




“We’ll meet you downstairs, Your Majesty,” K answered.




“And stay out of the aquarium,” J added. “It’s not a buffet.”




“If you insist,” she answered, and let the doors close.




“Who are you people?” J and Jenny asked simultaneously.




Dawn and K glared at each other.




“Fine,” Jenny said. “You first.”




J and K exchanged a look that transmitted reams of data, including but not limited to “your call,” “this is your fault,” “excuse me?”, and “get on with it.”




“Fine,” K said, tucking the neuralizer into his inner jacket pocket. “We’re members of secret non-government agency that polices the Earth in an effort to maintain neutrality in all extraterrestrial matters.”




The two women stared at him.




“That was an alien?” Dawn demanded, her sunglasses sliding down her nose.




“Huh,” Jenny said. “Well, what do you know? There is something new under the sun.”




“Your turn,” J said.




Jenny took a deep breath. “Okay. My name is Jenny Calendar. I’m actually from an extremely close parallel universe. I transmigrated to this one after sacrificing my life to defeat a Hell goddess from sacrificing my daughter to open the gates of Hell into my own and all other realities. There was a version of me in this universe, but she was murdered by a vampire several years ago. I’ve taken her place for the most part.”




The two men stared at her for three seconds before turning to Dawn. Dawn glanced at Jenny who gave her a nod.




“My name’s Dawn Summers. I’m the younger sister of Buffy, the Vampire Slayer. She’s actually the senior Slayer now. In Jenny’s original universe, the version of me there was her daughter. My mom in this universe died a couple of years ago, so we’re kind of bonding. I’m going to college in Europe in a few days.”




“Cambridge or Oxford?” Kay asked.




“Actually Queen Flavia University,” she said.




He gave an impressed look, which took all of one eyebrow moving a millimeter. 




“Well, then,” K said. “I don’t think any further intervention is necessary. If you ladies would do us the kindness of keeping your sighting of the Arkathrian consule to yourself, we’d greatly appreciate it.”




“That’s it?!” J demanded. “Vampire slayer? Parallel dimensions?”




“Later,” K said.




J fumed.




“I get that all the time too,” Dawn told him. “One of the reasons I’m going to school away from home.”




K hit the elevator call button. The four of them stood in silence for a moment.




“Can I get my sunglasses back?” K asked.




“Not until we’re in the lobby and you two are on your way,” Jenny asked. “I don’t buy your grateful routine for a second, mister.”




He fell silent without argument.




“Vampires?” J asked, incredulous.




“Yep,” Dawn answered. “Pretty sure your flashy-thing would work on them, though. Neurology’s about the same, seeing as they were once human.”




When they reached the lobby, Her Majesty was watching the fish in the saltwater tank. J walked over to her and got her attention. He led her to the rotating doors at the front of the lobby. Jenny handed K his sunglasses.




“No flashy-thinging us,” she admonished him.




“Wouldn’t think of it,” he answered, tucking the sunglasses into the same pocket as his neuralizer.




“Can we get food?” Dawn asked. “And can I have more drugs? My head is killing me.”




“You can have half a pain pill, baby,” Jenny told her. “We need to start weening you off.”




“Everything okay, young lady?” K asked her.




“Oh, fine,” Dawn answered, looking in her bag for her medication. “Just vaccinations for school. You know how it goes.”




“Smallpox doesn’t exist anymore,” K said, pointing at her bandaged arm. “In this time. On this world.”




Dawn looked up at him.




“I knew some people who went to QFU,” he said. “Tough degree plan. One of them didn’t talk about it unless she was drunk. The other didn’t talk about it at all. Take care.”




“…thanks,” she managed.




“Agent K?” Jenny tested.




“Yes.”




“Thanks for all your hard work,” she said. “I heard some stories. Pretty sure this world isn’t too different from the one I came from. You work a different angle from my crowd, but you’re doing the same mission. I’m grateful for it.”




“It’s a pleasure and an honor, ma’am,” he answered.




They shook hands.




J rejoined them.




“Hey, K, Her Majesty’s gargling the wet bar in the limo. We need to vamoose,” he said. “It was nice meeting you ladies. You take care.”




“We will, Agent J,” Jenny said. “You take care, and thank you for your hard work.”




That tripped him a bit.




“Uh…yeah. Sure. No problem.”




Dawn and Jenny watched them leave.




“He totally would have flashy-thingied us if he thought he could get away with it,” Dawn said.




“Of course,” Jenny answered. “That’s why I gave him my sunglasses.”




Dawn laughed. “You rock, Mom. Can we get breakfast?”




“Of course, my heart,” Jenny answered. “Of course.”







“You’re a sick man,” J told his partner after they’d finally dropped their charge off.




K glanced up from the stack of pancakes he was in the process of demolishing. From the wreckage, it was fairly clear there had been blueberries, chocolate chips, banana slices, chocolate syrup, butter, and whipped cream. And peanut butter.




“This is actually good,” he said. 




“Uh huh.” J said, watching him dig out a further bite and spear it on his fork. “But vampires?”




“Sport, a very wise man once said ‘there are more things in Heaven and on Earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy’. Before you met me, you never would have considered extraterrestrials a possibility. Now you know they’re not just a possibility, they’re unavoidable. You should consider the same possibility when it comes to demons and vampires.”




“You know, that very wise man died in that play. Along with just about everyone else. Aw…you’re just pullin’ my leg,” J said. “Those two were probably from Inventory or something.”




K put his fork down. He lost all semblance of humor, which admittedly, didn’t take much and was difficult to tell if you’d known him less than a decade.




“Junior, if what that little girl said was true, that makes the fifth Vampire Slayer I’ve heard of since I started this job. From what I’ve seen, they’ve got a life expectancy of less than three years from when they start the job, and they don’t get the choice you and I did. Now, Miss Calendar thanked both of us for our service. Once I find out where Buffy Summers lives, I’m sending her a Hallmark card and a fruit basket.”




Which shut J’s mouth, because K had yet to buy anything that didn’t directly contribute to his own survival or consist of a recording of country music.




“Besides,” K continued. “I need my own sunglasses back. Otherwise, I can’t get my deposit returned.”




J stayed quiet for a moment, thinking before he spoke up.




“Don’t get a fruit basket, man. Those are way too 70s,” he told his partner. “Get her one of those Harry and David monthly fruit things. Those are good.”




K grunted in consideration.







Fidgeting with nervousness, Dawn waited at the gate for the boarding call. The first leg of her flight was to London Heathrow, and she had two weeks before she had to report at QFU, so she’d decided on doing some touristy stuff. Most of her baggage had been shipped and would be waiting for her in Strelsau. She had a suitcase and backpack to live out of and a plan to ship any purchases ahead of her.




She and Jenny had said goodbye in the car and at the baggage check. It felt good, and it hurt at the same time. She knew, objectively, that while her mom would have minded hearing Dawn call another woman ‘Mom’, she would have put that aside and told Dawn to do what she needed to be happy. And for the first time in ages, an empty place in her heart had stopped hurting and felt whole. She had a mom. Not the same one she’d started with, but one she loved all the same, and she knew—oh, she knew—that Jenny loved her with the same ferocity that Dawn’s own mother had. 




She still felt guilty.




Buffy was getting on with Jarod and his family, devoting herself to training the new Slayers and mapping out the Hellmouth in Cleveland. She had a whole life. So did Xander, though his was more domestic than anything he’d ever have guessed or asked for. Giles had Jenny and the school and the library, the Watcher’s Council, and a thousand other things. Willow had Katherine and the prophesies to work on. Everyone had a purpose and a wholeness. 




And now she had hers. The prophesies of Sorores in Mortuis had been very specific about Dawn going away to school somewhere. Giles had suggested Oxford, which he could get her into with a couple of phone calls. But QFU had popped up during a session of Wikipedia link chasing, and…it was all hers.




She was finally getting to step ahead of everyone else, on her own. She was going to have her own adventure. At last. When Giles had made noises about QFU, Jenny had stepped in and stood up for her. Now she knew why. At least, she thought she did. She wondered if Jenny had gone through the same thing, if she’d been relieved to step away from her role as a daughter of the Kalderash clan, the keeper of the Angelus curse. If she’d stayed in Sunnydale after Angelus was disposed of because she had her own purpose there.




Maybe that was why the monks in that world had made her Jenny’s daughter and not Buffy’s sister. Who knew?




Startled, she looked up from her reverie to the sound of the gate agent announcing boarding for economy class passengers, and here she held a first class ticket. She grabbed her bag and strode up to the line, holding out her paperwork. The agent glanced it over and smiled. 




On the plane, the flight attendant stowed her backpack for her and allowed her to keep her purse with her. Her seat was on the aisle, darn it, but it was wide, upholstered in leather, and as soon as she sat down, the attendant had a hot towel for her and asked her what she wanted to drink.




“Uh…Diet Coke?”




Her neighbor was a young man of the Nerd tribe. She recognized his markings. He was intently studying pictures and making notes on a pad of paper, but he was angled just enough towards her that she couldn’t see the content. Instead, she craned her neck to look out the window just past his elbow.




It was the first time she’d ever been on an airplane. 




After several more minutes of people loading, the young man glanced up and gave her a cursory smile. Then he noticed she was sitting nearly on the edge of her seat, hands clasped, and looking out the window.




“Would you like to swap seats?” he asked.




“Are you sure?”




“I fly all the time,” he told her. “It’s no big deal for me.”




She smiled, delighted. “Thank you!”




“We’ll be over the Atlantic for the most part, but even that can be interesting, considering the altitude we’ll get to. The great circle flight path should take us over Maine and Nova Scotia.”




He gathered up his things in a tidy stack and fitted them into a folder before getting up and allowing her to scoot over.




“No Iceland?” she asked.




“Too far north,” he answered.




He took her seat, stowed his briefcase, and set his file between his far leg and the armrest.




“I’m Spencer Reid,” he introduced himself.




“Dawn Summers. Are you going to London on a vacation?”




“Actually, I’m giving a talk at the British Museum as part of a symposium,” he said. 




“No kidding,” she said. “I have a friend who used to be a curator there, before he went expat in California. What’s the symposium on?”




He got a slightly pained look on his face and cleared his throat. “Ah, the symposium is on elements of ritual in serial killings and the evolution and determination of signatures of serial killers.”




Her mouth dropped open for half a second. “That’s…kind of a rarified field. What topic are you covering?”




He looked relieved she hadn’t shrieked in terror. “Religious iconography and delusional serial and/or spree killers.”




“You know, I never thought about it,” she said, “but you could probably give a pretty long talk on that subject. Didn’t Son of Sam think his dog was giving him orders from God?”




“Actually,” Spencer answered, warming to his topic, “David Berkowitz believed a demon possessed his dog, but it does fall into the same category.”




“Are you in academics?” she asked. “Research?”




“Actually, I’m a special agent in the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit,” he said.




“No way!” she gasped.




“Ah…yes…way,” he answered.




“You are pretty much my dream seat companion,” she told him. “Is it okay if I bug you during the flight? I’ve never flown before. I don’t know if I’m going to be scared or hyper.”




“I’d go with hyper,” he said.




She grinned and laughed.




“So, Spencer, how far back do your studies go? What’s the oldest case of serial or spree killing with religious iconography that you can name?”




His eyes widened with delight at her question, and he thought about it for several moments before giving a definitive, detailed answer. It lasted all the way up until the attendant shushed them for flight instructions.





The Sweating Spires of Oxford
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Oxford—First week of January



“So, what do you think our chances are?” Dawn asked, looking up at Spencer.




It was hard to read his expression with half his face covered by a surgical mask, but from the way his eyebrows lifted and went back down, he was considering the question and answering sincerely.




“It depends on how many spores—if there were spores— you inhaled,” he told her. “You were closer than me, and it was nearly five minutes after you touched the corpse when you sanitized your hands and face. It depends on whether or not the disease described in Edmund Dee’s diary was really the sweating sickness, or something like typhus, and if it was the sweating sickness, whether it really was transferred only person to person or if it could be communicated by fomites.”




That was the thing with Spencer. He had to be the absolute smartest person she had ever met, which she’d realized ten minutes into their conversation on the plane. Smarter than Giles. Smarter than Willow, for heaven’s sake. She’d done a discreet Google when she’d gotten the chance and read his list of degrees—his first PhD when he was still in his mid-teens. On top of that, he didn’t talk down to her. 




Well, he did. There was no avoiding that, since his areas of expertise were about a gajillion times bigger than her own, and in any gathering of her peers that hadn’t included Willow, she was the default smartypants. But if he sounded like a learned professor who’d drawn the remedial dummies class, it was because the gap of knowledge was really that wide, and besides, he talked to everyone like that. Even Oxford professors.




“Riiiiiight,” she drawled, folding her arms and trying to act as though standing around at the scene of a suspicious death and/or extreme biohazard site was something she was completely okay with. “What’s a fomite?”




“Any material handled by an infectious person which may then transfer germs to another person and infect them in turn,” he answered. 




“Like giving smallpox blankets to the Indians?” she asked.




Spencer nodded, the motion muffled by the Tyvek suit he wore over his clothes. Dawn had an identical one, though putting it over the cute skirt and high heels she’d been wearing had been a challenge. She was pretty sure that one of the CSI dudes had slapped some crime scene tape on her back as a warning to others that she was full of cooties until proven otherwise.




“That’s not even one of the earlier recorded instances of biological warfare,” he continued, warming to his topic. “Did you know, medieval armies besieging a town used to catapult dead bodies and diseased livestock over the town walls in an attempt to contaminate the water supply and break down the town’s resistance?”




“I didn’t,” she said. “But…ew.”




They were being ignored by the Oxfordshire constabulary and the NHS action response team, which was fine by her. While she and Spencer stood at the far side of the lower reading room in the Bodleian library, a gaggle of forensic professionals and detectives inspected, sampled, photographed, and documented the body slumped over a five centuries old manuscript of medical lore. 




Dawn was distinctly aware of just how hot the protective suit she wore was. The scab on her upper arm, the last vestige of her smallpox vaccination, itched grotesquely, and she could feel sweat trickling down her back. And that was in January, in a huge and drafty building.




“There was a librarian in New Mexico who was going through a doctor’s diary from a smallpox epidemic in the 1800s, and she found an envelope filled with scabs from smallpox patients,” Spencer said. 




“Was she okay?” Dawn asked. There was a drawing of the summoning of a smallpox demon in one of Giles’ books. It was… memorable.




“Oh, yeah,” Spencer answered. “It really didn’t even count as exposure. She put the book in a safe place, contacted the FBI, we collected the sample, interviewed her about the possibility someone had planted it, and sent it to the CDC overnight. There have been a couple of other cases like that.”




“What about this?”




Was he grimacing? Hard to say. Since Dawn had discovered the body and handled the book, and Spencer had checked the woman for a pulse, the doctor on the forensics team—Hobson, she remembered—had insisted that they both be isolated and protected until more was known. Then the action response team had thundered in, and there was a four way not-exactly-shouting-but-not-far-from-it match among them, Doctor Hobson, the police inspector, and the librarian had put their heads together, and in short order, the lower reading room was declared a crime scene, and Dawn and Spencer were handed isolation suits. The head of the action response team stood by, pouting.




“No one knows what sweating sickness was,” he admitted. “It’s in the historical record. It had a unique set of symptoms and a fifty percent mortality rate. There hasn’t been a known case since the 1500s, which means there’s no population immunity and you don’t have any acquired immunity. It could be bacterial like typhus or a virus like rabies. Physicians at the time believed it was caught by person to person contact, but that doesn’t exclude other vectors.”




She felt her stomach flip-flop with fear. It had been bad enough being the kid sister of the Scoobies. Even then, there had been something she could do to help, once Buffy agreed to include her. Now? It was all in the hands of the suits and the squints. Squints, that was a new word Buffy had started using when she’d gotten back from DC. One of the FBI guys she’d worked with had called the scientists and forensic experts he worked with squints. Because they squinted at evidence and figured things out.




The older detective with a hangdog face, Lewis, had been over for a preliminary statement. He didn’t even blink when Spencer showed him his FBI badge and said he’d cooperate in every way, just thanked him politely. When he’d talked to Dawn, he reminded her of Giles, avuncular, droll, and quiet. Another detective, Hathaway—almost as tall as Spencer and very handsome in a chinless, British sort of way—had stopped by twice to see if they needed anything. 




They were waiting for a ride to the hospital for a decontamination shower, and then they’d be interviewed. What happened next was anyone’s guess.




While Spencer watched the proceedings with open curiosity, Dawn turned her back to them and fished her cellphone out of the neck of her isolation suit, scrolled through the contacts, and called the one man she was certain knew everything about sweating sickness, exposure to pathogens, and quarantine.




He picked up on the second ring, and a very irate, stubbly face glared back at her.




“It’s three o’clock in the morning,” House growled, holding up the phone while he pulled a shirt on, “and Charity here doesn’t do refunds once the clock has started. Someone better be about to die.”




“My name is Chastity!” a woman’s voice declared.




A head of long raven hair blocked the camera for a moment before House pushed her out of the way. Dawn tried to say something, but nothing came out.




Spencer looked over, saw what she was doing, and turned to block the view of the forensic team working on the other side of the room.




“Who are you calling?” he asked, stepping closer to look over her shoulder.




“My… my doctor,” she replied, getting her voice back. She turned her face back to the phone screen. “And someone’s already dead, House. That’s why I’m calling.”




“Give me one of your earbuds,” Spencer whispered.




While she did so, House’s eyes narrowed, and he studied her. The woman walked across the background, picked up another of House’s shirts, pulled it on over lacy bra, panties, and thigh highs, and started to sit at the baby grand piano.




“Don’t touch that,” House ordered without looking away.




Chastity huffed and took up a leather chair several feet away.




“You paid a woman for sex?” Dawn demanded.




“No,” House said, tilting his head forward and to the side a bit. “I paid Cassie—”




“Chastity!”




“—to go away after having sex with me. Crucial difference. Who died?”




“This history professor in the Bodleian.” Dawn answered, ready to blurt out the whole story like she had with Inspector Lewis.




House pursed his lips. “Not going to be easy to get rid of a body in Oxford. Of course, it is Sunday morning there, and all the atheists sleep in. Strip the body and push all the combustibles into the furnace, drop the non-combustibles in the first compost heap you see and mix them in. Send stringbean there for cleaning supplies—a bucket, bleach, and a tarp. Make sure he pays cash and keeps his face turned away from the cameras.”




“House,” Dawn started.




“Take the body to an open field with a treeline and leave it in direct sunlight,” House continued. “If you can stand the gross factor, cut the abdomen open with a sharp knife and pull the intestines out. It’ll attract carrion birds a lot faster that way. In the right conditions, a corpse can be completely skeletonized in around six hours.”




Dawn stared at the screen in open-mouthed horror.




“Hi,” Spencer said and continued in a very slow manner, deliberately enunciating his words, “I’m a special agent with the FBI.”




House gave him one raised eyebrow. 




“I know who you are, Doctor Reid. La Bellina,” and he tilted his head to indicate Dawn, “texted me your picture and name before she got off the plane. You’re out of your jurisdiction right now. Besides, Cutie Pie tells me there’s a dead body, and she’s already wearing a bunny suit? I drew the obvious conclusion. So sue me for making my patient’s needs a priority.”




The pointy realization that House was actively screwing with them finally hit Dawn, and she twitched with anger.




“House, su es claudus et miser causus sagittandi,fn1 and stop calling me Cutie Pie. It’s creepy when I’m sober,” she hissed as quietly as she could. “Some poor woman died last night, and Spencer, me, and one of the librarians found her when I came to drop off a book. She was slumped over a manuscript from the mid-1500s, a diary by Edmund Dee, who treated—”




“Victims of the sweating sickness plague,” House finished for her. “Old news is awesome. Why do we care what book she was reading?”




“She wasn’t reading it, House.” Dawn clenched her jaw, and her hands shook while holding the phone. “She was working on a research project. Doctor Dee put samples of patients’ hair, sweat soaked clothes, sputum, and even tears in that book.”




House’s expression blanked, and he went very, very quiet.




“When we saw her, we thought she’d fallen asleep. Miss Greenaway said they’d been having problems with her acting strange yesterday. She thought maybe the professor had hidden when the library closed last night, because she can’t take the book out.”




“Strange how?” House asked, his eyes narrowed.




“She used the word ‘giddy’,” Spencer answered. “Dawn went to check on her and called me over. I checked her vitals. No pulse, no respiration. Her hair and clothing were soaked through with sweat. There was even a puddle of sweat on the floor. Her skin was warm.”




House’s eyes dropped, and his lower jaw pushed forward a bit. His gaze moved back and forth, examining some internal process.




“How cold did it get last night?” House asked, looking back up.




“Three degrees Celsius,” Spencer told him. “That’s—”




“Thanks,” House snapped. “I think I can handle the metric system.”




“Do you want me to stay?” Chastity called out, clearly bored.




House rolled his eyes. “I want you to shut up until you recognize the irony of your name and occupation, and if you quote Alanis Morissette at me, you get no tip.”




She shut up. Dawn glared at him.




“Who’re the suits?” House asked.




“I already told you. NHS action response, Oxfordshire po—” Dawn started.




“Names,” he interrupted. “Send them to me.”




House got up, and the camera panned wildly over his apartment as he pulled his pants and other clothes on. Spencer hit the mute button.




“He’s your doctor?” he asked.




“He didn’t seem that psychotic when he examined me,” Dawn admitted. “Or when we texted. He’s funny in a really snarky kind of way. Reminded me of my friend, Xander.”




“And you sent him my name and picture?” Spencer raised his eyebrows. He didn’t sound angry.




“I’d already decided to…you know…” she said, not meeting his eyes. “And I wanted a second opinion.”




“Stop flirting,” House said, bringing the phone back up to his face. “If you haven’t done the deed by now, you’ll have to wait until the NHS declares you free of disease.”




Dawn unmuted the phone..




“Ego valeo. Lente.”fn2 Dawn said through gritted teeth.




“I’m still a federal agent, Dawn,” Spencer told her, “and I speak Latin too. Try to avoid making credible death threats.”




“Children,” House interrupted. “Play nice while the grownups over there are busy.”




“Seriously, House,” Dawn said, “I called you for a consultation on an obscure infectious disease, and your primary treatment is sarcasm? You’re a crap doctor.”




“You didn’t sign up for the twenty-four hour concierge service, and you didn’t call for a consultation,” House responded. “You called to have someone tell you everything’s going to be okay. It probably will. Eventually.”




He and Dawn held a staring contest for a long moment until House relented and pointed at Spencer.




“Your first ride at the rodeo there holds multiple doctorates and has the highest IQ the FBI has ever employed. He knows law enforcement procedures in other countries better than I do, and epidemic control is going to follow those procedures with a few added medical gracenotes, not the other way around.”




Dawn blushed and swallowed, very carefully not looking up at Spencer.




“Your corpse threw some clots,” House said. “One or more hit her hypothalamus, which explains the hyperhydrosis and fever. Another hit either her brain stem and stopped her breathing, or it hit her heart. The book and the disease are a coincidence, but they’re going to treat the situation with kid gloves until they prove otherwise.




“You’re going to go through a decontamination shower,” he continued, “and if they’re smart, they’ll hold you in isolation until you show symptoms, they’ve proven the cause of death is something other than sweating sickness, or they’ve identified the virus and know you’re outside of the incubation period.”




“You think it’s a virus?” Spencer asked.




House shot him a look. “Stick to serial killers, special agent. I’ll handle the germs.”




“How long?” Dawn asked.




“Door number one is more about politics than facts,” House told her. “If the authorities keep it under their hats, they’ll weigh the risks like intelligent grown ups and release you after seventy-two hours or so. Door number two is however long an autopsy takes. You still get cooped up for seventy-two hours, because you’re an American and you have it coming.”




“What if there really is something?” she asked.




“If you’ve been exposed,” House answered, “and they identify the pathogen, they should be able to make a guess at the viral load you were hit with and the incubation period. If it’s influenza, you’re in for at least a week. Polio, three weeks. Ebola, five. Hantavirus, which is the current best guess as to the cause of sweating sickness, is tough because different strains have different periods, but considering how it spread, at least a week, probably not more than three.”




“I’ll miss the start of term,” Dawn whispered, horrified.




“If you’d stuck to online courses, this wouldn’t have happened,” House told her.




She glared at him. 




“Relax and breathe,” House ordered her. “Also, stay off the phone and don’t tell anyone, not even your family, what’s going on. If the media gets hold of this story, all bets are off, and you’ll end up earning your degree from an isolation ward.




“Doctor Reid.” House turned his glance to Spencer. “I need to speak privately with my patient. Go throw your g-man weight around, and see if you can get me the names of the pathologist handling the case, the chief superintendent, and the NHS team leader.”




Spencer didn’t argue, just glanced at Dawn to check on her, took out the earpiece, gave it to her, and walked away.




Puzzled, Dawn turned back to her phone screen, which she brought down so maybe neither of the detectives in the room would notice her on it for so long.




“What?”




“How was it?” he asked.




“How was what?” she repeated.




“Don’t be dense, Summers,” House told her. “Sex. Reid’s body language indicated more than just the social form of intercourse.”




She didn’t think it was possible to blush even more in the suit she was wearing, hot and sweaty as she was.




“Uh, not that it’s any of your busi—”




“It is,” he interrupted her. “I’m your doctor. I’m not looking for details of his rampant manhood, I want to know if you experienced any issues with what will be a large facet of your personal life. Did anything hurt?”




Dawn squared her shoulders and looked him in the eyes. House was a bully, except unlike most bullies, he preferred it if you stood up to him. In a way, he reminded her of Spike. Especially the part where he was just so sure he had everyone else in the world figured out.




“I didn’t experience any pain,” she said. “I did bleed some the first time, but not after that. I climaxed. I was sore and a little swollen the next morning.”




His eyes narrowed. “And you gave up the chance to experience it in glorious 3D Technicolor Imax and insisted he use a condom, right?”




She couldn’t quite pull together her answer for that, but he read it in her face.




“Dammit, Summers,” he snarled, “people lie. Men with a chance to have sex with you will lie about anything, up to and most definitely including whether or not they have a sexually transmitted disease. If you—”




“He wore a condom!” She managed not to scream, which would attract everyone’s attention. “He wore a condom every time. He even stopped to buy them. I offered to…go without…”




“You’re an idiot,” he told her. “Don’t ever do that again.”




“I know!” she hissed. “He told me that any guy who didn’t insist on wearing one wasn’t worth the risk of sleeping with.”




House studied her for a moment. “Dump the guy back home and marry Reid.”




“I’m not marrying anyone!” That did come out a little loud. She brought her volume down. “I’m going to college.”




Reid came back.




“Detective Inspector Hathaway is going to confiscate your cellphone in a moment,” he told her. “The pathologist, Doctor Laura Hobson, is listing the death as suspicious, though she believes an autopsy will show the decedent most likely died of a series of cerebral infarctions. She’s in charge of the body, and the NHS is in charge of us. We’re heading out in a moment.”




“Did you get that, House?” Dawn asked.




“Laura Hobson,” House repeated. “Play nice, don’t give them anything you don’t have to, don’t let them split you up, and if I don’t hear from you in twenty-four hours, I’m calling CNN. You can tell them I said so.”




He ended the call abruptly, possibly because Detective Inspector Hathaway had come up behind her. He had a young woman with him. Dawn turned and tried to palm her cellphone.




“Miss Summers, this is Detective Sergeant Maddox,” he introduced them. “We’ll be escorting you to Saint Christopher’s for examination and observation.”




Dawn smiled at the sergeant, who was only a few years older than her. The sergeant smiled back.




“May I have your cellphone?” Hathaway asked politely.




“Um…” Dawn looked at him, then Spencer, then back to him, “am I legally required to surrender it?”




Hathaway’s mouth bent just a tiny fraction, as if he were one iota disappointed.




“Not at this time, Miss Summers,” he answered. “But we’re handling a matter with the potential to cause general panic. We need to control all communication to prevent this. As soon as we’ve determined there’s no threat of contamination, I’ll give you your cellphone back.”




“Dawn,” Spencer said, “I’ve already given him mine.”




She sighed. “Fine. Here. But my doctor said if he didn’t hear from in in twenty-four hours, he’s contacting CNN.”




Hathaway did a double-take, glanced at Spencer, who shrugged.




“I’m sure we can arrange something,” he assured her.




She handed it over to Hathaway, Hathaway gave it to Maddox, and Maddox dropped it in a bag, sealed the bag, and scribbled something on it. 




“And your laptop,” Hathaway added.




Grimacing, she picked up her backpack, opened it, pulled out her laptop, and gave it to him. He handed it to Maddox, and Maddox pulled a bag over it, sealed it, and scribbled something on it.




“And your tablet,” Hathaway added.




She cursed under her breath, opened her purse, pulled her iPad out, and handed it to him. He and Maddox went through the same procedure as the first two times.




“Any other network and or cellular devices?” Hathaway asked, all innosense. 




“Only if you count my fillings,” Dawn responded.




“We’re very grateful for your cooperation,” Hathaway told her, just one iota smug.







“Can’t we stay outside for just a little while?” Dawn pled. “It feels so good.”




“It’s thirty six degrees Fahrenheit,” Spencer answered. 




“I know, but I’m broiling in this get up.” She ran a finger under her collar and tried to ease it away from her neck, the better to catch the wet, chilly breeze that washed over them.




“Once we’re through the decontamination shower you get to wear a hospital gown,” he told her. “From what I’ve experienced, they’re very well ventilated.”




She cracked up. Hathaway and Maddox led them to a waiting ambulance. Spencer helped her in and then followed. The two detectives climbed up after them. With the attendant, it was a very tight fit.




“They can have my cellphone,” Dawn ad libbed in a broad Scottish burr, “but they can never take my temporary boyfriend!”




She giggled until she collapsed against Spencer. He patted her knee.




“Nerves,” he told Hathaway.




“It’s not every day a young woman heads off to university only to find a dead body and then be put in isolation,” Hathaway reflected.




“No, not every day,” Dawn answered, mastering her laughter. “Only every other Thursday.” 




She snuggled up to Spencer and put her arms around him, an accomplishment considering the suits they were wearing. He put an arm around her.




“You’re very huggable, Spencer,” she told him. “Did I tell you that? I’m so glad we had sex.”




Hathaway’s eyes went wide, but he didn’t say anything. Baffled, Spencer looked down at her.




“Dawn,” he asked carefully, “are you feeling all right?”




“Mmm-hmmm.” She nodded her head, eyes closed and smiling. “It’s just really, really hot. I wish I could take this stuff off. Naked ambulance ride!” She opened her eyes again. “You guys would be okay with that, right?”




Spencer tilted her head up and then side to side.




“Is she all right?” Hathaway asked.




“She’s flushed,” Spencer answered, “and her eyes are dilated. From the way she’s holding on to m- Dawn! Not in public!”




She giggled and pulled her free hand back.




“Would you go so far as to say her behavior is ‘giddy’?” Hathaway asked, pulling out his phone.




“I think I would,” Spencer answered.




“I don’t suppose either of you have been to a rave recently?” the inspector followed up. “Taken any party drugs? Say, Ecstasy?”




“What? No!”




“You’re spoiling my idea of American college students,” Hathaway told him and phoned the hospital to warn them that one of their patients was already showing symptoms.







The phone rang again, and this time, it was a number he didn’t recognize. Of course, the only people who ever called this number were Cuddy, Wilson, his team, and Dawn Summers. He had a series of selfies of her complete with smallpox vaccination site in full blister, wearing a pair of sunglasses he couldn’t identify, and one with the most comprehensive bed head/face he’d ever seen. She’d even gotten a picture of herself in an action hero pose with a stapler and what had to be a men’s college basketball starting team standing behind her with their hands covering their crotches. They’d probably scrambled to do her bidding. Ah, to be young, hot, and female.




He answered the phone just before it went to voicemail.




“House.”




“It’s Reid. She’s sick. Fever of one oh four and climbing, giddiness, coughing, and diaphoresis.”




Fuck.







Lewis came down just as she was ready to call him.




“Stay outside of this room, Robbie,” she ordered him when he touched the door. “Use the intercom. We are still using protective measures.”




He did as she told him and pushed the button next to the grill on the wall.




“Hathaway just called,” he told her. “Dawn Summers has been taken ill. Sudden onset of high fever, euphoria, and extreme sweating.”




“What?!” 




Doctor Laura Hobson stared at him for a long moment and finally shut her mouth.




“Well, that settles it,” she said, “it’s not a virus.”




“What do you mean?” he asked.




“All viruses have incubation periods—the time between initial infection, when the virus gets a foothold in its host, and when the host begins to show symptoms,” she explained. “There’s no virus on record with an incubation of less than twenty-four hours. Some bacteria have very short incubations, but they aren’t systemic. Fever and euphoria and sweating indicate a systemic cause.”




“Well, what the hell does she have?” Lewis demanded. “Hathaway says they’ve already put a liter of saline into her to keep her from dehydrating, she’s sweating so much.”




“I don’t know,” Laura admitted. “I was just about to call you, because cause of death on our Bodleian body just got stranger.”




“Not a stroke?” he asked.




She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Because of the need to disprove a pathogen, I opened her skull first. Not standard procedure. I checked her brain and brainstem for clots. Not a thing. So I started at the beginning of the procedure. The real surprise came when I opened her chest and picked up one of her lungs. It was twice as heavy as it should have been, filled with fluid.”




“What does that mean?” Lewis asked. Laura could talk to him all day of depressed skull fractures, dislocated vertebra, defense wounds, and he would follow her without a problem.




Her expression turned to something he rarely saw on her, worry.




“Her temp at probable time of death was at least forty degrees,” she said. “She was severely dehydrated. Both of those could be explained by a stroke damaging the hypothalamus. Not the fluid in her lungs, though. That, combined with the fever, means a virulent pathogen, one which can cause a cytokine storm.”




“Doctor Hobson?” One of her assistants, the short one, leaned into view. “There’s a call for you.”




“Take a message,” she snapped. 




“Um…he won’t let me.”




She turned away from Lewis. 




“Are you out of your mind?” she demanded. “I’m mid-autopsy and consulting with a detective on an active case. Take a—”




“It’s Doctor Gregory House, from Princeton-Plainsboro Teaching Hospital,” the assistant interrupted her. “The House. He wrote half my diagnostics textbook.”




Lewis made a note of the date and time. It was only the second time in his long friendship with Laura Hobson that he’d seen her utterly gobsmacked. Then she started fuming.




“Put him on speaker,” she snapped.




The assistant did as he was told and wisely ran off to some corner of the morgue to hide.




“What the hell do you want, House?” Laura roared.




“I need a cause of death on your Bodleian case,” came the disembodied American voice. 




“I don’t hand those out in ongoing investigations before I’ve finished the autopsy, and if you had more than a handful of sober neurons, you wouldn’t bother asking,” she growled.




There was a pause while Lewis reassessed, his eyebrows raised and his eyes wide. Laura in a tearing temper was nothing to mess about with, but while she might be short-fused and snappish, she was rarely as downright furious as she was now.




“Dawn Summers is my patient,” House finally said. “She’s just been admitted into ICU under isolation protocols with sudden onset of fever, euphoria, diaphoresis, and coughing. I need to know if there’s a connection between her illness and the dead person.”




Laura muttered something under her breath, looked back up towards the phone.




“You of all people ought to know how to handle this, House,” she said. “She’s an eighteen year old woman traveling overseas for the first time in her life. She’s come down with something she caught on your side of the Atlantic, during the flight, or after battling her way through Heathrow.”




“She’s going to university in Ruritania,” he answered. “I did a full physical of her ten days ago and gave her a booster for every vaccination she’s ever had, and a stick for every other disease you can vaccinate against. Her immune system could take down Putin.”




Laura had been leaning against one of the counters on the far side of autopsy, but now she stood straight and considered something, rubbing her thumb against her fingertips and feeling the glove in the way. And she frowned, not angrily, but unhappily.




“Professor Eugenia Dahl’s proximate cause of death was heart failure due to pulmonary edema. I haven’t confirmed the distal cause, but my money’s on cytokine storm.” Her voice was clear of anger, almost emotionless.




“Let me know when you confirm,” House answered.




“Certainly,” she said.




The line went dead.




“What was that about?” Lewis asked, stumped.




Hobson took a deep breath. “Two people in a very short time have come down with an illness remarkably like an epidemic which killed tens or hundreds of thousands of people five hundred years ago. It looks like a viral illness, but it doesn’t behave like any viral illness we know. So, this is either a virus capable of overwhelming someone in hours instead of days, or something else is causing the symptoms.”




He mulled over what she said. “Something…deliberate?” he asked.




She looked grim. “It’s a possibility.”




“I’ll get on it.”







Doctor Spencer Reid was inured to working under stressful conditions, and he wasn’t the type of person to get bored easily either. Somehow, sitting next to Dawn in the ICU was both incredibly stressful and boring at the same time. Hathaway had only narrowed his eyes a bit when he’d seen Reid’s work cell phone, but it didn’t really matter, because there was no cellular connectivity in ICU, where telemetry was far more important.




There had been a code blue only a few minutes earlier, and the noise had triggered the start of one of his headaches. Not a good thing. If he asked for so much as an aspirin, he’d end up strapped down to a bed with an IV and a urinary catheter for good measure. If he didn’t take something, he’d probably end up in a bed all the same, no restraints needed.




Dawn was in and out of delirium. She looked ghastly. Even with a constant drip to replace the fluids she was sweating out, her eyes were sunken. Her complexion was pale and almost waxen under the sweat. This time, when she opened her eyes, she scanned the room, worried. 




Her gaze found the exit from the isolation ward, a glass vestibule which led out to the rest of the ICU, and she gasped in horror.




“No!”




“Dawn, what’s wrong?” Spencer asked, straightening his legs and leaning forward.




She started to get up, pulling at her soaked sheets and blanket in an effort to get out of bed, but she never took her eyes off whatever invisible point in the ICU she was fixed on. She pulled out several of the telemetry leads, and alarms went off. When he grabbed her shoulders, she looked up at him.




“Find Buffy,” she ordered him. “You have to find her. Or Giles.”




She looked back out, her eyes widened, her pupils constricted, and her breathing increased.




“Der Kindestod.”




He barely heard what she said, and she whimpered, terrified. Then she started fighting against him, trying to get up, trying to get out of bed, and Spencer was convinced that she wasn’t trying to hide. She was trying to go after whatever she saw that scared her so badly.




The inner door to the vestibule opened, and a nurse in protective garb hurried in.




“All right, me dear,” she shushed Dawn. “Everything’s all right.”




She let Spencer hold her back while she checked the IV line. Once she had verified that it was good, she picked the port closest to Dawn’s hand, took out a syringe, uncapped it, and gave her a shot.




“What was that?” Spencer asked.




The nurse looked up at him and gave him a reassuring smile. “Five mils benzodiazepine for the fever and agitation. She’ll sleep for a while.”




Dawn grabbed the nurse’s arm, hard.




“Der Kindestod,” she repeated, frantic. “The kids. You have to…”




The sedative hit, and her grip slipped. The nurse had frozen for a split-second only, and then helped Dawn lie back down. Spencer heard her murmur something in Dawn’s ear that he couldn’t make out, but whatever it was, Dawn lost her sheen of terror, and relaxed. She was asleep again before the nurse had restored the telemetry leads.




“The Death of Children?” Spencer asked.




“It’s the fever,” the nurse assured him. “Der Kindestod was a fairytale my gran used to tell me to keep me in bed when I was sick.”




“You’re not from Oxford, are you?” Spencer asked her, hearing an inflection her vowels the rest of the staff didn’t have. He could have sworn it was something Gaelic.




“You’ve a good ear,” she complimented him. “I’m originally from Devon. Moved up here last year. I was assigned to this ward because I’ve got experience handling high risk contagion cases.”




“I don’t want cheap garlic,” Dawn muttered, turning towards him.




“No cheap garlic,” he told her, taking her hand. “I promise.”




“Well, that was our excitement for the half hour,” the nurse said, briskly. “I stacked some more blankets over there if she gets shivery. I’ve something to take care of, and then I’ll be back to give her a sponge bath and see if we can’t bring her temperature down.”




“She’s not contagious,” Spencer told her. 




“I know, love,” the nurse answered. “We’re ninety-nine percent sure she’s not contagious either, but until we verify that last one percent, we must treat her as though she is.”




She left with a promise to return in ten minutes with a soda for him, a book—any book—and a pad and pen, so he didn’t die of boredom.




Dawn woke for a moment.




“Wait, that’s not…that doesn’t make sense…if you’re…”




She stared at him, baffled by something.




“Dawn?”




“I’m not a little kid,” she told him. “So why did I see it?”




And she was asleep again.




The headache was getting worse. A seed of pain burned behind his left eye, he saw smears of light trailing bright objects, and a scotoma was starting in the upper left quadrant of his vision. He started some breathing exercises to deal with the pain.







The librarian, Miss Greenaway, who had been present when the body was found had been excluded from the quarantine, because she hadn’t gotten within thirty feet of the body or either of the Americans once they’d touched the body. Hathaway had interviewed her once before for a case, before he made inspector. He had an instant liking for anyone who loved books as much as he did, and though she was small and gray, she was as quick witted as anyone he’d met on the job, and that included most of the Oxfordian faculty.




“Professor Dahl had been working her way through Doctor Dee’s commonplace book for nearly two weeks,” Miss Greenaway confirmed for him, “but her behavior and health didn’t waver until last night.”




“Had anyone indexed the book?” he asked. “Annotated it?”




She glanced at her notes. “No, at least not that they documented with the library or published in a research paper. It really is one of our unexplored gems. In fact, I think that’s why she chose it. She was working her way through it quite methodically, cover to cover.”




Hathaway frowned in thought. The book and all the professor’s research documents had all been taken by the NHS for examination, in case they really were contaminated with whatever germ caused the sweating sickness. It meant their own forensics team couldn’t take a look at it, but it didn’t mean he couldn’t avail himself of the information the Bodleian held on the book itself.




A commonplace book was not the same thing as a diary, which they’d originally been referring to Doctor Dee’s tome as. Dee was ahead of his time. Most commonplace books had been written in the 1800s and later. He would have written it as a project, organizing the information he put into it, instead of simply recording it as it happened. 




Fact: two people had fallen ill.




Fact: both of the ill people had handled the book.




Fact: no one who had remained healthy had handled the book (in the very recent past, that was).




Conclusion: the book was related to the illness, either causing it or triggering it.




Fact: the first person to fall ill had been handling the book for two weeks prior to falling ill.




Correction: multiple librarians had handled the book as it was pulled from the storage shelves, transported to the lower reading room, checked out to Professor Dahl, and then handled in the reverse order after it was turned in.




Conclusion: it wasn’t the book, it was the particular point in the book that was the problem.




Question(s): what was on those two pages both Professor Dahl and Miss Summers had handled? Was there a sample of clothing or sheeting contaminated with sweating sickness germs or some other fomite which transmitted the illness?




Assumption: if it were a viral or bacterial disease, it could not cause the illness in the short time from exposure to onset of symptoms. This was an assumption almost as strong as fact. Contradiction would turn the medical and scientific community on its head. So, treat the assumption as fact.




Conclusion: something else in the book caused the illness.




Question: what?




Question: who else had ever opened and touched the pages of the book, and had they been afflicted with the same illness?




“Has anyone else checked out this book?” Hathaway asked the librarian. “Checked it out and spent any time with it?”




Miss Greenaway typed a query.




“Once twenty years ago, though it doesn’t say who the reader was,” she answered. “And another time thirty-three years ago by one of your own: Detective Inspector Morse. Prior to that, we’ll need the actual requests. I pulled them yesterday, after the hullabaloo started. One moment.”




She sorted through and pulled them out. 




“The oldest is from nineteen eighteen,” she said, “and I recognize the name as a medical researcher. He was most likely looking for something related to the Spanish flu. Unfortunately, we don’t keep requests from any further back than nineteen hundred.”




Hathaway nodded in agreement and wrote down the name as she passed the sheet to him. The doctor in question had requested the book for three sequential days, missed a day, and then requested it once more.




“The next is from nineteen fifty-three,” she announced. “I don’t recognize the name, but his credentials were from the Home Office.”




Anything from a hobbyist to an agent from a black ops department looking for a weaponizable illness. He’d requested it two days in a row and hadn’t even turned it in over the lunch hour.




“The third is from a graduate history student in nineteen seventy-four,” Miss Greenaway read it off. “I remember her. Very ambitious she was. Ended up moving to Australia and smartening up the faculty at The University of Sydney.”




That woman had the book out nearly twenty times over a six month period. 




“And then it’s Morse in nineteen eighty-one for one afternoon,” Miss Greenaway continued, handing him the pages, “and then…hmmm, this is badly smudged. Checked out January the seventh, nineteen ninety-six. James Smith? Or Joss? Perhaps Jane?”




He turned the page around and inspected it. The handwriting was execrable, possibly even deliberately obfuscating. It could have been either a man or a woman’s hand. The book had been requested around two in the afternoon, kept out for only an hour, and turned back in. Either the reader had requested a stack of books and gone through them only to realize this was not the one they needed, or they had gotten it, handled it for less than an hour, and then turned it back in.




“Do you recall any stories of people coming down seriously ill a short time after requesting the book?” he asked her. “Say, within a day?”




“Oh, no,” Miss Greenaway said, shaking her head. “I would have noticed something like that, especially with Inspector Morse. He was always healthy as a horse until he died. Then, of course, it turned out he’d been quite ill for some time, but it wasn’t the sort of thing anyone but him would have known. He never came down ill. Neither did Miranda, the graduate student. I certainly didn’t hear anything about Miss or Mister Smith, and as late as that, the NHS had contacted us to be on the look out for possible relics of contagious diseases in the research papers of our collection. I even went to a class.”




“Is that sort of thing common?” he asked.




She made a thoughtful face. “Well, it’s not rare. Many of our doctors and biology professors were researching things before we were so careful about contamination. For three hundred years, it was standard practice during a smallpox outbreak to take scabs from victims who were recovering and use them to inoculate those who were at risk of the illness. You can imagine how many leftover bits and scraps we have.”




Note to self, he thought, wear gloves and a respirator next time work requires a visit to the Bodleian.







House glared at his team, and his team glared mulishly back at him.




“House,” Foreman repeated, “it’s not an infectious disease.”




“Congratulations and welcome to the twentieth century,” he snapped. “We knew that over an hour ago. So what is it?”




“Autoimmune,” Taub ventured. “She’s young for systemic lupus, but the sy—”




“It’s not autoimmune,” Cameron said, shaking her head. “At least not endogenous autoimmune. Not with another person dead of the same symptoms. This is chemotaxis.”




“Chemically generated cytokine storm,” House said, mulling something over. He propped; his chin on the handle of his cane. “TGN1412 can cause a cytokine storm in a large enough dose.” 




“How exactly did two people get exposed to a twenty-five year old drug that failed human clinical trials?” Thirteen asked. “It was originally given IV. The effective dose was much too high for someone to have ingested it without noticing.”




“Doesn’t mean there isn’t a similar drug or chemical that does the same thing,” Foreman pointed out.




“How does that help?” Taub asked. “We need to know what chemical it was and how they were exposed, before we can even guess at a treatment.”




“Fifty percent of people who go into a full cytokine storm die,” House ground out. “Dawn Summers is young, in superb health, and she’s recently had her immune system challenged with a full spectrum of vaccinations and boosters as well as onset of sexual activity. If anyone’s immune system can kill them right now, it’s hers.”




“I’ll start reviewing the literature,” Cameron said.




“I’ll make some calls,” Foreman offered.




Taub and Thirteen exchanged a look.




“We’ll review the latest labs Saint Christopher’s sent over,” Taub said. “See if there’s any indication of chemotaxis in the leukocytes.”




His team broke and went their separate ways. House sat motionless in the room until the light went out.







The next time Lewis had gone to visit Hobson, the door to autopsy was locked, and there was a constable outside.




“What’s going on?”




The constable gave him a ‘nobody tells me anything’ expression and shrugged. “Doctor Hobson insisted that no one would be coming or going for the time being except NHS. She said, and I quote ‘they’re the only ones I can trust to actually follow decontamination procedure without bolloxing it up.’ ”




He tried the intercom and got her.




“Laura?”




“Robbie, you stay the hell out of here until I have the all clear,” she answered.




“Well, what’s going on?” he asked.




“From the little bit I’ve gotten back on preliminary blood tests,” Laura said, her voice crackling over the old circuitry, “and the state of her spleen, there’s an underlying immunological response that isn’t part of a cytokine storm.”




“Yes, but what does that mean?” he asked. 




Again, blunt trauma, penetrating trauma, asphyxia, and the other vocabulary of violent death he understood. Immuno-whatever, not so much.




“It means she was exposed to, probably infected, and definitely responding to an infectious disease,” Laura answered. “Probably viral.”




“It could be a cold or the flu,” he protested.




“It could,” she agreed, “and it most likely is, but we’re still following protocol until we know otherwise.”




Something in his chest began to ache, an old pain he thought he’d done away with when he’d finally recovered from Valerie’s death.




“Laura, be careful,” he said.




“Goose,” she told him. “Now you know how the gander feels when you run about with your bullet proof vests and your guns, playing cowboys and indians.”




“Laura.” It was as stern as he ever got with her.




“I’ll be careful, Robbie,” she replied. “Safe as houses, I promise.”







Hathaway met Lewis in front of the marker board where they had drawn out the details of their investigation so far. A large portion of the board was devoted to the NHS, sweating sickness, and biohazard protocols. Detective Sergeant Maddox scribbled in details from the last twenty-four hours of Eugenia Dahl’s life. A university portrait of the woman was top center with passport photos of the American witnesses who’d discovered her, and a picture of the librarian in charge of the lower reading room. There was a black circle around Professor Dahl’s picture, and red circles around both Dahl and Miss Summer’s photo. 




“This is an odd duck,” Lewis commented, staring at the board.




“I checked with Personnel,” Hathaway said, handing Lewis an annotated timeline of the book’s history. “Morse didn’t take any leave at all for seven months after checking out the book. A week after he checked it out, he was involved in chasing down the Suttler brothers, ran a quarter of a mile until he brought the younger one down. So, I think we can safely say that he did not fall ill.”




“There were eleven Smiths enrolled in Oxford at the time of the last checkout,” Maddox said. “None of them with a first name that started with J, and no reports of similar student illnesses at the time.”




“Didn’t think it was a student,” Lewis muttered.




“It’s an infectious illness, it’s not an infectious illness, it might be an infectious illness” Hathaway summed up, “it was accidental, it was deliberate, it was happenstance. The professor has what I must say is the most boring life I’ve ever encountered in a potential victim. No lovers, no money, no hobbies outside researching obscure history topics. 




“Dawn Summers,” he continued, “is eighteen years old, grew up in California, lived in Cleveland, Ohio for the last few months, and the only tie to Oxford she has is the long overdue history book she returned on behalf of an expat English friend of the family whose conscience apparently got the better of him. Our one person who anyone might have a motive to kill, Doctor Spencer Reid of the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Behavioral Analysis Unit, had no reason at all to come to Oxford. The speech he gave was at an international convention for the rather rarified world of those who hunt serial killers, and he gave it in London. He only came here to accompany Miss Summers. They have apparently had a thing since they arrived. No one, including his coworkers, knew of his change in plans.”




“Maybe it’s cursed,” Maddox said, backing up from the board.




“What?” Hathaway demanded.




“The book,” she elaborated. “You know, maybe it’s cursed with some mystic illness that strikes down whoever opens it.”




“A five hundred year old book cursed sometime in the last twenty years?” Lewis said, outraged. “Where’s the sense in that?”




“You have a better theory?” she asked.




Lewis grumped. “Your sergeant’s getting cheeky, Hathaway.”




“I’ll see to it,” Hathaway responded without looking up from the document he examined.




He did look up, though, when Chief Superintendent Innocent join them.




“I’ve just spent the last hour on the phone with the FBI, who wants to know why we’re holding one of their agents, MI5, who wants to know why they weren’t notified of a domestic bio-terrorism attack, the NHS, who doesn’t really know what it wants but screamed at me to shut down the city of Oxford post-haste, Queen Flavia University in Ruritania saying that if we delayed their student’s arrival for the start of the Hilary term for anything less than a matter of life and death, there would be hell to pay, and an incredibly irritating American doctor who wants all the forensics results on Dahl’s case before we could possibly have them. Would anyone like to tell me what the hell is going on in my precinct?”




“We’re not holding Doctor Reid,” Hathaway explained. “He’s cooperating with the investigation and aiding us in management of communication. He also won’t leave Dawn Summers’s side, and cell phone reception in that part of the hospital is rotten, which is why he isn’t taking any calls.”




“We’ve no idea that it’s any sort of bioterrorism,” Lewis added, “and it’s irresponsible of MI5 to call it that. If the book was tampered with after the last time it was checked out, it would have had to have been someone on the staff of the Bodleian, and that lot would rather cut their own throats than damage a book.”




“There’s also no indication that this is anything other than a single incident.” Maddox picked up the thread. “All biohazard protocols were followed, and they appear to have held. You can tell Queen Flavia University that this is a matter of life and death. I talked to the ward sister less than ten minutes ago, and Dawn Summers’s condition has worsened. Her fever is up, her oxygen saturation is down, and there’s fluid starting to collect in her lungs.”




“The irritating American doctor,” Hathaway filled in, “is Gregory House. He’s the patient’s primary physician and one of the best known diagnosticians in the world. Papers, textbooks, shows up in the news occasionally.”




“Has he been in Oxford recently?” Innocent asked in a bland and cheerful sort of way that meant she was really, really unhappy. “Because even I know what Munchausen-by-Proxy is, and that man is clearly capable of some heinous acts if he thinks it’ll get his point across.”




The three of them gawped like fish for a moment, and Innocent’s eyes narrowed.




“Lewis, talk to Hobson and forensics,” she said, returning to her normal irascibility. “We need a final cause of death before anything else. Keep the NHS appraised at every turn. Hathaway, get House and MI5 out of my hair. Maddox, go to the hospital, get an update on everything there, and tell Doctor Reid to contact his supervisor. Speak to the FBI if you must, but do not let them intimidate you.







Reid sat next to Dawn’s bed and thought. 




Members of the BAU had a habit of checking in daily, even when they were on vacation. There had been too many instances where an agent had been at the mercy of an unsub while they were living their own private life. He had meant to check in when he knew Garcia was due to get up, just a quick call to say hello, but that time had come and gone, which meant Garcia would have notified Hotchner, Hotchner would have asked her to keep her eye out for any unusual activity that happened to include his name, and Garcia—somehow, somewhere, sometime—would have found a police report, a tourist photo uploaded to Facebook, or a new entry on his electronic medical record that raised red flags. 




He was going to end up explaining to his boss the fact that he’d spent four days in what was unmistakably a sexual relationship with an eighteen year old woman while he was in another country. Somehow, ‘she was of legal age to give consent’ was not going to cut it. What really got him was that Hotch would be less worried about Dawn and more worried about him.




He did, after all, understand that a healthy romantic relationship would be an anchor in the emotional turmoil of his professional life and the utter lack of his private one. Not that any of his teammates, excluding JJ, had managed to keep a healthy romantic relationship alive either, but for some reason, everyone worried about him.




He looked down at Dawn, who was blotchy white and pink with fever, wet with sweat, and had eyes sunken with exhaustion, and she was still beautiful to him. Slender and graceful and lovely as a wildflower in bloom. Smart, too. She’d gotten almost all of his jokes, including the Latin pun. He wasn’t constantly explaining things, and she didn’t seem to mind when he went off on a descriptive tangent about some topic he’d read recently. She’d even heard of some of the things he’d mentioned.




In the time he’d spent with her—many hours of it in bed, yes—he’d felt more comfortable in his skin than he had in…ever, it seemed like. How was he supposed to explain to Hotch, his boss and his mentor, these things without making it sound like he’d fallen irrevocably in love with Dawn? Because no one would believe he hadn’t, and no one would believe he could be in love with a woman he couldn’t have without it destroying him.




The room phone rang, and Reid let it ring for a minute before finally picking it up.




“This is Doctor Reid.” His head was killing him.




“House. Wake her up.”







Sleep wasn’t something that made life better. Not anymore. She was too damn hot, and there was no getting away from it. She ached all over, but her chest, her armpits, and her joints especially hurt. Her mouth was drier than the Sahara, and her head was stuffed with a muted buzzing that made her ears ache. Sleep should have made all that better, or at least made it so she didn’t notice, and it didn’t.




“Summers, wake up!”




She turned away from the noise, feeble and hurting.




“Summers, open your eyes!”




Something shook her shoulder, which hurt worse, and she batted it away. She was tired. She was so tired. Was she sick?




“Dawn, you need to wake up. Just for a few minutes.”




She turned her face away from the speaker. Someone was talking in a one-sided conversation. She could feel the world fading back, like it was taking one step, then another, away from her. Someone gently took her upper arm and pulled her over so she was lying on her back. Breathing got easier. Then, a sudden, hard, agonizing pain scraped over the middle of her chest, right on top of her sternum. She sat up with a scream, flailing her arms, and started coughing. The coughing hurt almost as bad.




“Dawn, are you awake?” Spencer asked.




She managed to nod and worked on getting that wracking cough under control. Oh, geez, she was…she was soaked to the skin with sweat. Hair was plastered wet with it. Her sheets were sodden. Everything—literally everything—hurt. She felt, looked, and probably smelled putrid.




Spencer put a phone to her ear.




“Talk to Doctor House and answer his questions,” he told her, “and then you can go back to sleep.”




“What was that?” she croaked, rubbing her chest. Had someone tried to stake her?




“A sternal rub. You wouldn’t wake up on your own,” House answered. “Tell me what happened when you found the body.” 




He sounded really cranky. Angry, even.




“Geez, it was…” She tried turning her head away, but Spencer held the phone to her ear.




“Answer the question, Summers, or you get sent back home. No university for you,” House snapped.




She growled. “I was…trying to check on her, but she wouldn’t wake up. Spencer came over and…checked…he checked…”




“Wake up!”




“Okay!” She groaned with exhaustion and anger. “I looked at the book. The page she fell on…it was…wet. They said no drinks, but…I didn’t see any food, but…Why’d she eat Italian?”




For a moment, she thought he was done, and she could get some rest. Spencer, House, and someone else were arguing. She kept her eyes closed, aware that her breathing was whistling in and out of her chest. Did she have asthma?




“How did you know it was Italian?” House demanded. “Come on, Summers!”




“Garlic, you asshole!” she yelled back at him, only it came out as a raspy whine. “All over the page. I could taste it. Garlic and some crappy sauce from a tin can, because I could taste the metal.”




Everything went silent, and she fell back against the bed, aware of just how gross the sheets were. The phone was gone. The only person left was Spencer. He took a towel and pressed it against her hair, then he wiped down her skin with something cold. It felt wonderful.




She managed to open her eyes. He looked terrible. His hair had gone all bushy like he’d run his hands through it a thousand times. His eyes were sunken, and he had terrible circles under them. 




“What happened to you?” she asked.




“Jet lag,” he told her. “Amazing four days with this incredible girl I met. Then this bizarre, random, death involving a five hundred year old book and a battle royale with a forensic pathologist, epidemiologists, diagnosticians, police officers, and the ICU isolation ward. Also, I have a headache. I really could use a nap”




“Oh, yeah, I guess you could,” she agreed.







Thirteen and Taub were going at it hammer and tongs, waving pages of test results at each other when he came back in. Cameron had a sheaf of printouts for him, and Foreman was playing golf on his iPhone.




“Sudden death competition,” he announced to the room, swinging his cane. “What polar solvent carries numerous compounds through the skin barrier and causes the recipients to taste metallic garlic? No points for peeking.”




Mouths fell open across the room.




“The page was doped DMSO?” Foreman demanded.




“You win the cupie doll,” House answered, pointing his cane at Foreman. “Now, spend a couple of minutes bonding with it, because if Summers dies, you’ll never see it again.”




“She’s got respiratory complications,” Cut-Throat Bitch protested. “And now renal function loss is on the horizon. She can’t keep losing a liter of fluid every half hour.”




“They can get the cytokine storm under control if we can identify the causative agent,” Doctor Cameron insisted. “If we can keep her stable until then, she’ll live.”




“Next question,” House continued. “What substance, mixed with an intradermal carrier, causes sudden onset of euphoria, hyperthermia, diaphoresis, and cytokine storm?”




“Where are the forensics?” Taub asked. “They’ve got to have CSI guys crawling all over that book.”




“It’s pretty damn difficult to pull a solute back out of DMSO,” Foreman told him. “And I get the feeling with their labs freaking out over the possibility of a revived plague escaping, scraping samples off the page of that book is at the top of their list.”




Wilson stood at the back of the room, absorbed in thought. 




“What?” House asked, while the others quibbled over details.




“Nothing,” Wilson replied, looking up.




“No, it’s something,” House replied.




“No,” Wilson said, standing up straight. “I mean, maybe you can explain the diaphoresis and hyperthermia as part of the cytokine storm, but not the euphoria, and there just isn’t any substance out there that can do both.”




Foreman locked eyes with Thirteen for a moment. “You know, if it had started with Summers and not the history professor, I would have said that she’d taken Ecstasy and had gone into serotonin syndrome.”




“What would a history professor be doing with DMSO, Ecstasy, and TGN1412?” Taub asked. “And why smear it on a book?”




Thirteen looked up and met House’s gaze. She had gone quiet when she’d seen the big picture.




“They got the dosage wrong,” she said.




“What?” Cameron asked. “What dosage?”




“Let’s say you’re a terrorist group,” House began, “or maybe just a really deviant anarchist who wants to watch the world burn. You have access to one of the oldest university libraries in the world. A little bit of research brings you a big book of really yummy, dig in deep history. The sort of thing your average Oxford grad student might actually kill for so they could write the world’s best thesis ever. Sooner or later, someone is going to check out that book and make sweet academic love to it for weeks on end. 




“Are you kidding me?” Foreman murmured, sitting up in his chair.




“So, you coat the pages with a substance that will carry a whole lot of things directly through the skin,” House continued, “Coating dries out, but that’s okay, because sooner or later, there will be some sort of skin contact—either from a careless reader who rests their arm on the page or because microscopic flakes of it break off, are inhaled, and land on mucus membranes.”




“They did a tox screen on Summers,” Taub pointed out.




“Did they?” House asked, raising his eyebrows. “She had an FBI agent vouching for her, and there was a boring, dead history professor in front of her. Even if they did do a full tox screen, it might not have shown up if it were chemically related but not identical.”




“Stressed out grad student now feels warm and fuzzy, so she goes partying,” Wilson continued on his behalf, “mingles and mixes with other students.”




“Gets drunk, has warm and fuzzy sex,” House adds. “One to three days later, sudden onset of high fever, sweating, reports of giddy behavior, goes into a cytokine storm, which everyone thinks is caused by an infectious disease and dies. National Health Service traces the victim’s movements and determines that the incubation period is at least one day, that she was exposed to a medieval epidemic of, at best, speculative etiology which was said to be passed person to person. The story gets out. Panic at the disco.”




“They got the dosage wrong?” Cameron repeated Thirteen’s words, horrified.




House nodded, pursing his lips. “The euphoric, whatever it was, must have been concentrated when the DMSO dried out. Same with the cytokine chemotaxis drug. It had hours and hours to work on the first victim. When it hit Dawn Summers, her immune system was primed to take down anything in its path and triggered the positive feedback loops in minutes instead of hours. No one picks it up because they’re looking for a germ, which the book was encrusted with. It’ll take days or weeks for RNA PCR tests or antibody titers on the victims to come up with something. ” 




“So there was no actual pathogen?” Taub asked.




“Doesn’t matter,” House answered. “If there is and it gets revived, so much the better. If not, they still manage to start a public panic over an epidemic illness and erode trust in the public health system.”




“In Oxford?” Cameron asked, disbelieving.




“What, you think smart people are less likely to panic than dumb ones?” House asked, his voice dripping with derision. “They’ve got better imaginations, and they think because they’re experts in one field, they must be experts in another.”




“Someone boobytrapped a book figuring it would be picked up at some point in the next ten or twenty years and tear up an entire city,” Taub said. “That’s…”




“Diabolical,” House finished for him.




“I was going to say ‘potentially genocidal’,” Taub replied, “but that works too.”




House got to his feet, stiff and grimacing with pain. “I’m calling Saint Christopher’s. Foreman, you get on the phone to the Detective Inspector Hathaway. Thirteen, you get the NHS. Try not to get lost.”







There was a lot of shouting and people moving about that she tried to stay awake for. One person sat at her bedside and took multiple vials of blood out of her arm. Another stopped by and replaced the lost blood with shots of something else. A dripping bag of something was hung up on the IV pole she could see and plugged into a second IV line into her foot. Someone listened to her chest with a stethoscope. Another person made her breathe something in over and over. Dawn started to think that she’d been named the year’s favorite science project.




Then she realized she was thinking again. And awake. And not hurting. Also, she could breathe without that funny whine in her lungs. She was even, she noted, not soaked with sweat and disgusting to herself.




“Spencer, is—”




She turned to look at Spencer, and the man sitting next to her was not him. It was Detective Inspector Hathaway, who wore a very intelligent look of curiosity and patience.




“Doctor Reid is sleeping in a proper bed several rooms away,” Hathaway told her. “He didn’t leave your side until he knew you were out of danger. Then he collapsed on his way to the room.”




She gasped.




“He’s fine,” the inspector assured her. “He just happened to have an extremely bad headache—a migraine, I’d say—and hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before.”




She breathed a sigh of relief. Then she stopped, puzzled.




“I was in the Bodleian,” she told him. “Geeking out on all the books.”




He nodded in agreement.




“There was a dead lady, and then…I got sick,” Dawn continued.




“That is correct.”




“Why’d the lady die?” Dawn asked. “And what did I get sick with. I purposefully got every vaccination and booster shot on the list. I’m going to Ruritania. You can’t even cross the border without your shots.”




Hathaway made a very interesting expression. It was kind of a self-doubting, hesitant, ‘hell, I guess I’ll give it a go’ sort of expression.




“I’ve been told,” he began, “that Professor Eugenia Dahl, the lady whose body you discovered died of a series of cerebral infarctions. Strokes, that is. The first few incapacitated her and caused the symptoms you witnessed—extreme fever, profuse sweating, and so on. You were, quite unrelatedly, taken ill on your way to provide a witness statement to the police.”




“No, I wasn’t,” she said, frowning at him. “I’d already given you my statement.”




“I’ve been told,” Hathaway stressed, “that your illness was in no way related to the commonplace book of Doctor Edmund Dee, which it turns out, was distressingly lost to water damage and mold while in storage in the 1860s.”




“I…what?”




“Many authorities,” and Hathaway continued to stress and pace his words in a very deliberate manner, “are urgently concerned with your wellbeing, Miss Summers. While the cause of your illness may never be known, the National Health Service has sent an inspector to the restaurant where you’d eaten the day before and determined that their kitchen did not meet hygiene and safety standards. The restaurant was fined and given a day to come up to code, which they are working on.”




“But I…”




He stared at her in a direct and extremely meaningful way.




“Gosh,” she said weakly, “that’s some service there, that National Health…Thingie.”




“Great Britain and most especially the City and University of Oxford value all our overseas visitors,” he told her, still direly emphatic.




“I…uh…thank you?” she managed.




He smiled widely and nodded encouragingly. Then he went back to extremely serious.




“You may understandably find yourself wishing to speculate on details of the past day,” he said, his light blue eyes unnerving in their weighty stare. “I can only urge you to focus on other matters including your upcoming arrival at university. This incident is considered a matter of national security, and any unnecessary talk runs the risk of hurting the nation’s…tourism and restaurant interests.”




“You guys are really serious about your restaurants,” she said, scrambling to find some equilibrium.




“We are,” he agreed, absolutely deadpan. “Extremely serious. And, as a gesture of goodwill, the Bodleian has agreed to forgive Mister Giles’s library fine of five hundred and three pounds, twenty pence. If Mr. Giles would like to consider enrolling in the Michaelmas term, his library record will no longer be held against him.”




“I’ll tell him that. I’m sure he’ll be glad to hear it.” 




She could feel the edge of hysterical laughter pry at the corner of her smile, but she held it at bay. She just had to cover her mouth with both hands to manage it.




“Miss Summers,” Inspector Hathaway said, standing up, “you are both wise and intelligent. I bid you good day.”







“What was that?” Lewis asked, joining him outside the isolation ward.




“If you can’t dazzle them with dexterity,” Hathaway quoted, “baffle them with bullshit.”




“You didn’t bother reading off the relevant laws to her?” Lewis demanded.




“She won’t be subject to them once she’s out of the country,” Hathaway replied. “Have you seen her CV? She’s going to Queen Flavia. Her test scores are higher than mine were, and she speaks more languages than I do. She scored better in British History than I did, sir, and that was not one of my weak subjects. I am not about to try to bully her with my intellect, so I went for humor. I do believe I may have won.”




Lewis sighed and shook his head as they headed out.




“Did you find out why Laura wants House dead?” Hathaway asked.




“What, you mean unlike the rest of the world, which only hates his guts?” Lewis asked back. “She met him at a medical conference about a decade ago, spent a week with him. Told me they got on like a house on fire.”




“Alarms, emergency vehicles,” Hathaway speculated. “Loss of limb and life, entire lifetime’s possessions wiped out in mere moments, families left huddled in the street while the ashes cool?”




“Something like that,” Lewis confirmed.







Dawn stood on the train platform with Spencer, waiting for the Eurostar to take her to Paris. She’d have two days there instead of five, and then it was another train to Strelsau.




“No regrets?” Spencer asked.




She smiled up at him. “Well, I’d rather not have gotten sick. I was looking forward to at least a couple more nights with you. For educational purposes, you know.”




Then she realized she was blushing and looked away. He brought her chin back with a finger and then kissed her. It became a very nice kiss. When it broke, she looked up at him, much more serious.




“You’re not going to get in trouble, are you?” she asked.




“For being with you?” he asked back. “Not officially. Hotch will want to have a talk with me about appearances and how our behavior reflects on what we do. I think once I explain to him about you, he’ll understand.”




“I don’t want you to get in trouble,” she said, patting down the lapels of his jacket. “It was…it was really nice. Spencer, I’m so glad I asked you. I don’t think I could ever have found a better…I mean…”




And for some reason, she could feel her eyes welling up. Spencer hugged her and held her head against his chest for a long moment.




“It was really nice for me too, Dawn,” he told her, and kissed her forehead. “And I know you weren’t looking for anything long term, with the start of school, but I’m glad I got a friend out of it. Write me from Strelsau, okay? Or wherever. I want to know you’re okay.”




“Okay.” She sniffled.




Announcements, calling for passengers to board, began to pour out of the loudspeakers.




“Let’s get a couple of pictures,” Spencer said, taking out his phone.




Dawn laughed and pulled out her own. They took selfies with both cameras before stowing them. Spencer picked up her bags and carried them on board for her.




“Remember,” he instructed her, “you’re going to be tired. Drink a lot of fluids, rest a lot, and try not to do too much. Strelsau has clothes shops just like Paris.”




“I’ll sleep the whole way there,” she told him. “I promise.”




He gave her one last kiss and left her on the train.







fn1. you’re a cripple and a poor excuse for target practice.




fn2. I am going to kill you. Slowly.





Epilogue



“Your previous doctors sucked,” House said, turning the monitor towards Doctor Reid.




“I’m actually okay with you saying that,” Reid remarked, leaning forward in his chair.






“Your headaches are not psychosomatic,” House said. “They’re not migraines, tension, cluster, TMJ, or imaginary.”




He rolled his mouse over a couple of centimeters, clicked and dragged to create a box, and then enlarged it.




“That,” he said, “is your very own arteriovenous malformation. You have three of them. My guess is that they’re hereditary. Anyone in your family die of a hemorrhagic stroke?”




“Not that I know of,” Reid answered. “My family history is murky at best. That thing is tiny. From the scale, it can’t be more than two millimeters.”




“Two extremely important millimeters in two cases, three in the other,” House told him. “The first, from your symptoms, is sitting against the point in your temporal lobe that processes information from your left trigeminal nerve. That’s why the headaches hurt so much. The second one is in your occipital lobe on the same side, and that provides the fun visual symptoms. The third is here in your parietal lobe.”




“Okay.” Reid studied it, unsure what to say.




“I’m going to make a wild assed guess,” House said. “You suck at physical activities, especially ones requiring hand-eye coordination like target shooting or obstacle courses.”




“What gave it away?” Reid gave him a half smile.




“You also have arachnodactyly and hyperlaxity,” House told him. “But you do not have Marfan’s syndrome. The three symptoms mean you’re Marfanoid, but you don’t carry the autosomal dominant gene mutation which causes full Marfan’s. We should see the specific gene identified in the next five to ten years. Sooner if you unmurk that family history.”




House watched him, neither smiling nor saying anything further.




“Will this affect my job?” Reid finally asked.




“You need surgical correction of the AVMs, but that’s done with an ablation catheter under local anesthesia and mild sedation. They go up through your femoral vein. You need a full cardio workup, and there’s a chance they may spot an aortic aneurysm. Depending on how bad that is, you may lose your field position. Otherwise, you stay on angiotensin receptor antagonists and beta blockers. You come in to have your aorta checked every six months, and you start a physical therapy regimen to strengthen your core muscles and take some of the stress off your joints.”




Reid nodded, a muscle on his jaw flicking in and out. 




“There’s one thing this isn’t,” House said.




“What’s that?”




“It’s not late onset schizophrenia.”




Reid covered his mouth for a moment.




“You didn’t put her on your medical history,” House continued, “but you weren’t hard to research. I looked you up before you booked the appointment, and your mom wasn’t hard to find. I’m sorry about her.”




Reid took his hand down and said in a very clear, very angry voice, “we are not talking about my mother.”




“I’m not,” House replied, unfazed. “I’m talking about you and the fact that you’re scared sick that you inherited your mother’s genes for schizophrenia. From her published work, symptoms of disordered thinking began to show well before she was your age. With one affected parent, your lifetime chance of developing schizophrenia is around 13%. You’ve got some other risk factors, but what you don’t have is any sign of disordered thinking, no sign of neurological or neurodevelopmental differences in your frontal and temporal lobes or your hippocampuses. You seek out social relationships, you don’t currently use recreational drugs—”




Reid didn’t look up at him, but for a moment, he held very still before visibly forcing himself to relax. House waited and then continued.




“And about the last thing anyone is going to say about you is that you show a poverty of speech or anosognosia.”




He sat down in front of Reid and pulled his chair up until there was no room between them.




“You do not have any symptoms of schizophrenia,” House said. 




Spencer turned his head to stare at him, and his eyes were red with stress.




“Any hallucinations you’ve experienced have been a direct result of the AVM pressing on areas in your visual cortex.”




“They were—” Spencer stopped and cleared his throat. “They are bilateral. The AMV is only on one side.”




“The human brain really hates things not making sense,” House told him. “So while the hallucinations were generated in the lobe the AVM is interfering with, your brain confabulated the other side to make it consistent. Next time you see them, check. None of them will originate on the right side, even if some go over there.”




Spencer nodded.




“Your thought processes are clear, and you self-check regularly. You don’t show any signs of schizophrenic pathology,” House continued. “The headaches and subsequent visual hallucinations are triggered by a rise in blood pressure and cortisol. The good thing is that since your job title is Head Kitten Cuddler, you don’t have to worry about stress, just those tiny scratches all over your hands.”




House stopped, looked up, and scratched his head.




“Oh, yeah, wait. It wasn’t Head Kitten Cuddler. It was analyst, scout, and occasional punching bag for the serial killer hunters’ brigade and you deal with people who think another human being’s ribcage makes a dandy hat. Totally different stress level. Different as in ‘if you don’t change how you deal with this, it is going to kill you’. I’m placing odds at two to three years for an indirect cause, three to five for direct.”




“What am I supposed to change?” Spencer asked, his voice rough. 




“Join a church,” House started. “Join a bowling league, raise puppies for blind Yeti, actually become a Head Kitten Cuddler, build a garden, have sex with a whole bunch of eighteen year old women. Just don’t do it all at the same time; you’ll get rug burns.”




“I really don’t expect to meet anyone like Dawn Summers again,” Reid said.




House stared at him. “If you tell me you’re waiting for her, I will beat you to death with my cane, and when your coworkers drag me off to prison, I’ll laugh the whole way there.”




Reid gave him another half-smile. “I’m not waiting. It happened. I’m glad it did. It’s over.”




House answered with a sour frown and a handful of papers. “Prescriptions for the medications you need, and referrals for the tests you should get if you don’t want to die of your head exploding. Talk to your team members about a good physical trainer. Not the muscle-bound guy. The chick with the long brown hair. She’s got it together. Rowr.”




House pushed his chair back and gave him room to get up. While Spencer got his things, House faced the other wall and sorted paperwork.




“Doctor Reid.”




“Yes?” Spencer looked up.




“I’d take it as a professional courtesy if you wouldn’t die,” House told him. “You do good work.”




Spencer left without saying anything.




“Idiot,” House muttered.







Two days after seeing Reid, House found a man standing in his office when he returned after clinical hours. He wore a black suit that, at a quick glance, was bespoke, tailored to hide at least two, possibly three guns, was probably comfortable enough to go jogging in, and cost a couple of house payments. DC house payments. The man inside it was handsome, stern, and hard as granite.




“My very own Man In Black?” House asked as he hobbled into his office and dropped his files on the desk. “Aren’t you supposed to come in a matched set?”




The man didn’t react at all. Not a raised eyebrow, not a glimmer of annoyance, not even a flick of a measuring glance to determine how much more awesome he was than House. He didn’t study House. He just looked at him and waited.




“If you’re here to kill me,” House said, dropping in his chair, putting his bad leg up, and hanging his cane off the nearest shelf, “you missed your chance. Should have gotten me in the stairwell and made it look like an accident. No one’s going to believe that I died in my office a second time.”




The man just waited. Nothing more. No nervous gestures. No shifting weight. None of the hundred things a normal human being would do while they decided what they were going to say or waited for him to do whatever it was they hoped he would do.




“You’ve got about three more minutes before I leave on patient rounds,” House said, tossing his magic eight ball in the air and giving it a little spin.




“Given any choice, you don’t see patients,” the man told him.




“Technically, I do see some patients on a voluntary basis,” House corrected him. “Usually it’s because I’m hiding out in their rooms to watch soap operas and steal food.”




Again, the same silent, calm gaze. Then, like a timer went off somewhere else, the man started his spiel.




“My name is Supervisory Special Agent Aaron Hotchner. I’m the co-head of the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit. You came to my attention, Doctor House, because you provided clear, efficient, and correct instructions to Dawn Summers on how to destroy forensic evidence and dispose of a body in such a way as to obscure time of death.”




“Did Doctor Reid blab on me?” House asked, and tilted his head. “Relax, I read it in a Temperance Brennan novel.”




“Ever since someone killed three people using descriptions from one of her novels,” SSA Hotchner told him, “Doctor Brennan makes a point of never providing enough details to correctly duplicate the scenarios she writes. Her last three novels describe a body scavenged by lobsters, another encased in plant sap and artificially fossilized, and a third frozen in liquid nitrogen, dropped off a parking garage and shattered. She’s never fictionalized the use of vultures to skeletonize a body in less than a day.”




“Missed that last one.” House frowned.




“You picked it up from The Journal of Forensic Science, volume 1, issue 59, ‘A Rethinking of Vulture Feeding Patterns, Scavenging of Soft Tissue Remains, and Scattering of Skeletal Remains’ by Doctor Brennan and Doctor Vincent Nigel-Murray,” Hotchner told him.




“Mmm. Poorly written, sensational murder mystery fictional novel,” and House made finger quotes around the word ‘mystery’, “or meticulously researched, brilliantly reasoned factual, peer-reviewed journal article. So hard to tell the difference. What do you want?” 




“You also, that same day, picked apart a twenty-one year old terrorist plot planted like a time capsule IED, saved Dawn Summer’s life, and helped the authorities prevent a panic and possibly the start of epidemic.”




House frowned and stared at his toy. “I didn’t do it for the authorities. They can die of a ruptured bowel, for all I care.”




“The feeling’s mutual,” Hotchner answered.




House’s frown turned into a sneer. “What do you want, G-man?”




“As a sociopath, you have a unique perspective on the workings of other people’s minds as well as an unparalleled talent for predicting just which direction human frailty will cause an individual to fail,” Hotchner told him. His voice was measured, nonjudgmental, and persuasive. “You are cynical, self-destructive, an addict, and very, very broken. I think you can be of use to my team.”




House dropped his magic eight ball. “I’m being punked, right? Where are the cameras.”




“The fact that you’re a sociopath doesn’t preclude you from forming emotional attachments to other people,” Hotchner said. “You’re just extremely selective about who you let into your tribe. Doctors Cuddy, Wilson, and Cameron, your diagnostics team, Dawn Summers, and now my team member, Doctor Spencer Reid. That inclusion doesn’t prevent you from manipulating, using, and eventually harming the people you care about.




“I expect you to maintain a professional relationship with both Doctor Reid and Miss Summers, Doctor House,” he continued. “I will occasionally bring you cases to review in order to elicit your insights into the behavior of what we call unsubs—unknown subjects. With your help, I believe we can bring even more killers to justice. In return, you’ll be well compensated.”




“If I don’t?” House asked.




Hotchner didn’t turn his gaze from House’s. He reached into the front inside pocket of his jacket, pulled out a small USB drive, and set it on the desk near House’s foot.




“That contains all the information we were able to collate regarding Sara Skaggs-Jefferson, aka Chablis, aka Chastity. You paid her three hundred dollars for an evening of sex work including oral sex and intercourse. Like most prostitutes, she was sexually abused as a child and has endured a series of physically and emotionally abusive relationships. She’s unusual in that she doesn’t appear to have an extensive history of drug and alcohol addiction. She is, however, at a much greater risk of rape, battery, and violent death because she is a low risk target for human predators.”




Hotchner studied him for a long moment, and it was unclear from his expression whether what he saw was worth his time.




 “You may believe, Doctor House, that because regularly save your patients’ lives and you don’t turn other people’s ribcages into hats, you can still use them without consequence to yourself. I’m offering a chance to repay, possibly even repair, the damage you’ve done to both yourself and others. I’ll contact you next week.”




Hotchner was at the office door when House finally spoke.




“Agent Hotchner.”




“Yes?”




“When you got your hands on the man who killed your wife,” House asked, “and beat him to death with your bare hands, did you enjoy it?”




Hotchner’s gaze met his, and there was no quarter given or asked.




“Put one of my loved ones in danger, Doctor House. You’ll discover the answer for yourself.”




Hotchner left. House picked up his magic eight ball off the floor and out of habit, shook it, and turned it over.




REPLY HAZY. TRY AGAIN.




House sighed and set it aside.







House answered the video call with a beetled glare and “What?” Dawn jerked back a little and recovered.




“I scanned the results of all those blood tests the university health center did at your request and emailed them to you,” she said. “Have you read them? What do they mean?”




“Hang on,” he answered, pushing papers off his keyboard and tilting the monitor a bit so the camera could keep him in its field while he dug out his password.




After a long moment, he found her email, double clicked the attachment, fiddled with the PDF viewer, and started scanning the list. 




“You had a good response to all the vaccines,” he told her. “So you’ve got decent protection for whatever you run into in the wilds of Strelsau.”




“Uh…yeah, not actually that wild here, House,” Dawn told him. “They roll the streets up at ten p.m. Did you see Spencer?”




“I did,” House answered. “I told him all about your clitoral piercing.”




“My what?” Dawn shrieked. 




“I don’t tell patients about other patients,” he said, glancing up at the camera so she had the impression he was looking right at her. “Little Federal law called HIPAA. You want to know, ask him. Now file your nails or something while I read this.”




Everything did look good. Then he did a double-take on a line halfway down the second page.




“Summers, you spend any time in Korea lately?”




“Um…” she leaned off screen.. 




“Is Souchou in Korea?” she asked someone.




“China,” a British man answered.




“It’s in China,” House called.




She popped back into the camera’s field of vision. “No, not Korea.”




He nodded. “How about Four Corners?”




“Four Corners what?” she asked.




“Come now, Summers,” the voice called. “It’s in your own country. The point where four of those rectilinear states meet.”




She stared in the direction of the voice for a minute, and turned back, thinking.




“We stopped at the Grand Canyon on the way from Sunnydale to Cleveland,” she said. “Does that count?”




“Where’d you sleep?” House asked.




“At a Ramada Inn at Grand Junction?” she replied. “What?”




“You’ve been exposed to an unidentified Hantavirus,” he told her.




“I…uh…what?” She stared at him like he’d whistled through his nose at her.




“Hantavirus,” he repeated. “Originally seen in Korea as a hemorrhagic fever with kidney failure, then in Four Corners as Sin Nombre and hantavirus pulmonary syndrome.”




“Pretty sure I would have noticed bleeding to death,” Dawn said.




“It’s known for flu-like symptoms—fever, headache, malaise, sweating,” he told her, “It usually kills by causing a cytokine storm, and it’s the current favorite as the cause of the sweating sickness. Now does it ring a bell?”




Her mouth fell open, making a perfect O. “Yeah, but you said it was the goop on the page.”




“Doesn’t mean you weren’t exposed anyway,” he said. “Considering how hard your immune system was trying to kill you, the virus probably didn’t stand a chance. Forming antibodies doesn’t mean you were successfully infected. It means the virus was present in your body, and your immune system reacted to it. You might never have shown symptoms without the chemotaxic cytokine storm.”




“I have antibodies?” she asked. “Hurray!”




“Don’t get cocky,” he told her. “Contemporary reports said people could catch the sweating sickness three or four times and never develop immunity.”




“I have antibodies, but I don’t have immunity,” she repeated.




“Pretty much.”




“Stupid virus.”




“Yep.”




“Okay, well, I’ve gotta go.” She waved. “I’ve got a session with my tutor in five minutes. Bye.”




She ended the call, and House sat back, rolling his magic eight ball between his hands. There had to be a way he could write a paper on this. The blood draws from Summers when she was sick would have had active virus in them, almost guaranteed. If he could get them shipped here and then run a PCR amplification on everything…it would take weeks, months more likely, but he might get a decent sample. Had Reid been exposed? He should get titers off him as well. He wondered if he could get a sample from the body Hobson had autopsied. She’d always worked so meticulously, there were sure to be backup samples, and knowing Laura, she wouldn’t have just handed them over to the NHS. Maybe destroyed them, but not handed them over.




His gaze fell on the thumb drive Hotchner had left on his desk. The one he hadn’t touched in two weeks. The one with Chastity’s life story on it. His thoughts fell silent. Hotchner had already stopped by with one file, and reading through it had made House feel like he’d crawled through a blocked sewer pipe. The pictures had been worse. He’d had a couple of nightmares over what had been done to the bodies. 




Without thinking about it, he took out his bottle of Vicodin, pulled two pills out, and swallowed them with a gulp of coffee.




“Foreman!” he yelled, getting to his feet. “I’m going home.”




Foreman came in from the meeting room. “It’s three o’clock in the afternoon.”




“Well, you can follow me home for an afternoon delight,” House said, grinning at him, “but I’m kind of tired, so I promise nothing.”
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Second week of January

Bursar’s Hall,

Queen Flavia University

Strelsau, Ruritania




She stood in front of a long, curved podium populated by three people. On her left was an older man, not quite elderly but not far from it. He was European or American, tall, silver haired, craggy faced, and he had a patch over his presumably-missing right eye. She felt a little homesick when she saw it. Did Xander miss her yet? On the right was a very elderly Chinese man in a black silk robe embroidered with gold thread, and he gazed at her with silent curiosity. In the middle was a woman of late middle years with very short silver hair who pursed her lips while she read a stack of papers, occasionally thumbing past one. From the cut of her suit, Dawn figured she was British. There really was a lot of difference in how people from different countries dressed. 






Tired and achy, she held still as best she could. The first thing you did on arriving in Strelsau was present yourself to the matriculation board. Before you found the luggage that was shipped to your college, before you looked for accommodations, even before you ate. You went and stood before the board and were examined. It was a good thing Mary Poppins had such a good influence on her and that Giles had bribed her to attend the deportment classes so the baby Slayers would stop whining. She could stand straight without fidgeting for nearly fifteen minutes. Of course, it was now twenty-two minutes since she’d been ushered in.




She knew better than to clear her throat.




“You’re late, girl.” The head of the tribunal spoke without looking up at her.




“I’m not, crone,” Dawn answered.




Crap. Where had that come from? Oh, well. Refuge in audacity.




“I beg your pardon?” The woman was now glaring at her, and—oh, shit—that was not a good thing.




“I’m sorry,” Dawn said in the most pleasant voice she could muster. “I thought we were addressing each other with inaccurate single syllable nouns. I’m not a girl. You’re not a crone. Also, I’m not late. The letter I received said I was to present myself by the end of the day today. It’s three forty eight post meridian. End of day for this office is four o’clock.”




The woman’s eyes narrowed, and it was like being held against a wall by a very bad tempered swordsman with the tip of his rapier just under her chin.




“To be early is to be on time,” the woman said, snapping her words out like the tip of a bullwhip used by an expert. “To be on time is to be late. To be late is to be disqualified.”




Dawn swallowed.




“Then it’s a good thing I’m on time,” she managed. “Ma’am.”




The iron visage above her didn’t change a smidgen.




“We expected you more than a day ago,” the woman told her.




“I was unavoidably delayed,” Dawn answered.




“By a five hundred year old plague?” the woman asked acidly.




The men on either side of her looked only mildly interested in the conversation.




“I would have preferred a rail workers’ strike,” Dawn admitted, “but no one asked me.”




“Em,” the man on the left murmured.




The head of the tribunal gave no indication that she heard him, but her harsh countenance eased one tiny increment.




“Miss Summers, have you ever taken a human life?” she asked.




Dawn glanced at the two men, trying to read their expressions and getting nowhere.




“Human?” she repeated. “No.”




“Left it to others?” the woman prompted.




“No,” Dawn stressed, feeling her hackles rise. “It never came up.”




“Not even with Doctor Ben Williams?”




It felt so much like a punch to the stomach that she took a step back.




“No,” Dawn croaked, “not even with him.”




“You confirm that he is dead?” the man on the right asked in a very mild voice. 




He spoke with a whisper of a Viennese accent. Well, hell, Vienna was a big, old city. They must have a Chinese population. It still made her head hurt.




She nodded. “Yes.” Her voice was still hoarse. 




For weeks after Buffy’s death, she’d woken, screaming, from nightmares. Willow, Giles, Tara, but most especially Xander, had been there to hold her, and the first thing each of them had said was “Ben’s dead. Glory’s dead. They can’t hurt you anymore.” It was Spike who’d told her that Giles had killed him.




“Good to know,” the man on the left said. He had a deep, rumbly voice she instantly liked, and he was definitely American.




“Miss Summers, when is it permissible to kill another human?” the man on the right asked her.




This was her college entrance exam? Were they kidding her?




“Self-defense,” Dawn answered. “Defense of others. To stop them from sucking the world into a Hellmouth. That sort of thing.”




“Under those circumstances,” the man on the left said, “are you willing to take a life?”




“I don’t have any ethical qualms,” she said. “If that’s what you mean. I don’t know if I have the nerve. Like I said, it hasn’t come up.”




“You’ve read through the student handbook?” the woman asked.




“Yes,” Dawn answered, getting a little dizzy at how quickly the subject changed.




“Do you have any reservations about attending Queen Flavia University or earning your Bachelor’s degree under our tutelage?” the woman asked.




“None that will stop me,” Dawn replied.




“Do you agree to submit to the authority of the matriculation board in all academic and collegiate matters, including those pertaining to your housing, grades, income, clothing, medical care, and relationships with all faculty, staff, fellow students, as well as all subjects of Her Majesty, all guests of Her Majesty, and all other disparate persons within the borders of Her Majesty’s realm? Bear in mind, Miss Summers, this is a binding oath, even if it is only verbal.”




Holy crap, they were not kidding around, and it wasn’t just a matter of figuring that Giles or Jarod or the Council could get her out of hot water if she screwed up. She was promising that she would stay and take whatever they dished out, even if she thought they were wrong.




“I do,” she said.




“Professor Jones, do you accept Miss Summers’s petition?” the woman asked.




“I do,” the man on Dawn’s left answered gravely.




“Herr Shang, do you accept Miss Summers’ petition?” the woman repeated her question.




“Ja, I do,” the man on Dawn’s right answered.




“I also do accept the petition of Miss Dawn Summers to attend Queen Flavia University,” the woman stated. She picked up a small stick, held it to the open flame of a candle at the front of her part of the podium. Once the end had melted, she smeared a bit in the bottom of a document she held, pressed a ribbon into it, and then smeared a bit more. She put the stick of wax down, picked up a brass seal and pressed one end into the hot wax.




Wow. Literally old school, Dawn thought. She kept it to herself, as the board did not seem to be interested in cracking jokes.




“While you attend this university, Miss Summers,” the woman told her, in tones which rang with dire prophecy, “you are subject to the authority of the matriculation board and under its protection. Any civil or criminal matter with which you may find yourself involved will be referred to us. To the innocent, we are a shield. To the honest, we show mercy. To the honorable, we give support. Do you understand?”




“Yes, ma’am.”




“These,” and the woman delivered the document she’d just signed and sealed, “are your university credentials. Guard them with your life, for they are very nearly more valuable.”




Dawn took the wallet size bundle of crisply folded parchment and opened it. The ribbon was about three-quarters of an inch wide, made of lapis blue silk, and the wax was swirls of black and gold that smelled faintly of frankincense, and it was attached at the bottom middle of the top page. At the top of the page was a front and side portrait of her, taken by Willow for her passport, her thumbprints, and circuit chip about a centimeter and a half square. There was a section for her demographic information, noting date of birth, country of origin, college—oh, she was in Saint Drogo—tutor, and mentor. There was a space for her to write in the address where she found a room.




At the bottom were the signatures of the three members of the matriculation board she stood before. The first was calligraphy by brush and ink, a nearly complete circle drawn in one perfect stroke crossed by the form of a crane in flight. The last was a scrawl of Prof[scribblescribble] He[scribble] Jo[scribble] [scribble]. The middle signature was an elegant capital M.




“Do you have any questions, Miss Summers?” the woman asked her.




So many questions. So very, very many questions. A year ago, she would have just blurted them out and gotten angry if people hadn’t handed the answers to her. Six months ago, she would have kept her questions to herself—unless Xander or maybe Giles were available to ask privately. And suddenly, she felt like she was fourteen again, standing at the bottom of Glory’s tower, staring at Buffy’s body, and shaking until her teeth chattered, desperately wanting to explain that, no, they didn’t understand. She was just a kid. She needed Buffy. She needed her sister to take care of her. She needed to take care of her sister. Therefore, Buffy couldn’t be dead. They didn’t… 




…understand.




All over again, everything was abruptly, irrevocably different. She wasn’t a kid anymore. She’d walked away from Buffy and the Scoobies (the other Scoobies, she told herself). She’d taken care of everything regarding her application to QFU, put together a budget, made the travel arrangements, the doctor’s appointments, and asked Jenny to come with her. She’d taken her first lover in England, shopped in Paris, slept on a train, talked to people in four different languages, and when there wasn’t a taxi to be found in a five mile radius of the Strelsau terminal, she’d hitched a ride with a young man on a motorscooter who’d just happened to have an extra helmet with him and blew him a kiss as she ran up the stairs of the Bursar’s Hall. 




She wasn’t a kid anymore. So why did she feel so scared?




The head of the tribunal waited patiently.




“Um…what do I do next?” Dawn asked.




“Try the Cafe Chat Noir,” Professor Jones told her. “Take a right out of the main door, go three blocks, and it’s across the street. You’ve got a good chance of running into your tutor, and if you don’t, they’ve got a killer stroganof, and the wife knows all the local gossip. She can point you towards a good rented room.”




“Your mentor will contact you directly,” M said. “He is, for all intents and purposes, your pater familias.”




She tucked her credentials into the buttoned inner pocket of her new school robes and secured them.




“Miss Summers,” Herr Shang spoke. “It is best to retain some of the habits of your previous life. Strelsau is not an innocent town. Do you understand?”




“Yes, sir,” she managed, and nodded.




The look M gave her thawed a tiny bit. 




“You are dismissed, Miss Summers,” she said. “We will speak again before the week is out.”	
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The ground was littered with the bodies and parts of bodies of those who had been called—will they or nill they—to battle on Her behalf. She was a poor leader, he thought. Careless, squandering lives the way a spendthrift squandered pennies, but then…that was a Hell god for you.




His ankles and knees hurt, and so did his hands. He was getting, quite literally, too old for this. 




“Doctor,” Polly hissed.




“Stay where you are,” he barked.




He knew she would be hurt by his tone of voice, and he was learning to temper it when possible, but just now, it wasn’t possible at all. Because the cause of all this, Glorificus, was walking towards him.




A man, a human man, probably would have let his mouth fall open. She was lovely, with a slender figure, dancing eyes, and a game smile. She was also, as far as a human might understand it, completely insane.




“That’s right, toots,” Glorificus called. “Stay where you are. Once I’m done with this scenario—” and here she indicated both the Doctor and the Key with both index fingers, “—I’ll be right over to suck your brains out.”




He watched, only gripping the head of his walking stick. For the year and the fashions, she was exquisitely well dressed. La Belle Dame Sans Merci. Her gown might as well have been painted on, and her sleeves were so fashionably long, they trailed on the ground, the same color as the blood she had spilt. She didn’t even slip.




The Key floated between them like a pure, unbroken note of joy.




“You’ve lost,” he told her. “The Key will not avail you. Leave now before your enemies arrive, and perhaps you’ll escape their wrath. I, for one, will not aid you.”




She grinned at him.




“That’s cute, Gramps. You know, I’ve never eaten an actual Time Lord before. Do you taste like chicken?”




When he didn’t answer, she shrugged, and a few blond curls fell in her face. She swept them aside, her nails glittering crimson.




“It’s all just technicalities, anyways,” she continued. “They may have bound my power and killed my army, but this is what I wanted, and now it’s right here. When I devour this pretty little bauble, you can kiss their world and yours goodb—”




She reached for the Key, and just as she would have touched it, it vanished. Shocked, outraged, Glorificus caught her balance and glared at him.




“You,” she said, viciously, pointing a finger at him, “don’t change history. It’s not your game, old man.”




“This,” he replied, “is not history. Not yet, at any rate.”




“Where is it?”




“Safe,” he replied. 




She put her hands on her hips and tapped her foot.




“How about this?” she asked, glaring at him. “How about I take your little friends over there, and I pull them limb from limb and drink their blood while they’re still alive. I can make it so they don’t bleed out for a long time. How about that?”




“No, thank you,” he answered, his voice level as an execution squad about to fire.




“Oh, and…are you going to stop me?” she asked, stepping up to him.




“No,” he said, “I shan’t. They shall, though.”




The shadows behind her began to move with intelligence and purpose. Behind him, he heard Polly gasp and Ben utter an oath.




“You should have taken my advice, my dear,” he said, smiling thinly. “You betrayed so many on your rise to power that even you cannot resist them all.”




She turned with a curse only for the shadows to lunge forward and grab her. As they pulled her in, one brushed his cheek, leaving a burning cold scar. Glorificus screamed in rage. And fear. The shadows pulled her in, and the wind picked up, carrying bits and pieces of debris towards the shadows and their victim.




“This isn’t over, old man!” she screamed. “The Key is mine!”




“No,” he repeated. “It isn’t.”




The shadows swallowed her whole, and the rip between dimensions that her battle had created turned in on itself, puckered, and disappeared. In its place, near the center of the battlefield, among the corpses of men and demons, a baby lay in swaddling cloths, wailing with fear.




He stepped towards it, feeling his joints grip with pain. It was plain what they’d done, the other Hell gods who’d ruled alongside Glorificus. She was bound within this child, unable to touch either her home dimension or this earthly plane. When this child grew and aged and died in the fullness of time, Glorificus would at last be negated utterly. At least, that’s what Her enemies thought. A moment spent studying the child made it clear they’d underestimated Her power.




He gazed at the baby, feeling no urge to pick it up or comfort it. If he were a crueler man—or a kinder one—he would kill the child quickly and cleanly. But, there’d be no explaining it to Polly and Ben, and he found he lacked the will, even knowing the likely consequences. This, he thought, was history. And so was his duty to his charge.







Inside the TARDIS, Polly and Ben waited nervously.




“Is everything all right, Doctor?” Polly asked, twisting her fingers.




“No,” he answered, “but it is as close to all right as possible. Come, my friends. We have a job to do.”




The three of them gazed at the glowing light above the console.




“Is this right, Doctor?” Ben asked. “Bottling it up like that? Shouldn’t it be free?”




“That,” he told them, “is not a bottle. It is an ionically charged field generated to rebalance the influence the Key has on the TARDIS while she’s within its bounds. She wouldn’t be able to exist in here, and the TARDIS wouldn’t be able to travel, without it.”




“She?” Polly asked, looking it over. “The Key is female?”




“All Keys are, in a manner of speaking, female,” he answered. “Though there are few enough of them. Strange that Glorificus was so obsessed with this particular one. If she’d simply looked elsewhere, she wouldn’t have fallen into her foe’s trap.”




“So…where are we taking her?” Ben asked, leaning on the console.




The Doctor rapped Ben’s knuckles with his walking stick. Ben grabbed his hands back and blew on them.




“The Key requires both protection and help when Glorificus returns,” he said. “There is a monastery where both are available, and the monks there owe me a favor.”




“Wait,” Ben said, still blowing on his knuckles, “when Glorificus returns?”




“Yes,” the Doctor replied, tired and a little angry. “When.”







He stood again in the middle of another slaughter. One had escaped Her, but he was being hunted down at that very minute, and the Doctor could spare him no aid.




Leela prowled through the rooms of the tiny monastery. There had been fires, and most of the library was lost. The bodies in the room where Glorificus had made Her entrance were flung about like straws in a hurricane. They’d been lucky enough not to know what had hit them. 




Like most medieval buildings, the door lintels were low enough he had to remove his fedora and duck through them, brushing his brown curls on the stones above. He also had to pick up his scarf and throw several more loops around his neck to keep it from trailing in the blood.




There weren’t nearly as many bodies immediately outside the corridor. Most of the monks, on hearing their brothers screaming, had taken flight to the chapel. Just outside the chapel, the bodies began again, and most of them showed marks of Glorificus’s sense of humor. He looked away from them. Even Time Lords had nightmares.




“What does such things?” Leela asked, her teeth bared in nervous fear.




“A demon,” he told her, his deep voice resonating in the chamber. “Rather, a god of demons.”




Inside the chapel, it was, if possible, worse. When Glorificus had finally gotten around to entering, the Key had been gone. Glorificus had lost Her temper. She’d been angry, and it showed. Leela put the back of her hand to her mouth and recoiled in disgust.




He considered the circles on the stone floor. They were scuffed, but enough was left to read the sigils there. Had Glory even tried? He rather doubted it. If She had, She would have gone directly for the Key, new form or no new form. Instead, she was hunting down the remaining monk, to torture him for information.




So, the Key had a chance.




One glyph in particular caught his attention.




“The Slayer?” he muttered aloud.




“Another demon?” Leela asked. Her hearing was just as good as one might expect from a jungle born huntress.




“On the contrary,” the Doctor answered. “Rather the opposite. Good grief, I haven’t spoken to a Slayer in…well, a very long time. Even for me. It would appear the Order of Dagon did its research quite well.”




“Doctor?” a voice called. “Doctor, are you i-Christ in His heaven!.”




“In here,” he called.




Two women—aging but still strong and lovely—entered, guns in hand, carefully scouting the room. They both considered Leela, accepted her as a companion of the Doctor, and returned to their scans.




“We received your note,” the brunette said, her voice clipped with the effort to contain her revulsion at the slaughter around her.




“What note?” Leela asked. “You have sent no note.”




“I haven’t sent a note yet, Leela,” he corrected her. “I imagine once we’re done here, I’ll pop back a week or so to post one, so the ladies have a chance to get here. The Czech Republic may be easier to reach than it used to be, but that doesn’t mean it’s a hop, skip, or a jump from home.”




“What in God’s name,” the other woman began.




“A god,” he replied, looking up from the floor. “A Hell god by the name of Glorificus. We met before, a very long time ago for me. Not quite so long for Her.”




“You’re going to take on a Hell god?” the blond asked, aghast.




“God’s teeth,” the brunette swore, “the stories about you really are true, aren’t they?”




“Mostly,” he allowed. “Mrs. Peel, isn’t it? How is your husband?”




“Tolerable,” she answered. “When he’s intolerable, I send him to the lake country to fish, and I take an assignment or two.”




“And Mrs. Stone?”




“Call me Debbie Sue. Might as well. Everyone else does. I guess I’ll call the Sisters,” the blonde said, reaching for a walkie-talkie she carried.




He waved her off. “That won’t be necessary. If the monks accomplished what I think they did, they not only saved the Key, but the world as well. More than once. That part is all well and done.”




Besides which, Glorificus’ memory block had apparently kicked in now that she had emerged from her human prison. He’d had to explain the Hell god to Leela three times since they’d come through the doors.




“These men can’t be six hours dead,” Leela protested. “How is this thing well and done in such a short time? And with the stink of sorcery all over it?”




“I do keep telling you, Leela,” he sighed, glancing at her. “Time is not a linear function. It has a certain…wobbliness to it. Hmm, yes, wobbliness. I like that.”




“But what of the survivor?” she demanded. “Why not help him?”




He exhaled, his shoulders slumping. “I can’t. This—the moment when the monks transformed the Key into a girl—is a fixed point. If they’ve done what I suspect—which was no mean feat—then she’s safe with the Slayer, and he’s the only one left to tell the Slayer what’s happened. She’s nearly as powerful a time-space nexus as I am. At least this one is. I get too close, and I may well muck up the whole thing.”




“So, you want us to intervene?” Mrs. Peel asked, scanning the room for living threats.




“Oh, no,” the Doctor answered, shaking his head. “It’s far too early for your fellow ladies to play their hand. You’ll be needed later.”




“Well, if you don’t want help with that,” Debbie Sue said, her accent betraying her origin in the deep south of the United States, “then why the hell call us out here?”




“I need help burying them,” he said.




Both women deflated a little bit. Burying corpses wasn’t listed high as fun in their books, but it was remarkably better than facing a Hell goddess on a rampage.




“And I need you to inform your Sisters that the Key is in play again,” he continued.




Mrs. Peel’s head popped back up, and she stared at him. “That means the prophesy …”




“Yes, well,” he said, smiling grimly, “there’s always a prophesy, isn’t there?”







He studied the readings on the screen, unhappy but unwilling to look away.




“Whu’s tha?” Donna asked, coming around the console.




“That,” he answered, “is a problem, and we’re going to have to deal with it.”




She looked at the screen and watched the formless colors play across it. “I can’t make heads or tails of it.”




“That,” and the Doctor pointed at a point in the screen that the swirls bent around, “is a nexus—a person or lifeform with considerable influence on the space-time continuum. I’m one. You’ve gained a few characteristics of one from the time you’ve spent with me. This one is quite powerful. In its own way more than me, and it’s in trouble.”




“Wha?” Donna asked, tilting her head to look at the screen. “Is it that swirly, bendy thing there?”




“Mmm-hmmm,” the Doctor answered, nodding his head but not taking his eyes off the screen. “The other one is the sister of the first. Sort of.”




“Sort of?” Donna repeated.




“Kind of,” he admitted.




“How can someone be a sort-of-kind-of sister? You’re either related, or you’re not.”




“Well, that’s just it, isn’t it?” he asked, scratching the back of his neck. “And that’s why she’s in trouble. See, here,” and he pointed to other, much smaller, swirls that danced around the two main ones, “are all the major people connected to them. That,” and he pointed to a dark, horrible blotchy thing, “is what’s hunting her. It’s getting closer.”




“What is that thing?” Donna demanded. “Why didn’t I notice it before?”




“Hmmm? Oh, well, it’s a Hell god, if you must know. Not that you’ll remember. Humans don’t. Like beads of mercury on plate glass, She just doesn’t stick to your brains.”




She looked at him, annoyed and a little frightened.




“What do you mean, doesn’t stick to my brain?” she asked. “Never mind. What do we do?”




“Well, the spell that translated the Key from a glowing point of energy to a human girl can only do so much, and it’s done all of that and more. In order for her to fit in, the monks had to give her and all the people in her life concrete memories—all the way back to the time of her supposed conception. That’s a lot of stress on these connections—Key, Slayer, Hell god. We need to take one of the stressors out of the equation.”




“Hell god?” Donna demanded. “What do you mean, Hell god?”




The Doctor gave her a sad, slightly amused smile. “And there you go. I’d rub it in, but it’s no fun, since you won’t remember that either. At any rate, we need to make a stop in California and talk to a man.”







Hank Summers was packing his car when he heard the sound—a wheezing, grinding noise like an old car engine pushed too far. He stood back up and looked around, trying to place it. It wasn’t an actual car. There wasn’t a neighbor on this street who would own the kind of wreck the sound implied. There weren’t any train tracks nearby. It sure wasn’t an earthquake. What on Earth?




“Excuse me, Mr. Summers?”




“Where did you two come from?” he asked, facing the two strangers behind him.




One was a man, medium height, skinny, and a shock of brown hair that looked like it broke combs for breakfast. The other, a woman, looked more reasonable and sensible, if distracted. The man held up a badge.




“California Department of Child Welfare,” he said. “I’m the Doctor. This is my colleague, Miss Noble. We’re here to talk to you about your daughter.”




His blood turned cold.




“Buffy? What’s happened?” he asked. “What kind of trouble is she in now?”




“Not Buffy,” the man said. “Dawn.”




And an even worse wave of heart shrinking cold washed over him. Buffy got into trouble. That’s what she did, and somehow, she always came out all right. But Dawn? His little girl?




“She’s all right,” the woman assured him. “Could you not scare the poor man to death? Tell him she’s all right.”




“Well, she’s…ah…she’s mostly all right,” the man said. “She’s currently all right. But I do need to talk to you about a very serious danger to her.”




“What? Of course,” Hank answered. “What is it?”




“Well…ah …”




The woman glanced at her partner and nudged him. “Go on.”




“Well, Mr. Summers,” the man said, “I’m afraid you are. The danger to her, that is.”




“What?”







They ended up in his living room, holding cups of coffee without sipping as he paced the floor, occasionally stopping and glaring at them.




“Look, I know this isn’t easy—” the Doctor started.




“You go to hell!” Hank yelled at him.




He stopped, ran his hands through his hair, and turned to glare at the bureaucratic official sitting on his couch.




“You don’t know a damn thing,” he said. “These are my daughters, my girls, you’re talking about. I’m supposed to be in Sunnydale in three hours to take them camping for the weekend. And you tell me I’m supposed to walk away from them? When some…some thing is hunting my fourteen year old daughter?”




“If you love them,” the Doctor said, “yes.”




“I’m their father!” Hank roared. “Of course I love them!”




Both of them fell quiet for a long moment.




“Tell me, Mr. Summers,” the Doctor said, “what are your first memories of Dawn?”




“My first…what’s that got to do with anything?” he asked, frantic.




“Mr. Summers,” Donna said, “please. I know it doesn’t make any sense just now, but just do what he asks.”




“Just…I talked to Dawn just this last weekend,” he said. “We…we talked about school. She likes her art class and Spanish. We practiced talking in Spanish for a little bit. I told her if she got all As, I would take her to Cozumel next summer.”




“Your first memories of Dawn,” the Doctor stressed.




Hank stared, mystified. “Yeah, my first mem— …wait. That, that doesn’t make sense.”




“No, it doesn’t,” the Doctor agreed. “The thing is, Mr. Summers. Dawn isn’t really your daughter.”




“Don’t you think I know that?!” he yelled at them.




He stopped and covered his eyes with a hand, waiting for his temper to calm, waiting for the tears pressing against his eyelids to retreat.




“You think I don’t know that?” he asked again. “I saw Dawn’s blood type in her medical records. There’s no way she could be my biological daughter. When I confronted my wife, she told me it was over, that he’d disappeared when she’d told him she was pregnant. She honestly thought that made it okay.”




He took his hand down and glared, red-eyed, at this man who’d walked into his life, prying and poking, and dismantling everything that mattered.




“And you know what I did?” he asked. “When my wife was done crying, but never said she was sorry, I left her and went to my daughters’ bedroom, and I read them a bedtime story. Because I’m their father, and I don’t care what medical tests or my now ex-wife says. Dawn is as much my daughter as Buffy is. Now, do you understand that?”




The Doctor swallowed and looked down into his coffee cup.




“Really put your foot into that one, didn’t you?” Donna muttered.




“You humans,” he answered. “Always so complicated! And English is a terrible language for ambiguities, anyways. If you only spoke Gallifreyan, I could have used the same sentence and not have had any misunderstandings over biology.”




“What are you talking about?” Hank demanded.




They both pressed their lips together in frustration. Donna was the first to speak up, though.




“Look, Mr. Summers, you have to have known that there’s something different about Buffy, right?”




“She’s just…she’s got some problems, is all.” He shrugged.




“She’s got a lot of problems,” Donna agreed, “but not because she’s got problems, if you follow me. It’s more like a lot of bad things have problems with her.”




He stared at her, as if she had just spelled out the word on the tip of his tongue, but she’d done it in another language, so he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.




“Bad things …”




The Doctor took a deep breath. “Yes, bad things. I’m afraid we can’t go into much more detail, because there is something of a time crunch on, and too much information will only make things worse.”




“Sum it up,” Donna said, nudging him.




“What?” he asked, offended.




“You’re always explaining,” she said. “It takes too long. Sum up.”




Now it was the Doctor’s turn to scrub his face. “Okay, look: your daughter, Buffy, has a very special role to play. A difficult one, and she’s very, very good at it. So good, that when a group of very brave, very doomed men needed to find a safe place for something so precious they were willing to give their lives for it, they sent it to Buffy.”




Hank’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t interrupt.




“The thing is, they couldn’t just FedEx it to Buffy. Instead, they took this precious, irreplaceable thing—so full of wonderfulness, it would break your heart with happiness just to look at it—and they turned it into a girl. But girls don’t just coalesce out of the mists of space and time. They have families. They have memories. They have whole lives.”




“You’re…are you talking about Dawn?”




“In order for this to work,” the Doctor continued, “those very brave and very doomed men not only translated this precious thing into a girl, they reshaped the world around her so that everyone connected to her had memories that matched hers, so that Buffy and Buffy’s family became her family. What they did took so much strength, so much energy, and accomplished so much that it’s teetering on the brink of failure. Tiny bits here and there are going plink! and spoing!, and if some of the stress isn’t taken off, it’s not just going to unravel, it’s going to snap, and if it does, the recoil will lead the Hell god who wants to bleed Dawn straight to her.”




“HELL GOD?” Hank yelled.




“HELL GOD?” Donna demanded. “You didn’t say anything about a HELL GOD!”




“Yes, I did,” the Doctor insisted, “and it doesn’t matter anyways, because in about five seconds, you won’t remember that I said any such thing.”




“That’s it,” Hank declared. “I’m driving up there. I’ll take them to Timbuktu if I have to.”




He grabbed his keys and started for the door. The Doctor was on his feet, blocking his way before he got three steps.




“You do that,” the Doctor said, “and she’ll be dead before you reach her.”




“Why?!” Hank cried, grabbing the Doctor’s jacket.




The Doctor took his hand and gently pulled it free.




“Mr. Summers, right now, you are the only person who is not in the thick of this but still has every memory, every bit of your life’s reality warped around Dawn, in an attempt to make her real. The others will learn. In time. And they’ll adjust. It will take the stress off the spell and allow Dawn enough breathing room to be a real girl. But right now, every person the spell has to press against a Dawn-shaped mold is another stress on it.”




Hank Summers stood toe to toe against the Doctor and listened to the words that took his life away.




“Everyone else affected by the spell is in the middle of the fight. They have to be. They can’t be spared. You can. Remove yourself from this, Mr. Summers. Leave Dawn’s life, and the spell can hold. Stay here, and it’ll eventually break. Go see her, and you’ll lead the horrors of Hell straight to your daughter.”




“I’m her father,” Hank croaked. “I’m supposed to protect her.”




“I’m sorry,” the Doctor said. “I am so, so sorry, Mr. Summers, but the only way you can protect her is by leaving, by getting as far away as you can. If you don’t, Dawn will die, and so will Buffy, trying to protect her.”




“This can’t be…this can’t be real,” Hank said, begging. “You’re…this is just some horrible prank or a joke. I haven’t been the best father. I should have fought harder for custody, but I didn’t want the girls to see all that bitterness. I can’t just…leave.”




“You can,” the Doctor assured him. “And you must.”




“She’s my little girl,” he whispered. 




“And she’s alive,” the Doctor told him. “That’s your only real choice, Mr. Summers. Your daughters, both of them alive or both of them dead. I’m really very sorry.”




Hank slumped. “Forever?”




“Probably not,” Donna said. “I mean, at some point, they’ve got to win, right?”




“I sincerely hope so,” the Doctor said. “It’s not something I can fix, and if Buffy and her gang don’t, there won’t be a universe for me to tidy up.”




“If I leave without telling them why,” Hank said, “they’ll think I’m abandoning them.”




“But they’ll be alive,” Donna reminded him. “And you can mend bridges later.”




He covered his face with his hands and stood silent for a long moment. When he brought his hands down, he was calmer, but there were tears on his cheeks.




“What do I do?”




“Don’t speak to her or Buffy,” the Doctor told him. “Get as far away as you can. Another continent if that’s possible. Give it…a year, at least. Two years would be better. Buffy has to be completely on her own before you can risk contacting them again. It would be better if Dawn were, as well.”




“How long …” he had to stop and clear his throat, “how long has Dawn been here?”




He looked up at the Doctor, and the Doctor’s heartbroken expression almost stopped him.




“You said, these men, they sent her to Buffy and changed everyone’s memories. How long ago was that?”




“Last week,” the Doctor told him.




“You mean, I’ve never even met my own daughter?” Hank asked him. “I’ve talked to her on the phone once, and everything else is just…made up? It’s not real?”




“Just because it’s made up doesn’t mean it’s not real,” the Doctor told him. “What your wife did couldn’t stop you from loving your daughter, and whatever you may think of her, she’s a far, far better person than the thing looking for Dawn. Don’t let it take your daughter away. She is very real. I swear my life on it. Your memories of her and hers of you are just as real as the certainty of her dying if you don’t leave.”




All the fight drained out of Hank Summers. He turned his face away.




“I’ll go,” he said. “I promise, I’ll go. I won’t risk my daughters’ lives. Just…leave. Please.”




They left.




On the walk back to the TARDIS, Donna wrapped her arms around herself.




“Oy, that was horrible,” she said. “Telling a man he has to walk away from his girls, them knowing nothing, or they’ll die.”




The Doctor said nothing, but his jaw clenched.




“And…he just took it,” Donna said, wondering. “I mean, you’re persuasive, I’ll give you that. Most persuasive man in the universe, I expect. But…you didn’t even have to fight to get him to believe. He never even called you crazy, and everyone calls you crazy. He just accepted what you had to say.”




“His older daughter is a Vampire Slayer,” the Doctor reminded her. “He’s seen her come home in the middle of the night bloodied, torn up, and covered in graveyard dust, and he’s spent the last five years of his life in denial. He could turn his mind away from it when it was Buffy, but not when it was Dawn.”




“Huh,” Donna said, looking around at the eucalyptus trees. “So, wha? He loves Dawn more than Buffy?”




“Maybe,” the Doctor said, a little bitterly, as he unlocked the TARDIS door, “or maybe knowing what he does, he can be more honest about Dawn.”




“Funny ol’ world,” Donna said. 




“Yeah,” the Doctor replied, flatly. “Real funny.”







Ruritania was a funny old country. Right up until the end of the 19th century, they’d been just as crazy as all the other little principalities, with their strutting and blustering, their intrigues and their alliances. Then, about the time Queen Victoria started looking very grumpy and after all that business with identical fifth cousins, assassinations, unconsumated love, and noble deaths, Ruritania got downright boring.




Mind you, it was pretty. Having missed out on the trench warfare of the Great War and much of the bombing during World War II, the villages, towns, and cities—especially Strelsau—were quite lovely and very lived in. They’d gotten their architecture figured out, ran all the government computers on Ubuntu, had an average per capita wealth that was less than Switzerland but more than Denmark, an extremely large middle class, an atrophied and slightly embarrassed nobility, almost as many horses as Ireland, thoroughly respectable schools, and the last hereditary absolute monarch in Europe.




The Doctor was already bored. Which should have been a warning to him. 




His student, the one he’d agreed to accept as a tutor for Queen Flavia University in exchange for a free pass through the entire country, was due to meet him in less than half an hour. He’d already sent Amy and Rory off for a two week vacay with a charge card courtesy of Her Majesty.




“Doctor,” Rory called, working his way through the crowded cafe, “we’ve got a problem.”




“I’ll say,” the Doctor answered, putting his cocoa down. “You’re supposed to be over in Zenda, hunting boars or something.”




“No one hunts boars anymore,” Amy said, joining them. “We’ve been shopping before we go, so we don’t die of boredom while there.”




“They have a spa…thingy,” the Doctor protested.




“Doctor, listen,” Rory interrupted. “I just bumped into a girl—an American girl—who recognized me.”




“Oh, well, that was probably my st— what do you mean she recognized you?” he demanded.




Rory took a seat and simultaneously pulled one out for his wife without taking his eyes off the Doctor. He glanced around the cafe and lowered his voice to allow the buzz of conversation to cover it.




“Doctor, she recognized me as the Last Centurion,” Rory said.




“What?” He almost spilled his cocoa. “Did you know her?”




“Yeah,” Rory answered. “That’s what’s so weird. The British Museum sent the Pandorica on a touring exhibition, and I took a job as an actor, playing the Last Centurion. Only, there was this town in California, Sunnydale—”




“Sunnydale?” the Doctor repeated, looking horrified.




“Yeah,” Rory continued. “Horrible place. Some sort of vampire lord decided he wanted to grab the Pandorica, called himself the Master.”




“Him? Oh, yes, he’d almost certainly try to grab the Pandorica,” the Doctor interrupted. “Go on.”




“Well, I never saw him myself, but he sent a bunch of goons. There’d been a school group in earlier that day, and one of the kids—this girl, the same girl who stopped me in the streets not twenty minutes ago—came back after everyone else had gone home, because she wanted to talk to me.




“Doctor, she couldn’t have been more than eleven, and she’d figured out I was the real Last Centurion. She spoke classical Latin fluently. She spoke some Aramaic, for heaven’s sake.”




“What did you do?” the Doctor asked.




“We chatted,” Rory answered. “She asked me about life in Brittanica. That’s what was weird.” He stopped and considered it. “It didn’t throw her for a second.”




“No, I’m sure it didn’t,” the Doctor said. “But that can’t be all that happened that night. This was Sunnydale, after all.”




“Well, no, actually, it wasn’t. While we were talking, a gang of vampires broke in, killed the docent and tried to take the Pandorica. In the middle of the fight, the Vampire Slayer shows up, and she’s got a friend with her, a vampire by the name of Angelus. I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of him, Doctor, bu—”




“I have, and it’s a good thing you didn’t kill him,” the Doctor told him. “”But Dawn, Dawn Summers.”




“Yeah,” Rory said. “How did you …?”




“Never mind that. What happened?”




“Oh, well, the three of us won the fight pretty handily. I gave Buffy a talking to for ignoring her little sister. Her Watcher, Giles, forwarded me letters from Dawn up until …”




“Giles?” the Doctor asked, looking a little overwhelmed. “Rupert Giles? All tweedy and reserved, and then when you least expect it, breaks bad people into little squishy bits?”




“Ah…well, actually, yes,” Rory answered. “He was hell with a cricket bat. Or so I hear.”




“Oy,” Amy said, poking her husband’s shoulder. “You go on adventures like that, and you don’t even tell me?”




“Amy.” Rory gave her an exasperated look. “I’ve got two thousand years back history. I didn’t even remember it until Dawn bumped into us and recognized me.”




“This is very not good,” the Doctor mumbled to himself.




“Well, I thought it was strange,” Rory admitted, “and that I ought to tell you. Except for you, Amy, and River, no one’s ever remembered the Last Centurion.”




“Yes, the whole timeline was wiped when the universe rebooted,” the Doctor agreed and then muttered under his breath, “and Dawn wasn’t even in human form yet, which means Rory’s memory was affected by her transformation. How do you even create memories of an alternate timeline in two different people anyways?”




“Sorry?” Amy asked. “Human form? What kind of student have you taken?”




And Dawn chose just that moment to show up.




“Entshuldigen Sie, bitte,” she said in flawless Hoche Deutsch. “Sie Sind Herr Doktor? Ich heiße Fraulein Dawn Summers, und Ich bin Ihre Schulerin.” fn1




“Excellent,” the Doctor said, not taking his eyes off Rory. 




He stood and pulled out the last empty chair at the table. “Please, take a seat, Miss Summers, and don’t fret, I speak fluent English. You can switch back to your native tongue.”




“Wait,” Rory said under his breath, “that was German, really German. How come the TARDIS translation matrix didn’t change it?”




“Local color?” Amy asked, shrugging.




The young woman, paused, confused and then extremely aggravated.




“Yeah, I thought I was speaking my native tongue. I am really tired. Hi, Rory. Hi, Amy. Anyways, Doctor, before this whole thing starts up, I need to reschedule for the morning. I’ve been up for the last thirty hours, and I just got strips pulled off my hide by the Matriculation Board. I still need to find a room to let, all the hotels are booked, and there’s no way I’m staying in the hostel.”




“Sit,” the Doctor said. “I’ll take care of the room. You should rest.”




“No,” Dawn said. “Seriously, I really need to go do this—”




“Sit!”




Both Amy and Rory ducked at the command, but Dawn only riled up.




“Okay, you know what?” she snapped. “I’m pretty freakin’ tired of having so-called grown ups treat me like their personal butt monkey. So you can either reschedule our meeting for tomorrow morning, or you can go to hell and die. Mache ich mich auch löschen?”fn2




Amy and Rory turned wide eyes on the young woman. Amy stifled a giggle.




“Oh, I like her, Doctor.”




“Fine,” the Doctor said, putting his hands on his head. “Fine. Miss Summers, give me just one moment. You two,” he pointed at his Companions, “out of here. Out of town. If you can manage it, out of the country. I cannot have the three of you in such close proximity. You’re much too timey-wimey to risk it. Go!”




“What?” Amy asked Dawn, “You’re not going to storm off? You should really storm off.”




“I can’t,” Dawn grated. “The faculty directory doesn’t list an office for him, and the directions the registrar gave me don’t make any sense.”




“Out!” the Doctor yelled at Amy and Rory.




The cafe fell silent, and everyone stared at them in polite horror.




“Okay,” Rory said, a little offended. “We’re going. I was trying to help.”




“Behave yourself, Doctor,” Amy said, grabbing her things. “And Dawn—”




“Yeah?” Dawn looked up, exhausted.




“Give ’im hell!”




It took a long minute for Rory to grab the rest of their things and usher Amy to the door. Amy kept turning and waving or blowing kisses. Once the happy couple were out the door, the chatter resumed, and the rest of the people returned to ignoring them.




“Now, then,” the Doctor said, clapping his hands together. “Dawn, I know you’re very tired—”




“I. Am.”




“But if you’ll just grant me a few minutes, I’ll straighten everything out for you.”




She glared at him. He met her glare with an intent, yet gentle, gaze.




“Honestly,” he said. “Please.”




He held the chair out for her, and after a long moment, she relented.




“Fine, but if I fall asleep, it’s your fault,” she said.







The next morning, he found her at the appointed time, standing in front of the TARDIS, her jaw hanging open in crisp winter air.




“Hello, Dawn,” he said, and handed her a cup of cafe mocha. “We’ll need to give the cups back to the cafe there when we’re done. How’d you find your new residence?”




She gave him a split-second glance and went back to staring at the TARDIS.




“I have a private bathroom,” she said. “Nobody has a private bathroom. The only reason the student guide doesn’t explicitly forbid private bathrooms is because no one can find a room to rent with a private bathroom.”




“Oh?” he asked innocently.




“My rent is an hour a day working in the patisserie, plus weekly Latin lessons for their oldest daughter, plus one evening a week babysitting. And their kids are well behaved. How did you find them?”




“It’s just…something I’m good at,” he answered, smiling.




She finally tore her eyes away from the TARDIS and faced him.




“You’re him, aren’t you?” she asked, taking the cup he offered and wrapping her hands around it. “I thought it was a typo. ‘The Doctor’. I mean, who calls themselves by just a title?”




“Who, indeed?” he agreed with her.




“But you’re really him,” she repeated. “All those bedtime stories Giles told me, about the mad man with the box, the time traveler, with the Sontarans and the Silurians? You’re him, aren’t you?”




He raised his eyebrows and smiled with embarrassment. “Actually, yes. I am the Doctor. It’s very nice to meet you, Dawn.”




“But you don’t look anything like what Giles described,” she said, looking him over. “I mean, tall, yeah. But what happened to the curly hair? And the scarf? Do you still eat jelly babies?”




“I’m more partial to Jammie Dodgers these days,” he answered. “As for the rest, it would be pretty silly if I hadn’t changed in all the time since I saw Rupert. He was fairly young.”




“He was at Oxford,” she answered. “And he’d gotten over his Ripper stage. And you look younger!”




“Yes, I do that occasionally,” he said. “Now, Dawn—”




“Is that really the TARDIS?” she asked. “The TARDIS?”




He sighed. “Yes, it is, but before I let you in, there are some things we have to discuss.”




She had started to reach for the door handle, but stopped herself and turned back.




“Wait, is this why you’re my tutor? Because you know Giles?” she asked.




“As a matter of fact, I didn’t know Giles knew you until last night, though it makes a great deal of sense at this point,” he told her. “No, the reason I’m your tutor is because you, Dawn, are the Key.”




And here he’d thought “went white as a sheet” was just a figure of speech when it came to humans.




“Whoops! Let me take that,” he said, grabbing her cup. “Best take a seat. Over here. Come along.”




He juggled the two cups and helped her to a nearby bench. Once seated, she scooted as far away from him as she could.




“Oh, come now,” he protested. “Didn’t Rupert tell you I’m one of the good guys?”




She pointed a shaking finger at him. “Look, my sister—”




His manner abruptly changed from solicitous to nearly scornful.




“Really, Dawn? Seriously? You go all the way to Europe to establish yourself as a person without the shadow cast by your sister, and the first time you feel threatened, you pull her out?”




“Hey, this is not the first time I’ve been threat— and how the hell did you know that?”




“I read your application essay,” he told her. 




“No,” Dawn said, “how did you know I’m the Key?”




“I am a Time Lord,” he pointed out.




“And?” Dawn demanded.




“We’ve met before,” he told her, stretching out his legs and crossing his arms. 




“And…what, my future self told you?” Dawn asked, baffled.




“No,” he answered. “Strangely enough, all my encounters with you or tangential to you have been in chronological order for both of us, which is a fairly rare occurrence.”




“I …what?”




“I met you when you were the Key but not a human,” he explained. “You don’t have any memory of that, because glowing balls of wibbly-wobbly transdimensional life energies don’t form the neural connections necessary for memory.”




“You…you met me…you met me before …”




“Oh, keep it up,” he said, sourly. “You’ll get a whole sentence before lunchtime.”




She stared at him, speechless.




“Honestly, Dawn, you haven’t considered the fact that you had an entire existence before you were Dawn? A clever girl like you?” he asked her. “I mean, even aside from the eight hundred years or nearly so you spent under the care of the Order of Dagon, there were millennia before that where you were simply a Key and nothing more complicated.”




“I try not to think about it,” she whispered.




“Try not to think about it,” the Doctor repeated, considering her words. “The Order of Dagon—and they were friends of mine, you know—spent eight centuries keeping guard over you. The last of the order died trying to protect you. I know. I found them after Glorificus killed them. I buried the—”




“Oh my god, please, just stop,” she said, pressing her fingers to her mouth. 




“Why do you think Queen Flavia University took you on?” he asked. “Being the Slayer’s sister certainly isn’t enough reason. For heaven’s sake, Hogwarts is easier to get into, and they take more students—oh, wait, that’s next millennium. Never mind—No, this university takes on students they believe stand a solid chance of altering the course of history for the good. You may find a lot of tortured souls and troubled minds in the student body, but you won’t find a single person who has no idea what it’s like to be …interesting.”




She stared straight ahead without looking at him.




“But, I’m not the Key anymore,” she finally managed, her tone flat and tight. “That’s gone.”




“What?” the Doctor asked, his eyes narrowing. “Oh, no, Dawn. Whatever they told you, they either didn’t have enough information, or they were protecting you. You are still very much the Key. There is no not being the Key. You can live your life and never touch that part of who you are, but if you choose that, it should be from knowledge, not ignorance or denial. You have to understand what you are, especially now, especially with what’s coming.”




“You know about the prophesy?” she whispered.




“Oh, there’s always a prophesy,” he told her. “Besides which, Keys never get to be boring. Something’s bound to happen.”




She stared at his face for a moment, emotions warring across her expression. At least she was starting to get some of her color back. He gave her one of the cups of mocha.




“What do you mean ‘Keys’?” she asked. “I’m the only one.”




“What? Who told you that?” he asked. “Oh, just because everyone says the Key? No, you’re not unique. No more than the Pegasus or the Phoenix.”




“Those are unique,” she said. “Actually, they’re mythical. But even in the myths, they’re unique.”




She started sipping her mocha, gave up, and gulped it.




“And how do you think they made it into those myths? Besides, they’re only unique if you can only see a very small segment of the space-time continuum. Back off a little, and the universe is practically loaded with them. No, people—and Hell gods for that matter—only think you’re unique, Dawn, because they’ve never seen another Key. You’re not exactly common, not by any means, but there are a lot more of you than anyone else seems to realize.”




She looked away and stared at the ground.




“Now then, Summers, what exactly is a Key?” the Doctor drawled, stretching out from the bench.




“Do we have to do this now?” she asked, closing her eyes.




“Yes, it’s rather important. Need to have this concept down before we go off to our next stop.”




“What kind of key?’ she asked.




“Any kind,” he responded. “Every kind. Your kind. What is it? What does the word mean?”




She groaned. 




“It’s a tool for opening locks. A…a reference for translating codes. The table that tells you what all the symbols on a map are. A simple answer to a complicated problem. The list of flats or sharps in a musical scale. The answer sheet to a quiz or a test. The…the buttons with letters on a typewriter or the rectangular pieces you press down to sound a note on a piano or the levers or covers that close airholes in a woodwind instrument. The thingie you beat out Morse code on for telegraphs.”




“Oh, you are good,” he said, grinning. “But, you forgot the other half.”




One of her eyes popped open, and she glared balefully at him. “What!”




“If it unlocks,” he prompted her, “then it can also?”




“Lock,” she answered. “If it can decode, it can encode.”




“A key takes what is impossible and changes it to possible,” he told her, pulling his legs back in and leaning towards her. “Or takes the possible and makes it impossible. And what you have to remember, Dawn, is that where English is a sea of ambiguities, this is one instance where it’s an advantage. No other language in the universe can encompass the meaning of what a key is quite so well. In fact, in most other civilizations after this one, they still use the English word ‘key’ to describe what you are.”




“But I can’t do any of that!” She answered wildly. “I’m just me!”




“Have you never noticed how completely improbably things constantly happen to you or those around you? How many languages do you speak fluently as well as being able to read and write them? And in how many dialects and inflections? How is it, time and again, you yourself have been the one person who kept everyone else around you in their position relative to others? Which, by the way, is another definition of a key.”




“What?” she asked. “I’m me, okay? I pick up languages like other people pick up colds. I’ve been skimming ancient texts since I was ten with a Watcher-slash-British Museum curator as a coach. It’s called practice. And I’ve always been the Scoobies’ kid sister. Always. Dawn needs to be rescued—oh, it must be Tuesday.”




“That’s Buffy talking,” he said, wagging a finger at her. “And I’ll wager it’s a Buffy who was overwhelmed and frightened of her own life and terrified she’d let her little sister down. As for the rest, bollocks, if you don’t mind me saying so. It takes the average human at least a year to hold a barely comprehensible social conversation in a new language. You manage it in a week. I’ve seen your work samples and AP exams. You speak more languages than Oxbridge’s entire foreign language faculties put together. You dance, you sing—”




“I don’t sing,” she interrupted. “I never sing.”




“Fine, but you can, and you can read music in multiple clefs. You’re not well rounded, Dawn. You’re spherical in eight dimensions.”




“Dammit!” she swore. “I’m me!”




“Of course you are,” he answered. “That’s what I’m trying to get across to you. You’re you, and this is part of who you are, and there’s a great deal more. Most of it is wonderful. Some of it will be terrifying. All of it will be you. In order to take hold of that part of yourself, you have to acknowledge it.”




“I’m just a girl,” she said. “There’s nothing special about me.”




“Nobody’s just anything,” the Doctor contradicted her. “And, yes, you are a girl. And a human. And a Key. And an Earthling. And a great many other things. Nobody can truthfully say you’re not a girl, but nobody can truthfully say you’re just a girl.”




She didn’t look at him. She just folded in on herself and rubbed her arms as if she were cold under her layers of school robes, hooded cloak, mittens, scarf, and hat.




“Right,” the Doctor declared and clapped his hands together, rubbing them. “Let’s be off.”




“What?” Dawn asked.




“To the TARDIS,” he said, gesturing.




Numbly, she got to her feet and followed him. At the door, he paused, and she stopped short so she didn’t run in to him.




“Now, the last time you were in here,” he said, staring intently at her, “I had to go to a great deal of trouble to keep you from acting like a lump of sodium and the TARDIS matrix from acting like a bucket of water. Not your fault. Or hers, for that matter. Just physics. Mmmmm. Hmmmmm.”




He studied her, looking over her face, getting uncomfortably close, taking her hands and inspecting them, looking into her eyes.




“Mmmm,” he said, apparently satisfied. “You’re flesh and blood now, so I don’t think it’ll be too much of a problem. Still, tell me immediately if you begin to feel like your polarity is shifting.”




“Okay,” she agreed. “Exactly how will I know if that’s happening?”




“Oh, the usual,” he said, unlocking the door. “Nausea, a sense of impending doom, possibly blood pouring out of your ears. Here we go!”




“I’m calling Giles when this is done,” Dawn muttered to herself. “He left way too much out of those stories.”







“What’s that?” she asked, her curiosity overcoming her trepidation and emotional exhaustion.




“That is High Gallifreyan script,” the Doctor answered. “You haven’t seen it before, that I know of.”




She ran her fingers across the carving in the console. “It looks like planetary systems or electron orbits.”




“It is,” he answered. “And any number of other things. Depending on the context, that phrase there gives the mass necessary to ignite stellar fusion, the dark energy quantum flux frequency to enter the Time Vortex, a rather poor recipe for chicken parmigian, and an instruction to stow all tray tables and return all seat backs to their upright position during take off and landing cycles.”




She traced the designs, considering them, memorizing them, and then suddenly snatched her hand away.




“What?” the Doctor asked.




“Is it supposed to go zing!?” Dawn asked.




“Well, are your tray tables stowed and your seat backs in their upright position?” he asked in return. “Gallifreyan doesn’t just impart information, Dawn. It imposes it.”




She looked around her for trays or seat backs. 




“It’s fine, Dawn,” he assured her.




He threw a switch, and a slow, rhythmic grinding noise started, like gears left to run loose while the cyclist went downhill.




“What…where are we going?” Dawn asked.




“Mediterranean coast of Spain,” the Doctor answered. “About a week from today.”




“Why are we going there?”




“To meet someone,” he said. “Someone I owe an apology to. Someone you need to see.”







The sky above was a washed out, overcast gray, and from the texture of the sand, it had only stopped raining a few hours ago. It was chilly, but her school robes were more than heavy enough.




“Here we are,” the Doctor said, looking around the deserted beach.




“Who are we meeting?” Dawn asked. 




“Him,” the Doctor answered, pointing off towards the sand dunes.




Dawn looked in that direction and froze. He wasn’t that close, clambering down a sand dune, cradling something in his left arm. There was still no doubt in her mind, no hesitation of recognition. 




“Dad?”




“Yeah,” the Doctor confirmed. “I thought it best to get this out of the way as soon as possible. Not much warning. Sorry about that.”




“Sorry about…what is this?” Dawn demanded. “Are you just having fun screwing with my head? I haven’t even seen my dad since I was fourteen years old. He walked away from us. Never even told us he was leaving until he dropped us a postcard from Spain!”




“Yes, well, there’s a good reason for that,” the Doctor said, not looking at her.




“And what could that be?” she asked, bitingly. “He could screw his secretary just as well in LA as he can here.”




“He left, Dawn,” the Doctor told her, “because I asked him to.”




Her mouth dropped open, and it was too late to scream at him or hit him, because her father was now close enough to hear every word, and he just kept coming closer. He was holding, it turned out, a bouquet of flowers, but he didn’t say a word until he was less than ten feet away.




He smiled, nervously.




“Dawnie?”




“Dad.” She managed not to say it as a question. It took everything she had not to throw herself into his arms and start crying from relief. 




“Mr. Summers, how are you?” the Doctor asked.




“Better now,” Hank replied. “It’s so good to see you, Dawn. You’re a beautiful young woman now.”




She blushed, hot, and could feel her neck start to prickle with sweat. 




“Well, I’ll just take a little walk in that direction, won’t I?” the Doctor said and made good on his words.




And she was left standing with the father she hadn’t seen in four years with the bombshell the Doctor had just dropped on her.




“Are you safe now, Dawnie?” he asked just as she simultaneously asked “What time is it?”




Neither of them laughed. Hank checked his wristwatch.




“It’s just after nine in the morning, February third,” he told her. “Are you safe now, Dawnie? I mean, really safe?”




“How…what do you mean, Dad?” she asked, her throat tightening painfully.




“I never really understood everything he tried to tell me,” he said, nodding towards the Doctor’s retreating figure. “Or I did, but I just couldn’t keep the whole thing in my head. I just knew that if I stayed, it would get you and Buffy killed. Something about overloading your protection and letting the…person or thing trying to hurt you find you. So I did what he said. I left.”




The Doctor had told her father to leave so that Glory couldn’t find her, and he must have done it almost immediately after the monks put her with Buffy, before they’d even known about Glory. Before Mom had died. Before Buffy had died saving her. Before that horrible year when everything had gone wrong, everyone had left, and she’d felt so abandoned, she’d managed to summon a vengeance demon into their lives without even trying.




“Yeah, Dad,” she managed. “I’m safe. Buffy kept me safe. She beat the bad guy. Well, all of us did, together.”




He looked like it was the worst good news he’d ever heard, but he managed to smile. 




“You know about Mom?” she asked.




“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah. I heard. I’m so sorry, baby. He told me I had to wait at least a year, better to wait two, and then Sunnydale was gone. I hired someone to track you and your sister, but he couldn’t find anything. He even tried to tell me that Buffy had died. But …”




“She’s okay, Dad, really,” Dawn told him. “It was pretty rough a couple of times, but she’s okay. We’re in Cleveland now. I mean, Buffy and everyone else is. I’m…I’m starting school in Ruritania.”




“That’s …” He stopped to take a deep breath. “That’s really good, Dawnie. It’s wonderful.”




Then he remembered the bouquet in his hand.




“I got these for you,” he said, holding them out. “I remember you used to say they were your favorite. I don’t know if they still are, but I thought…for old time’s sake …”




They were daisies. Simple, pretty daisies. She’d had a phase where she’d drawn them on everything, including pages of her journal. She’d faxed him copies whenever she could sneak into her mom’s office at the gallery.




“Thanks,” she said, accepting them. 




She looked up at him, her dad, and his expression of mingled fear and hope, guilt and pain, and she couldn’t do it anymore. She took two steps towards him and threw her arms around him. He immediately picked her up and hugged her as hard as he could.




“I missed you so much, Dad,” she whispered, crying.




“Oh, sweetie, I missed you too,” he said.







Dawn stood at the console, clutching her bouquet of daisies and sniffling. The Doctor ignored her and went from panel to panel, tweaking controls.




“You are a complete asshole,” she told him. “I don’t care if Giles liked you. I don’t care if you saved the world even more than Buffy. You’re a jerk.”




He glanced at her, solemn and silent.




“I mean it,” she said. “You could have done this a dozen different ways. Instead you drop bombs on me like you enjoy seeing me twitch, and then you drop me in my dad’s lap, and you were the one who made him leave.”




“You’re upset,” he stated.




“No shit, Sherlock,” she snapped.




“Hmmm,” he said, studying the controls.




A sudden impact rocked the TARDIS, sending the two of them reeling. The Doctor recovered first and pulled himself back to the console. The hum of the engines had changed tenor to something that sounded imperiled and hamstrung.




“What just happened?” Dawn asked, pulling herself back up.




“I don’t know,” the Doctor said, scanning the instruments. “But it’s knocked us off course and damaged the inertial dampeners.”




“What does that mean?” she demanded.




“Give me a moment!” The Doctor snapped at her.




He raced to the other side and began throwing switches and turning a crank handle for all he was worth.




“This console makes no sense!” Dawn yelled. “There has to be something I can do!”




“Hush!” the Doctor yelled. “I’m try—”




The console in front of him cracked and released a shower of violent sparks, knocking him back against the railing. He caught himself, his face twisted in pain. He’d been injured.




She raced to him, helping him up.




“What do I do?” she asked.




“Get me over to the next panel,” he told her, hanging on to her shoulder.




He stood a head taller than her but was surprisingly light. When they reached the panel, he twisted several dials, checked a readout, knocked one of the levers down as hard as he could, and then pulled down an old analog screen. It was his turn to go white.




“Primary and backup navigation are corrupted,” he said, grimacing and taking his weight off his left side. “Destination coordinates are wiped, but the TARDIS is still on approach. It’ll reach its materialization cycle in less than two minutes.”




“But if it doesn’t have coordinates, where will we end up?” Dawn asked, horrified.




“We won’t,” he answered. “We’ll still be in the Time Vortex, and if the TARDIS materializes there, it’ll be destroyed in the blink of an eye.”




“What about us?” Dawn demanded.




“Us too,” he said.




“Well, you’ve got a back up, right?” she demanded.




He ran through several of the same steps he’d done before, checking and rechecking.




“Doctor, you’ve got a backup, don’t you?”




He broke off staring at the column in the center of the console and snapped his gaze to her.




“Dawn, you remember the ending of Peter Pan, where all the children have to clap to keep Tinkerbell alive, don’t you?” he asked.




“What the he—”




“Yes or no!”




“Yes!”




“Pick a time and a place you know beyond a shadow of a doubt,” he ordered her. “Picture it in your mind with every detail in place. Picture it, and tell the TARDIS.”




“What?” she shrieked. “Have you lost your mind?”




“Do it or we die!” he roared.




“How the hell do i talk to a blue box?!”




He grabbed her by the collar, hauled her halfway up the console, took her hand, and pressed it against the glass of the column, where a pillar of crystalline energy oscillated at the same rate as the grinding.




“Tell her!”




She shouldn’t have been able to do it. It was deafening, her feet couldn’t touch the floor, she was panicked and exhausted, furious and terrified, and she had no idea how to do it. But how many times had Willow and Buffy talked about being in similar situations? Something had to be done, and she was elected.




She spread her palm against the glass of the column and realized that it wasn’t glass. It was a pressure field, and that pressure field was part of a spinning, breathing life filled with golden light. It took her breath away.




And then it spoke to her, and she nearly lost her grip.




Where? When? Tell me, sister.




Dawn closed her eyes and focused on the first memory that came to her mind. A summer day. The beach. Her parents talking lazily over a picnic lunch while she and Buffy ran up and down the beach. Buffy was thirteen, and torn between keeping an eye on her little sister and watching the cute boys surf. She could smell the rank, old seaweed, hear the chatter of the seagulls, and see the bright patches of swimsuits and towels and beach umbrellas.




The world jarred, and the noise faded, and she was crushed against the console.




“You did it,” the Doctor said, astonished. “Dawn Summers, you did it. You told the TARDIS where to go.”




He’d released her collar, and she slid down until she sat on the floor.




“Southern California,” he read the coordinates. 




Dawn’s head spun in dizzying circles, and she swallowed, trying to get her stomach to settle. There was something on her upper lip. She brushed at it, and it smeared. She held her fingers up, squinting to see what was on them. It was blood.




“Doctor?”




“Yes, Da—” He looked over at her and went wide-eyed.







“Oh, hey, there she is,” a male voice said.




There was a terribly bright light in her eyes, and she was baking. She winced and tried to cover her eyes.




“There we go,” the same young man said. He spoke with an America accent.




It was a lifeguard. He moved between her and the sun when he saw her wincing at the light.




“Feeling better?” he asked.




She was lying in rescue position on a beach towel with a bunch of wadded up tissues pressed to her nose.




“That was some nosebleed,” the lifeguard told her. “Did you run in to something?”




“I don’t …” she trailed off, and tried to get up.




“Whoops, easy does it,” he said, catching her shoulders and helping her into a sitting position.




Someone else supported her back. It was the Doctor, crouched behind her. He’d taken off his jacket and folded it up to be a pillow under her head. He looked very, very worried, and there was a bloodstain on his shirt from her nosebleed.




“Okay, Dawn, right?” the lifeguard asked. 




“Yeah,” she managed, feeling loopy and spaced out.




“Dawn, I want you to take it easy for at least twenty minutes. No swimming, no walking around, just sitting and sipping a nice cold drink,” he told her. “I’ve even got one here for you.”




He held up a soda and put it on the towel beside her.




“Dawn,” the Doctor said, “why don’t you take off your school robe?”




That was why she was baking. Out on the beach, even during the hottest summer, it usually stayed cool enough. You could sunburn yourself if you were careless, but few people ever got heat stroke. She shrugged the winter robe off her shoulders, and the Doctor took it.




“Weird school uniform,” the lifeguard noted. “Probably what made you wobbly in the first place.”




“Do I know you?” Dawn asked, trying desperately to place him.




“Nope,” the lifeguard said, patted her on the arm, and stood. “You’ll tell me if you need anymore help, sir?”




“Of course,” the Doctor answered, nodding. “And thank you.”




“No problem, sir. Have a great day, and hey, welcome to America!”




And the lifeguard was loping off, float under his arm, back to his stand.




“I swear I know that guy,” she muttered to himself.




“Well, considering that you chose this place and time,” the Doctor said, “I wouldn’t be surprised. Would you like to move to the shade?”




She agreed and picked up her tissues, wadding them up to throw away. The Doctor helped her to her feet, and a very sweet lady took her beach towel back. They walked over to a sidewalk bench, fifty yards from the beach, with an overhead shade.




“Are you all right?” the Doctor asked, all earnest concern.




“Yeah,” Dawn managed, touching her nose gingerly. “What happened? Did I reverse polarities or cross the streams?”




“Well, no,” he said, looking a little embarrassed. “From my readings, your nose bleed was caused by the abrupt change in air pressure and humidity. And then you fainted.”




“Oh, that’s just great,” she muttered. “Never gonna live this one down.”




“Dawn,” the Doctor started and waited until he had her attention. “Perhaps you don’t understand the significance of what you did. The coordinates were completely wiped from the TARDIS’s memory banks. Yet you managed to tell her where to go. You brought us safely here.”




“Okay, so I picked up enough from talking to you and being in the TARDIS to communicate with it. Her. Whatever.”




“Dawn, the TARDIS doesn’t speak. Not to people. Not even to me—well, except for one memorable occasion when she was pulled out of her TARDIS body and stuffed into a human one. But other than that, there’s no way for her to talk. She’s a non-linear entity. But you communicated with her. Nobody can do that. Except another TARDIS. Or a Key.”




She brushed her hair back from her face and pulled her sweater off. She was wearing several layers, and she finally just gave up and stripped down to her blouse. She’d have taken her pants off if she could have gotten away with it. Lesson one in time and space travel: dress to adapt to new climates.




“Tell me about where and when we are,” the Doctor said.




Dawn sighed, and a smile tugged at her lips.




“Cabrillo beach,” she said. “It’s a week after my eighth birthday. This was the first day Mom and Dad had off at the same time, so we waited to go until today. We went to the aquarium in the morning, and then had a picnic on the beach. It was…Buffy went swimming and got caught in a riptide. I was the only one who noticed, so I grabbed my boogie board and swam out to her. She hung on until the lifeguard—that was him! That’s why I recognized him. That was the lifeguard that got us back in.”




“Ah, I see,” the Doctor said.




He stared down at his feet.




“I got to be the hero. Mom and Dad said I saved Buffy’s life, and boy, did she get a talking too.” She looked up and out at the beach. “I wonder where we are. Mom used to put down this hideous bright green bedspread for a beach towel, so we could always see it.”




“Dawn,” the Doctor called as she got to her feet. “Dawn, wait.”




She went to the edge of the sand and scanned the people on the beach, looking for a family of four. Mom and Dad sitting on the bedspread, her and Buffy playing in the surf. Buffy was wearing a turquoise bikini. She’d had a red one piece with a halter tie. She scanned the crowd.




There!




“Dawn.”




Mom and Dad were lounging. Mom wore that ridiculous big hat and sunglasses she always did, and Dawn’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. Mom was dead, but she was right there, lounging while Dad fished in the cooler for another soda. Buffy sat on the bedspread and waved at people walking by.




“Dawn.” The Doctor’s voice was almost a whisper.




“Where am I?” Dawn asked, scanning the crowd.




She would have been told to stay right in front of the blanket if she was playing in the surf, so either Mom or Dad or Buffy could keep an eye on her. No red swimsuit. No bobbing head with two braids. 




“Dawn,” the Doctor said very gently, laying a hand on her shoulder. “You’re not going to see yourself.”




“What?” She glanced up at him and then went back to searching all the people out there on a summer afternoon.




“Dawn, this took place before the monks transformed you into a girl. You have a memory of that day, so do Buffy and your father, but it never took place that way. You weren’t here yet.”




“That’s ridi—”




And then she realized, all their things were spread out on the bedspread. There wasn’t any room for her or her stuff. She’d always brought her boogie board and a sketchpad with her. If she wasn’t playing in the water, she was usually drawing things.




“I’m sorry, Dawn,” the Doctor said very gently.




“But I remember it,” she insisted. “The lifeguard. I remember him. He’s the one who brought me and Buffy back in. Why would I remember a real person I’ve never even met if it didn’t happen?”




He gazed down at her, heartbroken on her account. “I don’t know, Dawn. If it were science, I could probably come up with a plausible explanation, but what the monks did was magic, a spell so intricate and large and powerful, both of us could spend the rest of our lives trying to puzzle out everything it did and still not find an end. Maybe the spell worked with existing events and embroidered your presence into them. I just don’t know.”




“But that’s my mom,” Dawn almost cried. “And she’s out there reading a trashy romance novel. And Dad broke his cell phone getting sand in it. And…my mom’s dead.”




“I know,” the Doctor said softly.




“She’s been dead for almost three years now, but she’s right out there, because it’s five years before I existed as a person,” Dawn said, frantically trying to explain.




“I know.”




“I could go up and talk to her,” Dawn cried, “and she’d talk back to me, because that’s what Mom did. She was nice. But she’s still dead.”




He looked at her, unshaken but terribly, terribly sad, and she realized why.




“Oh my god,” she breathed. “You’ve done this. You’ve gone through this. You’ve…talked with people you knew, when you knew they were dead, haven’t you?”




He looked away and answered so quietly, she almost couldn’t hear it.




“Yes.”




She wanted to scream at him, blame him, but…she was the one that chose this time and place, even if she did it thinking she was there, and…




Something was wrong.




Puzzled, she looked up and around.




“Dawn?”




“Something’s wrong,” she whispered.




“What is it?”




She held up a hand to stop him, and he did. Something was wrong. What was it? She scanned the little park behind them, and the parking lot of the aquarium, and the bea—




Where was Buffy?




Not on the blanket. Not on the sand, cavorting with boys too old for her. The water.




“Oh, no,” she breathed.




Buffy was out by herself, sporting like a dolphin, completely unaware that she was already much too far away from the shore. The riptide.




“Doctor, find the lifeguard, and send him after me,” she said without looking and sprinted for the beach.




She shed clothes on the way. The California Current brought cold water down from Alaska. Even in summer, it was too cold to stay in the water for long, not without a wetsuit, which Buffy wasn’t wearing, and her own clothes would weigh her down. She didn’t have a boogie board either.




By the time she reached the water, she was down to bra, pants, and underwear. She pulled her pants off and ran into the water. The people around her stared, but there were none of the expected snickers—just surprised concern and people starting to yell.




Dawn kept her eyes on Buffy, who was now trying to swim directly back to shore. From her movements, Buffy was starting to panic. She was a good swimmer and strong, but she wasn’t the Slayer yet, just a Potential. And the water was really, really cold.




When she got back to her own time, she was buying Xander the biggest beer stein that could be found for love or money in Ruritania and shipping it overnight to him. Her first summer in Sunnydale, he found out she was afraid of swimming—specifically because she’d seen Buffy almost drown—and he spent every afternoon for six weeks teaching her everything he could about swimming—how to float, the different kinds of strokes, how to get the best splash from a cannonball. But most importantly, he’d taught her how to survive.




As she carved her way through the waves, she could hear him talking to her—the one incredibly awesome high schooler that treated her like a human being.




“The thing is, Dawnie,” he’d explained to her while they floated in the deep end, “water is your enemy. Just like vampires are Buffy’s. You absolutely cannot let it know you’re afraid. Be the master of the water!”




“Really?” she’d asked.




“Hey, when Buffy goes out on patrol, is she all ‘ooooh, I hope the scary vamps don’t get me!’?” he asked in falsetto. “No, she’s out there, wearing her jacket and her boots, finding a really great place to strike a pose and saying ‘let me introduce you to my little friend. His name’s Pointy, but it’s Mister Pointy to you!’ ”




And she’d laughed and let him cajole her into a game of diving for toys.




It took way too long to reach Buffy, and the shock of the cold was starting to eat past her skin into her muscles. She was shivering. Buffy had panicked and tried to swim straight for the shore, against the riptide, a beginner’s mistake. Now she was cold and exhausted and terrified, and she couldn’t maintain a doggie paddle. When she saw Dawn, her eyes went wide, and she clawed at the water. She went under and inhaled water.




A yard outside her reach, Dawn flipped and dove so she could get behind Buffy and grab her without a fight. Drowning people are crazy, Xander had told her. He knew that all too well, he’d said. It wasn’t until Willow had mentioned Xander’s dad’s idea of swimming lessons that Dawn understood just how well. Then he’d taught her a game called “Shark Attack” and three days later threatened to drag her out of the pool by her braids if she played it while he was trying to look cool in front of Cordelia. The high pitched screams had been a setback.




She jackknifed again and kicked hard, not finding the bottom even as deep as she was. She’d aimed perfectly. As she came up, she bumped into Buffy from behind, scaring the crap out of her, making it much, much easier to put her big sister in a headlock from behind. And what little sister hasn’t dreamed of doing that?




But, instead of taking advantage, she used her leverage to pull Buffy’s head out of the water, keeping her elbow just under her sister’s chin. Buffy flailed, but caught hold of Dawn’s arm and grabbed. Then she dug in with her nails, and Dawn almost lost her remaining air screaming.




“Dammit, Buffy! You fight me, and I’ll hold you under until you can’t!” she yelled.




Buffy went rigid and still with shock. Dawn used it to her advantage, turning on her side—Buffy side up—and striking out parallel to the beach to get out of the riptide. They usually weren’t very wide, sometimes only ten or twenty yards across. In less than fifteen yards, she felt the current let go, and the temperature of the water changed.




And the lifeguard had arrived.




“I’ve got her,” he yelled at her, and he did, prying Buffy out of her arm and putting a float in her sister’s place.




Dawn gratefully grabbed on to the float and started kicking for the shore where nearly everyone on the beach had gathered. The lifeguard still beat her. He had Buffy out of the water and was holding her so the seawater could drain out of her lungs, encouraging her to cough. The ambulance arrived next.




The Doctor took her hand and pulled her the rest of the way on shore and threw her woolen school robes over her. Dawn met Buffy’s eyes across the clearing as the EMTs helped her climb shakily into the back of the ambulance.




“She’s just a kid,” Dawn whispered. “I mean, she just got out of eighth grade.”




“Well, yes,” the Doctor agreed. “We’ve all been there.”




Most of the people around her were murmuring in amazement or worry. Several of the parents were making some very pointed explanations to their children, who watched wide-eyed and frightened. The lifeguard came over to her.




“Are you okay?” he asked. “Do you need any— Hey, you’re the girl with the nosebleed, the fainter!”




“Oh, thanks,” Dawn managed, rolling her eyes.




“I told you to take it easy for at least twenty minutes,” he said, glowering.




“Yeah, well, the drowning girl got my attention,” Dawn replied.




And then she heard the shouting and looked over. 




She’d honestly forgotten that part until she saw it. Her parents fighting over whose fault it was.




“I asked you to keep an eye on her! I can’t even step away for five minutes?” Dad yelled.




“Five minutes? How about five hours!” Mom yelled right back. “This was supposed to be my catch-up day. Do you have any idea how much work I need to get done? But I’m supposed to ignore it because you want a day off?”




“How the hell is a day spent looking at pictures of dead birds more important than spending time with your husband and daughter?” Dad demanded.




Dawn looked back at Buffy, who sat swaddled in blankets, shivering, miserable, and huddled while the EMTs took her blood pressure and temperature.




“Jesus,” the lifeguard muttered.




Dawn didn’t mutter.




“What is wrong with you?!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Shut! Up! Your daughter almost died, and all you can do is cause a goddamn scene!”




Both her mom and her dad stopped mid tirade and stared at her, stunned. Her mom recovered first.




“Now see here, young lady—”




“Stop.”




It was the Doctor, and he didn’t even raise his voice. He just cut across everyone else’s words, and they did indeed stop.




“Mr. and Mrs. Summers,” he said, his voice mild, but a dangerous glint in his eyes, “your daughter is currently sitting in the back of an ambulance, shaking with fear and reaction, and there is no one to comfort her. I’m sure the reason why you’re not in there with her is because you were overcome with relief and gratitude to my friend and were incapable of thinking clearly, so I’ll do it for you.




“Stop your petty bickering at once and remember that the life you brought into this world very nearly ended a few minutes ago, just as it might end on any random day after this by any random means this cold and violent universe has in store. I’m sure if anyone asked you what you hold dearest in this world, you would instantly answer ‘my daughter’. Well, here’s your chance to prove it. Why don’t you start?”




And just like that, her parents were looking at their feet like guilty children, shuffling over to the ambulance, pretending that it was their idea all along.




“Hey,” a surfer said, coming up to them, “we gathered up your clothes for you.”




“Oh, uh…thanks,” Dawn managed.




She took them from the guy. He was about her age, suntanned and freckled and very well muscled. It was a point of interest to her that even though she was pretty sure she was experiencing mild shock, a little voice in her head said “want!” She told it to shut up.




“That was pretty frakking amazing,” he continued. “Like something out of a movie, the way you just peeled down running to the water. You could be a superhero. And you,” he looked at the Doctor, “man, way with the smackdown on ’rent drama. I am not going to piss you off.”




“Thank you,” the Doctor said, quite solemnly. “Dawn, we should probably go.”




“Is it normal to feel like a freak show from another universe, only the sound’s turned down and the commercials don’t make any sense?” she asked him.




He thought about it for a moment. “Yes, actually, it is. But you should probably have a nice lie down. Or if that can’t be arranged, at least a nice sit down.”




“Can I have another mocha?” she asked, feeling plaintive.




“I’ll arrange it presently,” he told her, putting a hand on her back to help her balance.




Presently. Presently?




“Does that mean—” she started.




“At the first non-crisis moment I can arrange.”




They started for the TARDIS.




“Hey!” someone called. “Hey! Wait! Don’t go!”




Now that voice was plaintive. And then someone else was yelling.




“Hey, kid! Get back here!”




And Buffy caught up with them, grabbing the sleeve of Dawn’s robe. Dawn turned towards her big sister, now just as much younger than her than Dawn was younger than Buffy. When she wasn’t time traveling.




Buffy came up to her chin. She was scrawny, barely past the gangly baby bird stage of adolescence. But it was plain what a beauty she would be with her big green eyes and sandy blond hair.




“You saved my life,” Buffy said, pulling a blanket around her shoulders. “You really did.”




Dawn smiled. “Yeah, I did. Totally worth it.”




“Thanks,” Buffy said.




“Don’t worry,” Dawn told her. “You’ll return the favor about five thousand times over.”




Her sister looked confused.




“Listen,” Dawn said, “your parents are going to spend the next week freaking out over how you almost died. You’re going to get hugged to death, and they’ll probably ground you—”




“But I didn’t do anything!” Buffy protested, shocked.




“Seriously,” Dawn said “almost dying is even worse than borrowing the car without asking. Anyways, just remember, they really do love you, even if they yell at each other too much. And—”




She reached out and tapped Buffy’s nose with her finger, something she’d always wanted to do.




“Remember—never swim against a riptide. Swim across it. Okay?”




Buffy smiled, sheepishly. “Yeah, okay.”




Dawn gave her a hug, and Buffy immediately fell into it. They squeezed one another for a long moment. Hug Wars, Buffy had called it. Whoever let go first lost.




“I love you,” Dawn whispered. 




She lost, but only because her parents were watching with worried, ashamed expressions. When she let Buffy go, Dawn turned her towards them and gave her a gentle push.




“Go on, milk it for all it’s worth,” she told her sister.




Buffy flashed a smile at her over her shoulder and ran back to their parents.




Her parents. She managed to keep her expression composed, but the Doctor wasn’t fooled for a second.




“This way, Dawn,” he said, giving her an arm to lean on.




“I get that mocha, right?” she asked. “Oh, and we still have to give the cups back to the cafe!”




“I didn’t say when we had to,” he answered. “By the way, when you’re recovered, we need to have a little discussion about the concept of ‘spoilers’.”







Dawn curled up on one of the upholstered seats which ringed the TARDIS console, wrapped in her school robe and winter cloak. The Doctor had produced a cup of tea and placed it in Dawn’s hands, then hustled off with her sandy clothes and returned with another set of dry clothes.




“Do you own anything that was manufactured in late twentieth or early twenty-first century?” Dawn asked, unfolding the jodhpurs, linen blouse with Edwardian ruffles, and black silk waistcoat. 




He thought about it for a moment. “Nnnnnooooo…I don’t believe I do.”




“Besides, I need a shower and a hair wash before I put fresh clothes on,” she pointed out.




“Oh, yes, that’s through there—” and he pointed at one of the exits from the control room. “Three rights and a left.”




“How big is the TARDIS, anyway?” she asked.




“Oh,” and he made a thoughtful face, “I never really bother with that sort of question. She’s got everything she needs. What I will do is set the TARDIS for wherever or whenever you like.”




Dawn raised her eyebrows and took a sip of tea. It was amazingly good, better than anything she’d ever had. No wonder Giles never stopped complaining about American tea.




“What about almost dying on our way here?” she asked.




The Doctor’s head popped into view from behind the console. “Almost dying?”




“Uh…kablooey? Big sparks? Getting thrown around a lot? I thought you’d cracked a couple of ribs. Plus the whole ‘we’re going to materialize in the vortex and die’?”




“Oh. Yes. Well. Hmmm. The TARDIS has already repaired the damage done, so that bit’s fine. How are you feeling? Any need to tell me off for being particularly thoughtless?”




“Not right now,” she said, “though I will put it in your evaluation.”




“Otherwise?”




She thought about it for a moment. “Tired. A little shaky. Still absorbing today’s events. Has it always happened that way? That before I existed, when Buffy was an only child, she still nearly drowned, but I showed up and saved her? And then, five years later, I exist?”




“You’ve always existed, Dawn,” the Doctor said, frowning with concern. “You have always been a Key, and so far as anyone, including the Time Lords, have been able to determine, Keys have always existed.”




“I mean as me, Dawn Summers. Dawn Summers hasn’t always existed.”




He gave her a steady look filled with unreadable import.




“Yes. Well. The thing is, Dawn, time can be rewritten. Some of it, at least. The more crucial an event or a person is to a particular timeline, the less likely it is. However, it’s usually very difficult to do it at all, and the ones who manage it are very aware of what they’re doing. So, in all probability, yes, it’s always been that way.”




She considered this and got to her feet.




“Three rights and a left?” she asked.




“Three rights and a left,” he answered.




“Can we go to Minoa’s golden age? Before the volcano?”




“Why do you people always want to go to a civilization destroyed by a volcano?” he asked. “Do you have any idea how tricky the timing is?”




“Well, anytime before the Thera eruption,” Dawn said. “Say, 1630 BCE.”




The Doctor sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”




“We could go to Herculaneum, if you’d prefer,” Dawn suggested, poker faced.




He raised a finger and pointed it at her. “No,” he said firmly. “Pompeii was quite enough, thank you.”






fn1. Excuse me, please. Are you the Doctor? My name is Fraulein Dawn Summers and I am your student.



fn2. Or I could go, myself?
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Ducklings Assemble



Mindful of M’s admonishment about timeliness, Dawn presented herself to the imposing front door of an imposing townhouse older than the country of her birth a full twenty minutes before the time her invitation requested her. The seal on the invitation matched the coat of arms carved in limestone above the lintel—on a field vert, a crow sable in flight. The coat of arms, with supporters, helm, and mantle was painted and gilded. The seal on her invitation was embossed and printed in color with a coat of lacquer. The doors were, she estimated, eight feet tall and four feet across each and each one looked like a solid slab of some dense wood, divided into six panels each, and each panel was thickly carved with a representation of its assigned month.




No, not intimidating in the least, she thought. 




The knocker was a ring held in the beak of a crow, not the more conventional lion or grotesque. She raised the bronze ring and hit the knocker three times. Before she’d counted to fifteen, the door opened silently, and a butler stood in the entrance. She was surprised to see that he was very clearly of recent African ancestry with Ethiopian dark skin, generous lips, and amber colored eyes. Handsome as hell, actually. He was maybe twenty-five years old, dressed in a well tailored business suit that somehow still said ‘in service’, and his expression was cold and assessing until he smiled.




“Fraulein Summers, welcome,” he said.




Caribbean patois in Ruritanian Deutsch? That was even better than the Sino-Austrian Herr Shang. Also, the butler knew her on sight. Not intimidating at all. 




He took her coat and school robe, handed her bookbag to a footman, and led her to a parlor off the main foyer. An older woman with the coldest blue eyes Dawn had ever seen set a tea and coffee tray on the table in front of the settee. From her dress and bearing, she had to be the housekeeper.




“Fraulein Summers.” The woman nodded at her in greeting and left.




“His Highness will be with you after the other members of your cohort have arrived,” the butler told her. “My name is Gehring. Please do not hesitate to ring if you require anything.”




He indicated a sash next to the fireplace.




“Thank you, Gehring.” Dawn nodded at him.




He left, closing the door into the foyer behind him. 




“I’m in Downton Abbey,” Dawn muttered to herself. “In Bizzaro World. Makes perfect sense.”




She sat, took a cup and saucer, put two sugar cubes in the bottom of the cup, and then poured the tea, feeling very much like she was on the set of a historical soap opera. After a moment of looking around and wondering where a set designer would get reproduction furniture that good, she realized she was looking at the real stuff—furniture at least two hundred years old and still in excellent shape. She glanced around the room and started totalling up the value of what she could see—rugs, furniture, vases, objects d’art, and so forth. She’d gotten pretty good at estimating when she’d set up the garage sale at home. She hit seven hundred thousand dollars and hadn’t gotten halfway around the room. Then her phone rang.




She grabbed it as fast as she could, and then remembered she was alone. She answered.




“Hey, Buffy. I’m waiting to meet my assigned mentor, so I can’t talk for long.”




There was a pause. 




“No problem,” Buffy said. “Did you want to tell me anything about…oh, Almost dying in Oxford?”




Ouch.




“Oh…uh…heard about that, huh?”




So much for the British NHS, MI5, and the Oxfordshire Police Department keeping their mouths shut.




“You know how I heard?” Buffy demanded, in full big sister outrage mode. “Jarod keeps track of anything that might possibly be related to the work the Centre forced him to do. That poisoned page idea was his. Thirty years ago. He spun it off in a brainstorming session one day, and they recorded it. He was twelve years old!”




“Oh.”




Crap. She really liked Jarod. He was good for Buffy, he was a blast to watch movies with, and she could practice something like seven different languages with him. 




“So, let’s start with the Jarod getting nailed with The Guilt That Will Not Die over one of his ideas being used as a bioterrorism plot,” Buffy continued, working herself into a full hissy, “then add to it that some lady did actually die of it. That’s about about seven on the Girlfriend Scale of Oh Shit. I haven’t actually seen him in three hours, even though he’s in the same room, because the house has sent every four legged creature in the area in here to comfort him. There’s a llama in here, Dawn. A llama! And it spits if I try to get close to him!”




“Well, I—”




“Now, add to that, because Jarod is somehow still talking to me, even though he looks like Snow White on St. Francis of Assissi’s Feast Day with Miracle Grow applied, and then put yourself in his place when he goes over the reports and sees that the other victim, who spent a day and a half in the ICU with something called a ‘psyching-kind-storm’—”




“Cytokine storm, Buffy.” Jarod’s voice was very faint, muffled, and a little furry.




“—is my little sister!”




“Buffy,” Dawn started.




“Who didn’t call me,” Buffy continued. “Who didn’t call anyone. Didn’t text, email, fax, or even snail mail a single member of this family to let us know what happened. What the hell, Dawn?!”




She hadn’t realized she’d gotten to her feet and started pacing partway through Buffy’s tirade until she passed the fireplace for the second time.




“First,” Dawn said, “don’t yell at me. Okay? I have had an average of four hours of sleep the last three nights, and things have been a little stressful on my end as well. Second, I was explicitly told by the Actual Powers That Be and my own doctor not to talk about it, because it was a matter of national security.”




“Dawn!” Buffy yelled. “Have you actually met any other member of this family? Because between the Old Council’s network feeding Giles all interesting tidbits involving five hundred year old Books of Death—”




The door to the foyer opened, and the butler escorted in a young man. Dawn flashed him a brittle smile and stopped pacing for a moment. The new addition was very tall with untidy brownish hair and an old suit that had stopped fitting him just before his last growth spurt. He was broad shouldered and well padded in a teddy bear sort of way and smiled back at her before very gingerly sitting on one of the matching chairs.




“A nurse from the Devon coven,” Buffy continued, “who says you spotted a Kindestod while you were delirious and she ended up calling in help from the Oxford coven to deal with it, Jarod’s contact, and Riley Finn calling me this morning because he saw the brief on the poison page timebomb and was worried about you. And you think ‘national security’ trumps that?”




“Um…you’re yelling a lot,” Dawn said.




The young man pretended to be fascinated by the pattern of blackberry brambles on his china cup.




“Of course I’m yelling!” Buffy yelled. “I’m angry! Dammit, Dawn, how am I supposed to trust you if—”




“Seriously, Buffy,” Dawn interrupted her, “if you want to spend the rest of the day outside in the snow promising the house you’ll buy it every garden gnome known to God and man, keep yelling.”




Buffy stopped yelling.




“This isn’t about trust,” Dawn continued. “This is about me making decisions for myself. You are literally not the boss of me anymore, Buffy, and this is not up for discussion. I have spent the last twenty-four hours running from Bursar’s Hall to my tutor to find a room I can rent to my tutor to meeting my mentor, who—also literally—has the power of life and death over me, and I need to make a good impression. When I have time, I will catch you up on everything I can, and if you start yelling at me when I call you, I will just hang up. Bye.”




She thumbed the END button, and stood, blinking back tears. Seriously? How many times had she found out after the fact that Buffy had been in serious danger, had been really hurt, or had been used up or torn up or abused? Buffy never even told her that she had died at the Master’s hand. She only found out when she read Giles’s Watcher diary years later. 




“You okay?” the young man asked her. 




“Yeah,” she replied. “I just have to make a couple of calls.”




She’d already learned the hard way—from offended stares and people harrumphing—that using one’s cell phone in public was a serious breach in manners in Strelsau. Hopefully, her new companion hadn’t absorbed that yet. She scrolled through her contacts and called Jarod.




“Are you okay?” she asked when he answered.




“Better,” he responded. “Half the animals mobbed Buffy when you hung up on her. She was sputtering. I think the llama sat on her.”




“Good,” Dawn muttered.




“Are you okay?” he asked.




“I’m okay,” she confirmed, smoothing the front of her skirt. “I’m on a course of Prednisone to keep my immune system from trying to kill me. I get to eat anything I want until I’m back up to weight. I’m just short on sleep right now until I have everything set up and the term is really under way.”




“I’m sorry about the book.” He sounded so sad, she wanted to hug him. “I’m sorry you almost died because of something I thought of.”




“Jarod, it wasn’t your fault. Big, bad, evil, take-over-the-world conspiracy, remember?” she said.




“I know,” he answered. “For some reason, I thought once we defeated them, it would be over.”




“I don’t think it’s ever really over,” she told him.




“Probably not.” Then he sighed. “Well, the rabbits are coming back, so I should probably let you go.”




“Okay,” she agreed. “Take care, okay?”




“You too.”




Then she made her next call.




“Dawn! How are you, babe?”




“Jenny, I really can’t talk right now, but would you please get Buffy to calm down before I talk to her again?”




“I don’t know if I have that ability,” Jenny answered. “But I will try. When can you call and talk?”




Dawn sighed, thinking of the ‘social calendar’ that had been waiting for her when she got up that morning. “I don’t know. Maybe late tonight?”




“Call the library landline, okay?” Jenny said. “I can put you on speaker, and then Buffy can’t pick on you too much.”




“You’re wonderful, and I love you.” Dawn felt tears of relief pricking behind her eyelids.




“So are you, and I love you too,” Jenny answered. 




With a much more relaxed sigh, she ended the call, muted everything on her phone, tucked it into her purse, and sat back down.




“Everything okay?” the young man asked.




“Yeah,” she answered, forcing herself into a good posture




“Cole Sear,” he introduced himself, leaning forward and offering his hand.




She shook it. He had figured out how to shake hands without going limp or crushing her in return.




“Dawn Summers.”




The door opened again, and this time Gehring escorted two students, a man and a woman. The man had dark brown hair in an unflattering cut, glasses, and a brand, spanking new Saville Row suit at the height of men’s fashion, making him look like he’d shrunk it in the laundry. The woman was a bubbly blonde who immediately smiled in greeting.




The man took the opposite chair and sprawled.




“I take my tea with milk, one sugar,” he said.




“How nice for you,” Dawn said, sipping her own.




He frowned at her, annoyed.




The woman sat next to her, turning towards Dawn, her eyes dancing with delight. She looked like she’d never been short of sleep in her life. She was wearing a snug, scoop necked top with blousy sleeves and a skirt that came nowhere near her knees. Dawn felt a little chilly even wearing a silk blouse, cardigan sweater.




“Isn’t this great?” the blonde chirped. “I feel like I’m on a movie set. Hey, is the tea good? Do you know how to pour? Turns out, there’s this whole tea ceremony and culture thing in England, which is weird, because I thought it was the Japanese who got the tea ceremony. But, hey, tea!”




It took a couple of seconds for Dawn to catch up with her.




“Would you like me to pour you a cup?” she asked.




“Oh, I would love that,” the woman answered, just completely thrilled that anyone would pour her a cup of tea.




“How do you like it?”




“I have no idea, but I trust you.”




The tea was a very well balanced black tea with hints of vanilla, so Dawn gave her one sugar cube, no milk, and poured her a cup.




“By the way,” Dawn said, handing the cup and saucer to her, “lifting your pinkie is no longer a thing. Just FYI.”




“Good to know,” the woman answered. She sipped it and looked up from the cup, delighted. “This is incredibly good.”




The sprawled man made a disgusted sound and muttered, “women.”




Dawn looked over at Cole, made the exact same noise and said “assholes.”




Cole stifled a laugh and glanced at the other man. The woman choked on her tea and nearly lost the saucer. Dawn caught the lip of the saucer until she had it under control and managed to swallow without spewing.




“Hi,” Dawn said warmly, holding her hand out. “I’m Dawn Summers.”




“Sabrina Spellman,” the woman answered, putting her cup on its saucer, holding it away in her left, and shook her hand.




“Cole Sear,” the first man added and waved, preferring not to lean all the way across the table to shake hands.




Their fourth member only glowered.




“Have you met your tutor?” Dawn asked. “Mine’s crazy.”




“He’s…interesting,” Sabrina admitted. “In an ‘I publicly shame people for not walking their goldfish’ sort of way.”




“Seriously?” Cole asked.




“We were in a pet store,” Sabrina said, caught by the memory and wide-eyed. “I had to buy some food for my cat, Salem, and there was a girl with a fishbowl, filled with water, and it had a goldfish swimming around in it, next to us while we stood in line. He congratulated her for being such a responsible pet owner, exercising and socializing her goldfish, and then he glared at everyone else.”




“Different,” Cole said, swinging his voice from high to low on the word. “Mine’s all fluttery and absent-minded. She’s also nearsighted as a mole. I had to keep her from walking into traffic a couple of times.”




The three of them looked over at the fourth. He scowled at his shoes.




“You know, we’re actually very nice,” Sabrina said, tilting her head a little. 




He dug his heel into the carpet.




“What’s your name?” she persisted.




He mumbled something.




“Didn’t catch that,” Dawn said.




“Leroy Brown,” he repeated, barely loud enough to be heard.




“Oh.” Cole looked a little embarrassed.




“Wh—” Dawn started, but Cole caught her eye and gave her a quick shake of the head. “Okay.”




Sabrina glanced around, confused too, met Dawn’s eyes, and shrugged.




“So, anyone met our mentor?” Dawn finally asked.




“I only just got here today,” Sabrina admitted. “I don’t even recognize the seal.”




Both Cole and Dawn blinked at her.




“Did you read your credentials?” Dawn asked.




“Not really,” Sabrina admitted. “Salem…uh…chewed on them a bit. So, there’s a smudge right below ‘Mentor’.”




“Our mentor is the Graf zum und von Hentzau,” Cole said. “He’s head of the second most powerful family in Ruritania, after the Elphburgs.”




“Right,” Sabrina said, still looking far too nonchalant. “Who’re the Elphburgs?”




“The royal family? Queen Antonia is the head,” Dawn managed. “Did you read anything about Ruritania or the university before you came over?”




Sabrina took a deep breath. “Well…uh…not exactly. I’m here on a not-entirely-voluntary basis.”




“How does that work?” Leroy asked her.




“I…uh…I got in this big fight with my dad and my aunts over what to do after high school.” For the first time, Sabrina looked less than cheerful. “There’s this sort of…family business everyone wants me to join, and…I don’t know if I want to. I’m kind of caught between two worlds. It escalated, and my dad was all ‘fine, if you want to waste your time, you can do something constructive with it,’ and he sent me here for college.”




“That’s some really scary reasoning right there,” Leroy said.




“When did you get here?” Dawn asked.




Sabrina struggled to smile and half-succeeded. “Just this morning. I didn’t even get to pack.”




“It took me months to get accepted,” Leroy muttered under his breath, and picked at his shirt. “And she waltzes in. Typical.”




Sabrina flinched, and Dawn covered her hand. “Have you found a place to stay?”




She shook her head. “I have a bag of Yum Yum Kitty dry food, what I’m wearing, my cat, and my credentials. That’s it.”




“Well, you can room with me,” Dawn told her. “I got to try out my room last night, and it’s set up for two people. We’re in the same cohort, so we might as well be roommates.”




“What about Salem?” Sabrina asked. 




“I like cats,” Dawn said. “We’ll talk to the landlord. He’s actually really nice. You just have to stay outside of arm range because he’s excitable and gestures a lot.”




“Really?”




Dawn nodded. “Really.”




Sabrina hugged her with blinding speed, knocking the cup off the saucer. It bounced off the edge of the sofa and thumped on the rug, but didn’t break. The dregs in the cup ran out and left spots on what Dawn was pretty sure was a nearly priceless silk Aubusson. She grabbed the cup.




The door opened. The butler stepped in.




“Ladies and gentlemen,” he intoned. “His Illustrious Highness, Rupert of Hentzau.”




Dawn, Sabrina, and Cole all stood automatically. Out of the corner of her eye, Dawn saw Sabrina whisper something emphatically and felt the carpet twitch under her feet, but that was only a split-second distraction from the show. Rupert of Hentzau, she thought, had style. 




He was a couple of years older than the average senior, tall, had the build of a fencer or a gymnast, light bluish-gray eyes, and chestnut brown hair not quite long enough to curl. His lips formed a cupid’s bow and without any other expression on his face, it made him look a bit smug. He had a scar through his left eyebrow and up to his hairline. His bearing was proud bordering on arrogant, and his glance flicked over each of them, weighing, measuring, and then dismissing in less than a second apiece.




Hmm. Hot, rich guy who knows he’s hot and rich, Dawn thought, and she hoped he wouldn’t be too much of a jerk…




“Miss Spellman, Miss Summers.” He bowed to each of them by exactly the same degree and without breaking his gaze.




The manners Mary Poppins had drilled into her over three months kicked in. She curtsied just a little more than he had bowed, glanced down for a split second, and then straightened.




“Herr Graf.” She’d be damned if she called him ‘Your Highness’.




Sabrina did a double-take, then attempted to copy Dawn. It was clumsy, but Hentzau chose not to notice. 




“Um…Mister Count,” Sabrina said. “Nice to meet you. Great house.”




“Thank you.” Was that the hint of a smile?




The count turned to Cole—“Mister Sear”—and executed the same bow.




“Sir.” Cole managed a wobbly bow.




Leroy still hadn’t gotten to his feet. Hentzau’s expression didn’t change when he turned to face him.




“Mr. Brown,” he said in flawless, RP British English, “standing to meet your host is considered a common courtesy in both our countries.”




Leroy looked up at the ceiling but didn’t move otherwise. “Tired. Crap day. Don’t care. Take your pick.”




Dawn spotted Hentzau twitch his index finger in a beat —one, two, three—and then he looked back at the rest of them. 




“Ladies, Mister Sear, please excuse Mister Brown and myself for a few minutes,” he said, his voice and expression absolutely neutral. 




Then, fast as a snake, he took one step, grabbed Leroy by the collar of his new suit and hauled him bodily out of the chair, knocking it over.




“Hey!” Leroy screamed, thrashing and trying to get ahold of Hentzau’s fist.




Hentzau carried him one-handed the few steps to the door of the parlor, and threw him into the foyer. Gehring, in an efficient but unhurried manner, walked over to the chair, set it back on its feet, took a cloth out of his jacket, and wiped it down. Dawn and Sabrina exchanged wide-eyed looks. Neither of them could see what was happening from where they stood. Cole could apparently see a little bit, and he flinched.




“Who the fuck do you think you a—”




Leroy’s shout was cut off by the sound of a hard, open-handed slap, the thump of someone hitting the shiny marble floor, and two more footsteps, most likely Hentzau closing the distance. Gehring took up his place at the door and stared straight ahead, neither bored nor interested in the goings on.




“I am Hentzau,” the count said with an icy, furious edge to his voice. “Disrespect me in my home again, and my response will be far less gentle. Get up.”




There was a short silence, and the scuffle of shoe leather on polished tile. Cole’s eyes went wide.




“Oh, shit,” Cole breathed. “He really is that stupid.”




Another slap, this one even harder, followed by a smack of flesh against wood. Probably one of the walls, Dawn though. She felt Sabrina grope for her hand, took it, and gave it a reassuring squeeze. 




Hentzau spoke again, but it was too quiet to make out. They could hear the squeaks and scrapes of Leroy trying to get his feet under him. This went on for a long moment, and looking around, Dawn remembered the teacup she held and the stain on the carpet. She turned the cup over only to find that it was clean and dry. She glanced at the spot on the carpet, and there was no stain or spillage at all.




She jerked her head back up and stared hard at Sabrina, who wore an expression of worry, sympathy, and horror, and had hunched her shoulders in reaction to the events in the foyer.




“Sabrina!” Dawn whispered in a hiss.




Sabrina looked at her.




“That was a spell!” Dawn whispered again, holding the cup up where Sabrina could see it. 




Cole didn’t look at them. He was craning his neck to keep events in his sight.




“You’re a witch, aren’t you?” Dawn asked.




“I…” Sabrina stared at her, stricken. “No! No, it’s just…haha…so silly you’d think that.”




“Sabrina!” Dawn hissed. “That was Bigby’s Dextrous Repair. It’s one of the first spells any witch ever learns. I’ve seen it a thousand times, so don’t try to bluff me.”




Sabrina went from stricken to horrified, looked around the room in a panic, and leaned in.




“I can’t!” she whispered. “I can’t talk about it. No one’s supposed to know. That’s why I’m in so much trouble already!”




Whatever was going on in the foyer must have calmed down, because Cole turned back to them.




“Are you okay?” he asked.




“Yes!” Dawn answered. “We’re fine here. We’re all fine. Just a slight upset over the whole…thingy…out there.”




When Cole nodded uncertainly, Dawn hugged Sabrina. 




“It’s okay,” she whispered. “My sister’s best friend is a witch. I can help. Okay?”




Sabrina looked like she was going to burst into tears. “Okay.”




Hentzau reappeared, his suit jacket straight, buttoned, and properly creased, and not a hair out of place. The only thing different from his first appearance was the color in his cheeks, blotches of bright pink. He was a blusher. Oh, geez, she thought. Anyone who knew him for more than a day would be able to read him like a book. No wonder he went for the Vulcan affect.




“Mr. Brown will rejoin us presently,” Hentzau announced. “Ladies, are you all right?”




Sabrina looked both miserable and scared. Dawn grabbed her hand.




“Turns out that Miss Spellman hasn’t eaten today,” Dawn fibbed. “Low blood sugar.”




“Gehring,” Hentzau said, barely turning to speak over his shoulder, “would you ask Frau Farber to see to something. I’m sure everyone could use a bite.”




“Certainly, sir,” Gehring said, and left them.




“Please, sit,” Hentzau instructed them.




They all sat, and Dawn poured another round of tea for everyone, including Hentzau, who took neither sugar nor milk.




“Miss Spellman,” Hentzau said, his elbows out from his chest and relaxed in the chair Brown had been sitting in, “I understand you joined us somewhat precipitously.”




“That’s a nice way to put it,” she said, smiling in relief. 




He smiled back at her, polite and warm, and then looked over at Dawn.




“Miss Summers, may I depend on you to assist her? Your schedules will be similar, and I understand you’ll be sharing quarters.”




“Sure,” Dawn said. “I need to do a little of my own shopping too. What’s your budget, Sabrina?”




Sabrina quailed, but before she could answer, Hentzau spoke.




“That is immaterial, Miss Summers.” He set his cup down on the saucer. “As your mentor, it is my duty to provide for you. I will supply you with a list of Strelsaun merchants whose quality meets my expectations. Only present your credentials to the manager, and your needs will be met.”




He glanced at Cole. “This also holds for your, Mister Sear, though you will, of course, be shopping at different businesses. Have you found a suitable residence?”




“Well, no,” Cole admitted. “I’m at the hostel right now, and it’s not exactly conducive to studying.”




“No, I imagine not,” Hentzau agreed, sipping his tea. “I’ll draw up a list of possibilities for you. I would consider it a great favor if you would keep Mr. Brown close to you, though I don’t by any means expect you to share the same room. Perhaps two rooms at the same address. He appears to need a good example set for him.”




“Well, I…” Cole paused. “I think he’s going to be looking for a nicer place than I can afford. I’ll probably be washing a lot of dishes or something.”




“I shall repeat myself,” Hentzau said. “I am responsible for your needs. That includes room and board. If nothing but the hostelry were available, I would accomodate you here. Let us hope it does not come to that.”




Gehring reappeared. 




“At your convenience, sir, Frau Farber has set out a buffet in the conservatory.”




“Thank you, Gehring,” Hentzau replied. “Ladies, Mr. Sear, if you’ll leave your tea here, we’ll adjourn.”




On the walk to the conservatory, which sat much closer to the back of the house, Dawn glanced curiously around. She spotted what looked like a Carravagio and what had to have been a Turner. There was a very good copy of the Dying Gaul out in the garden.




“Could I—” Dawn started and caught herself, “Herr Graf, would it be possible for me to sketch some of the artwork here?”




He gave her a genuine smile. “Hentzau, please. We are schoolmates, and the habit is to refer to each other by last name, save for strictly social occasions. If you’ll give me a day’s notice or so, I’ll make sure Gehring knows to expect you.”




“Thank you.”




She turned and saw Cole, who’d stopped and was staring at…nothing. Well, it was the view of the side garden, the wall surrounding the house, and the square the side of the house faced. Only there was a look of frozen horror on Cole’s face that made Dawn looked twice, sure she must have missed something.




“Cole?”




He came back to himself with a shake, turned away, and swallowed.




“Sorry,” he said. “Just…thought I saw something.”




Hentzau and Sabrina had stopped and come back.




“Krähenmuterplatz,” Hentzau said, “is infamous for a riot in the autumn of 1848, after a particularly bad harvest. Jews were legally discriminated against and became a scapegoat. During the riot, an abortive revolution, and the subsequent political fallout, hundreds of Jews were lynched. Nearly forty Jews, including women, children, cripples, and the elderly, were murdered over the course of one night in that square. It was…a particularly ugly time in Ruritanian history.”




For some reason, Cole looked relieved. Weird, Dawn thought.




When Leroy Brown rejoined them, he had a knot above his right eye beginning to change color from bright red to deep purple. His right wrist was splinted and bound, and Dawn could see finger-sized bruises on his throat above his collar. For a thirty-second fight, she thought, Hentzau had done an extensive amount of damage. It was the sort of thing she expected to see when Buffy or Spike—or Giles, she thought—had decided to damage someone but not kill them.




Brown, for his part, moved like he expected things to hurt, and stayed quiet.




The conservatory was filled with tropical and flowering plants under a greenhouse roof and smelled deeply green, like Chataigne’s glade, and Dawn felt a sudden pang of homesickness. Outside, it was well below freezing and snowing, but inside it was warm enough that she took off her cardigan, and Sabrina looked comfortable.




“Tonight,” Hentzau said, lighting a cigarette and taking a draw, “you will be my guests at Der Tannenhauser, it’s a club in the Old District. Friday night, my betrothed, the Grand Duchess Natalia Romanov, is giving a party to celebrate the start of the Hilary term. You will attend so that I may introduce you to the university society. Saturday is the St. Hilary ball given by Her Majesty so that new students may be presented to her. Dress is white tie and tails for the gentlemen, ballgowns for the ladies. Your attendance is mandatory by royal decree.”




Gehring distributed embossed leather wallets from a silver tray, one for each of them. Dawn inspected hers. It reminded her of the invitations sent out for Chataigne’s Christmas ball—the sort of thing prop designers, cosplayers, and RenFaire actors would go mad for—all supple leather, silver appointments, blue silk satin lining, pockets, loops, and a tassel. Aestas Aurora, her name in Latin, stamped and then gilded on the cover, with the seals of Queen Flavia University and the House of Hentzau above it. She took out her credentials and found they fit perfectly into the front pocket, and the two invitations Hentzau had mentioned—for the party and the ball—were already tucked into the back pocket.




She looked up and saw the others were investigating their own wallets. Hentzau watched, his cigarette held between index and middle fingertips, and he appeared to be enjoying himself.




“It’s lovely. Thank you,” she told him.




He inclined his head towards her. “You’re welcome.”




Eventually, the others looked up and thanked him as well. Even Brown managed to do it without rancor when Dawn expected him to pout. When everyone was done, Hentzau took a last draw off his cigarette and stubbed it out on the sole of his shoe. Then, to Dawn’s surprise, he took a moment to tear the filter off, tuck it into his pocket, and scatter the last shreds of tobacco and paper over one of the plants. 




He leaned back in his seat. “I apologize for the lecture I am about to deliver, but it is vital that I deliver a great deal of information to you in a short amount of time. You may wish to take notes.”




Dawn reached for her bookbag, as did Sabrina and Cole, but not Leroy, who kept his eyes on Hentzau the entire time.




“Strelsau has long had a reputation for political intrigue,” Hentzau began, “and Queen Flavia University is not exempt from it. Indeed, the matriculation board believes a certain amount of exposure to realpolitik is necessary for the development of a capable and competent student. As I am your mentor, you are under my protection, which is no small thing, but it brings with it its own price.”




Gehring refilled her drink while she wrote.





Dispatches From The Eastern Front—I





FROM: Dawn Summers <dawn.summers@qfu.ws.rt>

TO: Jenny Calendar <jenny.calendar@newcouncil.org>

SUBJ: Dispatches from the eastern front




Hi Jenny,




Can you let everyone read this? I’m making you my distro point for family communication, and you can take my place when they play Charades. Two words, first letter, yadda yadda. You know the drill.




Ack, I’m really sorry I haven’t called. My roomie (Sabrina, more on her later) and I are out buying all her stuff, and we have to be someplace in two hours, so I won’t be able to pick up my phone until maybe tomorrow morning. 




Necessary updates: 




Totally not sick anymore. The stuff I picked up in England was gross, but they took really good care of me, and when I checked out of the hospital, the bill was something like $13.




Took me two extra days to get here. Made it with fifteen minutes to spare. The matriculation board was not amused, but they let me live. I think the amount of paperwork is some sort of payback.




All those stories about Ruritania? Turns out most of them are kinda-sorta true. Cell phone use in public is considered extremely rude, but I can peck on my tablet while Sabrina tries on clothes, and no one cares. They do still have the death penalty, but it hasn’t been used since the end of WWII. They keep it on general principle. This was explained to me the second time I used my cell phone while I stood in line for a mocha.




Like Cleveland, the weather is gruesome. I miss California. I don’t miss Sunnydale.





Kiss everyone for me. I’m having a blast. In two days, I get to have a ball, literally. The stamps here are seriously bad ass, so I’m going to send some mail—postcards and letters—to everyone so Giles can collect them.




Love to everyone,
Dawn









New Information Concerning Strelsau



Der Tannenhauser was a club, not an opera, and it reminded Dawn of The Bronze on a good night. In two hours, Dawn managed to get Sabrina—who fell in love with every shop they stopped at—outfitted with the bare essentials. A stack of boxes taller and wider than her had been dispatched with Sabrina’s cat, Salem, riding at the top, and would be waiting for them at their room when the evening was over.




“Wow,” Sabrina said, waving her hand in front of nose, “there’s a lot of smokers here.”




“Yeah, well, most of Europe has already caught up with California on the cigarette hate,” Dawn said, twisting through the crowd and holding onto Sabrina’s hand, “but Ruritania apparently got their noses out of join and went the other way. More pipe smokers per capita than any other country.”




The lights were dim, the band was loud—and good, to Dawn’s surprise—and there were smells of sausage, popcorn, and beer all around. Past the coat check, the hall branched off. On the left was a game room with pool, darts, and even a console game setup complete with broken down couch. On the right, people lounged around tiny tables drinking alcohol, tea, or coffee. Straight ahead was the dance floor, complete with light show, throbbing bass, and throngs of people dancing. Dawn watched for a moment and decided that ‘white guys can’t dance’ did not apply in Europe. Most of the guys out there were doing a decent job.




And then the back of her brain twitched loudly, and she froze. 




“What’s wrong?” Sabrina asked. “Do your shoes hurt? Mine do.”




“Hang on,” Dawn said, trying to do the kind of wide-awake, absolutely focused without tunnel vision thing Buffy could do without even thinking about it.




She went through the list Buffy, Giles, Xander, Spike, and oh, hell, everyone had pounded into her skull. Find the exits, find the obvious threats, look for not so obvious threats, pick a place to put your back against if you couldn’t get out, and make sure your weapon was either in your hand or where you could get to it. 




Front door, Dawn listed, stairs to private party suites and offices opposite the coat check, back door and what looked like a stairway behind the bar, hallway to the bathrooms, and a trapdoor in the floor next to the stage, probably opened to a hydraulic lift in the basement. Threats? The bouncers—the obvious muscle bound ox and a much shorter man with scary eyes—were calm and laid back, just watching the flow of people in and out of the club. Several of the people in the club—older than the college students—looked like they might be dangerous. The bartenders were in a good mood. In fact, everybody was in a good mood.




Everybody.




Oh. Right, she thought. Hmmm. A solid 4.0 on the Wiggins scale. For a moment, she was irked that Xander wasn’t there to crack a joke to. He would have gotten it.




Someone on the dance floor laughed loud enough to get her attention, and Dawn looked over. A pretty brunette in a skin tight turquoise dress, high heels, and sparkly jewelry—again, total ‘vampire bait’ joke waiting to be cracked, and no one to get it—was talking to Leroy of all people, who actually looked like he didn’t hate the world. 




“Let’s say hi,” Dawn told Sabrina and pulled her along.




“—pulled a basket of puppies out of a burning building while fighting off ninjas,” Leroy was saying when they appeared. He was touching his now technicolor black eye gingerly, so he must have been explaining how he’d gotten it.




“You Americans!” the woman laughed and patted Leroy’s chest, “you are so funny.”




“We are?” Sabrina asked Dawn.




“Not so’s I’ve noticed,” Dawn answered. 




“Hey,” Leroy said. “This is Danika Markovic, She’s a junior starting her second term. Danika, this is Sabrina Spellman and Dawn Summers. They’re in my cohort.”




“Very pleased to meet you,” Danika said. 




There was handshaking, but at least no curtsying, and everyone was very pleased to meet everyone else.




“You’re in a better mood, Leroy,” Dawn said.




He grimaced. “Lee, please. My dad was Leroy. And yeah, I kind of went in with a chip on my shoulder. In my defense, I had just come from the matriculation board.”




“Yeah,” Dawn said, grimacing on his behalf. “I got mine yesterday. Did M start by calling you boy or infant?”




Lee blinked. “I didn’t have an M. The head guy was this creepy bald dude with a dueling scar, a monocle, and a Persian cat. He did call me boy, at least until I told him someone was poisoning him with arsenic. There was a Russian lady, kind of hot, didn’t get her name, and a really old Aboriginal guy who told me my Dreamtime name was Asking for An Ass Kicking, and I should work on getting a new one.”




“A new ass kicking?” Sabrina asked, her feelings hurt on his behalf.




“I think he meant a new Dreamtime name,” Dawn whispered.




“Oh. That makes much more sense.”




“Except for the part where there is no such thing as a Dreamtime name,” Lee said. 




“Okay, you win” Dawn admitted. “Mine wasn’t as bad as yours.”




“The matriculation board was really nice to me,” Sabrina protested. “One of them lent me his handkerchief when I started crying, and another brought me a cup of hot chocolate.”




“Of course they did,” Dawn said, sighing. It was going to be like that, was it?




“Well, I just got dumped by my boyfriend, Harvey,” Sabrina sniffled, “and then when I found out that my aunts had cast th— uh, kept me from seeing my mom all these years, and then the fight with my dad…”




“Oh, men are beasts,” Danika told her and leaned over to give her a hug.




“Present company excluded?” Lee asked, raising his eyebrows.




“No,” Danika answered, dismissing him with an aristocratic wave of her fingers. “You are almost certainly a beast, but I make polite conversation with beasts all the time.”




Lee sighed and was looking for a rejoinder when Cole showed up.




“Hey, you’re here!” he announced. 




In the last three hours, he’d gotten a haircut and clothes that both fit and flattered him, and looked a lot better. The haircut had brought out a lock of hair on the side of his head that was pure white. Curiouser and curiouser, Dawn thought.




“Hentzau’s has a booth back in the coffee house,” Cole continued, “and he’s been wheeling and dealing since we got here. He said to come back when you two showed up.”




They headed over to the coffee/tea room, and Dawn realized that she was getting some interested glances from the men there. About time, she thought. She hadn’t been able to pull out all the stops, but she had her slinky midnight blue clubbing dress on, her hair had decided to cooperate with loose spiral curls, and she’d gone with the smoky gaze look—heavy mascara and eyeliner—to accentuate her eyes. She knew she looked good, even if she was too skinny and still all elbows and knees.




Sabrina was getting looks too, though she seemed oblivious. Probably the breakup. She had the kind of figure Dawn longed for—curvaceous and athletic with a nice butt. She’d picked a sleeveless rose colored silk dress cut on the bias with several tiers of darker rose fringe. So every move she made was followed by a swish of fabric and a wiggle-wobble of fringe. Lee was clearly enjoying the view from behind. Cole was busy leading, and he hadn’t noticed. 




She glanced back to the bar for no reason at all, and her brain screeched like a needle dragged across a vinyl LP. 




Oh, shit, she thought in a very small voice. There were vampires in Strelsau.




She didn’t know what clued her in, but the guy three down from the end of the bar was a vampire. She reached for her purse and stopped. She didn’t have a stake on her. They were all in her luggage back at her new room. No holy water, no garlic oil, nothing.




“Hey, Summers!” Lee yelled over the music.




She went after him, wondering if there was any way she could keep the vampire in sight, or if there was someone she could tell. There were some vampires who might go to a club just to enjoy the music—Spike had been one—but they were the really strong ones, the ones who didn’t fear vampire hunters or the Slayer. All the others only went to clubs to hunt. Which explained why everybody was happy. Willow had never figured out if it was a case of chicken or egg. Did the vampires choose a place because the people there were happy, or did the vampires do something with their intrinsic glamour that made people happy and relaxed…and less able to fight a vampire off? When she’d asked Spike, he’d shrugged. Didn’t know. Didn’t care. 




What was she supposed to do? Half-panicked, Dawn tried to review her options. If she didn’t do something, she was pretty much guaranteeing that someone would die. If she tried to do something, it was only, oh, 90% sure that someone would die. Pull the fire alarm? Where was the fire alarm? Besides, the ensuing chaos would just make it easier for a vampire to drag a victim off. Vampires loved a certain amount of chaos. She could tell Sabrina and get her help. Maybe. 




Even in three hours together, Sabrina had let several things about magic and witchcraft slip, and none of what she said lined up with what Dawn knew. She hadn’t indicated she knew anything about the darker side of things. Apparently, in Sabrina’s world, magic was fluffy and cute, and any problems it caused could be solved in about thirty minutes, especially if it involved some half-baked sitcom plot.




“Summers!”




“Yes!”




Hentzau was leaning towards her, and he held the hand of the woman next to him at shoulder level. He was trying to introduce her to someone.




“As I was saying,” Hentzau continued, “Natalia, may I present the last member of my cohort, Miss Dawn Summers of Cleveland, Ohio. Miss Summers, this is my fiancee, Her Serene Highness, the Grand Duchess and Tsarevna Natalia Romanov.”




Dawn cut a curtsy of about four inches. When she looked up and met the eyes of Hentzau’s betrothed, she ended up looking down by nearly six inches. Natalia Romanov, the great-great-granddaughter of Anastasia Romanov and scion of the House of Romanov, was petite, had the body and poise of a ballerina, a mop of blonde curls cut to chin length, eyes like peridots, and smiled with cynical warmth. She held out her hand, complete with rings glittering with gems the rest of the world only saw in museums. 




“Miss Summers,” she drawled in Russian-accented English, which Dawn knew was a put on, “I have already heard many good things about you.”




“Thank you, ma’am,” Dawn answered in the little bit of Russian she’d acquired from Spencer, took her hand and gave it a feeble shake instead of kissing it as the Grand Duchess had so clearly expected.




She glanced up at Hentzau and read…something in his expression. He didn’t like his fiancee. No, it was worse than that. He hated her guts. He barely kept contact with her hand, and as soon as he had the chance, he released it. The look he gave Natalia was barely contained distaste, and his cheeks were a mottled, angry pink.




Okay, considering that Natalia Romanov was the third most powerful person in the country, after the Queen and Hentzau, politically and socially speaking, that complicated things. Dawn glanced back at Natalia and saw that the woman knew, and more, thought it was funny. That was all sorts of uncomfortable.




Dawn sighed hugely. Great. Went to a new continent to get away from the old crazy and landed on top of Special New Crazy University at Hot Mess City.




Oh, and there was still a vampire checking out the menu on the dance floor.




What the hell was she supposed to do? Council rules stated that the only person who went solo after a vampire was the Slayer. Everyone else went with a partner and had backup available. Finally, it occurred to her that the matriculation board knew all about Buffy and vampires, and they hadn’t blinked an eye. The Doctor hadn’t either. And since neither of them were available just then, her next point of contact was…Hentzau.




She turned back around and looked for him. He was instructing the others on the people he would introduce them to, and that they had better start training their memories to retain names and faces so they wouldn’t embarrass themselves.




“Hentzau,” she said, interrupting him.




Everyone turned to look at her like she’d yelled a curse word at the top of her lungs.




“I’m sorry,” she added. “I need to speak with you privately. Right now. It’s urgent.”




He raised his eyebrows.




“Wait here,” he told the others. 




With his hand between her shoulder blades, he guided her to a spot between two booths where the lighting was poor, and the noise of the crowd and the band faded a bit.




“You have my attention,” he told her in an ‘and you better make it good’ manner.




In the small space, he loomed over her by several inches and probably seventy-five pounds. 




“Okay, look,” she started, “this is going to sound crazy, but I—”




“I’ll be the judge of that,” he interrupted. “Speak.”




“There’s a vampire in the club,” she said. “At least one, maybe more.”




His reaction was the opposite of what she expected. His expression went hard, and the color in his cheeks disappeared.




“Where?” he demanded. “How long ago?”




“At the bar on the far side of the dance floor,” she answered. “Right before Cole came and got us, so no more than five minutes ago.”




“Can you spot him?” he asked.




“Yeah, if he’s still here.”




He turned, raised his hand, and with a flick, got the attention of both the bouncers. When they both straightened, Hentzau ran his thumb across his throat in a savage gesture, and both of them nodded.




“Come with me,” he said, taking her arm, and pulling her through the crowd.




With an abrupt nod, he got the the rest of the party’s attention, and they followed him like iron filings after a magnet. Through the doorway and onto the dancefloor, Dawn could hear the thumps of large doors being closed—front, back, somewhere below. The band cut off, and the dancers looked up and then parted before them. She had her feet under her and was able to keep up with Hentzau’s long stride, so he let go of her arm.




When they reached the stage, Dawn looked around and saw word being passed from bouncer to waiter to waitress to bartender, and then saw the bartender pull out a metal box from under the counter. She opened it, flung the cover back, and turned it around, revealing stacks of sharpened wooden stakes. She started handing them out to patrons, who took one and passed it on, like they were flyers. Dawn’s mouth fell open.




“Um…” Sabrina started and then fell silent.




“What the hell is going on?” Lee asked.




The singer handed her microphone to Hentzau. He didn’t bother checking the volume. 




“If you don’t know me,” he said into the microphone, “I am Hentzau.”




A few people murmured, but it looked like everyone else either knew him or of him.




“There is a vampire in the building. Where there is one, there is almost always a second, a third, or more,” he said.




All the whispered conversations stopped. 




“Check the person next to you,” Hentzau continued. “Check reflections. If you have faith, try your cross. Find it. Find them before they kill someone.”




“Oh, no,” Cole said. He’d gone white with shock and looked like he might be sick.




Dawn followed his line of sight but couldn’t see anything at all that would cause his reaction.




“Sear,” Hentzau prompted. “What is it?”




“Danika,” Cole choked out. “She doesn’t understand yet. There’s a tear in her neck, like…”




“What?!” Natalia demanded. “They culled one of mine? Find it! Bring it to me!”




Dawn looked around, astounded at how the people there followed Hentzau’s orders. Nervous, angry expressions circled them, but there was no disbelief, no confusion. People were checking mirrors, holding crosses and crucifixes to their neighbors, and looking closely at each other.




“Here!”




From the corner closest to the kitchen, the vampire she’d seen came skittering out into the middle of the dancefloor, herded by two dancers, a cook, and the waitress. All of them had stakes in their hands, and two of them held up crosses. Once the vampire was surrounded, he snarled and transformed. There was blood on his mouth and hand.




Outside the danceroom, the sounds of a fight started, but no one there looked away. 




“I can take you,” the vampire hissed. “I can take all of you.”




“Is this the one you saw?” Hentzau asked her.




“Yeah,” she answered. 




She felt something buzzing between her ears and felt the skin on the back of her neck and her face get hot. Vampires in Sunnydale—and now Cleveland—were a known danger and had been there for a long time. This felt like a violation, like this vampire had somehow followed her to her new life, and killed an innocent woman just for giggles. She. Was. Pissed.




Without looking back, she held out her hand. Someone put a stake in it, and she closed her fist.




It was a new vampire, all nerves and twitching as the demon possessing the body got used to its new suit. Some vamps had no trouble making the transition, but they were mostly sired by very powerful vampires. This one was a rat among rats, and it had still killed Danika. Dawn stepped up to it, clenching her jaw in rage.




It changed its snarl to a seductive smile. but it couldn’t keep its eyes off the silent crowd surrounding them.




“Go ahead,” Dawn told him. “I’m just a girl, like the one you just fed from. I’m weak and stupid. I’m scared.”




With a snap, she flipped her hair over her shoulder and left her neck bare. The vampire stared and ran a tongue over its lips.




“Go on,” Dawn told it.




The thing was ten feet away, but when it sprang at her, she barely had time to sidestep, knock its clawed hand aside, and plunge the stake into its chest, just beside the sternum. Its momentum caused it to stagger several steps further, then it shriveled, shattered, and disintegrated into dust.




Hentzau joined her and held out a fine linen handkerchief. “You’re bleeding.”




She checked, and sure enough, the vamp had managed to claw her cheek on its way past. She took the handkerchief and pressed it to the scratches. Well, she was supposed to go to the university’s student health center the next morning. Might as well have them look at that as well.




The fighting sounds in the front got louder, and something started screaming like a cornered leopard. Then, everyone in front of the entrance got out of the way, and the smaller of the bouncers pushed a woman with dark blonde hair through the crowd. He had her in a wrist lock, which meant she literally couldn’t break the grip without breaking both of her forearms. He was bleeding from a series of claw marks across the top of his face, but didn’t notice it. Instead, he shoved the second vampire into the center of the circle.




It fell and got up to its knees, rubbing its arms and hissing, fully vamped out. Its hair had fallen and hung in ragged locks around its face. Hentzau stepped in front of it.




“How many of you are in this building?” he asked, his voice soft but clearly audible in the hushed silence.




It hissed at him, and he kicked it in the face, knocking it back. As it struggled to sit up again, he squatted in front of it.




“Do you know who I am, little demon?” he asked. 




“Sheep,” the vampire spat out, wiping blood from its nose. “Livestock.”




“Wrong,” he answered. “Ich bin der Sohn des Krähenkönigs,fn1 and I am a man of faith.”




He pulled a necklace out from under his collar and brought the chain over his head, until he held the pendant cross on it between thumb and finger with the chain dangling. He held it six inches from the vampire’s face, and it screamed in agony.




Dawn took a step back, stunned. Almost anyone could wield a cross against a vampire, even another vampire, if it figured out how to hold it without burning. Giles had told her it was a combination of the wielder’s residual belief, however weak, and the vampire’s host’s memories and beliefs. A sincere believer holding the symbol of their faith could drive a vampire back, because of its fear of the pain contact would bring. This vampire was already screaming in pain.




Hentzau pulled the cross back, and the vampire collapsed, sobbing.




“How many of you are there?” he asked again.




“My master is strong!” the second vampire hissed. “He will feed on you. He will deliver you to your worst nightmares, and he will reign in blood and pain!”




Dawn pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. Why did all the evil speeches of domination sound the same?




Hentzau stood, and without taking his eyes off the vampire, called out. “Your Highness, do you happen to have some of the chrism on you?”




Dawn looked over at Natalia, who blinked, and then opened her purse.




“Of course, Your Highness,” Natalia replied, adopting a cold and regal hauteur. She opened her purse and lifted out a small, crystal bottle.




She brought it over to Hentzau, put it in his outstretched hand, and backed up. Hentzau crouched in front of the vampire and opened his hand so she could see the bottle.




“Do you know the story of this, little demon?” he asked.




It never took its eyes off the bottle, but it tried to back up a little. One of the workers stepped up and put a boot against its shoulder, preventing escape.




“You know how stories get told and embellished, mis-remembered or turned around,” He said, holding the little phial up to the light of one of the spotlights. “Well, this one actually is very close to the truth. Saint Drogo was called upon to anoint the first ruler of Ruritania, more than one thousand years ago. Such was his goodness that the Holy Spirit came upon him and directed him to the ingredients which make up the chrism. It can cure disease, some say it can resurrect the righteous dead, and when it is used to mark the sign of the cross on a monarch’s forehead, they become worthy of their crown even if they were the meanest villain beforehand.”




Even though Hentzau’s voice was nearly friendly as he told the story, the vampire started whimpering and cast around for an escape. Dawn stepped forward, hefting her stake. The others around her did the same, either with their stakes, their crosses, or bottles of what must have been holy water. The vampire looked back up at Hentzau.




“Now,” Hentzau continued, tipping the bottle over and back to wet the stopper, “I can’t vouch as to those qualities. There is another part to the story, though. After all, Saint Drogo was patron saint of the Vampire Slayer, and it’s said that he gave a substantial amount of the chrism to the girl he trained when she was called to be the Slayer.”




He was? Dawn wondered. He did? He had? None of this was in the chronicles of the old Watchers’ Council, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. They left a lot of things out of the written record.




“Now, it’s said,” Hentzau continued, pulling the stopper out of the bottle and holding it up to the light where it sparkled with refracted rainbows, “that if you apply the chrism to one of the undead, the body is released back to death with the demon still bound in it. Dead, you understand. It will not disintegrate the way a vampire does when it is slain by stake, sunlight, or fire. Instead, the demon is trapped in the body and experiences everything that happens to it as if it were still alive. The senses continue to work, the mind experiences all insults to the body as pain. Horrific, ravaging, endless pain. And when the body is finally destroyed by decomposition, burning to ashes, or whatever method is used, the demon is destroyed as well.”




Hentzau took his eyes off the stopper and gazed at the vampire.




“You are vermin,” he told it. “Do you understand? I am going to kill you, shortly. Your choice is what sort of death you would like. I can stake you. Or. I can anoint you and become…creative. A slow fire that lasts for days to keep you smoldering. You’d turn into charcoal, feeling everything without actually being destroyed. Then I could burn you a second time. That’s just off the top of my head, and, you know, I don’t have to make up my mind quickly. Once you’re dead, you’ll keep for a while.”




“I’ll talk!” the vampire screamed, sweat pouring off its skin. “I’ll talk!”




It shrank back on itself, losing the demonic gold eyes and wrinkled forehead, and looking like a battered, frightened woman, crying with terror. Hentzau put the stopper back in the crystal phial, and the vampire panted with relief.




Hentzau’s expression hardened. “How many others are in the building now?”




“Just one,” it sobbed. “Lena, she’s a redhead, long hair, brown eyes. She’s wearing a green dress. She’s hunting in the private suites.”




There was a scrabble of movement as a posse organized itself and went upstairs.




“What is the name of your sire?” he asked. 




“Balthazar the Chaos Bringer,” it cried. “Please, not the chrism. Please.”




Hentzau looked up at Dawn.




“He shows up in the chronicles in the late 1690s,” she confirmed. “Lots of big talk, sometimes hooked up with one of the bigger names, but never a mover and shaker on its own.”




Hentzau looked back down at the vampire. “How many fledglings?”




“I don’t—”




He held up the phial and pulled out the stopper.




“I don’t know!” it screamed. “Maybe twenty, maybe more. I was only turned last week.”




“Where is he?” Hentzau demanded.




“In the vaults under Saint Boniface,” it mewled. “In the crypts.”




Something close to fury flickered across Hentzau’s face. He put the stopper back in the phial and tucked it in his inside jacket pocket. Only because she was watching so closely did Dawn see him palm something else. 




“Don’t kill me,” the vampire whined. “Please, don’t kill me. I can’t go back to Balthazar. He’ll destroy me. I’ll work for you. I promise. I’ll do whatever you say if you just don’t kill me. All I need is a little blood.”




Dawn watched as the vampire pled for its life, and she saw a gleam creep into its eyes, a little gold flickering in the irises as the demon reasserted itself. 




“Little demon,” Hentzau whispered, “I am a man of my word.”




Before comprehension could sink in, he had a fist in its hair and dragged it up, and when it twisted towards him, vamping out with fangs extended from a gaping mouth, he drove the slender stake in his hand through its heart. It choked and shattered into dust.




After a moment of stillness, Hentzau turned, and without a microphone called out.




“What is the law?” he demanded.




“All vampires die!” everyone in the room replied in one voice. 




Dawn looked over at her cohort. They had moved until they stood together, shoulders touching. Cole had put a hand on Sabrina’s shoulder. Lee looked frankly terrified.




“Find the third vampire and kill it,” Hentzau ordered. “Get the word out about Saint Boniface. Go home. Speak to no strangers, ward your doors and your windows. Be wary. Now, go with God.”




From upstairs, they could hear footsteps thundering back and forth and several hard thuds shook the building. There was another shriek, this time cut short. The people in the danceroom gathered up their belongings and lined up for their coats. In a moment, the only people left in the room were Dawn, Hentzau, Romanov, Sabrina, Lee, and Cole.




Hentzau looked down at his hands and sleeves, covered in dust and sighed. Dawn checked the bleeding on her cheek. It had already stopped, so she shook out the handkerchief and handed it back to him. He gave her the slender stake in exchange.




“Thank you,” he said.




While he tried to brush the worst of the dust from his sleeves and hands, she examined his pocket stake. Teak, from the smell and grain of the wood, and the wooden end was only six inches long. The grip was silver, patterned with symbols that looked more magical than Christian. Curious, she twisted the stake against the grip. It clicked, and the stake slid into handle, making it not much longer than a pen.




“Nice,” she said. “Not for heavy duty use, obviously, but a hell of a lot better than not having one.”




She handed him the stake, and he tucked it into his pocket.




“That is the point,” he answered and gave the kerchief back to her. “Here. This has your blood on it. Burn it at your discretion, but don’t leave it to anyone else. Natalia?”




He took the phial out of his pocket, gingerly, and gave it to her.




“Thank you for the loan.”




“Anything for you, Dima,” she replied, then pouted. “Still, I wanted to destroy the one who killed Danika.”




“I’m sure if you ask nicely,” he said, settling his jacket back on his shoulders and checking the collar and cuffs, “you can go with the Queen’s Guard when they burn out Balthazar’s nest.”




“How much of that story is true?” Dawn asked.




“Not having the ability to test the legend,” Hentzau replied, “I couldn’t say, but that is what the legend says.”




“Then that’s not the—” Dawn stopped. “Of course it’s not the chrism. What is it?”




“Why, my perfume,” Natalia answered, pulled the stopper out and applied a little to her wrists and throat.




“She has her own line of cosmetics and perfume,” Hentzau told her. “I find the floral notes aggressive.”




“Good to know,” Dawn said, shaking her head. “You know, none of this is in the chronicles of the Watchers’ Council.”




“That’s because after the Council murdered the Slayer Branayar to make way for her successor,” Hentzau answered, his voice acidic, “Drogo cursed them for it. She was the king’s daughter and had little use for their petty machinations. After her death, the King decreed that any member of the Watchers’ Council who stepped a foot in Ruritania forfeit their life in exchange for hers. That law still stands.”




“Ancient history, children,” Natalia said, waving a hand in the air, “I’ll see you at the party, Dima. Bring your ducklings with you, of course.”




She left the room and cut the line at the coat check. Hentzau looked annoyed and a little tired.




Dawn and Hentzau turned to the others. Cole looked like he was going to be sick. Lee was very pale, and his black eye stood out even more. Sabrina was hugging herself and looked so miserable, Dawn went over and hugged her.




“I thought they were stories,” Sabrina whispered. “Vampires and the Vampire Slayer. My aunts used to tell me about them. I didn’t know they were real.”




“Vampires are real?” Lee repeated. “Vampires are real. There’s no possible way it could work. I mean, let’s start with the Law of Conservation of Matter for one thing. Except, I saw it, and you guys saw it too. So unless it’s a mass hallucination—”




“Lee,” Dawn interrupted him. “The universe is founded on two mutually exclusive sets of laws regarding how matter and energy behave. The first one can be figured out using the Scientific Method. The other…not so much. Keep at it like this, and you’ll make yourself crazy. For now, just go with it.”




“Can you still see her?” Hentzau asked Cole.




Cole nodded.




“Danika was Buddhist. I’ll arrange for the priest from the Temple of Kwan Yin to come down here and perform a ceremony to help her cross over. I’ve also notified the Beth Shalom temple about Krähenmuterplatz, and I’ll work with them to make sure the souls you saw are helped.”




Cole nodded again, then did a double take. Hentzau sighed.




“Very well, ‘ducklings’,” he said. “Come along. It seems the evening has ome to an early close. I’ll see you home, safe and sound.”




They were met at the door by one of the bouncers who handed out their coats, one by one. Hentzau helped Sabrina and then Dawn into hers. While they waited for Hentzau’s driver to bring the car around, Dawn stepped a little closer to him.




“Son of the Crow King?” Dawn asked quietly. He’d spoken, not in the modern Ruritanian German they’d used all night, but in Old German, different enough that the others probably hadn’t understood what he’d said.




“About as historically accurate as the tales of King Arthur and just a little bit older,” Hentzau replied. “The Crow King wiped out the vampires which infested this land and stood between the forces of evil and the Hellmouth they sought. That was well before the mess with Drogo and the Watchers’ Council.”




“Wait.” She looked up at him, horrified. “Are you telling me there’s a Hellmouth in Ruritania?”




“You hadn’t noticed?” Hentzau asked, a little amused. “Why do you think we’re so vigilant about vampires? It’s here in Strelsau, though I’m not at liberty to say where exactly, not even to the sister of the Vampire Slayer.”




Dawn thought about cursing. The number of languages she could curse in was up to twenty-six. After a moment, she decided she was too tired to get worked up over it. She’d put it in a letter home, and they could do the cursing for her. Then something else occurred to her. 




“Hey, Hentzau?”




“Yes?”




“You guys do know that the original Watchers’ Council was killed off last year in a series of assassinations, right? The only one who survived is Rupert Giles, my sister’s Watcher, and he’s a good guy.”




“I did not know that,” he admitted, “though it does fit with much of the other news I’ve heard on that front.”




“So, no chance the law has been repealed?” she asked. “Because they’ve kind of started a new Council, and it’s much better. Both senior Slayers are on it, along with a whole lot of non-Watchers.”




“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Not repealed, though I doubt anyone would complain about either of the senior Slayers.”




“Oooookay,” Dawn breathed out. “We may have a problem.”




“What’s that?” he asked, and then bit off a yawn.




Dawn knew the feeling well, the let down of coming back from patrol.




She cleared her throat. “Technically, I’m a member of the Council. Junior researcher. I get paid and everything.”




Hentzau looked at her, blinked, turned to face her, and tilted his head, a little like a dog who’s heard a strange and new noise.




“Are you telling me, Summers, that you invoked the Queen’s Doom upon yourself the moment you stepped off the train at the Strelsau station and that for the last two days, you have—in the eyes of the law—been a dead woman walking?” he asked. He sounded remarkably normal.




She grimaced. “Yeah, I kinda think I am.”




He stared at her for a moment, and then his lips twitched. A half-stifled laugh escaped. Then a snigger. Then he mastered himself and subsided to chuckles.




“Everything okay?” Sabrina asked.




“Apparently I’m funnier than I knew,” Dawn told them.




“You really have no idea,” Hentzau said, a paragon of sobriety. “I strongly suggest you take this matter to the matriculation board tomorrow, Summers. If I didn’t want to be gutted with a spoon, I’d risk waking your tribunal head now.”







“Are you joking?” M asked sharply.




It was no easy thing, being pinned by her raptor stare.




“No, ma’am,” Dawn answered, trying not to clear her throat with nervousness.




“Sentenced to death, huh?” Professor Jones asked and rubbed his chin. “That brings back memories.”




“Classes have not even started,” Herr Shang noted. He looked deeply disappointed in her.




“Apparently, it’s a standing writ of execution,” Dawn explained, “and can be…um, executed by any officer of the court once they round up three witnesses.”




“How many know?” M asked.




“Just Hentzau,” Dawn said. “The others were standing further away and didn’t overhear.”




“Better hope that’s true,” Professor Jones remarked.




“This is a fine lever to hand someone with a grudge,” M said. “Stay out of the public eye, young lady. When you are in public, stay in arm’s reach of Hentzau. We’ll have this sorted out, but it may take a few days.”




“Should some person choose to execute you,” Herr Shang said, regarding her, “rest assured, we will express our extreme displeasure.”






fn1. I am the son of the Crow King.




Dispatches From The Eastern Front—II



Written in invisible ink (lemon juice) on the back of the pages of a wildly repetitious and boring letter home.






Dear everybody,




I’m hoping you got my hint in the email I sent yesterday. All phone calls, texts, faxes, and emails are read by government agents. I checked with Hentzau, and he said that no one really bothered with the post, because it was so time consuming and so few people use it for personal letters that there’s only a small chance they’ll read the first letter I send. So, I’m sure Willow or Jenny can whip something up.




Lots going on, so I’m going to stick with the big stuff, and NO, Buffy, getting sick while I was in Oxford doesn’t count as big right now, so you do not get to yell at me.




Big news:




		everybody here knows about vampires, and they kill them whenever they pop up. This morning, after the sun came up, they burned out a nest Balthazar the Chaos Bringer had set up in a desanctified church. Hentzau tells me that nearly forty vampires were destroyed.


		Sunnydale and Cleveland are two special cities. So’s Strelsau. This explains a lot of weirdness. AND NO, BUFFY, YOU CANNOT COME GET ME. I’M FINE.


		Ruritania is still pissed about losing its Slayer not quite 1000 years ago. The law requiring the execution of any Council member who steps on Ruritanian soil is on the books. I checked with the matriculation board and explained that, uh, I am technically on the Council, even if I’m a seriously junior member. I got frowned at. A lot. The situation will be reviewed, they told me, and I am not to mention it to anyone else. Hentzau is enormously amused that he’s sheltering someone under an instant death sentence. AND NO, BUFFY, YOU CANNOT COME GET ME. I’M FINE.


		My roommate, Sabrina Spellman, is some kind of witch, but I can’t figure out if she’s Wiccan, neoPagan, techno-Pagan, a Whitelighter, home grown, or what. It’s definitely family-based, as her dad and two paternal aunts are also witches. Her understanding of spells is so contrary to what I know, it makes my head hurt. I have her permission to tell you guys, because she would really like a way to break the spell that—get this—turns her or her mom into a ball of wax if they are ever in the same room together. No, I am completely serious. Also, her cat is wigging me out. It watches me whenever I get dressed, and it really likes to hang out in the bathroom when I’m taking a shower. I think it’s a perv cat.


		One of the guys in my cohort, Cole Sear, sees dead people. This is not a fun thing for him; it’s seriously traumatizing, because it’s almost always people who died sudden, violent death. Depending on how together they are after their death, he can have conversations with them. Very rarely, he can actually help one cross over. Apparently, he was doing pretty good coping with his mom’s death a couple of years ago (cancer. Yeah. Fuck cancer). Europe, however, is filled with lots and lots of history, and lots and lots of unhappy dead people. He’s started a list so Hentzau can get people to deal with it. His matriculation board tribunal is nice to him, he’s under so much stress.


		The other guy, I can’t figure out. He’s a toad, or he’s sardonic and funny. He’s scary smart about book stuff and logic, but he’s dumb as a post when it comes to people. He keeps pissing off people without needing to, and he goes around acting like everybody hates him when they haven’t even met him, and then he expects people treat him like he’s royalty, and considering that they have actual royalty here, no one’s really tripping over themselves. His name’s Leroy Brown. Can you guys dig something up on him?






Once we’re set up, I’ll send you some drawings. Strelsau’s actually very pretty, even in winter. So, while I’ve only got two Art classes this term plus an Art History survey course, I’ll be out drawing stuff. I’ll also try to do portraits of my cohort and Hentzau. 




Love,
Dawn









The Party’s The Thing




“Oh, hell,” Dawn said, flopping down on her bed, “I am exhausted.”




“The term hasn’t even begun,” Sabrina said, folding clothes.




“My tutor wants to get an early start on things, before lectures and studio time crowd him out,” Dawn said, staring at the ceiling.




If jet lag from flying across the Atlantic Ocean and arriving in a place whose time ran six hours later than the place you left was considered rough, then what kind of lag was she dealing with after time traveling with the Doctor to locations that were remote in both the spatial and the temporal senses? She’d left here-now an hour and a half ago and gone to three different places, all of them on different dates, different seasons, and different times, and in all, she’d spent about two and a half days running around with the Doctor. Running. He did that a lot.




She was exhausted, and her head was telling her it was time for bed, but the pale sunlight coming in through the window said it was no later than ten in the morning.




Salem was gazing at her from the top of her wardrobe, and it was very unsettling.




“Purr. Meow,” it said to her.




“Are you sure your cat doesn’t talk?” Dawn asked Sabrina.




“Well, he’s not a very entertaining conversationalist, if that’s what you mean,” Sabrina said, bringing in another load of clothes and stripping the tags off.




“Meow.”




She could have sworn the cat sounded annoyed, like he knew he’d been insulted. 




“You know, back home, we have a rabbit that can speak telepathically,” Dawn said. 




Somehow, that sounded about a thousand times more ridiculous out loud than it had in her head, but she’d learned that Sabrina didn’t judge people based on how rational their conversation was. She made an excellent roommate.




“Does he have much to say?” Sabrina asked, peeking around the door to her own wardrobe as she hung up her new clothes.




“Mostly things like ‘more carrot tops, if you please’ and ‘you will pay for your crimes, mortal,’ ” Dawn said. “We’re pretty sure that he’s the incarnation of the spirit of divine retribution.”




Sabrina made an impressed face. “Wow, I’ll bet no one steals the toy prize from his cereal box.”




“He can kill a conversation pretty easi— No don’t jump!”




Salem had lowered himself from the top edge of Dawn’s wardrobe, and just as Dawn yelled, he launched himself and landed on her stomach. She folded up and made a noise like a deflating accordion. Salem was one solid, chunky cat.




“Salem!” Sabrina came around and picked him up. “That’s a naughty kitty. If you can’t be nice, you can stay outside.”




“Meow! Rowr! Hiss!” Salem twisted and turned in an attempt to get away from her.




Sabrina kept her grip on him with the ease of long practice, opened the window above her bed, letting in a blast of freezing air, and threw Salem onto the roof tiles. The cat’s scream sounded an awful lot like “Nooooooooo—” and was cut off when Sabrina closed the window again.




“I’ll let him back in after a few minutes,” she said, dusting her hands. “He needs to learn some manners.”




Someone outside yelled “Bitch!” loud enough to be heard in the room. Dawn lifted her head in consternation. It was a busy street outside, but not that busy, and Strelsau wasn’t known for belligerent drunks wandering around just before lunch.




“He’ll be fine!” Sabrina said brightly, and picked up her next bag of supplies.




Their shared room was something of a shambles, Dawn thought, sitting up in exhaustion. It was, literally, at the top of a tower, and it had two dormer windows which peeked out of the pointed top, a working fireplace, two beds, two wardrobes, only one desk, an unmatched desk chair, and a frayed and sprung comfy chair. Between the two of them, they’d divided the room into two rough halves—one bed per dormer window on either side of the fireplace, wardrobes on the other side to hold the heat in, and the desk and chairs against the wall connecting the tower to the building, right where the main chimney ran from the kitchen to the roof, heating the wall and their tiny bathroom.




The bathroom was so small, it didn’t have a proper bathtub. Instead, the entire room was tiled, and the shower head, the sink, the toilet, and the bidet all faced each other in strange kind of plumbing stand off. You could, if you were very careful, tie your towel to a hook in the ceiling, but if you didn’t block the shower with your head properly, you’d end up with no way to dry off. Dawn and Sabrina took turns looking in, agreed that the first one brave enough to use the bidet would report back, and that under no circumstances would they both be in the bathroom at the same time.




Dawn was trying to cobble together enough bookshelves to hold both their textbooks and whatever other books they picked up. Both she and Sabrina were readers, and the kind of titles Dawn favored couldn’t be downloaded from Amazon. School supplies, heavy winter school robes, boots which could take the slushy streets of Strelsau, woolen scarves, sweaters, and books were spilled across every horizontal surface in the room. Currently, you could only get from the fireplace to the door by a winding path around towers of stacked books, valleys between the piles of clothes, and mountains of boxes Dawn was still trying to figure out why she had decided she absolutely had to have such things in university.




With nothing better to do and no chance of napping through Sabrina’s bustle, she picked up some of her stuff and started to look for a place to put it away.




“You know, I have this really great spell tha—”




“No,” Dawn said firmly. “You know what the matriculation board said, you know what the Fiorentinos said, and you know what your tutor said. No spells until you’ve mastered the basics.”




Sabrina looked so crushed, Dawn was tempted to relent, but there had been the matter of Sabrina’s sock matching spell, which left Dawn pulling socks out of places no sock should ever go all the previous night. She was still checking her ears.




The Fiorentinos, the couple who owned the building, owned and ran the bakery and cafe on the first floor, and rented out the garret to Dawn had been happy to take another boarder on. Part of the rent was an hour of chores every day in the restaurant and weekly Latin lessons and babysitting for the daughters. The monetary part was handled by Hentzau, whom the Fiorentinos were delighted to receive money from. Adding Sabrina to it meant that more money, another dishwasher/tray unloader, and the girls taken on visits to the park and the zoo. Plus, Ruritanians apparently thought witches were good luck. So long as they didn’t actually cast any spells, that was. Dawn could see Sabrina was already starting to chafe under the restrictions.




Like an egg timer went off, Sabrina bounced up, reached above her bed, and opened the window, letting Salem back in with another blast of cold air.




“M-m-m-m-me-ee-ee-ee-ow.”




The cat shook itself, scattering bits of ice on Sabrina’s bedspread. 




“You behave yourself, mister,” Sabrina told him, shaking her finger at his face.




“F-f-f-f-fuuuu—”




“What are you going to wear to the party?” Sabrina asked, dropping most of a down comforter on Salem and muffling him.




“I can’t decide,” Dawn said. 




She had her wardrobe open and was hanging dresses. The school dress code insisted on skirts and dresses on women, something she thought was only stories her grandmother had told. The Doctor didn’t seem to care what she wore, so long as it was sturdy and easy to run in. She was fairly certain that if she showed up in a bikini, his only comment would be ‘where are your pockets, Summers?’.




Curious, Sabrina came over and looked.




“Are we going for ‘knock them dead,’ ‘smart and sexy,’ or ‘don’t touch me’?” Dawn asked.




“How about ‘shock and awe’?” Sabrina returned.




Dawn considered her choices. “Doable, especially if we team up.”




Sabrina grinned at her. “I love teaming up!”




Dawn grinned back at her, and it occurred to her, what if she’d found something here like Buffy had found in Sunnydale—a best friend and a circle of people who became as close as family? Buffy and Willow were inseparable. Willow and Xander acted more like brother and sister. Giles was like an eccentric uncle. Over the years, they’d grown closer and closer until it was inconceivable that, on leaving, there wasn’t a time when they’d return. And she knew she was a part of it. She knew she was loved, but she also knew she was always a kind of tag-along. The kid sister. The accessory. The load. If Buffy, Willow, Xander, Giles, and various add-ons were the Scoobies, that made her Scrappy. And that was too horrible to contemplate.




A Bachelor’s degree at QFU took three to four years to earn, depending on whether you took summers off. The breaks were long enough, Dawn could imagine going back to Cleveland to visit, but making Strelsau her home, and then, after earning her degree? The Council had a lot of property, albeit mostly demolished and crispy, that could be re-populated. There were a lot more Slayers and just as many vampires, just as many Hellmouths. What if she could broker a peace between Ruritania and the Council? That could earn her a senior spot even before she had her doctorate. A senior spot in Europe? Or Africa? Or Japan? She didn’t want to be a Watcher who was constantly training and babysitting a Slayer. She wanted to have a say in how to train, what to fight, how to—




“How about sophisticated?” Sabrina asked, bouncing up.




She picked up the kimono dress Dawn had bought in Paris and paired it with the crimson red heels peeking out of a box. 







Natalia Romanov, Grand Duchess and Tsarevna, had a bachelor pad that on any other street, would have counted as a palace, but since it was the street where Crown Prince Rudolph, Istvan, Duke of Strackenz, and the dowager Queen of Melanesia kept their residences, it was one of the smaller, more restrained domiciles.




On two hundred acres.




With its own herd of miniature deer.




Not to mention the ten guest houses of different sizes, the pond-now-skating-rink, the helipad, and Russian Orthodox church complete with minarets. 




“Gee, I wonder where the proletariat got their ideas from,” Sabrina said, glancing out of the nearest window as Hentzau’s car drove them up the very long drive to the main house.




“Hey, this is what they let the proletariat drool over if they’ve been very, very good,” Lee said, a shade too much bitterness in his voice. “All put together, the land the Romanov family owns adds up to something the size of England. They’re still one of the richest families in the world.”




“And that’s why we’re here?” Cole asked, rhetorically. “We fought our way to Flavia so we could get filthy rich?”




“Not me,” Dawn said. “I’m doubling in Art and Linguistics. Well, if the board is cool with it.”




Lee gave her an arrogant, condescending look. “You’ll get what they decide you need, and if they decide they want you dirt poor, that’s what you’ll end up as.”




“Already there,” Cole said. “Doesn’t scare me.”




“Yeah, I don’t think it works that way with my family,” Sabrina said thoughtfully. “Money just…is. I suppose if one of us didn’t have enough for what we wanted, we’d just…use magic. You know, I never really thought about it before?”




“Dawn?” Cole asked.




“We had some hard times,” she said, “worried about whether or not we could scrape together the mortgage payment and groceries. Thanks to events in the last year, there’s enough. Now we’re focused on building something for the future.”




“Children,” Hentzau said as they pulled up to the house, “as you clearly cannot be trusted with topics of civilized conversation, please restrain yourself and keep to the weather and the other person’s health.”




“Hey, I happen to hold to the view that puppies are cute,” Dawn said, “and no one is going to shake me from my position, titles and wealth be damned.”




“Sorry, Summers,” Cole answered, “I can tolerate communism and capitalism, but if you don’t recognize the innate superiority of kitties, you aren’t worthy of my attention.”




“Philistines,” Lee added. “Hamsters or death. Both the Pope and the Dalai Lama will back me on this.”




“I like baby animals,” Sabrina chirped. “I don’t care what type.”




“What, like baby warthogs?” Lee asked.




“They’re so adorable,” Sabrina crooned. “With their little tusks and their little warts.”




“Oh, God have mercy on my soul,” Hentzau muttered, “and grant me a quick, relatively pain free death.”




Once arrived, Hentzau was the first out, and he gave both Dawn and Sabrina a hand as they climbed out. Once Dawn was standing, Hentzau gave her a brief visual inspection, lingering on her legs. When he met her eyes, he gave her an appreciative smile. Her dark red kimono dress was snugly fitted and ended several inches above her knees, the sleeves were longer than the skirt and lined with white. Her hair was pulled back in a tight chignon, and her lips and nails were deep crimson.




“Lovely, Summers. Very well put together.”




Sabrina got a similar perusal and approval. Her cocktail dress looked plain, almost dowdy, as a sleeveless navy blue sheath, but when she turned around, the dress draped below her waist, leaving her back naked. The drape was lined with scarlet silk, and it flashed when she turned. She had twisted her hair into soft updo that Dawn was convinced took a spell to stay put.




“Enchanting, Spellman. You will draw eyes.”




“What about us?” Cole asked. 




He looked rumpled even though the ride was less than twenty minutes. He held his coat open, showing off his embroidered vest. Lee posed next to him and then started doing robot moves. 




“Well,” Hentzau said thoughtfully. “The year hasn’t officially started. I’m sure they won’t hold this against you.”




“Hey!” Lee protested.




“Now, pay attention,” and Hentzau’s voice grew cold and exact. “This is no exercise. The people in there buy and sell lives when the mood takes them. Take nothing on faith. Make no promises. Do not find yourself alone with anyone. If you don’t know your tolerance for alcohol, limit yourself to one drink every two hours, and keep your drink with you. Do not take any other intoxicants offered.”




“Geez, Hentzau,” Cole laughed, self-conscious. “I thought this was a party.”




“That’s what it looks like,” Hentzau said. “To the uninitiated. What you do here reflects on me and influences my standing. What I do here determines, to a large extent, your safety in this school. There are a great many people who would like destroy my family. Some of those people are currently allies. You are not required to defend me. All I ask is that you not help them.”




“Gosh, I went to college and found myself back in eighth grade,” Dawn sighed. 




“Oh, I only wish,” Hentzau said. “Pay attention to the conversations you overhear and who says what. I’ll ask later.”




Sabrina had closed her eyes and was repeating “Baby animals, baby animals, baby animals.” Dawn took her hand and squeezed it. Hentzau raised his eyebrows, clearly waiting for an answer.




“Yes,” Dawn said. “Take nothing on faith, make no promises, and don’t find myself alone. I hear, understand, and will obey.”




Hentzau looked relieved, which was worrying.




“You got it,” Cole added.




“Sure,” Lee said. “So long as it works for me.”




After a moment, Hentzau said, “Spellman?”




Sabrina opened one eye. 




“Okay.”







It was loud inside—an extreme sound system and a lot of people talking—and the party had spread out from the main foyer into several rooms at the front of the mansion, the sweeping stairs and the landing above. Coats were collected at the front door. People wandered by in flocks and schools of tuxedos and haute couture dresses. Hentzau led them along through the foyer to the back of the main hall where Natalia Romanov held court.




She was a vision in a silver beaded gown, her hair arranged in finger waves under a bandeau with a clasp of egret feathers. There were several men gathered around, flirting with her, and they tactfully withdrew when Hentzau appeared.




“I didn’t know you could pay that much money for a dress and still be half naked,” Dawn whispered to Sabrina.




“Well, maybe they spent all their time beading the skirt and by the time they got to the top, they were really tired,” Sabrina answered.




“Claws in, kittens,” Hentzau murmured.




There was just enough material to cover Natalia’s breasts but not quite enough to disguise the fact that she was cold. She smiled up at Hentzau and arched a bit. He looked bored.




“My ducklings, Your Grace,” he said.




“Already old,” Lee muttered.




Dawn kicked him in the ankle, then smiled and nodded in greetings. The others followed suit but without kicking Lee.




“How lovely to see you, Your Highness. Please, consider yourselves my especial guests and enjoy the amenities.”




Hentzau gave her a very sharp, Germanic bow with a click of his heels, and with a glance and a lift of his chin, dismissed them.




They retreated and re-gathered several yards away.




“Anyone else feel like Dad just marched them up to Great Aunt Tilda for inspection and then threw himself on the grenade?” Dawn asked.




“My Great Aunt Tilda never dressed like that,” Cole noted.




“Mine did,” Sabrina added. “Though, it was usually pretty late in the cocktail hour when she really got going.”




Lee shuddered. 




“What’s the plan?” Cole asked.




“Split into pairs,” Lee answered, snagging a drink from a passing waiter. “Once around with some general introductions, back here to compare notes and swap, and go again.”




“Take nothing on faith,” Dawn repeated, “make no promises, and don’t find yourself alone.”




“Let’s go together,” Sabrina said, taking Dawn’s hand.




“See you guys back here in twenty,” Dawn said, waving at them as she and Sabrina left to mingle.




The people there were a mix of students, some faculty and board members, and a few upstanding figures of Strelsau society. Some of the students were on the shabby side—rented tuxedos which hadn’t been altered well, second hand or prêt à porter dresses—and Dawn was suddenly glad of both her own healthy trust fund and bank account and Hentzau’s patronage. It would have been much more difficult to find her place if she’d had to worry about wardrobe as well.




She realized she could tell a student’s year just by watching them for a moment. The freshmen—like her, Sabrina, Lee, and Cole—were nervous. Some of them were drinking too much in order to compensate. Others had found a spot to stand where their backs were covered and kept an eye on everything. A few, either brave and hardy souls or possessing a brave and hardy friend, had struck out and started mingling.




The juniors, she thought, looked tired, more wary than nervous, but determined to get something out of the evening. Very few of them were alone, even if some of the ones with companions didn’t look thrilled with their partner. There was a great deal of talking and moving back and forth. 




The seniors, though. Oh, the seniors. Whatever happened at the end of the junior year and start of or beginning of the senior year, they had found their places. They were comfortable at a party thrown by the great-great-granddaughter of the only surviving member of an absolute monarchy deposed a century previously in a palace worth enough to feed the entire population of St. Petersburg through more than one Russian winter. They looked…ready.




From the conversations, the events two nights previously were still the talk of the town. She heard Danika’s name mentioned several times, as well as Hentzau’s and Romanov’s. She noticed more than once that people were looking at her and then whispering. It grated. It had grated in Sunnydale when she was that weird kid with no friends in her own grade, the weird kid with the weirder sister, the walking disaster magnet. It grated just as much now.




“Well, it’s settled,” Sabrina said, holding on to her hand, “you’re the coolest person here.”




Dawn stopped, and Sabrina crashed into her. Dawn turned around, puzzled.




“Cool? Um…and pardon my wording, but huh?”




“You’re kidding, right?” Sabrina asked, blinking in now-mutual confusion. “You’re carving your way through this party like it’s Jell-O salad, you’ve said hello to two different teachers, and they both said hello back. You stared down the Baron von Frankenstein when he was hogging the hors d’oeuvres and got me three bacon-wrapped thingies on toothpicks. Then you voluntarily said hello to that lady who is so scary, she doesn’t have a name, just a letter, and scary letter lady acknowledged your existence. Half the conversations are about the vampire thing, and right after everyone says ‘Hentzau made a vampire beg for its life by showing it a bottle of perfume’, they add ‘and Dawn Summers dared a vampire to kill her just before she staked it.’ ”




“Well, that’s…just…” Dawn stumbled, trying to think of a way to explain that there were many reasonable explanations for all those things that didn’t include her being cool. “That was the Baron von Frankenstein?”




She’d used the same glare Buffy had used on her when Buffy had suspected (rightly) that Dawn had eaten the last of the chocolate peanut butter cup ice cream. She should have known it could cow nobility.




“You look like you walked out of the best chapter of that Assassin’s Guild graphic novel,” Sabrina continued. “Everyone we walk past whispers about you, and you don’t even care! You’re not even wearing sunglasses, and you’re the coolest person here.”




“Sabrina,” Dawn started, and swallowed to get past her throat suddenly clenching like a fist. “You are the nicest person I have literally ever met, and I never thought I’d say this to a girl, but…I totally love you and want you to be my best friend forever.”




Sabrina’s face transformed with instant, shining joy. “Of course!”




And they hugged, right there in the smoking room, Dawn squeezing just as hard as Sabrina. 




“I always wanted a best friend,” Sabrina whispered.




“Me too,” Dawn whispered back.




After a moment, Sabrina popped back, eyes alight. 




“We could get BFF charms!” she declared.




“We absolutely can,” Dawn agreed, laughing. “We should probably regroup with the guys first.”




Back downstairs, Lee and Cole were waiting for them. Cole looked a little more rumpled, and Lee was clearly pursuing the Dutch Courage option. 




“What do you know?” Lee asked, over enunciating his words.




“Everybody’s still talking about Wednesday night,” Dawn reported. “Everyone is extremely weirded out that they’re letting us start at the beginning of the Hilary term. No one knows what to make of it. Somehow, explaining ‘my town imploded and it took a while to sort out’ doesn’t help.”




“There are a lot of really nasty rumors about Natalia,” Sabrina admitted. “That she’s constantly cheating on Hentzau, and he doesn’t care. Did you know she’s, like, five years older than him?”




“Lines up with the stories we heard about him,” Cole said.




“Like what?” Dawn asked. 




They exchanged a look. Cole shrugged. Lee smirked and turned back to them.




“There’s a betting pool as to which of you he’ll sleep with first,” he said. He spent a little too long looking them over.




“What?” Dawn demanded.




“He has a reputation,” Cole said, “for…I guess seduction would be the word for it. He’s got his own standards. He likes them female, of age, adventurous, and looking for some attention. Supposedly, he’s the soul of discretion. No woman ever has to worry that word will get out, pictures be posted to the Internet, or her name will show up in his memoirs.”




“Then how does he get his reputation if he never talks?” Sabrina asked.




“The women do,” Dawn answered, then turned back to Lee, who was still checking her out.




“I’d do you.” He shrugged.




Sabrina made an inarticulate sound of shock and horror.




“Dude,” Cole said, lifting his eyebrows. “Seriously?”




“I’d do both of you,” Lee amended his statement. “But not you, Cole. Not into guys.” 




Sabrina’s noise repeated as a squeak. Dawn took Lee’s drink out of his hand and threw it in his face. Lee made a noise surprisingly similar to Sabrina’s.




“Lee, I can kill you and dispose of your remains in such a way that they’ll be skeletonized in less than 24 hours,” Dawn told him. “That’s knowledge I didn’t have when I left home. Don’t piss me off.”




Face dripping, Lee looked over at Cole for moral support, but Cole only shrugged.




“Don’t look at me, Asking For An Ass Kicking,” Cole said. “Dawn, Sabrina, if it makes you feel any better, there’s a sizeable minority that says you’re off limits due to his standards, which everyone says he has, but no one can figure out exactly what they are.”




“Not really,” Dawn answered. “We’re going to make another round. He,” and she pointed at Lee, “is cut off. Got it?”




On their second round, they paused to watch Hentzau talking to a senior from Quadrivium School.




“He’s good,” Sabrina noted.




“Yeah, he is,” Dawn agreed. 




“I mean, look at that,” Sabrina continued, “he isn’t in her space, his posture is excellent. He keeps his eyes on her face or her hands instead of her boobs.”




“Clearly pro-level horndog,” Dawn added.




“Oooh, he’s lighting her cigarette,” Sabrina said.




The woman in question held up a cigarette, which Hentzau lit by cupping his hand around hers and bringing the lit match to the cigarette. Then he blew out the match and dropped it in an ashtray without taking his eyes off her.




“Oh, he’s good,” Dawn said. “I feel like I should applaud.”




“But…he’s engaged,” Sabrina protested. “It’s her party.”




“Technically, her betrothed,” Dawn answered. “Which means it’s probably an arranged marriage. Maybe…they…have their own arrangement.”




Sabrina looked at her, disillusioned. “Ew.”




“Let’s get a glass of wine,” Dawn said, and took her hand.




“Okay,” Sabrina agreed, and followed her.







Cole and Lee caught up with them at the bar. When Lee asked for a gin and tonic, the waiter, seeing Cole’s hand signals behind Lee, made up something that looked and smelled like it had gin, but was probably less than five percent alcohol.




Dawn was testing her very, very small knowledge of Serbo-Croatian against the bartender’s when the party’s most important guest, Rudolph, Crown Prince of Ruritania, arrived with a fleet of remora. Dawn took one look at him and detested him on sight.




He was all that a future king was supposed to be—photogenic and congenial, blessed with a rich voice. He was also halfway to plastered and looked like that was his normal state. Tall, probably six foot three or four, with thick, dark red hair, pale skin, and eyes the color of cognac. He had Bad Boy written all over him.




“Natalia!”




“Your Royal Highness,” Natalia answered, curtsying until all but handful of dress was on the floor.




“Who’s new?” Rudolph asked. “What’s fresh?”




“Now, now, sire,” Natalia admonished him. “I know as well as you do that you enjoy the start of the hunt as much as the end. You’ll have to make the rounds and discover for yourself.”




“Um…ew,” Dawn murmured.




“Ho, yeah,” Cole answered. “Next ruler of the country is a horny good old boy. Bodes well.”




“Who’s the jock?” Lee asked, sipping at a glass Dawn was shocked to see had four fingers of whiskey in it.




“That is His Royal Highness, by Grace of God, Defender of Strelsau, Duke of the Black Mountains, Captain of the Royal Mounted Harriers, Rudolph, Crown Prince of Ruritania, eldest child of Queen Antonia, and heir to the throne,” a quiet woman next to them said.




Dawn jumped. She had no idea they’d been snuck up on, and it was a very, very bad idea to spite the monarch’s heir in anyone’s hearing. The woman, girl actually, was a couple of years younger than them, short, slender, and had the same red hair. Her eyes, though, were dark green. Her dress wasn’t showy at all. In fact, it looked like the girl had purposely chosen it to be boring, not to stand out. She could have faded into the wallpaper wearing it.




“Hi, I’m Sabrina.” 




Sabrina held out her hand, and the girl shook it. 




“I’m also named Antonia,” the girl said, solemn. “For the queen.”




“You’re his sister, the Princess Royal,” Dawn managed. 




“I am,” she answered simply




“Look, we’re still learning the ropes,” Dawn started, wondering if Hentzau would just hand her over with a note of ‘has it coming’ to the executioner for insulting the—




“I’m not fond of my brother,” the girl answered without any particular inflection. “In fact, if he passes out early, I’m thinking of shaving off that ridiculous beard he’s grown.”




The four of them stayed very, very quiet.




“Still,” she continued, looking at each of them in turn, “it’s probably a good idea not to say such things unless you’re home.”




She excused herself, and they started breathing again. 




“Can we not have anything else exciting happen for the rest of the night?” Cole asked. “I feel like I’ve been disarming bombs. Poorly.”







“Hey, Sabrina,” Dawn said, turning, “you’ve got to see these Korean celadon ware dish…es…Sabrina?




Mentally kicking herself, she set her glass of wine aside and scanned the landing at the top of the stairs where there were some really stunning artworks on display. No sign of her. Dammit, they were supposed to stay together, but Dawn had gotten all wrapped up in the displays and forgotten what happened when she did that: everyone wandered off. Oh, Giles might stay, but Buffy would be gone in three minutes, Xander in five, and Willow in ten. Sabrina had lasted much longer.




If, that is, she hadn’t wandered off in the first five minutes.




Dammit. 




She used the view from the rail to search the large hall below. 




“Rudy should thank God no one can challenge him to a duel,” a passing man said in French. “I thought Hentzau was going to call for seconds right then.”




The woman with him made a noise of disgust. “He’s baiting him. Thinks it’s funny. One of these days, he’s going to go too far.”




Well, that wasn’t good, but it didn’t bring her any closer to Sabrina. She took to the stairs, trying to look as if she were just migrating slowly instead of looking for someone.




Lee was at the bottom of the stairs, telling a funny story to a woman who wore a very unconvinced expression. He didn’t notice her.




“—if he’d tried out either of the girls yet,” a woman told her friend in Spanish. 




“The ones he’s mentoring?” the man nearly squealed. “No wonder Hentzau was furious. What about Romanov?”




“Oh, you know her,” the woman drawled. “Anything to get a rise out of him.”




Which would be bad enough on its own, considering Hentzau was going to expect reports on what they overheard. Awkward. But that plus breaking the ‘don’t find yourself alone’ rule? Bad. Very, very bad.




She found a good spot where she could look into most of the occupied rooms at once and still could not find Sabrina. She stood and thought for a moment. She needed to find her roommate quickly and without fuss, but the room was filled with partygoers, almost to crushing, and tray bearing waiters were having to slide through gaps without disturbing anyone.




Oh. Of course.




She went back to the bar, fishing up one of her voluminous sleeves as she went.




“Hey,” she greeted the bartender when he turned towards her, and then she switched to Serbo-Croat. “Zlaty, you know pretty girl I’m with when you give wine?”




“You’re the only pretty girl I’ve seen all night, Dawn,” he answered gallantly, leaning forward.




She held up her emergency money between her fingers. His eyes went wide, and then he made the money disappear.




“Where is she?” Dawn said. “How is she? Quiet. Give to friends. Need fast. Okay?”




“Quiet and fast, okay,” he answered. “You stay here, act a little drunk, a little angry about a man, okay?”




“Yeah, that’s a stretch,” she muttered. “Yes, Zlaty, I stay here.”




She picked up another glass of wine—somebody else’s abandoned Riesling—and played with it, muttering to herself and grimacing. Zlaty talked to some of the other workers, and she saw him flash the money here and there. The others, men and women both, glanced at her, nodded, picked up their trays, and went on their way. 




She glared at anyone who tried to sit next to her and tried not to watch the clock. It was nearly an hour since she’d seen Sabrina, and the circumstances really did not bode well.




It took nearly ten minutes, but two waiters, one male and the other female, talked to Zlaty in hushed tones, and he got very serious. He looked a little scared when he turned back to her.




“You got good sixth sense, Dawn,” he said. “Your friend? Talking with the prince. He gave her a drink, and then they’re friends. Go off to talk.”




“What?!” She managed to keep it down to a panicked hiss. “Where?”




“Private quarters.” Zlaty indicated the direction with a nod of his head. “Hallway with bust of Nero on the right.”




Oh, hell. She glanced around, trying not to completely lose it. Who was going to stop a prince from laying his mack down with a no-name American freshman? 




Hentzau would, but it sounded like he’d end up with kneeling before an executioner for high treason if he let his temper get the better of him. The way he’d thrashed Lee came back to her. 




“Okay, okay, okay,” she whispered to herself, then she looked up. “Zlaty, give me that.”




Mystified, he handed her the garnish for a martini, one itsy-bitsy plastic sword and three cocktail onions. She pulled the onions off, took the sword by its tiny hilt and drove it down the outside of her leg, ripping the stocking and scratching herself. She grimaced in pain. The stocking, the most expensive piece of see-through clothing she’d ever bought, ran from hole to heel at slightly faster than the speed of light.




“What are you doing?” Zlaty asked, horrified and curious at the same time.




“Inventing a crisis,” Dawn answered. 




She took the onions, crushed them in her hand, and the rubbed a few drops of juice along each of her lower lids, and almost screamed half a second later when it reached her eyes and set them on fire.




“Wha—”




Tears leaked and carried mascara and eyeliner with them. In less than twenty seconds, she’d gone from put together gorgeous to hot mess. 




“Aaaah, this really, really hurts!” she groaned. “Zlaty, send one of your friends to find Hentzau. Tell him you saw me like this, okay? And tell him where I’ve gone. Okay?”




“Ah…yeah…” Slaty managed. “Okay.”




“Do it now!” she hissed, trying not to rub her eyes. 




She did not make a point of crying or sobbing or begging people’s pardon as she headed for the private quarters. She only kept her head down and went as quickly and quietly as she could without attracting attention. Which, of course, meant that everyone in the room noticed her and watched.




The hallway was easy to find, and silently opening doors, it appeared the private quarters were not completely private that night. There were a few people here and there. Dawn wiped her eyes as she checked first one room and then the other. Pool room. Dining room. Bathroom. Maybe. It was bigger than her home back in Sunnydale. Media room.




Bingo.




“Hey, that’s…Ru—…Rudolph,” Sabrina was slurring. “I need to go…I don’t feel so…”




She was crowded up against the end of a plush couch, and good old Rudolph had gone past putting the moves on her to simply removing any defense.




“Brina!” Dawn gasped, manufacturing a sob. “I found you, Sabrina!”




Sabrina had half-collapsed into a drugged stupor and was draped, back arched, over the arm. Her dress was half off her shoulders, and when Rudolph turned to see who had interrupted him, Dawn could see he had both his hands up Sabrina’s skirt. 




The idea was to get her roommate out of there with a minimum of sturm und drang, which meant she couldn’t kill the bastard. Instead, she stumbled over to them, and stepped on one of his feet.




“Gah! Careful, you little cow!” he swore in German.




“Sabrina, I had the worst fight with Cole,” she said, taking Sabrina’s hands and shaking them to wake her up. “And then I walked into this statue, and I ruined my hose!”




Sabrina roused a little, blinking.




“Dawnie? Whaz wrong?”




“Please, you have to come with me,” Dawn pled. “I need your help. There’s a bathroom down the hall. Come on.”




All she had to do, in the minutes before Hentzau came looking for her, was get Sabrina on her feet and hustle her out of there before the prince realized it wasn’t some girlie drama queen business. She could camp out in the bathmansion a couple of doors back towards the party, and once Hentzau found them, insist that Sabrina wasn’t well, and maybe threaten a meltdown. It had always worked for Cordelia.




“You gotta come,” Dawn said, dragging Sabrina to her feet. 




She couldn’t though, because Prince Rudolph had her around the waist.




“Dawnie?” Sabrina asked, blearily. “What’s wrong? We can go. Sure we can go. It’ll be okay. I love you!”




Covering it as an attempt to pull Sabrina to her feet, Dawn reached around to where Rudolph’s hand, dug her nails in, and clawed as hard as she could. He roared in outrage and pain. Then she yanked Sabrina to her feet and got her arm over her shoulders, and pulled her around. 




“Dawnie,” Sabrina whimpered, “I really don’t feel so good.”




“We’ll get back home, Sabrina, and I’ll take good care of you, I promise.”




Sabrina tripped, and Dawn glanced down. Her feet were tangled up in her panties. He’d gotten her panties off. Just as she processed that, something grabbed her by the back of her head—hair, hairsticks, head, neck, and all—and yanked. Prince Rudolph had her with one hand, and it hurt like hell.




“I don’t like it when some little bitch spoils my plans for the evening,” he said in a very clear, even voice.




“Yeah,” Dawn managed, trying not to let her voice break with pain, “well, this little bitch is about to spoil more than just your plans.”




She came down with all her weight on his foot with her spike heel.




He screamed and threw her into the wall. She managed to get one arm up to protect her head, crashed, and hit the floor. Sabrina fell heavily across her legs. Dazed, Dawn shoved at her, trying to get back up without much success. This was now officially scary and bad. Rudolph looked down at the two of them. He balled his hands into fists, and Dawn could hear his knuckles crack. 




Then she saw the person standing behind Rudolph, saw the expression on his face, and felt her blood go cold.




“Oh, shit,” she whispered.




Hentzau didn’t fight fair. As far as Dawn could tell, he didn’t consider it a fight at all. It was an execution. He grabbed Rudolph by the throat and threw him into a console, knocking the console over and audibly breaking some of Rudolph’s ribs. Rudolph cursed, spat, and started to get to his feet, his arm wrapped around his chest. Hentzau broke Rudolph’s ankle with a kick like a sledgehammer, and Rudolph collapsed, howling. Hentzau picked up a very heavy glass sculpture, raised it—




“No!” Dawn screamed.




He froze, but it was only by the greatest effort on his part.




“I’m okay,” she said, trying to be heard over Rudolph’s screams and curses. “Sabrina’s okay. She’s…he put something in her drink and got her alone. I got here in time. Okay? I got here in time.”




Rudolph snarled. “Take your bitch puppies out of my presence, Hentzau.”




“Hentzau,” Dawn whispered, pleading. “Put it down. Please.”




“Tell me why I shouldn’t execute a failed rapist,” Hentzau demanded, turning towards her. “Tell me why I shouldn’t end this miserable animal’s existence after he attacked the persons under my protection.”




“Because that’s what he wants,” Dawn answered. “Well, not dying, but he’s been baiting you since he got here. He wants you to attack him. You can’t challenge him to a duel because he’s the heir to the throne, but if he gets you to lose your temper and attack him, he can have you charged with high treason. Hetzau, please,” Dawn repeated. “There aren’t any witnesses sympathetic to him here. Not yet.”




Hentzau stopped shaking, and very slowly, he lowered the sculpture.




“What do you know of it, Summers?” he asked.




“That’s what this is about,” she replied. “Isn’t it? The political machinations you’re so wary of. The betrothal to Romanov. The rivalry between your houses that’s—what—two centuries old now? All the way back to that first Rupert of Hentzau? The one killed by Rassendyll when he tried to ruin the queen.”




For a moment, she didn’t think he’d listen. She was a kid. He was in charge of her. She was a freshman. He was a senior. American, Ruritanian. Commoner, Uradel. Then, something in him gave, and the edge of his anger unraveled.




“He was the third Rupert,” he told her, setting the sculpture aside. “I am the seventh. He didn’t die trying to ruin the queen. He died following her orders. Why else do you think she refused to strip my family of our title and lands? Not only would she have forsworn the pledge she made her loyal vassal, but she was fond of sending letters, and we have the copies of all her sweet little intrigues.”




“That’s a lie!” Rudolph said, getting his hands under him.




“Shut up,” Dawn snapped. 




“Why is everybody so mad?” Sabrina cried, huddled on the floor.




Natalia slipped in through the door and closed it behind her. 




“Bozhe moi!” she swore.




“Oh, give it a rest, Your Grace,” Dawn snapped. “There isn’t a single Romanov in the last sixty years who speaks Russian as a native language.”




The glare from Natalia was potent, but Dawn shrugged it off. One of the benefits of facing the matriculation board, she supposed. She crouched by Sabrina, who was sniffling. 




“Hey, Sabrina,” Dawn said in her most comforting voice, “you know Rudolph gave you something in that drink, right?”




“Is that why I feel so gross?” she asked. “I’m dizzy, and I don’t feel good.”




“Pretty much,” Dawn agreed. “You know, you could just give it back to him.”




“I could?” Sabrina looked up at her, and she frowned in thought. “Hey,…I could, couldn’t I?”




Dawn stepped back to give Sabrina a clear shot, and Sabrina, with the sudden clarity of an angry drunk, pointed at Rudolph, and snapped her fingers. There was a buzzing sound, and a tiny green whirlwind jumped from Sabrina’s head over to Rudolph’s and disappeared.




And just like that, Rudolph turned green, moaned, and his arms buckled under him. Dawn helped Sabrina, now much steadier, to her feet.




“Why is my dress all turned around?” Sabrina asked, tugging it into place. “I feel like someone searched me for contraband.”




“You…don’t remember?” Dawn asked carefully.




“No,” Sabrina answered, now worried. “We were up on the landing, and you were really into those little cameos, and Prince Rudolph…”




She looked over and finally noticed Rudolph in a moaning heap. Then she looked at Hentzau, who was only a quarter inch shy of his previous towering rage. Then she looked at Natalia, who admittedly did a good job of looking nonchalant about an attempted rape and a successful grievous bodily harm. When she looked back at Dawn, her eyes were wide.




“Was I smuggling contraband?” she whispered.




“No,” Dawn managed. “Sabrina —”




“And where are my—”




She had been patting her hips, trying straighten her snug skirt, and she must have realized something was missing. Frantic, she looked around and then saw her panties on the floor. She looked at Dawn with a very different kind of fear.




“What did he do to me?” she asked in a tiny voice.




“Nothing,” Dawn answered. “I promise you, Sabrina. He didn’t get the chance.”




She spared a glance for Hentzau, who looked like he was reconsidering the price for killing Rudolph, even in front of witnesses.




“There is a crowd outside that door,” Natalia stated, indicating with a nod of her head, “and they are all desperate to know what has happened in here. Rudy’s game, your temper, Dima, and your little wild cards. It’s this evening’s great entertainment.”




“Traitor,” Rudolph groaned, trying to grab hold of something to pull himself up with. “I’ll have mine back, Hentzau. When I am on the throne, I’ll see y—”




“Shut your mouth, you misbegotten Rassendyll bastard,” Hentzau spat at him. “It’ll be a cold day in Hell before you reach the throne.”




“Dima!” Natalia gasped. “You go too far.”




“Do I?” he demanded.




“I’m afraid you do, Dmitri,” a new voice joined them.




Dawn nearly jumped out of her skin when Antonia, the Princess Royal, stepped forward from the corner she’d been standing in. She actually had blended into the wallpaper. Dawn glanced at Hentzau and saw that he’d gone white with shock.




“May I call you, Dmitri?” she asked in her queer, studious sort of way. “I know you go by that with your family, and I’ve always liked you.”




Dawn had to credit him. It took him a couple of seconds, but he got his temper under control and went from apoplectic rage and frozen shock to polite conversation at an awkward event. 




He cleared his throat. “Your Royal Highness, you are welcome to call me Dmitri. I take it as an honor.”




She gave him a brief, very sweet smile, which disappeared. 




“The problem being,” she continued, “that if you refer to my older brother as a bastard, I will also fall in that category, as mother used the same sire for the two of us, and there was no change in her marital status in that time.”




“I was speaking metaphorically, madam,” Hentzau managed. “For most, bastardy is an accident of birth. Your brother is a self-made man.”




Rudolph was turning his head, drunkenly, trying to follow the conversation and falling further and further behind. Princess Antonia studied him for a moment.




“He’s not a very good brother,” she finally said. “A bully, stupid, and not even interesting to torment. I’m sorry to say that he makes an even worse prince.”




The rest of them kept their mouths shut. She smiled at him again.




“See? You can stay quiet in your own best interest, Dmitri.”




“Your Highness,” Natalia said.




“Your Grace,” Antonia interrupted, “I’m afraid my brother became a bit worse for the refreshments he enjoyed tonight and has suffered a serious fall. You’ll need to contact the emergency services and have an ambulance sent.”




“Of course,” Natalia agreed.




She met Hentzau’s eyes, and he glared at her with an icy rage.




“Now,” Antonia prompted.




Natalia turned to go, and Dawn caught, out of the corner of her eye, Antonia kicking Rudolph’s arm out from under him so he fell back in a heap.




“Dmitri, you might want to gather up your…what did Natalia call them? Your ducklings?”




“Yes,” he agreed. “I think that might be for the best. Spellman.”




Sabrina paused long enough to grab her panties and wad them up in her fist. Then she followed Hentzau out of the room. Dawn took her other hand and squeezed it.




On the way out, Dawn noticed that the table closest to the door had a selection of office supplies. She paused and considered it. She did have her cell phone tucked away in the other sleeve. 




“Summers?” Hentzau asked.




“I’ll be just a minute,” Dawn answered. “Go on. Sabrina, stay with Hentzau, okay? Her Highness can help me.”




Antonia raised her eyebrows at that. 




Hentzau ushered Sabrina out of the room, and Dawn explained to Antonia what she had in mind. Antonia considered it. 




“It’s better than shaving off his beard,” Antonia said. “Will you send me a copy? I’ll give you my phone number.”




Then they both looked down at Rudolph, who moaned and tried to raise his head, groggy.





Dispatches From The Eastern Front—III



“And no, you may not set fire to an entire patient!” Cuddy continued. “You may not set fire to only half a patient! You may not set fire to any small portion of a patient ever at all!”




“Coward,” House said, giving her material for another five minutes of yelling.




His phone chirped, and he pulled it out. The alert was for texts from Dawn Summers, who hadn’t sent him anything since the announcement of safe arrival in Strelsau. He logged in, read the text, scrolled down to the picture, and started chuckling, right in the middle of Cuddy’s tirade.




She plucked the phone from his hand. 




“ ‘He didn’t try it with me, and according to Ruritanian law, he has to remain intact, so I settled for this,’ ” Cuddy read out loud. “Why is there a picture of some drunk guy with a drawing of a scrotum stapled to his forehead on your phone?”




“Because my patients are way more awesome than your patients,” House told her.





Dispatches From The Eastern Front—IV





Dear guys,




There are parts of college that already suck. We were at a pre-term party—sanctioned by the school itself and thrown by an upstanding member of the community—and some guy roofied my roommate. We already had warnings from Hentzau, not that he thought that, specifically, was likely, but there is a strong culture of hazing here, and since Hentzau’s our mentor, there may have been some people who wanted to take him down through us.




It turned out okay. I got to Sabrina in time. Lee later referred to it as an epic cock block. Yeah, he’s classy that way. Hentzau damaged the guy, and everyone at the party pretended they hadn’t seen anything—not the guy creeping on Sabrina, and not the EMTs who carried said guy to the ER. 




When we got home, Hentzau talked to our landlords—actually, it’s more like we’re a very toned down pair of Fonzies living above the Cunninghams’s garage—and Signora Fiorentino brought both of us hot cocoa and leftover pastries. Sabrina cried a little, and then she got more upset when her cat, Salem, went missing. He showed back up, half frozen, at oh-my-god-it’s-early in the morning, and spent the rest of the morning curled up practically inside the fireplace. When I put down some food, he devoured it like he’d been on a forced march.




Funny thing is, the people who worked the party last night are actually distant relatives of the Fiorentinos (everyone is related to everyone else in this city), and they have relatives-by-marriage who work in the creeper’s house, and they say that after Roofie McRapester got home in a leg cast and went to bed, it turned out a feral cat had gotten into his bedroom. Since he was on pain pills, he was moving slowly and couldn’t get out of the way when the cat attacked him. 




They ended up having to take him back to the ER for the bites and scratches. Not only is he now on a long course of antibiotics, but they put him on a course of rabies vaccinations, because the cat got away, and they couldn’t do a necropsy on it. Apparently, some of the doctors in Strelsau are old school and felt the six weeks series of abdominal shots were the way to go. 




When Sabrina finally woke up, I put a toasty, fat kitty on her and said she should make sure he had a collar and his shots, just in case he gets out again. You know, so no one mistakes him for a maniacal, rabid feral cat.





Tonight is the St. Hilary’s ball, in honor of the start of the term. So, not only are we all ‘once more unto the breach’, but we’re doing it at the palace, and all of us will be making our bows to Queen Antonia. I’ll write more tomorrow.




Love,
Dawn









Meeting (More) Royalty



Hentzau hosted a private dinner before the ball, as the dinner at the palace was invitation only, and the only one of them who rated an invitation was him. On account of the generations of enmity between the two families, Hentzau’s invitation was issued on the implicit condition that he would politely decline it.




Lee looked slightly hungover, which was no surprise, and his eye was no longer swollen but looked like an effects makeup artist had gone to town on it. Cole was anxious, having heard only part of the story on the way home from the party. Sabrina had, for the most part, regained her bubbly mood after a long afternoon of pampering at the spa Hentzau had sent the two of them to. The spa had solved two problems—cheering up Sabrina and finding them a space they could get ready for a ball when they were still working out how to shave their legs in the tiny bathroom.




“His Royal Highness,” Hentzau said in a voice as dry as the Sahara, “will not be attending the ball this evening, due to an old sports injury acting up.”




“What’s he play?” Lee asked, acerbically. “Extreme Quidditch?”




“Brown,” Hentzau said, “outside this house, you will respond and behave as if the public explanations you are given are the simple truth. His Royal Highness is resting an old injury. Summers had a minor spat with Sear, and Spellman fell ill and had to be excused early. Do you understand?”




“See, where I come from,” Lee answered, “people who drug and try to rape other people are arrested and sent to prison.”




“Rarely,” Hentzau responded. “And you’re hardly an appropriate advocate for conventional law and order. The matter is not settled. Until that time, you will support the current explanation. Do you understand?”




There was a long, silent moment as they waited for Lee’s response. Lee stared straight ahead, his mouth tight. What the hell had that been about? Dawn wondered. She glanced at Cole, but he looked like he was pretending not to be there.




“Yeah,” Lee finally said. “I understand.”




“I thought the prince couldn’t be charged with anything,” Sabrina said, hesitantly. “I thought there wasn’t anything more to be done.”




Hentzau had been consideration itself towards her all evening, patient with her when he was snappish with others, brotherly in his concern.




“All officers of the law and officers of the court are sworn agents of Her Majesty’s justice,” Hentzau explained. “So, Crown Prince Rudolph is de facto untouchable through the normal routes. There are other routes, though, and I am pursuing them.”




Sabrina looked deeply uncomfortable and worried. 




“Hentzau, if this is going to start some sort war…”




“It has started nothing,” he answered. “It only renewed old hostilities. Spellman, I don’t have the luxury of letting this go. I am expected to protect those under my power and avenge them when I can’t. This is a test. I’m sure Rudolph had no expectation of it going this far. However, if I do not act, I’ll be seen as weak and dishonorable.”




“Can’t have that,” Lee muttered.




Hentzau nailed him with a glare worth of M. “As I am responsible, directly and indirectly, for the lives of nearly three quarters of a million people, no, I can’t.”




Butler and footmen came around with trays, and Dawn found herself very thankful for the hours of Upstairs, Downstairs and Downton Abbey she’d watched with her mom, and it appeared twenty-first century Ruritania was much less fussy than early twentieth century England. She noticed Cole was doing visual checks on her, trying to figure out which of several forks she had chosen. The food was incredible, little bits of fluffy things that she couldn’t recognize but turned into lobster or apricot or truffle in her mouth. The vegetables tasted like they’d been ripped out of the ground only a few minutes previously, given a thorough scrubbing, and then threatened with fire. 




Sabrina was trying her best to keep some sort of conversation going.




“Can I ask you a question about your name, Hentzau?”




“Certainly.”




“So, you were introduced as Rupert of Hentzau, but Princess Antonia asked if she could call you Dmitri, and Grand Duchess Natalia calls you Dima. Which one is it?”




He smiled, not looking up from his own fluffy orange thing. “My full name is Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri the Seventh of Hentzau. Or to be more specific in the translation into English, of, from, and at Hentzau. My family is Uradel, and our name, our title, and our holdings were all in place before any of the Colleges of Arms were established. On official documents, I am identified by my full name once and as Rupert of Hentzau or Hentzau thereafter. To my very close friends and family, I am Dima, short for Dmitri. Her Grace also calls me that.”




“Well, thank God for that,” Dawn said, and then froze, wondering when she’d lost the filter between her brain and her mouth.




Hentzau only raised his eyebrows a little. Dawn took a sip of wine and cleared her throat.




“My sister’s guardian is named Rupert, though we all call him by his last name, and one of my closest friends is Xander, short for Alexander,” she explained. “At least this way, I won’t start looking for them when someone calls your name.”




“I have a second cousin twice removed on my father’s side named Wilhelm,” Sabrina said. “Only everybody calls him Villie, which really isn’t any better than Willie. He looks like a Villie, too.”




“You guys are weird,” Cole said. “My family was just a bunch of Michaels, Patricks, and Thomases. I only got stuck with Cole because it was my mom’s maiden name.”




They all looked at Lee, who shrugged. “My grandfather really liked the song “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown,” and Dad liked having a mini-me by the same name.”




“Is the College of Arms part of the University?” Sabrina asked.




Hentzau choked on his food and took a moment to get his voice back. “The College of Arms is the governing authority within a particular country or region in regards to coats of arms. Are you familiar with those?”




“Sure,” she answered. “You’ve got one above the front door. And on the invitation that you sent. And the wallet you gave us. And they’re stitched into the napkins. And etched into the wineglasses.”




“Yes,” he replied, cutting her off. “And when the commanders of troops on the battlefield wished to be identified, they would emblazon their shields with images, and those images would often be used by the son who inherited their wealth and station. So, certain images became associated with certain names, and then there were arguments over who got to use them—if there were more than one son, or a son-in-law who wanted to use them, or if a pretender adopted them. The different colleges were established to formalize styles of arms, issue rules regarding their use, and settle differences among those who bore them.”




“That…sounds really old,” Sabrina said. 




“About nine hundred hundred years old,” Lee put in. 




“Your family’s nine hundred years old?” Cole asked, astonished. “Mom couldn’t get further back than the Irish Potato Famine when everyone on her side came over.”




“Everybody’s family is nine hundred years old,” Hentzau said. “Mine is just better documented.”




“Most families documented for that long,” Dawn said, “have coats of arms that are quartered about a gajillion times.”




“My family had already developed some practices considered eccentric if not degenerate, even by the standards of the eleventh century,” Hentzau explained. “One of them is that we have never and will never quarter our arms. Hentzau is Hentzau. We are enough in our entirety and do not boast of marriage affiliations with other families. Anyone who marries the Graf or Grafin Hentzau becomes Hentzau as well. As part of this, we established and kept the right to pass the title to daughters. Our concession was that it must stay in the direct line of descent and can be traced back and over by no more than four degrees.”




“It’s amazing the title didn’t go extinct,” Lee said. “I mean, the odds against, even if you double your chances by included daughters…”




“Was resolved by my long ago ancestors when children adopted into the family were given the right to inherit alongside and even in place of, their bloodborn siblings, and we have never been shy about adopting.”




“That’s unheard of,” Dawn protested. “I mean, the Catholic church, the Holy Roman Empire, all of them outlawed it, saying it was a holdover of from pagan Roman emperors.”




Hentzau’s smile was nothing less than smug. “Yes. We fought two admittedly small wars, bribed, blackmailed, and some say, assassinated our way through the Vatican before we received a papal proclamation confirming our rights. After a rather nasty scuffle with a branch of the Renaldis, we agreed to some informal limitations—the child had to be adopted before the age of thirteen, and they had to be directly raised by the graf and grafin with any biological children they might have. No fostering.”




“No wonder you guys didn’t go for the Reformation,” Lee said. 




“No wonder, indeed,” Hentzau said. 




“And that’s why there’s a crow on your coat of arms,” Lee added.




Hentzau grinned, and it changed his entire look. He looked about fourteen years old.




“I don’t get it,” Cole said. “What do crows have to do with Catholicism and adoption?”




“Humans, bats, and crows,” Lee answered, “are the only terrestrial species which adopt orphans and raise them as family.”




“That’s really sweet,” Sabrina said.




“They also make tools and keep their fledglings for two years instead of one,”Lee continued. “They recognize people who’ve hurt them and will harass them for years.”




“My family history in a nutshell,” Hentzau agreed.







All new students at Queen Flavia University were presented to the monarch on their matriculation, and so Hentzau’s inspection of them had been far more in depth. Lee and Cole were handed over to his valet to re-tie their bowties. Their boutonnieres were replaced with something from the conservatory, their shoes re-shined, their posture corrected, and their bows tested and improved. Hentzau drilled them three times before leaving for the ball and quizzed them on the way there. All it did was make Dawn more and more nervous. 




The palace didn’t help either. It was an enormous wedding cake of a building, constructed long after the need to protect a small population from an extended siege. The scale was far beyond that of a regular human with doors that were fifteen feet tall and doorknobs at shoulder height. Everything was decorated, ruffled, purfled, mirrored, gilded, or ornamented.




“It’s like a Fabergé egg factory exploded in here,” Dawn muttered.




Hentzau gave her a stern look, and she shut up. He had stressed on the ride over that even the most innocuous comment, overheard by someone unfriendly to him, them, Americans, St. Drogo’s, or the university, could do serious damage to their interests. A complaint or a deliberate insult was that much worse.




The major domo who inspected their invitations was calculatingly dismissive, just short of the point where a reasonable person would have called him out. He handed them off to a footman, and gestured for them to follow, but the footman took off at a pace Dawn would had to have trotted to keep up with. Hentzau held out his arms to keep any of them from trying, and followed at a much more sedate pace, allowing Sabrina to handle her bell-like skirt without tripping over it, and while Dawn didn’t have to keep track of her dress, it did keep the translucent layers of lapis blue silk from fluttering and allowed the long draping skirt to flow and curl around her legs. The footman realized his bit of malice had been spotted and allowed them to catch up to him, then led properly.




It was a long walk, and when they passed one ornate, gilded entrance flanked by marble caryatids, Hentzau frowned just the smallest bit. Dawn kept smothering comments as they reached her lips—professional mall walkers association was sure dressed up that night, who knew that Disney pimped out palaces, when the peasants revolted they’d never get through the palace without a map, a compass, and a guide. She consoled herself by deciding that she’d put them in a letter to Xander. The others were impressed, fascinated, and intimidated by turn. 




After enough walking to serve as warm up for a cardio session, they reached the footman’s intended destination. He handed the invitations to a doorman. Hentzau turned to them.




“You are not entering the throne room,” he said. “You are entering the Presence Chamber. It is smaller, more intimate, and is usually used when the monarch wishes to greet a delegation, such as an embassy. My instructions still hold, but Her Majesty is much more likely to address you in these circumstances. Speak only when required, volunteer nothing, and under no circumstances may you lie. Once the last of you has gone in, I’ll join you.”




They all nodded.




“Spellman,” Hentzau said, indicating the doorway, “you’re first.”




Sabrina looked up at him, eyes wide with fear, and he gave her an encouraging nod, presented his arm, and walked her to the door. The footman opened the door and announced in a stentorian voice, “Miss Sabrina Spellman of the United States of America, matricula collegium Sanctum Drogum, Regina Flavia University.”




The door closed behind Sabrina with an echoing finality.




“Yeah,” Cole whispered, his voice cracking. “Totally not scared. Kind of bored, actually. Meet queens every day.”




Hentzau returned. There was an unnerving wait of nearly a minute, and then doorman nodded at them. Hentzau offered Dawn his arm. She inhaled deeply, squared her shoulders, took his arm, and walked with him to the door.




“Miss Dawn Summers of Sunnydale, California, the United States of America, matricula collegium Sanctum Drogum, Regina Flavia University.”




She almost stumbled, hearing the addition of her hometown. Hentzau released her hand, and she heard him speak in a voice so soft only she could have heard it.




“Eyes forward. Remember, Summers, you are no one’s pawn.”




She went into the Presence Room, and the tall, heavy doors closed behind her.





Dispatches From the Eastern Front—V





Dear Giles,




Please thank Willow for sending the magic coder-decoder pen. I tried a few samples, and Sabrina swore it read exactly like a complaint about all the pre-term homework I’ve been assigned. 




So.




I’m pretty sure the queen of Ruritania is some sort of demon.




Not saying this lightly. I’m still a little freaked, and Sabrina drank five cups of punch after we got out. Cole looked like he was going to have a panic attack when he got out, and even Lee was shaken. Hentzau assured us that Queen Antonia has that effect on people the first time they meet her, and that it gets better with time. I really don’t know about that.




When I made my curtsy, I looked up, and the hairs on the back of my neck and on my arms all stood up. She was in full royal drag—fussy silk ballgown, red sash with different orders pinned to it, red velvet cape lined with ermine draped across the throne and the floor, dripping with diamonds, honking big tiara. Then I noticed how thin she is. Not skinny like me, not ballerina skinny, and not model skinny. Not even “hand her a sandwich” skinny. But chemo skinny, eating disorder skinny, maybe even concentration camp skinny. She’s got the Elphberg red hair, burning green eyes, and thin lips, and she doesn’t blink enough. Seriously, it was like talking to Hannibal Lecter in a dress.




So, along with a diamond necklace you could have beaten someone to death with, she had some beads strung on leather. They were bone or maybe ivory and really didn’t go with her outfit. I couldn’t see any more. Lee was the only other person who noticed them. Hentzau hadn’t even seen them.




Her voice has a buzzing undertone that is really horrible, but you can’t exactly run away with your hands over your ears. Except the only people who noticed were those of us who met her for the first time. And here’s the thing: everyone who meets her has that experience the first time, and then they’re okay. They’ll call it nerves or the royal presence or mention that Her Majesty has a very intimidating stare, but they never react to it the same way again. Weird, right?




Another thing I noticed—there’s religious stuff all over the place here. Every house has a crucifix or a mezuzah or calligraphed lines from the Q’ran, the businesses all have something, even if it’s just a string of prayer flags and a smiling Buddha. The palace didn’t have any religious symbols. Considering the House of Elphberg has always been staunchly Catholic, it seems more than a little strange.




Also, she said Buffy was welcome to visit Strelsau as her personal guest at any time. She didn’t include you, though. Make of that what you will.





I haven’t said anything to the others about my suspicions. After all, Queen Antonia has been on the throne for ten years, she’s got two kids and a photogenic husband who stays out of trouble, and there’s been no scandal attached to her reign at all. So, I’m keeping my mouth shut unless I hear otherwise from you. Like, a name, picture, and original Hell dimension.




Love,
Dawn




PS The tea here is really awesome. I’ll send some to you if you’ll get Jenny to send me some Nutter Butters.









At the Ball



The ball was…well, it was a ball. In a palace. With a full orchestra, a ballroom filled with people, food, tables with ice sculptures, enormous candelabra with beeswax candles, windows taller than her house that looked out onto a steel gray sky, beautiful dresses, brave uniforms, champagne, music…it was magical.




Dawn offered Cole a champagne flute and took the cold, damp cloth a staff member handed her and held it against his forehead. Even though he was leaning over, she had to reach.




“Easy, kid,” Professor Jones said, supporting Cole from the other side. “It’ll pass in a couple minutes. It hits everybody like that the first time they meet her.”




“Even you?” Dawn asked. Professor Jones just didn’t seem like the kind of man to ever have a full on attack of the screaming meemies.




“Well, I was a little queasy,” Jones admitted, flashing a smile at her. “But I’ve seen a lot of really weird stuff. Not much fazes me. Give it five minutes, and you’ll all be fine.”




“Are you sure?” Sabrina asked, her hands shaking around the punch glass she gripped.




“Positive,” he replied. “Hey, there’s Hentzau now. Glad you finally made it, Your Highness.”




“I beg your pardon,” Hentzau said, strolling up. “I had to go around the long way. Professor Jones, thank you for looking after my charges.”




“Any time, Hentzau,” the professor replied, giving Cole a pat on the back. “You guys need to pay attention to him. He’s been around. Helped me out on a dig in Beirut last year.”




“Beirut?” Dawn asked. “Isn’t that kind of risky?”




“It was a fairly quiet time of the year,” Hentzau said. 




The doors of the presence chamber opened, and Lee was announced to everyone.




“Mister Leroy Brown of Idavill, Florida, the United States of America. matriculus collegium Sanctum Drogum. Regina Flavia University.”




Lee looked like he’d just witnessed a cat get run over by a car and then used as a Frisbee. Hentzau met him halfway and led him over. Dawn handed him a glass of champagne. He tossed it back, held very still for a moment, and then took a deep breath.




“I’d just like to say,” Lee said, “that I am a really big fan of representational democracy. Best form of government in the world.”




“But this is a monarchy,” Sabrina protested.




“Exactly,” Lee answered.




“Everybody else is fine,” Dawn said, still feeling her stomach churn with nerves.




“They’ve either already met her, or they won’t meet her in person,” Hentzau replied, “only see her from a distance.”




“Was it this bad when you met her the first time?”




“Worse.”




For a moment, it looked as though he wouldn’t answer further, but he glanced at the four of them, huddled around and on one of the upholstered divans, and relented.




“I was fourteen. My parents had been killed in an accident while in the United States, and it was my duty to inform Her Majesty of their deaths and my assumption of the title. It was a private meeting, and when I got out, I vomited and proceeded to have a three-day migraine. I was very nearly hospitalized.”




“They made you go see the queen when your parents were killed?” Sabrina asked, torn with pity and outrage.




“I chose to go,” Hentzau corrected her. “There is a long established rivalry between our families. We were on the ascendency again before my parents died. I felt it necessary to show that I would meet all the responsibilities and obligations of my title.”




“Just hand you a fox and call you Spartan boy, huh?” Dawn said.




He flashed her a grim smile in response. 




“What about those stories of your father dating the queen when he was your age?” Lee asked.




Hentzau frowned and stared off into space for a moment before answering.




“I don’t know,” he finally said. “He never spoke of it to me, you understand. I wasn’t old enough. I have been told by enough trusted people that I recognize it as factual. Her Majesty attended Georgetown University for her degree, and my father served as a staff member on the Ruritanian embassy there at the same time. So there is some corroboration. There were even rumors they would be married, putting an end to the centuries old feud. Then, without warning, she returned to Strelsau, married the royal consort, and enjoyed a rather frivolous life of wealth and privilege.”




“Yeah, that’s not weird at all,” Dawn said. “You know, you could write a pretty decent soap opera off your family’s history.”




“Don’t think I haven’t been approached,” Hentzau replied drily. “Now, on your feet, ducklings. I’ll walk you around once and introduce you, then you’ll be released into the ball. I promise the evening will improve from here, and the people you’ll meet are almost certain to be nicer than last night.”




He was as good as his word. The dancing had already started, but not many had ventured onto the dance floor. Instead, the crowd filled the space around it, chatting, eating, and drinking. From the conversations Dawn overheard, people didn’t talk as much about their new car as they did their new plane or yacht. They didn’t fuss over politics at work as much as they fussed over politics in their home nation, and if someone referenced William, Albert, Silvia, or Margrethe, everyone understood exactly which William, Albert, Silvia, or Margrethe they meant.




And Hentzau was right. It was actually a much nicer party than the one the night before. Everyone was pleasant, and some of them were even friendly. Dawn was inspecting the trays of crunchy bits with cream cheese when another woman bumped into her.




“Oh! Sorry! My bad! Klutz alert!” the woman declared in American English.




“No, totally my fault,” Dawn answered, “I should have been—whoops!”




They bumped again, setting glasses and plates a wobble.




“Oops, no, hang on.”




“I think I—eek!”




A man with absolutely gorgeous blue eyes and sandy blond hair darted in, plucked the other woman’s champagne flute out of danger, propped up her elbow, and put her back into equilibrium in one swift motion. Then he flashed a dazzling grin with Dawn.




“And people wonder why I follow you around,” he said to the woman in the curve of his arm.




She gave him a dazzling smile back, reached up and patted his cheek, and said, “it’s because you have good taste.”




Dawn watched, captivated, and almost laughing. The woman held her hand out for a shake.




“Hi, I’m Mia. My rescuer is Nicholas.”




“Dawn. Dawn Summers.”




“No kidding!” Mia said. “You’re one of the students presented to Antonia tonight? Sheesh. No wonder this country’s never had a full on revolution, if all their monarchs were as scary as—”




Nicholas cleared his throat. Loudly.




“Well, I mean—” Mia started again.




“Mia,” he said.




“What?” she asked.




“Where are we, and what would your grandmother say if she could hear you?” Nicholas asked.




“Well, she’s right over—oh.” Mia bit her lip and frowned. “Riiiiiight.”




“We’re still working on international relations,” Nicholas told Dawn.




And Dawn finally put together the color the pin on Nicholas’s tie and Mia’s sash as well as Mia’s tiara, and the incredibly adorable little pear earrings in tiny emeralds, peridots, and topaz, and her eyebrows shot up. She glanced over in the direction Mia had looked and saw Clarisse, Queen Emerita of Genovia, talking with several dignitaries, her new husband, Joe, beside her, glowing with pride and happiness.




Mia was Her Majesty Amelia Mignonette Thermopolis Renaldi, Queen of Genovia. Nicholas was Lord Devereux, her fiancé and soon to be royal consort.




“Okay,” Dawn said, ‘is it totally wrong that I feel like I’m doing the royal equivalent of bird watching? Look! A fancy sashed tiara’ed monarch of a small European nation-state, and it’s a egg-bearing female!”




For a long moment, she wondered if she’d mortally offended Mia. Nicholas’s expression was one of very polite astonishment. Then, Mia sputtered. Then she cracked up, her shoulders shaking so hard, Nicholas had to grab her champagne flute again. Then she snorted, loudly, and laughed hard enough draw attention from the people around them.




“Bahahahahahah!”




She was laughing so hard, she grabbed one of Nicholas’s lapels for balance.




“Thanks,” he said, drily. “I almost had her mellow enough to deal with the latest round of trade negotiations. It’ll be days before she can look at one of the drafts without losing it.”




“Oh, Nicholas,” Mia gasped, “you have to do a mating dance for me. You know, where you present me with a dead bug and some tinsel and then twerk while I decide whether you’re worthy of my eggs.”




“Mia, darling, we are in public,” he answered. “No mating dances in public, if you please.”




Mia laughed so hard, she got to a high pitched, gasping giggle. Dawn had to suck her cheeks in and stare hard at the ceiling to keep from bursting into laughter as well. Hentzau joined them, drawn by the commotion.




“Summers,” he said through gritted teeth, “everything all right?”




“Hentzau!” Mia declared. “So good to see you!”




Protocol served to bring Mia back to herself, and she stopped laughing long enough for Hentzau to do the full Germanic bootheel click and deep bow over her hand.




“Your Majesty,” he purred.




“I love this part,” Mia confided to Dawn.




She gave him the tiniest of curtsies, and Lord Devereux executed a medium sized bow.




“Hentzau,” Nicholas greeted him. “Good to see you again.”




“Devereux, the same,” Hentzau said with a genuine smile. “How does the fair Genovia thrive?”




“Oh, my gosh,” Mia started. “The reclamation of the old mining tailings will be an absolute boon once—”




Dawn spotted Nicholas give her arm the slightest squeeze.




“Good,” Mia said, nodding. “Really good. You have to come visit some time.”




“When my current obligations are discharged,” Hentzau said, “I would be delighted.”




“And bring the ducklings,” Nicholas said, shooting a glance at Dawn, a tiny smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.




“I fear it would be like unleashing the four Horsemen of the Apocalypse on your unsuspecting country,” Hentzau answered.




“The Four Ducklings of Apocalypse,” Dawn added. “Not as much verve, but we’re working on it.”




“In which case, Hentzau,” Nicholas answered, “Bring them and drop them off at Parliament. They’ll do the country a world of good.”







“Does chaos follow you everywhere?” Hentzau demanded. “I should have belled the lot of you. Spellman has convinced one of Her Majesty’s Ladies in Waiting and two daughters of the Bakers’ Guild to form something called a ‘cosplay’ group—”




“In Ruritania?” Dawn asked. “That’s gilding the lily.”




“Professor Spengler nearly dragged Sear out of here by an ear until I stopped him. Instead, he’s got two of his colleagues looking the poor boy over with all manner of handheld scanning devices, and Brown has challenged both Baron von Frankenstein and Landsgraf van Helsing to competitive aerial scale model building contests.”




Hentzau looked really, really annoyed.




“Has anyone been roofied?” Dawn asked.




“No!” Hentzau looked horrified.




“Have you tried to kill anyone?” she asked. “Even if they deserved it?”




“Summers.” His voice took on a warning note.




“Look, Hentzau, I’m just saying that compared to last night, things are going swimmingly. Mia—”




“Her Majesty,” Hentzau corrected her.




“She introduced herself to me as Mia,” Dawn corrected him back, “so I get to call her that. Anyways, she took my cell number and said she’d call me to get together for a tea or a brunch or something, and to bring Sabrina.”




She swore she could see little gear wheels ticking away in his head as he balanced the social advantage versus the political liabilities versus the chances for things to go wrong. He finally sighed.




“Very well, but both you and Spellman are to be on your—”




“Best behavior,” Dawn said, nodding along with him. “You know we will, Hentzau. Come on. I brought several clues with me, and Sabrina’s so nice, she couldn’t offend anyone without sending them homemade cookies afterward.”




Two men approached them, and to Dawn’s surprise, she recognized both of them. One from a quick review of the CIA’s World Factbook entry on Ruritania was the US ambassador, Fred Fortinbas, and the other from Spencer’s pictures, his boss, the head of the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit.




“Hentzau,” Fortinbras called. “I’ve got someone I want to introduce to you.”




“Your Excellency,” Hentzau answered, giving him a nod. “May I present one of your fellow citizens currently starting her education at Queen Flavia, Miss Dawn Summers.”




“Miss Summers.” The ambassador nodded genially towards her.




“Mr. Ambassador,” she answered, nodding in return.




“Your Highness, Miss Summers,” the ambassador continued, “this is Aaron Hotchner, a special agent with the FBI.”




“Agent Hotchner.” Hentzau gave a barely measurable nod.




Dawn could practically hear the starch in Hentzau’s demeanor crackle. She held out her hand.




“Agent Hotchner, what brings you to Strelsau?” she asked.




The man, tall, dark haired and handsome in an austere and remote sort of way, shook her hand and nodded back to Hentzau, an interesting mix of social manners.




“I’m doing some independent research on recent cases,” he told Dawn. “Since I’m an alumnus of Saint Margaret’s College, I’m eligible for an invitation for the St. Hilary’s ball. Mr. Fortinbras managed to finagle me one on rather short notice.”




Hentzau thawed noticeably on the mention of one of the other colleges that took American students. The ambassador made his excuses and withdrew.




“Miss Summers,” Hotchner said, “would you care to dance?”




Dawn immediately perked up. “You’re the first to ask. I’d love to!”




They left Hentzau behind, an annoyed worry wrinkling his brow. The last dance, a schottische, was ending, and from the first notes, it sounded like this one would be a foxtrot. Hotchner was grave in expression and demeanor. It lightened a little bit when he took her hand and put his own on her back. Dawn waited for the music to start so she could get a feel for his style as a dancer before talking.




“Is Spencer okay?” she asked after the first few bars proved Hotchner was a capable if not dramatic dancer.




“He’s fine, Miss Summers,” he replied. 




“You know, I’m not supposed to talk about Oxford,” she told him.




That got a smile out of him. He took them into a turn that let her stretch her legs a bit and showed her dress off nicely.




“I am actually here for other reasons,” he told her. “I was very impressed by what Doctor Reid related about you.”




She blinked, startled. “Really?”




“Besides your academic background? He was there when the two of you encountered a dead body. He said you handled yourself very well,” Hotchner said.




“Up until I got si— ahem.” She caught herself. “Still not supposed to talk about that. So…”




“Your background in academia, your skill with languages, and your work here will make you a very valuable part of any team you decide to join on graduation,” he continued. “Have you ever considered a career in law enforcement?”




“Uh…maybe as kind of an extracurricular hobby?” Dawn managed.




If Hotchner had attended QFU, he had to know about the dangers of Strelsau, including the vampires. 




“Doctor Reid tells me the two of you shared some wide ranging conversations, including some points of his own work,” Hotchner replied. “The work my team does may not suit you, but there are a large number of positions in the FBI for a young woman with your skills, knowledge, and previous experience.”




He laid the tiniest amount of stress on the last two words, and she had no doubt at all that he knew exactly what she was wondering about.




“Really?” she asked. 




“The human mind takes turns which are both tragic and perverse,” he answered. “You might be surprised how often that aligns or runs parallel to certain phenomena of a more occult world. While the two rarely intersect, leaving one battlefield for the other does not mean you’ve abandoned the fight.”




“Are we speaking theoretically?” Dawn asked, trying to keep up.




The dance was drawing to a close.




“If you have any interest in the FBI,” Hotchner told her, “just let me know. I’m sure we can find an internship for you with a little warning.”




“Uh…whu, that’s…wow,” Dawn managed. “Really?”




“I’m friends with the SSA in charge of stolen and missing artworks,” he added.




She realized she was grinning. “That would be great!” And a thousand lectures on not committing herself too early or letting on to her thoughts or giving anything away fell on her head and dimmed her grin. “I mean, that is a very interesting offer, Agent Hotchner. I will absolutely consider it. Could I email you at a later time?”




“I sent my card to your room,” he answered. “You’re welcome to email me or Doctor Reid at any time.”




He led her away from the dance floor and gave her a quick bow. She dropped a curtsy, getting better with each instance of practice.




“Do you have any idea where I can find Leroy Brown?” Hotchner asked her.




“Going to offer him an internship as well?” Dawn asked.




Just the tiniest change in his eyes told her that the answer was a decisive ‘no’.




“I have some matters to discuss with him,” he answered in a gentle voice.







“Seriously,” Dawn said. “What is the deal with Lee?”




“You don’t know,” Cole said. 




“No, I don’t know,” she repeated.




Sabrina drew near. Currently, Agent Hotchner and Lee were walking back and forth in front of the bank of windows that now reflected the ballroom back at them, since it was long past sunset.




“It was all over the news,” Cole protested.




“So was my hometown getting dragged into a subterranean crater,” she answered. “I was kind of busy the whole last year. I didn’t have a chance to watch the evening news.”




Cole looked at Sabrina, who shrugged eloquently. “I never did watch the evening news.”




“Are you telling me you’ve never heard of Encyclopedia Brown” he asked.




“No idea who you’re talking about,” Dawn said.




“Oh, him!” Sabrina lit up. “I have all his books! Wait,” and her face darkened with concern, “that’s Lee? Because…he was a lot nicer in the books.”




“Well, yeah,” Cole answered, a smidgen sarcastically. “He was ten in the books. His mom hadn’t fled the country, his father wasn’t indicted on federal charges ranging from drug running, witness tampering, bribing officials, official corruption, and suborning perjury all the way out to taking out contracted hits on people, possibly including Lee’s best friend. The jury is still out on whether or not he knew any of it was going on. Sally Kimball’s and Bugs Meany’s testimony cleared him, but she’s disappeared and a lot of people say that Lee’s mom may have had her killed. Or his dad. Or him.”




“What’s he doing here?” Dawn asked.




Cole looked around, grimly. “He got kicked out of Harvard, okay? And not because he actually did anything. Some of the alums and some of the big spenders raised a fuss. They wanted him out until federal prosecutors decided whether or not to charge him, but those guys are still trying to get a deal out of his dad, and they don’t want to surrender any of the cards they hold.”




“Okay, but why come here?” Dawn asked.




“Lee’s mother has been sighted in any number of countries, all of them without an extradition treaty with the United States. Ruritania is among them,” Hentzau said, joining them. “And that is enough public talk about your comrade’s plight. If you have any further questions, you should address them to him at a later time and different place. This is far too public.”




“Poor Lee,” Sabrina whispered. “That must be awful.”




“You know, that was a pretty harsh allusion you used to smack him down during dinner,” Dawn pointed out to Hentzau. 




“And all of you need to be aware that Lee’s character is untested as far as we’re concerned,” Hentzau answered. “His foibles so far may be excused as a young person without guidance and under a great deal of stress. Keep in mind that just because terrible things have happened to him, he is not necessarily a good and innocent person.”




“From someone with your family’s history,” Dawn snapped, “that is a loaded judgment, Hentzau.”




His eyes narrowed, but he reluctantly conceded the point with a nod.




“The Rupert of Hentzau killed by by Rassendyl may not have been the author of the miseries he’s so associated with,” he said. “But he was by no means an innocent man or a good person. His sister and wife had already conspired to have him killed, such a blemish was he on the family.”




They all stared at him for a moment.




“Seriously?” Cole asked. “His wife couldn’t divorce him?”




“Oh, no,” Hentzau answered. “In my family, there are numerous instances of intimidations, beatings, abductions, abandonments, false imprisonments, exiles, and even murders, but not a single divorce. We do have our standards.”




“You know, Hentzau,” Dawn said, “every time I start to think that maybe your family had a streak of sanity running through it, you disillusion me.”




He gave her a very correct bow. “My honor, Summers.”





Dispatches From the Eastern Front—VI





Dear Everybody,




School has officially started. Sessions with my tutor, the Doctor (don’t ask ‘who?’, okay? Just don’t.) take the whole morning three times a week. I’m apparently a little different because I get him all to myself for the first third of the term, then he goes his merry way, and I attend tutorials with Professor Henry Jones, who has a background in archaeology but is teaching history, art history, anthropology, and how to really tick off the Dean of St. Drogo. He’s got a terrible reputation for lateness, forgetting to grade things, and wandering off the topic of the scheduled lecture, but everybody loves him.




My other two mornings and the following afternoons, I have art studio. St. Drogo has several artists in residence, they each have a full studio, and students are treated as a sort of apprentices—learning how to care for the equipment, including digital, copying masters’ works, going over basics until our eyes bleed (kidding, that was a joke), and mastering techniques. I have several other classes in the afternoon and a couple in the evening. Every class requires written essays, and every professor gets to choose what language you write them in.




If that sounds like a lot, it is. The school’s philosophy is that students are better off worked to death than causing trouble. Hentzau has no sympathy, as he’s in his last semester, and it’s just as heavy as his first. He’s just figured out how to prioritize things, and he can do a lot of his research in his private library. When we heard this, Sabrina and I turned puppy dog eyes on him, because freshman rank last when it comes to requesting books, there’s no one catalog available which contains all the titles in all the different school libraries so a search for one book can end up in a wild goose chase to five different libraries, and sometimes the librarians’ jobs seems to be preventing callow students from ever looking at a book. I’m sure Giles has felt that way, but it doesn’t exactly help on the homework. Hentzau relented and gave us permission to use his library, so we’re over there a lot more than we would otherwise be. 




Sabrina turns out to be an awesome roomie, though I have to remind her that she doesn’t get to use a spell to do her cleaning, since she’s still under interdiction by the matriculation board. We get along great and are probably going to hang out on the weekends or maybe do some day trips together. Cole is a real sweetheart. If you pay attention to the stuff he mutters under his breath, he’s pretty funny in a wry sort of way. Lee is…well, it’s complicated. You see, it turns out that he’s Encyclopedia Brown.




Yeah, I had no idea who that was either.




Sabrina had heard. She’d read the books by his mom when she was a kid. Lee was reknown for kid-sized supersleuth skills, hired out to the neighborhood kids, and even helped his dad solve a few cases. After one concerning an escaped prisoner Lee found hit the news, he was all over the news, including the cover of several magazines, then he faded out, but the books became a niche market, and his mom capitalized on it with a blog and a website where fans could try to beat him. Cole was the only one paying attention to the news when it all went down in Idaville about the time Sunnydale was going down the drain. 




A quick Google will give you the highlights, but the current score is: Lee’s dad—in prison awaiting trial which could put him away forever, and some of the charges carry the possibility of the death sentence. Lee’s mom—a fugitive from justice, in it at least as deep as Lee’s dad. Lee’s best friend, Sally Kimball—missing and presumed dead. Or maybe in the Witness Protection Program. Nobody knows. Bugsy Means—in federal prison on related charges, having gotten his sentence dropped by half thanks to his testimony. Both Kimball’s and Meany’s testimony cleared Lee’s name, but it might not hold since Meany clearly had reason to lie, and Kimball can’t be found.




The huge bank accounts in the Cayman Islands in Lee’s name evaporated, and there have been reports of his mom in Cuba, Mauritania, and Yemen, all countries which don’t have extradition treaties with the US. 




Did you know that Ruritania has no extradition treaty with the US? Neither do any of the countries of the former Yugoslavia, a lot of the Russian states, China, North Korea, most of Africa and the Middle East, and a pretty large part of southeast Asia. Not really lovely countries, but if you have money, you’d probably do okay.




So Lee decided to come here. Most Ruritanians don’t pay a lot of attention to what’s coming out of the US. They think we’re uncivilized and noisy. It’s a relief to him, as the media has played him up alternatively as a criminal mastermind who got away scot free or genius child betrayed by venal parents. The conspiracy theorists have gone nuts over it.




Oh, and speaking of the FBI, they tried to recruit me at the ball. I met an agent on the flight to London, and we really hit it off. When I got sick in Oxford, he didn’t want me to be alone, so he stuck it out and saw me off to Paris. Really, really sweet guy, and we’ve already traded some letters since he got back. Well, his boss, SSA Aaron Hotchner, shows up at the ball, in white tie and tails like all the men, is introduced to Hentzau by the US ambassador, and asks to speak to me. He tells me several things:




		he’s an alum of QFU.

		he’s extremely impressed by my curriculum vitae

		Dr. Reid (the guy I met) had some very good things to say about me

		should I have any interest in an internship with the FBI, to please let him know, and he would be happy to recommend me





So, uh, WOW. What I’m wondering is that if SSA Hotchner went here, he knows about vamps, and if he knows about vamps, which he kind of hinted he did, maybe this is our way to set up a legitimate liaison between the government and the Council. I mean, aside from Riley, since most of the times, he’s away on an op, and he’s more of an emergency contact.




Also, I’m thinking of starting a fund to kidnap Hentzau and drop him off in Disneyland. The man is in desperate need of enforced frivolity.




When Sabrina and I got home that night, Hotchner’s card was waiting for me. Hentzau also sent each of us a large bouquet of flowers, because apparently, that’s what you do when you’re a graf. You send women you happen to know large bouquets of flowers that send their landladies into raptures of ecstasy.




The updated word on Crown Prince Rudolph is that he will remove himself to San Sebastian—the Caribbean island still held as a Ruritanian colony—to recuperate and will have surgery on his ankle, as he re-damaged an old sports injury in a fall while helping an old woman cross a road treacherous with ice (no, I am NOT kidding). Hentzau actually managed to keep a straight face when he told us. We saw Princess Antonia at the ball, and she still managed to fade into the background. Lee said it was a survival mechanism, and with that family, I can hardly argue. She reminds me of someone, only I can’t figure out who.




Oh, yeah, and I’m having tea with QUEEN MIA OF GENOVIA ON SATURDAY! She’s totally cool and awesome. I get to take Sabrina with me, and if there’s some way I can finagle an invitation for Princess Antonia out of it, I’m totally doing it.





So, I’ve sent postcards to everyone. I’ll try to update at least once a week. Going to be very, very busy.




Love,
Dawn









The Truth About Tomcats



Bracing herself for the frigid air of the bedroom compared to the steamy interior of the bathroom, Dawn wrapped herself in her towel, squeezed as much water out of her hair as she could, and put her flipflops on. And just outside the door, Salem was waiting, his tail wrapped around his paws, staring up at her with golden, slightly insane eyes.




“Moor,” he meowed at her.




“Out of the way, cat,” she hissed. “I’m freezing.”




He stropped across her legs, getting cat hairs all over her bare, damp skin. 




“Seriously, cat?” Dawn demanded. “Fine. I’ll feed you. Maybe then you’ll let me get dressed in peace.”




She bent over to pull out his bowl and the bag of Yum Yum Kitty kibble Sabrina kept under the desk, and a thought occurred to her. She looked back, and sure enough, Salem was only half a step behind her, staring up her towel.




“Maybe if I give you some tuna,” she said out loud, setting the bag down.




That did it. Salem left off with the pervy kitty routine and jumped up onto the desk. He pawed at his bowl.




“Now?” he meowed at her. 




She took one of a stack of cans from the corner—Sabrina said the only reason she held any power over Salem was because she was the one with opposable thumbs—opened one and shook the bits of tuna into his bowl.




He started snacking, purring loudly.




She ducked under the bedspread they’d hung between their wardrobes to keep the warm air of the stove in where their beds were and let it fall. Then she quickly pulled on her robe—it wasn’t freezing in there, not exactly, but it wasn’t far—and when she was covered, she reached in and pulled off her towel. 




Then she deliberately dropped it on the floor.




“Darn it!” she yelled. “Oh, jeez! It’s freezing! Where’s my darn robe!”




She heard Salem jump from desk to floor, and he came trotting in past the bedspread, whiskers quivering, ears forward. She grabbed him by the scruff of his neck before he could bolt.




“That’s it, cat!” she declared. “I know you understood me or you wouldn’t have been so hot to get in here. Talk!”




The cat looked up at her, all innocence and hurt.




“Meow?” he said.




“Yeah? Well, two can play that game,” she answered, turned, and stomped over to her bed. 




She got up on it, pulled the heavy curtain aside, and opened the righthand frame, letting a blast of arctic air in. Then she held the cat outside the window over three stories of empty space and a cobbled walk below.




“Hey everybody!” she yelled. “Free mittens! Some assembly required!”




“Okay! Okay!” the cat yelled back, twisting in her grasp. “I can talk! For the love of bast, don’t drop me!”




Dawn had only just pulled Salem back inside when Sabrina came in, bearing a tray of pastries and hot tea.




“Dawn! What are you doing with Salem?”




“Why didn’t you tell me he could talk?!” Dawn demanded, shaking Salem in front of her.




“I thought you knew!” Sabrina said, setting the tray aside. “Close the window!”




Dawn reached back and shut the window and latched it, then let the curtain fall back in place.




“This creep has been watching me get out of the shower and change clothes for the last week!” Dawn said.




“Salem!” Sabrina gasped. “That’s a naughty kitty!”




“Yeah, but he’s not exactly a kitty, Sabrina, is he?”




“Wench, would you please tell the insane woman to put me down!” Salem yelled. “I’m getting dizzy.”




“Hush, Salem,” Sabrina answered. “You’re in a lot of trouble, mister. You told me Dawn knew about you.”




“What the hell is he?” Dawn asked. “Some sort of cat possessing demon?”




“I’m sly, handsome, and devilish,” Salem said. “She knew that before I talked. What more do you need to know?”




Sabrina made an angry face and shook a finger at him.




“Sabrina,” Dawn prodded.




“Um…he’s actually a five hundred year old sorcerer who tried to take over the world and was sentenced to cat form for a hundred—well, now a hundred fifty years,” Sabrina admitted.




“I’d have done it too,” Salem swore, “if it weren’t for those meddling teenagers!”




Dawn looked up at Sabrina with a question on her face. Sabrina just shook her head.




“I have no idea who he’s talking about,” she said.




“Those two vapid whores you call aunts!” Salem yelled. “Who do you think?!”




“Okay, the only person who gets to call my aunts whores is me,” Sabrina said, taking Salem from Dawn with a deft twist of the hand. “No tuna for you, kitty. Out.”




And she pulled back the curtain across her own window, opened one of the frames, and tossed him out onto the roof tiles. Salem screamed “Nooooooo!” like he was being tossed into a live volcano. When she closed the window and pulled the curtain, she turned back to Dawn.




“You really didn’t know he could talk?” she asked.




“No, I really didn’t,” Dawn answered.




“Well, I thought you were strangely tolerant of him getting all Peeping Tom on you,” Sabrina said. “But I didn’t want to say anything.”




“Sabrina, what have I been telling you this whole time?” Dawn asked. “I have no frame of reference for the kind of magic you talk about. Where I come from, you can actually turn a person into an animal, but they don’t take the power of speech with them. One of my sister’s classmates turned herself into a rat, and what she really dug was not cute boys or the latest Cosmo. She liked a fresh chew stick and some time in the wheel.”




“Sorry?” Sabrina managed. “I guess I just don’t really get how different the magic you know about is. I’m not used to anybody knowing about magic unless they’re a witch and can do spells, and I didn’t even hear about it until I turned sixteen.”




Dawn sighed, letting it go.




“You know, he’s seen me naked,” she told Sabrina.




“Oh, well, I’m sure he won’t tell anyone,” Sabrina assured her. “I’ll talk to him.”




“How is it he hasn’t perved over you?” Dawn asked, picking up a cup of tea and a croissant stuffed with savory cheese and bacon.




“I’m family,” she answered, picking up her own breakfast. “He’s known me since I was a little girl.”




“You know,” Dawn said, tearing off a flake of croissant and eating it, “the one good thing about this is that my family will totally understand when I tell them.”





Dispatches From the Eastern Front—VII





Dear Giles,




Um, can you ignore the last letter I sent you. I feel like such a dork, but I was so completely wrong. I ran into Queen Antonia when she dropped her daughter, Princess Antonia, off for tea and crumpets with Queen Amelia. I mean, she’s kind of creepy in that she’s too skinny and way too focused on how her daughter looks, but there wasn’t anything demonic going on.





No idea what got into me that night. Call it nerves or a case of the drama llama (by the way, how’s Buffy?) or too much caffeine. I’m just so embarrassed, and I’d really appreciate it if you forgot about it.




Love,
Dawn






PS I finally figured out who Princess Antonia reminds me of. She’s a dead ringer for Lucy! Go figure. Anyways, off to do stuff.




PPS Yeah, that’s a lot of royalty. See, it was a royal tea. Get it? Hee hee. I kill myself.







Raise A Glass




It didn’t take more than a day or two to really come to appreciate having the liberty of Hentzau’s townhouse—at least the public rooms he told the staff they could enjoy. For one, it was well heated, which couldn’t be said of any of their rented rooms, lecture halls, studios, or libraries belonging to their college. It was also more comfortable, more spacious, and once Frau Farber realized they were all of them always hungry, well stocked.




Hentzau had a private study off the library that he kept private. The door was locked if he wasn’t in there, and if he was in there, he explained, he did not wish to be bothered short of bloodshed or the unexpected use of firearms. Their schedules being what they were, Dawn usually only saw the other three together for lunch on Wednesdays or Sunday evenings while they all scrambled to finished homework assigned over the weekend. Friday evenings, they gathered in a sort of walled off garden off the end of the library where Hentzau had set up outdoor space heaters, and a centuries old firepit was loaded up with firewood and set ablaze. 




Those evenings, with the chill kept at bay by mulled wine, hot chocolate, and roasted marshmallows, were some of the best times of the term. Sabrina brought Salem, who stayed on best behavior thanks to the two Ruritanian wolfhounds Hentzau kept with him. Dawn spent her time drawing sketches or just staring off into space. Lee had a habit of working out chess games or working on models. Cole decompressed by reading comic books, though where he’d found a comic store in the city of Strelsau was beyond Dawn. Some days, the city seemed mired in what the 1950s thought was popular culture. Sabrina almost always had some sort of craft project going—knitting, embroidery, cross stitch. Everyone had a scarf she’d made for them. Hentzau usually had music playing in the background, and there was almost always some snark between him and Lee over what he chose.




Which was not to say it was boring. In fact, it was some of the least boring time she had, the very least boring, if she was allowed to exclude any events which involved running to or from danger. Sometimes they got to talking and talked for hours—until Hentzau kicked them out, at any rate. Other times, they sat and focused on their own projects in agreeable silence. It was nice, and nice, Dawn thought, was something her life had seen a serious lack of for a very long time.




“Seriously, Hentzau,” she said the first Friday evening of the term as she watched him pull his skewered marshmallow away from the flames, a perfect example of puffy golden brown gooey goodness, “is there anything you don’t do well?”




The others looked up as if they’d wondered the same thing. He considered the question, 




“I can’t make that ear-splitting taxi whistle one uses two fingers for,” he said. “No matter how hard I try, the little bit of Russian I speak comes out sounding like I’m French, and I simply cannot remember how to tie a half-hitch without looking at my old Boy Scout manual.”




They stared at him.




“You poor, poor man,” Cole finally said. “How have you managed this long?”




“One must soldier on,” Hentzau replied, removing the marshmallow from his stick and popping it in his mouth.




“I can’t type,” Sabrina said. “I always used to just zap up whatever I needed.”




“How can you even compose what you need to write like that?” Lee asked.




She shrugged. “It was always just there. Of course, I usually needed a nap afterwards from the brain drain.”




“What do you do now?” Cole asked.




“She curses,” Dawn answered for her. “A lot.”




Sabrina stuck her tongue out at her. “I am currently in the hunt and peck stage.”




“Hunt, peck, curse, backspace, curse some more,” Dawn supplied. “And it’s never conventional curse words. I didn’t know you curse a laptop so that its milk would curdle and its descendants would always itch, but she did.”




“That laptop had it coming,” Sabrina said, trying to squash her molten marshmallow between two graham crackers without it oozing over Salem. 




“I saw it. It was a shifty laptop,” Lee agree.




“Some days, I have trouble with telling my left hand and my right hand apart,” Cole admitted. “Or remembering which side of my head I part my hair on. So I part it in the middle.”




“Hold your hands out, palms out,” Hentzau instructed.




They all did so, out of sheer habit, and Hentzau shook his head, sadly. 




“Thumbs out, index fingers point up, and other fingers folded,” he said. They followed suit. “Which one makes an L?”




“This one,” Cole said, held up the wrong hand.




“The other one’s your left,” Hentzau said without missing a beat.




“Huh.”




“What about you, Lee?” Dawn asked. 




No one called him Encyclopedia. They hadn’t even needed to ask.




“I still can’t get to five moves ahead in playing chess,” he shrugged.




Dawn rolled her eyes. “Something us mortals can relate to, if you please.”




He sighed. “Fine. I can’t cook. At all. I turned macaroni and cheese black.”




The rest of them nodded, appreciating the effort it must have taken. Then they all looked at her.




“I can’t sing,” she admitted. “Not even a little bit.”




“Don’t be ridiculous,” Hentzau said. “If you can speak, you can sing. Just not necessarily well.”




“Okay, technically, what I do probably counts as singing, like, in a laboratory,” she admitted. “But no one else will accept it.”




“How bad?” Cole asked, intrigued.




“Let’s just say when my friend Xander kind of accidentally summoned a song and dance demon, everyone but me got a full song and dance. I just got a dance.”




It took a moment before she realized everyone else was staring at her with their mouths fallen open. Even Salem’s.




“How do you accidentally summon a demon?” asked Hentzau, incredulous.




“A demon that…what…turns real life into a musical?” Cole asked.




“Yeah, right?” Dawn said, indicating Cole. “Sounds cool, doesn’t it? Except, the label didn’t say ‘will summon demon that makes people dance until they spontaneously combust’, and anyways, Xander’s never been really big on reading the directions all the way through.”




“He summoned Sweet?” Sabrina gaped. “He is still alive, right? I mean, in this dimension, right? It’s kind of weird picturing the guy you l— um, the guy you’re such good friends with gay married to a people-combusting song and dance demon. Because, you know, Sweet is male. One of my aunts dated him for a while.”




All three of the men gave their heads a little shake and blinked, trying to cope with the image that evoked.




“He’s fine. Sweet thought I was the one who’d summoned him, because I happened to be holding his talisman when he was showed up. Once Xander admitted it was him, he was…well, I wouldn’t say chagrined exactly. I don’t know if demons can be chagrined, but he called it off and went home.”




“If he summoned the demon,” Hentzau asked, “then why did you have the talisman?”




She grimaced uncomfortably and waved the question away. “Ah, backstory. So very much backstory.”




Dawn found she really, really didn’t want to explain that she’d stolen the talisman from the Magic Box. By now, the others knew the broad strokes of her life, just like she knew theirs. Sabrina, Lee, and Cole would probably get it, but she didn’t want to be diminished in Hentzau’s opinion, she realized. It was irritating, but he took things like that much more seriously than the rest of them. Shoplifting was something you did if you were a stupid teenager with a lot of problems. Back home, that was. She really didn’t want to know what the penalty was here, especially since most people in Strelsau had a good idea what the significance of a demonic talisman was.




Hentzau let it go without further comment, and she was saved by Sabrina piping up.




“Hey, it just occurred to me, we’re all kind of orphans, in a way.”




“My parents are still alive,” Lee said, sharply.




“Well, yeah,” she admitted, “but you’re not exactly on speaking terms with them. Cole’s mom is dead. What about your dad?”




“Took off when I was just a kid,” he said, shrugging. “Haven’t seen him since. Good riddance, if he didn’t want to be with me and mom.”




“I haven’t seen my mom since…well, I don’t really know since when,” Sabrina admitted. “I’m not speaking to my aunts right now, and my dad isn’t speaking to me. Hentzau really is an orphan.”




Hentzau let that pass without comment as well.




“What about you, Dawn?” Cole asked. “You said something about your dad.”




“He’s in Spain,” she said, hugging a pillow to her chest. “I saw him a couple of weeks ago, and we may get together again…I guess…in February.”




“So you’re the exception,” Lee said. 




She shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t make up my mind whether to tell Buffy or not, because…what if it doesn’t work out?”




“Why wouldn’t it?” Sabrina asked. “You said yourself he didn’t want to leave.”




Dawn shrugged again. “No, it’s good. I mean, great even. It’s just…after Mom died so suddenly, and then Buffy died.”




“Wait,” Cole started, and Hentzau hushed him with a laser guided glare.




She swallowed, trying to put her thoughts together, to explain why touching on that specific ache was so…difficult. 




“And Giles left,” she managed. “He said we didn’t need him anymore, but…I did. I mean Willow and Tara took really good care of me, but when they broke up, and then Xander and Anya broke up, and then…um, Buffy was shot, and Willow…and Tara was killed, but nobody knew except Willow, and…so I stayed with her…and…um”




She lost her voice, feeling her throat clench so badly, she could barely breathe, and her eyes were hot, and all she could think about for a long moment was Willow, her eyes completely filled with dark magic, so powerful you could hear the air around her moaning and wailing, telling Dawn she could turn her back into just the Key. No more girl. No more Dawn. Like it was a thoughtful present.




And what did that have to do with her Dad?




The cushion next to her sank as Sabrina sat down and put her arms around Dawn’s shoulders. Dawn ducked her head against Sabrina’s neck and worked on breathing, and Sabrina stroked her hair gently.




“Jesus Christ,” Lee whispered. “Guess I’ll shut the hell up for a while.”




She heard Hentzau get up, and the music changed from classical. “Frankie and Johnny” started. She wiped her eyes and gave Sabrina a hug just in time for Hentzau to pause in front of them and hand both of them a wine goblet. He poured two inches of some golden liquid into each glass.




Salem climbed onto Dawn’s lap and began to purr and make biscuits.




“Pay attention, wench,” he muttered. “I don’t do this for just anyone.”




She managed a laugh, and stroked his back, making his purr louder.




Hentzau paused in front of his chair. He considered his own glass for a moment and then looked up at them.




“Spellman is correct,” he said. “You were all given into my care for a specific reason, and that is the losses we have all suffered and the griefs we still bear. We are also bound by the fact that each of us still has something worth living, fighting, and even dying for.”




They looked back and forth at each other. Sweet Sabrina, steady Cole, conflicted Lee, and her, Dawn. And Hentzau, who had so much more on the ball, it hurt her head to think about.




“My mother’s father gave him this drink,” Hentzau said, “and he toasted my mother the day they were married. Together, they toasted my birth and then the birth of my sister, which was the first time I tasted it. This is the second.”




He raised his glass, and they followed with their own gestures.




“To absent friends, lost loved ones, old griefs, and the season of mists,” he recited. “And may each and every one of us always give the devil his due.” fn1




They repeated it in unison, and Dawn heard each of them lay a slightly different stress on the phrases, picking out the one which meant the most to them. She raised the glass to her lips and drank down the wine, and for a moment, it’s dry complexity cleared her head of all other thoughts, and it was like she held a fine summer’s day, like the ones found under Chataigne’s boughs, in her mind. Then it passed, and she sat under a gray winter’s sky with a runny nose, a shedding cat, her arm around Sabrina’s waist, and Sabrina’s around hers.




Hentzau dashed his glass into the fire, breaking it in a shrill clatter.




“Welcome to Strelsau, my friends,” he declared.




Dawn stood, making Salem jump down, and threw her glass into the flames as well, as hard as she could.




“To the ducklings!”




The others jumped up, copied her, and yelled “to the ducklings!” at the tops of their lungs while Hentzau smiled and shook his head.







fn1. The toast is taken from Neil Gaiman’s awe-inspiring Sandman series and tweaked just a tiny bit.
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Dawn made a face at him and picked up the clay cup of wine she’d been sipping through lunch. It was mouth-wringingly strong but still better than what they called beer. 




“Actually, I was going to ask why it didn’t work for me. As far as I can tell, everyone around me is speaking some really weird sort of not-quite Greek.”




“It’s Mycenaean Greek,” he answered, looking mildly offended and taking his seat again, “and as you and the TARDIS had a friendly conversation, I imagine she’s recognized your Keyness and decided you don’t need translation.”




“That’s just great,” she sighed. “You realize Mycenaean Greek is about three steps removed from Ancient Greek, which I have only a passing familiarity with? Plus, the writing is Linear B, which I’ve never learned at all. Did she not get that I need a little bit of time to build up to a brand new language?”




She pulled off another strip of chicken glistening with drippings and spices and popped it in her mouth. 




“Less time than you think, Summers,” he told her, and waved one of the tavern owner’s daughters over.




The tavern, such as it was, stood a hundred yards or so back from the beaches where the village’s fishermen drew their boats out of the cerulean water and offloaded nets full of fish and bags of shellfish. The streets weren’t much more than pounded down cart paths, full of ruts and dusty as the Old West. Pigs roamed free, as did chickens and goats. The women all grew gardens around their houses, most of which were stoutly built huts. Most everyone spent their time outdoors. The daylight was stronger than any oil lamp or torch, and the breeze kept the heat off. Buildings were for storing wine and grain and sleeping in. It certainly wasn’t for any of the daily work that needed doing. Everything from looms to writing desks to the tavern kitchens were set up outside, usually under thin rafters overgrown with grapevines.




The girl, younger than Dawn and extremely pregnant, smiled, dropped off two more cups of wine, and headed over. That seemed to be the way things went around the Doctor. No matter where he went, he stood out like a rodeo clown in a production of Hamlet. About half the people they’d met took immediately to him and were utterly charmed by his slightly deranged and chipper persona, and the other half acted like he might explode and take a city block with him. So far…she really wasn’t sure where she stood.




“Now that you’re aware your abilities are an intrinsic trait, it should come a little easier. Focus and pay attention.”




The girl arrived and burbled something at him.




“Ah, yes, and thank you, but not today,” he replied. “I’m afraid we won’t be staying that long. I was wondering if you would mind if I introduced you to my companion and student, Miss Dawn Summers.”




“How does that even translate?” Dawn asked, brows merging. “And what did you just turn down?”




“Ah,” the Doctor stalled a bit, raising his eyebrows until they nearly disappeared into his hairline, “apparently, it’s considered good service to offer certain…other services to a valued customer.”




She tried not to choke on her wine. “Well, I guess there’s a reason she’s pregnant.”




“Hush, you,” he answered.




“Hey, don’t turn her down on my account,” she continued. “I’m all for people getting their freak on.”




He turned a stare on her that was difficult to categorize but shut her completely up. She looked down into her cup, waiting for her blush to subside.




“Humans,” she heard the Doctor mutter. “Please excuse the interruption.”




The waitress laughed and said several strings of mellifluous vowels chopped up by padded consonants. 




The Doctor tapped Dawn’s forehead, and she looked up. He shook a finger at her.




“Pay attention, Summers.”




“Okay.”




“This young lady’s full name is Good Sister Daffodil, and her family is often referred to as anthropoi byras, or—”




“People of the beer? Beer people?” Dawn asked, incredulous. “She’s Good Sister Daffodil of the Beer People?”




He raised his eyebrows at her again. “You hardly have room to mock, Miss Start of the Day Working Girl of the Three Months Your Hemisphere Leans Towards Its Sun.”




She paused. “You’ve got me there. But still, Daffodil?”




“Burble slide trumpety bump,” the girl said.




Dawn looked from her to the Doctor.




“Her mother’s favorite flower is the Daffodil.”




“And the Good Sister part?”




He repeated the question to Daffodil.




“Glissando warble clunk, bump flip roll snicker chunk blooping flange,” the girl answered, laughing while she wiped her hands on her apron.




“Are you catching this?” he asked.




Dawn shook her head, leaning in, watching.




“Her father started calling her that after she cut her older sister’s braids off for spoiling her favorite cloak. It’s a bit of a joke.”




“Would you tell me about your family?” Dawn asked.




The girl looked at the Doctor, and he smiled.




“Would you tell Miss Summers about your family?” he asked. 




The only difference Dawn could hear between how she’d spoke and how the Doctor had spoken was that he had a Midlands English dialect while hers was pure SoCal.




“Oh, Papa bumpety-slip trill beer lolling burbage,” she answered. “Mother squish flip twelve purple purse, but I regatta swarm enunciation sisters and brothers. Elding brother sad reef and geez to moping—”




The Doctor held up a hand, pausing Daffodil mid-sentence.




“Anything?”




Dawn tilted her head and stared past Daffodil’s shoulder, concentrating.




“Her dad something something beer something something. Her mom something twelve something, but she something sisters and brothers. Her old…oldest brother…died?”




The Doctor, leaning back in his chair and holding onto his knee, nodded.




“And something about…his boy?”




“His son. Daffodil, tell me about this place, both your father’s tavern and the town?”




Daffodil reeled off sentence after spinning sentence, and words Dawn recognized stood out like they glowed in the dark. She put her wine down and didn’t pick it, the chicken, or the chickpeas up again, but put every sense she had on what the girl was saying. And it wasn’t just the words, obviously. Tone, emphasis, and pacing mattered and started breaking phrases out. Body language helped her gauge things on many levels. Here, Daffodil was talking spontaneously. Then, she told a story, something about a rooster, and it was funny, from the way she laughed.




“Do continue,” the Doctor said, getting out of his chair and holding it for Daffodil.




Daffodil gave him a grateful smile and sank into it. Since it was the middle of the fishing village’s siesta, business was slow, and Daffodil’s other siblings could take care of the rest of the customers. The Doctor wandered off, looking into amphora and lamps, and checking the nets hanging from the mud brick walls.




“Say rooster more?” Dawn ventured in Greek, putting her chin on her fist.




Daffodil laughed. “Old rooster is old and mister offal seeds whip seven hens. Emory morning, tits rooster grows ‘Arokarookaroo!’ So lout, every people instant prose ache up. Papa is immer comp and lane wing—never sleet! Papa wants sleet! So, Papa says he’ll tea this rooster, and when childrens go to root, he puts a base kit in front of the pour! No growing at morning! Next morning, Papa sleeting when Arokarookaroo! Rooster lined into his widow! Base kit? Reds! Papa fuzz so mad, rooster gets no root. Rooster gets cot!”




Dawn blinked, feeling phonemes and phrases drip into her brain and sort themselves out.




“The old rooster is master of all he sees and lives with seven hens. Every morning, he crows so loud that everyone…in a stone’s throw wakes up. But your dad is always complaining that he never gets to sleep. He wants sleep, so he says he’ll teach the rooster a lesson. When the children? No, that can’t be right. When the chickens go to roost in the coop, he put a basket in front of the door. So, the rooster can’t get out and crow. But, the next morning while your dad’s sleeping, the rooster crows really loud. It had climbed into his window? The basket is in shreds, and you dad was so mad, the rooster…never made it back to the roost. Instead, he went into the pot?”




“Yes!” Daffodil cried, delighted. “You have a very primmy accident.”




“Pretty accent?” Dawn asked.




“Yes. You sound like an Egyptian.”




“I do?” Dawn asked the Doctor.




“Don’t look at me,” he said. “We’re on a popular Aegean trading route. Daffodil has probably heard more regional accents than Charon’s ticket taker.”




Dawn turned back to Daffodil. “I have quizzing.”




“Question?” Daffodil asked.




“Yes, question.”




“What?”




“Crow my chicken too loud?” she asked, pointing at her lunch.




Daffodil laughed.







“That was educational,” Dawn said in Mycenaean Greek as they strolled back to the TARDIS.




The Doctor looked over at her. “I have no idea what you just said.”




“But the TARDIS matrix,” she protested, switching to English.




“Knows that you’re a Key and most likely assumes you’ll translate whatever you want me to know into a language that I know.”




“Oh. Okay. Thinks pretty highly of me, does she?” Dawn asked, teasing a little.




“Yes.” He didn’t rise to the bait.




“Is every TARDIS a she?” she asked, curious.




“Yes,” he answered, not looking up from his feet.




“Huh.” She considered this for a moment. “Are there more TARDISes than Keys?”




“Yes,” he said. “Far more.”




He sounded grim. Why did he sound so grim? She looked up at him and wondered. It was times like this she was struck by how very much not-human he was. Oh, he looked like he was about the same age as Spencer and a little older than Willow, and some of his mannerisms put him very much in the same Geek tribe, but she’d noticed that no matter how daft and zany he might be when things were lighthearted, he could be the most somber, grief ridden, and terrifyingly angry person she’d ever encountered. 




“So, how are TARDISes made?” she asked, looking for something a little safer. “Are they handcrafted in special Time Lord workshops or budded off of Gallifreyan TARDIS trees by the light of the full moons?”




He stopped and turned his full attention to her, which made her stop, and she tried not to feel scared, because the gaze he turned on her was unfathomable.




“Don’t ask me that, Dawn,” he said softly. “Please don’t. The history of the Time Lords is both sordid and mind numbingly boring. There are very few instances in which we might be deemed heroes, and our mastery of the time vortex and the creation of the TARDISes is not one of them. There will be a time when I will tell you, and that time will come soon enough.”




“Okay,” she managed.




After a moment, he exhaled, buzzing his lips like he was playing a brass instrument. “Oh, bother, Summers. It’s a perfectly lovely day, and we don’t have to be back for ages. Let’s go bury something for an archaeology student to find in a few thousand years.”




She grinned. “How about a traveler’s guide to the Peloponnese with side by side translations of ancient Greek and Linear A?” 




“Possible,” he conceded. “Or we could buy an Antikythera device from one of the merchants at the dock. The one found in your time is in very poor shape.”




“There’s more than one?” Dawn asked, amazed. 




“Oh, the place is lousy with them,” the Doctor sighed. “It’s like trying to get out of Pisa without buying a commemorative statuette of the Leaning Tower.”




“Weird how that building keeps coming up,” Dawn said to herself and then recovered. “Oh, I have a joke!”




“Very well,” he said, inclining his head. “Let’s hear it.”




“A doctor who isn’t governed by the causal nature of linear joke telling!” she declared.




He cast a look at her. 




“And?”




“And what?” she asked. “That’s it.”




“That’s a terrible joke,” he told her. “I should count off your grade for that.”




“I know,” she agreed, keeping a straight face.




Two minutes’ walk further down the beach, she looked back up at him, smiling.




“Knock knock.”




“Who’s there?” the Doctor asked.




“A doctor,” Dawn answered.




“A doctor wh—” He stopped and glared at her. “Really, Summers?”




She smiled at him, suppressing a grin. It wasn’t long before she started laughing in spurts and sputters.




“That’s ghastly,” the Doctor told her, horrified. “You should feel debilitating shame.”




“I should,” she agreed, “but then, you’re the one who fell for it.”




She laughed all the way back to the TARDIS.





Crawl


Original Space/Time Locus:

Strelsau, Queen Flavia University, second week of St. Hilary term, Wednesday morning, 9:30 AM.


Contemporary Space/Time Locus:

London, 13 Paternoster Row, 1894


Dawn’s subjective timeline:

School + two weeks’ travel with the Doctor.




When the woman in front of her lifted her veil, Dawn went wide eyed.




“Oh.” She blinked several times. “Um. Uh. Wow.”




“Really, child,” Madame Vastra remonstrated, “the Doctor said nothing about you being a tongue-tied wreck of a scholar, especially when you’re clearly barely past your hatchling days.”




“I…I beg your pardon,” Dawn managed. “It’s just that…usually, the big reveal is a demon, and you’re really not a demon. You’re…you’re beautiful.”




Vastra smiled and laughed, a warm rippled of music that made the candle flames of the parlor dance in time. She set her veil aside.




“Oy,” Jenny Flint, dark haired and sharp eyed, protested. “Don’t you go mashin’ on my missus, if you know what’s good for you.”




Which startled Dawn, again. “I…uh, well…um…not mashing? I promise? I was just wondering if maybe I could…draw…you?”




Under Jenny’s narrow eyed glare, Dawn’s voice dwindled off, but she rallied. “So, are you an extra-terrestrial? I’ve met a few, running around with the Doctor.”




Madame Vastra’s smile turned sardonic. “No more than you are, child. Why, I may count as far more extensively terrestrial than your human race, as my people were the first to walk upon the surface of our shared planet, long, long ago.”




“Really?” Dawn was amazed. “There’s just…” She glanced up at Jenny, who pressed her lips together. “I have a lot of questions.”




“You may ask in good time,” Vastra assured her, the candlelight gleaming off her emerald scales as if they were polished malachite. 




The butler came in, and Dawn did a double take. He was shorter than her, but his skin was a leathery brown, and…he didn’t exactly have a neck, just a head that emerged directly from his shoulders, and his face was strangely immobile. He carried a large tray, which he sat on the table between her and Madame Vastra, and began pouring.




“Strax,” Madame Vastra said, indicating Dawn, “this is the Doctor’s new companion, Dawn Summers. She’s a student at Queen Flavia University, and the Doctor is her tutor.”




“Greetings, Dawn Summers,” Strax said. “Welcome to our home. I hope one day to pile your bones in a cairn commemorating your death at my hands in honorable combat.”




She was going to have to talk to the Doctor about getting more of an explanation than “friends of mine, just lovely people to spend a day with while you’re waiting for me to finish this little chore,” the next time he dropped her off.




“Thank you, Strax,” she managed. “I look forward to the day I stand over your flyblown corpse knowing I blasted you to smithereens. Um, honorable smithereens.”




Strax looked over at her, blinked in surprise, and then smiled in genuine delight. Jenny Flint rolled her eyes and tsked. 




“I do like this human, Madame,” Strax told Vastra. “Perhaps we should keep her.”




“I’m good!” Dawn declared. “I do have to get back at some point. Assignments, tests, that sort of thing. Also,” and she met Jenny’s eyes, “I have a Xander. Really can’t leave him unattended for too long. You know how men are.”




Jenny took the applied hint and relaxed a bit. Strax left after handing Dawn a cup of hot chocolate and bowing to her. Madame Vastra chuckled to herself.




“So, he’s clearly not the same species as you,” Dawn said, looking up from her cup, “or me and Jenny Flint. But he’s terrestrial too?”




Jenny snorted with laughter.




“Good heavens, no,” Madame answered. “Strax would consider it a terrible insult to be referred to as Terran or Earthling. He’s Sontaran. They’re an extraterrestrial race with a history of trying to invade the Earth.”




“I’m guessing that didn’t go so well for them?” Dawn asked.




“Not with the Doctor around,” Jenny Flint answered.




“Of course not,” Dawn agreed, smiling wryly.





Original Space/Time Locus:

Strelsau, Queen Flavia University, second week of St. Hilary term, Friday morning, 8:00 AM.


Contemporary Space/Time Locus:

London, 1940—The Blitz


Dawn’s subjective timeline:

School + four weeks’ travel with the Doctor.



“Doctor!” Dawn screamed, running through the alley with her arms over her head.




Why did they keep ending up in London? Why did she always end up running for her life, screaming his name? For the love of little green demons, even Sunnydale hadn’t been this bad, and at least there, even with the demons, the mayor, the Hell god, and the vampires, they hadn’t been bombed by the damn Nazis.




Dawn heard the high pitched whine of one of those bombs falling, the pitch rising sharply. She fell to her knees, against the wall of the building, knowing it was precious little cover. The bomb struck several blocks away, but the whump! of the explosion’s shockwave slapped her skin and ears, and a split second later, she felt the ground heave under her feet. Then, debris started to rain down. Tiny bits of sharp mortar, small pieces of brick, and medium sized, very pointy bits of wood pelted her. 




Swearing, and not bothering to do it under her breath, she got to her feet and ran. There had to be a bomb shelter nearby where she could take refuge. It wasn’t perfect, but it was a hell of a lot better than being out in the streets during this particular hell on earth. The alley she was in gave out onto a minor street, not ten feet across, and on the other side of the street a man sat on one of the brick stoops, dazed and grief struck. He didn’t seem to notice that the sky was lit up by fires, tracer rounds, and explosions. From the northeast, another bone rattling series of explosions made the dust bounce, and they were coming closer. 




“Hey!” Dawn yelled, running over to the man. “Hey! You seriously cannot be out in this. Come on. Let’s find some shelter.”




The sounds of the Luftwaffe planes were loud enough she had to shout even when she reached him, but he only looked up at her, uncomprehendingly.




“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “She’s dead.”




Oh, hell. He’d clearly gone several rounds with something. There was an abrasion across his forehead, his face was smutched with dirt, there was dirt in his hair, and several of his knuckles were split open. He was crying, too. Not the horrible, stifled crying she’d seen grown men do in the past, or the drunken wailing she’d been exposed to in the past week here, but the kind of crying that belonged in a Shakespearean tragedy, tears streaming down his cheeks, eyes red—unfettered, silent weeping.




The other thing, she was embarrassed to admit that she noticed even before the crying, was that he was probably the most incredibly handsome man she’d ever laid eyes on. He made Hentzau look like a vain adolescent. He made Angel look like a poser. She could have slapped herself for the two seconds she’d stared at him, star struck.




“She’s dead,” he repeated, numb.




“I’m sorry,” Dawn yelled, trying to sound sympathetic while she shouted. “Look, I’m really sorry, but we need to get out of here. She told me to get you to safety, okay?”




That seemed to get his attention. His eyes narrowed, and he focused on her face. Another round of high explosive thumps began to rattle the street, and Dawn’s reptile brain began to scream at her that the trajectory would end just past them, meaning they were in the direct line of fire.




“You shouldn’t be here,” he said. “It’s not safe.”




“You’re right!” she agreed. “Let’s both get the hell out of here. How’s that sound?”




She took him by his hands and pulled him to his feet, and he staggered against her. She caught him, but when her hand found his side, underneath his heavy coat, the fabric of his shirt was soaked with something warm, sticky, and coppery-smelling. 




“Oh my god,” she said. “You’re hurt. You’re really hurt.”




“I’m fine,” he answered, and nearly fell.




The explosions began a quarter of a mile away, and from the timing, there wasn’t enough time to get to a basement. Dawn grabbed him and hauled, pulling him into the alley across from the one she’d left, looking for a stairway down below the streets or even a stout doorway. It would be no protection in the event of a direct hit, but it might shield them from the buzzsaw debris of a nearby strike.




The crescendo of explosions began pounding the street beneath their feet, shaking the windows hard enough to break some, and causing anything loose to fall off the sides of the buildings around them.




“No,” the man protested, trying to pull away. “We can’t go this way. It’s dangerous.”




“Beggars and choosers!” Dawn yelled back at him.




A building back the way Dawn had come exploded, and the shockwave nearly knocked them down. Fist sized chunks of brick and head sized pieces of timber rained down, kicking up even more debris. The man must have come to his senses, because he grabbed her around the waist, they ran the last few steps towards the nearest doorway, he threw her in, and then he covered her from the next explosion. The doorway was set nearly three feet back into the building, and she felt cobwebs tear all around her as the man crowded her into the closer corner, so the exterior corner of the building was between her and th—




The bomb that went off turned the world to gray, screaming, airless hell. The pressure of the air wave knocked the man into her and held him there for a long second, crushing her against the brick wall and wooden doorjam. When it receded, and she could breathe again, she looked up at him. They were both breathing hard with shock. Then, he grinned piratically at her and winked. 




“…e….d…t…et…mmm…co…” he said, and all she could make out were a few sounds. The rest was lost in the high pitched tinnitus her ears were treating her to after the explosion.




“I can’t hear,” she told him, and she could barely make out what she was saying. 




He nodded in understanding, took her hand, turned and pulled her out of the doorway back into the narrow alley, where bits and pieces of building—including pipes—were dropping out of the sky, rebounding off the pavement, and taking chunks out of the walls and fences they hit. She was about to follow him, conscious that the next wave of bombs could land on top of them, now that the pilots had a bright line of devastation to follow, and she looked down and saw there was a spar of broken wood sticking out of his back.




She must have screamed, though she couldn’t hear it, because he looked back over his shoulder at her, curious and a little irritated. She kept hold of his hand, reached forward with her other hand, put it on the jagged piece of wood, and yanked. He nearly fell over with shock. Horrified, she held up the piece of wood. The end was soaked in blood.




Not a vampire then. They didn’t bleed.




Another explosion, this one further off, shook the street and brought another rain of debris.




She tried to snatch back her hand, but he held onto it, hard.




“What the hell are you?” she demanded.




He answered something, and while she still couldn’t hear him, she could read his lips form the words “not now, okay?” very clearly. He raised his eyebrows, waiting for a response from her, and when she didn’t reply immediately, he pressed his lips together, annoyed, and grabbed her around the waist. She twisted her wrist out of his hold and stepped away from him, stumbling over rubble.




He swapped looks between her, ready to run in the other direction even if it was a blind alley, and the way they’d come, and he was not happy. 




“…e…c-t st…” he yelled. “…Ts…anger…s.”




We can’t stay. It’s dangerous.




She edged away from him, scanning the walls—one of which now leaned over the alley at an angle no building inspector would approve—and the routes out, of which there really weren’t any. If she wanted to run, she was going to have to get past him to where their skinny little alley intersected another, not-quite-as-skinny alley before reaching the street, which was now filled with chest high, burning heaps of things.




He moved faster than she expected, caught her by the upper arms and gave her a hard shake.




“The thing that killed my friend is back there, and it’s almost done eating,” he said, and her hearing had finally come back enough that she could fill in the remaining blanks. “And the only thing the bombs have done is made it hungrier.”




“What’s it eating?” Dawn asked.




“My friend,” the man answered, grimly.




This time, she didn’t fight when he pulled her along, but in the ten yards to the alleys’ intersection, something started moving through the rubble towards them. It shouldered its way way through heaps of bricks and dislodged masonry, and Dawn went wide-eyed as she saw a paw larger than her torso grip the top of the pile with extended claws and pull a beast as large as one of London’s double deckers over the rubble.




“Back the way we came,” the man said, shoving her in the opposite direction.




Dawn ran, not an easy thing to do in the shoes of that age with the obstacles that had appeared with the instant demolition of the building on the other side of the ones around them.




“Here,” he said, finding an opening between two of the buildings less than four feet across and shoving her into it.




They ran down the length of it, no more than thirty yards, as the beast clawed and butted its way towards them. When it reached the mouth of the tiny close, it shrieked in anger and tried to reach them, claws flexing back and forth over an arc of nearly a yard. It beat wings with the span of a Cadillac in frustration, and shrieked at them again. The man stepped between it and Dawn.




“Okay,” Dawn managed, eyes wide with disbelieving horror. “I have finally, completely lost it. Because I’m in the Blitz, I lost my Doctor, and that is a one eyed, one horned, flying, purple, people eater.”




“It’s a ranosvore,” the man said, contradicting her. “It eats sentient creatures, including humans, and this one was spawned by Haley’s Comet on its last go-round.”




“But that was…” she hastily did the math in her head, reminding herself of the current date, “that’s thirty years ago!”




“Yeah,” he agreed, watching the ranosvore fuss and butt and fumble at the walls. “They take a little while to bulk out.”




Aghast, she just stared at him. “Who the hell are you?”




He turned back towards her, and that smile returned—warm, boyish, and utterly, intimately knowing.




“Hi, I’m Captain Jack Harkness,” he answered. “What’s your name?”




She ovulated. Both sides. Simultaneously.




“Dawn Summers,” she answered, more than a little stunned.




He stood very close to her, so close that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes, which was probably exactly what she wanted. 




“It’s very nice to meet you, Dawn Summers,” he told her, and his eyes drifted over her face, her cheekbones, and her breasts in a very appreciative manner. “Thank you for saving my life back there.”




“Sure,” she replied, without really following the conversation, “no problem.”




He grimaced just a little bit, and she felt deep dismay.




“Actually, Dawn, we do have a little bit of a problem,” he admitted. “I’m pretty sure the ranosvore back there is either going to pull the building down on its and our heads, or it’s going to claw its way in here and eat both of us. I wish I had better news.”




Reluctantly, she looked back over at the ranosvore, which was now chewing on the building and breaking large chunks of it off. The world snapped back into focus, bringing fire and air raid sirens, the roar of flames, and the sounds of bomber planes far overhead back with it.




She smacked his chest, hard.




“Okay, Charming, turn off the mojo before we’re hors d’oeuvres, and let’s figure out how to deal with this.”




He sighed and scrubbed at his hair. “I bought us a little time, but…maybe there’s a sewer grate in here.”




“Is it a demon or an alien?” Dawn asked, dumping her go-bag on the ground.




“What?” he asked, incredulous.




“Never mind,” she said, pulling the zipper open, “you said it was spawned by Haley’s Comet. That’s got to be extraterrestrial in origin. What kind of weaknesses does it have?”




“It eats people,” he explained. “It eats a lot of people in a short amount of time, and then it dissolves into about a trillion spores until the male—which is Haley’s Comet—comes by and drops a load, literally, on the planet. But until it breaks up, it’s incredibly tough.”




Dawn frowned, focusing on the animal not twenty-five yards away and slowly carving a new path to them. 




“Well, it’s okay with our atmosphere, so it can tolerate oxygen,” she said, half to herself. “And it rained yesterday, so water’s not a big help. What’s it good for?”




“What?” Captain Jack repeated. “What’s it good for?”




“There isn’t a monster in this universe that humans won’t strip for parts if they get the chance,” she insisted. “You haul a dead ranosvore into the trader post and throw it on the counter, what’s the going rate and why?”




“Nobody hauls a dead ranosvore into the trading post!” he yelled back at her. “It’s too big, and it eats them before they can!”




“Hey!” she yelled back. “Trying really hard not to die, here, okay? I die on this little field trip, and I will never hear the end of it. Not from my tutor, not from my roommate, not from my mentor, and not from my family. So work with me!”




He looked like he might try to throttle her, but his chain of thought was broken by several bricks shaken loose from the building by the people eater.




“They were hunted to extinction in the late twenty-sixth century,” he said. “Their pelts produce an aromatic oil used to preserve Arakian spices and in singularity-bonded astrogation computers. There’s no market for it now.”




“Oil?” Dawn pounced on it. “Flammable? Can fire kill it?”




“Of course fire can kill it!” he answered, starting to lose his temper. “Did you pack a flamethrower?”




She reached into the go bag, shifting supplies around until she found what she was looking for. She pulled out a handful of red sticks with plastic caps and a bottle labeled EtOH. Harkness grabbed one and stared at it for a moment.




“This tech isn’t available right now,” he said, looking up at her from drawn brows, suddenly a lot more scary than attractive.




“Can we argue this when we’re not being eaten?” she asked.




“You said you’d lost your doctor,” he continued, getting a little more scary. “And I’m thinking you didn’t mean any old doctor. You meant the Doctor, didn’t you?”




The ranosvore knocked a chunk of the right-hand building out of the way and wormed another five yards closer. Both Dawn and Jack grabbed their supplies and scrambled back as it clawed the paving stones where they’d been. Jack, mouth tightening, lit the first of the flares and tossed it just under the ranosvore’s nose. It flinched, shook its head and loose mane, and bellowed in anger, trying to push back away and finding itself trapped in a bottleneck. 




He started lighting the flares one by one and tossing them where they would cause the beast the most discomfort. Dawn had the lid of the ethanol bottle off and was stuffing bandages into it.




“Watch it!” he yelled as she splashed pure alcohol around them.




“Look, I haven’t gotten a lot of practice at this,” she fumed.




She dragged the bag as far back away from the target as possible, took out her lighter, and held it under the soaked rag fuse of her Molotov cocktail. It went up with an almost invisible, colorless flame. Harkness took it from her, and threw it, hitting the pavement just under the ranosvore’s jaw. The alcohol vapors went up in a fireball, hemmed in by the walls and channeled up, catching the beast’s head and igniting it in a sizzling flash.




It screamed and thrashed, beating the sides of the close until masonry rained down on them. Jack grabbed Dawn and protected her from the falling debris. After a long few moments of heaving and thumps hard enough to move a building off its foundations, the ranosvore pulled itself free, but it was too late. The whole pelt was ignited, and it burned with a pure, crystalline flame. After another minute of thrashing which grew weaker and weaker and finally stopped, the whole thing collapsed and began to crumble.




Jack and Dawn got to their feet and stared at it for a long moment.




“You okay?” he asked her.




She nodded. “Yeah. I’m okay. But I am so seriously going to hog the bathroom when I get back home, and I am taking an epically long hot shower.”




“I know the feeling,” he said. “Except I have to tell my teammates that one of ours died tonight.”




“What team?” she asked.




He glanced over at her. “Torchwood. Your Doctor knows about us. In fact, I really need to see him.”




“I don’t know where he is,” Dawn answered. “We got separated after we arrived. There were…” She paused, and then she realized that there was an actual chance he’d understand what her day had been like. “There were mutant robot Nazis in the sewers, and they released a bunch of plague rats into a tube station where people were taking shelter, and in the panic, I lost track of him, and he lost track of me. Today kind of sucked.”




“Yeah, I know the feeling,” he answered, and gave her a smile that almost managed not to be bitter. “Don’t worry. He’ll find you. The Doctor never loses a companion or walks away from one. There’s only one exception I know of, and you’re not it.”




“Who is?” she asked, picking up her go-bag, zipping it up, and slinging it over her shoulder.




“Me.”




They walked out of the close, and Dawn paused by the remains of the ranosvore. 




“It doesn’t smell bad over here,” she said, confused. “I mean, it burned to death. You’d think it would smell bad, but…it smells like it just rained. It smells…”




“Like dust after the rain,” Jack finished for her. “It’s called petrichor. It must have been ready to spore, since that’s what it smells like when it does. Gets people to breathe in deeply, inhale the spores.”




“What happens to the people who breathe in the spores?” she asked.




“You ever heard of a fungus called cordyceps?” he asked in return.




“No.” She swallowed.




He thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, don’t look it up when you get home. It’s just depressing. That stuff, though,” and he pointed at the carbonized bits of bone and tusk on the ground, “is safe. Safe, medicinal, and very, very valuable. Or it will be in about five hundred years.”




She picked some up, found an extra bandage, wrapped it up, and put it in her go-bag.




“So, Captain,” she said, giving him a wry smile, “what’s a guy like you doing in a place like this?”




“I’m so glad you asked,” he replied, tucking his hands into his coat and giving her a jaunty smile.







The Doctor found her sitting on a stoop a few blocks away from the tube station they’d been in, holding a cup of tea and a saucer, wrapped in a blanket, and staring at the crowd on the other side of the street, the crowd being kept back by some fellows in home guard overalls and one policeman.




“Are you all right?” he asked her, his brow furrowed with worry.




She smoothed her skirt down with her free hand, and then caught the corner of the blanket as it tried to fall off. 




“Going to need to get my hearing checked,” she said. “I think the bombs were kind of hard on my ear drums.”




He watched her, not saying anything, but waiting. 




“I’m sorry,” she said. “You keep saying ‘don’t wander off,’ but I guess I really need to take you more seriously.”




“You do take me seriously, Dawn,” he told her. “And you were five feet away from me when those civilians stampeded through. That’s not wandering off. That’s just…It happens.”




“Evil Nazi robots taken care of?” she asked.




“Well,” he inhaled, “as it happens, they were neither evil nor Nazi but actually a corrupted version of…” he paused and studied her face. “Yes, completely taken care of, saw the error of their ways, and are very, very sorry.”




“That’s good.” She gave him a wobbly smile. “I met a friend of yours.”




“Oh?”




“Well, kind of a friend.” She frowned in concern. “He was actually pretty ticked with you. Something about being abandoned back on a moon station? Does Captain Jack Harkness ring a bell?”




“Ah.” He straightened and looked out over the scene the crowd was so interested in. There was a lorry and a horse drawn cart and a crater in the ground—the kind of crater that usually pointed to unexploded ordnance. Thankfully, it was still unexploded. “It does. I’ve already done what I could for him, which, unfortunately wasn’t much. He’s in a strange bit of a mess.”




Dawn laughed once, sharp and hard. It didn’t sound like her.




“A strange bit of a mess,” she repeated. “That’s kind of funny.”




“Dawn, what happened?” 




She met his eyes for the first time. “Funny story, Doctor. I was worried about a bomb dropping on my head, and it turns out, I almost got eaten by a ranosvore. Captain Harkness, I was trying to save him from the bombs, but he saved me from the ranosvore.”




“You ran into a ranosvore?” he asked, brows drawn together in concern. Then he blinked. “Oh, yes, of course. Thirty years after Haley’s Comet. They are due, aren’t they?”




She nodded. “We beat it. And, um, we were walking back here, to see if we could find you. Stupid. I, uh, I looked left instead of right when I went to cross the street. Forgot where I was.”




“Dawn?”




“I would have walked right in front of the UXB truck,” she said, pointing over at it, “but Jack grabbed me and threw me out of the way. It clipped him. It wasn’t even that hard.”




She looked up, and he saw that she was crying and had been for a while.




“But when he fell, he hit his head on the curb. It was…I was right there, Doctor, and I couldn’t do anything. He was just…dead.”




A stout man in his sixties joined them.




“This young lady with you, sir?” he asked. “Only she’s had a nasty shock.”




“Yes, she’s with me,” the Doctor answered. “Thank you for looking after her.”




“Quite all right, sir,” the warden replied. “It’s funny. They all expect a death during war time to come from one of Jerry’s bombs, but people fall and hit their heads all the same too.”




“Yes,” the Doctor agreed. “Funny.”




He helped Dawn up and set aside the blanket and cup of tea a concerned resident had supplied. 




“I thought I’d made a new friend,” Dawn said, staring at her feet. “I mean, he knew all about you, he knew about time travel, and he spotted my anachronistic tech gear. I was looking forward to getting to know him.”




“I promise you, Dawn,” he told her, “that it’s not as bad as you think. Captain Jack Harkness has a way of making it out of the tightest squeezes, including death, and that at this time tomorrow—unless he’s had the very bad luck of a landing a competent medical examiner—he’ll be back with his friends, telling them about the gorgeous American girl he met.”




She looked up at him, puzzled.




“I have run into him after this point in his timeline,” the Doctor explained. “However dead he may have been, I can assure you it didn’t take.”




“Well, we could—” she started, turning to go in the direction of whatever emergency service had removed the captain’s body.




The Doctor shook his head. “No, bad idea, Summers. Aside from the fact that I already know his timeline for this period and that it doesn’t include me, Jack Harkness is, in and of himself, a fixed point. Very touchy things, fixed points. Liable to blow up the universe over a misunderstanding.”




“Does he know that?” she asked him.




“Not something I can tell him,” the Doctor said, shrugging. “He will have to figure it out for himself.”




She frowned at him. “That seems like a cop out.”




The Doctor drew himself up. “I assure you, it’s not, and I do have a bit more experience in this area, Summers. Enough experience, in fact, to know that where I can’t offer Jack any help, I can and must offer it to you.”




They went past the guards at the entrance to the tube station. The Doctor showed them his psychic papers, which apparently vouched for him as a member of the War Cabinet. 




“We’ve a great deal more to accomplish,” he told her. “And we really should get busy.”




“It’s the middle of the night,” she protested. “I’ve been up since—I think—the equivalent of yesterday afternoon. I need some sleep, I need to stop at the student health center for some stitches on the gash on my leg and to get my hearing checked, and I’ve got four papers that I need to outline and get rough drafts finished on. And I have other classes to worry about.”




He gave her an offended look. “Haven’t you figured out the benefits of time travel yet?”




“I had them figured out the first day,” she answered, “except I never do seem to enjoy them as you’re always dropping me off an hour after our class is supposed to finish, ten minutes before my next class, and twenty hours after I last slept!”




“Yes, you humans are an inflexible lot,” he said, considering her. “Very well. Off to Pitcairn for some rest and relaxation.”




“Please tell me you’re not talking about the island Christian Fletcher and his mutineers colonized,” Dawn said.




“Don’t be ridiculous,” the Doctor answered. “It’s the planet where the Fletcherite separatists built one of the coolest resorts in the entire galaxy. They have swamp tours, muck baths, and regulation style armored moss combat.”




Dawn stared at him and mouthed the words “armored moss combat.” After a moment, she shook her head, hitched up her go-bag, and shrugged.




“I want it noted in my assessment that I cheerfully went to my mossy grave,” she told him. 




“Oh, of course,” he agreed.





Walk


Original Space/Time coordinates:

Strelsau, Queen Flavia University, third week of Hilary term, Wednesday morning, 10:30 AM.


Contemporary Space/Time coordinates:

Languedoc, France, August 1209.


Dawn’s subjective time:

School + six weeks’ travel with the Doctor.



“Go ahead,” the Doctor prompted her.




They stood beside what was clearly an old Roman road under the shade of a maple tree. Dawn watched the people walking past with almost as much curiosity as they spared for her and the Doctor. They were a large party of about thirty people, not including guards. Everyone was on foot, though there were a couple of mules carrying supplies. They’d strung out along the road and passed by singly or in groups of three or four.




“No tricks?” she asked.




“I would never trick you,” he protested. “Well, except for that…thing with the tricking, but be fair, if you’d known what had burrowed into your hair, you would have been much more panicked about the whole thing.”




“Which is why I’m asking,” she said, patiently and with a little edge to her voice. “No tricks, right?”




“Scout’s honor,” he assured her. 




She glared at him. 




“I was a member of the Time Lords’ Honorable Cadet Scouts of Untrammeled Danger,” he added. 




He didn’t look very comfortable. After a moment, he started fussing with his bow tie.




“Fine,” Dawn sighed, and studied the people walking past them. “Okay, Earth, obviously. Northern hemisphere, Europe. Post Roman Empire. We’re definitely on a pilgrimage route, so…sometime after nine hundred AD?”




“Keep going,” he prompted her. “We’re in your area of expertise. You’ve a great deal more knowledge about this era than almost anyone else your age in your time period.”




“That’s because the middle ages were when most of the research on vampires was done,” she complained. “There were a lot of vampires back then.”




He gave her a cool look.




“Fine,” she said. She stopped and listened to the conversations of the people as they passed by.




What most people never got, unless they made an effort to study both history and language, was that there was no One True Version of French. Just like there was no One True Version of English. Everything was a dialect, or a sister language. Bits of speech became markers of geography, socio-economic class, religion, occupation, age, and even gender. Dialects broke out. Habits of speech went their own way and turned into idioms which, if they ate their vegetables and grew up big and strong, might shift the whole flavor of the tongue. If some other people invaded the edge of your realm and settled down for a while, your language might pick up a lot of vocabulary, or maybe some of the grammar, or your kids might end up speaking a hashed up version of both languages while the grown ups thought the ‘my hovercraft is filled with eels’ version was both valid and appropriate. The reason all the monks and kings wrote in Latin was because it was the one language a well-educated man—and the very occasional well-educated woman—was sure to know and not get crazy with. 




The people walking past her spoke a gallimaufry of tongues—Picardy, Alsace, Catalan, a few German tongues, and something she realized had to be an English Chaucer had never put down on paper. No Spanish, which surprised her. She thought for a moment. The pilgrims—obviously pilgrims, because they wore the pilgrim hats with their floppy brims and had scallop shells and tin badges pinned to their clothes— were an assorted batch. Some treating it like a holiday, others grimly trudging, and more than a few who looked like they’d been walking for a very long time. 




No one was speaking Spanish, she realized, because the destination of the pilgrimage was in Spain, and they were sufficiently far enough away from it, than none of the Spanish pilgrims had to come this far. From the weather, the trees, the limestone hills, and the preponderance of French languages, it wasn’t too hard to make an educated guess.




“We’re standing beside El Camino de Santiago de Compostela, somewhere in in the southeastern quadrant of modern France, the Languedoc.” She looked up at him, curious.




“Why are you looking at me?” the Doctor asked back. “I can give you latitude and longitude, but I can’t tell you the political boundaries. What year?”




She grimaced. The pilgrims were either poor, or they were dressed as if they were poor in a semblance of piety. Of course, some of them were wearing some very fine cloaks or tunics of good linen, but the cut wasn’t any particular fashion or fad, which was what would have allowed her to date their clothes. There was very little jewelry either, and it wasn’t as if shoemaking had changed a great deal between the fall of the Roman Empire and the Renaissance. Well, other than the invention of the heeled boot for horse riders once the stirrup was introduced, but no one here was dressed for riding, and the guards wore no armor, making it impossible to use them to determine the date.




Then, the pilgrims back a ways started yelling and falling out from their line on the road. There was a rider, cantering up the middle of the road, causing the pedestrians to scatter. A rider and horse meant money, money meant fashion, accessories, and obvious symbols of associations, and from those she could figure a date.




And as soon as she saw the figure—a man in black hose, tunic, coat, and mantle with a red cross embroidered on his white surcoat—the possible range of dates shrank considerably.




“Sometime between 1129 and 1312,” she added. “Almost certain in the 1200s.”




“And what makes you say that?” the Doctor prompted.




“That was a Knight Templar” she responded. “Founded in 1129 and disbanded—and occasionally burned at the stake—in 1312. Single rider on a horse means they’ve become well established enough not to share mounts. Well established enough, in fact, that the rider didn’t bother going off the road but made all the pedestrians scatter, and they’re pilgrims, for heaven’s sake.”




“Very good, Summers” he told her, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. “Let’s be off.”




He took off in his gangly, loose joined sort of way, with yard long strides that left her skipping up to a run to catch up.




“Be off?” she asked him. “Where are we going?”




“Oh, no place new for you,” he declared. “You’ll be frightfully bored, I’m sure.”




“Now, that’s the scariest thing you’ve ever said to me, Doctor,” she answered, getting in front of him and walking backwards in order to have a conversation with him. “Considering that whatever you say, the opposite is bound to happen.”




“That’s not true,” he protested.




“Pitcairn?” she reminded him. “Pitcairn the planet,” and she held her arms out in a ‘sooooo big’ gesture, “and Pitcairn the island,” she put her thumb and index finger half an inch apart and held them up to his face. “I almost wish I got to take part in the armored moss combat, regulation style or otherwise!”




He stopped, causing her to trip over herself. “Very well, sometimes the opposite of what I say does happen, but you enjoyed yourself, didn’t you?”




“I was being polite!” she yelled.




“Oh.” He rocked back on his heels a bit. “Well. I’m sure you’ll enjoy this one. You’ve been there before, as I said. You should feel right at home.”




“I’ve never been in the south of France before in my life!” she declared. “I’d remember.”




“Oh, I’m not talking about the south of France,” he told her, starting to walk again. “I’m afraid we’ve a bit of a walk, as I couldn’t bring the TARDIS in too close to it. Soft place, very iffy, you understand, and the TARDIS works best when it has good, hard, solid geography to count on.”




“Soft place?” she repeated, striding alongside him, and something tickled in the back of her head, something someone—probably one of the Scoobies—had said about a soft place or about being in a soft place or…she grimaced, feeling that tiny glimmer of knowledge slip through her mind’s fingers like a sliver of soap.




“Now, while we’re walking,” the Doctor said cheerfully, reaching into his jacket pocket, “you need to start practicing.”




“Practicing what?” she asked. “I’m familiar with most of the langue d’oc and d’oïl.”




“Your psychic paper,” he said, handing her the small folded wallet he took out of his jacket. 




“But…this is yours,” she said, taking it from him.




“Now it’s yours,” he told her. “And you’d best practice with it. You’ll end up needing it shortly.”




She opened it up and looked at it. It was completely featureless, looking less like a new sheet of paper than a blank, white computer screen. She thought about her school credentials, the leather wallet, the parchment with calligraphy, wax seal, and silk ribbon. The paper in her hand rippled, and it took on the appearance of the credentials she had become used to showing anytime she had official business with the school, had to buy something on account, or had to show proof of her identity in the town around the university.




“Check it out,” she said, showing the Doctor.




He looked closely at it. “It says you’re an apprentice poultry inspector.”




“It does?” She looked it over, and sure enough, under her major, it listed Apprentice Poultry Inspector. “It does. Why would anyone inspect apprentice poultry?”




“Well, on Gallus Bellus, the apprentice poultry have to pass a gauntlet of challenges to prove their worth. An inspection beforehand might do them a world of good.”




She stared at him, horrified. “There’s a planet in the future named War Chicken?”




“Oh, no.” The Doctor frowned at her. “That would be silly. It existed some twenty million years ago. The Time Lords ended up destroying the planet to stop them from starting wars with all their neighbors.”




“I guess they should have chickened out,” she observed.




“Stop that,” he ordered. “And work on your practice.”




“Their chickens came home to roost?” she asked.




“Stop that,” he told her again. “Or I’ll flunk you out of school.”




“Don’t count your chickens before they hatch.”




“I’m serious!”







“We get a horse for the trip back, okay?” she asked. 




“If they can spare one.”




“We get a horse for the trip back,” she repeated as a statement, not a request.




“I should have worn my Stetson,” the Doctor sighed.




It was hot on the road. Most of the trees didn’t shade the stony way. The pilgrims passing on either side of them seemed used to it. One or two of them even had parasols. There was a lot of traffic, and Dawn became aware of a smell that rose under that of the road dust and warm fields of standing hay. At first she thought it was just a consequence of the steady stream of bodies they passed—sweaty, unbathed, and wearing unwashed clothes for only God knew how long. But even that didn’t explain the odor that made her wrinkle her nose. It was…not good. Sewage, spoilage, manure, all the things which attracted flies and worse things.




“What is that smell?” she finally asked.




“We’re coming up on a town near the coast,” he said. “When I say, coming up on, what I mean is that it’s another ten or fifteen minutes’ walk before we would reach it.”




“That’s at least half a mile!” she cried, horrified. “There can’t be that many people living there that they’re making that much stink.”




“Yes, well, warm day, we’re downwind,” he said, one corner of his mouth drawing up in a grimace of distaste. “Really, Summers, why is it you humans have such a hard time policing your waste? Any half-evolved species has already learned to refrain from poisoning their environments and put it to use so they don’t have to dig out or chop down every source of energy in their reach.”




“Yeah, you’re asking the wrong girl, Doctor,” she said. “Giles put me in charge of household chores with the Slayerettes, because I get grossed out if there’s a used tissue in the trash can.”




He gave her a sour look and paused. “Well, we’re close enough. It should be around here some place.”




“What should?” she asked, knowing it was futile.




He took out his sonic screwdriver, a gizmo that as far as Dawn could tell did a fair amount of sonic things and almost nothing resembling driving screws. It made a high pitched warble as he scanned the surrounding area. The people passing them on either side—she had to take him by the arm and drag him out of the highest traffic areas before he was run down by a goat-drawn cart—looked at them quite askance. 




“Anchorite,” she told them in clunky Gascon. “He doesn’t get out much.”




They accepted this as an explanation and kept moving.




“Ah!” the Doctor declared and walked away from the road at a ninety degree angle. With a sigh, Dawn took off after him, wishing she’d worn her hiking sandals even if they were purple and sure to attract attention.




He stopped abruptly, and she almost ran into him.




“That is the problem with soft places,” he told her, shaking his sonic screwdriver at her like a teacher would shake a piece of chalk.




“What’s the problem?” she asked.




“Devilishly hard to find, even when they’re not trying to be,” he answered. “There may be a spell of concealment on it.”




“On what?” Dawn demanded.




“Do try to pay attention, Summers,” he said, frowning with impatience. “The gate.”




“What gate?” she asked, getting desperate. “You haven’t said a word about where we’re going, other than ‘soft place’, and that makes no sense to me.”




“The gate in the fence which marks the physical boundaries of the soft place where lie a house, a glade, a tree, a well, and a dryad,” he told her, his voice turning calm and prophetic.




“You’re looking for Chataigne?” she asked, open mouthed with shock.




“Well, her champion did ask for help,” he answered.




Stunned, it took her a moment to take up the search for any sign of the gate into Chataigne’s folded world. When she did, it didn’t take her very long to find, even though it looked nothing like the wrought iron fence which surrounded the front yard of the house. This gate was made up of two trees—an olive tree and an oak tree—which had entwined limbs and roots until they made a tall oval. The oval was filled by shrubby branches.




“Doctor?” she called, starting to push the branches out of the way. “Over here.”




“I wouldn’t touch those if I were you,” the Doctor called.




“Why noooaaaouch!” She snatched her hand back just as the prickly stings across the back of her hand started to throb painfully. “What the hell was that?”




“Those are stinging nettles,” a new voice said. 




A hand, gloved in a thick gauntlet, swept the vines aside and held them. 




“Pilgrims, you have lost your way,” the man said. “The road is just over the hill there.”




His hair and beard were close cropped and white, though he had the look of a man just into his fifties, strong and fit. He wore brown—leggings, tunic, coat, and mantle—and on a white surcoat over all of that was a red cross, embroidered in silk thread. He looked irritated, but that was less important to Dawn than the fact that her hand throbbed and ached like she’d been stung by several bees, tingled painfully, and was starting to itch.




“We’re not pilgrims,” the Doctor told him. “We were invited by Chataigne’s champion.”




“The rider bearing my letter left only this morning,” the man said, eyeing the Doctor suspiciously.




“Well, I can’t help it if you’re running late,” the Doctor answered.




“Um…Doctor?” Dawn asked, holding her hand up. 




He glanced at it. “Yes, those are stinging nettle stings. You managed to get stuck by quite a few of the trichomes.”




“That’s it?” she asked.




“You want more?” he asked, a little startled. “Very well. When a person brushes against a stinging nettle, the tips of the hairs—or trichomes—break off, leaving a hollow point like a hypodermic needle, and the plant injects several irritants, such as histamine, acetylcholine, and formic acid. They can be very painful.”




“Thank you,” she grated. “I think it actually hurts more now that I understand how it’s hurting me.”




With an angry sigh, the man of the Templars stepped past the gate and took a cloth and a flask from his belt.




“Hold still, child,” he ordered. “Make a fist with your injured hand.”




She did, biting her tongue against protesting at being called a child. He held up her hand and looked closely at the surface of the skin on the back of her hand and then blew across it, dislodging a fleet of tiny hairs. Then he uncapped the flask and poured cold water over the skin. 




“The nettles are there to discourage interlopers,” the man told them, giving the Doctor an irritated look. “One must go through the gate to reach the Lady—” and Dawn heard the capitalization he gave the word, “and most aren’t willing to brave the nettles. They at least recognize them. How is it, young lady, that you had no idea what they were?”




He spoke Hibernian-accented Latin as he opened a pouch on his belt and took several wilted dandelion leaves from it and laid them over skin starting to blister. Once the leaves covered the skin, he laid the cloth—linen so old and soft it was almost see-through—over all of it, wrapped it deftly around her hand and wrist, and tucked the ends snugly. It still hurt, but she could manage now.




“I know what stinging nettles are,” she explained. “I’m just not familiar enough with them to recognize them. Well, I am now.”




“They grow through all of Christendom,” the man said, frowning in doubt at her. “You surely don’t have the look of a Saracen, and your Latin is better than most churchmen’s.”




“It’s complicated,” she said.




“Much in life is,” he said drily. “And you, sir. What are your bonafides, and wherefore do you claim that I, Jacques de Champs, Sergeant Templar and the Lady Chataigne’s champion, did summon your assistance?”




“Because you did,” the Doctor replied. “I may be off by a few days, but the matter is already dire. I’m the Doctor, this is Dawn Summers, my student and companion.”




He held out his own psychic paper, and the sergeant glanced at it and then did a double take.




“From such a noble quarter springs my help?” he asked. “Dare I ask how I and my humble keep earned such condescension?”




“Best not to,” the Doctor answered. “It only ever raises more questions.”




“Doctor and sooth speaker?” de Champs asked. “Next you’ll inform me you can shoot around corners and breathe fire.”




“Oh, not so very often,” the Doctor replied.




De Champs laughed a little laugh, the outer corners of his eyes crinkling up. He didn’t look so much angry as tired and worried now.




“And you, lass?” he asked.




Gingerly, she took her psychic paper out of her pocket and thought about the impression she wanted to give. Special. Important. Worthy of respect. She opened it and held it out to him, and as soon as he scanned the lines, he dropped to one knee.




“Forgive my impertinence and familiarity, Lady,” the man said, his bearing entirely humble.




“It’s…entirely all right,” she said, giving the Doctor a confused, questioning look. 




He read her psychic paper and gave her such a look.




“Ah, yes, Dawn Summers, great-granddaughter of William the Lion, king of Scotland, by his illegitimate son, Henry de Galightly, whose daughter Margaret married Hugh de Somers,” he said sourly, then pitched his voice low. “Really, Summers? Couldn’t bear to go whole hog and be a full princess?”




“Princesses don’t get to go on adventures, not in the here and now,” she murmured back. “Brother Jacques, please stand and don’t worry about it. I only showed my bonafides at your request. I really don’t like making a big deal about it.”




And then it hit her—Brother Jacques, Frere Jacques, the warrior monk who had helped preserve Chataigne when she’d grown too sick to remain in the world of men, and the soft place, that’s how Dream had referred to Chataigne’s little klein bottle world, that it couldn’t survive both the pull of the Hellmouth and her growing life with the Scoobies and Slayerettes. Both of those had been taken from Xander’s prophetic walk through the Gates of Horn. All of it figured into the prophecies of the Sorores in Mortuis.




“How is Chataigne?” she asked as the Sergeant Templar got to his feet.




The worry that pinched his face made her heart lurch. 




“Poorly, Lady Dawn,” he answered. “I and my brothers have done what we can, but I fear the answer to her salvation lies outside of our reach.”




“Don’t give up hope too quickly,” the Doctor said gently. “It’s a big universe, and help can come from many directions.”







“I have been the Green Lady’s protector and champion for only five years,” Jacques de Champs said as he led them through what had an extensive campground and was now an emptied field, stomped flat and lifeless. “Shortly after my beloved wife died, I assigned my wealth to my daughters and joined the Order of the Temple. On my way to Jerusalem, I stopped here. The previous champion had died, and the Lady grieved. I found myself so affected by her beauty and goodness that I offered myself as her next champion.”




“Who was staying here?” Dawn asked, looking over the blighted land. It must have been a hundred acres, far more than all the land surrounding Chataigne’s house in her own time.




“Pilgrims,” and de Champs said it with such venom she and the Doctor exchanged a wide-eyed, wary look.




“Ah, so that’s where the nettles come from,” Dawn said wryly.




Des Champs caught himself. “I beg your pardon, Lady. If I sound curt, it is because as Commander of the Vale, I have spent these last five years repairing the damage so-called pious souls have done in their earnest quest for atonement and salvation.”




“How bad was the damage?” the Doctor asked.




“The forest cut down for firewood with no attempts at husbanding the trees,” de Champs answered, furious at the memory, “every creature of the land hunted to extinction in a five mile radius. The water fouled, and their camps ankle deep in muck and filth when it was wet, choked with the dust of animal and human dung when it was dry. But nothing would persuade them to pass her by, oh, no. Each one of them had to have a bottle dipped from her springs, dirtying the water with their filthy hands. Each one of them had to pluck a sprig from her branches, until all the ones within reach were naked, and she was starved. Each one of them had to wander beneath her gentle boughs, killing the moss and lichen. None of them had a thing to give her. Not clean water, nor breeze, nor quiet.”




“Okay,” Dawn said, “so where’d they go?”




“Disease broke out among them,” des Champ said. “I lost nearly twenty men treating them. Those that could get to their feet and walk, left. Those that couldn’t mostly died. When the last had fled and word went out that Death itself strolled the picket lines and the last of the dead had been interred in the catacombs beneath the keep, I asked Brother Timothy to obscure the way to the Lady’s glade. Since then, should any pilgrims come searching, one of us tells the seeker that they were misled by a folk tale.”




He had brought them through the dead fields and to a path which led to a smell keep. The area was much drier than Dawn had thought to find it. Probably down to the fact that there were no trees left to give shade. Even then, the feeling of the keep and what she recognized as the Great Hall she was used to eating meals and practicing kata and yoga with the Slayerettes in, was not what she remembered, not even when they first arrived and Chataigne had been a tiny starveling, her rooms shrunk to a fraction of their original size.




“What happened?” she asked.




“Béziers,” de Champs spat.




Dawn felt her blood go cold. The Doctor looked at her, eyebrows raised in solemn curiosity.




“The Catholic Church waged war on a population of heretics, the Cathars,” Dawn explained. “Béziers was their stronghold. It’s the town we were headed to before you pulled us off the road. In 1209, the church sent a full fledge crusade here, and on July 21st, after the town refused to hand over the Cathars in its walls, the army broke through the city gates. The man leading the crusaders is infamous for his answer when one of his men asked how to tell the Catholics apart from the Cathars.”




“What was his answer?” the Doctor asked, sounding like he didn’t want to know.




“ ‘Kill them all,’ ” de Champs growled in fury, “ ‘for the Lord knoweth them that are His.’ Twenty thousand men, women, and children died that day, and my lady felt every one of them. May he burn in hell for that.”







The rest of the way, Dawn knew surprisingly well. The tower was there, though not built out to nearly the degree it had been by the last pre-Xander champion. The door to the chapel was guarded by Knights Templar, who nodded silent greetings to de Champs, who nodded in return as he led them through to the chapel itself. 




Back home, you had to open a trapdoor behind the chapel’s small altar and climb down into a tiny drystone hut. Here, the chapel had a door opening onto a shallow peristyle at the far end. 




“How old is this church?” Dawn asked, looking around. Giles had been certain it had to date to the early Christian period, maybe as early as the fifth century.




“No one knows, lady,” Brother Jacques answered her, clearly pleased by her interest. “I do know that it’s not native to the area.”




“It’s not?” the Doctor asked, interest piqued.




“The foundation stones are a type of rose granite I’ve only seen in the Alps of Italia. There’s no building in all of the Languedoc made of the same stuff. While it could have been shipped through Narbonne or Bezier, there would be extra stone somewhere, and we’ve found none of it.”




“Do you know where else she’s been?” the Doctor asked Dawn.




“A town in Germany near an impact crater,” Dawn answered. “She’s got a wall built out of the local stone. The drystone hut is probably very old Celtic, maybe Galatian. And some part of the early Roman Empire. But that’s only part of about six thousand years of history. She’s an old tree.”




“She is indeed,” Brother Jacques agreed.




They left the chapel, walked down the stairs from the peristyle and across another meadow, this one bounded by the limestone cliffs Dawn recognized from home. The drystone hut would be at the far side of the meadow, where the cliffs pinched together in a pass no more than six feet across. Was it just her, or was the meadow crowded by trees with a darkened aspect? She didn’t hear any birds singing, for all that it was summer. 




Maybe it was too hot, she thought, looking up at the sky. It looked different than it had outside the keep. The blue had faded to something metallic and flat. She turned as they were walking, trying to figure out what was wrong with the sky, and nearly fell over. The Doctor caught her by the arms and set her back on her feet.




“What’s wrong, Summers?” he asked.




“I think…is the sun in the wrong part of the sky?” she blurted.




“It is, Lady,” Brother Jacques answered her. “Not many recognize it, mostly old campaigners like myself, who must know the lay of the land. We were walking northeast when we exited the chapel. Now we walk southeast, though we haven’t changed our own direction.”




“That’s the bit about the soft place I was telling you,” the Doctor told her. “Iffy things. I won’t risk the TARDIS around one of them.”




“Yeah, but the sun’s still in the wrong place for that,” she complained. “It’s too high up. It’s like we’re five hundred miles closer to the equator.”




“Yes, well, that’s quite possible,” the Doctor admitted.




Brother Jacques was paying much closer attention to her than he had been. Not that he hadn’t been all deference before, but now he was eyeing her the same way Herr Shang had during the first class, assessing and weighing her.




As they walked towards the hut, the disorientation pressed on her more and more heavily until she felt crushed beneath it. The Doctor kept a hand under her arm and had to pull her up more and more as she leaned.




“The distortion is worst at the boundary, lady,” Jacques apologized.




“I thought the gate was the boundary,” she complained, feeling like she was in one of those carnival houses where everything was built purposefully out of square and off plumb, so water seemed to run uphill, and no matter how hard you tried, you couldn’t stand up straight.




“That is the work of Timothy,” he replied, “and he is no mean conjurer. His boundary turns away those who have no business here, and the gate is our own way in and out. Chataigne’s boundary, though, is at the bluff, and the stone hut you mentioned is the way point between her world and ours.”




Understanding that, Dawn managed to keep her feet under her, but when they reached the hut, she balked. Maybe it was that the interior of the hut was so dark in comparison to the hot day outside. Maybe it was the feeling that every direction she could check was off in some fundamental way. Her hand throbbed. Her skin prickled. Her stomach roiled.




The Doctor put his hand at the place between her shoulder blades and kept her from backing up.




“I wouldn’t insist if this weren’t vitally important for both Chataigne and yourself,” he told her, all seriousness. “Summers, she needs our help.”




“But it’s all wrong,” she whispered back, feeling a panicky tremor envelope her. 




The first time she’d been to the house, Xander leading the way, had been nothing like this. The way to Chataigne’s meadow had been thrilling and a little creepy, with a tingle when she crossed over from the house proper to Chataigne’s demesne.




“That’s why we’re here,” the Doctor explained. “Because it’s all wrong. To help. To fix. Summers, she’ll die without us.”




She looked up at him, frightened, and studied his face. Then, she steeled herself, put her hand on the doorway into the hut, and stepped into it. 




It was larger than she remembered it, the ceiling higher, the reaches to the sides further off. It smelled of cold, stone, and dust. It had to be twenty degrees cooler than outside. She felt like she was standing at the bottom of the ocean, under miles of water where the only light came from beasts luring prey to their deaths.




“Go ahead,” the Doctor instructed. “It’s perfectly safe.”




Shivering, she shuffled forward, feeling eddies and swirls of pressure around her that should have brought up billows of dust but didn’t. After a few steps, which felt like a century of dragging weights with her, she reached the far side, saw Brother Jacques’s hand, took it, and stepped into the summer’s twilight she knew so well from the glade at home.




And stopped.




“Oh, no,” she breathed, looking around. 




It was worse than Brother Jacque had warned them. The air had a strange, fetid taste to it. The ground from the hut to the enormous chestnut tree in the center of the tiny valley was pounded into flat, lifeless dust by tens of thousands of feet. The tree was smaller by a fair margin, but eight hundred or so years would explain that. What it wouldn’t explain was the limbs that stretched out leafless, dry, and dead or the dank smell of the litter—leaves, twigs, and bark—underfoot. There was little moss and no lichen, and when Dawn reached the well, she could see the water was discolored with algae.




“Chataigne?” Dawn called, looking for her.




She had spent days under Chataigne’s canopy back in Cleveland, sometimes with Xander, sometimes with Buffy, and sometimes all on her own. She had a sketchbook filled with drawings of Chataigne, both the dryad and the tree. Xander might be her champion in the here/now Dawn came from, but Dawn counted herself as a serious friend.




“We’ll find her under the canopy, on the other side of the bole,” Jacques said. “She has suffered since the day of Béziers. She felt every death, every cry of fear, every thud of ax and sword hilt. The stench of the dead is unabated, for all the fires have burned themselves out, and no one remains to bury the dead.”




“How many men do you have here?” the Doctor asked, looking around.




“Forty-three, eight of them knights,” Jacques answered.




“Send them to Béziers, and let them bury the dead,” the Doctor said.




“There’s no end to the corpses,” Jacques protested. “It would be bailing the sea with a leaky bucket.”




“Then bail the sea!” the Doctor snapped, turning on him. “If you find the slaughter so objectionable, do what is needed as best you can, even if it can only fail. But do not hide in your little garden and claim to be better than the killers when you haven’t set anything right!”




Dawn held still and quiet. These were the times when the Doctor frankly scared her. He was, she knew, old, even for a Time Lord. Comments from Lady Vastra and others led her to believe there was some really, seriously bad stuff a few hundred years ago in his timeline—like Dark Willow bad—and that like Willow, he’d turned away from that part of his life. But it was still there.




Jacques de Champs went silent as well, white with anger or shock. A muscle in his cheek jumped and twitched.




“I shall do as you say, Doctor,” he finally said. “Only let me introduce you to the Lady.”




He brought them around to the far side of the tree. Dawn scanned the branches for the tiny dryad, knowing she would stay aloft if she were upset.




“Lady,” Jacques called softly, “there are visitors. They come in your name, seeking only to aid. Will you see them?’




Dawn was still looking for her when the Doctor nudged her arm and indicated with a tilt of his head. Jacques stood before the craggy trunk, which rose nearly twenty feet before branching. What she had taken to be part of the trunk moved, unfolded, and stretched, and it was like studying one of those optical illusions and finally seeing the young woman in the old woman’s profile or the dog in a random spread of blotches.




The dryad was nearly twelve feet tall, a great lumbering, massive beast of a thing. Her hair was almost completely moss, and the bark of the tree ran down her back, her arms, and the backs of her legs, moss draped much of the rest, and leaves covered almost everything else, so that only a few patches of greenish tinted bare skin peeped out. Chataigne unfolded, stretched, laid out on barren turf, and shook her great, shaggy head. All Dawn could think of was elephants and giraffes and the other megafauna at the zoo, and how they looked impossibly ungainly but moved with power and grace.




Only, for all her grace, Chataigne was clearly sick and exhausted. She moved like she ached all over. Jacques knelt beside her and stroked her hair.




“Will you not smile for me, Lady?” he asked softly, and Dawn could hear his heart in his throat. 




Chataigne tilted her head up towards him a bit. Dawn checked her pockets for something, anything to give as a present, and lucked out. One of Sabrina’s practice witch balls had stuck with her the past few weeks, since it fit in the palm of her hand and was fun to twiddle with. It had no inherent magic, but the little sphere of glass streaked with blue, green, and yellow could trick the eye into following the threads inside until an hour had passed in contemplation. Dawn had picked it up after taking it away from Salem, who hadn’t been able to leave it alone.




She knelt beside Jacques and smiled.




“Hi, Chataigne,” she said. “You haven’t met me yet. My name’s Dawn. I brought this for you.”




She opened her hand to show the little witch ball, and Chataigne perked just the smallest bit with curiosity. 




“A gift fit for a monarch, Lady,” Jacques said, giving Dawn a grateful smile. “I may have a bit of ribbon for it.”




He checked the pockets of his coat and took out a short length of ribbon, a scuffed bit of fabric that might once have been green but was now a faded brown. He took the token, tied the ribbon to the little eyehole at the top, and then worked the other end of the ribbon into Chataigne’s mossy hair before tying it off.




While they did this, the Doctor paced back and forth, his sonic screwdriver out humming for all it was worth. He crossed to the far side of the glade, stepped one foot inside the hut, then went all the way to the far side of the glade, and then started marching around the perimeter. It was, Dawn remembered, about a twenty minute exercise to do it properly, and she was sure he would. It put him occasionally out of sight, but no point in the glade was more than four hundred yards or so from another, and she could scream that loud if it came to it.




Chataigne played with the witch ball, rolling it back and forth under a hand twice as long as Dawn’s. Dawn smoothed her hair back. The dryad was so very different from what she remembered, she had a hard time crediting it, but then there couldn’t be two of them, could there?




“You know her, Lady Dawn?” Jacques asked.




She nodded. “A different time and place. She looked a lot different. She was sick when I met her, but she got better, a lot better.”




“And her champion, he is a good man and cares for her?” he asked.




“Xander—um, Alexander—is the best of men,” she said. “I miss him tons. He takes the best care of her you’ve ever seen. He wrote me—” she had to stop and think. She’d been traveling with the Doctor for weeks now, but school was only in its third week. “—a week ago. He’s really looking forward to spring. He’s got all sorts of plans for the house and grounds.”




“It is good,” he said quietly.




“You need to clean the well,” Dawn said, feeling like she’d blurted something rude.




“Would that I could, but…” Des Champs sounded defeated.




“There are ways to do it,” she said, “but you’ve got to get the algae out of there. For one thing, some algaes produce a toxin that can sicken and kill people. It can’t be any better for her.”




Xander had determined that the spring which fed the well also fed Chataigne, and if the well were contaminated with algae, the spring would be as well.




“Lady Dawn, I am a soldier,” he said. “This is not something I have a great deal of experience with. I’ve dug wells and filled them in, but I’ve never fixed one.”




She chewed on her lower lip. Xander would know what to do; she was sure of it. “We’ll need charcoal and silk, yards of the finest, tightest weave you can get your hands on. And some embroidery hoops. Do those exist in the here and now?”




Mystified, he nodded his head. 




“Several of the biggest you can find,” she told him. “And some stout brushes with long handles. And clean sand—river sand, not beach sand.”




He thought about this for a moment, and Dawn watched his gaze move up and out to where the Doctor was still tramping, sonic screwdriver raised like a standard. He looked back down at Chataigne, who watched him.




She smiled at him.




“I will see to it, Lady Dawn,” he said, and got to his feet. “And if you will excuse me, I must also make preparations to meet the Doctor’s request. For the first time since the slaughter of Béziers, I feel some hope.”




He held out his hand, and when Dawn offered hers to shake, he took it, instead, and bowed over it, and then kissed her knuckles. It was a very nice kiss, like a favorite uncle kissing her on the cheek.




“I will send two of the squires down to assist you as soon as I have supplies in hand,” he told her. “And tell the Lord Doctor that I will ask Brother Timothy to attend him.”




“I will, Brother Jacques,” she answered, and smiled at him.







“Lady Dawn,” Squire A complained, “this is most unseemly.”




Squire A was tall and gangly. Squire B was short and squat. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember who answered to Matthias and who answered to Milos, so she referred to them as A and B in her head. 




“We have our hands on the lower limbs of a lady of quality,” Squire B told A, “and we’re not going to hang for it. Mayhap, Brother Milos, you could fend off your worries for a time sufficient to enjoy our pleasant predicament.”




“Or you could trade places with me,” Dawn said, dangling uncomfortably over the lip of the well, and scrubbing at a stubborn spot with one of the brushes and a handful of gloppy sand.




Silk had been the easiest of things to find. Sergeant de Champs had simply commandeered what was in their stores for making tabards and surcoats. Charcoal was fairly easy to find as well, since nearly every village had a charcoal maker far back in the forest. Making it wasn’t a lot of fun, but it was too good a source of heat for forges and other industry to do without it. The River Orb ran through nearby Béziers, and a trip upriver from the slaughtered town had supplied a barrel of sand of which Dawn and the squires had used only a quarter.




Once her half formed plan had taken shape, she’d had to ask for buckets and barrels, both of which had been the first things scrubbed out. The squires had looked distinctly panicked when she’d pulled off her school robes and sweater and tied her skirt up above her knees, but when the Doctor had stopped by and not even noticed her change in attire, let alone insisted the squires be punished for observing it, they relaxed. Squire B had gotten a little handsy on her calf, but one very pointed glare had scared him into behaving.




With barrels and buckets clean, she’d set them to sewing the silk into strainer nets on the embroidery hoops, one of which was almost two feet across. The first hoop, with a wide net of fairly coarse weave, they put on a long handle and skimmed as much of the algae out of the well as possible. Then, the second hoop had a finer weave, and they caught the smaller chunks. A third skimmer caught, she hoped, the stuff that was too small to see. What they pulled out of the nets, Dawn had them spread in the sun where it could dry, and they could then spread around Chataigne’s roots, as a kind of gentle fertilizer.




After that, the hard work started. Five layers of silk so tightly woven it took each bucket of water nearly ten seconds to drain through became the filter propped up over the first of the old beer barrels. They made a three-man bucket brigade and brought the level of the well down nearly two feet. Then each of them took a brush and a bucket of sand and scrubbed the cut and carved limestone of the well to take the encrustations of algae off. It was amazing to watch the stone regain its gleaming white surface.




For the rest of the afternoon, it was skim, bail, and scrub. The spring’s flow was only ten gallons a minute or so, and it was a big well, but there was a lot of bailing. When they got past arms’ reach, they started taking turns sitting on each other’s legs while the first hung over the lip of the well and continued scrubbing.




Of course, they talked while they worked. After a few abortive discussions of literature—Milos and Matthias had really not appreciated being told that their hero, Paris, was an idiot who should have either recused himself (not likely when dealing with a trio of petulant goddesses) or awarded the apple of discord to the goddess who would protect him from the other two—they settled on each of them teaching Dawn words and phrases from their native languages. Matthias spoke Frisian, and Milos spoke Polog, a dialect of Macedonian.




It took most of the day, and Dawn felt like she’d been beating rugs or, possibly been beaten by rugs, but they managed to almost completely empty the well. In reality, it wasn’t a well but a fountain. The spring that fed it was piped in through a carved satyr’s head on the side away from the tree. The pipe was thick copper blue-green with age. The fountain was shaped like a bowl or a bathroom sink, and the very bottom was coated in a layer of decomposed leaves and other muck Dawn decided not to mess with. It almost certainly didn’t have any of the algae that had poisoned the rest of the fountain, and it might have the kind of bacteria that ate algae. 




She had the squires lower her into the basin, which was deeper than she was tall and enveloped her in a sense of cool rest and quiet. The smell reminded her of the petrichor she’d taken back with her from the Blitz. She looked up and saw the branches and green leaves of Chataigne’s chestnut tree against the blue sky, and something told her that her efforts were already paying off. 




“Hand me the filter,” Dawn called.




Matthias, and she still had to stop and think—spoke Frisian, therefore not-Greek-name-Milos—what his name was, handed her the tube sewn of fine silk, stuffed with charcoal powder, and pushed it into the spring’s mouth. For a long moment, it blocked the flow of water, until the water had saturated both the silk and the charcoal and began push through. It took a bit, but eventually the flow appeared unimpeded, a good ten gallons a minute. 




Delighted, Dawn put her head under the flow and let it soak her hair, then her clothes.




“Uh, my lady? That…um…it’s not advisable…” Milos called.




She missed the rest of it as she closed her eyes and let the water sluice over her, washing over her leaves, wetting her roots, and feeding the ferns that gripped her skin so tenaciously. Oh, to stretch towards the sky and the lifestar that wandered across it, to dance in the arms of the breezes which slipped down the gracious mountains, and sing softly to the sky’s silver sister orb. Happiness rose in her, the joy of bud and bee, of chittering squirrel and tokking crow, of rain and sunlight, of pollen and dust, of—




“What have I told you about wandering off, Summers?” the Doctor asked, looking down at her.




She blinked, feeling like she’d just woken from the best nap ever, and stretched, slowly inhaling.




“What happened?” she asked, scratching her shoulder in bemusement.




She was damp and a little bit chilly, and she was now sitting on…yes, she was on Chataigne’s hip. Chataigne had climbed into the fountain basin and curled up in it like a cat in the bathroom sink would. The basin was slowly refilling, and Chataigne looked like she was soaking in about half of what poured out of the spring.




“You wandered off,” the Doctor told her. “Against my express orders. If Chataigne hadn’t picked you up, you would have sprouted roots.”




She drew her legs up. Her skirt was soaked, and it stuck clammily to her skin. 




“What was that?” she asked. “It was…really…it was amazing.”




“I’m sure it was,” the Doctor answered. “How else do you think mortals become nymphs to begin with?”




She stared at him.




“Really? I thought dryads kind of came with the tree, maybe even from seedlings or something.”




“That’s how most dryads come into being, yes,” he agreed. “But if you’re a mortal and you want to become a nymph of any sort, your options are more limited. Bathing in the spring of a well established dryad is one of the best.”




“I thought naiads were in charge of springs,” she said, pulling her wet braid over her shoulder.




“Shows how much you know,” the Doctor replied. “There’s no such thing as naiads. Do you really think young human men when presented with friendly, dripping wet, nubile females of a mostly human appearance are going to take the time to accurately identify the cladistic markers necessary to differentiate between mythological species?”




“You have a point. Thank you, Chataigne,” Dawn told the li— very large dryad.




The dryad smiled sleepily at her and tucked her face under a hand like a cat. The water continued to splash over her. Dawn got to her feet, took the Doctor’s hand and stepped up to the lip of the fountain.




There was a man glaring at the two squires, and he was definitely not a Knight Templar, or any other sort of Templar for that matter. He was extremely tall, at least six foot four, with a grizzled beard down to his chest and eyebrows that looked like they could lay siege to a city. He wore blue robes and a cowl somehow decorated with horns that curled back like a goat’s. He had a staff deeply carved and decorated with semi-precious gems. Everything about him screamed Really Impressive Wizard. The squires stood, cowed, watching her from under guilty brows.




“Dawn, I’d like to introduce the local enchanter,” the Doctor said.




“Call me Tim,” the enchanter said, bowing over her hand.




“Hi, Tim,” Dawn said, plucking her wet blouse away from her skin. “I’m Dawn.”




Without looking away from her face, he reached out and smacked both squires across the back of their heads with his staff.




“Put your eyes back in their sockets,” he growled at them, “and learn some manners.”




Dawn glanced down and realized that the two boys had reason—two very prominent, pointy reasons—for being distracted.




“You know, I think I’ll go sit in the sun and warm up,” she said.







While the squires laid out blankets and brought food from the keep’s kitchen, Brother Jacque returned. He had obviously stopped at the baths, scrubbed himself raw, and changed clothes, but he still looked grim and exhausted, and there was a smell of burned out buildings and weeks old corpses on him. It was worth it, though, to see the change in his expression when he saw the changes.




Chataigne woke and climbed out of fountain, and stretched like a huge cat before circling Jacques and then headbutting him firmly enough to knock him down, only to catch him in an outstretched hand. He hugged her around the neck, clearly overwhelmed by her partial recovery. Seeing him bury his face in Chataigne’s mane of mossy hair and realizing it was a private moment, Dawn averted her eyes.




“Well!” the Doctor declared, sitting next to her and rubbing his hands together. “This has been an incredibly boring day, but it pays off in just a few hours.”




She thought about her new rule, that whatever the Doctor said, the opposite was sure to happen, and was quietly terrified.




“Mind you, it’s not just my work,” he continued. “Tim has set up an extremely impressive piece of existential conjuring that will fire up when I use the sonic screwdriver to synchronize the load bearing dimensional inverters and—”




“Doctor, I need the art major version,” she interrupted him. 




He looked crushed.




“We will nest this valley—the soft place—inside the keep,” Tim explained. “I have long thought the topology of both places were inching towards this, but the time frame was far too long to do any good for the dryad.”




“Well, you’re right there,” the Doctor agreed. “Another ten thousand years ought to do it. If the keep is still here, that is, and the tree lives that long.”




“But…isn’t the glade a lot bigger than the keep?” Dawn asked.




“So’s the inside of the TARDIS in comparison to the outside,” the Doctor answered.




Which was true and made just as little sense as most of the things he talked about.







As dusk crept through the sky and the Doctor ran around like a particularly distracted Mad Hatter while Tim the Enchanter strode from point to point with granite-like calm, Dawn stood with Jacques de Champs, Sergeant Templar, and Champion of the Green Lady, Chataigne. One thing Dawn had figured out was that Frere Jacques was a complete softie when it came to his girl.




“She’ll be okay,” Dawn promised, putting her hand in his.




“By God’s grace, may it be so,” he answered. His eyes were red, and he sniffled occasionally. When Dawn had looked at him, worried, he’d only shrugged and said, “merely a head cold, Lady. Pay me no mind.”




He’d been burying bodies most of the day, but it was his worry for his dryad that put him over the edge. Dawn looked around for the Doctor, who was stepping off measurements with legs like an overgrown crane and pausing every few paces to adjust his bowtie, put a rock on the turf, adjust it, and then step on to the next point.




“There will be a day,” Dawn told Brother Jacques, “when the keep will ring with the laughter of girls from childhood through adulthood, even more of them than you have brothers of the Order of the Temple here just now. And there will be fathers, mothers, sisters, and brothers to guide them. And Chataigne will grow in the midst of this, and she will be happy.”




He sniffled. “And comes this day soon, Lady Dawn?”




“No,” she sighed. “Not for a long time, but it will come all the same.”




They stood, watching the preparations for a moment. Chataigne had climbed out of the half filled fountain and was sprawled beneath the branches of her tree. The tree already looked better. The leaves looked more filled out and seemed to spread wider in her canopy. 




“She looks a lot different in my day,” Dawn remarked. 




“In sooth?” Jacques asked. “How so?”




“She’s about the size of a three year old, and her hair is all wispy brown. Her eyes are the same, though.”




“I find that hard to credit, but the world is a strange and wondrous place,” he answered.




“Brother, you ain’t just whistlin’ Dixie,” Dawn replied in English.




Jacques looked at her, curious and puzzled, clearly recognizing something in the words she spoke, but unable to understand them.




She was saved by the Doctor’s arrival, only maybe ‘saved’ wasn’t the word. He strode forward, clapping his hands together and rubbing them briskly.




“Well, we’ve a few minutes before the inversion takes place,” he told them. “Summers, how is the fountain?”




“As clean as it’s going to get until they invent enzyme cleaners,” she said. 




“And Chataigne?”




“She fares better than she has in months,” de Champs answered. “I believe even her tree is showing signs of recovery.”




“It will continue,” the Doctor told him. “The presence of the pilgrims was an enormous strain on her, and the deaths at Béziers only made that worse. When we separate this particular softplace and embed it within the keep, she’ll be much better off. Just be aware that the psychic link you have with her will need to be maintained. You can’t go wandering off on a Crusade just because you feel like it.”




“I’ve no intention of wandering anywhere,” de Champs answered.




“Wait a minute, Doctor,” Dawn interrupted. “No wandering off ever at all?”




“Well, not for very long,” the Doctor answered.




“Define ‘very long’,” she insisted. 




“Well, depending on Chataigne’s health, she might be able to manage for as long as a week without her champion before it began to take a toll on her.”




“But…” She didn’t want to go into detail about how the last champion had died more than a hundred years previously, and Chataigne had almost died of loneliness, but Xander was her champion now, and the idea that he couldn’t leave the house for longer than a patrol or a trip to Home Depot was suddenly very worrisome. 




“The healthier she is, the more she can spare her champion,” the Doctor explained, reading something in her expression.




“Right,” Dawn said. 




“The time draws nigh,” Tim said, walking over from the point he had taken earlier.




“Will we notice anything?” Dawn asked.




“There may be some spatial distortion,” the Doctor said, taking out his sonic screwdriver. “The stars may look different, or we may find ourselves in a different pocket of time.”




“It’s usually twilight when we go down to Chataigne’s glade,” Dawn commented. “It never does seem to match the time it really is outside.”




“Ten…nine…eight,” the Doctor counted down. “Seven…six…five…four…three…two…one and now.”




The world abruptly tilted on its axis, wobbled, fluttered, guttered, and then came back, twisted inside out.




Dawn looked around, horrified. They were all going to die. She thought she might throw up from the ghastly realization.




“Doct—”




“Lady Dawn!” Tim gasped.




Her nose was bleeding. She put a hand to her nostrils, but so much blood was dripping out there was no way she could stop it. The Doctor looked over, froze, and then pointed his sonic screwdriver at her. It whined with a high pitched tone.




“Outside,” the Doctor commanded. “Not a second to spare.”




He and Jacques de Champs grabbed an arm apiece and hauled her at a dead run towards the little stone hut.




“We destroyed the universe!” Dawn wailed, trying to mop her face and not able to reach it with her hands.




“Not quite yet,” the Doctor answered, lifting her and pushing her through the entrance. 




She fell over once they were inside. Her stomach was trying to climb out of her chest, just like in that movie with the aliens.




“We’re all going to die!” she cried.




“Nosebleed,” the Doctor said. “Check. Overwhelming, impending sense of doom. Check.”




“What happened to the other opening?” Jacques de Champs asked, turning around in the small, very crowded space.




“Up there,” the Doctor said, pointing at an opening in the ceiling.




In her own time, Xander had built a ladder wide and sturdy enough to be a set of stairs. No one had done it here, because five minutes ago, there’d been no need.




Frere Jacques put his foot in the Doctor’s laced hands, jumped, and caught the edge of the opening. With a few heaves, he pulled himself through the hole, up and into the church. The Doctor grabbed Dawn by her shoulders, picked her up, and with strength she hadn’t expected, pushed her up towards Frere Jacques, who took her by the wrists and pulled her the rest of the way through.




“Get her to the other side of the gate,” the Doctor called. “I’ll be right behind you.”




Des Champs wasted no time, pulling her arm over his shoulders, and then, when she couldn’t get her legs to work, simply pulling her over his shoulders and striding through the keep like Robin Hood with a poached deer. Outside, he started running. Between thoughts of how much trouble she was going to get in for destroying the universe and really, really wishing she’d called Buffy back the previous night in Strelsau, she decided she needed to find out what the Order of the Temple used for its training regimen. Des Champs was in crazy good shape.




“Close your eyes, Lady Dawn, and shield your face,” he commanded when he reached the gate.




He threw his mantle over her head to protect her from the nettles and shouldered his way through the gate. On the other side, he lowered her to the ground.




“Lady Dawn? How is it with you?” he asked.




She was a mess—blood all down the front of her blouse, all over her hands, and her hair a fright with sweat, sand, and now blood. She looked around, trying to identify what had changed. 




“We’re…not all going to die?” she said, looking around.




De Champs breathed a sigh of relief and took out his water bottle. 




“We are all mortal, Lady Dawn,” he said. “No doubt we will all die eventually, but not today.”




He wet a new handkerchief and offered it to her.




She looked at it for a moment, looked up at him, and said, “I think I’m going to throw up.”




Then she rolled over, pulled herself up to tree, and got sick all over it.







When the Doctor rejoined them, Dawn had done the best she could to clean up but still looked like an extra from a horror movie cast.




“Feeling better?” he asked taking a seat with them.




He handed her a stack of folded clothes—her own—which she gratefully took and started pulling on. It had turned inexplicably cold after night fell.




“Yeah,” she said. “What was that? I thought we were dead.”




“Yes, it seems creating the spatial inversion for the soft place had the unexpected effect of nearly causing you to reverse polarities,” the Doctor told her with great solemnity. “You should, of course, keep that in mind, should you ever be involved in another spatial inversion.”




She stared at him. 




“You know, Doctor, I understood the individual words with no problem,” Dawn told him. “But in that order, I have no idea what they mean.”




“Do you remember my explanation the first time you stepped foot aboard the TARDIS?” he asked.




“Well, sur- oh. Oh.” Her eyes went wide. “That would be really, really bad, wouldn’t it?”




He nodded, raising his eyebrows a bit. “All the matter in your body exploding outward simultaneously at the speed of light? Everyone in the hemisphere would call it a significantly bad day.”




“Um…did my brain start to explode or something?” she asked. “Because that was a hellacious nosebleed.”




“No, that was more your blood pressure picking up exponentially,” he said. “If we hadn’t gotten you out of there, there’s a good chance most of the blood vessels in your head would have ruptured before you had the chance to explode.”




“Yay me?”




“Yes, well, all’s well that ends well,” the Doctor said. “But we are left with a bit of a problem.”




“What’s that?” Dawn asked.




“From the change in climate, the darkness of the sky, and the latitude of the stars,” he responded. “We’ve a much longer walk back to the TARDIS.”




“How much longer?” Dawn demanded.




The Doctor glanced over at de Champs. 




“That’s an English oak over there,” the sergeant said, pointing, “and there are some badger prints down there. I think it’s fair to say that we’re now in England.”




Dawn sighed, shaking her head. “We are so getting horses.”





Run


Original Space/Time coordinates:

Strelsau, Queen Flavia University, fourth week of Hilary term, Monday morning, 10:30 AM.


Contemporary Space/Time coordinates:

Languedoc, France, August 1209.


Dawn’s subjective time:

School + eighteen weeks’ travel with the Doctor.



It was starting to get to her. 




Well, no. It had been getting to her for a while, but it was starting to get unbearable. Flipping through her journals, where she kept track of both the local system date and the amount of time which had passed since she’d last been in Strelsau, she’d spent around four days traveling with the Doctor for every day in Strelsau, including the days she had class with the Doctor.




She was tired. She was homesick for the little room she shared with Sabrina and the evenings with the other ducklings. She was unbelievably homesick for home—for Buffy, for Xander, for Giles and Jenny, for the library, for her room, for the noise of the Slayerettes careening from one end of the house to the other. She’d spent more time now, she realized, in the company of the Doctor than she had at Haven.




She felt like some sort of reverse Rip van Winkle, where everyone else slumbered undisturbed and unchanged while she went gallivanting around. The worst of it was that she really couldn’t talk much about it. Some of the stuff the Doctor dragged her to was frankly dangerous—Cybermen and ranosvores, interstellar wars and Old West saloon brawls. She was pretty sure the moment she started telling stories, some authority figure would tell her she couldn’t do that anymore, it was too dangerous.




It was hard to write letters home, because three weeks might pass between the two letters she tried to send each week. She had started writing little entries to remind herself that she was ticked at Lee for being a dick, that Hentzau had warned them about a clique of students taking Herr Shang’s class with them, that the last time she’d fenced with Cole, he’d figured out her contra-stance trick, or that Sabrina’s birthday was coming up, and all she wanted was one of the few things next to impossible to pull off in Strelsau—a Galaxy Quest themed cake and party. Dawn had already sent a plea for help home, since there was practically no licensed merchandise to be found of any sort in Ruritania. Only, she couldn’t remember if it would arrive in time.




So she wrote in her journals. She scribbled down diary entries and conversations in languages that didn’t have their own alphabets. She sketched people and places, and if there were any extra time between running for their lives, she drew detailed examinations of anything that held still long enough—extraterrestrials, pristine Antikythera devices, plants she didn’t recognize, animals she thought might have gone extinct, interstellar freighters at dock, uniforms and military insignia from planetary nation-states that didn’t exist yet.




She’d never felt so ill-equipped and stupid in her life. How did you adapt the standard Roman alphabet to a language with sounds never heard in any branch of the Proto-Indo-European tongue? So, when she got back, she bought every textbook on linguistics, phonetics, different writing systems, and orthography she could find. She hoped Hentzau wouldn’t have a stroke when he got the bill. She was supposed to be an art major, and she spent far more time studying linguistics than she did working on mastering technique, and she spent a hell of a lot of time with a brush or a pencil in her hand.




“My head hurts,” she complained.




She and the Doctor were standing outside in a public park on another planet. There was a sloping lawn of greenish-blue tufty things that might be grass. If you lowered your standards.




“As well it should,” he told her. “In the last three months, you’ve picked up Mycenaean Greek, New Japanese, Svartalfheimian, Archaic Mongolian, and Ritual Martian. I imagine certain portions of your brain are rather swollen with overuse.”




“No, I meant it hurts from this sunlight. Where are we?”




“We are approximately five AUs from this system’s brightest star, and considering its classification, the only reason we can stand out here without being burned to a crisp is because of the protective layer of atmosphere the previous tenants arranged.”




“It’s still hella bright, and my eyes still hurt,” she complained.




“And it only took you those four and a half months to get bored with the idea of standing on another planet than the one on which you became human.”




“Okay, okay. I’m really, seriously impressed,” Dawn admitted. “I am. Honest. But it’s a little overwhelming. It’s just that I’d like to have a conversation without thumbing through phonemes and lexemes and piecing together ‘I am neither armed nor valuable nor nutritious nor fertile.’ in a brand new language. What is everyone else here speaking anyways?”




The Doctor sighed. “Upper Disneyan.”




“It’s weird.”




He accepted this without comment.




“So why are we here?” she asked.




“A new lesson,” he answered. “We’re going to start exploring the fundamental nature of what a Key can do.”




She stopped and stared at him.




“Gee, and here I thought that’s what I’d been doing the last nearly five months,” she said flatly.




“In part,” he agreed. “In a very minor way. Your gift with languages is certainly valuable, but even your world’s technology is starting to find ways to deal with the Babel soup you’re all stewing in. There is no technology that can do what you’re otherwise capable of.”




She didn’t say anything.




“Dawn, there was a very specific reason Glorificus was so intent on obtaining you. Do you know what that reason was?”




She had a new rule she wanted to instate. Anyone who wanted to bring up Glorificus, the night she was almost sacrificed to end the world, or when Buffy had died the second time had to first file notification six weeks ahead of time and pay for chocolate, a glass of wine, and a mani-pedi after.




She sighed and looked away. 




“She wanted to get back to her own dimension, a hell dimension, which she’d been bound from. She couldn’t get back there by herself, but if she performed the right ceremony and spilled my blood, she could pull the walls between the dimensions apart and get back in.”




He came around until he stood just in front of her, and then he put a finger under her chin and turned her face up until she was looking at him. He had that expression of infinite sadness on his face again.




“Summers, my only intent is to teach you what you are so that you have the ability to decide what to do with it. I will do my utmost to protect you, both from risks associated in this education and from those who would try to take that choice away from you. You have my word.”




“Why?” she asked. “I mean, why me?”




“It’s not an easy question to answer,” he told her. “There is the matter of Glorificus, who wandered across my field of vision, so to speak, dragging bodies with her and putting the Earth in terrible danger. I couldn’t not oppose her, and part of opposing her was making sure she couldn’t get her hands on you. Then there’s a long and occasionally sordid history my people, the Time Lords, have in relation to those Keys we discovered when we began exploring the universe around us. We’ve benefited more than a little by our association. I don’t know that the same can be said for those Keys. I feel obligated to do what I can to repay that debt.”




He was silent for a moment, considering her.




“Not to mention the number of times you, your sister, and your circle of friends have saved the Earth, fighting battles I can’t. After all, if we can’t do one another a good turn from time to time, how else will we make this universe a little less cold?”




Dawn laughed once, silently.




“Now, what I’m going to teach you, what I’m going to introduce you to, is not in any way safe,” the Doctor told her. “In fact, it’s rather insanely dangerous.”




“Oh, good,” Dawn said, smiling. “That I’m used to.”




He gave her a smile in return.




“The main reason a Key is called a Key is because you can open or translate or unlock or what have you a point between this universe and another. Calling it a dimension is a very sparse description, though I understand it’s one way to comprehend a notion so overwhelming you might as well be trying to doggie paddle through a tsunami. But. You, Dawn, have the ability to move yourself from one universe—this one—to another. Keys do it all the time.”




“Oh, ok— wait,what?”




She stared at him. He blinked.




“Surely you suspected something,” he said, studying her expression. “Why would a Hell god be interested in you otherwise? Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t even have to explain it. A Key exists across multiple dimensions simultaneously. It’s why the Time Lords—as well as Glorificus—sought them out. Keys exist for their own reasons and purposes, but given knowledge and power, a Key can be…adapted to other uses, such as opening a rift between dimensions. Among other things.”




And several things finally clicked into place.




The TARDIS called her sister.




The Doctor hadn’t wanted to talk about how TARDISes were made and had referred several times to how Gallifrey had not done well by Keys in general.




“Other things…like…time travel?” she asked carefully.




He nodded.




“The facts are lost in Gallifreyan history, but at some point the Time Lords—before we were Time Lords, of course—learned how to capture a Key, alter her fundamental nature, bottle her as the matrix of a TARDIS, and use her gifts to travel through this universe’s time vortex safely.”




He hadn’t looked up during his explanation. 




“How many TARDISes are there?” she asked.




“Far more than there are Keys now,” he admitted. “My people, once they learned a trick, were loathe to surrender it, and where the galaxies once sang with Keys, they are now almost extinct in their original form.”




“Does it hurt?” Dawn asked, horrified.




He looked up, startled. 




“No, Dawn,” he answered. “Though that almost certainly would not have stopped my ancestors. Keys are, in and of themselves, both sentient and sapient, but they exist independent of time. All events of this universe are always available, always happening to them. There is no difference between past, present, and future to them. If you’d asked me five hundred years ago, I would have told you that they were passive inhabitants of reality, never acting on it, that because of their nature, they can’t. I’ve seen enough and am wise enough, barely, to recognize that this isn’t always true. But whatever alterations are made to shift a Key’s existence from a multi-dimensional one to a pan-chronotic one, she doesn’t experience it as pain. As far as I can tell, none of them appear to notice.”




“That’s not exactly an excuse,” she said.




“No,” he agreed instantly. “It’s not. I don’t even consider it a mitigation or a comfort.”




“What about your TARDIS?” she asked. “She was a Key, wasn’t she?”




“Yes,” he answered. “I stole her when I was a very young and reckless Time Lord. Though when she had the opportunity, she told me that, in fact, she had stolen me. It wasn’t until I encountered you for the first time—before you were human—that I looked into what a Key really was and how that, in turn, influenced what a TARDIS is.”




“Am I…am I in danger from other Time Lords?” she asked. 




Somehow, the idea of being hunted by Time Lords was infinitely worse than being hunted by Glorificus. At least Glory was trapped in a human body. She might be able to get from the Czech Republic to California, but she couldn’t travel all of time and space. Dawn had been able to hide from her, at least for a little while.




The Doctor glanced up at her, and his solemn expression became grim.




“No, Dawn,” he said, gently. “You’re in no danger from other Time Lords. There are no other Time Lords. They’re all dead.”




“What happened?” she managed.




“I killed them,” he said simply.







She’d had to take a break and walk around the park for a few minutes after the bomb he’d dropped on her. He’d waited without complaint, the most patient she’d ever seen him. When she’d returned, he’d been sitting cross-legged on the tufty blue-green ground, the stem of a plant between his teeth. She’d poked him with the toe of her shoe.




“So, let’s do this,” she said.




He smiled at her. 




“That’s my Summers.”




Now they stood in front of the console, and Dawn felt a little…intrusive, touching the panels of controls. Controls. The switches, levers, cranks, knobs, and dials all controlled the TARDIS like reins on a horse, only much more precise and complete. After all, a horse could take the bit in its teeth and run for the hills if it came to that. The TARDIS matrix didn’t have that option.




“Does she mind?” Dawn asked.




The Doctor considered the question. 




“You can ask her,” he suggested.




Dawn pulled herself up onto the console and placed her hand flat against the force field which contained the matrix.




Golden warmth. Light. Song. Vast reaches of interstellar space and epochs of time close enough to live under her skin.




There were some people in her life who seemed to occupy a lot more space than they really took, the occasional people who changed the mood of a room just by walking in. Jenny was one. Jarod was another, she’d noticed. Spike, if he chose to be noticed instead of skulking in the shadows, was another. Tara, if you were smart enough to pay attention, could light up a day and then some. Doc had been one. Maybe that was why she’d trusted him.




It was like that, in that as soon as she stopped talking and started listening, the TARDIS matrix, the heart of what the TARDIS was, filled all the space in her head and then some. It reminded her of Buffy’s description of heaven—warm and loving, filled with golden light. It was, Dawn thought, the idea of everything being in the correct proportion, in harmony, in place. She tried not to form words with her thoughts, but only to open her mind up to what she was thinking, what the Doctor had told her, what they were going to try.




She slowly let herself back down.




“And?” the Doctor asked.




“It’s…not even…there’s no frame of reference for asking,” Dawn said, amazed and puzzled. “It was. It is. It will be. She’s there and here, then and now. It’s all intertwined. I can’t find the bit that even hears a question.”




He gave her a sympathetic smile. 




“Non-linear beings have that effect on the rest of us.”




She considered that. Then she thought about where they were and what the Doctor had said. 




“What’s next?”




“Well!” he began, clapping his hands and shifting into a different frame of mind. “This particular planet is well known for having some fairly thin spots in the space-time continuum, like a carpet worn from too much traffic. If we’re to cross to another dimension, this is a good spot for it.”




“There aren’t any on Earth?” she asked.




“Oh, plenty of them,” he told her. “But they’re almost all of them habituated to one specific dimension or another that’s already quite populated and fairly…challenging in its own right. Atlantis. Shangri-La. Xanth. Messy places. I’d rather our practice runs were to someplace quiet.”




“So, what do I do?” Dawn asked, as they stood in front of the TARDIS’s console again. “Believe in faeries? Flex something?”




“Well, the TARDIS is going to do all the heavy lifting the first time there and back,” he told her. “I want you to pay attention to what she’s doing. Then, you can try it on your own.”




So she hauled herself up on the console again, thinking she needed to requisition a step ladder if they were going to do this a lot. She put her hand against the force field and communed with the TARDIS matrix.




And there it was, a picture in her mind like a memory or a story she’d heard a hundred times.




“Ready?” the Doctor asked.




“Yeah.”




He started throwing switches and turning wheels, and the TARDIS column began to rise and fall in that grinding rhythm. Suddenly, what had been only the lightest pressure in her mind from the presence of the TARDIS matrix clamped down, and she felt like a mouse pinned under an elephant’s foot. It didn’t hurt exactly, but there was no room at all to wiggle, and she could feel the TARDIS picking at her mind.




Listen. Feel. Perceive.




She didn’t really have a choice.




“Doing all right there, Summers?” the Doctor called from the other side of the console.




“NNnnnngggg,” she replied.




“Good!”




It got bumpy, and the TARDIS rattled like it was being dragged over a rutted road. From her point of view, she could see the time vortex, and before she could get lost, the TARDIS turned away from it at an angle that should have been ninety degrees, but somehow wasn’t on the x, y, or z axis but some other axis that had been completely unknowable until that moment. She could feel the reality around them buckle, resist, and push back until, with an abrupt, heart stopping crash, they were through.




The crushing pressure drained away, and the grinding gear noise of the TARDIS’s engines returned. It sounded almost homey.




“Very well done,” the Doctor said, standing right next to her.




“Rrrrrmmmf.”




“Need a little help getting down?”




“Urg.”




He gently pried her fingers off the grab bar, and she slid down the console. He held her by the collar so she didn’t fall over, which helped, because she was about to land on her face.




“Let’s go outside, shall we?”




“Ig.”




He hoisted her up and dragged her out to their new universe. It took about five minutes for her brain and joints to unlock, and when she could talk again, she waited a moment.




“My head still hurts,” she said.




“But, it’s not as bright, now is it?” he returned.




“No, I guess not.”




“So congratulations, Summers. The TARDIS used to be able to hop from universe to universe with only a little preparation, but since the Time Wars, it’s been nigh impossible. I’ve only done it a couple of times since then, and it was emphatically not easy.”




“This was?” she asked, lying prostrate on the soft, lovely, horizontal ground.




“Comparitively, it was easy as donuts.”




“Pie,” she corrected him. “Easy as pie. Piece of cake.”




“Ah.” He considered this for a moment. “Is pie easy?”




“No idea,” she admitted. “Not exactly the baking type.”




“At any rate, while I’m sure you’re feeling a bit winded, this was by far the easiest transition between universes I’ve ever encountered. I think the TARDIS agrees with me.”




“She thought it was fun,” Dawn groaned and then yawned. “Can I take a nap?”




“Probably shouldn’t,” he replied. “There’s a pack of what looks like large predators heading our way.”




“What?!” she demanded, lifting her head.




“Not that tired, are you?” the Doctor asked her.




She laid her head back down. “Great, the Doctor who cries wolf.”




“Take a nap,” he told her. “We’ll head back in an hour or so.”




“I want a celebratory mocha when we return,” she told him.




“Excuse me,” he protested. “I’m your tutor, not your barristo.”




She nodded off and didn’t wake until he poked her foot.




“Is your sister this boring?” he asked. “How can you stand lying around like this?”




“Has it been an hour?”




“More like five minutes. I’m bored.”




Groaning, she stood and got her feet under her. Then she looked around.




“The plants are completely blue,” she remarked. “And the sky is…what color is that?”




“You’re seeing a bit into the ultraviolet spectrum,” he told her. “Laws of physics and optics are a shade different here. Your eye is perceiving a slight shift in the spectrum.”




She looked around some more. “That’s pretty awesome. Any chance of seeing a rainbow?”




“Seeing as how it rains diamonds not water on this world and that only once an epoch, probably not.”




She gave him a skeptical look and walked off a few feet.




“Rule number one,” he reminded her.




“Don’t wander off,” she repeated. “Just going a few yards, Doctor.”




She took out her cell phone and started taking pictures, wondering how the ‘shift in spectrum’ would affect her pictures, and if they’d stay affected once she, the Doctor, and the TARDIS returned to Strelsau. They ended up staying long enough for her to collect samples of leaves, a flower, and to draw one insect trundling across the grey-purple ground. She would have liked to set up and draw a full landscape, but the Doctor was already pacing, and it looked like he might start climbing trees in a moment.




“Okay, okay,” she called. “Let’s go.”




He jumped down and strolled over.




“You should keep track of those,” he told her. “Possibly in a journal.”




“I am,” she said. “I filled up an entire book since the start of school, and I’m almost done with my second one. I used to journal nearly every day, started when I was eight. Quit when I was fourteen. It’s kind of nice to get back in the habit.”




“What stopped you?” the Doctor asked, curious.




She sighed. “Finding out that I’d never actually written any of them, that everything prior to that was just a figment of some monks’ imagination.”




He gave her one of his unreadable looks.




“And what if the monks had managed to translate you into human girl several years prior, as an infant?” he asked her.




“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’d probably have ended up being someone completely different.”




“You would have remained you. Dawn, the monks did not script every detail and moment of your history. They didn’t have the time, the knowledge, or the skill. The way they worked the spell that created you required that you come into being organically. It referenced Buffy and your parents for genetic material, and once your genome was encoded, your existence sprouted and grew, rather like a vine finding the best route. If you had come into being as a human as an infant, your life would have taken the exact same shape your memories tell you it was.”




“Are you sure?” she asked.




“Yes.”




“How can you know?”




“Because I’m the Doctor,” he told her solemnly.




She accepted that, closed her sketchbook on the plant life she’d collected, and followed him back to the TARDIS.




The trip back was just as bumpy but lacked the ‘pinned under an elephant’ aspect. Instead, she felt more like a helium balloon tied to the tail of a whale breaching the surface of the ocean. Exhilarating, terrifying, and all sorts of awesome.




When they were back on—




“What’s the name of this planet anyways?” she asked.




“Summer,” he answered.




“Oh, come on,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You can tell me.”




“I just did,” he protested. “The name of the planet is Summer. Oh, if you want to be more specific, it’s Summer B XIV, the fourteenth planet orbiting the second star of the Summer system, but it’s the only inhabitable one of the lot, so everyone just refers to it as Summer.”




“Oh.”




She realized she was grinning.




“Yes, I thought you might appreciate it,” he said. Then he took her shoulders, turned her towards the door, and pushed her out of the TARDIS.




She caught her balance on the decidedly green-blue, not blue, grassy tufts, and looked back at him, askance.




“Go on,” he said, giving her a little ‘get on with it’ brush off with his hand. “You know the way now. Head on over, and we’ll meet you there.”




“Head on over where?” she asked.




“To the other Summer, Summers,” he answered, a little annoyed with her. “It may take me a little longer, as the TARDIS will have to do it without you, but don’t worry, we’ll catch up.”




He closed the door.




“Doctor!”




He opened the door.




“What?”




“How do I head on over?” she asked, waving her hands.




“How should I know?” he asked, indignant. “You’re the Key.”




And he closed the door again.




She stared at the space he’d just occupied.




“You have got to be kidding me,” she said.




No one answered her.




The grinding sound of the TARDIS’s engines started up, and after a moment, the TARDIS flickered out of sight. Dawn stared at where it had been in complete dismay.




“You’ve got to be kidding me!” she yelled.




No one answered her.




She turned around, trying to spot some answers, and found none.




Her tutor had abandoned her on the surface of a planet tens of thousands of lightyears from Earth at some point either in the distant past or the distant future, but almost certainly not in her own year, which hardly mattered at all, because there was no way for her to get home. She was pretty sure the QFU student handbook implied this was not okay. Not that she could file a complaint with the Dean or with the matriculation board.




She turned around again.




What was she supposed to do? Maybe there was some way to get ahold of Willow, let the Scoobies know—




Let the Scoobies know she needed to be rescued?




Again?




She felt something inside her harden at the thought. Screw that, she thought, eyes narrowing. She’d survived a night of the Blitz, journeyed from Exeter to Narbonne in the thirteenth century, helped defeat Cybermen in Suzhou, stopped the changing of the guards in New Kyoto on Mars, and—with the Doctor’s help over holographic relay—disarmed an unstable singularity bomb on Svartalfheim. She didn’t need to be rescued.




She needed to figure out how to move from one universe to another.




It had to be something to do with how the TARDIS had done it. She reviewed what the Doctor had told her—that Keys existed across multiple (but not all?) dimensions at the same time, that TARDISes were Keys which had been adapted to travel from one point in the space-time continuum of a universe to another point of the same continuum in the same universe. And she thought about how it felt when the TARDIS had kicked itself out of the time vortex into the next-door universe, a universe that was exactly the same as this one, except for a shift in spectrum.




And she thought about the little bit she knew about dimensions. It seemed the only dimensions that came up in the life of the Slayer’s little sister were different Hell dimensions. For that matter, why did they never have to deal with Heaven dimensions? Was it that the Heaven dimensions just kept to themselves, or was it that there were no Heaven dimensions? Except Buffy had said that she’d been in Heaven, and—




Dawn shook her head, frustrated. That line of thinking would get her nowhere. If it was an innate ability, something all Keys could do, then she didn’t have to reenact Glorificus’s ritual. 




Sooooo…what?




Scraps of thought fluttered by. The Doctor had told her she was spherical in eight dimensions. When she’d told Jenny that the whole multiverse thing gave her a headache, Jenny had told her to wait until she read up on quantum physics. Which reminded her of a joke Andrew had once told her: one of Schroedinger’s friends is hanging out at his place and starts poking around. He opens a box and says “hey, did you know there’s a dead cat in here?” And Schroedinger huffed, “well, I do now!”




Not helping.




She sighed and closed her eyes.




All she wanted to do was that push/crunch/slide/blip thing the TARDIS had done. She could feel-see it in her mind just as clearly as the moment the TARDIS had smushed her little brain. There had to besome way she could do it. 




As she stood there, thinking, a cloud passed over the sun—well, star—dimming the terribly bright light, and the temperature dropped by five degrees.




But it only rained there once an epoch, the Doctor said, which implied that clouds were also rare.




Dawn opened her eyes.




The tufty grass was decidedly blue, nothing green about it.




The sky was a strange, shimmery shade of ultraviolet.




The TARDIS stood about ten yards off, and the Doctor leaned against it, twirling his fez on his index finger.




“About time, Summers,” he said. “I was going to count off for tardiness if you took any longer.”




She fell over in astonishment.







The Doctor had the courtesy to drop her off that morning only a few moments after the TARDIS had originally picked her up. She trudged back to the cafe with a full backpack, head full of the need to sleep. If she were very, very lucky, she could get four hours of sleep in before it was time to get up and head off to Herr Shang’s class.




Sabrina was still packing up for her first morning class. Salem sat on top of a pile of books next to the fireplace, supervising.




“You’re back early,” Sabrina said. 




“Only as far as the here and now goes,” Dawn answered, dumping her backpack, purse, and satchel beside the bed, flopped down, and felt the bed begin to absorb her.




“Everything go okay?” Sabrina asked cautiously.




“Yeah,” Dawn said, closing her eyes. “I think I actually managed to impress him.”




Her roomie stepped over to her.




“Um, did you know that you have a tan?”




Dawn opened her eyes and blinked. Sabrina stood over her, looking down.




“Huh?”




“You have a tan,” Sabrina repeated. “You’re about three shades more brown than you were when you went to class. Which, considering that it’s mid-February, and there’s plenty of snow still on the ground, is pretty impressive.” 




“Oh,” Dawn answered. “Well, we were on a planet in orbit around a type A star for about three hours today. Well, today-ish for me. So, I shouldn’t be surprised. Man, I am beat.”




“Do you want to nap until your next class?” Sabrina asked, picking up Salem, who muttered ‘wench’ under his breath.




“Oh, yes,” she sighed.




Sabrina poured the cat onto her bed, and Salem, miffed, stomped around until he found a good spot by her head, and then curled up.




“I’ll set your alarm for 12:30,” Sabrina said. “Or do you need more time to eat?”




“That’s fine,” Dawn breathed. “I love my roomie.”




“Your roomie loves you back.”




Sabrina put the alarm on the bookshelf nearest her bed, gave Dawn a peck on the forehead, dragged a blanket over her, picked up her books, and headed out to her morning class.




“You smell like bugs,” Salem told her.




“Die in a fire, cat,” Dawn said. “You are not going to spoil my awesome morning. I went to another planet under my own power, and I get a nap, too.”




Salem rolled his eyes, tucked his paws, and started purring.




She was out in less than a minute.





Wallcrawl


Original Space/Time coordinates:

Strelsau, Queen Flavia University, fifth week of Hilary term, Wednesday morning, 7:30 AM.


Contemporary Space/Time coordinates:

New York City, today.


Dawn’s subjective time:

School + eighteen weeks’ travel with the Doctor.




Ah, Manhattan at night, when—if you just get far enough above street level that you can’t hear the drunks yelling, smell the trash, or see the vomit—it’s actually kind of pretty. Besides, he thought as he reached the high point of his arc and let go of his line while reaching out to fire another, just about anything beat having to stand there while Jonah yelled violence at him for not—




His spidey sense buzzed hard, and he looked up, scanning for threats.




And got creamed by the girl who must have already fallen a couple of floors when she slammed into him. Interestingly enough, she wasn’t screaming. Unconscious?




He had to drop his line to get an arm around her ribs, and she immediately tried to climb onto his shoulders. So, not unconscious. At least she wasn’t scr—




“Aaaaaaaaaaahhhhhh!”




“Hey, a long legged brunette screamer. Is it migratory season already?” he asked, turning to fire a new line at the building across the street, focusing on snapping his wrist so the line had some stretch and bounce in it. It was going to be close, and the good people of Seventh Avenue were going to get a scare.




“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!” She gasped for air. “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”




The line snagged, and he braced himself for the drag, shifting his hold on the girl so she wouldn’t be jerked when it caught. Gwen had— he pushed that thought aside. Their fall transformed into a hairpin turn, and the acceleration finally got her to stop screaming as all the air was pressed out of her lungs. She had managed to wrap both arms and legs around him. He was duly impressed.




“Okay, Penny,” he told her, “we’re going to make a stop back at your rooftop and have a little talk about how jumping off buildings is just going to ruin your day and, more importantly, mine.”




“Penny?” she gasped. Her fingernails dug in through his costume.




“Penny dropped, pennies from heaven,” he explained. “Too corny?”




“No,” she managed, gasping, “it’s just— Box!”




“Box?”




“Blue box!”




“It’s Red Box, and they don’t charge late fees, so calm d—”




>Wham!<




“Oh, I really should have seen that coming,” he moaned.




He caught hold of the—yes, it was blue—telephone booth-sized box that just happened to be sticking out from the building at a ninety degree angle. Thank heaven for wall crawling spidey abilities. Trouble was, the impact had knocked his passenger loose. She’d lost her hold, and he had her by only one arm while he shook his head, trying to knock his brain back into its groove.




“Doctor!” she screamed.




“Have you considered opera?” he asked. “I mean, seriously? I think it’s a career path you should at least explore.”




“Doctor! A little help!”




He was about to pull her up enough to toss her onto the top of the box, when the lid opened, and a head poked out.




“Summers, what did I tell you? Gallivanting around before you’ve ascertained your temporal-spacial coordinates is a very bad idea. Rule Number One: don’t wander off!”




“I was standing on a gargoyle fifty stories up!” she yelled back. “A gust of wind blew me off! Now, would you please give us a hand?”




The doctor reached over the edge. “Here we are, Mister Man Spider. Upsi-daisy.”




“That’s Spider-Man,” he corrected.




“Whatever,” the Doctor agreed cheerfully and hauled him up.




On the inside, the gravity was at a ninety degree angle to the rest of the world. Though this fact was high on the list of things he wanted explained, it wasn’t number one. 




“Go ahead and say it,” the girl told him, dusting herself off. “He pouts if you don’t.”




“I do not pout,” the Doctor replied, arms crossed.




“Bigger,” Spider-Man said, managing to keep his voice from squeaking. “On the inside. Bigger on the inside. Earth gravity’s canceled out, and some sort of artificial gravity applied.”




“Very good,” the Doctor approved.




“Pocket dimension or some sort of negation field?” he asked.




“A little of both, actually.”




“This…is so very…awesome!”




“Hey, can I get a little acknowledgement?” the girl asked, looking put out.




“That depends,” the Doctor told her. “Have you thanked the Man Spider for saving your life?”




“It’s Spider-Man,” she corrected him. “And thanks, Spidey. I owe you. Sorry I screamed in your ear. The whole falling to my death thing left me kind of rattled.”




He managed to leave off staring at the console which sat at the center of the large room and looked back at her.




“No problem,” he said. “I was just wondering…you know, if I could get a rundown of what’s going on. I mean, this definitely has the feel of an epic adventure. Is this the start, or am I a brief interlude? Are you two running from something? Bounty hunter, maybe? A really ticked off interior designer who submitted their quote after seeing only the exterior?”




“Certainly not,” the Doctor replied, a little affronted.




“Are you here because the world’s going to end?”




“Oh, no,” the Doctor said. “Nothing like that. At least, not today.”




“Are you chasing someone who stole a vital part of technology or magic or dinner or a magical dinner technology that your planet needs to survive?”




“No.”




“Vacation?”




“No.”




“Homework?”




“Actually,” the girl began.




The Doctor cleared his throat. She looked over at him. He gave her some sort of signal with a bit of eyebrow and chin work.




“Seriously?” she asked.




“Practice makes perfect, Summers.”




“Fine.” She sighed.




She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a bi-fold wallet. Then she opened it and held it in front of him.




“Hi, I’m Dawn Summers, undergrad at Queen Flavia University, and this is my tutor, the Doctor.”




“Doctor What?” he asked.




“No, What’s on second,” the Doctor intoned.




“Huh?”




“I don’t know,” Dawn answered, shaking her head.




“Third base!” The Doctor grinned madly.




“Don’t encourage him,” she told Spidey.




He looked at the Doctor, then at Dawn, and then back at the ID she presented.




“Queen Flavia University?” he asked.




“Yep.”




“Ruritania?” he asked.




“Uh huh.”




“And they issue student IDs on vellum with a wax seal?”




“Totally old school,” she told him.




“Is this like a Study Abroad program in reverse?”




“Not exactly,” she said, closing the wallet and looking very pleased with herself. “I’m learning how to shift from one dimension to another, and the Doctor is keeping a close eye on me in case I get in trouble.”




“Shift,” he repeated.




“Kind of,” she answered.




“And you showed up standing on a gargoyle fifty stories up,” he said.




“Yeah. Apparently it’s kind of random. Though,” and she shot the Doctor a look, “I didn’t think I was supposed to be in danger of life and limb.”




The Doctor raised his eyebrows archly. “You thought wrong, Summers. The whole point of this exercise is that you become accustomed to assessing whatever situation you find yourself in and taking necessary steps to survive.”




“How exactly was I supposed to get safely off a gargoyle?” she demanded.




“Well, you might have asked Mister Man Spider nicely instead of just hitting him.”




“Spider-Man,” they both corrected him.




“Yes.”




Spider-Man started to argue, and Dawn shook her head.




“So, we should probably head back, Summers,” the Doctor announced.




“Could I talk you into taking me back up to the gargoyle?” she asked Spidey.




“That’s not completely ne—”




She made a very emphatic shushing gesture at the Doctor.




“Sure,” Spider-Man agreed, cautiously.




“I’ll see you back at the quad, Doctor,” she called.




It was a strange transition, stepping out of the not-a-telephone booth and feeling the world turn one quarter. He picked up Dawn, and she was able to settle against his side with her arms around his neck.




“So much better,” she noted.




“Yeah, so what exactly—”




“It’s a time machine,” she answered, “called the TARDIS. Time And Relative Dimension In Space, and yeah, I still haven’t got my head wrapped completely around it.”




“Huh.”




He looked around, found the spot where she’d fallen from and fired a web over and up for the first swing. When he checked on her, she was grinning.




“Not that I’m complaining that you’re not screaming,” he said, “but most people aren’t this calm when their web-slinging with me.”




“Are you kidding?” she asked, yelling a little over the wind. “This is great! Besides, I know you’d never drop me.”




“Who me?” he asked. “I thought most people bought the Bugle’s take hook, line, and sinker.”




“Threat or Menace? Hardly.”




They reached the gargoyle, and he set her on the top but stayed next to her, holding onto the wall. Since it was fifty stories up and the architects wanted it to be visible from ground level, it was a very large gargoyle, but it wasn’t hard to see how one slip had caused her to fall off.




“Seriously, Spidey, the reason I asked if you’d bring me up here is so I could talk with you privately.”




“Is the madman with the box up to something?” he asked. “Are you in trouble?”




She shook her head. “He’s actually pretty darn awesome in a ‘run for your life’ sort of way. No, it’s just—and don’t freak, okay?—I just…look, I know a lot about you. I’ve been reading stories about you since I was a little kid.”




“Which is kind of weird,” he said, now more careful, “as I’ve only been doing this for a couple of years.”




“Yeah, it’s just,” she paused and chewed on her lower lip for a moment, “where I come from, there have been stories told about you for more than forty years now.”




“Okay, and I’m going to ask in all seriousness, ‘huh?’ ”




“Different universe, Spider-Man. Apparently, ours are similar in that Ruritania and Queen Flavia University exist in both. Not always the case. Let’s just say, Peter, that everyone in my world knows exactly what you’ve been through and how much of a hero you are.”




It took a long moment for him to unfreeze.




“Yeah, I know your name,” she said. “And how you got your powers and why you’re always out here fighting crime and saving the world. I know that you’ve lost people you love, and I can’t say anything more about that, because screwing with the causal nature of reality will get me expelled. Just, I know you spend a lot of time feeling like the whole world hates you, but in my world, pretty much everyone thinks you’re awesome, and they love you for it.”




“…I…”




She smiled at him. “Takes a lot to leave you speechless, Spidey.”




“Yeah.” His voice was soft. By anyone’s standards, this was a lot.




She put a hand to the side of his face and rubbed her thumb across the fabric of his mask.




“Take care, okay?” she said. “And remember, you’ve got a whole lot of fans. We just can’t send you any letters.”




She gave him a kiss on his cheek, chaste and sweet.




He closed his eyes for a second, trying to come up with some response, and when he opened them, she was gone. He looked down, in case she’d fallen off again, but there was no sign of her.




The TARDIS was gone as well.




“Well,” he managed, “that was…really weird.”




After a few more moments, he collected himself, checked the wind, checked the layout of the buildings around him, refigured his route, and dove off the gargoyle, doing a triple somersault before snapping another webline out to the highrise across the street and swinging in a long, diving arc that brought him within ten feet of the traffic below.




“Yaaaaaaahoooooooooo!”
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Quality Dad Time



“Wow,” Hank Summers exclaimed, taking a moment to get his breath back, “this city sure has a lot of steep streets.”




“Yep,” his daughter, Dawn, agreed, bouncing on her toes. “The nickname for Queen Flavia University turns out to be Stairmaster U.”




“I should have worn my hiking boots,” he said.




“Probably would not work out,” she told him, “since most of the restaurants around here have a strict dress code. No jeans or t-shirts, no boots—they have a thing about boots—no pants on women at all.”




“The Vatican isn’t even that strict,” Hank protested.




“Yeah, well, the Vatican doesn’t have a Hellmouth somewhere under it,” Dawn answered.




He picked up his bags again and flexed his shoulders under the straps of his backpack.




“That didn’t seem to be a problem in Sunnydale,” he argued good naturedly. “You and Buffy were always running around in jeans, even shorts. Your mom, too.”




It said something of how re-established their relationship was after only two visits that Hank could refer to his ex-wife and Dawn’s mother without Dawn shrinking back. It also said something that after the second visit, when she’d explained—with Buffy’s permission sent in writing from Cleveland—about vampires, the Vampire Slayer, and the other aspects of life on a Hellmouth, Hank Summers could discuss those things without flinching or worrying about his sanity.




It just explained so much, it was impossible to doubt.




“We did,” Dawn agreed. “Lee’s theory is that because the city actually acknowledged the Hellmouth and what it draws, they’ve been able to keep deaths by vampires and potential Apocalypses to a minimum even without a Slayer. The trade off has been a severe lag of cultural exchange, maybe even stagnation.”




“What, you go with what works, and what worked when Napoleon went rampaging across the continent during my great-great-great-great-grandmother’s time was good enough for her, therefore it’s good enough for me?” he asked.




“Pretty much,” Dawn said. “That’s why it’s almost impossible to find wifi, people view cellphones with suspicion and distaste, and everyone here knows how to trim a lamp wick and refill the reservoir.”




“And do you, young lady, know how to trim a lamp wick and refill the reservoir?” he asked, prodding her a little bit.




“Daaaad.” She grinned. “Come on, you taught me that when I was seven.”




“Just checking,” he assured her.




They reached the Strelsau depot, a good mile and a half from Dawn’s quarters, and Hank double-checked their tickets.




“Do you have your passport?” he asked.




“Dad, I’ve got my passport, my school credentials, and this,” she replied, and held up a small folding wallet, its open face to him.




He glanced at it, did a double take, and started to read more closely.




“Is that a personal reference from the archbishop of Strelsau?” he asked, incredulous.




“Nope.” She grinned. “It’s called psychic paper. My tutor gave it to me for a job well done and possible future communications.”




The next time he looked, the paper was blank. He blinked.




“Magic?” he asked, straightening up.




“Technology, this time,” Dawn said. “But you know the saying, ‘sufficiently advanced technology’ blah blah.”




“Know it?” Hank huffed. “I taught you Clarke’s Law, you little whippersnapper!”




She laughed and then sobered.




“Thanks for coming, Dad,” she said. “I really appreciate it.”




“Hey, we are long overdue for a camping trip,” he told her. “I’m just surprised you could get two days off your busy schedule.”




“Well, it’s a school assignment,” Dawn answered. “The matriculation board sent me a letter, cleared it with my professors, and gave me a list of things to accomplish there.”




“Is it safe?” he asked. 




It seemed silly to ask. After all, his daughters had been living lives fraught with danger, without him, for four years now, and the heartache that caused him hadn’t healed at all. So he still asked it.




Dawn considered it. “Well, the monastery we’re going to is abandoned, and it’s fairly isolated. The maps I pulled show it at least five miles away from the nearest village, but it’s also in a very well managed public park. There aren’t any big predators to worry about, no big cities, crime rate is low, there’s a park ranger station about two miles away, and while cell phone coverage is spotty, you’ve got your satellite phone, and I’ve got a solar charger and a hand crank. The biggest risk is the weather, and the forecast is for at least a week of temps in the mid-40s to 50s, clear skies, low winds, and no rain. So long as we don’t do anything stupid, we should be fine.”




And that stopped him cold. Four years previously, if he’d asked his daughter the same question—which he wouldn’t have, because he was in charge of the safety, not the other way around—she would have shrugged and had no idea what he was talking about. Now she’d just laid out the sort of analysis he’d have paid for as if it were a matter of course. She didn’t even wait to be complimented, only held out a short, carbon fiber stave, not quite as long as her forearm. With a flick of her wrist, it snapped out and became a fearsome baton as long as her arm.




“And that’s if we run into someone else who decides to be stupid,” she said. “Isn’t it cool? Buffy gave it to me and trained me on it before I came here. I also have a stake on me.”




“Is that legal?” he asked.




She considered that. “It honestly hasn’t come up that much, Dad. I mean, in the cops in Sunnydale were under the mayor’s thumb, so they weren’t really relevant to the decisions we made. The cops in Cleveland aren’t necessarily corrupt, but it’s kind of…out of their jurisdiction. Mostly, we work off a ‘don’t attract law enforcement’s attention, because they don’t deserve to get fanged.’ Other than that, it was whatever was practical.”




So, his younger daughter was a pragmatic anarchist, he thought. Well, there were worse things she could be.







The trip from Strelsau to Ludvikovice took less than two hours. Ruritania shared a border with the Czech Republic, and the train ride to Schöna was only an hour, then it was a smaller, regional train line through the Bohemian Switzerland National Park, and Dawn was able to point out the tiny little monastery through a break in the landscape, its white bell tower standing like a raised arm.




They disembarked at Ludvikovice and argued good naturedly over who had to carry what stuff.




“Dad, I’m a girl, and I pack less than you,” Dawn told him




“That’s because you think an iPhone takes the best pictures in the universe,” he answered. “If you’re doing this for your school, I want you to have quality photography to show them.”




“I have filters,” she sniffed. “My pictures are fine.”




“Keep telling yourself that, sweet pea,” he said, looking around. “It leaves me some sort of dad-stuff to do.”




A local bus took them to the entrance for the park, where they checked in using a combination of German, English, and Dawn’s insistence on picking up a few words of any language new to her. There were a few hikers out there, but they seemed more interest in moving on at a quick pace. Since they had three days to get everything done—find the site, explore it, document whatever they found—they weren’t in any hurry.




“Why a monastery?” he asked her, about halfway to the site.




“Good question,” Dawn responded, looking around. “The matriculation board isn’t big on explaining stuff, so I don’t know for sure. It’s just, everybody gets projects and jobs and stuff. Poor Cole started before the term did, identifying lost souls that needed help crossing over. Hentzau finally put his foot down and said Cole would inform him of any ghost he’d spotted, and no one was to go running to Cole about their cupboard being haunted.”




She paused as the trail led them past a view that was starkly beautiful for late winter and would have been enchanting in the summer.




“Then Lee was called in,” she continued, “because the kids at this one preschool kept freaking out after nap time, and no one could figure out why. Sabrina is only just starting to get a handle on basic magic theory, so her jobs are pretty straightforward. Hentzau has a job every week, it seems like. You know, Dad, he led one of the teams that took out Balthazar’s nest? Didn’t even say a thing.”




“Why were the kids freaking out after nap time?” Hank asked.




“Because, Lee said, people are idiots. It turned out, all the kids are from the same homeless shelter. There was a really bad fire in one of the southern districts about six months ago. Three apartment buildings burned to the ground, eleven people died, and around two-hundred sixty people lost their homes and all their possessions.”




“That’s not good,” Hank put in.




“Nope,” Dawn agreed. “Bunch of traumatized little kids, and the room they napped in faces south and gets a lot of sunlight, so the kids get warm while they’re sleeping. So, the assistant teacher would open a window which just happened to be above the new pizzeria and American barbecue place to bring a little fresh air in.”




Hank winced.




“And,” Dawn continued, “just before the teacher goes to wake up the kids, one of the teachers takes twenty boys from the floor above down the stairs to outside for playtime.”




“So the kids wake up to the sounds of a lot of screaming and running in their building,” Hank said, putting it together, “they’re hot and sweaty, and they can smell smoke.”




“They can smell smoke that smells like burning people,” Dawn amended.




“How did nobody figure this out?” he asked, horrified.




“Because no one bothered to sit with the kids the whole time they were napping,” his daughter told him. “All the grown ups knew was that when they turned on the lights, the kids were all crying and screaming, and some of them had been shaking the door handle, trying to get out.”




“Jesus,” Hank swore. 




“Oh, man, Lee was pissed,” Dawn told him. “Cole was there, because Cole is like little kid crack in human form. They love him because he’s big and he’s really quiet and he lets them climb on him. Cole says Hentzau just about had to physically restrain him to keep him from yelling at the adults.”




“They probably could have used a little screaming at,” Hank said, angry on behalf of those children.




“Oh, Hentzau read them out,” Dawn answered. “Cole does this dead on impression of him, and he went all starch and Prussian generalissimo on them and just kept repeating ‘and how does that excuse what the children experienced?’ over and over and over until the teacher started crying.”




“Okay, maybe that was a little too far,” he hedged.




Dawn gave a humorless laugh. “She was the one who yelled at the kids for crying and tried to throw Lee out when he insisted on lying down with them.”




“You’re…part of an interesting crowd, Dawnie,” he managed.




“Tell me about,” she answered, stopping for a moment. “Still, I guess if I’d really wanted normal, I could have gone to Berkeley.”




He never really knew how he managed to stay quiet at that one.







“So, what are we looking at?” he asked.




Dawn chewed her lip and glanced back down at her tablet, flicking through pages of an art history textbook and then switching over to a history of architecture. 




“Well, the bell tower is definitely fifteenth century or later,” she said. 




“This place hasn’t been touched in years,” Hank said, looking around.




As monasteries went, this one must have been the unloved stepchild. Small, elderly, and in the last decade, left to ruin. He started running over what he saw, not with an architect’s or artist’s eye like Dawn’s, but with the eye of a professional general contractor, the way he’d made his living almost his entire life. 




Well built and well maintained, but the recent abandonment had left the buildings vulnerable to elements. Roof tiles were missing, which meant the roofs probably leaked buckets when it rained. That meant water damage in the roof supports, the floors, and possibly the walls. There were several broken windows, none of them patched. The plant life around was working its way towards the buildings. Several volunteer trees had sprouted in the common areas. The walkways were brick, which was already starting to buckle, or flagstone, which would take longer but could still be overturned. In another ten years, this place would be unsalvageable.




Then, he started noticing damage that had nothing to do with abandonment or weathering or even vandalism.




“What the hell happened here?” he murmured. “Dawn?”




“Yeah, Dad?” She barely glanced up, absorbed by trying to figure out where the chapel stood in the annals of church architecture.




“Why don’t we do a walk around before you get sucked into deciding if the door is pre- or post-Hittite?”




“Daaaad,” she complained. “The Hittites were second millenium BCE, and they were enemies of Egypt, not Bohemia.”




She still put away her tablet and joined him. He took out his camera and started taking shots, trying to get an overall layout of the site. The buildings occupied less than two acres total—the chapel and its connected dormitory, bath, kitchens, and hospital, the gatehouse, its warming room, the stables, grainery, dairy, forge, and the gem of the whole compound, the scriptorium. All the buildings were built up against the monastery wall, and the wall had never been designed to keep out determined visitors, just to keep livestock in or out as was judged suitable. 




There was no graveyard, because the ground there was rocky, and there was less than three feet of anything resembling soil in most places. 




“Where did they put the dead monks?” he asked. 




“Well, depending on how determined they were,” Dawn said, “there are either some catacombs under the church where the bodies were laid out until the flesh rotted off, and then the bones were gathered up and put in ossuaries or there might have been a small graveyard where they buried them until they ran out of space, and then they dug up the old bones to make room for the new bodies.”




“That’s like something out of Hamlet,” he commented.




“Faith, if he be not rotten before he die, he will last you some eight years,” Dawn answered, chopping the quote down.




“That’s the one.” He smiled at her. Then, after another look around, he frowned. “Dawnie, this place doesn’t give you the creeps?




“Not really, Dad,” she said. “It’s sad and lonely. I wonder what happened to the monks and why nobody’s bothered to take care of this place, but there are hundreds of abandoned monasteries across Europe. Monastic life has been dying out in Europe for at least two hundred years, especially these small, rural monasteries.”




“Yeah, but it looks like some sort of superhero fight broke out,” he told her.




“What do you mean?”




“Well, okay, over there, at that building along the northern wall.” He pointed it out.




“That’s the scriptorium, and it’s set that way so the monks got the most daylight,” she answered.




“Okay, but see those cracks in the wall?” He indicated, drawing her attention to a point between two banks of windows.




“Yeah, but…huh, that’s weird.”




“That’s not foundation settling,” he told her. “These guys aren’t going to have any foundation settling. Not after however many centuries these buildings have been here. The cracks in the plaster all start at a common point and radiate outward, and stone underneath doesn’t do that unless it's been struck by something with a lot of force. Now, the impact didn’t come from the outside, because it isn’t dented in on that side. If anything, that spot is convex, which means the impact came from the inside.”




“But…”




“And that hole in the chapel roof,” he continued, turning to point out first the hole, and then the debris of roof tiles and pieces of ceiling joists on the ground, “the pieces of the ceiling and roof are on the outside, which means that something came from inside church, through the roof, and—yeah, that’s probably where it came down.”




He walked over to the flagstone pavement and knelt. The stones were out of plumb, as if something had struck them hard enough to displace the gravel and sand underneath.The grouting was cracked and stained. Though most of the color had washed away, he could see some flecks of rusty brown.




“Huh,” he muttered under his breath, “that looks like…blood.”




“Stupid stupid stupid!” 




He looked up at his daughter and saw her frantically clawing through a packet of pages. 




“Where is it? Where’s the name?” 




“Dawnie, what’s wrong?”




She looked like she was about to burst into tears.




“They wouldn’t just send me here without telling me,” she insisted. 




She went through the pages a second and then a third time before giving up and looking around.




“I’ve got to find the foundation stone,” she said, dropping her pages and running for the chapel.




“Dawn, wait!” Hank yelled after her. “That building’s not safe!”




He chased her, but she ran like a deer, and by the time he caught up with her, she’d already reached the altar in the chapel. The building was a ruin, with parts of the roof and walls already collapsed. There was debris all across the floor, and even though Hank only glanced, he thought he saw large candles, silver candlesticks, and scrawls of chalk, charcoal, ochre, and sienna on the floors, forming intricate patterns he couldn’t follow. There were splashes and smears of the same rusted brown across the walls and floor, only these had never been washed away.




“What the hell?” he whispered in horror.




It was dark enough that Dawn had pulled out her flashlight, gone around to the back of the altar, and was brushing dust and cobwebs off the stones at the foot of the altar. 




“Dawn, we need to get out of this building,” he told her. “I am not kidding. It could come down any time, and us being in here makes that more likely.”




She didn’t listen to him. Instead, she dropped her backpack, pulled it open, and dug through it until she found a roll of very thin paper and a baggie with charcoal sticks.




“That’s enough, Dawn,” he repeated, reached down, and grabbed her by the upper arm to pull her out of there.




She twisted her arm out of his grip without even thinking and frantically laid the paper over one particular stone. Then, holding the top of the paper down with one hand, she started lightly rubbing the charcoal stick, flat side down, over the paper.




“Dawn!” 




He didn’t dare yell. The condition of the building was so bad, he was afraid it might shake loose plaster or worse. 




Dawn looked up at him, eyes and nose pink with unshed tears.




“Dad, this is important,” she said. “Stay outside if you have to, but I’m not leaving until I have an answer.”




She returned to her rubbing, carefully and gently applying even pressure across the paper. He noticed that even though she was upset, even though her hands were trembling, she didn’t let it affect her work. After just over a minute’s work, she put the stick away, and held out the paper so the worn letters of the stone underfoot were once again readable. 
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“Oh, no,” Dawn whispered.




“Dawn?”




“Why did they send me here?” she asked no one in particular. “They…don’t even know…not about that. They can’t.”




“Dawn.” He knelt beside her. “We need to be outside of this building. It’s time to go.”




He picked up her backpack and gave her a hand standing up. She looked so scared, it was in his mind to grab the rest of their packs just inside the gate, and hike all the way back to town. The idea of staying three days at this site was a screamingly bad one, no matter how he looked at it.




When he turned to go, there was a man blocking his way.




“Hello.” 




Hank shouted in surprise and stifled it as quickly as he could, but it turned into an grunt of disgust.




The man in front of him was only around five feet tall, with pasty, grublike skin, peeling away in patches, eyes with black sclera, and a pronounced cringe, and he wore a grubby black habit. Dawn stepped up next to Hank, putting her hand on his arm, urging him back.




“It’s very nice to see you again, Dawn Summers,” the man said with a boot-licking obsequiousness, as if he expected to be struck.




“Get away from us,” she said, her voice level. 




Hank could feel her hand shaking.




“But of course, most sisterly one of the Slayer,” the man said, bowing and scraping and cringing back like a whipped dog. “How else may I be of service to you, heart daughter of my Lady’s killer?”




“What are you doing here?” she asked.




He simpered, and Hank’s stomach roiled with nausea.




“Why, I live here,” he responded. “My brothers and I retreated to this place where our most Splendiferous One once bent the world to accommodate her needs and destroyed that most selfish of cults, the Order of Dagon. Why—”




“Shut up,” Dawn grated.




“Of course, most sacrificial one,” he intoned, and the way he glared at Dawn set Hank’s teeth on edge.




While Dawn glared back at the leprous, horrific thing of a man in front of them, Hank reached around and under his jacket to where he had his M1911 semi-automatic holstered. Very carefully, not drawing attention to his motions, he unclipped the holster and backed his weapon out, then thumbed the safety off, and brought it down along his leg. He put his index finger along the trigger guard.




“What do you want?” Dawn asked.




“Only to serve you,” the man answered, half bowing and cringing away. “After the true death of our most gracious and sexual fantasy inspiring Lord of Slaughter, we were content to creep here and lick our wounds. We would never have sought you out, opener of ways, but as you have come to us, per—”




“What do you want?” Dawn repeated, her voice grating.




“Only to serve you,” the man repeated in turn, a whining snarl growing in his voice, “perhaps on a spit, charred, and still screaming.”




Hank put his gun to the man’s temple.




“Back up now,” he said, thumbing the hammer back and putting his finger on the trigger, “and make it slow and smooth, or the first two bullets in this clip go through your head.”




The man cringed and whined and gazed up at him like an anxious dog. “Oh! Oh, dear! A gun at my head! What shall I do?”




“Dad,” Dawn started.




“Back the hell up,” Hank repeated, “and there won’t be a problem.”




The man moved so fast, Hank didn’t have a chance to twitch. A leprous hand clamped on his wrist and squeezed until he could feel his wrist bones buckle. With a strangled cry of pain, he started to kneel under the leverage of the grip.




Fast as a snake striking, a blurred line of black came down on little man’s own wrist, snapping it, and he released Hank’s arm with a cry of pain, but not before Dawn brought the black baton back around in a lash against the man’s face and neck, driving him back until he fell over. 




“Forgive!” the man screeched. “Forgive, mistress!”




She stood between Hank and the vicious little man, baton ready to strike again.




“Touch him again,” she said in a low voice, “and I will kill you. Understand?”




“Yes, mistress,” the man sobbed.




“Go find your brothers and get them the hell out of here,” she told him. “Get out and never return. Do not ever set foot here again.”




“Mistre-ah!”




She brought the baton down on him, striking the arm he raised in defense, and the grubby, horrible little man got to his feet and ran. Dawn watched him go, then turned back to her father.




“Dad?”




“I’m oka-ah, son of a bi—”




“Here, let me.” She took the gun out of his hand, put the safety back on, and at his direction, re-holstered it and snapped the holster shut again then pulled his jacket down over it. “I can’t believe you were hauling that piece around and asking me about my little baton.”




“Dawn, we need to go.”




She picked up her backpack, rolled the paper rubbing up tightly, and tucked it back in. 




“You’re right about that,” she agreed. “Dad, I’ve got to get ahold of Hentzau. He’s the only one who might know what’s going on. There’s no way the matriculation board sent me out here with no warning about this place. How’s your wrist?”




“If it’s not broken, it’s doing a good job of acting like it,” he managed. “I can’t move my fingers.”




“Okay.” She scanned the building. “As soon as we’re clear of the walls, I’ll splint your wrist. There’s enough snow on the ground we can pack it, and then we’ll head straight back to the park office.”




“I like this plan,” Hank said, holding his wrist against his chest. 




“Leave the rest of the stuff here. We can reclaim it when we come back with some Slayers and half the Council at our back,” she continued.




They made it to the gatehouse, and Dawn grabbed the oversized handle and pushed it over. Only it wouldn't go.




“It’s locked,” she said, a new note of panic in her voice. She shoved at it and couldn’t budge it. “Why the hell is it locked?”




“Because I locked it,” a new voice said. “Where the hell have you been, Summers?”




Hank turned. It was four people, all of them young. One of them was Dawn’s roommate, Sabrina. She had a black cat sitting on her shoulder. The others were all men, and the speaker was the leader. Dawn turned as well, half a beat after her dad.




“Hentzau?” she asked in disbelief. “What the hell are you doing here?”





Friendly Fire



Hentzau narrowed his eyes.




“I should well ask you the same question,” he said. “What the hell are you doing here on your own, Summers? The instructions clearly said this was a group operation and to meet at my home this morning.”




“What are you—” Dawn stopped herself. “Okay, clearly, we need to discuss this, but not now. Everybody grab your stuff, we’re leaving.”




“Um…Dawn,” Sabrina started.




“We’re not leaving,” Hentzau answered.




“Hentzau, for once could you stop with the Lord Of All I Survey schtick and trust me on this one?” Dawn begged. “I had no idea what I was walking into, but it’s bad, and we need to get out of here.”




Hentzau’s cheeks lit up, bright pink. “I am not being difficult. The gates are locked and won’t be unlocked until dawn to give us time to exorcise the buildings and grounds and lay the spirits of the dead.”




“There’s just one problem with that,” Dawn shrilled. “You also locked us in with a bunch of demons—minions of a Hell god named Glorificus.”




“Um, guys,” Salem said.




Hank did a double take. “The cat talks?”




“Later, Dad,” Dawn said.




“Glorificus was confirmed dead nearly four years ago,” Hentzau answered. “Which means any minions still extant on this plane will be extremely weak.”




She came very close to laughing in his face. “Works in theoretical demonology, Hentzau, not in real life. It just so happens that my sister’s Watcher, Rupert Giles, is the one who killed Glorificus after Buffy died rescuing me from Glorificus and her minions, and these guys don’t have any memory problems, and they’re no weaker than they were the day before Glory died.”




For a split-second, Hentzau was stricken, then he turned.




“Spellman, break the seal, and—”




“Yeah, that might not be our biggest worry right now, Laughing Boy,” Salem said.




All around them, Glory’s former minions were creeping out of the shadows, into the wan early afternoon sunlight.




“I can’t reach the gate from here,” Sabrina said.




“That’s it, kiddo,” Salem assured her, “just keep stating the obvious, and we’ll be fine.”




“Summers, get your father to the back, against the wall behind us,” Hentzau ordered her.




Dawn looked back at the gate. She was still close enough she could make a run for it, maybe do something for Sabrina to break the seal.




“Summers,” Hentzau barked.




There, in the shadows of the gatehouse, two eyes glinted at her.




“Dad, back here,” she said, leading him to the tallest part of the wall, behind her cohort. 




Hank Summers cradled his right hand and wrist against his chest and did his best to keep his injury still. Any jostling left him white lipped and nauseous.




“Take my gun,” he told Dawn. 




“No,” Dawn and Hentzau both answered.




“No firearms,” Hentzau continued. “Gunfire will only draw the authorities’ attention, and that will only serve to get innocent men and women killed. Summers, give him your baton and take a sword.”




She put her baton in her father’s left hand, took her scarf off and quickly bound his right arm to his chest.




“You remember what I showed you in World of Warcraft?” she asked.




“Spellman,” Hentzau barked again. “To the back. I want four fiat lux in an arc across the front with a gap to funnel them towards me. Sear and Brown, one side each, pick them off as they come in and mind your line of fire.”




“That stuff?” Hank asked. “Dawnie, that was…oh, hell, spellcasters and healers in the back, send the wounded to them, meat shields in the front.”




“So, wait here,” she told him. “You’re on the wounded list. Sabrina’s in charge of you.”




She turned and saw that Lee had a full scale special ops crossbow with four bolts already loaded while Cole had a plain, almost Zen-like wooden bow that would have been taller than him if it were unstrung. He had an arrow nocked and partially drawn. Hentzau held out a scabbarded sword to her. His own blade was in his right hand, and he had a shield—on a field vert, a crow, sable, in flight—leaning against his left leg.




A small crystal clear ball skipped past her feet and came to a stop ten feet in front of them, off to the right. Another went rolling by on the other side. Sabrina was laying out the elements for her spell.




Dawn took the sword, pulled it from its scabbard, and pulled the scabbard over her arm and head. By its length the sword was made for a woman or a short man, full guard at the top of the hilt, weighted pommel, and a blade of intricately damasked steel. It was beautiful, and Dawn figured it would be just as deadly as it was elegant.




It had been less than thirty seconds, and the minions, creeping slowly in the sunlight, were nearly on them.




“Which side?” she asked Hentzau.




“Take the right,” he told her, giving her the side which would have favored either of them, and tossed her a pair of cycling sunglasses, the kind which wrapped all the way around the face.




He hoisted his shield, two and a half feet tall and made of riveted steel. He was already wearing his sunglasses. When she looked, she saw Cole and Lee were as well. She hastily put hers on, losing half the ambient light, so that it seemed like the sun had already set.




“Spellman, light them up,” he commanded.




With a wild glee in her voice Dawn hadn’t heard since Willow had started mastering more than the most basic of spells, Sabrina yelled, “Fiat Lux!” and clapped.




The four crystal balls on the ground, just at the feet of the minions, lit up like magnesium flares. Several minions reeled away, screaming in pain. Dawn hefted her sword in readiness.




The gap in crystals forced the minions to come at them from one direction only, and Cole and Lee started calling out “mine!” as each one crossed the line described by the flares. Each minion would stagger as a fletched shaft or bolt suddenly sprouted from them, usually the chest, but occasionally the neck or head, and then come at Hentzau and Dawn. Once or twice, one of them hit a minion in the eye, and that minion always fell over and stopped moving.




She and Hentzau took the minions as they came. It was like carving through hostile cheese. The minions were ferocious, and had they actually gotten hands or teeth on either of them, Dawn or Hentzau would have been in serious trouble. But while they were strong, they weren’t tough. Unlike vampires, you could put one of them out of combat with a single thrust through the chest. A hacked off arm sent them stumbling and howling back out, unable or unwilling to return.




But they were extremely heavy for their size, and they didn’t disintegrate the moment they died. She couldn’t even tell if they had died. They fell over and stopped moving, which wasn’t necessarily the same thing.




“Guys,” Sabrina yelled, “I’m losing the light!”




“Let them go and ready four more,” Hentzau answered. “Sear, Brown, focus on the edges when the light dies down. Summers and I will handle the middle. We need to see what their numbers are.”




Sabrina rolled out four more crystal spheres as the light from the first four dimmed. As soon as the light flickered out and they pulled their sunglasses down, Hentzau yelled.




“Light them!”




“Fiat Lux!”




Sabrina’s speed saved them from being mobbed by about half a second. Then it was back to Lee and Cole calling shots while Hentzau and Dawn cut down whatever came through.




“I’ve got three shots left!” Cole yelled.




“Brown?” Hentzau yelled.




“Ten!”




“Sear, Brown, hold your fire,” Hentzau ordered. “Summers, stay behind me and go in low. Retrieve all the arrows you can and take them to Sear. Now!”




Hentzau strode up to the gap and took point, catching each minion as it forced its way past the shield of burning light. Without the help from Lee and Cole’s crippling shots, Hentzau had to duck or fend off blows which dented his shield each time one landed. It took him two strokes to disable or kill each minion, making it twice as much work as previously. Dawn didn’t waste any of his time, but dropped, put her sword on the ground, and started pulling the brightly fletched arrows from minion bodies.




Hentzau must have provisioned everyone, and little details—like the fact that the arrowheads were diamond shaped so they could be easily dislodged—told Dawn that he’d seen this kind of combat before. She pulled as fast as she could, but the bodies were heavy, and Murphy’s Law had dictated that nearly every minion had fallen forward onto the arrow. A few of them had broken shafts, rendering them useless. 




Hentzau cried out in pain, and she heard Sabrina scream her name. One of the minions had gotten through, and the next thing she knew, she was being hauled up by her braid, which hurt, and a curved knife flashed in front of her face.




Then a streaking black object flew between her and the minion and attached itself to the minion’s face, screaming “My human! I kill you!” and ripping the minion’s face to shreds. The minion dropped Dawn and the knife, and ran blindly, screaming at the top of its lungs, Salem still attached to it.




“Hentzau?” Dawn called.




“I’m fine,” he answered, but he sounded winded. “Keep going.”




She scrambled, pulling the last handful of arrows, and staggered the ten yards over to Cole, who took the bundle from her and began to sort through them, wiping each arrow on his pants leg.




She got back, picked up her sword just in time to go into a long, low lunge, and thrust her blade home through the chest of a minion trying to flank Hentzau while he knocked down and finished off another.




“I’m back!” she yelled.




“Sear!” Hentzau called.




“Ready!”




Minion blood was black, so when Hentzau retreated back to the point he and Dawn worked, she could see how much was theirs and how much was his. He’d taken a couple of glancing blows, across his face, and when they swelled up in the next few minutes, he would lose sight out of his left eye. There was also a cut across his right thigh, and the blood had soaked through his trouser leg.




“Sear, Brown, start calling them again,” Hentzau ordered.




“Mine!” Lee yelled.




The next minion through sprouted a bolt from his temple and toppled over.




“Sabrina, how are your healing spells coming?” Dawn yelled.




“Not so good,” Sabrina admitted. 




“Hentzau, you were my backup,” she told him. “Please tell me you’ve got some other plan.”




“I do,” he answered, “but I need a moment.”




Salem came trotting back, sat on one of the mostly dead minions and began meticulously cleaning his claws.




“Touch one of my wenches,” he muttered. 




“Lee, you got anything that can give us a breather?” Dawn called.




“Yeah, give me a sec. Cole, take over!”




“Guys, back up two paces,” Cole called. “I need a better angle for the ones on the other side.”




She and Hentzau took two large steps back, putting them just in front of Sabrina. 




“Maybe I can—” Sabrina started.




“Keep your focus on those light spells,” Hentzau ordered, and cut down a minion Cole missed.




Cole started firing continuously, an arrow every two to three seconds. As far as Dawn knew, he’d never touched a bow before coming to Strelsau. To get that good in the space of six weeks meant he’d been practicing almost continuously and under the tutelage of a master.




“Got it,” Lee yelled. “Hentzau, next one I hit, kick them back out, and then close your eyes and plug your ears.




He waded back in, Dawn staying at his side. 




“Mine!” Cole yelled.




The next minion through the chokepoint got an arrow in the throat, and it stumbled and fell to the side, snapping the shaft.




“Mine!” Lee yelled.




The bolt hit it just at the base of the neck, and Hentzau charged it, shield first, hitting it across the middle of the body and driving it back through the gap in light. When he stepped back, Hentzau stumbled over several of the minion bodies and went down on one knee. Dawn grabbed him under the arm and hauled him back up.




“Summers, take my shie—”




The minion Hentzau had shoved back out exploded in a deafening, blinding roar that threw blistering hot grains at them. Hentzau stumbled behind Dawn, pressing his shield on her. She shrugged it onto her left arm, flexing her arm under the weight. It was probably five pounds, which didn’t seem like much, but she’d seen Hentzau use it both for defense and as a weapon, and that had to wear him down. The edges were battered in, several of the rivets popped, sprung, or sticking out.




She heard the static of a handheld radio.




“Do Right, this is Heimdall, respond, over.”




“Heimdall, this is Do Right. State request, over.” 




The static over the line Hentzau had opened was pretty strong, but Dawn was sure she knew the voice that responded to him.




“Request that you join the party immediately, over.”




“Coordinates, over.”




“Same, over.”




“Heimdall, this is Do Right. We will join the party immediately. Provide locus confirmation on your mark, over.”




A minion stumbled through the gap, one side of his body burnt and his monk’s robe tattered and scorched. 




“Mine!” Cole yelled.




An arrow struck the minion in his upper arm. Dawn kept the shield in front of her, sword low, lunged, and thrust home through its chest just as it swung a club towards her head. She got the shield between her and the club in time and felt the impact all the way through her arm. It knocked her down to her knee, and she had to get her sword hand under her to kick back to her stance. The minion snarled and gasped at her as it fell over on its back.




Hentzau cursed, loudly. “Salem! Get to the bell tower and ring one of the bells as loud as you can.”




“Are you out of your mind, human?” Salem snarled.




“Do it!” Sabrina yelled. 




“Machst es,” Hentzau ordered, “oder deiner Mädchen wird sterben.”fn1




“Fine!” Salem answered and trotted off.




“Do Right, this is Heimdall. Hold for my mark, code tintin. I say again, code tintin, over.”




“Heimdall, this is Do Right. Holding for your mark, code tintin, over.”




Another minion stumbled through, and a second one right behind him. 




“Mine!” Lee yelled.




His bolt hit the second one, dead on, but that left the first heading straight for Dawn. She stepped in, shield up but open, to bring it down on the minion’s head as it reached back with its club for a crushing blow.




“Mine!” Lee yelled. “Shit!”




Something hit her upper left like a hammer at full swing without crashing into the shield, and when she brought the shield down onto the minion, her arm screamed in twisting pain from her knuckles all the way across her chest. The club came down on the edge of the shield and buckled it, knocking her back and causing another electric shock to arc across her arm and chest. The minion howled at her, raised its club for another blow, and she barely managed to get the point of her sword through its chest as another bolt sprouted from just below its armpit.




The bell started ringing, and just as she felt Hentzau grab her by the collar and pull her free, she heard him yell.




“Do Right, Heimdall. Mark!”




The sudden motion of being dragged over several corpses, banging the shield as it dragged across the ground, which transferred the banging somehow directly to whatever had hit her arm, made the whole upper left of her body, all the way to her ear and down to the bottom of her ribs explode, and Dawn screamed in agony.




“Spellman, close that gap!” Hentzau yelled.




The bell didn’t just ring, it clanged, victoriously, melodiously, and others started to ring next to it, doubling, then quadrupling the sound. Her dad was right there, holding her, trying to prop her up.




“Fiat Lux!” Sabrina’s voice seemed very faint and far away.




“Dawnie, it’s okay,” her father told her. “Hold on.”




Then Hentzau was in her face. “Summers, unclench your hand. Try not to move your arm”




She didn’t even know which arm he was talking about until she felt his hand on hers, prying her fingers open. She tried to cooperate, but it hurt. Suddenly, all she was made of was this pain and the sound of her own voice panting and whimpering.




“Dawn, remember your breathing exercises.”




Desperately, she listened to the sound of her breathing and focused on it. Outside of the sound of the bells, the ringing and the clanging and the— slow down, count the inhalation to four, hold, exhale to four. Her breathing calmed, but she was shaking all over and soaked with sweat.




“Help's coming.”




“Jesus, Dawn, I’m so sorry.”




“Stop,” she tried to say. Stop talking. Stop making noise.




“Brown, shut up and go sit down. I will be with you directly.”




Some of the pressure on her arm faded, and she almost sobbed. Instead, she managed to open her eyes, when she didn't remember closing them. Hentzau was bent over her arm, which was propped on her dad’s and her own backpack. Her hand was splinted, and from the swelling it was severely messed up.




There was also a bolt sticking out of her upper arm, and Hentzau was in the process of bandaging it in place.




“What the hell happened?” Dawn managed.




“Friendly fire,” he replied, looking up. His left eye had swollen shut, and a runnel of blood from his hairline had crusted dry. “Lee accidentally shot you. It happens. The problem, in this case, is that instead of the Vermis demon’s club hitting the shield square on when you raised it, you couldn’t raise it, so it caught it along the edge, and it caught your hand. It’s badly broken.”




“What about…” she tried to look up, but a sudden electric shock of pain stopped her.




“We are safe for the moment,” he told her, “and we will be safer as soon as I hear the word.”




His radio buzzed at him.




“Heimdall, this is Do Right, over.”




Hentzau picked up his transceiver. “Do Right, this is Heimdall. Go ahead, over.”




“Heimdall, regret to report that the party is over. Would you like to open the door, over.”




“Hey, I know that voice,” Dawn managed.




“Spellman,” Hentzau said, “drop the lights.”




“Sure, Hentzau,” Sabrina said. “Fiat Nox!”




The lights went out like Sabrina had hit a switch, and it took a moment in the dimness to realize that it was still day and less than an hour after noon. A black cat cantered back in, looking very pleased with himself. Just behind him, walking like the cast of a summer blockbuster trailer, were five people, two of whom, Dawn already knew. The first, Riley Finn, strode in with a two-handed sword on his shoulder. The second, Samantha Finn, carried what Dawn recognized as a Japanese pole arm, a naginata, in her left hand.




“You know, Hentzau,” Finn said as Hentzau got to his feet, “I gotta hand it to you. You do throw the best parties.”




“Finn,” Hentzau answered, and Dawn could hear the relief in his voice. “As ever, your timing is impeccable.”




“Hey, I was in the area, I happened to have a bag of chips and a six-pa—”




“Guys,” Samantha interrupted, “maybe you could banter while we get the wounded seen—oh my god Dawn Summers what are you doing here?”




“I am never going to hear the end of this,” Dawn said, trying to find a way to lay her head down.




“Not from me,” Hank told her. “Just don’t tell your sister I had anything to do with it.”




Riley knelt in front of her, a very tolerant look of amusement on his face. “First Oxford, and now this, kid? Are you trying to give Buffy a heart attack?”




“Oh, bite me, Captain Cardboard,” she said. “No one said you had to tell her. And if you don’t mind me saying so, ow.”




Riley held back a smile. “Hey, Brant, lend a hand?”




Riley got out of the way, and a short, wiry man with crow black hair and grey eyes knelt in front of her. His hair was pulled back into a topknot and had several black tipped white feathers pulled through it. He wore a red blanket over one shoulder over his fatigues, tied like a toga.




“Hiya, John Brant,” he introduced himself. 




Without waiting for an answer, he very carefully checked her hand, touching only with his bare fingertips.




“Hmm. Bad break,” he said. “Two of the metacarpals snapped clean and not lined up. Three carpals broken as well.”




He looked up at the crossbow bolt sticking out of her upper arm.




“It’s embedded in the bone,” Hentzau said, “but didn’t hit any major blood vessels or nerves.”




“Well,” Brant said prosaically, “it’s going to have to come out.”




“Really, it’s good,” Dawn said. “You don’t have to pull it out. We can go back to Strelsau, and the nice surgeons there can give me lots of drugs, and then they can pull it out.”




She was slurring her words, and Brant gave her a look that spoke volumes.




“Yeah, Dawn, you know what shock is? Because you’re going into it. Not a good thing to mess with, shock. Close your eyes.”




“Nuh uh.” She opened her eyes wider.




“Dawn, I promise, I will not pull that out of your arm while your eyes are closed. Okay? So close them.”




He seemed sincere, and he raised both his hands toward her face, not her arm, and besides, she was starting to feel very disconnected and wobbly. Without really meaning to, she closed her eyes. Brant put his hands on her face, and she felt his thumbs very lightly press her eyelids. He murmured some words she didn’t recognize at all, which was strange, but she was too tired to puzzle over it.




“Okay, Dawn, I did promise, so you have to open your eyes now.”




She opened her eyes and blinked. John Brant looked very different.




“Oh, you’ve got really pretty colors,” she said.




“Thanks,” he said and smiled. “So do you.”




She looked around, and everybody had really pretty colors, even Salem. 




“Hey, Dawn,” Brant said, “see that tree over yonder.”




“The oak or the beech?”




“Oh, got a botanist on our hands, guys,” he said. “The oak, please.”




“Uh huh?”




“There are three kinds of birds in that tree,” he told her. “Can you tell me what kind of birds they are?”




Ooh, that was a hard one, she thought. She squinted at the tree, which was distracting her by having buds, leaves, acorns, and bare branches at the same time. While she stared at the tree, trying to pick out one of the birds, Brant braced his left arm against her upper arm and put a hand on the bolt.




“Well, I think one of them’s a cr—”




The world went white and soundless.




After a moment, it started to come back, and she opened her eyes to see Brant firmly wrapping a wad of gauze against the spot where the bolt had been. He looked up at her and gave her an apologetic smile.




“I don’t think that was very fair,” she told him.




Then she fainted.






fn1. Do it, or your girl will die.





Failing the Bechdel Test



“The first set of instructions you received were forged,” Hentzau told her.




“I kind of figured that,” Dawn admitted.




They had moved to the stables, the only building in the entire monastery that Hank Summers said was safe enough to spend the night in. Dawn was propped up on an inflatable mattress and several sleeping bags until the others were ready for bed. Salem kept her lap warm and accepted her scritches as she and Hentzau chatted. Hank was sitting up and tending the fire just outside, doing much better once Brant had worked on his arm as well.




Brant slept in the stall across from hers, exhausted from the spell casting which had brought Captain Riley Finn’s team here in the first place, then disoriented, killed, or otherwise dispersed the majority of Glory’s remaining minions, and then performed some comprehensive first aid on her, her dad, and Hentzau.




Hentzau now had a black eye even more impressive than what Lee had sported their first week in Strelsau, but the swelling was gone, and he could see out of that eye without a problem. The injury to his leg was disinfected and bandaged, and he could get around with only the smallest limp. 




Technically, Dawn was now walking wounded, as opposed to ‘medevac immediately’, but she sure didn’t feel it. Her hand and arm throbbed constantly, any ill-advised movement made the throb escalate to stabs and electric shocks of pain. She ached all over, worse than any patrol. The last time she had felt this worn out and awful, Sunnydale had disintegrated and several people she’d known and liked had died.




“The board gave Spellman a list of spells to perform as we got closer to the site,” Hentzau continued, “which were intended to repel any demons present without them even realizing what was going on. Any that remained would have been…tranquilized to our presence and wouldn’t have presented a threat.”




“And Dad and I came in without any of that and basically stirred them all up,” Dawn finished for him. “Crap.”




“Considering that we would have left tomorrow morning, had all gone as planned,” Hentzau said, “that leaves open the question as to whether the forgery was intended to get you killed, all of us killed, or another one of our group while you took the blame.”




“Hey, never assign to malice that which can be explained by incompetence,” she said.




She winced, which Hentzau noticed.




“If this were a matter which did not necessitate the board’s involvement, I would agree,” he said, putting his wrist to her forehead. “Your fever’s up.” He took her good wrist and checked her pulse. “However, only the board members know of the assignments we’re given, which means there’s a leak, or at least one of the board members is actively trying to kill one or more of us.”




“I take it back,” Dawn said. “This is way more complicated than middle school ever got.”




“Your pulse is a little fast,” he said, setting her hand down and checking his watch. “You’re due for some more morphine.”




“Back to petting, wench,” Salem said.




Dawn obediently started stroking him again.




“You put up with that?” Hentzau asked, a tiny smile flicking across his lips.




“He’s a cat, Hentzau,” she answered. “It’s how he rolls. Plus, he saved our lives today, and I don’t have any sardines to feed him.”




“An oversight I’m willing to forgive this time, mortal,” Salem said, and then upped his purr until it rattled her knees.




Hentzau pulled out the first aid kit from her backpack—she’d brought much more extensive supplies since the “bug out bag” House had prescribed for her covered just about every contingency a healthy adult could run into out in the wilderness—and prepped a shot of morphine.




“How, by the way,” he asked, “do you know Captain Finn? Some days, Summers, it seems like you know half the people in the world.”




“You’re one to talk,” she answered. “He was on this hush-hush military project at UC Sunnydale during Buffy’s freshman year. She figured out he was hush-hush military, and he figured out she was the Slayer. They dated for a while, then it all fell apart the next year.”




“You don’t seem to like him very much.”




She watched while he put a tourniquet on her good arm, found a vein, and quickly and expertly gave her an IV shot of morphine.




“I was fourteen,” she sighed. “It was a rough year, and he never freakin’ stopped calling me ‘kid’. I don’t think he ever figured out how to relate—” she broke into a yawn “—to me.”




As the morphine took effect, the various aches, outright pain, and generalized crud weighing her down faded away.




“Hey,” she managed, feeling sleep drag her down, “tell Lee, it’s okay. It happens.”




“I will,” Hentzau said. “I’ve already spoken to him once. I’ll relay your message as well. Get some sleep.”




“Don’t think I’ve got any choice in that,” she managed.




She started nodding off and then roused with a jerk.




“Hentzau!”




“I’m right here,” he answered, catching her hand.




“Glory’s minions, they were never that aggressive,” she said, fighting to stay awake. “With six of us there, they should have run away. They never fought unless Glory was right there giving them orders. They shouldn’t have…shouldn’t have been…working so hard…to ki—”




She yawned hugely.




“Kill us,” she finished.




She was asleep. Hentzau put her hand down on her chest and pulled the blanket up to her shoulders.




“Where is my petting?” Salem demanded.




“Find it elsewhere, cat,” Hentzau told him, and unceremoniously dumped him off Dawn’s lap.







“Spellman,” Hentzau summoned her as he joined his group outside the stables where they had a bonfire going.




Unlike vampires, the Vermis demons didn’t disintegrate when they were killed. Presumably because they hadn’t possessed a dead body to get around but were corporeal in and of themselves. It made disposal considerably more difficult. Werth, Sear and Brown had spent the hours between the end of the skirmish carrying bodies to the far end of the grounds and stacking them like firewood while Finn, Hentzau, and Greenaway surveyed the rest of the monastery.




“How is she?” Sabrina asked.




“Resting,” he answered. “Spellman, I need you to go through all the equipment, everyone’s belongings, including Mr. Summers, and look for a demon lure.”




“But,” and Sabrina shrank back a little, “I don’t know anything about demon lures, Hentzau. I prob—”




“Spellman,” he interrupted her firmly, “I realize you haven’t received formal training, but I have no doubt you can do this. After all, you can recognize when an object has been imbued with magic, correct?”




“Well, sure,” she answered. “That’s easy.”




“Very well,” he continued. “All of us, even Brown, carry at least one or two items of magical significance. Of those, most will be simple charms or wards. Summers probably has the most powerful items. Look for something that transmits a summoning, possibly mixed with anger, violence, or bravery, something that would cause the Vermis demons we encountered to attack us instead of flee.”




Worry and doubt flickered across her face, then Sabrina steeled herself and nodded.




“I’ll get started right away.”




“Start with Summers and her father’s things, then the rest of ours,” Hentzau told her. “Don’t bother with Captain Finn or his squad. They weren’t included in the official assignment.”




“Okay.”







Sabrina brought Hank’s pack and camera bags back to him. She smiled and shook her head at Hentzau.




“Lee, I need your stuff,” she told Brown.




“What if I don’t want you to mess with my stuff?” Brown asked, looking up at her from the drawings of the monastery grounds he had worked on all evening.




“Brown,” Hentzau snapped. “Hand it over.”




“Fine.” He reached over, grabbed his backpack and dragged it over, then he stood up and handed it to her. “Just understand, Sabrina, my Sunday afternoon kit is in here, so, no judging.”




“Your what?” she asked.




“My Sunday afternoon kit,” he repeated. “You know—porn, weed, knitting. Just, use a little discretion, okay? I don’t want everyone to know I knit.”




Sabrina executed an Olympics worthy eyeroll and shook her head, taking the bag from him.




“No judging!” he called after her.







“So, an Iroquois shaman,” Dawn said, sipping from a cup of hot soup. “Have not run into that one before.”




John Brant had woken after a six hour nap, cast another healing spell on Dawn, and she was now up and moving around, her left arm wrapped, splinted, bandaged, and then tied to her chest to keep it immobile. Brant was currently looking through Hentzau’s belongings, helping Sabrina find whatever had pulled the Vermis demons to them in such numbers and ferocity.




“Yeah, well, we’ve been around for a while. Shit, Hentzau, half your crap reeks of magic. If it hasn’t been directly imbued, it sat next to something that was, in a closet for years. You ever thought of putting all your magical stuff together so it wouldn’t contaminate the rest of your belongings?”




“Frequently,” Hentzau answered, starching up again, “and since nothing bad ever comes of placing powerful magic relics in close proximity, I’ll get started on that the moment we return.”




Sabrina brought Lee’s backpack to him, carrying it by a loop with her thumb and index finger only, holding it away from her body. She dropped it in front of him.




“Ew, Lee,” she said. “Seriously? You are so gross.”




“Hey,” Lee protested, “we agreed there would be no judgment.”




“Acrylic? Really?”




“It’s practice yarn!”




Sabrina made a tsk of combined disgust and disappointment and picked up Cole’s pack.







“There’s nothing here,” Dawn said, shoving her stuff back into her pack.




“Well, it’s somewhere,” Hentzau answered. “Brant confirmed that they’d been summoned.”




“Those boys were mighty strung out by whatever was pulling them,” Brant agreed, putting together Hank Summers’s set of nesting cooking pots with great satisfaction at how neatly they fit. “They didn’t even notice us show up or bother to fight back when Werth, Finn, Finn, and Greenaway started hacking into them. That takes some major mojo.”




“Well, it would take either a token,” Dawn said, “or a sigil, and those are almost always written on stationary objects, the more permanent the better.”




“We’ve been through the whole compound,” Riley answered. “There are no sigils, tokens, or anything that would pull them here and keep them against their will. I think Grima Wormtongue was telling the truth.”




“Well, you can’t just spray eau de creeper demon on everybody’s stuff,” Dawn complained. “Maybe I should just call Willow. She’s way more knowledgeable than I am on actual spellcraft.”




John Brant looked up and went very still. “Willow…Rosenberg?”




“Oh, you know her?” Dawn asked, smiling.




“I know of her,” Brant said. “If we’re talking about the same person. Redhead witch who flayed a man alive in a split second using a ritual Aztec spell that even the sick bastard priests the conquistadors rightfully killed hadn’t touched in centuries?”




“That was…that was a really bad time for her,” Dawn answered, losing her smile. “She…how do you know about that? Nobody knows about that.”




“Uh, I beg to differ,” Brant said. “Anyone working any magic that day felt that spell and a bunch of others rip through the Great Spirit. It was a bad day for a lot of people, but I imagine the guy she skinned alive had the worst of it. There are a lot of people, myself included, who walk very carefully around that name, just to make sure we don’t draw her attention. Do me a favor and don’t call.”




“She’s not like that,” Dawn said firmly. “Warren Mears killed the woman she loved, and he almost killed my sister, Willow’s best friend.”




“Summers.”




She looked over at Hentzau, who gave her a barely noticeable shake of his head. Drop it.




“Excuse me,” Dawn said, getting up and walking away.




“Dawn, wait,” Sabrina called and went after her.




“I think that wins this year’s Instant Conversation Killer Award,” Lee said. “So, how about that local sports team?”




There was a long silence until Cole spoke up.




“What if it’s not in our stuff?” he asked.




“It has to be,” Hentzau said. “The demons were here when Summers arrived, but they didn’t mob her until she joined us. Whatever it is, we brought it with us.”




“No, I mean, what if it’s not packed?” Cole explained. He reached into his parka and pulled out a square envelope of fine paper, once sealed with a wax stamp but now torn open.




Brant took the envelope from him, examined it, pulled out the packet of papers inside and stopped almost immediately.




“Finn, you got that magnifying glass?” he asked.




Samantha handed it to him, and he held it over the seal at the top of the page. He examined the seal of the university closely, then put the magnifying glass down, pulled a knife out of his boot, and slipped the edge of the blade under the seal. It came up in one piece, revealing the original seal underneath, which wasn’t a seal at all but a tiny, intricately calligraphed sigil.




“Yuh,” Brant said, “it’s been tampered with. Really good work. Let me see the others.”




Hentzau and Lee handed their over. Brant immediately found the same sigil underneath the university seal, not just on the top page, but on every page in the packet and the envelopes as well. 




“Hells bells,” Brant said. “You guys are lucky you don’t have every demon in central Europe trying to climb into your sleeping bags with you. Not only is this shit potent, but you’ve been carrying it on you. Burn it, change into new clothes, and burn the stuff you’re wearing.”




He got to his feet and threw the pages he held into the bonfire. “I’ll go find the girls. I owe Summers an apology anyways. Shouldn’t have mouthed off like that.”




The three men looked at each other.




“Burn our clothes?” Lee asked, incredulous.




Hentzau had already pulled off his coat and dropped it on the ground. He started unbuttoning his shirt and looked up at them.




“Your other belongings are already unpacked,” he told them. “Do it.”




Samantha Finn stood and set her work aside. “Elle, let’s give these guys a little privacy.”




“You had to say something?” Elle asked, but followed her to the stables.







“I would have killed him, Sabrina!” Dawn stormed. “He was a rapist and a murderer, and a slimy little misogynist. My sister spent hours in surgery and would have died if Willow hadn’t pulled the bullet out of her, and Tara did die.”




“I know,” Sabrina assured her. “I know. I think it’s maybe more the…skinning alive part that really bugged him than the killing part. And the doing it with an ancient evil spell with no apparent effort part, too.”




Dawn stopped pacing and pressed her hand to the side of her head. “She got better, okay?”




“Yeah, well, I’ll bet the other guy didn’t,” Sabrina said ruefully.




Dawn stopped and stared at her open-mouthed. 




“Sabrina Spellman, that was downright bitchy.” And then she giggled.




“Was it?” Sabrina asked, wrinkling her nose in thought. “I think things like that all the time. I just don’t say them. They’re not nice.”




“That’s kind of the point,” Dawn said.




“Yeah, that’s everybody’s point,” Sabrina answered. “But have you ever looked at a situation from the outside and thought ‘you know, what this needs is a really bitchy remark’?”




Before Dawn could frame an answer, John Brant came jogging up.




“Hey, we found it,” he told them. “It’s under the University seal on your correspondence.”




Both women went a little bug-eyed and then raced to get their jackets unzipped and the offending papers pulled out. He took the letters from their hands. 




“I’ll go burn these,” he said. “And you’re going to want to change out of those clothes and burn them. That was a good job on the seal spell, Sabrina. Pretty sure it kept anything other than the Vermis from joining the party. Dawn, I’m sorry I mouthed off about your friend. Just caught off guard. If any of the spell casters I know were that powerful at her age and had lost someone as traumatically as she did, I can’t exactly say they’d have been upstanding citizens either.”




“No problem,” Dawn answered. “Do people really know who she is?”




Brant made a noise of disbelief. “Thaumic world is fairly small—the heavy hitters, that is. Most of the minor leaguers don’t really keep tabs on the ether. The rest of us were extremely well aware of what went down that day. Not to mention last year when she triggered all the Slayer potentials. Your family had to be aware of it, Sabrina.”




“My family?” Sabrina echoed.




“The Other Realmers,” he prompted her.




“Oh. Oh.” She stole a guilty look at Dawn. “Come to think of it, one of my aunts mentioned the flaying thing over dinner once. At first, they thought it had to be a distant cousin they hadn’t heard from in a while. Then they remembered she moved back to the Other Realm after being burned at the stake for the eighth time,” she added. “They agreed that whoever had cast the spell had style.”




“They didn’t mention Willow’s name?” Dawn asked.




“They may have,” Sabrina admitted. “But for some reason, I lost my appetite and had to go upstairs and lie down for a bit. It may have been when they started discussing all the craft applications for a whole human skin in good condition.”




“And on that note,” Brant said, “why don’t we head back to the bonfire where, if we’re lucky, we’ll see a couple of whole, human skins in good condition, still with the original owners.”







“Hentzau has a nice bod,” Sabrina said, pulling her turtleneck over her head. “Not all muscled out but…lean.”




“Uh…I have a Xander,” Dawn answered, frowning with discomfort. “And don’t you have a Harvey?”




Sabrina shrugged. “He hasn’t answered my letters. I’ve decided to glut myself on cookies, ice cream, and root beer, and move on. Don’t you think Lee’s too skinny?”




Dawn had shucked down to her panties—a challenge with her left arm splinted all the way up to her shoulder and twinging every time she moved it— and decided to pull on her big shirt before taking them off. It’s not that she suspected the guys would be trying to catch a peek through the doorway—Salem stood guard like a harem eunuch—but it was cold, and she was convinced that with her luck, the moment she was buck naked was the moment a ten foot tall demon with a flaming ax would erupt from the ground and chase her around the monastery. So, put the big shirt on and hope she didn’t trip.




“I could dig a skinny guy. Actually, I have dug a skinny guy, and he was awesome, but Lee doesn’t do it for me. Cole’s got that fluffy teddy bear guy thing going for him,” Dawn said. “He’s cuddlesome.”




Worried, Sabrina stood on her toes and peered over the wall separating their stalls. 




“Uh, Dawn, you do know that Cole is gay, right?”




Dawn stared at Sabrina for a moment.




“Uh, what?” she asked. “What makes you say Cole is gay?”




“Probably something to do with the fact that I walked in on him kissing that American kid from Diana Nemorensis at the McKendrick Supplicants library,” she told Dawn. “They both looked pretty happy about the kissing part and pretty terrified about me walking in on them.”




“Which kid from Diana Nemorensis?” Dawn asked. “It’s a tiny school.”




“Um…Murphy? Murray? Murdock? Charles Wallace, but everyone calls him Socrates,” Sabrina said. “His parents are, like, Nobel prize winners or something. Hentzau knows them.”




“Hentzau knows everyone,” Dawn replied. “It’s like his purpose in life is to beat Kevin Bacon at his own game.”




“Anyways,” Sabrina said, pulling on a sweatshirt and taking her pants off, “I’m just saying, I’m pretty sure Cole’s gay, so don’t get your hopes up.”




“How many times do I have to tell you, roomie,” Dawn exhaled. “I have a Xander at home. Come summertime, I’m going to show up all awesome from my first semester of college in Europe—stylish, sleek and feminine—and I’m going to sit in his lap and seduce him.”




Sabrina studied her. “You’ve really thought this out, haven’t you?”




“Buffy was stupid enough to turn him down.” Dawn shrugged, pulling on yoga pants, “Faith used him, Anya was just…I mean, I don’t even know, but she died, so…anyways, I get Xander. We get along great. I’ll take good care of him, we’ll grow old together watching our kids play lightsabers under Chataigne’s branches, and we’ll train Slayers and fight evil around the world and keep Buffy from getting killed. Or something.”




“Dawn, you do actually love him, right?” Sabrina asked carefully.




Dawn paused, sighed, and met Sabrina’s eyes. “Yes, Sabrina. I love Xander. I had a crush on him for forever. We’ve been close friends for a couple of years now, and some days, I think he’s the only person who has ever really gotten me. Well, and you. And yes, I love him. I’m just not in the habit of saying it out loud, because I really don’t need people telling me all the ways they think I’m making a mistake.”




“Okay,” Sabrina said, breaking into a smile. “Just wondering.”




Then she looked at the bra she’d taken off and sighed unhappily.




“I love this bra,” she sighed. “It fits just right, and the bra straps never slip. Do I have to burn it?”




“No,” Dawn told her. “You can wear it every day, secure in the knowledge that you are statistically far more likely to attract angry demons to your breasts. I don’t know about you, Sabrina, but my PMS is bad enough.”




“Well, you have a point,” Sabrina conceded. “Do you think guys will ever understand how important a good bra is? And how much we love the good ones?”




Dawn, who’d never worn anything larger than a B cup, never had to deal with underwires poking her armpits, had never owned a bra with more than two hooks, and who could and often did go braless under a thick sweater because it was more comfortable, shook her head sadly. 




“Not unless they have to wear one as well,” she said.




“Life is so unfair,” Sabrina sighed. “Maybe I should create a spell that gives men breasts, so they can understand our plight.”




“Yeah,” Dawn agreed, “because that’s exactly what a bunch of straight guys who wake up with boobs are going to do. Sadly shake their heads and say ‘those poor, poor girls. I never understood before.’ ”




Sabrina stuck her tongue out at Dawn.





The Key, the tomb, and the traitor



“Wow,” Cole breathed. “There are a lot of ghosts.”




“Weren’t they here yesterday?” Lee asked.




Cole shook his head, looking around. “No. I think maybe the presence of the Vermis demons suppressed them. But there have to be at least fifty of them.”




“Glorificus killed all but one of them,” Dawn said, her voice thick. “The last one managed to escape and make it all the way from here to Sunnydale to warn Buffy that Glorificus was looking for me.”




“What did you have to do with Glorificus, Dawn?” Riley asked.




The others all watched her, waiting for the answer. She’d spent a sleepless night, trying to come up with a way to explain the whole thing without actually saying that she was The Key, well, A Key, and without lying to them. She couldn’t stand the idea of lying to them. In the morning, while everyone was eating, she’d pulled her dad aside and asked him to, please, just go with whatever she did tell them. He’d hugged her and kissed her forehead and promised her that, of course, he would.




“There’s something, something that has to do with me being the Slayer’s sister and…and some other traits that are unique to me, something in my blood, that would have made it possible for Glorificus to break through the barriers between the worlds to get back to her original Hell dimension if she used the right ritual at the right time and bled me to death.”




There. She’d said it. She hadn’t lied, but she’d still managed to hold back enough information to keep anyone from learning about her being The Key and what she could do. The people around her—her father, Riley, Samantha, John Brant, Damon Werth, and Elle Greenaway, Hentzau, Sabrina, Lee, and Cole—all looked properly horrified.




“The Order of Dagon stood in opposition to Glorificus for around nine hundred years,” she continued, “ and when they found out that she was looking for me, they cast a spell to protect me. To hide me. They even managed to change people’s memories about me so no one had any idea that I was the person Glorificus was looking for.”




She looked around and met her father’s eyes. Their gazes locked, and she realized…he knew the whole story. He knew that she hadn’t existed until she was fourteen. He knew that they’d never actually met in person until the Doctor took her to a beach in Spain in early February.




And he still loved her and was desperate to be her dad.




The tears in her eyes spilled over, and she had to hold her breath to keep from crying. He loved her. He loved her that much. He loved her so much, that he’d packed up and left without saying goodbye, just to keep her safe from Glorificus, knowing the whole time that he would be the bad guy, that she and Buffy would hate his guts for years after.




She had to call Buffy as soon as they were back in Strelsau and tell her.




“Glorificus came here, looking for me,” Dawn said when she managed to get her tears and voice back under control. “She killed all of them. Even the one who got away, she caught him and tortured him, but he never told her who I was or where I could be found. Buffy rescued him, and he died. He was buried in Sunnydale.”




She wished, momentarily, that there were some way to reclaim his grave—and her mom’s, and Tara’s, and maybe even the first Jenny’s—and re-inter him in the little graveyard outside Chataigne’s house. He deserved, she thought, to hear the girls yell and laugh and play, to know that all was well, and she was safe and happy…




“Um…”




It took her a moment to work up the nerve.




“Glorificus almost won,” she managed, clearing her throat. Then, she lifted her shirt to show the scars on her belly.




She heard Samantha gasp and Riley curse. When she looked up, she saw her father had turned his eyes away. He’d clamped his hand over his mouth, and he was crying openly, in front of other people. Lee had dropped his gaze and stood hunched, his hands in his pockets. 




Hentzau met her gaze, and his eyes were filled with anguish on her behalf.




She dropped the hem of her shirt and hid the scars again.




“They beat Glorificus—Buffy, Giles, Willow, Xander, Spike, Anya, and Tara—but the only way to stop the ritual once it started was with a death,” Dawn explained, “and Buffy was the only person who had the same blood as me. She died so I could live, and after she died, Giles killed Glorificus—”




“Good,” Lee said savagely.




“—and…we went home,” Dawn finished. “And we never came here. I guess we figured that the Watchers Council would take care of it, but they never did.”




“Yeah, well, I was never that impressed with the Watcher’s Council,” Riley said.




“Thank you for telling us this story, Dawn Summers,” John Brant said, his voice surprisingly resonant for such a small man. “I believe we can help these souls with the knowledge you have shared.”




“Dawn,” Cole said quietly. “They’re all gathered around you. They’re watching you.”




“They are?” Dawn looked around at the thin air, for the first time wishing she could see the things Cole could.




John Brand took several very careful steps towards her, ducking or turning aside like he was on a crowded subway platform. He stopped occasionally and looked at something that was at or above or just below the level of his own eyes.




“These souls were never lost,” John Brant said. “They know that they have died. They were held here by the evil one who hunted you and then by the demons who served it. The evil one is dead, and so are the last of its servants. They are free to go, but they have waited, Dawn Summers, to see you.”




“Dawn,” Sabrina leaned in and whispered, “I’ve been working on this spell for weeks. It’s so we  can see spirits of the dead like Cole. Do you want me to cast it?”




“Cole?” Dawn asked.




He smiled. “It’s okay, Dawn. They’re not…they don’t look the way they did when they died. They’re not scary. They’re happy.”




Dawn looked up at Sabrina and nodded.




Sabrina put her hand on her forehead, drew a complicated sign in the air, and spoke a word Dawn couldn’t understand. Dawn blinked, and…there they were.




There had been nearly fifty of them, living and working in this little monastery in the middle of nowhere. They were old, one of them looked nearly ninety years old, his mouth collapsed around missing teeth. Another couldn’t have been seventeen yet. They were curly haired or straight haired or bald as a frog. Most of them were pale, a few looked Italian or Spanish, three were Asian, and one African. They all smiled at her.




“Look at all of them,” Samantha breathed.




“Dawn,” the one standing closest to her said. “You are safe. At last, we see that you are safe.”




“You saved me,” she whispered.




“It was our duty,” he told her gently. “Each of us swore our life to protect you. Seeing you, we are filled with great gladness.”




“But all of you died,” she said, starting to cry, her shoulders shaking with sobs.




“I had a little sister,” one of the older men said. “You have her eyes and her laugh.”




“My mother had the same beautiful hair as you,” another told her.




“My aunt couldn’t sing either,” a third said ruefully, “and we teased her so. She always laughed with us.”




“For the sake of those we loved in our lives,” the head monk told her, “we chose to love you and defend you with our lives. That is what the Beast could never understand. Not the magic, not the spell, not even the fact that your sister was the Slayer. It was that we loved you simply because you are yourself.”




Dawn dissolved into sobs, and her father took her into his arms.




“Thank you for my daughter,” Hank told them. His voice broke.




The wind picked up, knocking tree limbs into one another and scattering dust through the compound.




“They are gone,” John Brant announced. 




“Thank God for that,” Greenaway said. “Dia de Los Muertos hasn’t got a thing on this. Hey, Werth, help me get that pyre ready.”




Others wandered off, leaving Hank holding his daughter and rocking her in his arms while she cried. He held her head against his chest with his splinted hand and stroked her back with his left hand, the way he’d done when she was a baby.




“Sshhhh,” he whispered. “Hush little baby, don’t say a word, papa’s gonna buy you a mockingbird.”




He sang the rest of the song to her under his breath until her breathing calmed down.




“I didn’t say thank you,” she said, her voice cracking.




“They know,” Hank told her. “They know better than anyone else in this world possibly could.”







Close to lunch, Hentzau came and found Dawn, her father, and Riley at the monastery’s graveyard. The regular, closely spaced rows had been disrupted when someone or several someones had dug out more than half the graves to create one large mass grave for all the men who’d died that day. Bones found during their excavation had been put in boxes and carefully placed in the dormitory, locked away from animal predation. It must have taken days.




They stood next to the one tomb in the entire plot. It was plain, almost stark, and carved out of the local stone. There was no name on it, only a cross carved into the lid and a line of Latin engraved on the front.




“I know a lady,” Riley said, “from the Jeffersonian. She’s a forensic anthropologist, one of the best in the world, and she’s worked a lot of mass graves. I doubt it will take much to get her out here this summer to recover and catalog the remains. They can be sent back to family, or the Church can rebury them someplace their graves will be tended.”




“That would be nice,” Dawn said softly.




“I reported to the matriculation board,” Hentzau told them. “I suspect that, shortly, whoever arranged for the forged orders and the demon lures will find themselves in a very uncomfortable spot.”




Dawn nodded.




“Good,” Riley said. “Any idea who was behind it?”




“Some,” Hentzau admitted, “but it would be irresponsible to speculate. The board asked if I would look into purchasing the monastery and its grounds. The order held the property in perpetuity, and the arrangement was that if the order ever went extinct, the grounds would become part of the park. However, with the contents of the scriptorium, the bodies, the history, and the likelihood that it will become a draw for local demons, the Czech government may be willing to let me take possession of it.”




They fell silent for a moment.




“They really loved it here,” Dawn said. “I don’t want it to become some haunted ruin.”




“It was a life of contemplation and devotion,” Hentzau said. “Many people find it very fulfilling. If I can acquire the property, I’d be happy to work with your group, Riley, and the new Council, Summers, in regards to its future.”




“I could help out,” Hank Summers offered. “I’ve got good managers on my projects. I could spare a few weeks to get this place taken care of. It’ll take months for a full restoration, though.”




“Thank you, sir,” Hentzau answered. “I’ll take that into consideration.”




Dawn passed her hand over the top of the tomb, wiping away dust and leaves.




“You’d think I’d pick up more Latin,” Hank said, studying the front of the tomb. “But I’m no good with foreign languages. What’s it mean?”




“Well, a literal translation,” Hentzau answered when Dawn didn’t reply, “is ‘and in Arcadia, I’, but that doesn’t do a very good job of explaining it,” Hentzau said. “In English, it would make more sense to say ‘and even in Arcadia am I there’.”




“Who?” Hank asked.




Hentzau raised his eyebrows. “Death. There are references and allusions to it all through classical literature, and it was a common theme in Renaissance paintings. Two Arcadian shepherds coming across a tomb of antiquity, for even in the most peaceful of lands, death still comes. One of the shepherds traces the other’s silhouette on the front of the tomb, creating the first drawing, and art, the mirror of life, transcends death.”




“That’s a lot to squeeze into one phrase,” Hank said. “And a funny thing to find in a monastery.”




“It’s a funny thing to find a Christian monastic order named after a Philistine god,” Hentzau countered, “but I don’t question their faith. Summers, we leave in twenty minutes.”




“Okay,” she replied, not looking away from the tomb.







That evening, she, Hentzau, Cole, Lee, and Sabrina stood before the matriculation board.




“And what exactly did you expect would happen, Your Highness,” M asked in a tone like vitriol. “You very nearly murdered her son and heir, and you would have crippled him. He has another year of surgeries ahead of him if he wants to do anything other than walk on that ankle.”




“I expected, Madame,” Hentzau ground out, “that you or another board member would have impressed upon her how fortunate she was that her son and heir’s venal stupidity did not cost her the throne, considering that revolutions have been started by less than a fumbling attempt at rape with multiple witnesses.”




“Then you’re an idiot, boy,” M snapped. “You are hardly the first person, family, or even nation that woman has injured, and your pride will see you dead and the entire legacy of your family’s history lost if you do not rein in your passions!”




The four ducklings stayed very, very quiet. Hentzau’s face was bright red with anger.




“The person who enabled the tampering of your orders has been dealt with,” M continued. “Severely. They did not survive the experience. Her Majesty is aware that her plot failed. Her failure and your lives are the reward for your diligence, and that will have to be enough.”




“There’s always Princess Antonia,” Dawn said, and then shriveled under the collected glares of the entire matriculation board.




“Clarify your meaning, Summers,” M commanded.




“Summers, shut up,” Hentzau whispered, harsh and desperate.




“I mean, she hates her brother and can’t stand her mother,” Dawn answered, looking back and forth between M and Hentzau. “Anyone who’s spent more than five minutes talking to her and treating like a person should know that. If you guys really are the cold hearted movers and shakers everyone says you are—”




“Summers!” Hentzau roared. “You will stop, now, and you will never utter another word on that topic. Do I make myself clear?”




She looked over at Hentzau. He wasn’t red with anger; he was white with fear.




“Okay,” she managed and looked away.




“Be very careful, Summers,” M said. “The writ of execution has yet to be voided. Any negotiations on the matter with Her Majesty are of the utmost delicacy, considering under whose wing you are sheltered. It is in the best interests of yourself, your cohort, Hentzau, and even ourselves that you be circumspect and above reproach. Do you understand?”




Dawn swallowed her anger. “Yes, ma’am.”




M’s gaze left her and returned to Hentzau.




“You’re to be commended on your handling of a difficult assignment, Hentzau. Please relay our thanks to your cohort. You may entertain them at our expense for a weekend at one of the usual places made available. You may expect another assignment in two weeks’ time. You are dismissed.”




They were barely out of the room when everyone started in on her.




“Jesus, Dawn,” Lee said, “next time why don’t you start by advocating the violent overthrow of the government, that way we can get to your arrest and trial for treason without delay.”




Hentzau got in her face, index finger extended towards her. “You leave that girl out of this, Summers,” he snapped. “She is being raised in a viper’s pit, and the fact that she was brave enough to express an iota of independent will does not mean she’s yours to play off against the board or the queen.”




“Fine,” Dawn said. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I just didn’t want to listen to them putting us down and telling us that we screwed up.”




“Is that what you think happened in there?” Hentzau asked, incredulous. “Were you even listening?”




“Get off my case, Hentzau,” Dawn snapped. “It’s not like you were doing so hot.”




“Can everybody stop shouting?” Sabrina begged. “Please?”




“I didn’t come within an inch of advocating using the Princess Royal as a pawn against her own mother,” he snapped right back, “which, by the way, falls well within the definition of high treason as understood by the high court of Ruritania, or are you trying to give the queen reason to have you executed?”




“The he—”




“Hey!” Cole yelled.




Dawn and Hentzau froze.




“Needs a Hug is about to have a complete meltdown,” Cole told them. “And me and Asking For An Asskicking are jonesing for some dinner, followed by burnt marshmallows and some beer. So if the two of you could stop pulling each others’ hair out for a couple of minutes, we’d really appreciate it.”




Dawn felt her cheeks and the back of her neck burn with embarrassment. Hentzau flushed a dull red.




“So, Graf von und zum Sleep Deprivation,” Cole continued. “Maybe you could take the bosslady up on her offer of a weekend and remember that we’re on your side. And PTSD Girl here—”




“Hey!”




Everyone glared at her, so she shut up.




“—can review the word choice M used. ‘Circumspect and above reproach’,” Cole repeated, stressing the words, “is not the same as ‘do not even think about it’. It’s a lot closer to ‘don’t get caught’.”




Which stopped Dawn cold.




“Oh.”





Dispatches From the Eastern Front—VIII




Dear guys,




Bumpy week. Classes are really gearing up, I’ve got a ton of independent study to do, and my cohort got our first group assignment. Due to an unforeseen series of events, we ended up on the closest thing to a real life MMPORG raid as I’ve ever seen, but we got the job done, and the matriculation board was actually happy (!) with us. I’m on the wounded list. My left arm got banged up, but it’s on the mend. It’s just tough doing things one handed. Lee thinks it’s hysterically funny to start handing me things until I run out of places to put, hang, tuck, or balance them.




The only thing I’m really miffed about is the board chewed me out for having an opinion on something and told me to behave myself because the writ of execution is still out there. On the bright side, Hentzau has promised us a weekend at a ski resort in his province (county? Whatever.), and the guys are stoked by the idea of snowboarding. I’ve tried to explain to them that this “snow” stuff frightens and disturbs me, since I’m from SoCal, but Sabrina pointed out that I’d spent a part of a winter in Cleveland. It went downhill from there. Hentzau said if we didn’t quiet down, he’d turn the dogs on us, which is fine, because they’re great big schloompy sopping buckets of love, and if you let them, they’ll set their shovel sized heads on your knees while you’re eating and drool until your pants are soaked.




Tonight is Friday night, which means hanging out in style. Dad is visiting, and he’s having a blast. He found something to talk about with everybody—basketball with Cole (excuse me, I done got told. Please note: the Fillies are not a basketball team. Like I care.), photography with Hentzau, the ins and outs of building codes with Lee, and the ethics of animal husbandry with Sabrina (with additional input from Salem, which really, we have to lock him in a room with members of PETA for a couple of hours).




Also, I finally found out what kind of witch Sabrina is. She’s an Other Realm witch. And, yes, I can hear you making snide remarks about how I could have asked her, but Sabrina’s brain does not work in that direction. If you asked her what kind of balloon she wanted, she wouldn’t say a red one or a big mylar one, she’d say a happy one. Because that is the direction Sabrina’s brain works in, and it’s eleventy thousand different kinds of awesome.





Riley and Samantha say hi. Dad says hi. Salem say…well, it’s not polite, because I can’t give him scritches while I’m writing.




Love,
Dawn









Update and consultation



Hentzau took a seat beside Dawn where her checkers game against her dad was paused while she worked on her latest letter home. Her father, on the other hand, had gotten into an in-depth discussion of the Phillies versus every other team in the Eastern division. As it was Friday night, they were all at Hentzau’s in the private garden, enjoying music, marshmallows, and chocolate.




“I apologize for losing my temper earlier,” Hentzau said, handing her a mug of hot chocolate.




He had nipped the idea of large quantities of alcohol in the bud, telling Lee he could speak to his doctor about anti-anxiety medications if he felt it necessary, but that creating a habit of drinking to deal with the effects of stress was a bad idea no matter how anyone looked at it. They limited themselves to shots of schnapps in their hot chocolate.




“Totally okay, Hentzau,” Dawn said, shrugging, since her good hand was occupied with the mug. “Apparently, I’ve been a basket case this whole job. I’m thinking of asking Sabrina to put a shock collar on me or something, only I know she’d never use it, but Lee would probably kill m—”




“Summers,” Hentzau interrupted her “You’re babbling.”




“Oh, yeah. Right.” She shut up and waited for him to talk.




He paused for a moment, considering something as he occupied himself with selecting a cigarette from a plain leather-bound case. Dawn had noticed that he smoked only two or three cigarettes a day, like he kept a bad habit on a leash just for looks, but when he did smoke, he enjoyed it. He checked to make sure he was downwind of her before lighting up. Then he took a long drag and exhaled it away from her.




“I have reason to believe,” he said very softly, checking that everyone else’s attention was occupied, “that Natalia was the one who drugged Spellman the night of the party. She’s been currying favor with Rudolph for nearly a year now. She was also angry with me for taking on the role of mentor. She probably thought Sabrina would remember nothing, and I would blame myself. It’s the sort of vicious pettiness she’s good at.”




“What are you going to do?” Dawn asked.




“I haven’t decided yet,” he admitted. “I’d like to kill her, but that’s not practical given the circumstances.”




“Well, at the very least,” Dawn said, surprised at how uncomfortable she was with his bald hatred, “someone should tell Salem.”




Hentzau flashed a wicked smile at her. “Oh, do, please.”







The phone rang.




“House, she’s probably asleep,” Thirteen said. “It’s after eleven p.m. there.”




“Nope,” House answered, leaning over the desk. “I know this girl’s schedule. She’s got a portfolio review in the afternoon. She’s up.”




“House?” Dawn Summers answered on the fourth ring. “What’s going on? Why did you call?”




“Questions,” House said. “I have them.”




“Um, did I not explain about the local customs regarding cell phones?” Dawn asked. “I know I put that in an email.”




“You did,” House agreed, leaning back and tossing his oversized tennis ball in the air. “Of course, any society that conservative about cell phones isn’t going to be really excited about a young, single woman out after 11 on a Sunday night, so you’re not going to be glared at by anyone other than your roommate and her cat.”




There was long pause.




“Fine. What?”




“Your EMR got updated by the student clinic at QFU, so I pulled the x-ray images of your left arm they added.”




“Oh.” That one syllable spoke volumes about dread and discomfort.




“So, have you mastered time travel, Summers?” House asked. “And if so, why haven’t you shared?”




“No,” she said carefully. “That’s my tutor.”




“Cute. I’m looking for an explanation as to why you now have two boxer’s fractures, two broken proximal phalanges, and a broken intermediate phalanx from your left hand and radiating fracture lines from some sort of hellish projectile wound in your left mid-humerus.”




“Really rough school assignment?” she ventured.




“Fair enough. Except for the part where there’s enough remodeling that the injuries had to have occurred shortly before or just after I examined you,” he responded. “Considering you weren’t in a half body cast when I saw you and none of the doctors in Oxford noted your hand being swollen until it was larger than your head, I have to admit, I’m curious. Talk.”




“Why am I on speaker phone?” she asked.




“Because my staff, the little darlings, are curious as well.”




“We’re not,” Foreman answered, flipping through paperwork. “But he won’t shut up about it, so please just hand him a plausible explanation so we can get back to work.”




“It’s complicated.”




Every doctor at the table groaned. House put his hand out.




“Pay up.”




Taub took out five twenty dollar bills and laid them in House’s hand.




“Bzzzzt!” House declared. “Try again.”




“It is complicated!” Dawn protested. “And if I told you, you wouldn’t believe me anyways, and if you did, you’d declare me insane.”




“That’s beside the point,” House answered. “School rules still in effect?”




“They are,” Dawn replied, sounding vastly irritated.




“Speak,” he ordered.




“Fine! I was in a five against 130 melee at an abandoned monastery in the Czech Republic. My mentor had to call for backup, so I took point. One of my cohort accidentally shot me with his crossbow, and the Vermis demon I was up against whomped my arm with a club made out of a human leg bone. The backup included a Iroquois shaman with mad healing skills. Except, there were two other injured people, so while I got the majority of the mojo, he had to leave it unfinished. I went to the student clinic to get everything checked out. I get to keep it in a sling for another two weeks, continue taking anti-inflammatory painkillers, and I have a note to let me go to one of the local spas for free so I can soak in the hot water. Happy?”




House kept his eye on the plaster copy of the Rodin’s fallen caryatid Dawn had sent him from Paris. Foreman, Taub, and Thirteen traded significant looks.




“That’s a great opening scene for a post-Apocalyptic tv series,” Taub said, making an impressed face.




“Or a kick ass battle in World of Warcraft,” Thirteen mused.




Foreman did a full, double-handed facepalm.




“Okay,” House said. “What’s your cover story?”




There was a long silence.




“I met a girl at the club here,” Dawn said. “She got messed up by her boyfriend really bad a couple of months ago. She slipped and fell on the cobblestones and jarred her arm. She’s broke, she over-stayed her visa, and she’s really scared her ex is going to find her. So I lent her my student ID and some money and dropped her off at the clinic. Sorry I scared you.”




“That’s better,” House said.




Everyone else shrugged the story off. It was almost certainly the truth, though why Summers had felt the need to concoct such a ridiculous lie in the beginning was beyond them.




“Can we go back to the lady with testicular elephantitis?” Taub asked.




“Um…what?” Dawn asked.




“Stay out of trouble, kid,” House said. “I’ll talk to you later.”




He ended the call.




“You like her, don’t you?” Taub asked, incredulous. “House, she’s eighteen years old.”




House looked up, annoyed at losing his train of thought. “Yeah, Taub, what I should do is marry an upstanding woman my own age and then cheat on her with several eighteen year old women.”




“Damn, House,” Thirteen crowed, suppressing a smile. 




“She’s not stupid,” House muttered, staring at the little statue again. “Can’t say that for a lot of people.”




Not stupid, and not a great liar, he thought. He’d have bet his piano, his motorcycle, and his non-gimpy left leg that the bones in those x-rays belonged to her and not some beaten down victim of an abusive boyfriend. The trauma to her humerus could have been a .22 round, or it could have been a crossbow bolt. A femur wielded at full extension by a very strong person could cause the same kind of fractures to a person’s hand, if—




“Hey, House,” Foreman called. “We have a perfectly nice lady whose testicles descended just after her twentieth birthday and are now so enlarged with edema they get their own coat. What do you say?”




“Things I never thought I’d hear outside of a freakshow at a San Francisco bathhouse in the seventies for a thousand, Alex,” House responded.




Foreman rolled his eyes, and House tabled his thoughts for another time.		





Learning to Fly



Downloaded From: Learning to Fly on Twisting the Hellmouth


		

Pop Quiz


Space/Time Coordinates:

Sixth week of Hilary term, Monday, 8:40 AM



Now that the Doctor was no longer her tutor, her schedule for Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings had been changed around. First class of the day was with Herr Shang. Lee, Cole, and Sabrina all had a class with him, though only Lee was already in the section she’d been assigned. Cole and Sabrina took it in the afternoon.




The class was held in one of the older campus buildings, Saint Drogo’s Hall, which made sense as Herr Shang was one of the principal instructors for that college. His classroom was the top level of the southwest tower, which meant a climb of four flights of stairs. For all that she had woken early and headed straight out and was technically early to class, most of the class was already there. Lee waved to her from his seat in the second to last row of the amphitheater arrangement.




Was she supposed to be angry with him? The time dilation of running around with the Doctor had made it increasingly difficult to keep track of things like that. Lee had a habit of pissing her off, then acting like a human being for long enough that she relaxed, and then he’d go and piss her off again. 




No, wait, they’d been at the monastery just Friday and Saturday, and she wasn’t gallivanting with the Doctor anymore, so her timeline was straight as a ruler, and she not only wasn’t mad at Lee for being a dick, she was trying to be nice to him because he felt so awful for accidentally shooting her during the melee. Which, honestly, if it weren’t for the fact that she had to wear a sling and her arm and hand ached, she’d already have forgotten about it.




She waved and started for the stairs to his row.




“Miss Summers.”




She turned.




“Oh, Herr Shang. I guess I don’t even count as early,” she said, a little chagrinned.




“You are timely,” he responded in his low key manner. “Timeliness is always appreciated.”




She smiled, appreciating that his default approach to students was pleasant. “I was just going to grab a seat.” She pointed over her shoulder at Lee.




“Before you do so, there is an exercise I ask all students to take part in,” he said. “It is neither dangerous nor tiring. It would please me for you to take your turn now.”




“Oh.” She blinked. She hadn’t expected to be put on the spot, but then she probably should have. “Is it okay if I drop my stuff off at a seat?”




Shang gave her a very slight bow. “But of course.”




She climbed the stairs to Lee’s row, aware that groups had broken up and everyone else was also claiming a seat, and that everyone was watching her.




“What’s the deal?” she asked Lee almost silently.




“Relax,” he said. “Dead easy if you’ve got half a brain. A few of the people in here don’t, so that was amusing. I’ve got the highest score so far.”




“It’s a test?” she prodded, handing him her book bag and purse.




“In a manner of speaking,” he answered. He put her things in the chair next to him. “Go on. He doesn’t eat students. Unlike my tutor.”




She went back down to the main floor, which was deserted of other students, where Herr Shang waited for her.




“Miss Summers,” he said in a soft voice which still managed to carry to all the reaches of the classroom, “would you please describe your observations of this.”




He indicated with his hand the space in the middle of a triangle made up by the podium, the demonstration table, and the fireplace on the outside wall of the tower. She glanced at it and then looked back at him.




“My observations?” she asked.




“Indeed.”




“Am I restricted to vision only?”




“You may use whatever means you feel are necessary to meet the request,” he answered. 




“Okay.”




She glanced around the room. There were perhaps twenty students total, sitting in the tiered ranks on either side of the doorway. The classroom was designed to allow students to see everything the teacher did. She circled the area twice, looking all around, then studying the wall and the ceiling above. Then she climbed the stairs again to get a different perspective. Then she came back down and went in close. 




As she moved around, she noticed several of the students getting restive. A few of them had sour expressions. One or two looked frankly hostile. Lee only put his feet up on the chair in front of him, folded his arms, and grinned.




“By visual examination,” she said, thinking of all the times Giles had done this with her while they waited in the library for Buffy to come back from patrol, “it appears to be a wooden stand, approximately one hundred twenty centimeters high, twenty centimeters in diameter, with a top and base in Ionic style, approximately twenty-five centimeters square, set with a ceramic tile with a majolica design in yellow and blue. I can’t see the whole design, but it looks like quatrefoils. The bowl resting on—”




“This is ridiculous!” one of the men protested. “She’s American. How is it she can estimate using the metric system?”




“Because I’m not an idiot,” she snapped. 




There were definitely some hard feelings towards Americans in general on campus, but no one had been crass enough in the first five weeks of the session to actually say anything.




Herr Shang raised his hand, and they both fell silent.




“Miss Summers, has anyone mentioned this particular exercise to you?” he asked.




“No,” she answered.




“Brown is a member of her cohort,” a senior said.




Dawn recognized her as Agnes von Holofernes, the granddaughter of the Duke of Strakenz—rich, titled, and entitled. She’d been in the cafe more than once, and Dawn had seen how she’d treated the staff. She hadn’t liked it one bit.




“Mister Brown?” Shang asked.




“I didn’t even know she’d be in this class until last night,” he said, spreading his hands open. “I’ve been looking forward to it, and I haven’t said a word to her.”




“Your use of the metric system, Miss Summers?”




“My favorite teacher was an Englishman, and Ruritania has used the metric system since Napoleon’s time,” she answered, frowning at the bizarre fuss. “I don’t think in the metric system, but it’s not that hard to convert from inches to centimeters.”




“And she can do arithmetic in her head, Strakenz,” Lee called, clearly enjoying himself. “Guess you’re going to have to hire a tutor.”




“Mister Brown.”




Herr Shang only glanced at him and held his gaze for a second or so, but Lee shut up.




Dawn looked back and forth across the class. Lee wasn’t the only student enjoying himself, but he was definitely getting the most out of it. Strakenz glared at her. She told herself to thank Lee later for putting a target on her back.




“Miss Summers, please continue.”




“Okay,” she said, still unsure what the big deal was. “The bowl resting on top is an flattened sphere, approximately thirty centimeters diameter at the equator and twenty-five centimeters through the poles with a circular opening at the top approximately fifteen centimeters across.”




She tapped the bowl with her fingernail and then leaned over the opening and inhaled deeply to get the smell.




“It appears to be glass. It’s filled two-thirds of the way with water. There’s two inches of river gravel on the bottom, four freshwater plants of different species, and a ceramic decoration of a pirate skull on a pile of gold doubloons. It also contains what appears to be a goldfish, approximately five centimeters long with red, gold, and white coloration and large, diaphanous fins. There are some specks of food in the water. The bowl appears to have been cleaned recently.”




“Anything else, Miss Summers?” Herr Shang asked.




“It really depends on how long you want me to talk, Herr Professor,” she responded. “I can give you more details about all of those things. I can speculate about the age of the stand. I can tell you about the floor and the ceiling, about how it’s aligned with the building, and so forth. If you want me to give you more information, I’ll need your permission to start moving things.”




“That will not be necessary,” he said, a very, very slight smile on his lips as he gazed at the floor. “You use the words ‘appear,’ ‘appearance,’ and ‘approximately’ several times in your description. Why is that?”




“Well, I can only confirm the information available to me through my senses,” she explained. Giles had drilled her on that over and over. “I don’t have a tape measure, a video camera, or a spectral analyzer. There’s no one else to check my perceptions against. For all I really know, it might not be a goldfish. Or a bowl. Or a wooden stand.”




Lee groaned and slapped his hand to his forehead.




“So, you are not quite certain that it is a goldfish?” Herr Shang asked.




“I’m as certain as I can be with the resources I have on hand,” she replied. “Considering the context and your line of questioning, I’m not even as certain as I was. I mean, it’s…”




She studied the goldfish. Yes, goldfish cruised their bowls back and forth, but…she was pretty sure she’d never seen an angry goldfish before. Its tail thrashed back and forth, and it covered the distance from side to side and top to bottom very quickly for its size. 




“And how could you confirm that it is, in fact, a goldfish?”




“Uh…well, I could catch it and examine it,” she said. “I’d rather not, since it’s really hard on the fish.”




“Is there any other method you could use to examine it?”




“I…well…I could…”




Oh, hell, the train had left for crazy town long before she’d even looked at her ticket. She might as well go whole hog. She went to the stairs to get her compact mirror from her purse, but one of the students on the first row offered hers first. 




“Thanks.”




She took the compact back to the fishbowl, opened it, and angled it so she could catch the reflection of the goldfish. When she finally saw it, she almost dropped the mirror, and straightened so fast, she got a little dizzy.




“That’s not a goldfish,” she said. 




“It isn’t?” Herr Shang asked in the most courteously disinterested tone. “Pray tell, Miss Summers, what is it?”




She held the mirror out again and checked it.




It was impossible.




She checked the windows, doing a fast calculation of time and direction, and sure enough, there through the long western window, the full moon was visible.




“It’s a were-goldfish?” she asked.




A collective groan broke out among the other students, along with a smattering of applause.




“Close,” Herr Shang said, now allowing a full smile to appear on his face. “It is a felis-goldfish. My tomcat, Halunke, made the mistake of catching and eating the previous goldfish and was in turn infected by it before it died. Since then, three days of each lunar month, he must bide his time in a fishbowl.”




“What was the last goldfish?” Dawn asked, unable not to.




“It was a goldfish-were,” Herr Shang answered. “The unfortunate creature spent three days every month as an extremely confused and unhappy woman. It took me the better part of a year to find a spell which allowed it to remain a goldfish all the time.”




She was going to have to write Oz and tell him it could be so much worse. If she knew Oz, he’d see the humor in it. She watched the Halunke swim back and forth another few moments. Yeah, that looked like one pissed off kitty wearing a goldfish suit. No going outside, no mice to chase, no litterbox, and he was the very thing he was used to eating for dinner—fish. 




“You haven’t found a spell for Halunke yet?” she asked.




“The difficulty, Miss Summers,” he said, “is that a goldfish can be found in the place you left it, and they are fairly amenable to spellcraft. A cat, on the other hand, especially one who has enjoyed his freedom since his days as a kitten, is nearly impossible to manage in such a fashion, and I have no wish to be inducted into the honorable clan of were-goldfish at the tips of his claws or teeth.”




“Yeah, I can see that,” she agreed.




Another ghost of a smile bent his lips. “I thank you for your perspicacity, Miss Summers. I ask you not to speak of this test to any other person who has not already endured it. Will you do so?”




“Oh, sure,” she said, grinning. “Kind of nice to be in the know for once.”




“I thank you again,” he said. “You may take your seat.”




She handed the compact back to the student on the first row who grinned at her. Lee was pouting when she took her seat one down from him, leaving her things as a buffer.




“What are you so annoyed about?” she asked.




He gave her a sour look.




“What?”




“You beat my score,” he answered. “I gave up at the ‘are you sure it’s a goldfish?’.”




“Oh, for the love of little were-goldfishes,” she sighed. “Seriously, Brown? My sister’s best friend’s first boyfriend was a werewolf. It’s something I actually know to check for. And Giles used to do this to me all the time. This was not a new exercise.”




One of the other students two rows down shushed them.





Waking Up Is Hard To Do



She was asleep. She knew that in the hazy corners of her mind as she turned. She was dreaming, and she knew that too, and it was delicious. It was delicious, because she wasn’t alone. He curled around her, touching her shoulder and then her neck with slow, hot kisses. His top hand slid over her breast and belly, caressing, investigating, and pressing with gentle expertise. She sighed and arched. Her head rested against his shoulder, and her fingers entwined with his.




His hand slid down to the top of her thigh just as his leg slipped between hers. His fingers brushed the inside of her thigh, stirring her breath as his tongue dipped into her ear, and he started nibbling on her earlobe. He sighed audibly, and in her dream, she knew it was Hentzau, and because she was dreaming, it wasn’t strange.




She felt his hand slide between her legs and stroke the sensitive flesh there, and then she felt him slowly, gently penetrate her. She was dreaming, and it was delicious. Her breath caught. She shivered and moaned. He caught her mouth in a kiss and held her, his tongue flicking against her lips and into her mouth, while he pushed a little further in, then pulled out, then pushed a little further again, over and over until he was completely inside her. Oh, it ached so sweetly. He groaned softly and started moving, pulling out and thrusting back in, over and over and over.




She was dreaming, breathing hard, relaxing into the rhythm, and arching to take just a little bit more of him, squeezing his hand and feeling him squeeze back. It was so incredibly good. She felt the warm spreading of her muscles around him inside her as it built within her, the climax coming closer. His breathing grew harder, rougher, and his hand pulled her closer. His thrusts were harder, deeper, and faster. She moaned, laying her head back against his shoulder and letting him run his tongue up the side of her throat.




“Please,” she whispered.




She was so close. So…close, and so was he.




He groaned, deep and throaty.




“Oh, yes. Oh, god, Sabrina.”




Aaaaaand she was awake.




She was awake, lying on her back, staring at the ceiling, and convinced that someone, somewhere, really, really had it in for her.




Hentzau? Seriously? Where the hell had that come from?




She sat up and groaned, and it wasn’t the kind of groan she’d been making a few moments previously.




Sabrina sat crosslegged on her bed, books opened in a semicircle around her. Salem was curled up against the side of her leg. She looked up with a very polite lack of curiosity. 




“Doing okay?” she asked.




“That’s a hell of a way to start the morning,” Dawn answered, frustrated beyond words. “Hope I wasn’t too loud.”




“No,” Sabrina said thoughtfully. “Loud is not the word I would use.”




“I,” Dawn replied with great dignity, “am going to go brush my teeth and take a shower.”




She got out of bed, picked up her little bucket of bathroom supplies, went on in, closed the door behind her, opened the door and threw her clothes out, and closed the door again. A moment later, a low electrical hum emanated from the tiny bathroom.




“You know,” Salem said, his eyes half-closed, “electric toothbrushes aren’t the only thing that make that noise.”




“Kitty, as far as I’m concerned,” Sabrina said, turning the page in her new grimoire, “my roommate has excellent oral hygiene, and there is nothing else I need to know.”





Person of Interesting


Original Space/Time Coordinates:

Strelsau, fifth week of Hilary term, Tuesday, around 11 a.m.


Contemporary Space/Time Coordinates:

Ankh-Morpork, Discworld, Fifteenth Year of the Century of the Anchovy, Third Week of the Month of Umbledge, Friday late afternoon.


Dawn’s Time:

Plus one week solo and nineteen weeks travel with the Doctor.



Okay.




So.




She was in trouble.




She looked up at the guard on her left. Troll. Not that she had a lot of experience with trolls—she’d been at home when Anya’s ex-boyfriend, Olaf, had torn up the Magic Box—but really, what else were you going to call a creature several feet taller than her and made of rock? Someone had called it—him?—Sergeant Detritus. 




She looked down at the guard on her right. Now that was definitely a dwarf. Met all the normal dwarfish standards—short, stout, long beard, finely crafted armor, carried an ax, and so forth. Except, this dwarf had gone to the trouble of curling his—her?—beard and had tied ribbons in it. He—she?—was also wearing a skirt, boots with low heels, and had put on lipstick. Dawn wanted a ruling from the referee.




She didn’t bother to look behind her, because she’d already gotten a good look at the guard standing there. Very, very tall, handsome, redheaded human man with a serious Boy Scout vibe to him. Interesting thing was, he dressed like a dwarf. If a dwarf were somehow around six foot six.




So, she was in trouble. She just didn’t know how much, and she didn’t want to bolt until she had a better idea of what was going on. For one thing, she wanted her Bug Out Bag back, and it was currently in the troll’s grip, and nothing short of a few thousand years’ worth of erosion would release it before he was ready to let it go.




The man in front of her was almost certainly going to be the one to tell her exactly how much trouble she was in. He was currently arguing with several respectable citizens, and it bugged her that she couldn’t get a fix on him. His uniform said VIP. His bearing—including the permanent scowl etched on his face—said 100% proletarian. He looked, she thought, like Giles had at the end of the week when the football team’s locker room had been flooded, and Principal Snyder, had barracked them in the library instead—simmering with fury at the casual injustice of the universe and ready to verbally keelhaul anyone who gave him an excuse to do so.




She could get another Bug Out Bag, she thought. It would only cost a few thousand to put together. Plus, she’d have to get House to write all new prescriptions. And she’d have to come up with some sort of explanation that he’d buy. Just that was enough to keep her standing there.




Her left arm and hand hurt like the dickens. That’s what happened when found yourself thrown into a three-way fight between a vampire, a werewolf, and a fugitive while still healing from the last big fracas. Trouble was, no one had stopped to explain what was going on, so she’d staked the vampire and was then knocked across the aisle of the marketplace, landing on her still healing arm. Then, a very large, very angry wolf had stood on her. She hadn’t even known it was a werewolf until she tried fending it off with her right hand—the one she wore two silver rings and a silver bracelet on.




And it turned out both the vampire and the werewolf were members of the City Watch. 




So very, very much trouble.




She would rather be standing in front of the matriculation board.




“Who the hell are you?” 




Important Angry Man had finished his previous argument and was standing in front of her, glaring at her.




She tried not to stammer.




“Dawn Summers,” she answered. “Look, I am really, really sorry about what happened.”




“Two of my officers are down, Miss Summers,” he snarled, “and I’ve got a fugitive under suspicion for two murders still on the lam thanks to your in— what is it, Captain Ironfoundersson?”




She glanced behind herself when the guard there spoke up.




“Dawn Summers, miss?” the young man asked.




“Yeah, that’s me,” she answered.




“Commander Vimes, the complaint submitted by Lenny ‘the Nostril’ Noffle specified that his attacker identified herself as Dawn Summers, and the young lady does match his description.”




“He pulled a knife on me and demanded money,” Dawn protested. “Besides, I only hit him a couple of times.”




The Commander, Vimes, narrowed his eyes as he studied her.




“All you had to do was show him your receipt, Miss Summers,” he told her.




“What receipt?” she asked, baffled. “And how does someone get nicknamed The Nostril?”




“Your mugging insurance receipt,” Vimes answered. “And he’s called the nostril because most people find it irresistible to pick on him, and when they do, they always come up with something for their trouble.”




“Mugging insurance re— wait, what?” Dawn demanded. “What the hell kind of place is this that extortion is legal?”




Was that a chink in the commander’s jaded cynicism?




“What were you doing tangling with two of my officers in the first place?” he asked.




“That was not my fault,” she said. “That guy, the one with the muttonchop whiskers, grabbed me by my jacket and threw me at them.”




“So you respond by stabbing one of them in the heart with a stake?”




“I am really, really sorry about that,” Dawn repeated. “All I knew was that someone had attacked me, and I was staring a vampire in the face. It’s kind of reflex for me; vampire in the face equals stake to the heart. I had no idea she was a police officer. I swear to you, it wasn’t murder. It was mistaken manslaughter.”




After a moment, she realized that everyone around her, including several people not involved in the actual questioning, were staring at her like she’d declared herself in favor of killing and eating penguins. Acceptable only by technicality and totally disturbing at the same time.




“What?” she asked.




“That’s her over there,” Vimes said, pointing towards a woman talking with several shopkeepers.




“I didn’t kill her?” Dawn asked, dizzy with sudden relief.




“She’s a vampire,” Vimes answered, as if that explained everything perfectly.




“But…she went poof,” Dawn said. “There was a pile of dust and everything.”




“Which one of our people applied a few drops of blood to,” Vimes explained slowly, as if she’d had a blow to the head, “and she’s fine.”




“Your vampires can reconstitute themselves?” Dawn asked, horrified.




Again, everyone was staring at her, this time like she’d tied a squid to her head and announced it was going to rain.




“I’m not from around here,” she managed.




“I’m getting that,” Vimes answered.




“Is the other officer okay?” she asked. “Honestly, I was just trying to hold her off.”




“She took a mouth full of silver,” Vimes answered, his anger boiling back to the surface. “Which, if you weren’t clear on that, is extremely painful for a werewolf.”




If she hadn’t already known it, she would have found out when the wolf in question had seized and gone rigid, yelping in pain, and then convulsed, trying to get to the pain in her mouth with her front paws.




“I am so sorry, Commander,” she said again. “I didn’t see the badge until it was too late. If I’d known, I would have cooperated.”




He didn’t get any less angry, but he didn’t get any more angry either.




“I could clap you in irons and send you before the Patrician on charges of assaulting an officer in the performance of her duty,” he said. “That’s five years of hard labor for each count. Then there’s obstruction of justice—literally, since you stopped the two of them from catching a fugitive.”




She gulped. Time to leave? She glanced at her bag, hanging from the troll’s statuesque grip. Well, if they were going to send her to prison, she’d never get her bag back, so she might as well let it go.




“Ook.”




A long, skinny arm covered in red hair dropped into her view. It was followed by a body like a very large, half full, hot water bottle, also covered in red hair.




“Librarian?” Dawn asked, relieved again. “This is where you’re from?”




The Librarian dropped down to the ground.




“Ook.”




“This place is insane,” she told him. “You know that, right?”




“Ook.”




“You know this person?” Vimes asked.




The orangutan straightened himself up, sort of, and then saluted.




“Ook.”




“Will you vouch for her?”




“Ook.”




Vimes scowled and rubbed his hand across his mouth.




“Fine. Carrot, get a witness statement from her, see if you can get a visual description of Portmer Bloody Raggins while you’re at it, since Angua’s not going to be able to follow a scent trail for at least a day. Have Igor take a look at her arm, and give her her things back.”




He gave a half-hearted wave of disgust and left for some other task.




“Commander?” the man behind her—Carrot?—called.




“Yes?”




“It’s coming up on five thirty,” Carrot reminded him.




The commander visibly perked up.




“You can handle things from here, can’t you?” he asked.




“Of course, sir. Muggins is waiting to escort you home.”




“What was that about?” Dawn asked the Librarian softly.




“Ook.”




“Oh. Well, that’s kind of sweet, actually.”




“Ook.”




The guard on her left turned towards her with a stone on stone grinding. He held up her bag, which she took from him with her good hand.




“You behave,” the troll said with a voice like granite.




He put a finger as thick as a brick under her nose. She had to lean back not to get poked and went crosseyed staring at it.




“Right,” she said. “Behaving myself. Absolutely.”




“All right, then, mithtreth,” a new voice said. “What theemth to be the trouble?”




She turned to face the person who spoke, screamed, and in a complicated spin, turned, pulled herself behind the dwarf, and crouched.




“Wath it thomething I thaid?” the man asked, startled.




“Is something wrong?” Captain Carrot asked.




“He…he’s got pieces,” she managed, pointing a shaky finger at him. “He’s sewn up from different people!”




Carrot held still, as if he were waiting for a punchline.




“Yes,” he agreed after determining there wasn’t going to be one. “He’s an Igor.”




Dawn stared at Captain Carrot. Then she stared at the Igor on the other side of the dwarf she cowered behind. Then she looked at the orangutan.




“Is this one of those things you mentioned?” she asked.




He had the grace to look a little embarrassed. 




“Ook.”




“Are you all right, miss?” the dwarf asked, looking over her shoulder.




“Um, heh.” She managed a feeble laugh. “Sorry. I startle easy, and it’s been kind of a rough morning.”




“It’th quite all righth, mithtreth,” Igor said. “Would you like me to examine you?”




“Uh…thure, I mean, sure,” she answered, shaking her head.




She sat down on a crate and put her bag on the ground. It was getting really heavy these days. She needed to find a different solution.




“Let’th take a look, thall we?” Igor asked, rubbing his hands together.




One of them was an inch bigger in circumference and had red body hair while the other didn’t have any hair on it at all. Some little part of her brain, the part that had been standing back a bit and trying desperately to make sense of all this, gave up, packed its bags, and went on a trip to the Outer Hebrides, where things made more sense than any of this ever did.




“Somebody lend you a hand recently?” Dawn asked.




“More of a gift, you might thay,” Igor responded. 




She held up her left arm, and he took hold of it with a gentle, competent manner. 




“Hmmm, nathty thcar you’ve got there,” he said, pushing her sleeve up.




“That’s the smallpox vaccination. The one below it is where I was shot in the arm with a crossbow bolt,” she explained.




“And the multiple breakth in the hand?” Igor asked.




She blinked, impressed. “How’d you thpo- spot that?” she asked.




“The tithue is thtill thwollen over the breakth, though only by a little bit,” he answered. “It’th thome very nithe healing work.”




“Thanks. A friend did it.”




“Mind you, I could do better.” He gave her a sidelong look. “I have a fresh arm on ithe ath we thpeak.”




“And it won’t cost me an arm and a leg?” she asked. “That’s okay. I like the original. I take it you do a lot of self-improvement?”




“Oh, all the time,” he said. “It’th thomething of a hobby.”




“Can you give me anything to stop the pain?” she asked. “It’s really, really sore.”




“Oh, thure thing. Coming right up.”




He dipped into his bag and took out a jar of some ointment which he spread in a very thin layer from her shoulder down to her fingertips. It tingled as it soaked in, and it did indeed take the pain away with it. While the ointment did its work, he wrapped her arm in a bandage, again from shoulder to fingertips, taking the time to wrap each individual finger, and tucking the ends of the bandages in so cleverly, she couldn’t figure out where they were. Then he guided her arm back into its sling and gave it a pat.




“There we go,” he said. “Leave it on for a full day, don’t get it wet, and you’ll need thithors to remove the bandage.”




“Thanks,” she said.




“No problem,” he answered. “Jutht remember me if you happen to have a thpare kidney.”




“Will do,” she said, nodding. It really did go easier if she just gave up and went with the flow.




Captain Carrot had waited patiently for Igor to finish. He sat down next to her with a notebook and pencil.




“So, this Portmer Bloody Raggins,” Dawn said. “He’s a bad guy.”




Carrot nodded. “There was a robbery at a jewelers shop on Lower Backside. The night guardsman and a clerk were killed. A quantity of precious metal was taken, including several ingots of aluminium. The clerk told an officer of the watch the man’s name before dying, and Captain Angua was able to trace him by his scent, but we don’t know what he looks like.”




“Wait, alu—” Dawn started, and then reminded herself to go with the flow. “I only caught a glimpse of him, but let me see what I can do for you.”




She pulled her sketchbook out and started drawing the man who’d grabbed her and thrown her in the path of the police. 




“Okay, so I didn’t see much,” she explained. “But he was taller than me by about three inches. Like I said, he had muttonchops. He was wearing a hat, so I didn’t see his hair. His gloves were worn through at the fingers. Jacket was too big, sweater was too small. Boots were weird; the wear patterns on the soles were different. Maybe he’s got one leg shorter than the other or something.”




She put a very quick sketch of the commander as a height comparison, did a detail of the boots and the gloves and his fingernails, which had also been weird. She did another of the pin on his lapel. Then she tore out that page, handed it to Carrot, and started on a sketch of his face.




It was cartoonish, but it got across the details she’d retained from her confused glimpse just before the panic of “vampire!” had hit. When she was done, she tore it out as well and handed it to him.




“Does that help?”




“It does,” the captain said, looking over the two sheets. He looked a little…disappointed? “Would you excuse me? I need to show this to someone.”




“Sure.”




He went over to where the troll, the dwarf, and a couple of other Watch officers stood and showed them the drawings. The others looked less disappointed than disgusted. Maybe they knew the person?




“Ook.”




Dawn looked over to the orangutan.




“Is everything going to be okay?” she asked.




“Ook.”




“Yeah, I hope so too,” she agreed.




“Ook?”




“Hmm? Oh…” She considered, but something else spoke up inside her head. “No, I’m sorry, but…I have to go.”




She’d made a handful of trips all on her own, now that the Doctor had given her a fond farewell and left her standing in the plaza outside the main entrance to the university. What she’d discovered was fairly straightforward. 




She didn’t really have any say over where she ended up, though this was definitely the strangest place she’d been.




However long she stayed in a different place, virtually no time passed back in Strelsau. That was, as far as she could tell, both a bonus and a liability, because…




When it was time to go, it was time to go, and she didn’t know it was time to go until then. She hadn’t figured out what triggered it, but it might have something to do with interacting with someone or something in whatever place she ended up. If she tried to go back before that point, she couldn’t even figure out what muscle to flex. If she tried to stay past that point, she became more and more uncomfortable until she couldn’t stand it anymore.




The last thing she’d figured, and she wasn’t sure if it was an absolutely, but so far, she couldn’t move from one world to the other if anyone was watching. Maybe it was a quantum thing. Maybe it was her own imagination. She didn’t know. 




“Ook?”




“Yeah, sorry,” she apologized. “Miles to go before I sleep, and all that. I’ll make sure the house invites you for the next ball, okay?”




“Ook.”




She grabbed her bag, pulled the strap over her head and walked away. When she found a likely alley, she turned down it, closed her eyes, a—




—nd came out behind the McKendricks Supplicants library, on the side facing Diana Nemorensis.




Dawn turned, looking for one of the clock towers, and when she found one, checking the time. No more than a minute from when she’d left, and she’d been walking down one of the little closes between the university buildings, so she was maybe two hundred yards away from that. 




Always someplace secluded. Always back within a very short period of time, no matter how long she’d been away. She needed a map of the university to keep track of where she left and returned, to see if there were some pattern. She needed to update her journal. She also needed to talk to Sabrina and see if there were any way to make a bag of holding. Her Bug Out Bag was getting too big and too heavy, especially with her arm in a sling.




She sighed. 




And a nap. She was tired.





Crit Success, Crit Failure


Original Space/Time Coordinates:

Strelsau, fifth week of Hilary term, Thursday, around 5 p.m. RST


Dawn’s Time:

Plus two weeks solo and nineteen weeks travel with the Doctor.



“I don’t get it,” Sabrina said, blinking in confusion.




“A bag,” Dawn repeated, gesturing first towards her current Bug Out Bag and then demonstrating the preferred dimensions of a new bag. “Of holding. That way, I can carry more, and it won’t be so bulky. Look, I know it can be done. Willow made one for herself her senior year of high school. She made one for Xander, too, only he stopped using it after he lost a vampire in it.”




Everyone stared at her.




“It seemed like a good idea at the time, but it turns out that ‘don’t put anything alive in this’ also counts towards the undead,” Dawn said.




They still stared at her.




“Wouldn’t the vampire…starve after a while?” Cole asked.




They were sitting around the library table at Hentzau’s, the ruin of an afternoon tea stacked up at the end of the table. Thanks to the hassles of using the different college libraries, their mishmash of a schedule, and the need to update each other, they were falling in the habit of stopping by Hentzau’s at least once a day. Thursday’s tea counted as Dawn’s dinner, as she had three hours in the art studio that evening.




Dawn grimaced in response to Cole’s question. “Yeah, not so much. See, it’s already dead, so it just gets hungrier and hungrier. Depending on the vampire, it may get weaker, or it may get really, really cranky.”




“How long ago was that?” Lee asked.




“Six years, give or take,” Dawn answered. 




Her fellow cohort went wide eyed with horror.




“Please tell me he didn’t put that bag in the hall closet where it might get picked up for the next grocery run,” Hentzau said without looking up from the paperwork he was perusing.




“No,” Dawn said. “Giles started a collection of Things Xander Does Not Get To Mess With. Then he started a collection of Things No One Gets To Mess With. The latter is a subsection of the former, but the whole collection is still pretty big.”




“Okay, but I’m still not getting it,” Sabrina said, her mouth pursed and nose wrinkled in confusion. “Yeah, it’s smaller, but how does that make it better? You still have to carry it.”




Dawn sighed. Sabrina was plenty smart, but sometimes she was on a different wavelength. She glanced, and sure enough, Lee was watching with a smirk on his face.




“Okay, what am I missing?” Dawn asked. “I thought it was a fairly straightforward request.”




“It is,” Lee answered. “Especially for anyone who’s ever played D&D. Which Sabrina hasn’t. Plus, she’s got a very good grasp of regular physics, which you, by the way, don’t.”




Dawn stuck her tongue out at him. Lee snapped his teeth at her and turned a little towards Sabrina.




“The bag doesn’t just diminish the space the objects occupy,” he explained. “It also negates their weight and inertia.”




“Oh!” Sabrina declared, the light bulb turning on. “That makes so much more sense. I thought you were going to order a forklift next.”




“No,” Dawn said. “I just need a way to carry more stuff on me that won’t break my back. My art supplies alone are getting dire, and since we started in the middle of the school year, I won’t have a locker at the building until fall—and, no, Hentzau, I do not need you throwing your weight around fixing every problem I run into. I will lump it until then.”




“I didn’t say anything,” Hentzau replied, sounding bored.




“So, how do your make a bag of holding in D&D?” Sabrina asked, curiously.




“One day for each 1000 gp of value,” Lee said, staring at the ceiling as he recalled the information. “Raw materials of half the value of the item, and you have to sacrifice experience points equivalent to four percent of the value. A small bag of holding runs around twenty-five hundred gold pieces.”




“How much is that in money?” Sabrina asked.




“Around five thousand Ruritanian marks or ten thousand American dollars,” Hentzau answered, absorbed in columns of figures. “Assuming, of course, that a bottle of good wine is five gold pieces, ten marks, or twenty dollars.”




“You know, I don’t think any of the PCs I ever campaigned with ever actually made a magical item,” Cole said, considering it. “We just found them. You know, the thief picks the lock of the chest, and inside are fifty-three gold pieces, eighty-six silver pieces, and two hundred fifteen coppers, plus a silk scarf, a small statue of Tiamat, and a medium sized bag.”




“Right,” Lee followed. “Wizard casts Detect Magic and examines the contents of the chest as well as the chest.”




“Oh, no,” Dawn moaned, horror struck. “What have I done?”




“What have you done?” Sabrina asked. “This sounds interesting.”




“You have one minute per level to examine the objects,” Hentzau said, still not looking up. “How do you proceed?”




“What are they doing?” Sabrina asked. 




“Forcing me to leave,” Dawn said, gathering her things up. “I’m due in class in twenty minutes. Might as well get there early.”




Lee stopped and looked up at her wide-eyed. “Is that the figure drawing class?”




Dawn rolled her eyes. “Yes, Lee, it’s the figure drawing class.”




“With nude models?” he asked casually, gazing upwards.




“Yes, Lee, nude models,” she said, grinding her teeth. “That’s why it’s called ‘figure’ drawing, not ‘clothed people’ drawing.”




“You know, you could invite me,” Lee said, ignoring her tone of voice.




She leaned over towards him. “Lee, you can come the day you agree to pose naked on a platter of roasted vegetables with an apple in your mouth and one of those turkey thermometers sticking out of your ass.”




Lee drew a breath to answer.




“You’ve rolled a crit failure, Brown,” Hentzau said, cutting him off, “and failed your saving throw. Summers has reduced your first level magic user Lee the Feckless to a greasy spot on the floor. You may roll up another character at your leisure.”




“Sabrina, whatever you do, do not let them sucker you into a gaming session,” Dawn said, pointing her finger at her roommate. “You have a test to study for, remember?”




“A whatting session?” Sabrina asked. 




“If anyone pulls out a bunch of dice, slap them, and run away,” Dawn clarified.




“Oh,” Sabrina said. “Um, okay?”





Original Space/Time Coordinates:

Strelsau, sixth week of Hilary term, Sunday, around 2 p.m. RST


Dawn’s Time:

Plus three weeks solo and nineteen weeks travel with the Doctor.



“Here you go,” Sabrina sang.




Something plopped onto her bed, rousing Dawn. Sleepy from her nap, she sat up, stretched, and yawned.




“Here’s what?” she asked, scratching the back of her neck.




“Your bag of holding,” Sabrina answered.




“My bag of…”




Dawn looked down at the leather satchel on the foot of her bed. When she picked it up, Sabrina sat down in its place and bounced several times with suppressed excitement.




“The guys all put in orders for one once they saw this one,” Sabrina said.




“No kidding,” Dawn answered, feeling something close to awe wash over her.




It was a very nice satchel. The strap was wide, full grain leather with padding sewn to the backside where it would sit on her shoulder and tooled in a pattern of daisies and suns. The bag was made of the same leather with an overlapping flap, and the whole thing was lined with the thickest silk twill she’d ever seen. She ran her hands over the leather, enjoying the smell and feel of it. The hardware—strap buckle and connectors, quick latch, and smaller buckles for the flap—were heavy brass. 




Gingerly, she reached into it, and her arm kept going until the satchel was nearly up to her shoulder.




“Whoa, there!” Sabrina said, grabbing the bag and pulling it free. “Really shouldn’t be digging that deep, especially when there are only a couple of items in it. Turns out, when you turn a bag into a bag of holding, it really isn’t happy unless it’s got something to hold.”




“Only a couple of items?” Dawn asked, amazed.




“Yeah, see?” Sabrina reached in. “I want my teddy bear.”




She pulled her arm out, and it was followed by the head of a large, furry, brown bear. Then she had to change her hold on the bag to work it over the rest of the bear, tugging and pulling until it was all out. It was a big bear.




“I didn’t even notice Theodore was gone,” Dawn said. She glanced around to confirm, and yes, Theodore’s spot between Sabrina’s bed and wardrobe was empty.




“Yeah, you’ve been kind of distracted lately,” Sabrina answered. “And taking a lot of naps. Are you sure you’re okay?”




Dawn grinned. “I’m better than okay now. How did you pull this off? It’s barely three days since I mentioned it.”




Sabrina shrugged, very pleased with herself. 




“Well, I talked the theory over with Lee. Things like topology and redistribution of theoretical mass,” she answered. “I talked to Herr Shang Friday morning and got a list of supplies and the actual spell to create it. Hentzau had most of the stuff on hand, and—” she whistled high to low “—was some of it pricey. Have you ever heard of petrichor? Wow. Apparently that stuff’s harder to get ahold of than uranium.”




“Yeah,” Dawn said, startled. “I’ve got so— anyways, what then?”




“So, I aced the test, so Herr Shang gave me the rest of the afternoon off. Hentzau put together the supplies, and I worked on limitations and boundaries all Friday evening.”




“Which is why you were so quiet,” Dawn pointed out.




“Who’s telling this story?” Sabrina asked. “Anyways, I worked on it all Saturday while you were at the studio. I lucked out in that I didn’t have to do all the sewing. Leather is really tough to work like that. Turns out Cole has a pretty good eye for it, and he did most of the tooling.”




“And you remembered that daisies are my favorite flower?” Dawn asked, feeling like she might have to sniffle.




“Duh,” Sabrina answered. “So I ended up working on it through last night. I made one mistake around seven last night, so I had to back up and redo part. But as of three this morning, it was complete.”




“Seven?” Dawn asked, brows puckering. “Does that have something to do with the rain of frogs that hit Saint Drogo’s?”




“No idea!” Sabrina answered a little manically. “Heh. Turns out the true name of frogs, at least one particular species, is very, very close to the imperative command to make potential mass less massy and more potentially.”




“Sabrina,” Dawn said, holding the satchel in both hands and admiring it. “This is…this is just amazing. I don’t think even Willow pulled off something like this on her first try. I never thou—”




“Ooh, you should get your raisins!” Sabrina interrupted her.




“Raisins?”




“Go on,” Sabrina ordered. “You don’t have to say it out loud, just keep the thought in your head when you reach in. Lee mentioned a variation which keeps whatever you want at the top of the bag, so I worked it in.”




Curious, Dawn opened the flap and reached in, visualizing her favorite afternoon snack. Her hand closed around a small box. When she pulled it out, she saw it was a box of Queen’s Best Sultanas.




“You put raisins in my daisified bag of holding?” Dawn asked, wide-eyed. “You are the most awesome roomie ever!”




She dropped the bag and tackled Sabrina in a full body hug. They fell off the bed with a thump.




“Ack!” Sabrina yelled. “Put me down! Let me go!”




“And I will hug you and squeeze you and call you George!” Dawn said, hugging and squeezing. “I love my roo-oomie, ‘cause she’s so awe-some. She’s just the be-est roomie ever.”




“No! No singing! Aaahhhh!”




“How about tickling?” Dawn asked, and demonstrated.




“Nooooooo!”




Salem jumped down to the floor, taking a seat next to where Dawn had Sabrina in a half nelson and Sabrina had hooked a leg over Dawn’s waist.




“Wenches, if you’re going to indulge in such a display, at least give me enough warning to sell tickets. I could retire on the proceeds.”




Both women started laughing and continued until they fell apart, wiping eyes and sniggering. Then Dawn abruptly stopped, and her eyes turned until she stared sideways at her roommate.




“What’s the catch?” she asked.




“Catch?” Sabrina squeaked, suddenly looking scared.




“Yeah, catch,” Dawn repeated. “I could see Cole pitching in, but five to ten thousand in supplies is a little much even for Hentzau to shrug off, and there is no way Lee offered to do this out of the goodness of his heart.”




Sabrina smiled a horrible, grimacing, guilty smile. “Um…well…I might have promised that we’d be there at five this afternoon for a gaming session.”




Dawn stared at her for five seconds, appalled. 




“Sabrina, do you have any idea what kind of havoc you’ve just unleashed?” she asked.




“Um…not really? It sounded kind of fun.”




Dawn groaned and lay back down on the floor. “We’ll have to wipe out the day-old bins in the bakery. There’s no way we can show up empty handed. I don’t even have any of my character sheets. I wonder if Andrew can scan and email them to me.”







“Daken, you take three hit points damage,” Hentzau announced. “It occurs to you that perhaps you should not have profaned your god’s name and gone without atonement yesterday. Araeantus, you may now act. What do you do?”




The table directly in front of him was shielded by several screens, and he had a tablet with all his reference books at hand. There was the constant clatter of dice rolling, which meant they could never tell if he was rolling for a random encounter, letting a party of NPCs take initiative on the attack, or just playing with them.




“Is that me?” Sabrina asked, like she had every melee turn since combat began.




In front of the players was a large, heavy polygonal map filled out with the territory they’d covered so far—not much—and tiny models of their characters, each one painted with meticulous detail.




“That’s you.”




The party had spent the last three hours wading hip deep through flooded ruins said by local legends to contain the phylactery of the lich king who had despoiled their valley home. The fact that the undead king had also stored enough treasure to fund a nation-state had added to the appeal. 




Hentzau was a terrifyingly fair DM with a poker face that let nothing of his thoughts through, and he assigned characters rather than letting them bring their own. An opportunity, he said, to stretch themselves. So Dawn, instead of being an elven archer, was now a dragonborn fighter. Lee was a human cleric, priest of Epimetheus, when all his previous characters had been rogues or multi-class. Cole was a half-orc rogue, and Dawn suspected he was secretly chaotic evil. Sabrina was an elven wizard.




They were in a twenty by twenty room. Cole’s character had failed to spot the trap which triggered some two dozen skeletons to attack the group. Sabrina looked down at the map and frowned in concentration. For a complete newbie, she wasn’t doing too bad, but she wasn’t used to visualizing the game play the way the others were. What she saw—what was important to her—was that the bad guys were all on one side of the room, and the good guys were on the other.




“I know! I’ll cast a fireball! I can do that, right?”




Dawn squeaked in horror. Cole’s mouth fell open.




“You have the ability to do that,” Hentzau assured her. “Is that your declared action?”




“Yeah! Let’s fry some skeletons!”




“NOOOO!” Lee howled. 




“What?” Sabrina asked.




“The wizard casts fireball,” Hentzau intoned. 




“I disrupt her spellcasting!” Lee yelled.




“Your turn is spent, cleric,” Hentzau reminded him.




“Dawn, stop her!” Lee pleaded.




“Dude, I’m in front of her, remember?” Dawn asked. “Meat shield. I got no idea what’s going on behind me.”




“Can I shoot her?” Cole asked.




“Cole!” Sabrina gasped, outraged.




“You can but try,” Hentzau agreed.




Cole grabbed a d20 of machined aluminum—no cheap, inaccurate plastic dice for the graf, no sirree—and rolled. It tumbled onto the table and came up with a one. Cole looked down at it, and his shoulders slumped. Hentzau rolled something behind his screen.




“Fortune favors you, Greb, son of Mok-Taur,” Hentzau says. “Your bowstring broke, and your arrow falls to the ground, undamaged.”




“Oh, good,” Sabrina sighed, relieved.




Hentzau rolled several dice behind his screen.




“Araeantus casts fireball,” Hentzau recited, “with an effective six meter radius in a room roughly six meters by six meters by three meters. The room has only two exits, so the effect of the spell’s damage is, at minimum, roughly—” he did some rough calculations, “quintupled. The skeletons are instantly turned to charcoal.”




“Yay!” Sabrina cheered. “I beat the bad guys!”




She stopped when no one else cheered. Hentzau started rolling dice.




“Sabrina, who else was in the room?” Lee asked, his chin resting on the table.




“Us,” Sabrina answered. “But I didn’t point the spell at us. I pointed it at the skeletons.”




“Yeah, that’s kind of like saying you pointed the nuke at the Japanese while you’re still standing on Main Street, Hiroshima,” Cole said.




Hentzau was still rolling dice.




“Seriously?” Lee asked. “Why are you even bothering, Hentzau? It’s a 4d6, plus intelligence modifier, multiplied by five. We’re all dead.”




“Well, technically,” Dawn said, “if he rolled all ones on someone with more than thirty hit points left after the umber hulk…”




“He would succumb to his injuries since everyone else in his party is dead,” Lee finished for her.




“Dead?” Sabrina asked, aghast. “What do you mean dead?”




Hentzau made a disappointed noise. “Brown is correct. All members of the party are dead. The room is littered with well roasted corpses. All items of cloth and leather have been destroyed. All items made of soft metal have melted. Only the swords and other steel items the party carried have survived, and those are distorted by the heat of the fireball. Less than twelve hours later, a pack of kobolds finds your remains and believing themselves to be rewarded with a banquet by their god, Gaknulak, devour what remains of your party, breaking the long bones open for marrow, and leaving too little for resurrection to be attempted on anyone.”




“Sabrina!” Lee yelled. “You killed all of us!”




“Well, if you hadn’t been in such a tearing hurry to get to melee combat,” Cole answered, “she’d have had a chance to read through the spell list and catch the fact that the fireball spell has a definitive area.”




“Or you could have just explained it to her, Lee,” Dawn said, desperately suppressing a smile and not doing a very good job.




“You mean I killed us all?” Sabrina asked, horrified.




“Technically,” Hentzau said, gathering up his materials, “Brown killed all of you.”




“What?!” Lee yelled.




“Your character was given the chance to perform an act of penitence to atone for his impiety,” Hentzau reminded him. “If he’d done so, he would have been able to turn undead effectively, and there’d have been no reason for Sabrina’s mage to have cast a ranged spell in close quarters combat.”




“That’s not the point,” Lee argued.




“I killed all of us?” Sabrina asked again.




Dawn started to spurt with laughter.




“Sabrina,” Cole said, putting a brotherly arm around her shoulders, “you didn’t just kill us. You turned us into a barbeque buffet courtesy of Gaknulak for a bunch of lizardling cannon fodder. If you’ve got to crit fail an entire campaign, you should do it with style. Just like you did.”




“Bahahahahahahaha!”




“Quiet, you,” Hentzau told Dawn.




“No, no, no,” Dawn said, slapping the table as she hooted with laughter. “This is the best gaming session ever. Oh my god, I have to write home about this. Andrew and Xander will never believe it. Bahahahahahaha!”




“I hate you,” Lee said.




“Eeheeheeheeheeheehee.” She was getting to where she couldn’t breathe.




“I must say,” Hentzau said, “I am impressed. I’ve never had an entire campaign kill themselves off this quickly. If you’re interested, next time, I’ll let you roll up entirely new characters, or we could try a different campaign.”




“One with a gazebo!” Dawn squeezed out, gasping for air.




“What’s a gazebo?” Sabrina asked. “Is it dangerous?”




That started Dawn on an entirely new howl of laughter.




“It’s very large,” Lee said, deadpan, “but it’s not aggressive unless you shoot it.”




“It’s like a pergola, only less dangerous,” Cole assured her.




“Well, would a fireball work?” Sabrina asked, mystified.




“It might just,” Lee told her. “It might just.”



Likely Bedfellows
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Beware the Nice Ones



The back offices of the Registrar’s Hall were usually a lively and friendly place. There was a lot of work to be done. It was all complicated, and there were so many ins and outs of layers of traditions, regulations, rules, laws, prior agreements, and settlements, that everyone had their little fiefdom of knowledge, and it was no unusual thing to be drawn into a five-person discussion on the way to the bathroom when one of the participants noticed you and said, “there’s Magda, she handled the Grüber issue last year. She’ll know something.”




It was usually a lively and friendly place, but the past week had seen a pall descend on the office. One of them, one of their own, had betrayed the matriculation board, sabotaged orders to a group student assignment, and nearly gotten the entire band of students killed. When Magda heard about it, she was horrified. Then, she was annoyed and contemptuous. No one simply hired on to this office. They were transferred in or brought in from other agencies and firms with extensive experience in the handling of private, secret, and classified information. There was a standing bounty for any bribe offers or blackmail attempts. Report it, and when the board investigated and found it was genuine, you received twice the original sum. Everyone in the office was well compensated. Everyone in the office was fiercely loyal to the board and its chairwoman. 




The employee who had betrayed the board was found dead in creative and humiliating circumstances. The effect on the staff was profound. One of them had been that stupid? Or worse, they knew the penalty and accepted it anyway, which meant loyalty to someone outside the office and the board. The chairwoman had reassured them that no one else was under investigation, but all that meant was that she preferred they believe that no one else was under investigation. It wasn’t so much the fear of being guilty but the fear of having made a small mistake, somewhere, that had allowed the saboteur their chance. After all, nobody was ever fired from the registrar’s office. Not officially, anyways.




Her thoughts were broken by a man entering the reception area. He closed the door behind him to keep it from slamming in the gusts of wind, then he paused to remove his hat, scarf, and gloves, but kept hold of them. Then he unbuttoned his coat. She cataloged him automatically—British wearing American clothes, an expat, late 40s/early 50s, moneyed but not flaunting it, the sort who would happily wear worn out shoes because it was too much of a bother to go shopping. He wore a ring on his right index finger, his left ear was pierced but unadorned. He was a little overdue for a haircut, and his hairline was receding a bit. When he walked up to the desk, she caught the smell of the snow outside, the traces of humanity crushed into modern transportation—train and plane—and under that, a lingering smell of old books, wool, newspaper, ink, leather, tea, and whisky. She was intrigued.




“Good morning,” he greeted her, and her catalog expanded exponentially with the information provided in those two words.




Confirmed British, Harrow, then Oxford, training in music, several years in America. A professional and an academic. A glance at his hands, now that he was closer told her that he played guitar. He had a spouse or long term lover who doted on him. He was well rested, healthy, fit, and had eaten that morning. He’d had a cup of tea, probably in the last hour.




He had a nice smile. It crinkled the outside corners of his blue eyes.




“Good day, sir,” Magda replied, playing up her Bavarian accent. “How may I be of service to you?”




“If you would be so kind as to relay a message for me,” he said, and drew a card from his coat pocket.




She took it from him and kept her gaze on his face.




“And what would that be?”




“Please inform the chair of the matriculation board that I await her convenience, in the board’s meeting chamber, to address an outstanding matter concerning a student under her authority.”




“Sir,” she began with a bit of spine in her voice. People didn’t just tell the chairwoman anything. 




“That is all,” he said, mildly. “Good day.”




He gave her a tiny bow, turned, and left, putting on his hat, then drawing on his gloves.




Impressed and vaguely worried, Magda turned over the card in her hand. Very heavy ivory cardstock, cold press cotton, engraved printing, an embossed symbol of a sword—no, a wooden stake—piercing a black heart, and below that, two lines of text:




Rupert Giles

Chairman, Slayers Council




“Ach, scheiße.”





Sparring For Points



Dawn checked her speed rounding the corner from her art class to the Bursar’s Hall, her summons clutched in her hand. It was downhill, which meant even if it wasn’t still iced over in the afternoon sun, it would be slippery.




You never got a summons from the matriculation board in the middle of a class. It was always waiting for you when you went back to your room, and it was for the next day, or maybe that evening, if the matter was urgent. You were never fetched out of your class unless something truly dire was going on. Her classmates had looked at her like she was on her way to the gallows.




Just as her left foot hit the first step, a firm hand grabbed her collar and yanked her to a stop. She turned to hit whoever it was and stopped.




“Hentzau, what are you doing here?” she asked, out of breath.




He released her collar, and she straightened her heavy robes. His cheeks were pink with the cold, and unlike most of the seniors, he still wore his school robes over tailored suit in winter black with a light blue tie that echoed the color of his eyes. The dress code called for trousers, school jacket, and tie, but not a suit, so even for QFU, he was conservatively dressed.




“You have charcoal on your face,” he told her and handed her a handkerchief. 




“Oh.” She took the handkerchief and then realized she had no idea where she had charcoal on her face. 




With a sigh, Hentzau dipped his hand into a pocket and came out with a small mirror. She took it, checked, and saw a smutch of charcoal over her right eyebrow, where she had a habit of rubbing the back of her hand.




“And to the left of your chin, along your jaw.”




She ended up cleaning that as well. When she handed the handkerchief back to him, he folded it and tucked it away without a word.




“So I get into my work.” She shrugged. “You didn’t tell me why you’re here.”




He held up an identical summons to hers. “If no one else joins us in the next few minutes, we’re safe in thinking that the matter pertains to you, and I’ve been summoned as your mentor.”




“That’s bad, isn’t it?” she asked.




“Very few circumstances where it might be good come to mind,” he answered.




“But I haven’t done anything!” she protested.




He raised an eyebrow at her.




“That I wasn’t supposed to,” she amended. “Or allowed to.”




Hentzau didn’t say a word.




“I think,” she added, getting uncomfortable.




He sighed. “Honestly, Summers, I would not be surprised if you found yourself in a tumbrel before your graduation, and for my pains, I’ll probably end up beside you.”




“Hey!” she protested. “Besides, Ruritania’s never used a guillotine. Hanging, shooting, or the headsman’s axe all the way.”




“How reassuring to find you are acquainted with our forms of capital punishment.” He scanned the square and pursed his lips in thought. “The others have classes as close or closer than yours. If they’d been summoned, they’d be here by now. We should go in.”




He held the door for her both into the building and the one into the vestibule where a clerk waited. Even Hentzau looked askance at the clerk. The board never went without someone to record the events of a meeting. 




“You’re to enter silently,” the clerk said. “Don’t speak until you’re spoken to.”




“Very well,” Hentzau answered.




He opened the door for Dawn, and they both heard voices from the board—not loud, but level and intense. M spoke, and then she was answered by—




Dawn went as wide-eyed as if someone had goosed her. 




No way.




Oh, dear.




Maybe she really was in trouble.




Oh, bugger.




Hentzau followed her into the room, which was never overly bright but with the drapes drawn against the afternoon’s gloom was practically gloomy. Only half the board was present. All three of Dawn’s tribunal were there—M, Professor Jones, and Herr Shang. Dawn recognized one of Lee’s—the man with the monocle and dueling scar, sans cat—and one of Cole’s, a lady with a face like a baked apple wearing layers and layers of clothes until she looked like an unmade bed.




The man standing before the board probably had just as many years of experience wrangling students as any member of the board, and he’d spent the last seven years teaching and guiding the Vampire Slayer and the last year coping with potentials and now baby Slayers galore. He was the first person Dawn had ever seen or even heard of who didn’t quail before the collective glare of the matriculation board.




She felt like cheering.




“Mister Giles,” M seethed, “we have been more than gracious—”




“No, you haven’t,” Giles snapped. “Should I see an ounce of civility or graciousness emerge from this gathering, I shall break out in wild applause. Until then, I will name what I see—threadbare manners aired like old linen in the hopes that dealing with me expediently will see you shut of my concerns and petition.”




Dawn heard Hentzau gasp and snuck a look in his direction. He was nearly as wide-eyed as she’d been when she heard Giles’s voice. 




“Dawn Summers is a valued member of my organization and promises to become a senior member and officer when she’s tempered with experience. She is a diligent and committed student and has followed every requirement this board has seen fit to make with exacting devotion. And now I learn that the antique death threat issued by this country’s throne has not been voided? You’ve had over a month!”




M looked like she could have chewed through steel.




“We are not the governing body which issued the writ of execution, Mister Giles, and antique or not, the only person who can revoke the writ is Her Majesty. We are not in the habit of issuing orders to a reigning monarch. These matters take time and delicacy,” she grated.




“A twelve year old with a blog and an online petition could accomplish it in a day!” Giles thundered.




“Do not test me, Mister Giles!” M roared.




She stood, fingers planted on the podium.




“These waters are far deeper and more treacherous than any you have negotiated before,” she continued, “and there are things in them fit to make a shark blanch.”




“Having dealt with all manner of chaos and evil,” Giles began.




“I am not speaking of the absolutes of demons and magic, Mr. Giles,” M cut him off, “but in the human realities of power, intrigue, and greed. Do not delude yourself that you understand the battlefield better than myself, for if you cross our purposes, you will rue the hour of your choice. The writ of execution stands for any member of the Watchers Council, and a word in the palace’s ear would both test Her Majesty’s resolve on the matter and rid me of a turbulent pest.”




Giles and M glared at each other in dead silence for nearly twenty seconds. Then M sat down and collected the papers in front of her. She glanced up.




“Do not think I will hesitate to remove you from the board, sir.”




“Try.”




She didn’t think she’d ever heard such an icy response from Giles in her life. She managed another glance at Hentzau, who was staring at some point on the ceiling and pointedly, rather desperately, ignoring the goings on. 




Finally, M relented.




“I would rather not,” she said, drily, “considering the prohibitive cost of that action. I do reserve it as a choice. But, it would appear we are at an impasse.”




“I disagree,” Giles said in his most mild, librarian manner.




He reached into his jacket’s inner pocket, and before he could remove his hand, Herr Shang stood before him, two fingers and a thumb resting lightly on Giles’s wrist.




“Mr. Giles, I would greatly regret the necessity of ending any threat you might pose to the chairwoman or other members of the committee,” Herr Shang said.




Dawn jumped. Shang had been on the other side of the podium, and all she had was a vague impression of a graceful blur leaping over the podium and appearing. He’d moved as fast as Buffy at top speed. Maybe faster.




“Then it’s a good thing that I don’t currently pose a threat,” Giles answered. 




He carefully opened his jacket, withdrew his hand, and showed Herr Shang and M the thumb drive he’d taken out.




“This is a copy of the prophecies of Sorores in Mortuis with research, annotations, analysis, and some…reasonable speculation by those connected to the Slayers Council,” he told them. “Some of the information is redacted to protect ourselves and others. This copy is yours.”




Herr Shang accepted the drive from Giles and handed it up to M. When he returned to his seat, he did so in a more conventional manner, looking like nothing but the teacher she saw every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for an hour and a half.




“What do you wish in return?” M asked, skeptical.




“Only that you read it and contact me with any questions you have regarding it,” Giles replied.




“I see.” She gazed at him through half-closed lids, studying him with something close to reptilian focus.




“You will,” he agreed. “The Council—this council—wishes very much to establish bonds of amity with other relevant organizations. There is a coming darkness, madam, and it may well involve the worst of both of our worlds. I would rather you were on our side.”




She considered him a moment longer.




“I will review the information, Mister Giles, and contact you with my thoughts on the subject.”




Giles gave her a deep nod of the head, almost a bow.




“And what shall we do regarding the matter of Miss Summers and the writ of execution?” she asked him.




“I see no reason to pursue the matter further with you,” Giles answered. “If I have not made clear the importance of the matter, her foster mothers will be the next to address you.”




“Plural foster mothers.” M sighed and wrote something down. “Very well. They are?




“Jenny Calendar of the Kalderash clan.”




She almost felt Hentzau twitch in surprised recognition. M looked up at from her paper and gave Giles a very jaundiced look.




“Jenny Calendar has been dead for more than five years,” M stated. 




“One Jenny Calendar did die more than five years ago,” Giles agreed with her. “Another Jenny Calendar joined us less than a year ago. She is quite the same woman.”




“And the other foster mother?”




Did it sound like M was bracing herself?




“Willow Rosenberg,” Giles answered in an amiable fashion.




Maybe it was John Brant’s reaction back in the Order of Dagon’s abandoned monastery, but it seemed to Dawn that there was a pause. A pregnant pause.




Then M’s pen scribbled another line.




“I see.”




“Of course, if they cannot impress upon you the importance of clearing up this matter, I’m afraid the senior Slayer, Buffy Summers, will consider it her duty to…demonstrate her interest.”




“There will be no need for that, Mister Giles,” M said, a little sharply.




Was Giles inspecting his nails?




“I’m sure there won’t,” he agreed.




Was M grinding her teeth?




“We will take the matter under advisement,” M said. “Thank you, Mister Giles. Please do not let us detain you.”




“A pleasure, madam chairwoman,” Giles answered warmly.




Was Giles messing with the head of the matriculation board?




She felt a little light-headed. When Giles turned to leave, he gave Dawn a wink and nodded in the direction of the exterior doors. She gave him the barest nod in return.




“Hentzau,” M said, not looking up from the paperwork she scribbled on, “you will oblige us by playing host to Mr. Giles.”




“Of course, madam,” he answered, his voice so neutral it could have come from a computer text-to-speech program.




“Summers.”




“Yes, ma’am?” Dawn jerked her attention back to the podium.




“I may call upon you to verify some of the details of this so-called prophecy,” M told her. “In the meantime, consider this an opportunity to exercise the discretion you so badly need to develop.”




And part of discretion was not taking offense when someone told you that you needed more. Dawn ground her own teeth just a little bit.




“Yes, ma’am.”




M looked up at her. “There, that wasn’t so very painful, was it? On your way out, please ask the clerk to return. You’re excused.”




Hentzau held the door for her and quietly told the clerk that he was required again. Then they both stood there, silently, for a moment.




“What the hell was that?” Dawn asked.




Hentzau exhaled and rubbed his scalp. “I don’t know, but I consider it a very dangerous behavior, being present when power is humbled. Yet, our presence wasn’t actually required.”




“Maybe M underestimated him?” Dawn speculated. “It’s happened before. Actually, now that I think about it, it’s happened a lot. Nobody really gets why he was called Ripper until they see him go into Beat Someone With a Flaming Baseball Bat mode.”




Hentzau did a double take. “Dare I ask who the recipient was?”




Dawn shrugged and picked up her school bag and purse from where the clerk had guarded them and pulled them over her head so the hung across her body. 




“Angelus,” she answered and headed for the door. Giles stood just outside, waiting for them.




“Ange—” Hentzau started. “Angelus? He beat The Scourge of Europe with a flaming baseball bat?”




“And lived to tell the tale. Believe me, Angelus had it coming.”




“Yes, I think it’s remotely possible that M underestimated him,” Hentzau managed. 




“Come on,” Dawn said, pulling open the door with her good hand. “If Professor Jones is in there, he’s got someone covering for his class, which means it’s going to be a slideshow, and I can skip it.”




Hentzau took the door by its edge, allowing Dawn to release the handle and head out. Giles waited just outside and enveloped her in a hug.





More Than One Way To Neuter a Cat



“I’m putting something in your pocket,” Giles whispered in Dawn’s ear. “I’ll explain later.”




She didn’t even feel her robes twitch. When he let go, she backed up, and introduced him and Hentzau.




“Hentzau, this is Rupert Giles, Buffy’s Watcher and head of the new Slayers Council. Giles, this is—ahem—His Illustrious Highness, Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri, Graf von und zum Hentzau.”




Hentzau gave her a look, and shook Giles’s hand.




“Your Highness,” Giles greeted him.




“Hentzau, please, Mr. Giles,” he said. “I don’t stand on ceremony for schoolmates.”




“Then it’s just Giles for me,” Giles replied.




“Of course.” Hentzau nodded. “And I would be most honored if you would agree to stay with me during your time in Strelsau. Most of the hotels are notoriously small, overly expensive, and not necessarily secure. I can guarantee both your safety and your comfort.”




“Why, thank you, Hentzau,” Giles replied. “I’d be most delighted.”




“You guys are going to turn into that Looney Toons cartoon with the two really polite chipmunks,” Dawn said.




“Quiet, you,” Hentzau told her. “The adults are talking.”




She kicked his shoe.







They ended up stopping at the bakery and cafe Dawn and Sabrina lived above, since it was on the way, Dawn wanted to drop off her school bag and leave a note for Sabrina to join them, and it wasn’t possible to step onto the property without introductions all around—Hentzau, Giles, and Signore and Signora Fiorentino. Of course, that couldn’t be accomplished without the Signore insisting on feeding them. Not a meal, of course, but surely Signorina’s padrono and zio would take a glass of wine?




While Giles chatted and Hentzau excused himself to make a call, Dawn checked her pocket and found what Giles had dropped in. It was a little smaller than a walnut—a cut glass bottle with a snug glass stopper. She was dying to take a look at it.




“I beg your pardon, Signore,” Giles said, “but we do need to drop off Dawn’s things and leave for the conte’s. I don’t wish to keep my host waiting.”




With another flurry of hospitality—the Fiorentinos were Hentzau’s people through and through—they were excused. At the top of the stairs, Dawn unlocked the door to her and Sabrina’s room. The curtain strung between their two wardrobes was pulled back, since they didn’t have a fire going. Just four weeks into the term, and the room was awash with art supplies, stacks of paper with curling edges, books, dried herbs hanging from the ceiling, potted herbs on the desk near the heat of the kitchen’s chimney, sweaters and shawls hung over things, and the general sense that if you tried to wedge a pencil into the wrong spot, the entire room would explode.




“Sorry it’s so messy,” Dawn said, turning towards Giles.




He looked up from carefully closing the door and put his index finger to his lips. Just as the door closed, he spoke a silent word, and Dawn felt the air in the room shiver.




Giles cast a spell?




She was dumbfounded. Giles didn’t do magic. Well, he did, but it was always the kind of spell that took months of research and a post-ritual blood transfusion to pull off, and he’d only ever done it under the most dire of circumstances. Giles casting a little cantrip was like…it seemed like a reformed alcoholic grabbing a beer.




“We have a little under a minute, Dawn,” he said. “Please listen carefully.”




She wanted to demand to know what he’d cast, why he’d cast it, and why it would last less than a minute, but still smarting under M’s last comments, she stayed quiet and nodded. Giles seemed a little surprised, which didn’t help.




“The phial I gave you,” he explained, “contains a serum of True Sight. The next time you are summoned to the Queen’s presence, put one drop on each eyelid, each earlobe, both nostrils, and all your fingertips. Keep it on you at all times.”




“Giles, I told you—” she stopped. ‘Stop arguing with people’ was next on the list after ‘learn some discretion’.




“Dawn, I am asking you to trust me,” Giles told her, looking into her eyes and taking her hands. “I know it isn’t easy. Your last letter to me raised some serious concerns, and your last letter to everyone gave me an excuse to come in person.”




“There’s no reason for the queen to summon me,” Dawn finally protested. “I already made my curtsy.”




“When the writ is voided,” he answered, “you’ll almost certainly be summoned. There’s a good chance Hentzau will be summoned with you. If he is not, take one of your cohort. Whatever you do, do not go alone. And Dawn, I need you to record what you see with as much detail as possible.”




“You think—”




The air shivered again, signalling the end of Giles’s spell.




“—something’s wrong,” she finished.




“I do,” he agreed. “And that’s all I can say on it. I want your unprejudiced opinion.”




“I have got to quit complaining about things,” Dawn sighed, discouraged.




“Don’t you dare,” Giles answered, a smile tugging the corner of his mouth. “How else would Buffy and I and the rest of the family know that you were all right.”




“Oh, thanks,” she replied, snorting.




The stairs outside thumped in ascending rhythm until Hentzau knocked on the door. Dawn opened it. He looked past her.




“Giles, I’ve had your luggage fetched from the train station. It should arrive shortly after we do,” Hentzau said.




“Come on in, Hentzau,” Dawn invited him. 




He looked in, smiled, and shook his head. “I don’t believe there’s enough room for me, Summers.”




She rolled her eyes. “Fine, wait outside while I give Giles the nickel tour.”




“I doubt that brief a time could be called a wait,” he answered, “but I’ll bide.”




Giles was already looking around, a nostalgic smile on his face. She let him look in the cupboard sized bathroom and then stepped past the wardrobes to the beds. Both she and Sabrina had decorated the backs of their wardrobe with a collage of pictures. Dawn’s collection was a mass of snapshots and portraits. Her favorite picture of her, Buffy, and mom—all three lying on their stomachs on the floor, propped up on elbows, laughing and smiling—took the preeminent spot. 




There was at least one large picture each of Buffy, Xander, Willow, Tara, Jenny, and Giles. Smaller ones from the past Yule ball and Halloween dotted the landscape. There was the shot of a chicken fight with Dawn on Jarod’s shoulders and Xander on Buffy’s, one of her, Willow, and Lucy standing around a small cauldron after an experiment gone wrong, all of them looking at the lens a bit dazed, faces blackened with soot, and hair standing out like fright wigs, another of Dawn standing proudly by her snow sculpture while Xander lay on the ground in front of it, miming terror at being eaten, a selfie of her and Jenny hugging tightly at the airport, and one of Spencer waving shyly from his seat on the flight to London.




“Is that the young man you told Jenny about?” Giles asked, nodding at the picture of Spencer.




“Uh huh,” Dawn affirmed, and the words were no further out her lips than she realized that Jenny had probably told Giles more than just ‘Dawn met a young man on the flight to London and said he was very nice.’ 




Which meant Giles knew that she’d had sex.




She flushed bright, scaldingly red and only barely managed not to scream in agony. Giles glanced at her and very gallantly pretended not to notice.




“He seems very nice,” Giles said. “I’m glad you had a good time.”




She hadn’t thought it possible, but her blush itself blushed.




“Salem!” she screamed, her voice cracking.




“Lower the volume of that shrill brass you call a voice, wench,” muttered something from a pile of laundry. “Some of us are trying to sleep.”




A sleek black cat stepped out of the unsorted laundry like a panther, paused to wash his ears, and glared at her. Giles looked over, curious. Salem turned his monomaniacal gaze on the Watcher.




“So,” Salem said, pursing his whiskers, “Rupert Giles, Watcher Extraordinaire. I’ve heard endless maudlin tales from the lesser of my two wenches.”




“Salem Saberhagen,” Giles answered. “I’ve heard many lesser tales of your maudlin wenching. Before and after transmogrification. I must say, cathood suits you.”




“Speaking of wenching,” Salem replied. “Before my abrupt rise in stature, I knew your grandmother, Edna. And by ‘knew’, I mean to say that I f—”




“Mittens!” Dawn hollered and grabbed at Salem.




He shot out of her grasp and climbed to the top of Sabrina’s wardrobe.




“You behave,” Dawn pulled her voice down from a scream to just a shout. Through the door, she could see Hentzau looking in, curious, “or I will let Sabrina use you in her transmogrification spell.”




“She’s more likely to turn herself into a vervet than me,” Salem replied.




“I know where you sleep,” Dawn ground out.




“Ditto.”




A length of yarn flew past Dawn’s nose, landing on a sweater draped over the open door of Sabrina’s wardrobe. Salem froze, then went into stalking mode as the end of the yarn twitched and dragged its way back. Just as it went out of sight behind the door, Salem pounced, missed by millimeters, and chased madly after the end to the doorway, and Hentzau grabbed him. He held Salem up by the scruff of his neck so tightly that the cat’s eyes were pulled into slits.




“Ghk!” Salem choked.




“Do you remember the consequence I foretold if you did not redirect your intemperate social intercourse?” Hentzau asked him.




“Khh!”




“That’s right,” Hentzau said. “I’ll take you to the vet and have you deprived of both your physical and your metaphorical balls. All Spellman will notice is that you put on a little weight and stopped scratching to be let out at night. I’m sure you’ll adjust by the time your sentence is served.”




“Grk!”




“Now, please tell Spellman that Summers and Giles have joined me for dinner and that she is invited as well. I’ll know, of course, if the invitation goes astray, won’t I, Salem?”




“Rrrk!!”




Hentzau lobbed Salem back into the room in one smooth pitch. Giles chuckled. On the way out, while Hentzau went down the stairs first and Dawn locked the door, Giles smiled.




“I like him,” he said.




“Everybody likes him,” Dawn countered. “I have to live with him.”




“I did mean Hentzau,” Giles answered, startled.




“So did I,” she said, grimly.





A Proposition



“Would you prefer that Summers sit in, sir?” Hentzau asked, bringing Giles a tumbler of some very fine, very old single cask malt whisky.




The ducklings had returned home after a lively dinner, which included calculating the trajectories of an olive fired from the different types of spoons available. Dawn had only left when Giles promised he would meet her for breakfast before he left Strelsau for Prague and a flight home. Giles and Hentzau sat in Hentzau’s private study, just off the library Dawn spent so many hours every week in.




“It’s still Giles,” Giles corrected. “And that won’t be necessary. I suspect the matter you want to discuss will need to be brought to the senior members of the Council. If it does, I will let Dawn know, but not before then.”




“Thank you,” Hentzau said, his shoulders easing a little bit.




“And what would you like to discuss?” Giles asked gently.




“An alliance,” Hentzau answered. “Between the Council and Hentzau.”




“The Council is less than a year old,” Giles said, sipping his drink and taking a moment to savor it. “Our finances are unsettled, the old Council’s network of agents is shattered, and we are almost wholly absorbed with our twin purposes of finding and training newly activated Slayers and monitoring the Cleveland Hellmouth.”




“And the prophecies of Sorores in Mortuis,” Hentzau added.




“You know them,” Giles stated.




“I’ve encountered veiled references to them in several places in my family’s archives,” the young man answered. “Tonight was the first time I’ve heard them referred to directly.”




Giles nodded slowly, absorbing this datum and its implications. “And what can the Council do for Hentzau?”




For a moment, Hentzau seemed unable to decide what to say. When he did, it was hesitations and pauses.




“My family is closer to extinction than any time in our history,” he said. “My sister cannot inherit the title. My only heir is my great aunt, and she is seventy-three years old. She handles a great deal of the work necessary for the administration of the grafschaft while I am in school and await my majority.”




Hentzau looked up at the portrait on the wall just inside the study, opposite his desk, where he could see it every day. It was a photograph, not a painting, intimate, and only partially posed, as the family were interacting with one another instead of staring at the camera and holding still. It must have been taken more than ten years previously, as the current graf was a skinny, sprouting teenager with hands, feet, and ears larger than the rest of him. He had his little sister in his lap as he looked over at his father, who was laughing, eyes crinkled with delight. His mother, the previous grafin, leaned against his chair and looked on with a sweet smile. It was clear why his sister couldn’t inherit.




“You can’t adopt until you reach twenty-five,” Giles said, looking down from that picture and feeling grief for what the man had lost settle on his bones.




“Correct,” Hentzau said, putting his elbows on his knees and leaning forward, “and on my twenty-fifth birthday, I must swear allegiance to the queen or forfeit my title.”




“Your aunt refuses to adopt an heir of her own?”




“She and her husband, my grandfather’s brother, had two children. They both died before their majorities. The grief may well have precipitated his death. She doted on my parents, and they were taken from her as well. She has told me in no uncertain terms that she will not outlive me or my sister, and she will not allow another child to take up residence in her heart. She…looks forward to the day she is released from her obligations and may rejoin her husband and children.”




For a moment, in the well lit study, late in the winter’s evening, Hentzau looked both much younger and much older than his own age, and he seemed very, very alone.




“I’m afraid I can’t see much of a way the Council can assist you in this matter,” Giles said.




Hentzau inhaled. “That is not what I seek. Given a little time and God’s will, I will reestablish my family, if I have to adopt every curly-haired orphan girl in the orphanage. What I fear is that it won’t be left to God’s will. A shadow has fallen on my homeland, Giles, and it fell only a year or two before my own birth.”




He looked up at Giles, haunted.




“Ruritania has always had its troubles,” Hentzau said. “The ruling family’s intrigues set the country to infighting, and where every other nation in Europe has some form of government which overtly recognizes the social contact between ruler and ruled, we struggle under an absolute monarch—no constitution, no guaranteed rights, and no redress. 




“Summers and the others look around,” he continued, “and see a quaint, cozy realm where there are more bicycles than cars, the use of plastic is strictly limited because it is ugly and encourages waste, and more people go to the theater—live theater—than watch television or keep an Internet connection. I see a country where the infant mortality rate is three times that of any other western European country, where the poor cannot afford fresh produce in the winter and suffer vitamin deficiencies defeated more than a century ago, and a man my age in this city is more likely to die at the hands of a vampire or be ‘disappeared’ by the Strelsau secret police than he is to die in by accident or illness. The rate of information exchange has regressed in the last fifteen years—”




He cut himself off and buried his face in his hands for a moment before looking up.




“My parents knew something,” he said, his voice cracking. 




“How did they die?” Giles asked softly.




“They were in the United States,” Hentzau answered, his voice distant, “trying to find some distant relations on my mother’s side. She was American, you see, though her parents were dead by the time she met my father. It was a random accident, a driver who shouldn’t have been behind the wheel. He was convicted of manslaughter and sentenced to eight years in prison.”




“You’re sure of that?”




Hentzau looked up at him, confusion flashing across his features momentarily. “Yes, of course. Their bodies were returned to Hentzau and buried in our family plot. I read the autopsy reports when I turned eighteen and gained access to the family archives.”




Giles waited a moment before speaking again.




“There is a Hellmouth,” he said.




“I’ve listened to Summers’s stories of life in Sunnydale and Cleveland,” Hentzau answered. “They were harrowing enough, but not the same in substance or spread as the pall that has fallen over this land. Whatever it is, it’s not just the Hellmouth.”




Giles waited another moment before taking out his cellphone.




“You’re aware, I’m sure,” he told Hentzau, “of the power of names, and while the wards on this house are nearly as strong as those where the Slayers now reside, I would rather not chance any particular person noticing our discussion. Say no name, not Christian or family. Do not refer to a title. Don’t even risk a nickname, pejorative, or trait that could bring the owner’s attention.”




“Very well,” Hentzau agreed.




Giles thumbed through several pictures and then brought his screen up to Hentzau’s eyes.




“This individual has not been photographed in your own lifetime,” he said. “This picture was taken during her time at Georgetown University, and it took a great deal of searching by several people to find it. It may be the only clear picture of her as an adult that exists.”




Hentzau considered the picture before him—a young woman with eyes like fine jade and dark red hair, laughing with delight as she leaned into the arms of a handsome young man who looked a great deal like Hentzau. Hentzau shrugged.




“It’s common knowledge that H—” he stopped himself. “That she is not fond of cameras. She prefers her likeness in paintings or drawings. Among other things, she hates paparazzi. So do I, for that matter.”




“A person of her rank in an age of television, webcams, drones, and satellites without a single published photograph?” Giles asked him.




“Well, I…” Hentzau rubbed the back of his head in discomfort. “It is odd, I suppose.”




“Are you familiar with George Orwell’s 1984?” Giles asked.




“Yes,” Hentzau replied, frowning. “I read it at school.”




“There’s an important concept in the story I’d like to stress,” Giles said. “That when you remove a word from the language—punish those who speak it until it is never uttered and children never learn it—you remove the ability to recognize the concept of that word, to think in terms related to that word, or to talk about the idea that word represents.”




“I do not see the connection you’re trying to make,” Hentzau answered, uneasy.




“The camera captures what the eye truly sees,” Giles explained. “Most glamours, especially the very powerful ones, can cloud the mind of the most objective viewers, but only after the moment of the first encounter. This person—whatever she did, whoever she became—cannot stand to be seen without a very powerful glamour.”




Hentzau was on his feet like he’d been shocked by an electric current. He strode several paces and turned, his finger pointed at Giles in accusation.




“Be very careful what you suggest, sir,” he said, his voice shaking with anger. “Despite Rassendyll’s calumnies, my family has always served the th—”




He turned his face away, let his hand fall and then touched his temple, brow creasing in pain.




“We have never rebelled,” he swore. “Never.”




Giles stood as well and put his cellphone away.




“Forgive me, Hentzau,” he said. “It is a difficult idea to express and even harder to hear. Let’s leave the topic.”




After a moment, Hentzau nodded.




“I ask your forgiveness as well, Giles,” he managed. “You are my guest. My temper as late has been…unreliable.”




“From what Dawn told me of a certain man’s lower leg, I would have to agree,” Giles said drily.




“That, I do not regret in the slightest,” Hentzau answered.




“Neither would I have, when I was your age,” Giles returned.




Hentzau tugged the bellpull. When the butler appeared only a moment later, he murmured something, and the butler left.




“Perhaps we could return to the original discussion,” Giles prompted him.




Hentzau nodded and turned in such a way that he kept his eyes shielded from the brightest of the lights in the room and their reflections in the mirrors and windows. By the time they sat, the butler returned with a small tray. Hentzau plucked the water glass and two pills from the tray, put the pills on his tongue, and drained the water glass. The butler murmured something to him, and Hentzau shook his head. On his way out, the butler lowered the lights.




“Please excuse me, Giles,” Hentzau said. “I will most likely have to cut our discussion short tonight, but let us proceed as far as we can.”




“Of course.”




They sat again.




“In your prophecies of Sorores in Mortuis,” Hentzau said, taking care to keep his head still, “is there any mention of Der Krähekönig?”




“The Crow King?” Giles asked, fascinated. “I’ll have to check. There are volumes of this prophecy, you understand, and it’s nothing organized like quatrains.”




“But you know the legend?”




“Only a little. It’s a fairly obscure tale, very Arthurian, pre-medieval romance Arthurian, I should say. He wore no crown. His sword was named, though the name was different in each version I’ve read. I think my favorite origin was that he was an immortal crow spirit who changed into a man when he fell in love with a mortal woman. The story always ends with him asleep beneath a mountain, waiting for his love to find him and wake him.”




Hentzau gave the barest of nods. “Over the centuries, we have always been Hentzau. Only ever graf and gräfin, never bothering to claim the title of gefürsteter graf, altgraf, or hochgraf. However, the heir of the title of Hentzau is the Son or Daughter of the Crow King. I called myself that recently when it’s no longer my prerogative. Force of habit, I suppose. The mention of Sorores in Mortuis was always bound up with the Son of the Crow King in my family’s archives, which is why I ask.”




“I see,” Giles said. “I’ll review the notes on the prophecy tonight.”




“Thank you,” Hentzau said. “In the meantime, I had hoped to couch this in more polite terms, but I can offer substantial financial support as well as access to properties through Europe, North America, the Carribean, the west and north coast of Africa, Sri Lanka, the East Indies, and Malaysia. We even have a small holding on the island Kyushu. If you accept, there is only one unnegotiable term I require.”




“What’s that?” Giles asked.




Hentzau met his eyes, clearly in the grips of what had to be the start of one hell of a migraine. “Should I deem it necessary, the Council and you personally, Giles, will shelter and protect my sister as one of your own.”




“Granted.”





Quondam Bedfellows



“Sir, are you sure?” Gehring asked him while holding out his coat.




Giles slid his arms into the coat and waited a moment while Gehring expertly adjusted the hang and smoothed down the shoulders.




“It’s an unavoidable errand,” Giles answered. “I will return before midnight.”




“At least allow me to send one of the men with you,” Gehring suggested. “He can follow at a discreet distance.”




“That won’t be necessary,” Giles assured him, taking his cap, his scarf, and then his gloves.




“Allow me to accompany you, sir,” the butler offered, growing more desperate. “I am well trained in combat skills and have often assisted His Highness in such matters.”




“I have no doubt,” Giles said, and he didn’t. Dawn hadn’t mentioned it, but the man wore a small brand below his ear, the mark of the Egbo, the Leopard Society, also known as the Bringers of Justice. “Still I must go, and it must be alone.”




Gehring drew breath to protest or make a new offer, and Giles held up a hand to stop him.




“Your devotion to your employer’s guests is exemplary,” Giles told him. “But His Highness is clearly taken ill, and your place is with him. I will be fine.”




After a moment’s hesitation, Gehring nodded. “Do you have the house’s main phone number, sir?”




“I do.”




“Please do not hesitate to call if you require any assistance,” Gehring said.




“You have my word on it,” Giles told him, knowing it was the only way he’d get out of the house without a gang of deceptively skilled footmen dogging his trail.




Gehring nodded again and opened the front door for him.




The raw, cold air welcomed Giles into the late evening. The air in Strelsau smelled of wood and coal smoke. The streets around Hentzau’s townhouse were nearly deserted—only a few straggling tradesmen and women hurrying home from a job that had run late and a pair of guards patrolling the area. Once out of that quiet neighborhood, life picked up. The cafes and clubs were well lit and filled with people. People, when they left, went in groups, and they would stop at each person’s home like a bus on its last run of the night before going to the next. The last person would almost certainly stay with the second-to-last person overnight instead of walking home alone. Giles remembered those habits all too well.




Had it really been thirty years?




Shaking his head, he walked on to the address he’d been given and passed the little street twice before he finally noticed it—a nice bit of obscurity work there—and followed its path. Off of that was a small cul-de-sac, and in there was the house he’d sought. Three stories tall, skinny, decorative brickwork popular more than a hundred years previously, steps scrubbed clean, and warm lights in the windows. When he saw the small recumbent lions flanking the steps and the pots of winter-blighted geraniums, he smiled. How nice to know that some things didn’t change.




He picked up the knocker and banged it several times. After a moment, the door opened and revealed a woman of middling height, bright blue eyes, short silver hair, and a formidable presence.




“Rupert Giles, you have an appalling tendency towards the theatrical,” she said, tartly. “Come in.”




He followed her in, shut the door, head it lock automatically, and allowed her to take his outerwear.




“Considering from whom I acquired most of my skills in that direction,” he answered, giving her a peck on the cheek, “that is a farcical comment.”




“Hmmm,” M mused. “It was rather well done of us, wasn’t it? Come sit and have a drink.”




As she poured it, Giles looked around the comfortably appointed home. It was decorated much the same as the last place he’d seen her at, in Oxford, when she’d been the widow of one of his less interesting professors.




“How are your girls?” he asked.




“They have lives of middle class aspirations and comfort,” she replied, “and the worst of their troubles are confined to feckless husbands, competition at the local gardening club, and ungrateful children, which is just as I wished it to be for them. It is most satisfying.”




“And they still have no idea?” Giles asked.




She brought him his drink, the way she’d taught him to enjoy a good whisky and sat next to him. She wore silk pants and a tunic, embroidered in some local style. She had slippers on and had taken off her jewelry and make up. 




“None,” she said, eating the olive from her martini. “They believe my career consisted of nothing more than a mid-level position managing the megrims and whinging of an accountancy firm. Since my retirement, they find it most shocking I chose to live abroad in vulgar little backwater monarchy and are convinced I’ve taken a younger man as my lover.”




“Well, that was your habit in Oxford,” he said, sipping his.




She smiled at him with a twinkle in her eyes. “Indeed. Only now they fear for whatever small inheritance they think exists.”




He paused for a moment, considering how to frame what he had to say.




“None of that, now, Rupert,” she said, reading him as easily as she’d done when he was twenty. “Small talk first. Tell me about your Jenny.”




He flashed a smile at her and then went solemn. 




“We had a bit of a setback recently,” he admitted.




“Oh? Nothing serious, I hope.”




“We received rather final word that we won’t be able to have children, as she’d so hoped,” he told her.




“Rupert,” M said, leaning forward with concern and putting a hand on his arm. “I’m so sorry.”




“It’s not unexpected,” Giles managed. “God knows after my youth, I should have been presented with any number of grown and half-grown children claiming to be mine. I’ve wondered a few times why there hadn’t been.”




“Can anything be done?” she asked. “I know people, Rupert. Give the word, and—”




He shook his head. “It’s not a strictly biological problem, Em. I made choices in my youth regarding magic, as did Jenny. She was raised more sensibly and with a better idea of the costs of the type of magic we meddled with, but we both passed the threshold where embracing that power meant sacrificing potential children a long time ago.”




“Magic is born of life,” M murmured. “Only a very few understand what that means. Not your own life, necessarily, though it may come to that, but the life you would otherwise create. I’m so very sorry.”




He gave her a fragile smile, “I hadn’t realized how much I’d grown to hope myself, until Willow had to tell us. The worst of it was that Jenny had a child in her old life and will never see that girl again. She’d done so much magic in the time after becoming a mother, that she’ll never be able to carry another.”




“She seems quite attached to your Dawn,” M noted.




Giles nodded. “The timing in that was fortuitous. Just as we were grappling with the news, Dawn asked Jenny to accompany her in the necessary preparations for school here. They bonded quite closely, and it helped Jenny immensely. Though…it isn’t the same.”




“I expect not,” M agreed. “Well, perhaps we should skip to the meat of the topic, then.”




“Mmm,” Giles agreed, downing the rest of his drink. “I’m afraid, Em, your fears are not unfounded. It may well be worse than you believe.”




“How so?”




“Simply broaching the subject with Hentzau caused him to accuse me of suborning treason. Between that and the picture I showed him, I’m afraid I may have precipitated him into a migraine,” Giles said, sighing.




“Dammit,” M swore. “You realize that he is almost certainly the most resistant to any blandishments or glamour that woman can produce? He’s yet to swear his oath of allegiance, which will bring him into her power almost entirely, and he’s rightfully suspicious of her thanks to the history with his father. I’ll have to change the next week’s schedule around. That boy’s migraines can last three days.”




Giles nodded. “I met his father once, you know.”




M raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t. When was this?”




“Oh, after Oxford, when I finally started working for the Council. I spent several months in Strelsau, doing some very dry and dull research at the Supplicants library. I stopped by Der Tannenhauser for a pint—”




“And the chance at some company, I’ll wager,” M added.




Giles shrugged in a way that allowed she could be right. “Alexi—he went by his second name—was there with Crown Prince Frederik. They were fast friends. Alexi spotted the volume I’d smuggled out and struck up a conversation. I was half-convinced that I’d won his support for the Council before the night was out. A very intelligent man. Frederik teased him about the princess. Alexi left for Washington DC late that night to take his position with the embassy.”




“Nearly all the Hentzau heirs end up working a year or two there,” M confirmed. “Frederik was a friend of mine, you know. More than once he passed on information that saved the lives of those working for me. His death was…well, it was horrible. I remember thinking at the time that if you wanted to engineer a ghastly death for someone you hated, you would end up with something much like what he endured.




“It wasn’t in the news at all,” Giles observed.




“No, even then, even before this, the Elphbergs have been fanatical about maintaining their privacy,” she answered. “In the space of a few weeks, his immune system failed almost entirely. Frederik was a man of adventure. He’d been to every continent, including Antarctica, and he spent a formidable amount of time in the tropics. It was only to be expected that he’d been exposed to several diseases and parasites, but while he was healthy, his body had held any possible infection at bay. The doctors thought it was HIV, but there was never any evidence he’d contracted the virus. Instead, his immune system gave out, and he was devoured by cancer, viral and bacterial infections, and parasites over the course of a week.




“King Thomas, a great bear of a man, just eroded under the grief, and the princess became the crown princess, then the regent, and finally the queen. Thomas was a shambles of dementia when he’d beaten me at chess only six months previously. I think he was glad to die.”




After a moment lost in silent recollection, she shook herself and came back to the present. “What are your thoughts, Rupert?”




“The circumstances around Antonia’s rise to power are more than suspicious. However, the details of her appearance don’t match any known types of demons or other magical entities capable of possessing a human being for this among of time.”




“What of Eyghon?” M asked.




“It was a demon who manifested by possession,” Giles said slowly, “and if the ritual limitations aren’t observed during summoning, the possession is permanent. However, its presence is spectacularly noticeable, and it never bothered using a glamour to hide itself. Antonia’s behavior is…very organized. Long term. Most demon possessions last hours, perhaps days.”




“You think she’s still human,” M stated.




“I do,” he agreed. “Whatever she did or became twenty-five years ago is the key to this. Hentzau was more right than he knew when he said a shadow had fallen on this realm. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn she’s drawing power from the Hellmouth.”




“So this may very well fall into your Slayers’ area of responsibility,” M observed.




Giles sighed. “We are entirely occupied with the prophecies just now, and I have no proof that what’s happening here is at all related to the disasters foretold by the Sorores in Mortuis. I will inform the Council, and we’ll develop some contingency plans. We’ll continue researching the matter from our side.”




M nodded, unhappy.




“Get the writ of execution lifted,” Giles told her, “and see if you can’t convince the palace to summon Dawn and Hentzau for the announcement.”




Her eyes narrowed. “You’ve something planned. What?”




“I’ve adopted a delightful new phrase,” Giles said lightly. “ ‘Operational security’. Very useful phrase when people ask prying questions.”




She slapped his hand. “Don’t teach your grandmother to suck eggs, Rupert. I’ll do as you ask so long as you share your information afterwards.”




“Which I will.”




“Thank you, by the way, for that delightful little performance this afternoon. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Hentzau’s mouth fall open in such horrified astonishment. Even your Dawn managed to stay quiet.”




“They won’t talk,” Giles told her.




“I know that,” she answered. “They’re not the ones I have to worry about. We found the agent who tampered with the orders to Hentzau’s cohort, but there’s still someone higher up I must locate. Today’s sparring will be known across the university by Monday, and my apparent weakness must perforce draw them out.”




“As you drew me out?” Giles asked.




“How did you know it was me, that I was here?” M asked in return.




“Dawn has attended every single open lecture you’ve given,” he told her, rubbing his eyes under his glasses. “She doodles on the margins of her notes, and she happened to be writing a letter that day. She goes back and labels everything. I was already quite nostalgic, and then I spotted your little portrait. Jenny tells me that my reaction was ‘picturesque’.”




“Ha!”




“How is Dawn doing?”




M raised her eyebrows at him again and smiled. “Her studies proceed with satisfactory speed. She completed the course her first tutor prescribed with more than adequate success and shortly begins more independent study under her second tutor. More than that, you’ll have to ask her directly. When do you leave?”




“Tomorrow after breakfast,” he answered. “I’m probably staying too long as it is, but Dawn needs a little more time with me. And with that, I should head back. Hentzau’s butler may be ready to have kittens without the assistance of a mother cat if I don’t show back up in one piece very shortly.”




“He’s a good man, Gehring,” she noted. “I’ll have one of my people tail you on your way back. She’s discreet. Have a good trip back and give your ladies my thanks.”




She gave him a peck on the cheek, dry and formal like a maiden aunt. He squeezed her hand, got up, let her help him into his coat, and made his way back to Hentzau’s house, where Gehring had indeed been fretting like a mother hen for him to return.







Giles gave Dawn one last hug before getting in the car Hentzau had sent to take him to the train station. 




“Thanks, Giles,” she whispered, hugging him back fiercely.




“You’re quite welcome,” he said. “You are always welcome, Dawn. I know I haven’t done a very good job of expressing myself, but you and Buffy are the closest things I have to daughters, and I love you with all my heart.”




She hugged him even tighter.




“I should have realized one of you would show up here,” she said, muffled by his coat.




“Well, if your matriculation board keeps acting like silly beggars, it’ll be far more than just one of us stopping by to straighten things out,” he told her.




She laughed.




“Remember what I told you,” he said, sobering.




“I’ve got it on me now, and I’ll talk to Hentzau. Is he still sick?”




Giles nodded. 




“I’ll let you know if and when anything happens,” Dawn told him.




“Thank you. We’ll keep you posted from our side.”




She let him go and made a face halfway between resignation and grief. “Okay, so you should get going. Time, tide, and the Ruritanian train schedule wait for no man. Besides, they probably think it’s tacky to go hugging people in public.”




He laughed and gave her a kiss on the forehead, then climbed into the car.		



Rough Days



Downloaded From: Rough Days on Twisting the Hellmouth.




Hentzau



The aura symptoms of his migraines tended to follow the same pattern each time, varying only in intensity and duration. The more intense, the sooner the full migraine was on him. It always started with avoiding bright lights because they hurt, flinching from loud sounds, and then disruptions of his vision by scotomas.




If he immediately stopped what he was doing, took an abortive medication, and laid down in a dark, cool, and above all, silent room, he might manage to avert the worst of it and be able to get up again in a few hours. Any delay meant that he would be trapped in that dark, cool, silent room for at least a day, desperately trying to breathe through the pain in his head, the whirling vertigo, and the nausea. If he was lucky, he could ‘sleep’ through much of it, though he never felt rested, and the knowledge that he was utterly vulnerable during those times ate at him like acid.




But when Rupert Giles, Chairman of the Slayers Council, agreed to consider his proposition, he could not quit the field until he had the man’s promise to protect Margaretha.




“Sir?” Gehring whispered.




“Yes.” 




It already hurt to talk. This was going to be a bad one.




“Mr. Giles insisted on going out. I could not convince him otherwise. I had one of the men follow him.”




“Thank you. Please instruct whomever you sent to remain silent on Mr. Giles’s destination. Not even me.”




“Understood, sir. Will you be sleeping here?”




The thought of climbing the stairs to his room when the walls had already started their unsteady swirling was enough to make his stomach rise.




‘Yes. And let the ducklings in tomorrow. Just ask them to be quiet.”




“Of course, sir.”




Without another word, Gehring knelt beside Hentzau, and gently removed his shoes, put a basin next to the wide couch, unbuttoned and rolled up his cuffs, removed his tie, and unbuttoned his collar. He put a cold, wet compress over Hentzau’s eyes, an icebag under the base of his skull, and a light blanket over him. 




He managed to sleep.







The next day was much worse. Giles had left a letter, which Hentzau couldn’t focus his eyes well enough to read. M sent a notice regarding Brown, which he couldn’t respond to. He had to ask Gehring to send out notification to multiple people that he was unable to meet with them and wouldn’t attend classes that day or possibly the next day. This meant he was sure to get a call from Natalia to check on him.




So long as he kept his social calendar acceptably busy, made sure he was seen in pursuit of or in the company of some amenable young lady, and took pains to attend to her once a week and on significant dates—Valentine’s, her birthday, Christmas, and so on—Natalia was content to leave him be. But let his schedule slip, let him enjoy solitude for a bare week, let him fall ill, or God forbid, be struck by another damn migraine, and she would be there.




He had to come up with a contingency plan one of these days, something fit to distract her from him long enough to let him recover in peace.




She didn’t arrive until late afternoon, which was a blessing in itself. He was able to drink water and keep it down, and made it to the bathroom and back with his eyes closed, holding on to the furniture and walls, which kept his nausea to a minimum. He continued taking pain medication, knowing it would only take the edge of the pain off. To say his head throbbed was technically correct. During a migraine, he often wondered if his skull was flexing at the sutures, it hurt so much.




He heard Natalia when she came in the front door and groaned. Not even Cole and Sear in one of their horseplay competitions were that loud.




“Don’t tell me what to do!” she yelled at what must have been Gehring’s pleas for quiet. “Dima!”




God, that his name could fall from those lips. It was a mockery—




She threw open the door to his study, and the crash echoed in his skull, a long second of incredible pain. He grimaced, clenching his jaw to stay silent. She flipped on the lights and started pulling back the drapes, letting in the afternoon sunlight.




“Dima, you know this huddling away from the world is no good for you,” she said, repeating the same thing she said every time. “If you are sick, you need sunlight and fresh air.”




“Your Grace, please,” Gehring begged.




The poor man, Hentzau thought. Give him a rampaging elephant, and he would have it tamed and pulling tree trunks out by dinner time. When they’d served in the Ruritanian army in a division under the flag of the UN, in cooperation with the agency directing Riley Finn’s work, Gehring had held off four vampires while Hentzau finished wiring the detonators to destroy their nest. Put him in a situation where he could not use violence, the threat of violence, or one of Frau Farber’s high teas to protect his employer, and he was completely at a loss.




“Thank you, Gehring,” Hentzau managed. “That is all. You’re excused.”




“Sir,” Gehring protested.




“Go,” Hentzau repeated. He knew what was coming, and he would just as soon Gehring was not there to see.




Once Gehring had withdrawn, Natalia sat beside him, bouncing on the leather couch, and making his brain jar against the inside of his skull. He managed to stifle his cry of pain. Showing weakness only made it worse.




She tsked, and pulled the compress on his eyes off, exposing his retinas to the weak sunlight. He groaned.




“Why must you always fight me, Dima?” she asked. “Don’t you know that I know best?”




He tried to push her hands away from him, but he couldn’t coordinate well enough, and she pulled the icebag out as well. The throbbing in his head escalated, and when he tried to open his eyes, he literally could not tell what he was looking at, the scotomas were so bad.




“Stop,” he whispered. “Talia, stop, please.”




“You need to get up!” she declared.




She bounced on the couch again, and that was all it took for his vertigo to kick in full strength. He sat up. He sat up, bent over, grabbing for the basin Gehring had left and vomited.




Talia jumped up out of the way, crying out in disgust.




“Oh, God, Dima, you really are a weakling!”




He shook all over, completely unable to tell down from up, and vomited again, this time managing to get all of it in the basin.




It felt like someone had his skull in a nutcracker and was bearing down with all their weight.




“Gehring!” Talia yelled. “Where is your useless ni—”




Gehring was there as if he’d teleported. He ignored Natalia and immediately began cleaning up.




“Hold still, sir,” he whispered.




But once Gehring had seen to him, he had to take the soiled towels and basin with him, which left Hentzau alone with Natalia again. She sat down, ignoring the stain on the carpet. Damn it, he liked that carpet. It felt good on his bare feet, and now it was probably ruined.




“Hmm,” Talia hummed, sounding dissatisfied. “Perhaps you are a little bit sick.”




She started running her hands over his chest.




“I know a way to make you feel better,” she whispered gleefully.




He would rather have had a length of barbed wire pulled out of his bladder the hard way.




“I’ll get sick again,” he rasped.




“No, I think you got it all out,” she told him, climbing on top of him. “And it’s been a while. Tell me, darling, don’t you miss it?”




Like he missed having his skin removed with a chainsaw.




“Talia, leave me alone,” he said, finally managing to catch her wrist and hold it as tightly as he could. 




She twisted her wrist free as easily as she pushed him back down. She really liked it when he couldn’t fight back. He tried to push her off and couldn’t get anywhere. She laughed, and he felt her fingers at his belt buckle.




And at that moment, his unlikely, noisy cavalry arrived.




“Hey, Hentzau,” Summers yelled, striding into a room where she had never been invited, “I need you to sign this form from Herr Shang. Oh, hi, Your Grace. Totally didn’t see you there. Hope I’m not interrupting.”




“Hentzau!” Brown yelled. “Seriously, if I don’t—oh, come on! The butler said you were sick. If you want some alone time with the Duchess—”




“Grand Duchess,” Talia snarled.




“I’m American,” Brown responded. “These fine distinctions escape my comprehension.”




“Hentzau,” Spellman said, “I was wondering if you could help me find a book? Also, is there a catnip merchant who handles bulk orders? Salem, um, had kind of a binge last night while we were over here for dinner. He’s still buzzed.”




And then, the miraculous happened. While his head hammered, Natalia leaned over him and whispered in his ear.




“Find some babysitters for your little ducklings, darling, or I’ll hire a fox to see to them.”




And she got off him.




And she left.




The noise level dropped to a fraction of what it had been, though his head continued to pound and throb, and the world kept spinning. The sound of Natalia’s shoes retreated all the way to the front door, where she was seen out, and his four ducklings silently moved around the room, closing the drapes and shutting out the light. The ache consuming his eyeballs ebbed away.




A cool hand pressed his forehead, and he heard Spellman whisper something to Gehring, who’d returned. A cold, wet compress was laid across his eyes, and a new icebag was slipped under his head.




“Brown, are you sure about this?” Summers asked.




“It’s in a published medical textbook. Check with your House guy. Besides, it’s perfectly safe.”




“Fine. Hentzau, Lee’s going to try something that’s supposed to help your vertigo. It’s going to feel really weird.”




Spellman, who was bent over his head, turned his head to the side. He felt Summers take his hand. Something touched the side of his head, then his ear, then—a spike of freezing cold slipped into his ear, and all his muscles contracted in response, and his eyes popped open.




The world stopped spinning. The nausea gripping his stomach unclenched.




“What…” he managed.




“Ice water in the ear canal,” Brown said from outside his field of vision. “Oldest trick in the book for vertigo. Should last at least 20 minutes, but we should do the other side too.”




So, he cooperated while Spellman turned his face the other way, and Brown administered another dropper of ice water to the other ear. The misery of his migraine retreated to only a little more than half of what it had been.




“Lee, that was brilliant,” Summers said, and a bit of his brain put a little tick beside that comment. Summers never complimented Brown. She must have wanted something from him. “There are way too many people in here. Can you settle everyone in the library, and I’ll be in once I give Hentzau something?”




“Sure.” And Hentzau could hear the obvious pride in Brown’s voice. 




Brown, Cole, and Spellman left.




“How’s the pain?” Summers asked in a soft voice.




“Better,” he answered. He could feel the vertigo nibbling at edges of his vision. Presumably it would return in a short time.




“Yeah, I’d ask you on a scale of one to ten, but I get the idea that you probably wouldn’t admit a three until we started cutting off your toes.”




“Nonsense,” he whispered. “That’s at least a four.”




She laughed softly.




“Summers, do not tangle with that woman,” he told her, feeling the pain in his head building up again. He probably had a minute or two before he was insensible from it. “She is very dangerous.”




“I’ll let you in on a secret, Hentzau,” she said, and he could hear a wistful smile in her voice. “I can be pretty damn dangerous too.”




“Flaming baseball bat dangerous?” he asked. He hadn’t gotten a chance to ask Giles about that, more was the pity.




“Let’s just say that when I told William the Bloody that if he ever touched my sister again, he’d wake up on fire, he took me seriously.”




“Wait…William the…” His brain had broken. That must have been it.




“Long story,” she said. “I’ll fill you in later. Any allergies to morphine?”




“None, but I can’t sleep, Summers. She’ll come back as soon as you’ve left, and I have to be awake.”




“Has it occurred to you that she may think you’re less fun to torment when you’re asleep?” Summers asked.




“Yes. It didn’t work out.” There was the vertigo again.




“Okay, so…I guess we won’t leave until you’re better.”




“Don’t be…” The pain was getting bad, to the point that he couldn’t keep his sentences together.




She picked up his arm and rolled the sleeve back. “I checked dosages with House. I’m giving you an anti-emetic and then the morphine. Just sleep, okay? You’d do the same for any of us.”




He didn’t answer, just focused on breathing through the pain. Summers had good technique. The first shot barely stung, and his stomach all the way up to the top of his throat eased, and he could swallow again. The shot that followed wiped the pain away in broad strokes until he realized that nothing hurt for the first time in nearly twenty-four hours.




“Thank you.”




He felt Summers bend his arm back into place and pull the blanket up before getting up and closing the door silently.





Brown



There was one thing Leroy “Encyclopedia” Brown knew for sure: the only person even vaguely interested in his welfare was himself. The only thing else he was even close to as certain about was that everybody lied. Everybody. The third thing, which was more of a guideline than an actual rule, was that if he was nice to someone, he would get screwed over, but if he treated that person with the callous disregard everyone else treated him with, he was the jerk. As a corollary, if he shut up and stopped dealing with people because he literally could not get his head around why they acted the way they did, people started calling him stuck up, arrogant, or selfish.




He was beginning to think he was playing a sucker’s game.




Case in point: he and the other ducklings were sitting in Hentzau’s fabulous library, in his palatial city residence, snacking on food made by one of several full-time well paid staff members, talking about Hentzau’s incredibly rich, gorgeous, and apparently sex-crazed girlfriend, and the other three were hip deep into the “poor Hentzau” routine.




“So Gehring says that Hentzau’s migraines usually last around thirty hours,” Dawn reported as she came back into the room and shut the door. “Hentzau’s convinced that Romanov will come back the moment we’re gone. I figure at least one of us should be here until he’s back on his feet.”




“Well, can’t we all stay here tonight?” Sabrina asked. “The couches are certainly comfortable enough to sleep on.”




Lee kept his mouth shut. Not that Hentzau was right there to “correct” his behavior if he told Sabrina that he was also comfortable to sleep on, but she or Dawn would go tattle telling as soon as Hentzau was back on his feet.




“Might as well,” Cole agreed. “I think she’s more likely to try again in the morning when she expects us to be in class.”




“She’s not in school,” Dawn said. “What does she do all day, anyways?”




“I wouldn’t expect her up before noon,” Lee offered.




Everyone looked at him, and he shrugged.




“She’s got a substantial stake in Das Tannhauser, and tonight’s the night she goes over the books with the manager. She does it every week. She also screws him in the back office if Hentzau’s waiting for her in the VIP suite.”




Now everyone was staring at him.




“Do I want to ask?” Dawn asked.




Lee shrugged again. “It’s just a matter of paying attention. Tuesday nights, Hentzau meets her at Das Tannhauser for a late dinner. Normally, if she carries a purse it’s one of those little clutch things, but she always brings a bag big enough to hold documents those days. If Hentzau goes downstairs and mingles, her meeting with the club manager only takes half an hour. If he stays upstairs and does his own thing, she takes closer to forty-five minutes, and she always makes sure she leaves something not quite fixed—hair mussed, lipstick missing, the zipper on her skirt not quite right.”




“You notice all that?” Sabrina sounded kind of grossed out.




“You don’t?” Lee asked. “Anyways, she always stays to dance and party, since Hentzau pays for the VIP suite for the entire night. Check with Gehring. He probably didn’t cancel tonight’s suite, so she’ll party it up until two or three in the morning. Ergo, she won’t get up until well after ten, and she won’t come around here until noon or later.”




“Do you have her entire schedule figured out?” Dawn asked.




“Sure,” Lee said. “I’ve got everybody’s schedule figured out. Except yours. You keep disappearing during your tutorials or showing back up when you’re not supposed to.”




She paused for a moment. “Yeah, my tutor’s kind of flaky when it comes to a regular schedule, so I just have to wing it.”




She was lying. Why did people think it was okay to lie?




“Would you write down everyone’s schedule, Lee?” she asked. “And make a copy for each of us? And Gehring? I get the feeling that we may need to run interference for Hentzau on more than just Romanov.”




“Why can’t Hentzau run interference for himself?” Lee asked. “What exactly has he done for us?”




“You mean other than feed us, clothe us, house us, pay for our textbooks and supplies, introduce us to everyone, and generally make sure we fit in at QFU a lot better than we otherwise would have?” Cole asked.




Which irritated Lee, because yes, Hentzau had done those things, but it wasn’t because it he was a philanthropist. Hentzau got something out of it. He looked good to others. He got the gratitude of Dawn, Sabrina, and Cole. He scored points with the matriculation board. It also put all four of them in his debt. Something Lee didn’t want anything to do with but hadn’t been given any choice over.




“Fine,” he sighed, put upon. “Hand me some paper.”




Funny how it was never Hentzau in his debt, even when he’d gone along on the trip to the monastery and fought Vermis demons without complaint. No one had even commented on the fact that he’d rigged three stun grenades to a crossbow bolt so they’d go off and give Hentzau enough space to signal the reinforcements, probably because of his fuck up of hitting Dawn in the arm with a bolt, and no one even cared he felt like crap over that. Just ‘shut up, Brown’.




And people wondered why he was walking around, pissed off all the time.







The next day, after pulling babysitting duty in the morning, he headed off to lecture by Professor Blofeld, and it was his turn to be picked out for attention.




“Think, infant!” Blofeld demanded. “Where is the soft underbelly of your foe? How do you hurt hin so badly he begs you to make the killing thrust?”




It was a case history of the corporate takeover of a family- and employee-owned manufacturing firm. It was the sort of thing that Lee personally felt ought to be left well enough alone. The company made decent profits, obeyed the law, and produced a necessary good of decent quality and competitive pricing. It worked just the way business theory said it was supposed to work. If the publicly owned corporation took them over, they’d have to lay off or buy out the entire upper management, pink slip the majority of the middle management, and outsource the work to another country in order to increase profit margins enough to make back the investment before the next stockholders’ meeting.




He didn’t really think the family who owned sixty percent of the stock counted as a ‘foe’ per se, but he’d seen Blofeld rip other students apart. He’d even made a few of them cry. So Lee gave his teacher what he wanted.




“A full background on the president and CEO shows he had an affair with another woman five years ago,” Lee stated. “There’s a pre-nup between him and the wife, who is COO, and it’s got an infidelity clause. Send her the pics. If that’s not enough, catch him in a honey-pot sting, and publish those pics on the web, demoralizing the family and the company. The teenage daughter has an arrest record for possession of marijuana. Set her up with an amount large enough to up it to ‘intent to distribute’ and call it in to the local PD as a tip. If they don’t respond, go to the media. The head of the union has a kid in private school on scholarship from a charity headed by the COO, so there’s some glad-handing there. Let everyone know the union boss got bought off with a sweet deal, and he loses his rank and file support. Bribe a couple of disgruntled workers to let maintenance and safety slip. There will either be a reported incident or an actual accident. If you’ve got the leverage, buy out whoever holds their mortgage and other debts and push them for early repayment. Call in the auditors and treat every foible like it’s an actual incident of financial malfeasance. Start buying up shares from individuals who look like they want to bolt, and the moment you have a voting majority, walk in, roll up the office, and have the head officers packed up and sent home.”




“There!” Blofeld crowed. “That is what I want! There is no mercy in business or politics, there is only survival and success.”




The rest of the class around him was muttering and glaring.




“What?” Lee asked.




“Pardon, Herr Blofeld,” one of the young men said, “but there are multiple problems with what Brown proposes. Many of his actions are illegal. All of them are unethical or immoral.”




“It’s only illegal if you’re caught,” Blofeld said. “Ethics are an excuse for failure, and morals are a sop to the weak to quiet their mewling.”




Really, he wouldn’t have said that, and he didn’t agree with it. But how were you going to fight the bad guys if you didn’t understand how they thought?




Several students had gathered their belongings and were leaving, even though there was still half an hour to class.




“I shall file a complaint with the matriculation board,” one of the students said. “You’re mad, Professor Blofeld. And you, Brown—” she pointed at him, “are no better!”




“Yeah, but I didn’t—”




“Don’t apologize, boy,” Blofeld told him. “It’s a sign of weakness.”




“I wasn’t apologizing,” Lee answered. “I was explaining.”




“To the small-minded, there is no difference,” Blofeld told him. 




He wasn’t very surprised to see a summons to the matriculation board waiting for him when he got back to his room around lunchtime. It was for that evening, which gave him time to sit and stare at it.




What the hell did people want out of him anyway? Half the stories in the press talked about him like he was Sherlock Holmes, when all he’d really ever been was a clever, observant kid whose mom took a handful of incidents and spun them into a successful book series. Half the stuff in there he’d never even known about until he read it. The other half talked about him like he was Moriarty, and there wasn’t a day that went by that he didn’t spend at least an hour of it kicking himself for not seeing what was right there.




Let’s see, there were the discrepancies in his father’s schedule, in what his father earned as sheriff versus how they lived, the clubs his mother belonged to that on a closer look didn’t actually exist, the damn demographics of Idaville that bore no resemblance to the reality of the place, and the disappearance of any person who looked out of place or talked in a way that didn’t reflect Idaville’s carefully crafted veneer. It was like one of those movies that showed you a scene that was kind of boring and weird, then gave you all the back story, and then showed you the scene again, so that everything you’d thought was happening the first time around turned out to be completely wrong. The good guy was really the bad guy. The fair maiden was really a gold-digging, manipulative bitch. The waiter in the back turned out to be Sir Galahad. Something like that.




And Lee couldn’t, on any given day, figure out which one he was supposed to be.




Of course, he should have figured out who’d entered his room while he’d been out, but it took him longer than it should have. He’d gotten used to the smell of cigarette smoke, spending as much time around Hentzau as he did.




“Hi, Mom,” he said, not looking up.




“Took you long enough, son,” his mother said.




He ticked through a list of questions he already knew the answer to. What are you doing here? What do you want? Why should I help you? 




Why did you lie to me?




Why did you use me?




“How’s Sally doing?” he finally asked.




“You know I don’t know the answer to that, sweetheart,” she answered.




Another lie. He hadn’t been able to find Sally, but he had SSA Hotchner’s word that she was safe in the Witness Protection Program. Except his mother had infiltrated that a long time ago. It made her threats extremely believable when she produced pictures of Sally working at a nursery somewhere, hauling bags of potting soil and flats of petunias.




“How’s your social life?” she asked.




“Same old, same old,” he said dully. “Surrounded by morons. People are idiots. Boring, too.”




“Come on, Lee,” she chided him in that sweet tone she had used his whole life to jolly him out of whatever sulk he’d been in. “You’ve got to give them a chance to get to know you. Know you the way I know you. You’re a sweet boy. You just have to relax and be yourself.”




“Really doesn’t work that way anymore, Mom,” he said softly.




“Well, what about your cohort?” she asked brightly. “That Summers girl is really cute. Well, what about the other one, what’s her name? Spellman? She is too, but I know you have a thing for brunettes.”




I know their names. I know what they look like. I know where they live and what they do.




“What do you want, Mom?”




“Just to stop by and say hello, hon,” she told him. “I know you’re busy with your school stuff, but…I’m just so proud of you. I wanted you to know.”




She came up behind him and gave him a hug, squeezing his shoulders.




“I left you some brownies and cookies on your dresser,” she told him. “You take care, okay?”




He nodded.




When he heard her open the door, he looked up at her reflection in the mirror.




“Mom?”




“Yes, son.”




“I won’t stop,” he told her. “I will not stop until you’re behind bars and she’s safe from you.”




She gave him a smile that was almost weeping with pride. “That’s my boy, Lee. Don’t you ever stop trying. I believe in you.”




She left, and he turned his stare down to the summons from the board. Yeah, Hentzau’s mom was dead. So were Dawn’s and Cole’s. They had no idea how easy they had it.







“The term is only on its sixth week, Brown,” M said. “Why am I looking at the second complaint about your behavior in regards to the student code of conduct?”




Surprisingly, Professor Blofeld was not present for this meeting. M sat in for him as head of the tribunal. Hentzau had been excused, as he was not well enough to attend. On a practical level, that mean that they could only go so far in any punishment, since he didn’t have an advocate on his side.




“I only did what the professor asked,” he protested.




“Really?” High John the Conqueror asked, his voice reverberating against the high ceiling. “How else have I heard that put? Hmm. Oh, yes. ‘I was just following orders.’ ”




“It was a school assignment,” Lee argued. “It was a hypothetical question. No one got hurt. Besides, if his assignments are so bad, then why does he even work here?”




“There is a bright line between the ugly yet necessary actions to ensure a particular outcome,” M told him, “and utter psychopathy. Herr Blofeld lands on the wrong side of it nearly every time. Such consistency should be considered a tool and used appropriately. Are you familiar, Brown, with the Milgram experiment?”




“Yes.”




“How do you think you would have performed, if you’d been given no warning as to the experiment’s actual aims?” she asked.




“I don’t know,” he said.




“I don’t think that’s true,” M said.




So, clearly, if he lied, it was a bad thing. Other people lying was totally okay.




“If I were a kid, I’d have told the guy no way,” Lee said. “Maybe I would have called the cops on him. Now…I’d either figure the person getting shocked had it coming for some reason or I’d have to consider how much trouble I’d get into for telling the experimenter to go to hell.”




There was a long pause, and Lee knew they were glaring at him.




“Well, that’s more honest at least,” M said. “We are not without sympathy, Brown. What you endured in your parents’ betrayal is more disillusioning than most people encounter in their entire lives. However, it does not revoke your personal responsibility to be a fundamentally decent person. If you are at sea, that is understandable, but instead of rejecting every offer of help, perhaps you might consider accepting one or two of them.”




“Great,” he said, not looking up, “I’ll buy a little notebook and follow Hentzau around, scribble down gems of wisdom as he chooses to drop them.”




“You might consider forgoing your daily ration of cynicism,” she responded. “You’ll drain the national reserve at the rate you’re going.”




“May I be excused?”




“If you must,” she sighed. “And please keep in mind that if you so disturb your classmates in future classes, we may resort to a rougher sort of therapy.”




He left without replying.







Prostitution was legal in Ruritania, though streetwalking, pimping, and advertisement weren’t. There was a prostitutes’ union as well as a professional organization of sex workers. If you knew where to ask, there was a discreet directory of brothels where a person of legal age could hire another person of legal age to provide companionship and discreet services for a specified amount of time at a specified amount of money. He hadn’t, until that night, ever tried it out.




It turned out that Hentzau’s announcement that he would see to their all financial needs and cover any bills was also a lie. He didn’t have an account set up with any of the brothels. Lee paid cash.




God, he missed Harvard. All those coed girls either enthusiastically looking for sex or specifically wanting sex with him. He hadn’t been a rock star or a pro athlete, but he couldn’t imagine they’d had it much better. He kept his hand on the back of the girl’s head while she went down on him. Good technique, and she looked like she enjoyed what she did. Long brown hair. Blue eyes. Dammit, his mom was right.




She noticed him tense and looked up, taking his erection out of her mouth.




“You want to go to bed?” she asked, indicating the bed in the corner of the room.




“No,” he answered, shaking his head. “This is just fine.”




She went back to work, and he slid his fingers through her hair, wondering what it would be like if it were Dawn doing it instead. She had sweet body, gorgeous little tits, and he bet she liked it. He just bet she did.




Working that particular fantasy, it didn’t take him long to climax, groaning softly.




Since that was all he’d paid for, the girl let him sit for a moment, got him cleaned up, and then ushered him out of her room. The bouncer eyed him until he pulled his coat on and headed towards the door.




He walked back to his place. Sear was over at Hentzau’s for the night. Lee was expected the following morning. It was cold. He was tired and lonely. He couldn’t remember a time in his life when he’d ever been this lonely for this long.





Sear



The streets of Strelsau no longer held the spirits of the restless dead on every street corner he regularly passed, but Cole carried a notebook to jot down location, date, time, and description of one if he did encounter one. One of the good things about a well documented, literate society was that even if the ghost were two hundred or more years old, it still wasn’t that hard to figure out who they’d been, so long as you were willing to dig through book after book of faded writing in the old German alphabet.




He knew the others were having a hard time of it. Dawn already looked exhausted half the time, and the other half of the time, she was ears deep in research, going through books, maps, letters, and other old documents. Sabrina was less tired than she was worried to distraction. Hentzau had recovered from his migraine after only a day and a half instead of the usual three full days. Lee couldn’t decide if he was angry with the entire world or desperate to be its very best friend. Cole would tell him to get laid, but if the collection of discreet cards was any sign, he was getting his ashes hauled pretty frequently. Weird saying, that. Lee probably knew where it came from.




But, even if the others were having a hard time of it, Cole was having one of the best times of his life. He didn’t have to lie about who he was—not about what he could see and not about who he loved. Sabrina walking in on him and Charles Wallace may have been terrifying at the time, but it turned out she thought it was all kinds of sweet and practically baked him a cake when he’d confided in her. Charles, who was a senior and patiently waiting for the matriculation board to send him notice of his final posting to a high level research project, was a great deal calmer.




Nothing had happened. Not really. But Cole felt like he could skip to class. His skin tingled, and he grinned just thinking that he already knew he’d spent the evening with Charles. He had to stop at Hentzau’s place first. Ever since he and Lee had spotted the vintage Stratocaster and the accoustic that looked like—well, it probably wasn’t a Stradivarius. Even Hentzau wouldn’t have kept one of those out like that—Cole had been dying to quiz Hentzau. Who did he listen to? What did he like to play? Those guitars hadn’t been behind glass. They’d been lovingly stowed behind his desk in a very safe place, and they glowed with daily use and care. Between that and Dawn’s mention that “sheesh, he sure does like listening to a lot of guitar solos,” Cole was convinced that Hentzau was a closet guitarist.




And since he’d been a percussionist in middle school and high school band, and Lee alluding to ten years of piano lessons, he could feel the outlines of a plan beginning to form. So why not ask?







“I cannot imagine a better way to ruin one of the few things I enjoy untrammeled pleasure in,” Hentzau said.




He looked rough. He’d only gotten up a few hours ago and had spent that time catching up with messages, rescheduling meetings, getting missed schoolwork delivered by classmates, and looking hellaciously hung over. He hadn’t shaved yet, and it wasn’t a good look on him.




“Have you ever played with others?” Cole asked. “Just hung out and jammed, tried out different ideas, played songs you weren’t sure you remembered?’




Hentzau sighed and rubbed at a spot between his eyebrows. “Not since I was still taking lessons, and that was not so informal. Though…”




Without even realizing he did it, Hentzau looked up at the portrait and trailed off.




“My mom went to every single one of my concerts,” Cole told him. “Starting in sixth grade, and if you know what a middle school beginner band sounds like and you knew her, you’d know she wasn’t some kind of masochist. It was just that important to her. Your dad played, didn’t he?”




Hentzau looked away from the portrait and nodded. 




“Those were his,” he said, indicating the beautiful instruments behind his desk. “It took a long time for me to pick one of them up after he died.”




“Did he ever play in a band?”




“Not as such,” Hentzau answered carefully. “I do remember my parents talking about a place in Washington DC they used to go to, and he would play with other musicians there.”




“Yeah, that’s called jamming,” Cole told him, “and it’s a blast. He must have been pretty good.”




“He was very good,” Hentzau said softly, then he looked up at Cole, aggravated but not angry. “You’ve made this your cause, haven’t you?”




Cole grinned and bounced on his toes a little.




“What do you play?” Hentzau asked, as if he expected the answer to hurt.




“Drums.” Cole waggled his eyebrows just a little.




“Oh, god.” It sounded like it really did hurt. “What will it take to make you leave me alone until at least Friday night?”




Yes! Yes! Yes yes yes yes yes!




“Campfire sing-a-long!”




Hentzau winced. “You do remember that Summers doesn’t sing at all.”




“Ah, we’ll give her a tamborine or something.” Cole waved him off. “She can’t do too much damage with that.”




Hentzau groaned. “Very well, Friday night. And you will leave any actual drum at home. I won’t have you terrorizing my dogs and the neighbors. You may bring a drumpad and a pair of sticks.”




“Ha! You’re on!”




Hentzau gave him a weak smile that faded. He sighed again and worked the spot between his eyebrows with his thumb.




“Sear, I’m sorry, but I have to bring up a fairly unpleasant topic,” Hentzau said. “As your mentor, it’s my duty.”




“What about?” Cole asked.




“There’s been some talk about you and Charles Wallace Murray,” he said. “You were seen by several people over the weekend behaving in a manner that some few consider to be inappropriate, even immoral.”




“What the hell are you talking about?” Cole asked. “You have a problem with me holding hands with another man?”




“God, no,” Hentzau said, shaking his head. He frowned in frustration. “I’m sorry, Sear, I…it takes a while for me to regain all my faculties after a migraine. I’m nowhere near as articulate as I ought to be to address this properly.” He paused. “In my firm opinion, you’ve done nothing wrong. You haven’t even done anything worthy of another person’s notice. You’re a consenting adult; so is Charles Wallace. He’s a friend, and I wish you both happiness. But…this is Strelsau.”




“Does the matriculation board have a problem with it?” Cole asked, feeling his throat tighten.




“Not that I’ve ever seen or heard,” Hentzau said. “But then, they rarely have any comment to make on a student’s person relationships, unless it disrupts that student’s studies. Their responses have less to do with one’s gender or orientation than they do with the relative wisdom of…”




He sighed again and took his time putting his thoughts together.




“Much of the student body could not care less,” he finally said. “There is, unfortunately, a small but powerful minority who—because they are jaded and cynical and powerful—believe that the only acceptable homosexual relationship is one of exploitation, hedonism, and licentious behavior for the sake of shocking others. If you sold yourself to an older, married man, they would find nothing remarkable about it and might even encourage you. Since you appear with another young man and the two of you share the kind of affection that blossoms with friendship and actual romance, they will attack you, and they’ll be remarkably vicious.”




“What do you mean?” Cole asked.




“Intimidation,” Hentzau told him. “Slander. Harassment. Two years ago—my first year here—there were a series of violent altercations involving a young woman, Serena, who openly dated another woman. Both of them were students here. Serena was subjected to what I consider to be vile, misogynistic brutality, and she withstood it with grace and strength. Then her girlfriend was attacked. The details were never published, and it was one of the few instances I couldn’t find out what happened, but she was never the same. Neither was Serena. She challenged a series of people she held responsible to duels. She won more than half of them, stopping at first blood. Then she challenged the granddaughter of the Duke of Strakenz, and that young woman, Agnes, didn’t stop at first blood. She crippled Serena with a blow and would have killed her, but the seconds stepped in and put a stop to it.”




Hentzau looked at him, meeting his eyes with a kind of fatalistic grief.




“Serena and Katelyn were friends of mine,” he said. “I pay for Serena’s medical care. She returned to the United States, but the blow to her neck played havoc with her life. She has problems with chronic pain and anger, problems taking care of herself, and she’s now an alcoholic. I haven’t heard from Katelyn in over a year. She wasn’t doing well the last time we talked.”




“What am I supposed to do with this?” Cole asked, feeling sick.




“Just, please,” Hentzau said, “for the love of God, be careful. Be discreet. You shouldn’t have to, I know. But neither of us can change the world for wishing it. Charles Wallace and you are always welcome here. Should those slanderous voices begin anew, I will stand beside you, and I’ll fight any duel required to defend you. My fear is that you or Charles will be attacked the way Katelyn was.”




Cole nodded reluctantly. Jesus, he’d thought…hell, Dawn and Sabrina’s landlady had practically pinched his cheek and beamed at both of them when she saw them holding hands. And according to Hentzau…?




“This Agnes,” Cole said. “Was she a student?”




Hentzau nodded. “She’s a senior this year. One of Natalia’s little proteges. Good with a stake though, dependable on a raid of the crypts.”




“I thought the matriculation board would step in, if things got that bad,” Cole said. “I mean, if Serena was challenging people to duels?”




“Duels fought to first blood are not considered worthy of the board’s attention,” Hentzau said. “It airs out festering complaints and reminds everyone that there is a very real cost to impugning another’s reputation and honor.”




“But that duel wasn’t to first blood. She broke the rules, didn’t she?” he asked. “Isn’t that taken seriously?”




“I took it very seriously,” Hentzau answered. “I was ready to kill her, though she’s good enough with a blade I wasn’t guaranteed to win. Herr Shang ordered me to stand down, partly because if Agnes’s second had stepped in, I would have been fighting my own betrothed, which isn’t allowed.”




“And afterward?”




“I petitioned the board.” Hentzau shrugged. “The board fined Agnes an amount of money that set even her grandfather back a bit, and they required that she perform some fairly humbling community service. When I plotted a more personal justice, I was pulled aside and had it explained to me that she would, at some point, serve as a more pointed illustration of the board’s views on such behavior. I argued, and it was explained to me that even my utility has its limits. I chose to focus on other matters.”




He looked away from Cole for a moment, ashamed, apparently, that he hadn’t managed to murder his friend’s enemy.




“Well, shit,” Cole said, “I guess I better go learn swords.”







His walk home was far less happy than the one to Hentzau’s. On the footbridge over the marshy end of the Vogelpark, he saw a ghost standing under the light. When he reached the young woman, he heard her talking to herself.




“She’ll be here. She’ll be here. She’s just running a little late, that’s all.”




She wouldn’t talk to him, even though he tried three times to get her name or a response at all. Instead, he had to write down what he could. He should talk to Lee, he thought. Lee had taken a look at a tourist once and reeled off a list of facts that, when Dawn had incredulously challenged him, turned out to be a series of accurate observations and logical deductions. Maybe Lee could teach him the things to look for, to figure out who a person was when they were too confused or obsessed to help him.




Home was, unfortunately, not above a cafe—God, if only—but a kind of cheap antique/flotsam-jetsam shop, named Das Alt Flaschegeschäft. Dawn had taken one look at the name and the contents of the store and absolutely forbidden anyone from buying anything there ever, under any circumstances. There were four apartments above the shop, all of them tiny but comfortable. He had one, Lee had the one next to his, Charles Wallace (who had purchased several small but charming knick-knacks without any harm) was across the hall, and the last apartment was empty of people but stuffed with the kind of trunks, boxes, and furniture that made Cole think of The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe. It was, however, off limits per Herr Arany, so no exploring.




He used his latch key to open the backdoor and go up the stairs. The small landing was crowded with a stack of boxes, each of them packed with books. He took a closer look and saw they were Charles Wallace’s books. Poetry, myth, theology, folklore, and music theory. There were two suitcases and a medium sized box of personal effects. Charles cared more about books than clothes or stuff. It was one of the things Cole had looked at and realized that was the kind of person he wanted to be with.




“Hey,” Lee said, coming out of his room.




The previous night, Cole had seen a woman leaving by the back door—very pretty, well put together, and probably in her late forties. He’d asked Lee who the lady was, and Lee had answered with a smile that looked like he’d taken a knife in the guts “that’s no lady. That’s my mother.” He still couldn’t figure out Lee’s sense of humor.




“Hey,” Cole answered, looking at the baggage. 




There didn’t seem to be much to say.




“He had to go downstairs to call for a taxi, and you know how Herr Arany is,” Lee told him. “Probably trying to sell him a monkey’s paw, barely used.”




He should have laughed. It was kind of funny. He just didn’t have it in him.




“He got his posting.”




“Yeah.”




He didn’t think it would hurt this much.




Charles Wallace came up the stairs, lightfooted and quick. When he saw Cole was back, he looked over at Lee.




“Hey, could you give us a couple of minutes, Leroy?” Charles Wallace asked him. 




The way he said it, Cole couldn’t pretend what the conversation would be about.




Lee faded back into his room and closed the door.




“It’s funny,” Cole said softly, not looking at Charles. “Hentzau just gave me this deadly serious talk about being careful, that Strelsau had some pretty sick ideas of how to treat gay people. It was hard on him, you know? And he could have saved the effort.”




“It was hard on him,” Charles Wallace said. “He’d still have made the effort, Cole, because you matter.”




It wouldn’t have been fair to say something like “not as much as your posting does”. He already knew that Charles Wallace was brilliant in some strange direction that was about as easy to understand as it was to visualize a tesseract in three-dimensional space. Given a chance, he’d be another Hawking or Einstein. 




“Where?” he managed.




“Amudsen-Scott,” Charles said. He was solemn, but it would have been impossible not to sense his joy. “I’m on the neutrino detector project.”




“Winter in Antarctica, huh?” Cole managed. Charles had talked about it as his first choice, his dream, and in the same sentence discounted it, because there was no way an undergrad would land it.




“Yeah.”




Charles cupped his face, tilted his head up just a bit, and kissed him. He was a petite man—five six, slender, and quiet. Cole couldn’t help feeling like a big, gallumphing galoot when they were together, except Charles Wallace hadn’t even seemed to notice.




“We aren’t over, Cole. The posting is through the end of the southern winter. I’ll be finished in late September.”




“Yeah, but you won’t be coming back here,” Cole whispered. “You graduate in June.”




“And I’m looking for a good grad school. Cambridge has a fantastic physics department,” Charles answered. “It’s a flight and a train, one day’s worth of travel from there to Strelsau. In the meantime, we can write a lot of emails.”




Cole tried to say something brave, but his throat closed down.




“Cole,” Charles said softly, kissing him and then holding him, “this is not the end. I want to be with you. I just have to walk a different road for a while.”




He managed to nod. Charles took his hand and pressed the fingers open, interlacing them with his own. Then he took Cole’s hand and pressed it to his chest.




“You’re already in here.”




And Cole gave up and just kissed him.







Lee sat with him after they’d helped load up the taxi with what Charles could afford to ship with him to New Zealand before leaving for the base. The rest of the books were Cole’s to babysit, with the implicit promise that Charles Wallace would return for them and for him.




Lee brought some beer over, and they sat and stared at the wall.




“Kind of sucks that we’d have to get a satellite connection if we wanted Internet here,” Lee observed. 




“Can’t game on a satellite connection,” Cole said.




“That’s true,” Lee said. “Still, there’s always porn.”




Cole drank most of his beer in a few swallows.




“Hentzau agreed to bring out his guitar for the next campfire,” he finally said. “He limited me to a drum pad, though.”




“Probably a good idea,” Lee told him. “You drummers get a little crazy about your gear.”




“You’re one to talk, keyboards.”




“Yeah, it is kind of hard to pack a grand piano in your back pocket,” Lee admitted. “I’ll have to stick to the spinet.”




Cole sighed and pressed his beer bottle against his head, understanding better why Hentzau used his thumb. 




“Today really sucked.”




“Yeah,” Lee agreed. “Yesterday wasn’t so hot either.”





Spellman



Most days, Sabrina had the feeling that she counted as the idiot child of her group. Lee was the boy genius with Dawn right behind him in applied smarts, and Cole had a flair for pragmatic savoir faire that put the rest of them to shame. Most days, it was okay. She was obviously smart enough to handle life in general, and she knew that being sunny and sweet and nice got her a lot further than just being smart. She got along with just about everyone, and if it was someone like Hentzau, she had an instant big brother who kept an eye out for her. 




But there was something about Strelsau and Queen Flavia University that left her feeling uncomfortable in her own skin, something that made her feel like she just didn’t measure up.




She slipped out of Hentzau’s study in stocking feet. She didn’t know much about migraines—in her family, if you got a headache, you balanced an anchovy on your nose while reciting the Invocation of the Lesser Purfle, and by the time you were done, no more headache—but Dawn had explained the basics, and really, the shade of green Hentzau’s face had taken on was enough to confirm that it was no fun at all. So she moved silently through the study when she checked on him—putting a fresh compress on his eyes, pouring another glass of ice water if he’d emptied his glass, and checking the basin in case he’d been sick again. 




She’d also spent a little time casting Bigby’s Dextrous Repair—good for all stains and smudges—on the carpet beside the couch. It turned out it worked better if you had to stay quiet, which she thought about telling her aunts, but she steeled herself. She wasn’t speaking to her aunts or her father. Not until she got a lot of answers regarding a lot of questions that she hadn’t seen the need to ask when she was still in high school. Like, how could you not tell me I was a witch until the day I came into my powers? Or, why did you limit me to that stupid book of spells and leave me to find out there were whole academic and religious worlds based on magic and the study of it? Her favorite one, though, was why did you keep me from seeing my mother? 




“Ssshhhhh,” she whispered at Salem as he trotted out after her.




She took a moment to close the door after her so that any noise they made—not much!—would be stopped before it could get to Hentzau. Salem gave her a mild glare.




“I’m a cat, wench. I am capricious, perhaps even a little cruel. What I’m not, however, is an asshole. I won’t wake the boy.”




“And because you’re such a good boy,” she said, crouching next to him and petting him, “I’ll ask Gehring to bring you some anchovies.”




“Why? It’s not like I have a headache,” he sassed. “Make it salmon, and you’ve got a deal.”




While he inhaled his salmon like he’d been starving instead of more than a little overfed, she perused the library shelves.




This was where she really felt her comparative lack of smarts. Everybody else in the cohort spoke, read, and wrote Latin as well as they did English. She’d lost count of how many languages Dawn spoke, because it seemed she acquired new ones every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Sure, Sabrina could speak, read, and write any language she wanted to, but she could only do it by casting a spell. It felt like speaking, reading, and writing had always felt to her. She couldn’t have told you one difference or likeness between, say, Mongolian and Welsh if she wanted to, though she’d spoken both of them at one time.




So, looking through the bookshelves, decoding Italian, French, Latin, English, and German titles was enough of a challenge. The older German stuff was printed in Fraktur, which made her eyes ache. No alphabet should have such stabby letters. She also couldn’t make heads or tails of how Hentzau’s library was arranged. It sure wasn’t by Dewey Decimal, that was for sure. Again, Dawn and Lee didn’t seem to have much of a problem. Cole wasn’t much interested in old books. But she’d promised herself that she’d start learning the shelves and find something worth reading. Besides, it was going to be a long morning. 




It was in a section that seemed to be on fairy tales and folklore that she found the book. It was at least two hundred years old, but in very good condition. It was bound in pebbly black leather and stamped with gold letters—fairly grim looking, and she grinned at her own joke. The title was Those Of The Other Realm. Curious, she pulled it out and started leafing through it. The chance that it was actually about the world her dad’s side of the family came from was…




Oh, it was about that Other Realm.




Curiouser and curiouser, she took the book over to one of the couches and curled up with it. At first she just leafed through it, noting a few of the chapter headings and then looking at the illustrations. It was odd, but some of the illustrations were the same kind as in her copies of Emma and Sense and Sensibility. Engraved? Something like that. The lines were all thin, like an ink pen drawing. Some of the other illustrations were a lot more robust with choppy, thick lines. Maybe woodblock carvings? And really, nothing that the illustrations showed were very pleasant.




One series showed how to test someone to see if they were a witch. They weren’t very nice methods, and somehow, even if a person was proven not a witch, they ended up dead. The next few showed what you were supposed to do with a witch, if they survived the test, and seeing as how surviving the test was what proved you were a witch, the favorite method of dealing with a witch was to execute them. Sometimes it was by tying them to a stake and setting fire to them. Other times, it was strangling them. There was one showing a disembowelment.




“Salem, I know the witch trials weren’t about us, but—”




Salem laughed. “Don’t kid yourself, kid. They were totally about us. They just weren’t any good at finding us. So since the Witchfinders didn’t have any actual witches to hang, press, or set fire to, they picked the next best thing—unpopular, lonely woman who looked gross. Works every time.”




“But…why were they looking for us?” Sabrina asked. “I mean, we don’t tell anybody we’re witches. We’re not supposed to interfere with mortals’ lives.”




Salem left off licking his plate clean, jumped up to the top of the sofa back, and walked over to her. She scritched him between his ears, and he purred.




“Kid, that is the culmination of a three hundred year war between us and the mortal world. If you’d had a good look around back in the fourteen hundreds, your dad and his sisters—and myself—had carved out some pretty big spheres of influence in the mortal world. Mostly, people didn’t mind. We kept the vampire population down, supported the arts, and weren’t always raising the tax rate like some mortal rulers I could mention.”




“So what was the problem?” she asked, curious. 




None of her conversations with her aunts had ever gone this direction, and it seemed like they were always hushing Salem. Zelda and Hilda never seemed hostile towards the mortal world either. Frequently bemused, a little contemptuous, but mostly dismissive. They raised Sabrina in the mortal world because her mother was mortal, and the Other Realm was…well, it was hard on kids. Children need structure, they had stressed to her. The Other Realm was more like a complete lack of structure after it had taken a Valium and a couple shots of vodka and then climbed on a table, pulled its top off and starred in a Realms Gone Wild video.




“Eh.” Salem shrugged. “Mortals. They start whining about how their kids have gone missing and their daughters aren’t virgins anymore. A couple of desecrated cathedrals, a few streets running with blood…seriously, they survived the Black Death. You’d think they’d be used to calamity.”




She looked askance at him. “Salem, your sense of humor has gotten a lot darker since we got here.”




“Keep telling yourself that, wench,” he said, curling up against her leg. “Honestly, I don’t know why your dad didn’t read you in on this a lot earlier. Thirteen is a great age to introduce a kid to the real story.”




“I thought you told me that thirteen year olds were universally bloodlusting and full of hate.”




“And here I thought you never listened to me,” Salem answered, sounding smugly pleased.




It was about that time that Cole showed up to replace her, so she shoved the book in her bag—completely forgetting that they’d all solemnly promised Hentzau they would not take any book with them—and headed off to class. And she forgot all about the book until Thursday afternoon, when she was clearing out her book bag. 




Well, she had the afternoon for researching an essay on the theory of thaumaturgical pedagogy, so she might as well explore some background information on the Other Realm. In less than a chapter, though, she was reading it just on its merits.




It was like a nature documentary, Sabrina thought, on a Sasquatch or the Loch Ness monster. The writer acknowledged that, yes, the stories of witches were mostly fairy tales or ghost stories. Most of them were meant to thrill or entertain. Yet, some stories possessed such verisimilitude—and she paused to savor the word, verisimilitude, a nice, chewy word—that the author was driven to track the story’s spore to its lair and present his readers with a pelt or necklace of claws or…and she figured the author’s thing for extended metaphor was getting a little over-extended.




Near the end of the first chapter the author made his grand declaration: witches were real but rare, he knew a witch, he got her drunk, and she started talking. Sabrina checked the length of the book. 




“That must have been some date,” she said to herself.




And it was genuine, she discovered, tackling the second chapter. The Other Realm was populated by witches, exclusively. There was a Witches’ Council, and the readers were warned never to stare at the head witch’s mole. He was very sensitive about it, though the mole didn’t mind. The details were a little off, magic-wise. She’d been to the Other Realm multiple times, and anything you could do in this realm with technology now, you could do in the Other Realm with magic. So it seemed a little strange that the author was hysterical with joy over things like self-pulling plows and pies that baked themselves.




“Okay,” she muttered, “but why the bad stuff near the end?”




She flipped to the end where the tests and the executions were illustrated and checked that they were still there—not a given with any of the books she’d grown up with—and they were. The tenor of the author’s language had changed.




The Other Realm was a parasite world which had affixed itself to this one and leeched lifeforce away to sustain itself and its inhabitants. The number of witches was less than a hundred, thank God, because if there had been any more of them, the world would have suffered proportionately greater and greater harm. As it was, the author wrote, it was thanks to them that mortals suffered such misfortunes and griefs just in the daily course of life.




Witches were sterile among themselves, like eunuchs or mules—um, Sabrina thought, looking over at Salem—and could only conceive progeny through congress with a mortal. It only worked if the mortal loved the witch. It was believed among witches that more heartbroken the mortal, the better a witch the child would make. If the witch was a woman, she abandoned her lover as soon as she knew she was with child. If the witch was a man, he might tolerate the mother keeping the child for a year or two, but he would always remove it from the mother’s care and deposit it with a female relative, usually a sister. 




Well, that…no, she was raised by her aunts because her mom was always going off on archaeological digs. Of course, Marigold wasn’t married, and she had Amber. Ralph and Roland had both been raised by single parents, Ralph by a maiden aunt and Roland by his mother. Her dad was raised by his mother. Donald was raised by his mom.




Um.




Witch children were raised without any awareness that they were witches. They weren’t told until they were sixteen because—and here the author admitted he was speculating—they had to begin using magic before they fell in love for the first time. Once they betrayed their first love through their use of magic, they could never revert to their mortal lineage, and once they understood their lifespan was at least a thousand years, they began to see mortals as things.




She stared at the page for a long moment, not exactly thinking. More…absorbing. 




“Salem?” she called.




“Yes, wench,” he answered after a moment, stretching luxuriously on Dawn’s pillow and yawning until his very pink tongue curled up like a question mark. 




“Are mortals…things?”




He sighed and snuggled in a bit. “Collectible, versatile, easy to train, and they make great squeaky noises when you squeeze them. Yeah, I’d say they’re things.”




Yeah, well…Salem didn’t really count, seeing as he had the whole Evil Overlord in furry pajamas thing going for him.




She went back to the book and flipped forward a bit.




The author had collected stories from people who’d encountered witches. The first was one was pretty pedestrian—a mortal was rude to a witch and got herself turned into sentient oak tree. Well, that happened. Usually the spell wore off in a week, and you went home with a better idea of how important a good, sunny spot was and a dislike of squirrels. Except, the day after the spell was cast, the foresters came through and marked her for the woodsmen. The day after that, the woodsmen came and chopped her down. End of story.




The story after that was of a knight who’d gone on a quest. He’d brought his squire and a minstrel and a priest with him, and the four of them had fought injustices—him with his sword, his squire with his wits, the minstrel with some some serious musical chops, and the priest with his faith and a generous helping of ‘gosh, what a nice guy’—vanquished evil, and told really great stories at the local tavern. The abbot of a nearby monastery had asked their assistance: there was a local baron who had turned from God and held sway over the populace. The people offered up their sons and daughters for debauchment, their little children for sacrifice, and burned all the things which kept knowledge and honor in their hearts. 




The four sallied forth and found it was all as the abbot had said and that everyone—excepting the little children, Sabrina supposed—was having a marvelous time. The knight killed his way through the guardsmen to reach the baron. The squire outwitted the baron and got him to admit that a witch had cast a spell on him and made him thus. Realizing how evil he’d become, the baron threw himself from the tallest tower of his castle. The minstrel sang to the people who’d been under the baron’s sway, sang to them of God, of love, of quiet springs, of the right manner of living, and how all this was still in their grasp. The people came to their senses, looked upon what they had done and upon what their wives and husbands, neighbors, and friends had all done, grabbed the nearest weapon, and in a frenzy of hate that lasted nearly ten minutes, killed each other down to the last man. The priest? The priest was still reciting Last Rites over them when the abbot and his men arrived. 




The abbot was well pleased. The baron had rights over the nearby forest and a copper mine which would now revert to the abbot. The village and farms had been cleared of yeoman who insisted upon their rights and could be worked by serfs with no rights at all. The squire saw true and told the others that it was the abbot, himself, who was the witch. The abbot killed him on the spot. The others he let go. The knight drank himself to death. The minstrel was killed in an alley by a mob. The priest began preaching against God, was defrocked, and ultimately burned as a heretic. The abbot attended the burning and watched smiling.




Sabrina read the story straight through.




“Salem, when did that war between the Other Realm and the mortal one run?” she asked, trying to keep her voice nonchalant.




“Oh, let’s see,” Salem answered. “Took a while for things to get going. Say, mid-fourteen hundreds. Before that, it took so long for news to travel from one end of the world to another, you could close shop and head off to another place a hundred miles away and start up again.”




“Start up what?”




“Oh, plundering the wealth of the local nobility, getting it on with the pretty young things, that sort of thing,” Salem answered. 




“Well, what if a sheriff or highway patrol noticed what you were doing?” she prodded.




“Geez, kid, no wonder your aunts never brought this stuff up. You’re exhausting with your questions. If the local law enforcement took an interest, you’d pick one of their golden boys and wind him up with a set of mind games that would leave him drowning his sorrows far away from you.”




Well…this was really starting to bug her. It was Salem, so you had to take everything with a megalithic salt lick, but…it matched what the author was saying. And the trouble was, she didn’t have anyone else to check with. She wasn’t talking to her aunts, and they weren’t talking to her. She wasn’t talking to her father, though he sent her about one letter a week telling her she needed to work harder, she needed to figure out what she was going to do with herself, she needed to stop wasting time, and no matter how often she started a letter to him to explain that she was working very hard, that she was working very hard on figuring out what she would do with herself, and that she hadn’t even had any time to waste in weeks…it never came out right 




She turned the page, and there was an illustration of the abbot facing the horrified band of adventurers. She had to turn the book ninety degrees, and the first thing she noticed was that whoever had made this illustration had been a decent artist and had been really, really determined to get all the details in. There was the castle in the background with a tiny body falling off the top tower. There was the foreground covered in mutilated bodies, the dais the four friends stood on was built on a row of children’s’ skulls, and the abbot rode a pale horse. 




The abbott was her father.




It wasn’t just the face, though it was a good likeness with his square jaw and light blue eyes. It captured his posture, like he had a flag pole for a spine, he was so upright and proud. She’d never seen a smile like that on her father’s face though.




After several horrified minutes staring at the illustration, she started checking the pages, scanning the stories and surveying the illustrations. In less than five minutes, she found a story that had to be her Aunt Zelda. Aunt Zelda had played the princess in the tower, and every time a knight came to rescue her, she’d send him away on a quest bound to get him killed and give him a token. The token was a charm that allowed her to watch him wander the countryside trying to find what he was sent for. If it got boring, she’d wake up a hibernating wyvern or give a peaceful troll minding its own business a case of shingles and drop the knight in front of them. If he somehow managed to return still alive, she took him up to the topmost tower (what was it with castles and their topmost towers? OSHA should ban them), given him a cape which she promised would turn into wings and told him to jump. 




That’s probably what got Sabrina the most. Every single one of them jumped, because if a beautiful woman swore she loved you and gave you something she said would let you fly, wouldn’t you try? She thought if she were a knight who’d just returned victorious from a quest, she probably would.




And every single one of them fell to his death. 




In the illustration—which did a very good job of showing Zelda’s aquiline nose and slender neck—there was a pile of bones at the bottom of the tower.




Aunt Hilda loved children.




She stopped reading there and sat with her hands clamped over her mouth, rocking back and forth.




It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. Her father was bossy and pushy and completely ignored what she tried to say so he could tell her what she should be doing, but that’s what dads did. Her aunts were flibbertigibbets, but they weren’t mean. Except, none of them had ever said ‘don’t cast spells on people without their permission because it’s unethical and morally wrong.’ Hilda and Zelda would only say ‘bad idea’ or ‘you’ll probably regret it’. 




Sabrina pushed the book off her lap and got up. When was Dawn going to be home? She really needed someone to talk to, and Dawn knew this stuff. But it was Thursday, Dawn’s longest day of the week. She started pacing, not trying to think, but trying desperately not to think. Maybe she could go for a walk. She looked at the window, and even through the curtain, she could tell it was already dark. No walk. Vampires.




Somehow, she thought vampires couldn’t be as bad as what was in that book. 




Maybe she could go downstairs and help out in the cafe. Yeah. They were always busy in the evenings. She could help out by busing tables or making change. There would be people she could talk to, take her mind off of this, at least until she could talk to Dawn.




(And what then?)




She went to the door and stopped. There were two letters addressed to her on the desk. Signora Fiorentino must have dropped them off. She picked them up. One of them was from her father, what she’d started to think of as the weekly beating. The other was from…Harvey.




Astonished, Sabrina forgot any idea of going downstairs and took the letters back to her bed. She had to read Harvey’s first. He must have finally realized how much she really did love him, and written her back to tell her that he’d forgiven her for casting spells on him all through high school, that he loved her too, and that they would get back together. 




She unfolded his letter and started reading. It took three tries to make sense of what he wrote down, because it didn’t match what she expected.





Sabrina,




You just don’t get it, do you? It doesn’t matter how many times you write me. We are not getting back together. I guess I’ll have to spell it out for you: you’re a witch. That’s bad enough, but you cast spells on me. Apparently, you did it a lot, and I can’t even remember it. How do I know you didn’t cast a spell on me so that I would think you were pretty? Or even fall in love with you? I can’t trust my feelings about you, because I don’t think they are my feelings. We were friends. I trusted you, and you betrayed me. I will never trust you again.





So stop writing. Leave me alone. I have a life. It is mine, and I’m not letting you back in.




Harvey








“But…” she whispered. “It wasn’t like that. I didn’t…”




Knowing that it was only going to hurt more, she picked up the letter from her father and opened it. She didn’t read the whole thing, just bits and pieces. “…wasting time with mortals…” and “your family’s heritage” jumped out at her. She was pretty sure they showed up in every letter he wrote. 




People talked about heartache, and she thought it was just a saying, but she realized she was rubbing her chest because it hurt. Her heart hurt. Her heart really, really hurt.




“Hey, why the Sorrowful Sue act?” Salem asked, jumping from Dawn’s bed to the hearth to her bed. 




“Well, I—”




Salem paused, his eye caught by the illustration on the page the book had fallen open to when she’d pushed it aside. It was the illustration of the abbott and the knight.




“Oh, yeah, I remember that,” Salem said, his voice smiling. “Good times. Good t— Rowrr!”




She grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and threw him across the room.




“Good times?” Sabrina asked, feeling rage flush across her face, her chest, and her shoulders. “Is that what witches do, Salem?”




“Jesus, kid,” Salem coughed, “what the hell’s gotten into you?”




“Were you there?” she demanded. “Is that what witches do? Is that what my father did?”




“Hey, whoa, kiddo,” Salem said. “Don’t do anything stupid.”




“Is it?!”




For the first time in her life, she used magic without a spell—raw, unfiltered magic—and she used it to try to kill Salem. If he hadn’t been a cat, already paranoid and ready to bolt, she might have managed it. Instead, when the smoke literally began to clear, she realized that she had punched several holes through the walls, broken the window above Dawn’s bed, and set fire to her pillow.




Without so much as a wriggle of her nose, she doused the pillow. Salem was gone. No doubt, he’d taken off through the window. There was a little ledge that ran all the way around the tower, and he might have been able to tightrope walk it to the roof on Sabrina’s side.




Then it really hit her. 




She’d just tried to kill her cat. With magic firebolts. That punched through stone walls.




“Salem?” she called, her voice croaking. “Salem? Kitty? It’s okay. I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry. Please come back. Here kitty kitty kitty.”




Not to her surprise, there was no answer. 




She looked around the room. There was no way what she’d done had gone unnoticed. In fact, the day long murmur and burble of human noise from the cafe had vanished. It was dead silent. 




“Salem? Kitty? I’m really sorry,” Sabrina said again.




And when there was no answer, she sat on the floor beside her bed and started crying.





Summers




“Summers.”




Dawn looked up from the map she’d been roughing out. Each of her forays so far had given her enough material for three assignments. She wondered if it would be possible for her to go somewhere where she could stay long enough to finish the previous assignments without making more work for herself. Probably not. She wasn’t even caught up on sleep from spending the last night holding Sabrina while she cried her eyes out.




Professor Jones summoned her to the front of the class. The others looked up momentarily and then went back to their work. Professor Jones was of the ‘make them work till they sweat’ school of teaching.




“Yes, sir?”




“This just came for you,” he said, and gave her an envelope.




She flipped it over, and it took a moment to realize what the seal meant. It was the seal of the House of Elphberg. A royal summons.




Professor Jones handed her a letter opener, and she slit the envelope with the experience years of opening Giles’s mail had given her. She scanned the hand calligraphed lines.




“This afternoon?” she gaped. 




“Better head out,” Jones told her. 




“My bathroom has a hole through it!” she wailed. Not to mention her wardrobe and several pieces of clothing.




“Better take a cold shower than show up late to a summons from Her Majesty,” he advised her.




“Oh, spite,” she swore. She’d been working on changing her speech habits. People might look at you funny here and now if you swore like a Shakespearean heroine, but no one took offense or called you a slut.




She went back to her desk, packed her stuff as efficiently as she could and bolted for Hentzau’s house. As she ran, she checked her pocket for the Serum of True Sight Giles had given her. It was there. It had to be that the writ had been voided, though a little warning from the board might have helped.




“Macht Ihr ein Loch!”fn1 she yelled, slithering through the crowd at the head of the stairs into Snivelling Close, the alley that would put her two blocks away from Hentzau’s house. If anyone could get her put together for an afternoon audience with the queen in the time left, it would be him, and he’d probably been summoned as well.




She was heaving by the time she got to the front door, and it opened before she could reach the knocker. Gehring was ready for her, taking her bag and purse, then her robes, then letting her plunder the pocket for the little phial. Frau Finnegan, took her by the wrist and led her up the broad stairs, where she’d never been.




“His Highness is getting ready now,” Finnegan told her. “He anticipated that you would need a place to prepare as well as suitable clothes.”




“Right,” Dawn agreed, suddenly realizing that neither her ballgown nor her student robes would be appropriate for a daytime audience, and she didn’t have much between. She didn’t even have the ballgown anymore, since it had taken a direct hit when Sabrina had gone all ‘nice shootin’, Tex’ last night.




The second floor housed a disused ballroom, several offices, and other rooms that probably only happened when you owned a small palace. They went straight past to the next flight of stairs up to the third floor, where the family bedrooms were. She could hear water running. Finnegan pulled her along impatiently to a bedroom suite on the right side. From the slightly stale air, it was unused, but it was kept clean and bright. The first room was a sitting room, between that and the bedroom was a dressing room not just bigger than the room she shared with Sabrina but bigger than her room back home. Presumably on the other side of the bedroom was a bathroom, and she prayed she’d get a chance to shower, since technically, she hadn’t had one in close to three days.




The chairs in the sitting room were draped with dresses, and Finnegan dragged her over to a mirror.




“There is no time to argue,” she told Dawn, “not if we must have the alterations done before you leave for the palace. So you do as I say without arguing, and I will do right by you, yes?”




She seemed to expect an answer.




“Uh, sure. Yeah. Let’s go.”




“Good. Off with shoes.”




Dawn obediently stepped out of her shoes. A maid took them and ran away. Literally ran.




“Strip to your underthings.”




Uh. She hesitated, then shrugged and started pulling off clothes. Hentzau hadn’t done wrong by her so far, and his people loved him.




Finnegan considered her and started barking orders. “No red! No purple! No brown!”




She regarded Dawn, took her hand and brought her arm up and out. “No sleeveless! No orange! Nothing shorter than ankle length skirt!”




Now it was getting more difficult, as Frau Farber and two maids began throwing dresses from one pile to another.




“The yellow batiste de soie,” Finnegan commanded. “The green linen.”




They were handed over, held up to Dawn’s face, and dismissed. 




“The navy challis. The pewter habutai. The celery taffeta—no, the other celery taffeta.”




They went through several rounds, with Finnegan finding only three possible dresses that she clearly wasn’t thrilled about. After a moment of pursed consideration during which Dawn could feel pimples sprout on her face, Finnegan looked over at the maids.




“I want the sky blue samite.”




The maids exchanged a look.




“Now!”




They bolted.




“Did you just order the Illudium Pew-36 Explosive Space Modulator be brought to you?” Dawn asked.




“It was his mother’s,” Finnegan told her, and there was no need to guess who the antecedent to ‘his’ was. “You have a figure like hers. It’s a lovely gown, and you may be able to carry it off.”




The maids brought it forward. Dawn saw it and exhaled audibly. She hadn’t known she could want a dress the way she wanted that dress.




Finnegan sent the maids scurrying to the side with a gesture, and Frau Farber returned with a bowl of hot water and a washcloth. Finnegan took the cloth, soaked it, wrung it out, and began scrubbing Dawn like a potato.




“Owowowowow,” Dawn muttered, trying not to complain, trying to cooperate, and not doing well at either.




Finnegan reached her right hand, which was clasped around the phial. 




“I’m holding on to this,” Dawn said. “Not arguing, just stating a fact. I’m holding onto this.”




“Well, stop being difficult and hold onto it with your other hand. I only need to clean your hand, not cut it off.”




After she met Finnegan’s exacting standards, the dress was reversed and dropped over her head. She had to switch hands again to get them through the fitted sleeves. The dress settled on her, and Dawn looked at her reflection. Even wrong side out, it was still remarkable. Farber and Finnegan started tugging, pinching, and pinning. 




“Stop breathing,” Finnegan commanded.




“For how long?” Dawn squeaked.




“Need to take in the bust,” Farber noted.




“Yes, thanks for the reminder,” Dawn sighed.




“Stop breathing,” Finnegan repeated.




It was half an hour of being pulled one way, then another, of having the dress removed, being scrubbed and blotted again, lest she mar the silk, having the dress put back on. Being told to hold her breath, to breath, to stand up straight, to bend her arm, to straighten her arm, to put her weight on one leg, then the other, to twist at the waist, to raise her arms to shoulder level, to hold her chin up, to sit, to walk, and a little surprisingly, to grab her skirts and run around the room. Of course, this was Strelsau, so maybe it wasn’t that surprising.




“Very well,” Finnegan said, brushing a lock of hair off her forehead. “I can start work on this. Farber, you see to getting her cleaned up?”




“What was that scrubbing I just got?” Dawn protested.




Finnegan and the maids took the dress off her, and she got walked—in panties and bra no less—through the bedroom to the bathroom on the other side.







She had never felt this pretty in her life. It was the dress. It didn’t hurt that Farber had shanghaied an aesthetician from one of the premier day spas on extremely short notice, and that Dawn had been plucked, scraped, and waxed within an inch of her life. Then her hair had been trimmed. Such dire frowns were directed at the ends of her hair, she was surprised they didn’t just fall off out of mortification.




She was perfumed and coiffed. Her hair was pulled back, braided three different ways, and then twisted into a heavy, silken knot that made her neck look like the stem of a flower. The aesthetician had used a battery of brushes, pencils, little pots, powders, and unguents to make her look like she wasn’t wearing any makeup at all but just had the fairest, freshest, loveliest complexion ever seen on a person above the age of three.




But it was the dress that did it. It was a court gown, not a ballgown, so its cut was a little more conventional. It was off the shoulder and opened into bell sleeves that hung past her elbows and then fit very snugly all the way down to the pointed ends, which hung over her hands. The bodice was molded to her torso, and all the nips and tucks along the princess seams meant the line of fifty pearl buttons down her spine met in perfect precision. The skirt just seemed to happen, like the petals of a tropic flower when it opened. It had enough spine that it followed a half beat behind her with a delicious rustle of silk. She spent a lot of time twirling in front of the mirror.




She found a pocket in the voluminous swaths of skirt and dropped the phial in it, then spent another worried minute digging through the piles of silk to make sure she could find it again. When Finnegan brought over the matching jewelry, Dawn had to stop and think. She was still wearing the Swarovski pendant Xander had given her for Christmas, a cut crystal key with loop, stem, pin, and teeth in exquisite miniature, in the exact same shade as her eyes. She only took it off to shower, but it just didn’t seem wise to wear in front of the queen. She lifted the chain over her head and handed it to Finnegan.




“Will you take care of this for me, please?” Dawn asked. “It’s really important to me.”




“But of course, miss,” Finnegan assured her. She tucked it into her blouse pocket and buttoned the pocket.




The jewelry was a parure of sapphires—earrings, necklace, brooch, hair pins, and ring. It was daytime jewelry, only a little flashy, much more subdued than would be worn to a ball or an opera. With the addition of shoes and a pair of gloves Dawn had to wait to put on until after she’d put on the True Sight potion, she was ready. In fact, she was ready before Hentzau was, though she put that up to him having to arrange a whole lot of stuff, notify the board that they’d been summoned, and then having to get ready. So she ended up waiting for him in the library.




“Pay them extra to have the work done quickly and well,” Hentzau said, messing with his collar as he came into the library. “And send an amount equal to the expense to Fiorentino. Did M receive the note I sent her?”




“Yes, sir,” Gehring responded, waiting patiently for Hentzau to stop fussing before stepping in and fixing his collar properly.




Hentzau was in a military uniform, one of those comic opera get-ups with a sash, a sword, and the weight of his own head in gold braid. A few weeks in Strelsau meant she could read it like a pamphlet on dress codes. First Division Queen’s Lancers, which was where he’d served as a lieutenant on detachment to the UN and Riley’s unit. For two years service, he’d racked up several citations and had three campaign medals and a combat service badge. He wore a brevet captain’s rank, and she thought it was a division tradition, but she couldn’t remember. 




“Where is Summers?” he asked. 




“Right here,” she said, stepping away from the corner and into better light.




“Good,” he said, turning towards her. “We’ve a little…”




He did a full double take that would have been comical on anyone else. He clearly recognized the dress, and it didn’t bother him the way she worried it might have. Instead, he just stared wide eyed at her for a long moment, a little dazed.. 




“Oh, they will be the death of me,” he murmured.




They? Please tell her he wasn’t referring to her breasts.




He came back to himself with a little laugh. 




“I beg your pardon, Summers. You…look lovely. I’m afraid my staff may have used the opportunity to send a few messages of their own.”




“Such as?” Dawn asked, a little worried.




“Well, can you imagine Frauen Farber and Finnegan going to the effort they did or choosing that dress for Natalia?”




Ah. Yes, that was indeed a message.




“And they’ve conjured an image of all that is lovely, innocent, and harmless,” he said. “With any luck, the queen will dismiss you and spend her ire on me.”




“There’s ire?” she asked, worried again.




“When I am summoned to her presence, there is always ire,” he stated. “Very well, lets head out.”




He gave her a courtly bow, she practiced a deep curtsy, and then he offered her his arm and escorted her to the car.







“This seems like seriously short notice,” Dawn said, trying her damnedest to sit in the circle of her skirts and look tranquil. She had no idea how she was doing.




“Under normal circumstances, a summons from Her Majesty would afford at least a month’s time,” Hentzau answered, watching out the window and fidgeting with his gloves.




Hentzau was fidgeting.




“Hentzau.”




He looked over at her.




“How bad are we talking?”




“Her Majesty bears me an enmity that I cannot explain, though I believe my parents also endured it. She’ll use whatever chance she gets to humble me.” He gave her a direct stare. “That is fine, because it distracts her from you.”




“I need that?” Dawn asked.




“Anyone with a sane mind would prefer it,” he answered. “Should she learn that Giles met with both me and M and discussed the creation of amicable ties, there will be hell to pay, and we are on a Hellmouth.”




“You know, for some reason I keep hoping you’re going to say something along the lines of ‘why, no, we’re all best of friends, she just really likes to tease,’ ” and she was surprised to hear a note of bitterness in her voice.




“Not quite the fairytale kingdom, is it?” he asked softly. “Regardless, speak only what you absolutely must, do not lie or even prevaricate, do not volunteer a single word, and make no promises you cannot keep. Do you understand?”




“Yes, I do.” She nodded firmly.




He flashed her a grateful look. “I don’t suppose you could feign meekness.”




“Meek?” she asked and grinned. “I am so totally meek. I own meek.”




He shook his head in dismay, and they were pulling up to the palace drive.




“Hentzau, can you give me ten seconds after you get out of the car?” she asked, suddenly panicked. She knew she’d have to wait to the last moment to put on the True Sight, She just hadn’t thought the last moment would be there so soon.




He gave a frankly curious look but let her off the hook. “Certainly.”




She palmed the phial again and kept the little gloves of thin kidskin in her lap. The car came to a stop, the door opened, and Hentzau climbed out. As soon as she was shielded from his eyes, she pulled the stopper out, covered the mouth, and flipped it over, wetting her index finger. 




A drop on each fingertip, Giles had said. One on each eyelid, each earlobe, each nostril, and each lip. She wasn’t as tidy as she wanted to be but, dammit, she was not going to achieve Mary Poppins status. She just hoped it wouldn’t mess up her makeup. She desperately wanted pictures before she washed her face. And she took Hentzau’s waiting hand and stepped out of the car.




She settled her skirts and stood straight, a draping cloak wrapped around her shoulders against the cold. She tucked the phial back into her pocket and wondered how long it would take for the serum to take effect. 




“Deep breath,” Hentzau said, and he sounded like he might be talking to himself, “and I promise a pleasant evening.”




“I’m holding you to…that…”




He was wearing armor, and not the shiny plate mail of Hollywood Arthurian sagas, but worn, dented, mended, and scratched bits of plate bound by leather straps over ring mail. He looked like he’d just walked off a battlefield—exhausted, filthy, and battered almost as badly as his armor. The scar through his eyebrow was a fresh wound, and blood covered the side of his face from temple to jawline. 




Oh, shit, she thought. It was that kind of True Sight. 




He took her hand and held it shoulder high as they strode to the doors of the palace, and she could smell far more than she’d bargained for. Hentzau, next to her, smelled of horses, leather, blood, sweat, and tobacco smoke. There was another smell, one of fetid, moldering corruption, of rot. Of death. It took her a moment of looking around for a large, decomposing animal before she realized it was the palace.




Suddenly, it wasn’t so hard being meek.




Inside the door, Herr Shang waited for them. She looked up at him and saw, to her grateful surprise, that he looked much the same. A little shimmery around the edges maybe, but that was it. He read her like an open book and exhaled in exasperation.




“May I suggest a study of statistics, the law of averages, and their relevance in regards to gambling, Miss Summers?” Shang said politely.




“Right after we make it out of here alive,” she murmured.




“Will M join us?” Henzau asked.




Shang gave the barest of head shakes. “She felt it was more beneficial to your case for her to remain away from the battlefield today. I attend in her place.”




On the way up the stairs to the throne room, she turned her head to Shang and asked softly, “why does it smell so bad?”




Because it did. The palace smelled like an unemptied Porta-Potty stuffed with slaughterhouse leftovers and left under an August sun in Florida. Shang raised one eyebrow a millimeter or two, communicating his interest that she would ask such a question.




“Wealth and power build beauty for the eye to see,” he said, “but the accumulation and management of these things is the parent of alienation and loss of empathy. In such a world, the dead stack up very quickly and are rarely given proper burial.”




Well, that was a horrible thought, and she never got the chance to ask a follow up question. There were too many people in the hallway, and Hentzau was on edge, scanning the crowd. He had his off hand on his sword hilt, like he expected trouble. Dawn abruptly remembered his joke about harboring a fugitive from the Queen’s justice, and it occurred to her that if this went south, he’d be in just as much trouble as she would. Maybe more.




The halls were fairly crowded. Apparently a lot more went on at the palace than just the occasional meet, greet, and reprieve from death sentence. There had to be offices and conference rooms and such. 




Oh, good, a woman with the head of a pig. That wasn’t disturbing at all. Neither was the man carrying a net loaded with live fish, each one visibly gasping for water in the thin air. Over in the corner, a pack of starving wolves tore apart a…well, probably a deer, but the deer was wearing city clothes. There was a man dressed like Fagin, playing three card monte with a crowd of suckers. Here and there she recognized some of the people from the Grand Duchess Natalia’s party, some people from the ball, and some people from school. One of them was being crucified, and he offered some helpful suggestions to the man holding the mallet and second spike.




No wonder prophets went stark, raving mad and ran off to live in the desert, she thought.




And the things she heard. With the exception of Herr Shang, every sentence another person said was rung over by something else in the same person’s voice. 




Hentzau glanced at her and said “Don’t worry. It’ll be all right.” 




She heard that, but she also heard It won’t be all right. I don’t think I’ll see my twenty-fifth birthday.




When she didn’t answer, he leaned over a little. “Are you all right?”




Don’t fail me, Summers.




“Fine,” she managed, and then gave him a smile. “Working on my meek.”




Can I go back to vampires and Hell Gods, because this is getting a little much.




They paused about twenty yards from the door, because that’s where the end of the line was. Hentzau fumed.




“I was thinking of spending some time in Monte Carlo,” the woman in front of them told her friend.




My husband is cheating on me, so I think I’ll get back at him by ruining us financially.




“Monte Carlo? If you must, dear.”




I fucked him this morning while you were sleeping in. You never even knew I was there.




Behind them, as the line was still growing, an older man lectured a younger man.




“There’s plenty of work for anyone willing. I’m not paying taxes so some slovenly layabout can enjoy regular meals and a roof over his head without sweating for it.”




I like walking past starving people. It makes me feel strong.




From further off, a woman was declaring her views on academic freedom.




“The male hegemony has had its chance. We spoke of nothing but dead, white men for two thousand years.”




I won’t be happy until everyone parrots back my own beliefs to me.




“Franz is such a handsome boy. And clever! I’ve arranged tutors for him so he can work to his full potential.”




I’m going to ride my child like a donkey and use up his childhood like cheap perfume at a whorehouse.




A woman walked past them. She wore a shackle around her ankle, and it was chained to a dead man. It took her a while to get all the way across, as she had to lean into it and drag the body forward with each step.




“I am really, really not liking this,” she whispered.




“And the queers!” the man behind them erupted.




Someone had better burn alive so I can feel vindicated.




“Gärtner!” Hentzau snapped. He must have known the man. “You will shut that foul hole and keep it closed until your betters require that you speak.”




And across Dawn’s vision, Hentzau put a sword to the man’s throat and held it there while a trickle of blood slid down the man’s skin.




“Perhaps not politic,” Shang said, “but most satisfying.”




The man, Gärtner, harrumphed and choked on his bile as Hentzau pointedly turned his back to him.




“Summers, I’m afraid this may make you uncomfortable,” Hentzau said, “but I’m going to pull rank.”




If I don’t get this over with, I shall run amok.




“Not a problem.”




“Ladies, you must pardon us,” Hentzau said loudly to the women in front of them.




They turned to him, and he went full arrogant aristocratic prig on them, offering a supercilious sneer. Angry but unwilling to challenge him, they withdrew. As did each person in front of them in the line just as soon as Hentzau made his intentions plain.




“You just do this?” Dawn asked. “Line’s too long, so you pull the graf card and cut in line?”




“None of the people here were summoned,” he answered, his cheeks coloring a bit. “And if any of them had been petitioning the crown in good faith, I’d be pleased to let them go ahead. Most of the people are here today to plead for relief from taxes.”




“Including Mr. Shut Your Foul Hole?” she asked, trying to ignore the rising buzz of anger behind them. “He’s wearing a ten thousand dollar watch.”




How dare he do that to me! I should be the one who can do that to anyone!




He inconvenienced me. I want him dead!




I shall take my temper out on the servants when I return home.




“Thirty thousand dollars, and he owns three yachts,” Hentzau answered. “Such a shame his children will go hungry if Her Majesty shows no mercy.”




“You pay your taxes,” she said.




“I pay my taxes,” he confirmed. “It is an obligation, a duty, and an honor to support both my country and those fellow subjects who are less fortunate than myself.”




“I hate politics,” she sighed. “And economics.”




At the doorway, Hentzau handed over the two summons as well as his and Dawn’s school credentials. The throne stood some twenty yards ahead of them. Dawn steeled herself. Identifying demons was a lot like identifying finches in the Galapagos—they were all different, but sometimes the differences were subtle and hard to spot. You had to pay attention. She just hoped it wouldn’t be as bad as the first time.




When the doorman announced His Illustrious Highness, Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri, Graf von und zum Hentzau, Miss Dawn Summers of the Slayers Council, and Herr Aloysius Shang, the Highly Learned Professor of Saint Drogo, Queen Flavia University, the crowds turned and reluctantly parted, allowing them to proceed down the carpeted aisle. Dawn’s eyes flicked back and forth along the ground, where shields had been flung aside, spears dropped, and heads, literally—or at least as far as could be literal with True Sight—had rolled.




Meek. Yep, she could do meek. 




She kept her eyes down as they approached the dais. Both the queen and her prince consort were there that afternoon. She stopped when Hentzau and Shang did, and as the two men executed full bows—with Hentzau scraping his bootheel loudly—she dropped into the lowest curtsey she could hold for more than ten seconds.




“Ah, sweet Hentzau,” the queen said, and the buzzing undertone of the first time was gone. “Too long since you paid your respects to us.”




“Too long, indeed, Your Majesty, since I have paid my true respects,” he answered.




Oh, good, Dawn thought. Let’s use truth as a double-edged sword. No one ever gets cut by their own weapon that way.




“My goodness,” the queen drawled, and Dawn started to wonder how long she was going to have to hold this extreme plié, “has it been so long that you’ve reached your majority, dear Rupert?”




“Your Majesty knows it has not,” and Dawn heard a sudden strain in his voice.




“Then you must correct your attitude, sirrah,” she answered. “I would not have anyone say that my dear count was ever incorrect.”




She kept her eyes on the carpet in front of her, but in her peripheral vision, she saw Hentzau’s knee bend until he knelt in front of the queen.




Oh, yes, you will kneel before me, boy.




The voice made the hairs on the back of Dawn’s neck stand on end.




“Rise, my children,” the queen said after a moment long enough that Dawn’s legs had started to shake. “It is a happy occasion.”




Hentzau stood, Dawn followed him, and Shang merely straightened as if that happened to be what he’d intended to do all along. Taking a slow, deep breath, Dawn brought her eyes up to the queen.




Well, she’d been right. It wasn’t as bad as the first time.




It was worse.




Antonia Gisele Helmina Margaretha, by the Grace of God, queen of Ruritania, Protectress of San Sebastien, Greater Mauritia, and Melanasia, Duchess of Strelsau, and Gräfin von Zenda wasn’t a demon. She was a human. Mostly. She just wasn’t occupying the body she’d started off in. 




It was hard to see everything, because the layers kept shifting. There was the physical body, which looked like it was entering Crypt Keeper territory. There was the glamour the queen projected, a gauntly beautiful flame of a woman, snapping with energy. Underneath those things was a flickering, consuming, baleful hunger. 




How dare you stand against me. I will eat you, old man.




Shang heard the comment. Dawn was sure of it, but he didn’t even blink.




Dawn started to automatically catalog all the things she saw, trying to record in her brain without thinking about it too much. The queen had stood and strolled to the other side of Hentzau, the train of her dress dragging the ground beneath her, but Hentzau and everyone else was watching the throne and the empty air above the seat like she was still there.




“We must admit,” the queen said, tilting her head in thought, “we were startled that a writ of execution signed and published more than six hundred years ago was not only still in force, but a student stood condemned by it. I don’t believe the ruler of this country has actually cried ‘off with his head’ in more than a hundred years.”




The audience tittered a bit, as the Queen clearly expected them to.




“As were all of us,” Herr Shang said.




“And here stands the condemned,” the Queen said, pausing in front of Dawn. 




Dawn kept her eyes on the throne, feigning the glamour’s influence, and when the Queen walked in front of her and stopped, kept her gaze focused past the woman. It wasn’t easy.




The stench would have knocked a buzzard off a dump truck of roadkill, her grandfather would have said. It wasn’t just rot. It was formaldehyde and bleach and every chemical that could be used to preserve something. The woman’s skin was arsenic white and pulled so tight every tiny flex of expression caused the skin to buckle into a web of tiny wrinkles. Her eyes were burning green and set so far back in her eye sockets, they were shaded from the light of the chandeliers overhead. Her hair was nearly gone, and her scalp clung to her skull with a looseness that suggested she might shed her skin. 




Her dress hung off her—apparently, her glamour was so good, it fooled the seamstresses into tailoring her gowns too big. She wore pearls, big, baroque and misshapen, and she wore the leather necklace Dawn had seen the night of the ball. Only it wasn’t ivory beads strung on the leather thong, it was teeth. Molars.




And who are you, little flower? Dawn heard the voice, cold and vicious. Sister of the Slayer, indeed. I could wear a Slayer for a long time indeed and not wear it out. You’re just a snack, yet you may serve.




Then the queen was gone and back in her throne. Dawn managed to breathe again and felt the sweat slide down her skin.




“Your Majesty,” Dawn said softly, looking down.




“You mustn’t be afraid, Miss Summers.” And Dawn heard the wolfish smile in the woman’s voice. “I don’t bite.”




The audience tittered again.




I’ll suck the marrow from your bones, little Summers, if I think you’ll aid Hentzau. Remember that.




“Well, not if you don’t ask nicely,” the prince consort said.




That got an outright chuckle from the crowd.




Dawn spared him a glance and immediately wished she hadn’t. From what Hentzau had said, he was much of a muchness with his son, the same build and look, the same careless entitlement. That wasn’t what she saw, though. In fact, he reminded her of a half-eaten sandwich. If the sandwich was self-aware, understood what was happening, couldn’t speak, and knew perfectly well that he’d be finished off the next time his wife got a bit peckish. 




She didn’t know a person could scream silently with their eyes. And scream. And scream.




And scream.




“Thank you, Your Majesty,” she managed. “I’m very grateful.”




“Well, we haven’t lifted the sentence yet,” the queen drawled.




That got a full laugh. Dawn managed a smile. Hentzau looked like he would grind his teeth down to nubs in the next five minutes.




“Hentzau, darling, how long were you aware of this predicament?”




“Since just before the start of term, Your Majesty,” he answered.




Oh, crap. 




“We should be thankful the Fustians have no sweet lambs as pretty as Miss Summers to beguile you, my pet,” the queen said, her tone sulphuric, “or I might find myself assassinated at the next ball I give.”




I’ll make you watch as I kill and eat these little ducklings of yours, and I’ll save the girl for last.




“Miss Summers character is thoroughly attested to,” Hentzau said. Then paused. “Your Majesty.” Then he paused again. “I thought to provide Your Majesty with plausible deniability in the event Miss Summers predicament became public knowledge, to spare you the public appearance of being willing to have an innocent girl killed for an old grudge you surely don’t hold.”




“Thinking of us, Hentzau? We’re touched.”




Squirm, boy.




“Mister Giles’s petition provided the perfect opportunity to allow Your Majesty to be shown at your most magnanimous, instead of being taken by surprise or trapped by political considerations,” Hentzau answered, and Dawn marveled that he’d kept his voice so…congenial.




The queen snarled at him, and Dawn nearly jumped, it was so loud. How could anyone not hear that?




“Miss Summers,” the queen swung back around on her.




“Yes, Your Majesty.”




“Do you intend us harm?”




Tell no lies. Make no promises.




“No, Your Majesty.” Not yet.




“Will you carry our message of friendship to your council and your sister?” 




“Yes, Your Majesty.” With a big, fat biohazard warning label on it.




“Will you follow the laws of Ruritania and commit to your studies?”




“Yes, Your Majesty, as much as I ever have.”




That got a short chuckle from the studio audience. The queen spared her a thin smile.




“A politic answer, Miss Summers,” the queen said. “Very well. Strakenz!”




The Prime Minister, Heinrich, Duke of Strakenz, skittered forward, and Dawn felt close to fainting. So that’s what happened when she went back to finish the sandwich. 




“Let it be known that the writ of execution for members of the quondam Watchers’ Council, now known as the Slayers’ Council, is voided. Those under its edict are no longer outlaw but subject to the Queen’s law and justice.”




“Yes, Your Majesty!”




A ragged cheer went up from the audience, a group of people who’d never been in fear of missing out on the latest hot vacation spot, let alone gone hungry, let alone feared for their lives. Dawn had a very bad taste in her mouth.




“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Dawn said, with real relief, and curtsied again.




“You may leave our presence,” the queen said, ignoring Dawn, and turning her back on Hentzau.




He bowed all the same, making the same scrape with his heel. The three of them backed up as the crowd began to mill again.




“Your pardon, Hentzau,” Shang said, “Miss Summers. I must leave you.”




“Of course,” Hentzau answered.




Dawn managed a nod, and Shang vanished into the crowd.




 With the pressure of the queen’s ghastly presence removed, Dawn felt her skin break out into a cold sweat, and her mouth started watering. She had to swallow several times to get rid of it, and then she realized what was going on.




“Hentzau,” she managed through clenched teeth as she swallowed again and then again.




He led her out of the throne room and past the line of petitioners, now twice as long.




“Yes,” he answered, distracted. 




“In about five seconds, I’m going to be violently ill,” she told him. 




He performed his second double-take of the day, grabbed her around the waist, and hauled her bodily past the remaining petitioners to where a table of refreshments had been laid out. He grabbed an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne, spilled the contents onto the table, and then pulled her behind a folding screen where several chairs had been set up. 




She sat down abruptly and got the bucket in front of her just in time to lose everything she had ever eaten for lunch and most of her breakfasts and dinners too. Hentzau took the bucket and held it for her as her stomach went into a painful spasm again and then a third time. On the fourth round, she was dry heaving, and it hurt.




She could hear the prince consort still screaming. The smell of that…thing wearing the queen’s body painted the inside of her head. The courtiers, some of them were hollowed out like mannikins. Others walked around with gaping holes where the queen had just taken a bite. They knew something was terribly wrong, but the didn’t know what.




She started trembling all over. Oh, god, that poor woman. What had Hentzau said? That his father had been romantically involved with Antonia when she was still just a princess with an older brother? And one day, she’d just left, gone home, married someone else, had children, and become the queen. It must have happened then, and Hentzau’s father might have been the only one to know.




Which was why the queen hated Hentzau and his parents. She would kill Hentzau for spite, and probably his sister too, though Dawn had seen the family portrait and knew that girl posed no threat whatsoever.




She heaved again and brought up bile. 




“Here,” a girl’s voice said, and someone held a bottle of already opened ginger soda under her nose. “That happens to me a lot too.”




It was Princess Antonia, who’d sat down next to her. Trembling, Dawn took the bottle from her.




“Sip it,” Hentzau warned, kneeling beside her. His face was a cloud of concern.




She couldn’t trust her voice to answer, so she only nodded and took a sip of the soda. It was mostly flat, but it had a kick, and it cut through the horrible taste in her mouth. She swallowed, and her stomach twitched and rolled, but then gave up. After another moment, she took another sip.




“You saw my mother,” Antonia said softly. 




Dawn looked up at her. Antonia wore a plain dress, well made and tailored, but so boring it was almost impossible to look at her for more than a few seconds before her eyes wandering off looking for something more interesting to do. In Dawn’s True Sight, Antonia wore armor, like Hentzau, but hers was shiny and new. Underneath the armor, she was bleeding from several wounds.




Of course. If you could just take someone’s body from them, displace them like a person evicted from an apartment, and you’d landed a primo spot as hereditary monarch of a wealthy country, why not breed your own stock? Dawn felt her stomach clench again and didn’t know if she was going to be sick or burst into tears.




“Can you walk?” Antonia asked. “Dmitri, I think you’ll have to help her.”




Antonia took the bucket and the soda, acting like she carried such things several times a day, and Hentzau helped Dawn to her feet. She wrapped her arms around her stomach. Her muscles ached terribly. Antonia took them to a door that matched the wall almost perfectly and led them inside. It put them in the network of servants’ corridors, and she led them with perfect ease through twists, turns, stairs, and doors. Any servants who happened to see them immediately turned to face the wall and let them pass without a word.




“Your Highness,” Hentzau started.




“Antonia, please,” the princess said, glancing back with a sweet smile. “If I get to call you Dmitri, surely you should call me Antonia.”




“Antonia,” he tried again.




“This way,” she said, and led them through a final series of passages, each one a little smaller, more cramped, less finished, and far, far older. 




She opened a door and led them into a bedroom. Dawn recognized it as the sort of room that had been lavishly decorated at one point, and then a human being had taken up residence and started rearranging things and ignoring other things to suit herself. Hentzau gently lowered her to a yellow upholstered chaise longue. Antonia handed her the bottle of flat soda.




“Antonia, Your Highness, I cannot be here,” Hentzau said.




“There aren’t any servants due for hours,” she told him, “and nobody saw us leave. Would you please clean this out? I would, but I need to talk to Miss Summers privately for a moment.”




She handed the bucket to Hentzau, who accepted it with reluctance. He then turned and went into the connected bathroom. After a moment, water started running.




Antonia sat beside her, eyes wide and searching.




“You saw my mother,” she repeated. 




Dawn nodded.




“When I was a little girl, I used to scream every time she came into the nursery,” Antonia told her. “I learned not to when I was four. I think my brother went through the same thing, but he likes to pretend that everything is fine. I don’t. Sometimes, though, I think I’m quite mad.”




“You’re not,” Dawn said, her voice rasping.




“I burn my hair and nail clippings so she can’t use them. Is that foolish?”




Dawn shook her head. “Keep doing that.”




But if it took some personal token for whatever had taken up residence in the queen’s body to move to the princess once the queen was completely used up—and it didn’t look like it would be much longer—it would be almost impossible to prevent it. All the queen had to do was walk into her daughter’s bedroom and pick something up.




“I’m not crazy?” Antonia asked her, looking wistful.




“You’re not crazy,” Dawn assured her. “Antonia, I think…I think twenty-five years ago, something killed or ate or did something to the person that was King Thomas’s daughter and then moved into her body. I think it’s going to try to do the same thing to you.”




Antonia took the news without much reaction, just a few blinks. Then, she gave Dawn a wavering smile.




“Then I don’t have to feel bad about killing her, do I?” she said.







Hentzau had wrapped her in the warm cloak she’d worn to the palace, and she’d cowered in the backseat on the way back to his home.




“We didn’t do too badly,” he told her, watching her with worry. “Her Majesty vented a little spleen on me, and she did take some notice of you, but overall, we got what we wanted. I think M will be pleased. I know I am.”




She nodded.




“Summers, what’s wrong?” he asked.




She’d scrubbed off the True Sight potion in Antonia’s bathroom, but she was still trembling. Antonia had given her another bottle of flat ginger soda for the ride home. Apparently, she kept several dozen bottles in supply and had one or two open at any time, which just made Dawn want to cry for her all the more.




She looked up at Hentzau, and couldn’t begin to line up the words to tell him what she’d seen. 




Your father fell in love with a princess, and something murdered her, and he had to watch it walk around in her skin for the rest of his life. No wonder his family never went to Strelsau while he was growing up. No wonder his parents had betrothed him to a daughter of the Romanovs. The Romanovs might have invented conspicuous consumption, but they would notice if a son-in-law were eaten and raise a fuss.




“I can’t…” she tried and had to swallow. “I promise I’ll tell you about it as soon as I can, but I just can’t right now.”




He nodded slowly.




“Are you in danger?” he asked.




“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Not immediately danger, at any rate.”




“Do you need anything?”




“Something to eat,” she said. “I can’t live on stale soda.”




“I meant—”




“I know.”




He sighed, leaning back. “Your room is being repaired, so I’ve had the staff prepare two of the bedrooms in my townhouse.”




“Make it one,” Dawn said. “Sabrina had an epically bad day yesterday, and she’s still a wreck. Salem’s still missing, too. I should stay with her.”




“Very well. It’s not yet three. I’ll have a tray sent up to you. I know Finnegan will want to attend you. Once you’re in your regular clothes, why don’t you nap until the others arrive for the evening?”




Dawn nodded, relieved. Neither she nor Sabrina had managed to get any sleep the previous night, what with it being freezing, and Sabrina crying on her and not really explaining anything. Dawn had found the letter from Harvey, right beside another one from her father. It was plenty, but somehow it didn’t seem enough for Sabrina’s complete breakdown, the damage to the walls, or Salem’s disappearance.




“It’s been a pretty rough day,” she admitted.




“I think it’s been a rough week,” Hentzau responded. “For everyone. I’m looking forward to this evening.”






fn1. Make a hole!





A Better Evening



Dawn had never seen five people so glad for a weekend and so subdued at the same time. Hentzau was the most sociable, which was distractingly strange. Lee was moody, Cole was silent and sad, Sabrina looked like she might commit seppuku, and Dawn felt like she was getting over a stomach virus. They all sat separately, and as much as she thought she ought to get up and go over to Sabrina, she was tired and achy and couldn’t quite do it.




The fire was going, but everyone was in their own world and ate silently—roast beef sandwiches dripping with cheese and onions, beer, roasted tomatoes with garlicky hummus, fresh green beans, and cheesecake. Hentzau had brought out an acoustic guitar and was playing it, mostly stretches of classical music, but occasionally Dawn recognized a folksong or a modern melody. He was good. Better than Giles, actually, though she wasn’t really sure how good Giles was. When Giles played, he seemed to stick to one song and play it from beginning to end. Hentzau was playing the way Dawn doodled on her notes, little sketches that captured details and made a quirky little portrait, then moved on.




Lee got up to throw a couple of pieces of wood on the fire, and instead of going back to his chair, he sat down next to Sabrina and pulled the book she’d had on her lap away.




“What’s this?” he asked, holding it up. “Sneaking romance novels out of the library?”




“No!” Sabrina leaned forward and tried to get it back, but Lee held it out of her reach. “Lee, give it back!”




“Something about how to cook your cat?” Lee asked. “First, riddle your room with bolts of magic, taking special care to set fire to your roomie’s pillow.”




“Lee!” Sabrina wailed.




“Geez, one bad day and you’re a Greek tragedy,” Lee said, flipping through the pages until he stopped at an illustration. “Sabrina, you’re going to have to…uh, what the hell is this book?”




Sabrina tried to reach around him, but he held her off, put the book down on the other side and started checking it out.




“Those of the Other Realm?” Lee asked. “Isn’t that what John Brant called you? A witch of the Other Realm?”




Sabrina didn’t say anything. Lee flipped through a few more pages. 




“And some of these guys bear a striking resemblance to the pictures up in your room,” Lee added. He flipped through another few pages and stopped. “Your aunt eats babies?”




“Yes!” Sabrina yelled, getting to her feet. “Okay? My aunt ate babies. My other aunt luried a few hundred knights to their deaths, and my dad not only did both those things, he raped all the teenagers in the area by proxy and made their parents watch. And they all used magic to do it. Okay? I get it. I come from a family of monsters, and the world would have been better off if they’d been burned at the stake long before I was born. I get it!”




Everyone stared at Sabrina, open mouthed in horror and concern. Then they all looked at Dawn.




“I thought it was just because Harvey broke up with her and her dad was being a jerk,” Dawn said weakly.




“No,” Sabrina said, and Dawn heard bitterness in her voice for the first time. “That’s just the icing on the evil cake, because apparently, I’m just like the rest of my family and like brain-raping people.”




“Whoa,” Lee said, holding his hands up in a T for time-out. “That book says some pretty dire things. Are you sure that’s what happened?”




“Of course I’m sure,” Sabrina snapped, and then held out her hands toward the book. “It’s in there, in black and white, with pictures!”




“And because it’s in a book, that automatically makes it true?” Lee asked. “Hey, Hentzau, you got a provenance on this book?




“Not with me, but I can research it,” Hentzau answered.




“Dawn, you ever heard of this book while you were looking stuff up in demonairies and monster manuals?”




“Pretty sure I haven’t,” Dawn said. “I’ll ask Giles next time I write home. He’ll know for sure.”




“Okay,” and Lee turned back to Sabrina, “let’s cover all the reasons that maybe this book is not necessarily correct. It could be a prop, made for a purpose that has nothing to do with documenting your family. Prop maker pulls from a bunch of different sources, mashes this together, polishes it up, and you’ve got your own personal book of horror.




“Or,” he continued, “it could be a smear job on your family, like The Protocols of the Elders of Zion was against the Jews, only way more focused. Completely fabricated, but for some reason, everyone who reads it wants to believe it. Or it could have been written specifically to fuck with you, Sabrina.”




“Why would anyone do that?” Sabrina asked, dumbfounded. 




“Something about you becoming one of the most powerful witches of the century,” Dawn said. “Right up there with Willow and a handful of others.”




The others had all sat up. Hentzau set his guitar aside. They waited for Lee to continue.




“Now that’s just if the author was purposefully inventing stuff,” Lee said. “But there’s plenty of reason for the story to get screwed up even if they’re not trying to mess with your head. I mean, it’s an old book. The earliest story in here could be from Roman times. The latest is from maybe the thirteen hundreds. So, even if the author got right on it, he’d have written from a point before the invention of the printing press, which means the first copies were hand written, which means mistakes. 




“And this is in modern high German,” Lee added, “which means it’s been translated, probably from Latin, and maybe through a second language at some point. Which means there’s plenty of room for mistakes to creep in. Then there’s misattribution. What if all these stories are just that? Stories, legends, tales, ghost stories told around the campfire, and this guy, he gathers them up and decides to make some guy he doesn’t like the villain. Tidies things up, makes it run more smoothly. Never underestimate the power of a good story.”




“You mean…my family didn’t do all those terrible things?” Sabrina asked.




“Uh.” Lee grimaced. “I didn’t say that. Maybe they did. I don’t know. If they did, there’s going to be some sort of official record somewhere. I’m just saying, don’t buy it without some sort of independent verification.”




“How do I find out?” Sabrina asked. 




“Research,” Lee and Dawn said simultaneously.




They looked at each other and cracked up.




“Maybe…maybe you guys could help me research this?” Sabrina asked, a little hope shining through. 




“We can probably talk our teachers into making it extra credit,” Cole said.




“That would be great.” She smiled for the first time since Thursday.




“Sabrina, I have to ask,” Hentzau said gently. “Do you understand that it is ethically and morally wrong to cast a spell on another person without their permission?”




She lost her smile. “I do. I never really thought about it before, but…I wasn’t supposed to talk about magic with mortals. They weren’t supposed to know I’m a witch, and my aunts never said anything about it. If they told me not to do it, it was because it might allow a mortal to figure out what we are, or maybe it would get really complicated and hard to undo.”




“I’m guessing that’s why they told you that you couldn’t cast any spells,” Dawn said. 




Sabrina nodded. “I got called into my tribunal this morning for what I did last night. I had to tell them why, and I got chewed out down one side and up the other. I feel like an old squeaky toy. And I haven’t cast any spells on any of you that you don’t already know about. I promise!”




“Good,” Hentzau said. “And I trust you won’t.”




She smiled at him.




“Now put the damn book back where it belongs.” He glowered. “You may review it while it’s in the library and nowhere else.”




Sabrina scrambled to pick up the book and then ran back inside with it hugged to her chest.




“Well, that’s Spellman sorted out,” Hentzau said, looking over the rest of them. “What about you?”




Cole stuck a marshmallow on his stick and put it out over the flames. “Well, the guy I’ve been seeing got his final research posting. In Antarctica. I can’t possibly see him until September at the earliest, and it took hearing that to realize that I am completely and totally in love with him.”




“Oh, Cole,” Dawn sighed for him. “I’m sorry. That sucks. But…postings were handed out like three weeks ago.”




“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him,” Lee said. “Charles Wallace waited until pretty much the last moment to go. If there are any big storms in Southern Ocean, he might not make it.”




Cole frowned and looked over at Hentzau for confirmation.




Hentzau shrugged. “It wasn’t my place to say. Charles Wallace told me he wanted time with you, without the posting hanging over his head. I took over the travel preparations so he didn’t have to worry about it.”




“But…”




“Charles is a fairly private person,” Hentzau said. “He didn’t say anything specific, but he’s been happier than I’ve ever seen him before, and he’s never gone on more than three dates with another person before.”




Cole’s mouth formed a tremulous smile. “Oh. I…I didn’t know that.”




Sabrina came running back, her arms filled with a different kind of bundle.




“Look who I found!” She beamed, hugging Salem to her until he was squished with love.




Salem looked like he might die of mortification. “For the love of Hecate, you try to find a quiet place to nap where no one’s shooting at you…”




“I’m so sorry, Salem,” Sabrina told him, and hugged him tightly. “You’re my kitty, and I still love you, no matter what.”




“Will you hug him and squeeze him and call him George?” Lee asked.




“I’d rather be shot,” Salem answered, glaring.




“I guess we’re going to leave the discussion of your family’s Platonic nature for later?” Dawn asked.




Sabrina stopped and looked down at Salem. “Yeah, later.”




“Not looking forward to that,” Salem muttered.




“What did I miss?” Sabrina asked.




“Cole’s in love, and it’s probably not going to break his heart into a million pieces,” Lee answered.




“Well, that’s good,” Sabrina said.




“What about you, Lee?” Dawn




“Nope,” he said. “Love’s a sucker’s game.”




“No, I meant, what’s your news?” Dawn said. “You looked pretty grim on Wednesday.”




He didn’t answer for a long moment. Sabrina took a seat beside him and finally let Salem down. He wandered off about three feet, and then sat and started cleaning his fur. 




“So, yeah, what the hell,” Lee finally said, clasping his hands together. “My mom stopped by for a visit, made some vague statements I figured were threats, and left me some baked goods. I told her I wouldn’t stop until I brought her to justice. She told me she was proud of me.”




Cole choked on his beer and started coughing.




“That was really your mom?” he asked. “I thought you were making some sort of weird joke.”




“What kind of threats?” Hentzau asked, his eyes narrowing.




“She made sure I knew that she knows who Dawn and Sabrina are. And, of course, if she could find my place and get in without leaving a trace, she’s probably scoped out Cole too,” Lee admitted. “I didn’t want to say anything, but…that strategy didn’t work so well for keeping Sally and Bugs safe.”




“Huh,” Dawn said, “and here I was worried about vampire masters and evil queens. Never figured we’d be up against a criminal mastermind.”




“There’s no ‘we’,” Lee snapped. “I’ll deal with her.”




“But, Lee,” Sabrina protested, “we’re your friends. We want to help.”




She nudged him. After a moment, he nudged her back.




“How long has she been in Strelsau?” Hentzau asked. 




“No idea,” Lee answered. “I don’t know when she got here. I don’t know when she left, or even if she’s left.”




“I’ll notify my contacts,” Hentzau said. “Strelsau is not very welcoming to criminal enterprise, since it eventually ends up sheltering the undead.”




Lee looked terrified. For a long moment, he stayed silent and ran his hands through his hair.




“Just…seriously, man, be careful. I mean, like, handling plutonium careful, okay?” Lee finally said. “My dad deserves to be in prison, but he didn’t do half the stuff he’s charged with, and all the charges against him are a drop in a bucket compared to what my mom’s gotten away with. I had a really, really happy daydream the other day of locking Blofeld in a room with my mom and watching her make sashimi out of him over a cc tv.”




“You have my word,” Hentzau said solemnly.




“What about you, Dawn?” Sabrina asked. Gehring had brought her another plate of sandwiches, and she was digging into it, apparently having found her appetite again.




Dawn looked up, aware that everyone was looking at her. 




Tell no lies, make no promises. Hentzau’s warning echoed in her ears.




“So, you guys know there was a writ of execution for any member of the old Watchers’ Council, and I kind of qualified, since I’m a member of the Slayers’ Council, right?” she started. “Well, Hentzau and I were summoned before the queen today so she could void the writ.”




“Ew,” Sabrina said, eyes filled with sympathy. “Was it as bad as the other time?”




“Um…it was kind of worse,” Dawn admitted. She put her hand in her pocket, took out the phial and held it out for everyone to see. “Giles asked me to find out what was going on with her, because apparently, my first description rang some alarm bells back home.”




“Yeah, but you told him that it was a false alarm, right?” Lee asked. “We’ve all seen her a second time, and she was fine. I mean, still scary, but normal ‘important person’ scary.”




Hentzau said nothing, but he watched very, very closely.




“Yeah, apparently me telling him it was no big deal and I’d just had a case of the Screaming Meemies, worried him even more. So he gave me this. It’s a Serum of True Sight, and I wore it to the audience today with the queen.”




“Holy God, Summers,” Hentzau whispered. “Do you have any idea what would have become of both of us, if that had been discovered?”




“You know what? Don’t tell me,” she answered. “Because what I saw was bad enough. And by the way, Cole, you might want to take a Serum of Serious Anti-Anxiety Medication if you ever have to go to court. I have no idea how much of what I saw was live or ghost, but…”




She shuddered.




“What’d you see?” Lee asked, leaning in.




“Well, a lot of things,” Dawn said, thinking of the sight of Hentzau as a battered and exhausted knight, and him saying he didn’t know if he would make it to his twenty-fifth birthday, “but the important part, what Giles wanted me to find out…”




She took a deep breath.




“There’s no easy way to say this, but the person who was Princess Antonia? She died a long time ago,” Dawn said. “Probably about the time she and your father were a thing, Hentzau. Something killed her and moved into her body, and it’s been wearing her ever since. It’s just about used her up. It’s feeding on members of the court, and on the prince consort. Maybe on other members of the royal family. If we—”




“Stop,” Hentzau ordered her. “Summers, if you say another word, I am bound by law and my own oaths to arrest you for subornation of treason and hand you over to Her Majesty’s justice.”




Dawn froze, open mouthed. If there had been a response she’d expected, it wasn’t this.




“But it’s not treason,” a new voice said, and everyone turned in its direction.




The current Princess Antonia stepped out of the corner of the little garden, taking her hood down. She wore a coat of dull green-brown, boring, dull, and the perfect camouflage.




“I’m so glad you chose to tell your friends, Dawn,” the princess said. “I’d have hated to stay here the whole night and not have been able to join in.”




“Your Highness,” Hentzau said, getting to his feet in horror.




“Dmitri,” she said sternly. “It’s Antonia. I told you.”




Everyone else stood up and curtsied or bowed as was appropriate.




“How did you get in here?” Hentzau asked. 




“The palace crypts connect with some of the old cisterns and rain sewers,” Antonia told him. “The whole city is riddled with underground connections. It’s not easy, but there’s a way in through one of your more obscure cellars.”




“And there are also vampires, Antonia,” Hentzau told her, looking as if he wanted to break out in a lecture on the Dangers of The Undead.




“I know,” she answered. “I met several of them. They know who I am, and they know I’m off-limits. Mother polices them vigorously. None of them want to run afoul of her.”




They all stood there, uncomfortable and silent for a long moment. Finally, Cole held out a stick and paperbag.




“Marshmallow?”




Antonia grinned in sudden, unexpected delight. “Thank you! Will you show me how? I’ve never roasted a marshmallow.”




“Sure,” Cole answered. “Come on over.”




Hentzau looked like he might fall over in shock.




Once the princess was set up and had learned the basics of marshmallow roasting, she picked up where she left off.




“If the woman who was the daughter of King Thomas and would have been my mother is no longer alive and something has taken her place,” she said, watching her work with careful attention, “then that creature is not the queen. It has no right to wear the crown, no right to rule, no right to speak of justice or law. Therefore, it is impossible to commit treason against it.”




Hentzau had started rubbing the point where his brows met and had turned his face away from the fire. Antonia looked up at him.




“I’ve heard about your headaches, Dmitri. Some people think they don’t have to take you seriously because of them, but I wonder…did it ever occur to you that maybe my mother gave you those headaches every time she comes up, so you can’t ever work against her?”




Okay, now she’d seen Hentzau so thoroughly flummoxed he couldn’t even form words.




“The good thing is,” Antonia continued, “I did some research on enchantments of that type, and they’re almost always broken when the subject realizes what’s going on.”




“Your Highness, do you think you could stop by more often,” Lee said. “You have no idea how satisfying it is to see Hentzau speechless. Really. It should happen a lot more.”




“Hentzau?” Sabrina asked.




He’d taken his hand down from his forehead and was staring at it.




“It’s gone,” he said. 




Antonia sighed and brought her marshmallow out of the fire, toasted to a perfect golden brown. Cole held out a graham cracker with half a chocolate bar on it. She delicately pushed the marshmallow onto it.




“If the world were a better place, my brother could be counted on to deal with her,” Antonia continued, “as he is next in line to the throne and should inherit. He won’t. I don’t blame him. I think she broke something in him a long time ago.”




Dawn remembered what the Prince Consort and the Duke of Strakenz had suffered. 




“So, it looks like it’ll be up to me.” Antonia paused for a moment, and her expression was unreadable. “I’m only sixteen. I never thought I would find myself with such a heavy burden at this age, but…it’s my duty, isn’t it?”




“My sister was called to be a Slayer when she was fourteen,” Dawn told her.




“Yes, that’s true. I’ve heard stories of the Slayer. They usually die young, don’t they?”




“Usually,” Dawn admitted. “but we’re working on changing that.”




“So, I will have to challenge and then kill my mother,” Antonia concluded. “Probably in the next two or three years. I need allies. That’s you, Hentzau, and your ducklings. I’d appreciate it if you’d contact the matriculation board on my behalf.”




“Of course,” he said, faintly.




“Understand,” she said, and her voice rang with the kind of determination Dawn had only heard a few times, and always from Buffy when the end of the world was at hand, “I am no one’s pawn. Anyone who thinks otherwise will find themselves sorely mistaken.”




“You know,” Cole said thoughtfully, “I’m going to need a diagram to keep track of the intrigue in this town. It’s getting kind of complicated.”




“One body snatcher living it up as queen,” Lee said, counting them off on his fingertips, “one criminal mastermind, one unconfirmed family of evil, a school board that practically runs the country when no one’s looking, a formerly Watchers’ but now Slayers’ Council, a ghost whisperer, a boy genius, a girl witch, a polyglot with attitude, a count with a thousand years of backstory, our very own princess of the Rebel Alliance, and a Hellmouth. What’s the problem?”





Epilogue—One Very Bad Day



The door opened only a moment after he knocked, and the man who answered looked very relieved.




“Jethro,” he breathed. “You are a sight for sore eyes.”




“Yeah,” Gibbs answered, stepping into the apartment so he spent as little time as possible in the hallway.




The whole building was stirred up. People were peeking out their doors, trying to keep an eye on the comings and goings. It was hardly ideal for any sort of subterfuge. Ducky had taken off his jacket and bow tie and rolled up his sleeves, the sign of a very long, very difficult night.




“How’s the girl?” he asked Ducky.




“Poorly,” the doctor answered, looking troubled. “The young man who found her —”




“Hentzau?”




“Indeed. He’s extremely protective of her, Gibbs, and some of what he’s said doesn’t make sense. I’d put it down to stress or paranoia, but…”




Gibbs studied Doctor Mallard’s expression. Ducky was not the sort of person to exaggerate, panic, or get carried away, and he was frankly disturbed.




“What is it?”




“It doesn’t add up,” Ducky finally said. “The girl is a friend of both Hentzau and his fiancee, the Princess Antonia. When he first called me, he was equally worried about the princess, as she appeared to have packed some bags and left with no word at all. He hasn’t been able to get hold of her. There’s no sign that she was abducted, but her dog was killed and dumped in the trashroom.”




“The girl?”




“Hentzau found her, in the bathroom of her apartment. Jethro, I think it was set up to look like a suicide, except, there is contradictory evidence everywhere I look.”




Ducky had taken off his glasses and was polishing them on a kerchief. He had bloodstains on the front of his shirt, the kind you got when you did extensive first aid on someone. Gibbs’s gut had been whispering to him since he’d climbed out of his car. It was talking loudly now.




“Tell me.”




“In her apartment, on the coffee table was a tea set,” Ducky said. “It appeared two people had tea there. One of the cups had something in it that wasn’t tea but some sort of herbal tisane I don’t recognize. On the kitchen counter, there was a box of rat poison. I’m not sure if you know, but rat poison often contains—”




“Warfarin,” Gibbs interrupted him. “Powerful blood thinner with a low lethal dose. Bad way to go.”




“Exactly.”




“The young lady clearly ingested what should have been a fatal dose, but she had the presence of mind to choke down as much clay as she could, which makes me believe it wasn’t an attempt to kill herself.”




“Clay?” Gibbs asked.




“She’s an artist,” Ducky explained. “I purchased a few of her pieces myself, including a portrait of—”




“Just the facts, Ducky,” Gibbs interrupted.




“Yes, of course. The rat poison, the clay, and then…Gibbs, this poor girl was rendered incapable of speaking or writing. There are strangulation marks on her throat. Her tongue looks like it’s been chewed to pieces. It’s so swollen, she can only breathe through her nose.”




“Someone chewed on her tongue?” Even in his line of work, that was…noteworthy.




“It’s self-inflicted,” Ducky told him. “Which again, makes no sense. But it also appears that someone—I can only assume the princess—used a pair of pliers to pull out one of the young lady’s molars, and then, her fingers were broken, some of them quite badly. After that, someone cut her wrists in a fairly clumsy attempt to make it look like she killed herself. She managed, with broken fingers, mind you, to put pressure bandages on her wrists to slow the bleeding and get over to her work desk where she had some scraps of clay, which she ate. It absorbed enough of the warfarin to keep it from killing her.”




“Extortion to get her to take the poison, torture to make her talk, and then the suicide set up,” Gibbs answered. 




“That doesn’t explain her tongue,” Ducky said. “Or her demeanor.”




“I think someone who’s been through that gets whatever demeanor she wants,” Gibbs told him. 




“True, but…” and Ducky sighed, frustrated. “Understand, Hentzau was nearly frantic with worry over Margaretha, Princess Antonia, that is, but he held off notifying the authorities or her family because he couldn’t make heads or tails of the situation.”




“How’d you get pulled in?”




“I worked with His Highness on a World Health Organization project earlier this year. He’s very reform minded for both his province and his country. Her Royal Highness has been very much of the same mind. When he found their friend, this young woman, bleeding out because of the blood thinner, he managed to get her stabilized, but any mention of emergency services or the hospital, and she panics. He ended up calling me and asking for help.




“Jethro,” Ducky continued, “he refuses to contact the embassy he works at. He refuses any communication with the State Department. The whole time I was treating her last night, his behavior was that of a very worried friend. I slept for several hours, and he watched over her. When I woke, something between them had changed. Now he acts more like a lover. He will not leave her side.”




“He’s Old World, Ducky,” Gibbs said. “Ruritania’s still in the nineteenth century in some ways. She probably aroused his chivalry.”




Unsatisfied, Ducky shook his head.




“So what do you need from me?”




“Information on the whereabouts of Princess Antonia to begin with,” Ducky said. “But I’d very much like you to take a look at the girl, see if you can make anything of her circumstances. At some point, we will need to move her. She needs more medical care than I can provide, but Hentzau is convinced she’s in mortal danger.”




“So you need a cover for her, maybe a safe house,” Gibbs confirmed.




“Exactly.”




“Okay.” Gibbs nodded once. “I want to talk to Hentzau and the girl. I want to see the girl’s apartment, the dog, and go through this apartment. What’s her name?”




“Elizabeth Seele,” Ducky answered.




Gibbs followed Ducky into the living room, scanning the floorplan—they were on the top floor, and the building was taller than most of the neighbors, so lower risk of sniperfire, Hentzau had drawn the drapes across all the windows. There was a service entrance in the backside of the kitchen and probably a private elevator. Good. He could see several bedrooms and at least one bathroom open off the living room, and there was a patio and garden out on the roof, but drapes were drawn across those windows and doors as well.




The living room was populated with some very expensive furniture, paintings, a grand piano, and bookshelves filled with media equipment and books ranging from antique doorstops to paperback detective novels. There were framed pictures scattered around the apartment—Hentzau and Princess Antonia (Antonia Giselle Helmina Margaretha, who went by Margaretha or Greta with her family and friends), Hentzau’s parents, his aunt and uncle, and his cousins. On the central sofa, a young woman sat in the middle—pale, disheveled, and in pain. She wore men’s pajamas. Her mouth was swollen, her hands were splinted and bandaged, and Gibbs could see a circle of bruises around her throat.




The man sitting with her, his arms around her while she huddled against him, was handsome in an austere, aloof sort of way. He had dark circles under his eyes and lines graven around his mouth. On either side of the couple—who really did look like lovers—was a Ruritanian wolfhound. Not a common species in America. They looked up and over when Ducky and Gibbs came in, got to their feet, and put themselves between the couple and Gibbs.




“I thought you said her dog was killed,” he murmured to Ducky.




“It was,” Ducky responded. “An Italian Greyhound named Percival. He and the princess were inseparable. These are Hentzau’s. Sigurd and Beowulf. Hentzau was worried about bringing the girl here, because the dogs have never liked her.”




“Doesn’t seem to be a problem anymore,” Gibbs commented.




“Your Highness, Elizabeth,” Ducky said. “This is the man I told you about. He works with the Naval Investigative Service. It’s a branch of—”




“Of the United States Navy,” Hentzau finished for him. “Yes, I’m familiar with it.”




“My name’s Gibbs.”




“Thank you for coming, Gibbs. Please, call me Hentzau. Doctor Mallard often stands on ceremony when he needn’t.”




Gibbs walked slowly over, letting the dogs get used to him. If they were anything to go by, Hentzau might look calm, but he was on the edge.




“Freund,” Hentzau ordered them, and the dogs immediately dropped their hostility and settled back down.




“Is it all right if I ask Miss Seele some questions?” Gibbs asked.




“Of course.”




Ducky pulled a chair over for Gibbs to sit on.




Closer, under good light, it was very obvious that this young woman had almost died. Her lips were almost white, and she was pale with blood loss. The bruises from the strangulation attempt were extremely dark and swollen. Her hands were swollen to almost twice their size, and the pressure bandages on her wrists looked painfully tight.




“Miss Seele—”




She took a deep shuddering breath, and it sounded like she moaned, though it was hard to tell. Hentzau brought her closer to him.




“It’s all right,” he whispered to her. “You’re safe. We’ll manage.”




She gave a tiny nod and met Gibbs’s eyes. He’d seen worse than what was in her gaze, but not much.




“Do you remember being attacked?”




She nodded.




“Do you remember who hurt you?”




She nodded.




“Is that person in this room?” 




She jerked a little and scanned the room, as if she were terrified that her attacker had somehow snuck in.




“You’re safe,” Hentzau repeated. 




“Are they in here?” Gibbs asked again.




She shook her head.




“The person who hurt you,” Gibbs continued, “do you know them?”




She nodded.




“Do you have a picture of that person?”




Her eyes widened. She nodded. Then, she gestured towards the bookcase where most of the pictures were.




Gibbs went over, and after several shakes and one nod, picked up the picture Elizabeth Seele had indicated and brought it over. It was snapshot of Hentzau and Princess Antonia.




“Him?” Gibbs asked. You never knew.




Hentzau didn’t even bridle. He just closed his eyes for a moment.




Elizabeth shook her head emphatically and indicated the princess. Hentzau murmured something in German to her, and his voice broke.




“Did she poison you?” Gibbs asked.




Nod.




“Did she break your hands?”




Nod.




“Did she cut your wrists?”




Nod.




“Did she strangle you?”




Nod.




“Did she injure your tongue?”




Pause. Nod.




“Okay. Excuse me for a few minutes.”




Gibbs pulled Ducky asked into the kitchen, staying in sight of Hentzau, but out of earshot.




“You ever met this princess?” he asked.




“Yes, several times,” Ducky answered.




“She strike you as the insanely jealous type?” Gibbs asked. “And I’m stressing ‘insanely’.”




“No,” Ducky said, frowning. “We spoke several times. She’s an intelligent, articulate young woman, dedicated to the betterment of her country. She’s second in line for the throne, but she was quite sanguine about that. She and Hentzau are unofficially engaged. There’s been no public announcement, but it’s accepted as fact by both families.”




“Well, here’s what I think,” Gibbs said, keeping his voice low. “If she is telling the truth, I think your princess decided she had reason to kill Seele, and do it in such a way that Hentzau would find her before she died. Broken hands, chewed up tongue, and damaged larynx means she wouldn’t be able to communicate. Clumsy cuts of her wrists plus a blood thinner means she would bleed out without immediate medical attention. She knows Hentzau’s schedule, so she can set it up so that he gets home, finds her gone, can’t get ahold of her, and checks on Seele. She wanted Seele to die in Hentzau’s arms.”




“But they’re just friends,” Ducky protested. “Greta and Alexi are one of the most devoted couples I’ve ever met.”




“Hentzau give her the dog?”




“I believe so, yes.”




Gibbs gave him an ‘I told you so’ look.




“The actions you refer to would take a depraved psychopath to accomplish,” Ducky said. “Someone that deranged would be unlikely to have any but the most shallow and venal of relationships.”




“Still happens, Duck,” Gibbs told him. “My guess is she skipped town and went straight back to Strelsau. If she’s connected with this, it’ll be an international incident. Probably why Hentzau’s so wary of involving the State Department. They’ll cover it up if they can. Maybe we should to. That woman gets word that Seele survived, I don’t see her shrugging and letting it go.”




“Can you find out where Her Highness is?”




“Yeah,” Gibbs replied, considering the man and woman on the couch. “That’s the easy part. Hard part is getting Seele to a comfortable safehouse and the medical supplies you need to treat her and from there, setting her up with a new identity.”




“She would be better off in a hospital,” Ducky stressed.




Gibbs shook his head. “No. No way to control access. Safehouse. You tell me what you need, and I’ll get it. She’s American?”




“Yes. Can you create a new identity for her?”




Gibbs nodded. “I’ve got a little leeway right now. It won’t stand up to real scrutiny, but it’ll buy her time and get her out of the country. I’m going to go look at Seele’s apartment. I’ll be back in a minute. Where’s the dog?”




“Hentzau wrapped it and put it in a box there in the service room.” Ducky indicated with a nod.




“Okay.” Gibbs considered things for a moment. It wasn’t so much that he thought Her Royal Highness would commission a hit squad to finish the job, but he’d found that if you made choices as if your life depended on it, you generally didn’t get killed. “Give Seele something so she can sleep. Write up a list of the supplies you need, and Ducky, seriously, print. I can’t read your chicken scratch. Have Hentzau pack a couple of bags—one for him, one for her.”




Ducky paused.




“What?”




“Ah…would it be possible for you to pick up some clothing in Elizabeth’s size? She won’t wear any of her own clothing, and Margaretha’s won’t fit.”




“What?” Gibbs asked, disbelieving.




“Twice now, Hentzau and I have put her in a nightgown or other suitable clothes, and twice she has nearly torn them off. She’s wearing a set of his pajamas now, but I suspect that she’ll be just as disturbed by street clothes.”




“Fine. Get her sizes and write them on the list.” He waited, and Ducky still hesitated over something. “Don’t tell me. The dogs are coming.”




“There’s no one to take care of them,” Ducky explained, “and Hentzau won’t abandon them.”




Gibbs sighed. “We’re going to need one powerful distraction to get everyone out of here with no one paying attention.”




Ducky found the keys to Seele’s apartment, and Gibbs took the service stairs to get to the floor below. There must have been some serious drama the previous evening. One lady, a tiny woman with eyes like lasers and her hair in curlers came out of her apartment.




“Don’t you go in there, boy,” she told him. “That place is bad.”




“I have to,” he told her, knowing that he was nondescript enough she would never be able to describe him if asked after today. “It’s my job.”




“Well, don’t you touch anything,” she said. “That lady got an evil touch. Things shrivel up and die, she around them too long. They didn’t listen, and now they sorry.”




“I’ll be careful,” he promised her.




“Huhn,” she grunted. She’d probably heard all of that before.




He let himself into Seele’s apartment and closed and locked the door behind him. Then he paused for a moment. It was a much smaller place than the penthouse above, but the rent must have been skyhigh, considering that it was inside the Beltway. The entry opened into a small kitchen on the left, a living room ahead, and off of that, the bathroom and bedroom. The air smelled like stale air conditioning and blood.




Inside the entry way there were framed pictures on the wall—family members and friends at birthday parties, Christmas, and graduations. He scanned them, noting faces in case any of them showed up. The living room was divided into a very small dining area, and the table was piled with shopping bags, most of them for clothes and shoes. Then there was a modern looking couch, a coffee table that could be called retro if you were kind, an anemic television, and a stereo system. The shelves were filled with books, and a glance at the titles told him they were picked almost randomly. The third area was Seele’s work area. Another set of shelves—these sturdy metal—and a cabinet held ceramic pieces at different stages of work and drying. There was a table with trays of clay tools, including a length of wire with wooden handles on each end that would have made a perfect garotte. The table was covered in clay dust and bits and pieces of dry clay. There were smears of blood on the tabletop, the legs, and the chair, as if a weak and dizzy person had pulled themselves up, leaning heavily on it.




There was nothing on the balcony, not plants, not a chair, not a bird feeder. The kitchen was empty of food, and the trash was filled with empty boxes, bags, and wrappings, as if Seele had known she would be leaving and used up what was in the cupboard. A glance through the trash found the remains of the tea Ducky had spotted. Gibbs pulled out an evidence bag and dropped the wet and clumpy bits of plant into it, then sealed it.




The bedroom was tidy, almost antiseptic. The bed was made, carelessly. Gibbs checked the sheets. They were almost brand new and not wrinkled at all. No pictures on the wall here. The closet was stuffed with clothes, many of them designer outfits bought second hand. The jewelry chest was filled with cheap cosmetic stuff and some very expensive, high quality gemstone jewelry. The latter, he figured, were probably gifts, maybe stolen.




The bathroom was a mess. Again, he’d seen worse, but that didn’t make this pretty or easy. The counter was crowded with makeup and hair supplies, things he recognized from the belongings of women determined to conquer a very specific look. There was a razor blade stuck to the inner curve of the sink, gummy with blood. There were smears of it on the counter, the walls, the door, the doorjam, around the towel rack, and then drips in a scattered line out to the work table.




A return line of dots that with pauses that must have meant she was stumbling. It ended at a pool of blood where she must have sat and then grabbed anything and everything in reach, including rolls of toilet paper, to stop the bleeding, and then collapsed. It didn’t take much blood to make a mess. You could fake a murder scene with less than a pint. This looked like she’d lost at least two, maybe three pints.




What he didn’t see was a sign of a struggle or hand, palm, finger, or footprints of a second person. 




He stood back in the living room, absorbing the details of what he was seeing. The cushions on the couch were disordered. Two tea cups, a tea pot that was partly full. He pulled a glove out of his pocket and used it to take the lid off. Then he tipped the pot towards him to look in. White grains of some incompletely dissolved pill rolled back and forth. Rat poison was very specifically made not to look like pills. It was usually astroturf green or a virulent pink.




The herbal tea was on the side of the coffee table closest to the couch. The regular tea, drugged, was on the other side, where someone might sit on the floor while chatting. The princess sits on the sofa and enjoys herbal tea. Seele sits on the floor and drinks the drugged stuff. Seele falls asleep, either on the table of the floor, and the princess…gets up, strangles Seele, breaks her hands, chews her tongue to pieces, and then gets her up, walks her to the bathroom, and cuts her wrists? Then the princess went upstairs, killed her dog, packed her clothes, and left?




Ducky was right. None of this made sense.




Gibbs glanced over at the tv and noticed something. He stepped over and checked it. Dusty. So was the stereo. So were all the books. After a moment, he went back to the entrance where the pictures were. None of them had Seele in them. He picked one of them off the wall, flipped it over, and took the back out. The picture wasn’t a picture. It was cut out of a magazine.




He went back through the apartment, rummaging much more thoroughly, and in ten minutes, he had something of an answer, though it still didn’t make any sense. Elizabeth Seele didn’t exist. She had no personal papers of any kind. No bills older than three months, no bank statements, no dentist appointments, nothing. If she wasn’t a spook, she was doing a very good job of imitating one.




Back in Hentzau’s penthouse apartment, Seele had been moved to a bedroom and slept heavily. The dogs laid on the bed, one on either side of her. Hentzau sat in a chair next to the bed, doing nothing but watching her sleep. Ducky had changed shirts and put his old one in to soak, to get the bloodstains out.




Gibbs stopped in the utility room. The box Ducky had mentioned sat on top of a chest freezer. It was the wooden box for a magnum wine bottle. Inside, wrapped in several silk scarves, was the body of a small dog. Gibbs recognized it as the kind of lapdog you might see in a oil painting in a museum, the kind of portraits that always had a young woman in a flouncy silk dress. This one had a graying muzzle and a custom collar of thick leather dotted with bits of carved onyx. Its slender neck had been broken.




Hentzau waited for him in the kitchen.




“You have a mess on your hands,” Gibbs said.




Hetnzau met his gaze but said nothing.




“Who is she?” Gibbs asked.




Hentzau pressed his lips together as he considered his answer. 




“If you had asked me yesterday,” he finally said, “I would only have been able to say that she was my fiancee’s new best friend whom I did not care for, and not much else. Today, I must tell you that she is the woman I love more than anyone else in my life, and I cannot risk further harm to her. Whatever I must do to keep her safe, Gibbs, I will do it.”




“What is ‘safe’?”




Hentzau considered this. He looked grim—he clearly hadn’t showered or shaved since the previous day, though he had at least changed clothes, since these weren’t covered in blood. 




Sooner or later, Pr—” and the man stopped, swallowed, inhaled, and tried again, “Princess Antonia will learn that…Elizabeth did not die. It would be better if it were as much later as possible. Antonia ha— has not so many contacts in America, but her family is extremely well connected throughout Europe.”




He paused, and Gibbs saw tears in his eyes.




“Ah, God, Frederick,” Hentzau whispered.




Gibbs waited a moment.




“Yet, my home, Hentzau, is mine and mine alone. Elizabeth will be safer there than anywhere else in the world.”




“You own some land that you named after yourself?” Gibbs asked, a little annoyed by the hubris.




Hentzau flashed him a very abbreviated smile. “The other way around, Agent. My family’s name is derived from the province of Hentzau, which we have ruled for more than a thousand years. Half a million people live in its city, towns, villages, and farms. I am responsible for all of them. But Hentzau is subordinate to Ruritania. You understand why I cannot appeal to the State Department. The treaties between our countries would require them to obey the wishes of the House of Elphburg.”




“So, get her to Hentzau and keep her there?” Gibbs asked.




“As a start,” Hentzau responded. “She will need travel documents—passport, visas, an identity that can withstand casual scrutiny. Once we are home, my people can provide the rest. We’ll have to go through Prague.”




“I can do that,” Gibbs confirmed. “What about Princess Antonia?”




Hentzau’s mouth trembled. 




“Princess Antonia is dead to me,” he said, and his voice cracked. “If you would inform me of that woman’s whereabouts and movements so that I may protect the one I love, I would be most grateful.”




“I can do that,” Gibbs said. “I want you to stay here. You’re sick, okay? No one’s heard from Elizabeth Seele. You think she’s out of town. The princess is on a scheduled trip, and no one’s worried. Don’t answer the phone, and don’t answer the door unless it’s me. I’ll knock five times, twice in a row. I’ll be back with food and a plan to get you out of here.”




Ducky appeared with a folded list of necessary things. He held it up between two fingers, and Gibbs took it, unfolded it, read it, and nodded.




“That’ll do. Ducky, is she up for a long drive tomorrow?”




“If she can lie down, yes,” Ducky answered.




“Okay, I’ll be back,” Gibbs told them.




When he returned several hours later, having run down the location of Her Royal Highness, Princess Antonia of the House of Elphburg, and come up completely empty on any sort of information for Elizabeth Seele, he knocked on the door five times, then five times again.




Ducky answered, and he looked worried.




“Before you lose your temper, Jethro,” he warned, “understand that neither His Highness nor I contacted them, and they used the knock we agreed upon. Hentzau recognized them and made the decision to let them in.”




“Who the hell is them?” Gibbs demanded, barrelling in.




“Me,” a very pretty teenage girl in the kitchen said. She was holding two mugs of coffee and was on her way to the living room. “I’m Janna Kalderash. And there’s my uncle, Enyos. He’s the one who said we had to come here, to help.”




Gibbs gave Ducky a very piercing stare, and Ducky fidgeted uncomfortably. 




“We’re Roma,” the girl continued. “That’s gy—”




“I know who the Roma are, Miss Kalderash,” Gibbs snapped. “You want to tell me why you decided to come up here.”




“I really don’t know,” she said, shrugging. She had to be fourteen or fifteen years old. Much too young to be dragged into this. “Uncle Enyos said the crows told him he needed to be here. We owe Hentzau’s family a lot. They sheltered us during the Holocaust. So pretty much, whatever they want, they get. Excuse me.”




Janna carried the coffee into the other room, where Hentzau and Seele sat together. Uncle Enyos, who looked like a gypsy from a fairy tale—all raggedly beard and worn clothes, ancient eyes and wary expression, knelt in front of Seele and held a palm against her forehead. After a long moment, he took it away, and his expression turned infinitely sad.




“I am sorry, Your Highness,” he said so softly Gibbs could barely hear him. He spoke German. “There is no way to reverse it. I can apply my small skills to healing the graft of soul, so that you reside more comfortably in this flesh, but that is all.”




The hell?




After a moment, Seele nodded stiffly, and from where he stood, Gibbs could see tears start to trickle down her cheeks.




“You are most fortunate to have survived at all,” Enyos told her. “I have never heard of it happening.”




“Enyos,” Hentzau said, also almost silently, “you have my permission to share this news with the elders of your clan so they may best protect your people, but no one else is to know.”




“Of course, Your Highness,” Enyos replied. “Now, please, close your eyes, and I shall ease the transition.”




Seele closed her eyes again, and Enyos set his palm against her forehead once more. Gibbs watched, growing impatient, as Enyos whispered long lines of mishmash, syllables that made no sense to Gibbs’s ear, and he could recognize more than a dozen European languages, even if he couldn’t speak them.




Janna came over quietly and gave one of the mugs of coffee to Hentzau, who accepted it with a silent thanks. She set the other where her uncle could reach it. After a long moment, the Roma man took his hand away, and Seele opened her eyes again. Well, whatever, maybe it had helped her feel better, whatever else was going on. Gibbs supposed he couldn’t begrudge her that.




“Time to go,” he said.




Hentzau nodded and got to his feet. Enyos did as well and was not the least bit surprised to see Gibbs standing there.




“Agent, you will need some sort of diversion,” Enyos said. “My niece and I will supply one for you, in front of the building, when you are ready.”




“Who the hell are you?” Gibbs asked.




“He is an unlooked for friend when we are in terrible need,” Hentzau answered. “I would appreciate it if you would not question him further.”




“Fine. Grab your stuff, get your gear, and get your dogs ready to go. We’ll take the service elevator. Enyos, Janna, ten minutes starting now.”




The moment Gibbs put his nose outside the elevator, he heard some soap opera ruckus start up outside the building. Any of the residents who were up and about all went out onto their balconies or wandered out the front door to watch the spectacle of a fifteen year old girl have a weapons-grade meltdown of drama, yelling at her uncle for breaking up her and her boyfriend. Protestations of love, accusations of abandonment, and finally threats of suicide rolled out of the girl’s mouth at top volume. The car behind them abruptly began to smoke, and flames came out of the engine compartment.




“Not bad,” Gibbs murmured as he threw bags and baggage into the back of the SUV he’d commandeered.




“For all she was quite a quiet girl,” Ducky said. 




Hentzau had carried Seele in his arms, since she wasn’t doing much better than a shuffle. He put her gently on the mattress in the back and helped Ducky climb in to get her settled.




“Cover her up,” Gibbs ordered, “and keep your heads down.”




A flock of birds that had no business roosting at that time of the morning took off from a tree nearby and coalesced into a large flock overhead.




“Crows?” Gibbs asked no one in particular.




Hentzau hissed something and pointed towards the front of the building. The flock of crows—a murder of crows, wasn’t it?—circled once and then headed that way, dive bombing residents and drawing everyone’s attention for a full city block around them.




“You wanted a distraction,” Ducky said.




“I guess I got it,” Gibbs answered, getting in and buckling his seatbelt. 




Hentzau and the dogs took the middle seat where he could keep an eye on Elizabeth and climb into the back when they were settled and on the road.




“Agent,” Hentzau called as Gibbs focused on getting them out of DC without using the major highways, “where are we going?”




“Little place out in West Virginia,” Gibbs told him.







Two weeks later, he returned without Ducky, to the safehouse he’d stashed Hentzau and Seele in. The dogs started barking an alarm before he’d pulled into the driveway. Hentzau waited on the front porch, and from his stance, Gibbs could tell he had a firearm in hand in case it was no one he knew. He got out slowly, letting Hentzau identify him.




Hentzau led him inside, where he found Seele sitting in a rocking chair beside a stove. Both her hands were in casts that went halfway up her forearms, and she was methodically, determinedly knitting a lopsided washcloth, even though it must have hurt. Classical music was playing on the stereo—Rimsky Korsakov’s Sheherazade.




“Beloved,” Hentzau called.




She looked up, and set aside the knitting, pulled off the quilt, and got to her feet. She wore the jeans, t-shirt, and flannel shirt Gibbs had picked up for her, and her hair was pulled back into a loose braid. The bruises on her neck were faded to a sickly green, and her color was much better. Some of the items on Ducky’s list of supplies had been a pint of packed red blood cells, type O negative, and two pints of plasma. 




“I’ve got you booked on a charter flight tomorrow night from Newark to Prague with a stopover in London,” Gibbs told them. “Easiest way to move you and the dogs.”




“I’ll reimburse you, of course,” Hentzau said.




“This isn’t exactly the sort of thing that goes in a line item budget,” Gibbs told him. “If I can have your word that if one of my people shows up in your region and asks for help, mentioning my name, you’ll give it to them, that’s enough.”




“You have my word,” he answered.




“And mine,” Seele said. Her diction was muffled, and her voice was reedy, but she was definitely talking again.




“Thank you.” He nodded. “For you, Miss Seele, I have a passport, a birth certificate, Social Security card, vaccination record, and a visa to get you into Ruritania. They’re under a completely different name—Margaret Wainscott.”




Her eyes flashed up at him and held his gaze for a moment, and he studied them. There was next to no information on Elizabeth Seele, not even a filled-out lease, since Hentzau owned the building and had apparently given her a room on the strength of her friendship with Princess Antonia. Still he remembered his impression of brown eyes, not muddy gray.




“I thank you,” she said with some difficulty, and he caught a breath of a German accent. Not just any German either, but Ruritanian Deutsch.




“There are some decent plastic surgeons in Prague,” he told her. “I can get you a list before we leave. Even a handful of very small changes can make a person look entirely different.”




Seele kept his gaze and slowly nodded. Then she turned to Hentzau.




“There is no going back, Alexi,” she said softly. “But perhaps…there is a new beginning?”




Hentzau put his arms around her and held her close, pressing his lips to her forehead.




“We’re going to be on a tight schedule,” Gibbs said, checking his watch. “I’ve got new luggage for you at the airport, so leave everything here, take the dogs on one last walk, and let’s go.”




“Please excuse me,” Seele said, and went directly to the bathroom.




Hentzau watched her go, and when the door was shut, looked at Gibbs.




“What do you think you know?” he asked Gibbs without a preamble.




Gibbs shrugged. “I don’t know anything. I can tell you some facts. The tea which Seele brewed for Princess Antonia contained an herb called Witch’s Claw. It’s considered a toxic hallucinogen and disassociative similar to datura. There was some other stuff in it, none of it healthy. I can tell you that Princess Antonia went upstairs, killed her dog, packed her jewelry and a few other things, drove off in her car, and made arrangements to go straight back to Strelsau. The story she’s giving out is that she found you cheating on her with Seele.”




“If that had been the case,” Hentzau said bitterly, “she would have carved my liver out of my belly and presented it to me on a stick. And it still would have been a preferable fate.”




“I can tell you that there is literally no documentation for a person by the name of Elizabeth Seele, though there is one for Jocelyn Straithmore, a twenty year old architecture student from Cleveland, Ohio who’s been missing for six months. There’s also a John Doe corpse found in her dorm room, dead from warfarin poisoning and wrist slashing,” Gibbs said.




Hentzau looked off in the far distance and sighed, shaking his head. “That poor girl. And the man. Anto- the woman that I love lost everything, literally everything in an afternoon. Her name, her face, her station in life, her family. Everything.”




“She didn’t lose you,” Gibbs said.




“No, and she never will,” Hentzau answered. “I will take her home. I cannot even tell my own family what has happened. I will suffer through the dishonor of having betrayed and been abandoned by the Princess Antonia, possibly the most beloved of the House of Elphburg since Queen Flavia more than a hundred years ago. I will still count myself lucky, because the woman I love is alive, when it so easily could have ended in her death. And as soon as I can arrange it, we’ll be married, all the better to protect her with my name, my family, and my life.”




“How’d you figure it out?” Gibbs asked.




It took him a moment to answer. 




“She pointed out the window. There were three crows on the balustrade of the balcony outside. There are some very old stories to do with crows and my family. Elizabeth knew nothing of them, had no interest in my family history at all, but Antonia was always fascinated by them. When we were in our teens, she used to bully me into showing her the rookery at Hentzau. She even made friends with several of them. She couldn’t speak, her voice was almost completely gone, but she wailed and pointed at the crows until I opened the door. She staggered out and fell in front of them, and they landed before her, and…”




Hentzau looked back over at him.




“Crows make a particular sound when they speak to one another. It’s not a cawing.”




“No, it’s kind of like water gurgling,” Gibbs answered. “I’ve heard it.”




“They spoke to her,” he said. “And then they spoke to me. I had no idea what they said, no matter what the old stories said, but I knew that they were saying something, and when I looked in her eyes again, I saw Greta. My Greta.”




“Elizabeth or whatever her name is, she’s pretty close to the throne now,” Gibbs observed.




Hentzau nodded. “Frederick is a friend, as is His Majesty. They are intelligent men, and they have some knowledge of this shadow world Elizabeth emerged from. I will speak to them. Somehow, I’ll make them understand.”




“Yeah,” Gibbs said, looking down. “Somehow, I don’t see that going well. You should probably put together a contingency plan.”		
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Dispatches From the Eastern Front—I





Original Space/Time Coordinates:

Strelsau, sixth week of Hilary term, Saturday, around 1 p.m. RST


Dawn’s Time:

Strelsau locus + five months and two weeks, subjective







Dear Jenny,




I have to whine a little, because I feel whiny and left out, and when I’m done, I’m going to the garden to eat worms.




So sometime last week, Cole bugged Hentzau into bringing his guitar out at our Friday marshmallow roasting and decompression. Everyone had a really bad week this past week, so after we spilled our guts (Cole’s boyfriend moved to the South Pole (no, I am NOT kidding), Lee’s fugitive-from-the-law mom showed up and messed with his head, and Sabrina stumbled across some really bad family history) and there was bonding, Hentzau is playing his guitar, and Cole brings out a floppy pad thing to drum on. Then Lee took out a harmonica (still not kidding), and they start playing together.




Sabrina and I exchanged looks, and *I* thought we were going to bond over silly men and their strange obsessions, when Sabrina got all shy and excited, and said she could play a little bass, though she didn’t have one. Hentzau sent Gehring off, and Gehring came back with a bass guitar (accoustic? It didn’t plug in, so I’m guessing that by process of elimination), and Sabrina starts tuning, with Hentzau playing notes for her to match, and after a couple of minutes of that and Cole and Lee screwing around with some sort of duet thing, they quiet down and let Sabrina play, and she started this rumbly bumpy line of notes even I recognized (I asked Cole later, he gave me one of those ‘and which planet were you raised on’ looks, which…irritating, but then he told me it was the Red Hot Chili Peppers, “Higher Ground”), and the guys swapped some startled and delighted looks, and then piled in after her. Lee sang the lines while Hentzau, Cole, and Sabrina did backup vocals.




And it was good. I mean, I could tell they had some mistakes here and there, and a couple of times, Lee stepped on what Hentzau was doing, and Hentzau did the same to him, and Cole yelled at them a couple of times that, hey, he was keeping the beat for a reason. Sabrina was grinning the whole time. And me? I sat and watched. At one point, I decided to be clever and record it on my phone, so I’ve emailed the vid to you and Giles. Other than that? I was superfluous. I mean, I recognized a lot of what they played, though I couldn’t tell you names of songs or anything. One of them would play something, and the others would start joining in. Mostly, they would jostle along until one of them had no idea what came next. Sometimes they fell apart really quickly, and a couple of times, they did the whole song, and it sounded really good. 




Cole took pity on me and gave me a tambourine, but that only made things worse, because they stopped after one verse and Cole asked me to bring it down by five notches. I tried that for a little while, and after a few more verses, we stopped again, and everyone was looking at me. No, I wasn’t playing too loud. Or too much. Or…they were actually kind of impressed. And horrified. None of them could really explain what I was doing wrong, but Cole confiscated the tambourine anyways. So phooey on them. I am pouting.




On the other hand, I did get to wear the most awesome dress EVER, even if I did end up throwing up while wearing it (see my report to the council). When I got up this morning, it was on the bench at the end of the bed, wrapped in tissue paper, and boxed up, with a card from Hentzau saying that he would be very pleased if I kept it for future court occasions, should there be any. I think he’s just trying to make up for threatening to hand me over to the queen for suborning treason (it made sense in context, please do not kill him), but Sabrina swears it’s because he recognized my greatness. My greatness on the tambourine. I threw all my pillows at her. Then I had to steal her chocolate to get one back.





Speaking of Sabrina, Jenny, do you know anything about the Other Realm or the witches from the Other Realm? John Brant didn’t seem nearly as weird about Sabrina as he was about Willow, and he did spot her as a one, and Sabrina found a book titled Those of the Other Realm (it’s an early 1800s reprint of a book from around 1650, modern Hoch Deutsche, printed in Nurnberg) that had some really awful stories about her father and two paternal aunts. Hentzau is supposed to get back to me with the book’s provenance. Lee and I are going to research it from our end, and I asked Giles to see if he can find any mentions in the Council’s chronicles.




Love,
Dawn









Alternate Verse


Current Space/Time Coordinates:

Sunnydale, CA, USA, original time locus -3 years, 9 months, 24 days


Original Space/Time Coordinates: 

Strelsau, seventh week of Hilary term, Monday, around 1 p.m. RST


Dawn’s Time:

Original time locus + 5 months, 3 weeks, 2 days



She took a deep breath and steeled herself. If what she was doing was insanely scary and possibly flat out insane, all she had to do was remind herself that she could step back to Strelsau at any time. 




Probably.




She’d never moved this far from her point of arrival, and she’d never really tested whether she could return without the sense of completion she’d experienced in other trips. The Doctor wouldn’t be there to save her, and if something happened to her, literally no one—except maybe Jenny or Willow—would ever figure it out. She would just have disappeared without a trace. 




When she got back, she really needed to write out a ‘in case I’m no longer found on this plane of existence’ statement and leave it to be found if the worst came to pass. If, that was, it didn’t come to pass on this trip.




Oh, what the hell had she gotten herself into?




The streets of Sunnydale were just like she remembered them. The first thing she did was buy a newspaper with her small stash of American quarters that, fingers crossed, were close enough to what they used in this dimension that no one would notice until they looked closely. The date on the paper put it six weeks after Glory had been killed.




She had more than twenty trips under her belt now. Most of them had been fifteen minutes or even a few hours to some place indistinguishable from her home. World? Dimension? Plane of existence? Universe? She hadn’t settled on a standard reference, and maybe there wasn’t one. A handful of the places she’d visited were wildly different—not even on Earth from what she could tell. A few slipped into the Uncanny Valley, like the Earth Without J. Literally, the letter J did not exist, though life went on for all the Iennifers and Dzhohns.




The newspaper was the local tabloid sized rag put out once a week. She glanced through it, then folded it and tucked it into her satchel. Then she started considering. From her research in the public libraries of New York and Los Angeles, Rupert Giles, Alexander Harris, and Willow Rosenberg had died two years previously, Willow several months after Giles and Xander. Jenny Calendar had died six weeks previously. 




She was able to log into the Watchers’ Council network with Giles’s old username and password. Really, it wasn’t surprising they’d been wiped out if their computer security was that bad. However, it did confirm that Giles and Xander had been killed by Angelus, Willow had been killed by Jenny, and that Angelus had disappeared to a fate unknown with heavy speculation that an agent of the Kalderash clan had a hand in it.




She was eighty percent sure she was in Jenny’s home universe.




Let’s see, Dawn thought. The old Sunnydale High was gone. The Bronze was still open, but it wasn’t good for headquartering. The Magic Box hadn’t been purchased by Giles, since he’d been killed by Angelus in Jenny’s stead in this world. Buffy hadn’t ever gone to college in this world, so the student union wouldn’t offer much help. She could ask around, but that would draw its own attention to her, something she needed to avoid.




Plus, there was another, younger version of herself running around somewhere, and there was a good chance they would bump into each other.




After most of a day of walking around Sunnydale, trying to figure out where she could find the Scoobies, it came down to Spike and Drusilla finding her first.




The sun was setting, and she was picking the lock on the crypt Spike had slept in after the chip had been installed in his head. She had it in less than a minute, since it was the very lock she’d practiced on when Spike had taught her the skill. Breathing a sigh of relief, she pulled the lock and chain free of the door handles, slipped inside, and walked right into Spike, who was waiting for her.




She barely had a chance to squeak in shocked surprise when he grabbed her by the upper arms, picked her up and slammed her against the door.




“Well, well, well, what have we here?” Spike breathed, his eyes lighting up. “Kitten, did you go and order delivery for dinner? I’m famished.”




He vamped out and smiled, drawing his lips back from his fangs.





Tactical Deployment of Anti-Vampire Weaponry



Breathless with terror, Dawn kneed him in the crotch as hard as she could, and when he grunted in pain, slapped the side of his head with the golf ball sized water balloon she’d held cupped in her offhand. It was one of Andrew’s suggestions—a tactical holy water balloon.




Spike screamed in agony, dropped her, and reeled away, clutching his head.




Another figure glided out of the gloom. Drusilla. Dawn’s heart dropped. Spike could be reasoned with, most of the time. Even when he was out-and-out evil. All of the Council’s files on Drusilla and all of Buffy, Giles, Angel, and Spike’s stories carried the same message: Drusilla didn’t reason. The old Council’s analysis was that her behavior was driven by a fractured and incoherent perception of both the reality around her and what her precognitive talent fed her, but from the outside, she might as well have been run by a random number generator.




She should have had her crossbow out. Instead, all she could get out with any speed was the collapsible baton Buffy had given her and an extra stake. She flicked the baton open and gripped it, and the thought occurred to her that in less than a minute, she’d either be dead or facing one of the few fates worse than death she could imagine.




“Stop that,” Drusilla said, looking down at Spike. “It’s only what you deserve, frightening the young lady like that.”




Spike got on his knees, both hands still clamped to the badly scalded patch on the side of his head.




“Ggng,” he groaned, gnashing his teeth. His vampire face pulled back in until he wore the familiar features of a Billy Idol wannabe. 




Drusilla paused at his side, smoothing his hair back, then kissing her fingertips and placing them on his ear. 




“Can’t a man have a little fun?” he asked. “Besides, she broke in, didn’t she?”




Drusilla raised her eyebrows in a show of tolerant humor.




“It’s a crypt, love,” she said, her Cockney accent becoming more pronounced. “Poor lady probably thought it was empty and a safe place to spend the night.”




“In Sunnydale?” Spike demanded. “Girl doesn’t look that bloody insane to me.”




Drusilla left his side and approached Dawn.




Now would be the time to run away, Dawn thought. She didn’t move. She couldn’t.




Drusilla scanned her face, reached up and took Dawn’s face in her fingers.




“She knows who we are, Spike,” Drusilla said, a faint smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Only her guide’s a little out of date. Tell her, love, when was the last time you hunted?”




“Too bloody long,” Spike answered, standing and beating the crypt dust off his pants and coat.




“William.” Drusilla’s voice had a stern ring to it.




“Fine,” he sighed. “Not since Janna of the Bloody Clan of the Sodding Kalderash knitted me up with one fine soul on the finest day of my bleak unlife.”




The look he turned on Drusilla turned from sardonic self-mockery to something quiet and powerful.




“Not since she made me a man fit to be with you, love,” he said.




“And how long has that been?” Drusilla asked, the tiniest note of teasing in her voice.




“Four hundred and six days,” he replied, a smile tugging at one side of his mouth. “But who’s counting?”




“Wow,” Dawn breathed. “You guys really are different.”




Drusilla’s gaze turned back to her, and Dawn felt like she’d been pinned to a corkboard by a very strong but very gentle hand.




“Oh, you are a puzzle,” Drusilla murmured. “Come a long way, haven’t we? And home’s not in a direction you can point to.”




“She does that,” Spike told her, pulling a lighter and pack of cigarettes out. “The fortune cookie talk. Don’t let it bother you.”




They didn’t recognize her? She was now four—well, five—years older than she’d been the year they’d fought Glorificus, but she didn’t look that different. Confusion and dread washed over her.




“And you’re the one I’ve heard coming for weeks now,” Drusilla continued. “Walking here and there, poking and peeking, putting some little thing right every place you go. ‘Dawn’s coming.’ That’s what Buffy said just the other night.”




She’d never met Drusilla, only heard the stories, the stories of what she was capable of, how she’d killed Kendra the Vampire Slayer single handedly, how she’d preyed on children especially, and how Angelus had turned her from the shy and proper Catholic daughter of good parents to a terrifying, insane enigma. What had Xander said? When stuck with the cray-cray, get it talking. You might live long enough to be rescued.




“Did Jen- Janna give you a soul too?” Dawn asked.




Drusilla smiled, pleased. “She did, love. A cruel thing to do, in my opinion, as I’d had nothing to do with the gypsy girl Angelus had his way with, but it ended up being the right thing. She healed me, too, as much as she could.”




As much she could, which hadn’t been all the way.




“Now,” Drusilla drawled. “My turn.”




Dawn couldn’t back up a step as she was standing just in front of the door, but she tried.




“Where did you come from, girlie? With your holy water and your stake, with Janna’s name on your lips. You stink of slayers, girl, even if you aren’t one.”




She swallowed. Spike looked over from the cooler he’d opened, curious. He’d shifted some bags of blood over and had taken a handful of ice out, put it in a bandana, and tied it off. He got to his feet and pressed the ice pack against the side of his head.




“School,” Dawn said.




Drusilla gave her a dire look. “Fair’s fair, dearie. You should know better to hold back.”




Her face vamped out, and Dawn flinched.




“After all,” Drusilla continued. “Just because we’re good now doesn’t mean we’re at all nice.”




“School is in Strelsau, Ruritania,” Dawn answered, knowing better than to lie. Drusilla could probably smell a lie at a hundred paces. “Before that, Cleveland, and before that, Sunnydale.”




Spike laughed a hard, sharp bark.




“Points for creativity, ducks,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone claim to be from a fictional country before.”




What?




Drusilla peered more closely at her, her face returning to human dimensions. 




“She’s telling the truth, Spike,” she said, pronouncing Spike like “spoik”. “I can see it in her mind, all the lovely gray stone buildings, pretty dresses, and sausages.”




“Ducks,” Spike said, taking a drag on his cigarette while he held the ice pack in place, “Ruritania is a city in a book dreamed up by an Englishman more than a hundred years ago. It’s about as real as Timbuktu.”




“That’s a real place,” Dawn said, glancing at him.




“Keep telling yourself that, nibblet,” he told her.




She twitched, and Drusilla caught it.




“Oooh, you’ve called her that before, love,” she told him.




“That would be difficult, seeing’s how I never laid eyes on the bit o’ fluff,” Spike answered.




“What happened to Janna?” Dawn asked, trying to push the conversation—if that’s what you could call it—along.




Drusilla looked away, her mouth trembling. Spike gave her a sour look and got up again, leaving the ice pack behind. Drusilla turned away from Dawn, and when Spike opened his arms, leaned in against him.




“I guess you know all our weak spots,” Spike told her, his eyes narrowing in anger.




“What happened?” Dawn repeated.




“Bloody vicious hell god by the name of Glorificus happened, that’s what,” Spike answered. “Looking for a way back home, and wasn’t the Hellmouth just the perfect wardrobe for that little jaunt. She laid a mile wide trail of destruction on her way here, stirring up every kind of trouble. Buggering Knights of Byzantium tried to destroy the entire town, thanks to her.”




“And?” Dawn prompted.




“And Glorificus very nearly did it,” Spike answered. “It took Janna, the two of us, and the Slayer’s crew—two powerful witches and a werewolf, to throw her off her game. She’d have used Angelus to open the Hellmouth, made him her right hand man, and even only a couple of years into the Prometheus Curse, he was more broken in the head than Dru ever was. Anything she didn’t destroy, Angelus would have skinned, raped, and eaten before killing. Janna put herself between Glorificus and the Hellmouth while the rest of us hammered that hell god as hard as we could.”




He paused and gently caressed Dru’s hair as she clung to him.




“I don’t like this part,” Drusilla whispered. “It makes me sad.”




“Well, if you’d just eat your dinner instead of playing with it,” Spike told her, “we wouldn’t have this problem. Now would we?”




“What happened to Jenny?” Dawn prompted.




“Well,” Spike said, drawing off his cigarette, “knock that hell bitch down we did, but it was too late to stop the spell. The Hellmouth was opening, and Angelus would inherit the crown fallen from Glory’s lovely brow. Except for Janna of the Kalderash clan—Jenny Calendar, as was—who spilled her own blood and sacrificed herself to bind the Hellmouth closed again, and it swallowed her up like a whale swallowing a one of those bitty shrimp. And we were left to pick up the pieces.”




“She’s dead?” Dawn asked.




“If she’s lucky,” Spike answered. “I’ve seen more than my fair share of hell, and I don’t like to think of the lady there. She deserved far better.”




“She’s gone beyond our ken,” Drusilla said, wiping her eyes. “Not in the hell that Hellmouth opens onto. Not here. Not anywhere.”




“Then she’s dead, love,” Spike told her. “And the better off for it. I’ve told you that before.”




“What about her daughter?” Dawn asked, about to crack from the stress. “What happened to her daughter?”




Both Spike and Drusilla looked at her, puzzled.




“Jenny Calendar didn’t have any daughter,” Spike told her. “She kept a couple of cats. That’s all.”




“But…”




Drusilla raised a finger. “You owe me two answers, young lady, and I’ll have them first.”




“Running a little short on time, aren’t you?” Spike asked, glancing at the digital clock above their bed.




“There’s time yet,” Drusilla answered cryptically.




“Go ahead,” Dawn said, her nerves tearing at her.




“Who are you, love?” Drusilla asked.




Dawn swallowed. She was so far in over her head, it wasn’t even funny. She considered taking a page from The Hobbit when Bilbo answered the same question from Smaug, but decided against it. 




“My name’s Dawn Summers,” she answered. “Where I come from, I’m the Slayer’s little sister.”




Spike scoffed. 




“She speaks the truth, Spike,” Drusilla said, leaning forward and brushing a tendril of hair away from Dawn’s face. “But not all of it. Speak up, little sister.”




“I’m a Key,” she said, praying she hadn’t just signed her death warrant.




“Those are mythical,” Spike said, pointing a finger at her.




“That’s a relief,” Dawn said. “I was worried there for a minute.”




“And why are you here?” Drusilla asked. “Something to put right?”




“Not that I know of,” Dawn answered carefully. “I don’t really choose where I go. I thought this was the place our Jenny came from. Where I come from, Angelus didn’t kill Rupert Giles. He killed Jenny Calendar. The last four years were completely different from here. Xander and Willow are still alive for one thing.”




Spike’s eyes narrowed in interest, and he stood a little straighter.




“Several months ago,” Dawn continued, “in Cleveland, an amateur sorcerer cast a summons of Nemesis using the Carpathian variation.”




“That’s a rubbish spell,” Drusilla said. 




“Well, it kind of worked,” Dawn answered. “We now have a small white rabbit who shows every sign of being the mortal incarnation of divine retribution, and Jenny showed up. At first, we thought she was Nemesis, and things were kind of awkward. Turned out, she and Giles defused the threat themselves and fulfilled a thirteenth century prophesy in doing so.”




“Jenny Calendar showed up?” Drusilla asked. 




Dawn nodded. “Big ball of lightning, walls of reality splitting open for a fraction of a second, and then Jenny, scuffed up and unconscious.”




“Sounds like a regular Friday night with this crowd,” Spike sighed. “So you got a Jenny. Good for you. Why do you think she’s ours?”




“Details of her memories match up perfectly with things here,” Dawn said. “Except…”




“Except she didn’t have a daughter,” Drusilla finished for her. “And the Slayer doesn’t have a little sister. In fact, you don’t exist here at all, little Dawn. Everyone else stands in a hall of mirrors and can see their reflections extending to infinity, never realizing they’re only one more reflection. But you, there aren’t any reflections of you in any of the mirrors, and you’re no reflection. There’s only ever the one of you in all the worlds you can touch. Just you.”




“That’s not true,” Dawn snapped, horrified. “I’m out there, somewhere. I’m probably with my dad. Maybe I never came to Sunnydale.”




“Little Bit,” Spike said, “the Slayer and I may not be friends, but we’ve talked more than once, and that woman has no sister. Practically doesn’t have a heart. I’ve always said she’d make a good vampire, if she weren’t so set on killing all of us.”




“Yeah, and in my world, you were so slobberingly in love with Buffy, you had an identical robot of her built for snuggles,” Dawn spat out, angry out of all proportion.




Spike laughed at her. “Right. I’ll put my order in just as soon as Dru here leaves me for a chaos demon. She’s always had a thing for those antlers.”




Dawn opened her mouth to say something when the door behind her burst open like a car had rammed it. She was thrown into Spike and Drusilla, knocking them to the ground. Spike shoved her off, and she rolled the rest of the way.




“What the hell did I tell you?!” Buffy demanded, kicking Spike halfway across the crypt.




Spike jumped to his feet and went full vamp, licking his lip in anticipation.




“Couldn’t say, Slayer,” he answered. “Most of what you say sounds like ‘blah blah blah’, though you do look delicious when you’re angry.”




Dawn gave Drusilla a hand up, and Dru dusted her antique linen dress off.




“Do you…” Dawn started and trailed off.




Dru sighed and shook her head. “My darling boy and the Slayer haven’t had a barney in nearly a week. He needs his exercise.”




Spike was bouncing on the balls of his feet, trading jabs with Buffy. She ignored his bonhomie and punched him in the face so hard Dawn had a split second visual of Spike’s face molding around Buffy’s fist. He shook it off and backhanded her hard enough to spin her halfway around. She mule kicked him in the stomach, and he folded in half.




“Does it usually take long?” Dawn asked.




“Not long, but, oh, my, the cleanup afterward,” Drusilla said. “He never puts his things up properly anyways. One round with the Slayer, and I’ve got enough cleaning for three days.”




Spike kicked Buffy’s legs out from under her, and she grabbed him by his black t-shirt in a sacrificial throw.




“Why don’t you make him clean up after himself?” Dawn asked.




Dru gave her an amused look. “Ever live with a man, love?”




“Several of them,” Dawn admitted, “but it was a big house, and we had a brownie.”




“Aren’t we proud?” Drusilla said archly. “Well, when you get one of these great hairy brutes to yourself, you’ll learn to pick your battles.”




An enormous, bristly red wolf stalked into the crypt, scanning back and forth. Its haunches came up to Dawn’s waist. Spike threw Buffy into a wall, cracking it.




“How so?” Dawn asked, curious.




Dru shrugged elegantly. “If it matters to you and doesn’t to him, you’re best off doing it yourself. Bless my Spike, he does try to keep up with his socks, but he always misses a pair, and he doesn’t notice the dust at all.”




“Goes both ways, right?” Dawn raised her eyebrows.




The wolf paced back and forth between them and the fight. Spike had the upperhand currently and punched Buffy across the jaw hard enough to stagger her. She pulled a stake out. Drusilla gasped.




“Hey!” Dawn protested. “That’s enough, Buffy!”




She stepped forward, only to be intercepted by the wolf, who crowded against her. She shoved it as hard as she could.




“Oz, let me by,” she ordered.




He didn’t. Instead, he grabbed her jeans in his teeth and held her put. Buffy stood with her back to Oz and Dawn, legs spread, knees bent, and fists brought up to shoulder level. Spike wiped a trickle of blood from his lower lip and saw the stake in Buffy’s hand.




“You want war, Slayer?” he asked and spat out a mouthful of blood. “I’m happy to oblige.”




“Buffy!” Dawn yelled.




Buffy stopped and then turned slowly to face Dawn. Dawn saw her sister’s face and quailed. Hard planes and harder eyes, a scar through her top lip, and no concession to the things that once defined her life as the Slayer—friends, frivolity, humor. All the good things gone.




“Who the hell are you?” Buffy demanded.





A Universal Cataloging System



“Great,” Buffy spat, glaring at Dawn. “Hippie college girl stumbles across a book on vampires and decides she’s a Vampire Slayer wannabe. Go back to Twilight and let me do my job.”




“As a matter of fact,” Dawn said, keeping her voice even and low, “I’ve got about ten years of training by a Council Watcher, a Time Lord, and the senior Slayer.”




“And you’re not a Slayer,” Buffy answered. “Go home.”




“Can’t do that,” Dawn told her. 




Jenny had said Buffy was different in this particular here and now. That much was obvious. Hard as steel and just as sharp, not a soft place in her. She was nothing but Slayer. 




“Then I will drag you down to the bus station and put you on the first outbound tricycle if that’s what it takes,” Buffy growled. “The last thing I need or want on my Hellmouth is some useless book smart do-gooding brat who thinks she has a clue about this war.”




Dawn flinched.




The wolf stopped pacing back and forth behind her and abruptly turned into a man—a short, well proportioned redhead of a man. Oz. Naked Oz. Dawn pulled her eyes off him as quickly as she could. She had happy, uncomplicated memories of Oz, and she just really didn’t need the additional visuals.




“Listen to her, Buffy,” Oz said.




“Oy, Bowser,” Spike called. “Put your tackle away before you upset the trouble and our little guest.”




Oz looked up in time to catch the towel Spike threw him and wrapped it around his waist. 




“Why?” Buffy demanded.




“She’s family, Slayer,” Drusilla said, looking up. 




She was standing in a shadowy corner of the crypt, away from the fight and subsequent tense stand off. The little bit of light coming in, now that the sun had well and truly set, glinted off her eyes and teeth.




“Cute,” Buffy answered. “But not exactly believable.”




“Buffy.” Oz got her attention. “She smells like you.”




Buffy stared at him for a long moment, unwilling to dismiss him, and clearly unwilling to accept what he said.




“And she pegged Spike with holy water,” Oz added.




Buffy blinked and looked over at Spike. Spike rolled his eyes in exasperation and turned his head so she could see the patch of scalded skin across his temple and scalp.




“Don’t get any ideas,” he told her.




Drusilla came up behind Dawn and put her hands on Dawn’s shoulders. Dawn tried not to squirm in discomfort. Vampires were vampires, and even if Drusilla had a soul and was mostly sane these days, her hands still felt unnaturally cold. Between that and the casual strength in her hands—enough that Dawn was fairly sure she’d have bruises—she really, really wanted all the vampires in her life to respect her boundaries a little bit more.




“Little lamb is looking for her path,” Drusilla intoned, peaking around Dawn’s head. “Something’s to be done, but she doesn’t know what.”




“If you break into nursery rhymes,” Dawn said, “I’m leaving.”




“Why are you here?” Buffy demanded.




“I thought I knew,” Dawn admitted. “Now I’m not so sure.”




“Great,” Buffy sighed, turning away. “Clueless girls gets my vamps all stirred up, declares a bunch of homeopathic quality mumbo jumbo, and can’t even give a decent excuse as to why she decided she needed to join this party.”




“Hey,” Spike snapped. “We are not your vamps, Slayer. I’ll rip the throat out of the next person who says so.”




It went downhill from there.







“Here you go,” Tara said softly, handing her a cup of tea with saucer and spoon.




Dawn looked up at her, trying to read the expression she wore, but while the Tara in this world was just as soft spoken and gentle, she’d also picked up an inscrutable poker face. It was hard, even having no idea what Tara was thinking behind that serene countenance, not to grab her and hug her and cry on her with happiness that she was still alive.




“Thanks,” Dawn said, keeping her thoughts to herself and wondering if they showed on her face.




Probably.




They’d retired to Oz and Tara’s house, given to them by Jenny in a quitclaim deed. Since Dawn had never been over to Jenny’s home, this was an entirely new place to her, and she liked it a lot. It was a two bedroom Craftsman bungalow from the twenties in the Sunnydale historic district. Jenny had somehow gotten around the district’s covenant and painted the house a bright yellow with turquoise trim. While Tara and Oz had both clearly put their stamp on it—a calligraphed poem by Sappho and several guitars on stands—the overall character was definitely Jenny’s, and it was a Jenny that Dawn recognized.




Tara sat on the couch and waited. Dawn sipped her tea, trying to think of what to do or say and not coming up with anything. The only thing that wanted to stick in her brain was what Drusilla had said. 




Everyone stands in a hall of mirrors and can see their reflections extending to infinity, never realizing they’re only one more reflection. But you, there aren’t any reflections of you in any of the mirrors, and you’re no reflection. There’s only ever the one of you in all the worlds you can touch. Just you.




She kept rolling that back and forth in her head, trying to make sense of it. In all of her other jaunts, she’d been either in a world that held no resemblance to her own or she’d been in a similar one but hadn’t bothered to look up Buffy or any member of the Scooby gang. She’d never tried to find herself in another dimension. It just seemed…weird.




Plus, the Doctor had always been very reluctant to bring the TARDIS anywhere close in space/time coordinates to itself, and since every TARDIS had once been a Key.




She sighed.




“What do you need?” Tara asked.




“I don’t know,” Dawn said. “I thought I was here to find out more for Jenny, or to tell you guys that it was all okay, that she was in our world and happy, but I can’t tell if this is really our new Jenny’s original world or not. None of this makes any sense to me, and I’m not…ready to go yet.”




Oz came back in, barefoot and wearing loose trousers with a drawstring and a snug t-shirt, the kind of clothes you could pull off with a minimum of fuss if you wanted to wolf out. He handed Dawn a plate with some slices of cheddar cheese and two boxes of raisins, her favorite snack when she was a kid.




“How’d you know?” she asked, staring at the plate.




“You seem the type,” he answered.




“We’re on patrol tonight, starting at midnight,” Tara said in a soft reminder.




“Sure,” Oz replied. “Want to come?”




Dawn glanced up. “Are you sure? Buffy seemed pretty insistent on the whole ‘don’t even think of talking to her’.”




“Buffy sometimes lets fear get the better of her,” Tara said. “Change is hard for her.”




“You guys fought the Master?” Dawn asked, abruptly changing the subject without really understanding why.




“That was before my time,” Tara said. 




“I was on the periphery, but yeah,” Oz replied, settling on the arm of the couch Tara sat on.




They’d fought Angelus, too, obviously. And Spike and Drusilla, but that had all ended differently. 




“Did you guys fight Mayor Wilkins?”




“Yeah,” Oz responded. “Why?”




“What about Adam?” she prompted.




“That was last year,” Tara said. “I was here for that.”




“This whole past year has been Glory,” Oz added. 




And Buffy hadn’t died, which threw everything off, because the year after Glory, it seemed that instead of one big bad guy, they’d spent the year fighting the simple vagaries of life, with everything going wrong, everyone ending up soul hurt and battling inner demons instead of the real ones. After that, though…




There was no way Buffy would survive facing the First Evil, the way things were going here. Getting through that had taken absolutely everything every single member of the Scoobies had to offer, and some days, it still seemed miraculous that they’d managed it. 




“Do you guys have an Internet connection?” Dawn asked. “And can I make some calls on your phone? They’ll probably be long distance, maybe even international.”




Oz and Tara exchanged a look.




“I can leave you some silver to pay for it,” Dawn said.




“You should have her show you her money,” Oz told Tara. “It’s what finally shut Buffy up.”




Dawn dug into her jeans pocket and took out several folded Ruritanian marks bills.




Fraught with doubt, Tara accepted the bills and unfolded them. Happily, Ruritania was a country that took its money, especially the folding bills, seriously.




“Ruritania is a fictional country,” Tara protested, smoothing out the twenty mark bill.




“Not where I’m from,” Dawn said, resting her chin on her hand. “But then, you guys have Denmark, so I guess we’re even.”




“This…this is real,” Tara said, staring at the bill. “I mean, the portrait of—”




“That’s Queen Antonia the third,” Dawn said. “Sort of. It gets complicated.”




“The engraving is at least as high quality as our money, and the paper is some sort of polymer,” she continued. 




“Check out the micro-printing,” Oz said, pointing at the fol-de-rol around the state seal.




“And the color on the blue rose is amazing,” Tara said, bringing the note up to her nose. “It looks real enough to sniff.”




“Which, considering there’s no such thing as a blue rose, is pretty nifty,” Dawn said, shrugging.




Both Tara and Oz looked up at her.




“What?”




The two of them exchanged a look.




“There are five blue rose bushes in the garden,” Oz said. “Jenny had a thing for them.”




“Oh.” She thought about it. “I guess I should write that down. Maybe there’s some sort of universe code I can come up with. Has a Denmark, check. Has a Ruritania, no check. Has the letter J, check. Has blue roses, check.”




“Sounds like the start of a decent cataloging system,” Oz told her.




“We should get ready for patrol,” Tara said. 




“If you’ll grab the stuff, I’ll get Dawn set up,” Oz said.




“You’ll be okay by yourself?” Tara asked.




“So long as the phone and Internet work the way they do back home,” Dawn answered, “I should be fine.”




Once, Tara and Oz were gone, the internet searches didn’t take very long, and the phone calls she’d made hadn’t taken much longer, for all that the people on the other end of the line weren’t best pleased at how they were woken. Afterwards, she sat and stared out the window at the rose bushes thrash in the Santa Ana winds.




There’s only ever the one of you in all the worlds you can touch. Just you.




Except, Jenny remembered her.




Except, no one else here did. If this was the same world her Jenny had come from.




If.




Still turning it over in her head, she pulled some items from her bag and suited up, left a note for Tara and Oz in case she wasn’t back before they returned, and went back out.





The Cost of a Curse



Sunnydale High School was, unlike in her time, never rebuilt on the same patch of ground. The wreckage from the Mayor’s attempt at Ascension still lay in heaps and mounds, resembling the parts of bombed out London during the Blitz. Dawn shuddered at the memory. 




The undead tended to shy away from direct contact with the Hellmouth. It might pull them to the town, but most of them felt its immediate presence as a discomfort. So she felt fairly safe once she was on the school grounds. The biggest danger was from the unsteady piles of debris. She pulled out her headlamp and her ten thousand lumen flashlight. 




Carefully, she found her way to the crypt below, guided by the incongruous pieces of church masonry poking out of maintenance corridors and basement walls. She hadn’t gone this far when they’d fought the First Evil, but she’d been over the maps with the Potentials plenty of times. She was surprised by how much she remembered and how similar it was. 




She heard Angelus screaming before she was within fifty yards of the chamber.




“I wouldn’t,” Spike said, stepping out of a pocket of shadow. “If I were you.”




She didn’t scream. She didn’t even squeak in surprise, which she was very proud of later.




“How—” she started.




“Dru has you pegged pretty well, half pint,” he answered, lighting a cigarette and snapping his Zippo closed. “She said you’d come down for a look, having heard about what Rosenberg did with Angelus after he’d killed Xander and tried to open the Hellmouth.”




Angelus’s screams were distant and muted, as if he were buried under several tons of stone. They were still enough to chill her blood.




“So Jenny Calendar tells you all about this bit of history, and while you’re here on your little jaunt, you decide you just have to have a peek,” he repeated. “Why is that?”




“I’m a member of the Slayers Council,” she explained, figuring that Drusilla would be able to pick up a lie, even if she heard it second hand. “There’s no record of the Prometheus Curse in our world. Jenny won’t talk about it, so I figured, if I could gather a little more information—”




“There’s a reason your Jenny won’t speak of it,” Spike said, spitting on the ground, “and that’s because it’s as horrific an abomination as has ever been cast by a mortal on this plane.”




Another scream tore the air, ending with a stammering sob, and a plea to kill him. The hair on the back of Dawn’s neck stood on end.




“Willow Rosenberg damned her soul the moment she cast that thing,” Spike continued. “And our Jenny ended up having to put her down like a rabid dog. Now, I haven’t been a fan of Angelus in some time, but even I think what she did to him went too far. Less because I care if he suffers than because of how it altered the balance of the Hellmouth and this world.”




“What do you mean?” Dawn asked, suddenly conscious of the stake tucked into her jacket. 




“You’re a nice girl, Miss Dawn Summers,” he said, flashing her a smile. “A bit stupid and clearly you think you’ve got something to prove, but those are hardly singular faults in this crowd.”




“Thanks,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “It’s always nice to hear to the pot stretch its name calling abilities.”




He chuckled, and somewhere in the distance, Angelus screamed.




“You probably think it’s been plenty long enough for Angelus to pay for his crimes,” Spike said, taking a long drag off his cigarette and then inspecting it. “And it has, even if you want something more than a tit for tat swap of pain endured for pain caused. You might even think the world and Angelus would be better off if you just staked the blighter and had done.”




There had been a pause in the screaming while Spike talked, but it started up again. This time, it escalated, Angelus’s voice getting louder and higher, until his shrieks bounced off the rocks. Dawn started to think there would be a point—a point coming up not long from then—when she wouldn’t be able to listen to it anymore.




Spike turned his head and listened for a moment, judging the quality of Angelus’s screams like a seamstress running her hand along a length of silk, checking the fabric’s texture, hand, and color.




“It used to be,” he continued, as if he were giving a college lecture, “that the seal on the Hellmouth was opened by the spilling of blood upon it, that it stayed open so long as the blood flowed, and that even after it closed, it remained active, driving the mortals insane and corrupting any magic in the area of its influence. It can only be deactivated when the one who opened the seal weeps tears of true remorse upon it.”




“I know that,” Dawn told him. “I played rear guard for Buffy when she and— when she opened the Hellmouth.”




Spike raised his eyebrows in clear interest but refrained from questioning further.




“And she lived to tell the tale,” he said. “Says a lot about your version of the Slayer. Trouble is, it doesn’t work that way anymore. You’ll not get any remorse out of Angelus, you see, and Rosenberg knew that. She worked in a way to make it so Angelus’s blood keeps the Hellmouth sealed and mostly deactivated. So not even the best intentions of the most compassionate do-gooder will do him any good. There’ll be no mercy killing for Angelus.”




Angelus’s screams choked off, and for a few moments, there was silence.




“That’s…”




“Ghastly?” Spike prompted her. “Poetic? A little bit of both, I reckon. We’ve had more than a few who’ve come down those steps as you just did, little bit. Most of them pulled out a stake at some point. It’s been my job to stop them.”




“It doesn’t bother you,” Dawn asked, “what’s happening to him?”




“You forget, Watcher,” Spike said, leaning back against the tunnel wall and falling into shadow. “I know full well what Angelus did to my sweet Drusilla before he turned her. I know the nightmares she has two hundred years on and how she cries still for the deaths of her sisters. I know how hard Jenny Calendar worked to heal her and how even her efforts fell short. So, some nights, when it’s slow, I come down here and watch for a bit. To cheer myself up.”




The screaming started again. Spike listened, took one last drag from his cigarette, dropped it on the ground, and stepped on it.




“Round about this time, the vengeance demon bound to him will have skinned him, gutted him, gelded him, eaten his eyes, and be working on peeling his muscles from his bones,” Spike said. “She takes all night to strip him down to tongue, vocal cords, lungs, and just enough brains so he knows what’s happening to him. Come dawn, he’ll start regenerating. By sunset, he’ll be whole, and she can start it all over again. Which she will.”




“Vengeance demon?” Dawn asked, feeling sick.




“Mmm, lady by the name of Anyanka, and isn’t she upset by how restricted her work has become,” Spike answered. “But there she stays until D’Hoffryn says otherwise, and he’s held by the deal he made Rosenberg, for all that she’s dead now too.”




Well, that left out the possibility that this was some alternate universe created by a wish to a vengeance demon, Dawn thought.




“Come on,” Spike said, standing again. “I promised the missus I’d see you safely home, and so I will. She’s taken a liking to you, so try not to get yourself killed while you’re here.”





Skipping the Curtain Call




Dawn looked around the unopened boxes crowding Buffy’s place and worked hard not to start yelling in anger. 




Books. Boxes and boxes of Giles’s personal library. All the books on demonology, magic, Slayer lore, and Watchers’ journals that Dawn had spent the last ten years digging through any time there’d been a threat for Buffy to deal with. Those books had saved lives in her universe, and here, they were boxed, stacked, and ignored. 




Tara had warned her. She and Oz used Jenny’s library for their research, but Jenny’s books had been far more general—computer technology, pedagogy, Wiccan and other neo-Pagan spells, volumes of lore from the Kalderash clan, and the collected wisdom, knowledge, spells, and practical thoughts of Jenny and her foremothers going back three centuries. 




It was everything she could do not to fall into old habits of sisterly sniping and snarling with Buffy. For all that this Buffy had no memory of her before the previous night, she knew all of Dawn’s buttons and didn’t hesitate to push them. 




“What do you do if you run into a demon you’ve never seen before?” she asked, gripping the top of her head with both hands. 




“Kill it,” Buffy replied, not looking up from the trunk of hand weapons she was sorting.




“No problems trying to figure out which of five thousand different weapons or methods you need to use to actually kill it instead of make it angrier or more powerful?” Dawn asked, doing her best to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.




“No,” Buffy said, looking up this time and pinning Dawn with an impatient look.




“You run into Gachnar?” Dawn asked. “Dark Lord of Nightmares, Bringer of Terror?”




Buffy considered for a moment. “Yeah. He showed up at a frat house on Halloween a couple of years ago.”




“How’d that go?”




“Ended up burning down the house down,” Buffy answered. “Got rid of him.”




“How many people died?” Dawn asked.




Buffy sighed. “I don’t know. Six, maybe seven. What’s your point?”




“Because if you’d known which books to check,” Dawn replied, pulling Scis Te Daemones out and holding it up. “You’d have known you could have brought him forth by destroying his mark and then stepping on him. Gachnar was actually about as big as an action figure.”




Which wasn’t completely fair, because the way her Buffy had told her the story, they hadn’t figured that out on their own, even with the book on hand, but Dawn wasn’t really interested in fighting fair.




“I don’t have time for books,” Buffy said, dropping a sword onto a pile with a clatter.




“No one expects you to do all the research,” Dawn said. “That’s a Watcher…thing…”




She dwindled as Buffy’s gaze turned into a vitriolic glare. 




Of course. The books were Giles’s. Pulling them out and looking through them probably hurt too much, reminding her of time spent not just with her Watcher but with Xander and Willow as well. And she probably couldn’t bear to part with them. After all, the boxes were stacked up in different parts of the efficiency apartment where she would see them every day. If she sat down at her tiny kitchen table to eat a bowl of cereal, she’d be surrounded on three sides by Giles’s books.




Her heart ached for Buffy. She reached into her satchel and pulled out a drawstring bag weighing several ounces.




“Here,” she said, dropping it on the table between them.




“What’s that?” Buffy asked.




“Coins,” Dawn replied. “They aren’t worth anything by face value, since they weren’t minted in this universe, but the value of the silver and gold will tide you over until I can get other resources set up for you.”




Buffy tugged the strings loose and poured the contents onto the table. She stared wordlessly at the mound for a long moment.




“Why?” she finally asked.




“Buffy, I get that I’m nothing to you,” Dawn said. “But you’re still my sister, and you know what? This world sucks, and what it’s done to you…? When Mom died, we had each other, and it still wasn’t easy. Here, you didn’t have anyone. Not when Giles and Xander were killed. Not when Willow died. Oz and Tara, they care a lot about you. They respect you. They worry about you, and they do everything they can to help. Spike and Drusilla, not so much, and if Amy is anything like she was in my world, I wouldn’t count on her to make me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”




Buffy’s mouth tightened. Her eyes narrowed in thought. 




“Amy’s…Amy’s a problem,” she admitted.




“Not only do you have all the same stuff to deal with where I’m from,” Dawn continued, “but you don’t have any of the resources my sister does.”




“What? You’re going to do something about that?” Buffy asked.




Since she hadn’t called Dawn a name or implied that it would end in ruin and despair, Dawn figured Buffy might just be starting to open up.




“I did a little research last night,” Dawn said. “And it turns out that some of the allies that exist in my world also exist in this one. In fact, there’s one that no longer exists in my world but does in this one. I couldn’t find her directly, but I did put the word out that you needed her.”




A storm gathered in Buffy’s eyes.




“Wouldn’t it be nice not to have to be alone anymore?” Dawn asked. “You’re going to have to face the First Evil, Buffy, and if you don’t have stronger bonds of love to someone, you’re not going to survive.”




“And just who are these allies I’m supposed to fall in love with?” Buffy demanded.




Dawn checked the clock on the wall.




“Well, the first one’s plane landed at LAX about an hour and a half ago, so Tara and Oz should be here with her shortly. Her name’s Debbie Sue, and she used to be a Vampire Slayer.”







They ended up back at Tara and Oz’s, simply because there wasn’t enough room in Buffy’s apartment for more than two people. The first thing Debbie Sue had done was to hug Buffy and give her a scarf and matching set of mittens. The mittens had leather grips sewn onto the palms so she could hold a stake securely without her fingers getting cold. Buffy had sat there, holding the mittens like they were dead fish, staring at them, and then her eyes had filled with tears, and she’d started crying. Then Debbie Sue had folded her up in her arms and held her like a grandmother soothing a grandchild’s troubles.




Tara looked worried and wrung her hands, but Oz took it in stride.




“Pizza or Chinese?” he asked, when things quieted down.




“Why not both?” Dawn asked. “And some hot wings. I’m pretty sure Spike and Dru will be over here after it’s dark.”




“Fraternizing with vampires?” Debbie Sue asked.




“Well, I…” Buffy started, stricken that she’d given any reason for Debbie Sue to be unhappy with her.




“Don’t fret, hon,” the silver haired former-Slayer said, patting her hand. “If you live long enough as a Slayer, you end up making some strange friends.”




Buffy looked like she’d start crying again out of sheer relief.




“Dawn?” Tara called softly.




Dawn turned towards her and followed when she beckoned.




Inside the kitchen, there was a row of rose bush clippings, two from each bush, and a bouquet of roses. Dawn had been out in the daylight and stared at the rose bushes in awe for several long moments. They bloomed in shades from the palest ice to sky to turquoise to lapis to midnight. Some were five-petaled antiques, others were hybrid with dozens of petals. The scent was nothing she could easily describe. Something like petrichor, something like truffles, and something like freshly cut wood and orange rinds. 




“They’re beautiful,” Dawn breathed. 




Tara smiled, and it was beautiful.




“I put some spells on them,” she explained, “to keep them fresh and make them last longer, but you’ll need to get them into fresh water within a few hours. Do you know how to get them to root?”




“No,” Dawn said. “But I know people who do.”




“I also included a bag of soil,” Tara added. “In case the root bacteria don’t exist in your world.”




“They’re beautiful,” Dawn repeated.




“I think so,” Tara said. “I’m glad you like them.”




As Dawn touched the rose petals with her fingertips, she felt something shift and fall into focus. It was time to go. Somewhere on the other side of this world lay her own, and it was time to return.




Someone knocked on the back door.




“It’s early for Spike and Dru,” Tara said. 




She turned on the porch light, looked out the window, and opened the door.




“Can I help you?” she asked.




“Hi,” the man said. He was tall, dark haired, and had a very open, friendly expression. “My name’s Jarod. This is my cousin, Katie.”




He indicated the woman standing next to him, who arched a sardonic eyebrow.




“We’re looking for Buffy Summers.”




Dawn smiled to herself. After Tara had invited them in and led them to the living room, Dawn packed the clippings up, grabbed the bouquet, and went home.







Spike was pulling on his jacket when he heard and felt Drusilla sigh with sadness.




“What is it, pet?” he asked.




“She’s gone, my love,” Dru said. “She found what she was looking for, tidied up a bit, and now she’s left.”




“Well, we can stay in, and I can watch the game,” Spike said, pulling his jacket off. “Sod the Slayer.”




Drusilla turned to him and looked up at him with her big, blue eyes. 




“We must go, Spike,” she told him. “We’re expected, and we’re to meet the first of the Sisters In Death.”




It was Spike’s turn to sigh as he pulled his jacket back on. Maybe Oz would turn the game on. The ginger wolfman had more tolerance for the twittering of their birds than he did, but sooner or later, he retreated to the sensible world of red cards and proper jerseys.




“Can we stop by the church on our way?” Drusilla asked him.




He managed not to ask “are you out of your mind?” The answer always started at ‘yes, a bit’ and escalated from there.




“And why would you want to do such a thing?” Spike asked.




“I need to go to confession,” she admitted. “I told a lie.”




It was true that Drusilla had actually managed to perform the Sacrament of Penance on a handful of occasions, but considering the trappings that went with it, she’d always come back shaking with pain and shame. He’d just as soon not go down that road again.




“Why not tell me, ducks?” he asked in a lighthearted voice. “If you’ve been terribly naughty, I’ll give you penance of three days without your tea and biscuits.”




She considered it with deep sincerity and finally nodded.




“I told her she never existed here,” she explained, “but she did, if only for a moment.”




“And when was that, pet?” Spike asked her, concerned and curious.




“When Jenny left us,” Dru said softly, picking invisible lint off his shirt. “There was…oh, a golden curtain, and it swept over us all for a minute, and the world was different. Glorificus hunted a Key and opened the portal by spilling her blood, and Jenny was her mother and closed it by giving up her life, and Buffy loved Dawn as sisters do, and there was no Angelus screaming for us to kill him. Then, it was gone, and no one remembered but me.”




“And why not tell me?” Spike asked.




Instead of answering, Drusilla only burrowed in against his chest and sighed again, heavy with tears. Spike smoothed her hair down.




“Ah. Mothers and sisters, my love? You do miss them.”




She nodded, and he felt her sniffle.




“It’s such a pretty place, Spike, little Dawn’s world. There’s love and bravery and faith, but there’s no place in it for you and me, and there’s such a darkness coming.”




“Yeah, well, every light casts a shadow, love,” he said softly, holding her head against his shoulder. “And every dawn has a following night.”




Then he took her shoulders and held her apart from him.




“And I am hungry for hot wings,” he told her. “What say we pick up some and eat them all before we reach the old mortal shack?”




Dru wiped her eyes and blew her nose into a delicate little lace kerchief.




“All right, my love,” she said, pulling herself together. “But I want a new doll for next week’s tea.”




“And a new doll you shall have,” he told her, giving her a kiss on the forehead.





Intro to Comparative Cosmologies


Original/Current Space/Time Coordinates:

Strelsau, seventh week of Hilary term, Wednesday, around 11 AM RST


Dawn’s Time:

Original time locus + 5 months, 3 weeks, 3 days



Dawn waited until all the other students had left Herr Shang’s classroom, which meant sitting through three teacher/student conferences and pretending everything was perfectly fine. She kept yawning—huge, jaw cracking yawns—and it was tough keeping her eyes open. She’d been trying to catch up on sleep the past two days and only managed to get further behind.




“Ah, Miss Summers,” Herr Shang said. “I have water boiling. Would you like to join me in a cup of tea?”




“Yes, please.”




Herr Shang’s simple, graceful handling of the tea ceremony was soothing, and neither of them spoke until the first taste of tea had been taken by both.




“Miss Summers, would you oblige me by recounting how many times since you departed the Doctor’s tutelage you have walked on a world that is not this one?”




She looked up, startled. He watched her with calm, friendly eyes.




“Um…at last count, eighteen,” she admitted.




He took a sip of tea.




“Initiative is an enviable trait and one that is not common even here,” he said. “However, it can lead to difficulties. It would be best, perhaps, if you advised Professor Jones of your expeditions. I’m sure his advice will be helpful.”




“He has other students that can change dimensions?” she asked.




“To the best of my knowledge, you are the only student who can perform such a miracle,” he told her. “And yet, one of the benefits of a wide and varied life experience such as his is the ability to assess new situations and their ramifications.”




“Oh. Well. That…makes a lot of sense,” Dawn admitted.




“One strives to achieve lofty goals in one’s speech,” Shang murmured.




She continued sipping her tea.




“Something troubles you, Miss Summers?” he asked.




She fidgeted with her cup, not quite able to put her thoughts into words, only struggling with an inchoate mass of anxieties and frustrations.




“Perhaps it would assist you to know that I, Professor Jones, and Mistress M, are fully aware of your personal history,” he said. “Beyond that of simply being the younger sister of the Vampire Slayer.”




She looked up at him, startled. 




“You mean, you know—”




“It is the primary reason you were invited to attend Queen Flavia University,” he stated.




She held onto her cup with one hand and rubbed her forehead with the heel of her other hand.




“Okay, um…so how’s your multi-dimensional cosmology?” she asked.




“I would hazard that I am better equipped than most.”




“So, why are some of the worlds I end up in almost exactly like this one?” she asked. “And why are some so different?”




Herr Shang began to speak, but Dawn kept talking.




“Why did I end up in New York City on three separate tries, London twice, Shanghai once, and Melbourne of all places? And why was it 1928 in Melbourne, prehistoric times in one New York, and four years ago in the last world I went to?”




He started again.




“And what does it mean that everyone else sees infinite reflections of themselves, and that they’re also reflections, but I’m not, and there’s only me?”




He waited a full ten seconds, and she looked up at him, upset and hopeful.




“Perhaps I can demonstrate,” he said.




He drank all but the last few sips of his tea and turned the cup over in its saucer, spilling out only a few teaspoons worth, then he set the cup aside. He placed the saucer in the middle of his hand and gestured over it with the other, as if giving it permission to get on with its work. 




The few teaspoons of tea rose in a slender column and split into drops, then split again into droplets, split a third time into a coarse mist, and then a fourth and a fifth time until the tea was mist of shining gold beads suspended in the air and lit by sunlight falling through the southern windows.




“This is an abstraction, Miss Summers,” Shang said, turning his hand, and the field of minuscule spheres rotated in turn, “as any explanation must perforce be. Were I to draw you a map of this country, it would by necessity be in two dimensions, even though there are mountains, valleys, and caves. A good map would note these characteristics, but even the best map cannot allow you to fully experience in two dimensions what exists in four.”




“The fourth is time?” she asked, wide awake.




“Indeed,” he replied. “So I must portray the magnitude of each universe as a tiny bead in a sea of other beads. Each one is complete in and of itself. Some are closer to what those of us who follow the True Way perceive as the source of power. Some are further away. Some exist on a plane where this source is irrelevant.”




“You mean magic?”




“In a manner of speaking,” he agreed. 




The beads slipped past one another, sometimes touching, sometimes passing through, sometimes disappearing at one point and reappearing at another.




“Much is random,” he continued. “All the worlds of this existence have a common beginning, but in one world, the first hydrogen atom vibrates an immeasurably tiny bit faster or slower than the first hydrogen atom in its sister worlds. So time runs faster or slower in that world. Hence, when you step across to that world, some thirteen billion eight hundred twenty million years later, you find that it is an insignificant fifty thousand years earlier or five days later than it is in your world.”




Dawn’s mouth fell open.




“And so, as this world and its sister moon step through their dance around this sun, and this solar system moves around the edge and through the central disk of its galaxy, so too do the most infinitesimal degrees of difference between universes cause one point to be closer to the place you step from than another.”




“Um…is there any chance I’m going to end up stepping off into interstellar space?” she asked. “There’s a lot more of that than planet, the last time I looked.”




“If that part of your ability were random,” Shang said, “we would not be having this discussion.”




“Oh.” She nodded after thinking about it. “You have a point.”




“As for the non-random parts of your nature,” he continued. “I believe you could not will yourself to a place where you could not survive anymore than you could hold your breath until you suffocated. That does not, however, mean that you cannot find yourself in great, perhaps even mortal, danger.”




“Right,” she agree, thinking of more than one instance where that had been true. “What about the reflections?”




A shadow of sadness crossed his face.




“There are two things almost entirely unique about this particular universe,” he said. “For it falls neither particularly close to the center of power nor particularly far away. It partakes in most aspects of existence and misses some handful of others. What it does have that no other universe does is the race known as Time Lords and a Key turned into a human girl known as Dawn Summers.”




“But…”




“The Time Lords exist in this universe and almost no other,” he said, ignoring her interruption, “because it was in this universe that they first took to capturing Keys and harnessing them as TARDISes. When a Key is captured in such a manner, it no longer exists in the other universes, depriving what would have been co-existent Time Lords in other universes of the means of traveling through space and time.”




In the tiny spheres, she saw one world where the Time Lords arose before all the others, and in the world, there were hundreds of thousands or millions of Keys, their lights appearing identical in all the other worlds around them. Then, in a wave, the lights disappeared from the other worlds and grew brighter in the first.




“It is because of this sequence of events that one Time Lord, known as the Doctor, became aware of a particular Key and the hell god which hunted her.”




That one particular bead expanded to fill the space of a beach ball, and Dawn could see strings of galaxies in the purple black depths of space. In it, she saw the Doctor—only it wasn’t her Doctor but one much younger, except he looked much older—stand between Glory and…and…




“Is that me?” Dawn asked.




“In a manner of speaking,” Shang answered. “But a very different form of you.”




The spheres shifted again, and she could see that Key—her—appear again and again and again in all the other worlds. 




“A Key exists in multiple worlds, a near infinite number of worlds, simultaneously,” he continued. “Yet when the Beast wished to use you to sunder the walls between worlds, the Order of Dagon hid you and protected you for as long as they could.”




The image he had conjured showed what would have happened if Glory had succeeded. One sphere blew apart and the fragments collided with other spheres, destroying them in a chain reaction that spread through the entire sea.




“It wasn’t just about me or even Sunnydale,” Dawn said, horrified. “Glory would have destroyed everything in existence, wouldn’t she?”




“It is one school of thought,” he said. “A school I particularly agree with. Therefore, the monks of the Order of Dagon, took what others might find an extreme step. They transformed the Key into a human girl and placed her under the protection of the Slayer. To do so, they had to…confine the nature of the Key. Otherwise, the spell which altered this reality and the memories of those touched, could not have worked.”




In the sphere of their world, the light of the key muted and altered, becoming something altogether different. In the other worlds, it disappeared entirely. Dawn’s breath caught.




“So, I don’t exist in anywhere but this world?” she asked.




“No person exists in all worlds, Miss Summers,” Shang told her. “Few people exist in most. Most people exist in a few worlds, though within the infinite number of universes, that small number may seem very large.”




So there were any number of Buffys and Gileses and Xanders and Willows, but she was the only Dawn who existed, and this was the only universe she belonged in. Everyone else had an infinite number of reflections, and in fact, they were only one of the reflections. She was unique.




“But what about Jenny?” she asked. “She came here to this world, and—”




“I am well aware of Miss Calendar,” Shang said. “And of how she came to this world. Once I made a study of you, Miss Summers, I was aware of the many, many lives the spell that created you touched. That spell was not a single event. It is a living thing which continues to this day.”




He waited while she worked it out.




“You mean, there was no me in her life at all,” Dawn said, “and then, she got pulled into this universe, and…and all her memories of me were just made up on the spot?”




He watched her.




“That’s not fair!” she cried. “She remembers being my mom, and she thinks she left her daughter back in the other world and will never see her again. It didn’t have to be that way. Why couldn’t the spell just have left her alone?”




Shang pressed his lips together in sympathy.




“This, I do not know and cannot say, Miss Summers,” he admitted. “Perhaps the spell is flawed in such a way that would never have come to light if you had not chosen to come here and pursue your abilities. Perhaps there is a greater reason, that it is necessary Miss Calendar think of you as the daughter she once had. I do not know.”




“What do you mean a greater reason?” she asked.




“This world would not have survived Glorificus’s assault on the walls between the worlds, and many others would have perished as well. Glorificus would have won had you not been given into the care of the Slayer. The Slayer would have lost had she not loved you. She would not have loved you if the monks had not created a network of memories that built your existence into the lives of so many. The monks could not have done even that if they were not aided by a Time Lord.”




“And all for the want of a horseshoe nail,” Dawn murmured.




“Indeed,” Shang said. “And do you think the infinite universes would not have formed themselves, including individuals such as Miss Calendar, around you were it not vital for their continued existence? 




Dawn stared into her teacup, wondering if there might be an answer somewhere.




“What do I tell her?” she asked. 




“There is no need to tell her anything,” Shang said.




“But, she’s still grieving for her daughter, for me,” Dawn protested.




Shang made a face of considered dismissal. “I have found, Miss Summers, that one should take three things into account when they wish to inform another: is it true? Is it kind? Is it necessary? In this case, it might be true, but it is neither kind nor necessary.”




The sea of golden beaded worlds shrank and coalesced into a puddle of tea in the center of the saucer Herr Shang held. 




“And forgive me, Miss Summers,” he said. “While I hope our talk has been of some help, I find that I am fatigued and wish to rest. Perhaps you should speak to Professor Jones as I suggested earlier.”




“Oh, of course,” Dawn replied.




She gathered her things and left, leaving Herr Shang sitting, contemplating whatever he might find in his own leftover tea.





Newly Nominated as Teacher’s Pet




It was improbable verging on impossible, but Professor Jones was actually in his office during posted office hours. She knocked and stood nervously.




“Come!” he barked.




He looked up when she came in and closed the door behind her.




“Summers,” he noted. “Good. We’re overdue for a talk. Grab a seat.”




“We are?”




She put her satchel on the ground beside her while Professor Jones reached behind her and picked up two glasses and a decanter. He poured two fingers of something golden and aromatic in the first glass and handed it to her.




“This doesn’t look like tea,” she said.




“I don’t do tea,” he answered emphatically, pouring himself a glass. “Now, let’s cut to the chase.”




He tossed a stack of papers—all hers—on the desk in front of her.




“Your writing skills are more than adequate, especially considering your previous schooling and age,” he continued, scratching at the stubble along his jaw. “You make some interesting conclusions that aren’t necessarily supported by your sources, but I’m willing to allow a little wiggle room, but.”




He leaned back and put his feet up on the corner of his desk and sipped from his glass. Dawn took a sip from hers and found that it was whisky, which she’d never learned to drink. She coughed




“But what, sir?” she asked.




“If you think you’re going to go gallivanting off to disparate points in the space-time continuum, or even worse, to alternate realities and not bring some artifacts back,” he continued, “you’re in for a world of trouble.”




“Oh. Um.”




“For the love of God, Summers,” he said, putting his hands out, palm up, “tell me that you’re at least taking pictures and picking up some ephemera.”




“Some,” she admitted. “And I’ve been journaling.”




He made an unhappy noise and then shook a finger at her. “It’s a start, I suppose. You need to go whole hog on this, Summers.”




“What about the timeline?” she asked, a little desperate.




“What about it?” the Professor asked, taking another swallow.




“Well, what if I disrupt it?” she asked.




“Screw the timeline,” he answered. “That kind of caution only works if you’re standing on the outside looking in. For those of us in the middle of the fray, we need all the help we can get, not wibbly-wobbly intellectualizing. Besides, you’re not hitting any more points distant on this specific timeline anymore, are you?”




“How do you guys even know about this?” Dawn wailed. “I only just started figuring this out myself.”




“Are you kidding me, Summers?” Jones asked. “Who the hell do you think we are? This is no hobby. The matriculation board is tasked with sitting on top of the largest Hellmouth on the Eurasian continent. We do whatever it takes to keep on top of it, and that means keeping an eye on the kiddies we pick up and start training. Now, what have you got for me?”




At a loss, Dawn fumbled in her pockets and pulled out the bills and change she’d picked up from Denmark/blue rose/lone Buffy world and dropped them on the desk. Professor Jones leaned forward and picked one of the bills up.




“Lincoln on the one dollar bill?” he asked.




“Washington’s on the five,” she said. “It’s crazy, I know.”




“Well, are you writing these things down?” he demanded.




“I just started to,” she admitted.




“In your journal,” he said.




“In my journal,” she confirmed.




She thought of something, picked up her satchel, put it on her lap, and reached into it. Then she pulled out a metal device about the size of a small mantel clock. 




“I picked this up in Arcadia when I was traveling with the Doctor,” she said, setting it on his desk. 




She’d actually picked up two, just in case, and it looked like she’d just run into her case.




Professor Jones froze, his eye riveted to it.




“Is that what I think it is?”




“If you think it’s an Antikythera Device, then yes,” she answered. “It’s what you think it is.”




He sat bolt upright.




“I…um…have some manuscripts, too,” she said, reaching back into her bag. “It was a long trip from Exeter back to Narbonne, so I made the Doctor talk people out of whatever spare parchment they had. If it had any writing on it, I saved it.”




She dropped a bundle of curled and discolored parchment on his desk.




“I always wrote down where I got it and from whom if I could. They couldn’t always tell me where it had come from though.”




Professor Jones’s eye began to bug.




“And if it didn’t have any writing, then I got people to tell me stories and wrote them down,” she said, pulling out another, smaller bundle. “I wrote as neatly as I could, and I did my very best to transliterate anything I couldn’t make out. There’s some Arthurian stuff, some verses from the Geste of Robyn Hode, some that I guess count as fairy tales, some oral history, that sort of thing.




“Oh, and,” she reached in again and picked up one of the smaller baggies she’d already prepared, “this.”




She put the plastic bag with a chunk of cremated ranosvore remains on his desk next to the Antikythera Device.




“It’s petrichor,” she explained.




“Anything else?” he asked, sounding a little numb.




“Sabrina and I are working on the blue rose clippings,” she answered. “She’s got a much better green thumb than me. Oh, and I won’t know if it paid off until I go home for a visit, but I asked Sir Jacques de Champs of the Order of the Temple to write down absolutely everything he could think of and hide it in the window seat in the library. It’s stone, so there’s a good chance it’ll still be there.”




Professor Jones blinked several times and then scratched his face around his eyepatch. He pressed his lips together and clicked his tongue.




“Okay.”




“And there’s a lot of other stuff in my journals,” she added. “So, am I doing okay?”




“Yeah,” he said slowly. “Here’s a list of stuff we want you to keep track of.”




He handed her a packet of papers stapled together.




“Did you need anything else, Professor Jones?” she asked.




“Nope,” he answered. “Not at all. Take the rest of the day off.”




He still hadn’t taken his eye off the things she’d piled on his desk.




“Okay, then, see you next week.”




She tucked the packet into her satchel, pulled the strap over her shoulder and left.





Dispatches From the Eastern Front—II


Original/Current Space/Time Coordinates:

Strelsau, seventh week of Hilary term, Saturday, around 8 AM RST


Dawn’s Time:

Original time locus + 6 months




Dear Jenny,




Hey, just so you know, you’re completely right. I have many talents, I don’t have to be the center of attention all the time, and I can let the others shine, because I am not Little Miss Vanity. My friends value me and won’t leave me out in the cold. There are ways that I can participate, and there will not be any worm eating. Last night at the weekly marshmallow roast and decompression, everyone else was in a music making mood again, even Hentzau, and so I followed your advice the supportive friend and not worry about being left out. Instead, I did a little bit of clean up, took some pictures and shared them with the others, and then played with the dogs.




It turned out that both Lee and Hentzau have been wanting to do original music, and they spent a lot of the evening talking about different songwriters, songs, moods, and whatever. I couldn’t make heads or tails of half of it, but I was not alone. Cole said that he can riff off stuff, but they were way beyond him. Sabrina just told them to give her some sheet music or chord notations when they got around to it. 




I also made my teachers happy this past week and earned a lot of extra credit. Yay me! Except now I’m kinda-sorta behind in art. I spent all yesterday in the studio catching up. Remember how I told you about the Thursday night studio? Well, it’s almost impossible to get a model, so we draw lots at the end of each session, and last night…I drew the short lot. So, next Thursday, I get to model for the class. On the plus side, several of my classmates were very pleased and said they looked forward to drawing me. On the not so plus side, a few of my classmates were a little too pleased. I swore Sabrina to secrecy, because if Lee finds out ahead of time, there’s no way I’ll be able to do it, since he’ll find some drain pipe to shinny up or have himself delivered in a cake or something. I will take pictures of all the work and send anything good your way.




Oh, and the care package arrived! Cole, Lee, and Sabrina asked me to pass on that you are the most awesome mom ever. Since it was so big, Hentzau took delivery of it. Big handmade chest by Xander? So incredibly cool. Hentzau was impressed by the craftsmanship, which is saying something. I’m afraid the five gallon container of cookies is almost completely gone. The guys were hungry, and then they were extremely appreciative. Mix tapes by Ari and Lucy are…interesting. I also really like the coloring books and crayons they sent. Very restful after a day spent on Leonardo’s drawings. 




And thanks for sending Giles’s notes on Those of the Other Realm separately. I haven’t had a chance to read through them, but Sabrina’s been so absorbed in her schoolwork, I’d prefer to work on them when she isn’t around, you know?




I’ve included letters to Buffy, Willow, Xander, Giles, and then all the Slayerettes as a whole. Keep ‘em coming, ‘cause I love getting them.





Also, have I told you that I love you? Because I do. Tons and tons. Not many people get a second mom, but I sure am glad I’m one of them.




Love,
Dawn	








The Reluctant Godmother



Downloaded From: The Reluctant Godmother


		

Better to be Thought a Fool




The door to her office burst open in a wild torrent of wind, and the mayor looked up, irritated at the interruption.




“Madame Mayor,” Sidney howled from the outer vestibule, “I tried to stop him.”




She dropped her pen on the desk and stood as a very tall, dark haired, and very handsome man strode in.




“Regina,” he purred.




She would have killed him on the spot for being an arrogant moron, but he had a nasty habit of surviving anything smaller than a tactical nuke.




“Edward,” she answered. “You know, dramatic entrances only count if you don’t leave a mess for the cleaning staff.”




“Hmm,” he considered it. “No, don’t care. Kill ’em if they can’t take a joke.”




“I’d run out of cleaning staff,” Regina answered, sitting back down. “Why are you here?”




He grinned at her like a wolf.




“I’m calling in a debt,” he told her. “I have a job for you.”




She groaned inwardly, envisioning her week’s schedule blown to smithereens. Nothing was ever simple when dealing with a witch from the Other Realm.




“I’m busy,” she answered, looking bored.




He raised an eyebrow. “Let me see. Hmm. Oh, yes, still don’t care. The debt stands, Regina. You can pay up now, or you can surrender what I gave you.”




Her irritation grew another notch higher. 




“The latter isn’t an option,” she said. “What did you have in mind?”




“I’d like you to have a little chat with your goddaughter,” he said.




Her eyes narrowed. “Sabrina? I haven’t seen her since she was a few months old. Why?”




“Because it’s time for her to embrace her heritage,” Edward Spellman answered. “Instead, she’s frittering her time and energy at this ‘university’. I want her redirected.”




“Relax, Edward,” she said, picking her pen up again, “she’s probably going to orgies and holding black masses like all the other liberal arts majors.”




“If she were, I wouldn’t be here,” he said. 




Mayor Regina Mills paused and tapped her pen. There was that. Other Realm witches tended to get insanely possessive about their offspring. She glanced at her calendar. The spring semester had been going for two months now, if Edward Spellman had waited that long before taking action…




“What did you do before coming to me?”




“Wrote her weekly letters,” he said, “explaining to her what her family obligations were, encouraging her to scrape off these mortal ‘friends’.”




She managed not to roll her eyes all the way around. “I’m sure that worked out exactly as you’d hoped.”




He glared at her.




“What is it, exactly, that you expect me to do that you couldn’t?” she asked, leaning back.




He might not have realized it—and Other Realm witches didn’t exactly have a reputation for cunning—but she was now in charge of the meeting.




“Talk to her,” he said, gesturing randomly. “Show her what she’s denying herself. Push her if you have to. Get rid of those damn friends. You can kill them, if you like. I won’t object.”




“Still with the mess making, I see,” she muttered. “Where is she? I’ll see if I can fit her in.”




“Queen Flavia University in Strelsau, Ruritania,” he replied.




She laughed out loud and stopped when she saw his face.




“Oh, my— You’re serious,” she said. “You sent your half-witch daughter to Queen Flavia University to peel away her humanity and get her to accept her Other Realm heritage? And you thought it would work?”




“It’s the most feared university in the western world,” he answered. “The classes are far more difficult than anything Sabrina can master. The administration is known for its capriciousness. One in twenty students doesn’t survive to graduate. And they’re on a Hellmouth.”




Somehow, she managed not to tell him that he was an idiot. Even if she had, she wasn’t sure if he’d pay any attention. Instead, she sighed and pushed her hair behind her ear.




“Edward, you’ve had a lot of children in your lifespan,” she said. “Even those of the Other Realm can’t expect one hundred percent success with their offspring. Write her off and start over. Sabrina will bring you nothing but trouble.”




“And would you write dear Henry off, Regina?” he asked, pitching his voice low. “Fail at this, and you might just have to.”




She was on her feet without thought, and the eldritch energy she summoned brought enough turbulence into the room, the door slammed shut, and every scrap of paper was blown into a whirlwind around the two of him.




“Go near my son, Spellman,” she snarled, “and I will pick my teeth with your bones while you beg me to kill you.”




He smiled at her.




“That’s better,” he said. “I expect to hear from you in a week’s time. Ciao, Regina.”




He disappeared in a vortex of fire and black smoke. She waited, grinding her teeth, until the dust settled.




“Sydney!”




Sydney Glass skittered into the room, pen and pad at hand.




“Yes, Madame Mayor?”




“Book me on a flight to Prague, first class,” she said. “And a train ticket to Strelsau. Then get me everything in the files on Queen Flavia University, the matriculation board, and a student there named Sabrina Spellman.”




“But…the Chamber of Commerce meeting,” he stammered.




“Now!”




He ran out of the office.




She stared at nothing, eyes narrowed, while she thought through things. Give an Other Realm witch an inch, and he’d turn into a mile long dragon, eat all your cattle, sheep, and crops, and then blame the subsequent indigestion on you while demanding you round up some knights in shining armor for a midnight snack. What he wouldn’t do is notice that you dipped the sheep and half the cattle in a potion that would consume him from the inside out while he was belching.




She picked up the phone and dialed a number from memory.




“Pawn shop and antiquities, this is Mister Gold.”




“Gold, I just had a talk with Edward Spellman,” she said.




There was a pause.




“Did you. Now there’s a man I’ve often thought would look better in a wooden overcoat,” came the answer.




“It seems Sabrina is all grown up and going to university,” she continued.




Another pause. This one was a little longer.




“Lovely child,” he said. “Hair like spun gold and a disposition just as sunny.”




She smiled.




“Edward has asked me to have a talk with her, convince her to follow her Other Realm proclivities.”




“Did he.”




She could hear the handset creak in his white knuckled fist. 




“He was rather…insistent about a debt owed. I’m heading out for Strelsau tonight.”




There was a third pause, the longest of all.




“Queen Flavia University?”




“So it would seem.”




“Does he know what’s wearing the Queen these days?”




Gold’s voice had gone back to something dry and disinterested.




“He doesn’t seem to notice these things much,” she told him.




“Well, little Sabrina’s first year away at school,” Gold mused. “A young lady can always use a little help in those circumstances. Be sure to say hello to the board for me.”




He hung up the phone.




She smiled to herself as she put the receiver back. It was, she thought, even more effective than chumming the waters of the Amazon for piranha while Edward Spellman walked down to the shore for a quick, relaxing swim. Between the Hellmouth, the matriculation board, and Queen Antonia, she’d have to walk a narrow path, but Spellman would never know what hit him.





Dispatches from the Western Front





Dear Dawn,




Attached, you will find the minutes of the last Slayers Council meeting. You are, as always, very missed and much in the thoughts of those of us remaining in Haven. The highlights are as follows:




		Three new Slayers have been identified, two of which have been contacted. Recruitment looks positive.

		Recruitment of new Watchers remains an issue. Jarod has suggested working with several of our allies to bring new people aboard. However, as most of our allies are just as mission driven as we are, it is doubtful we would attract any candidates who had not been alienated or burned out by their current organization. We tabled the discussion for a later time.

		Finances have improved as Katherine Parker has ruthlessly assessed and divested us of property accumulated by the old Council. I did manage to convince her to keep the camp in the Cotswolds.

		On my return from Strelsau, I stopped in England to meet with the mother of Abigail Wickham, the last of the Watchers killed by the First Evil. Miss Wickham also left behind a son, four years in age. There is no record of the boy’s father. It was a relief to be able to offer the survivor’s benefit to Mrs. Wickham, who is in ill health and manages on a very small pension. She is concerned about the boy’s fate, should she die before he reaches adulthood. I gave her my word that he would not be alone in this world. I tell you this because you are our most dependable agent in that part of the world, and should it come to that, the Council will ask you to collect the boy and bring him to Haven.

		Slayer training continues apace. We are, as a whole, convinced that several of the older Slayers, such as Violet, can be placed outside of Haven, but lacking reliable Watchers, we cannot arrange it at this time.





Xander continues to work on improving the house. The ballroom has now been transformed into the Council’s meeting chamber, much to our Basement Ghost’s chagrin. Mary Poppins continues to rule the young Slayers with an iron fist. Willow and Katherine have decided to purchase a nearby bungalow and live there, as they will be afforded both greater privacy and less chance of mucking about with Chataigne’s desmaine. Jarod’s family has chosen to settle nearby as well, and most days, at least one or two of them are over here. Buffy gets on with them very well, and I see a bond forming between her and Margaret, Jarod’s mother. Buffy and Jarod continue their association, and we are all pleased to see her so happy.




Now, as to your concerns regarding the text Those of the Other Realms, I’m afraid I cannot offer much in terms of absolute judgment. I can tell you that the author was Oswald Peterkin and that on other topics, his work is held in high esteem. We have an annotated copy in the library with most of the commentary provided by Laura Buckans, a nineteenth century member of the Watchers Council. Her ancestor, one Effacement Buchanes, knew the man both professionally and personally and said that after he met, was seduced, and then abandoned by a woman he identified as a witch of the Other Realm, he was quite bitter. In fact, it would not be overstating it to say that, in Ari’s charming parlance, he was a big whiny baby.




This doesn’t discredit his tales, though it is next to impossible to verify the particulars. There are no reliable texts regarding the witches of the Other Realm in the general archives of the Watchers Council or what we’ve recovered of the personal libraries of individual Watchers. The only other comprehensive library which might include such topics would be the Vatican, and we no longer have contacts within the Holy See which might expedite a request. I have written a Jesuit librarian on the staff I was familiar with in Oxford and asked for his assistance.




I will say that any texts in our current collection which mention the Other Realm describe the witches in opposing terms. They are quick to befriend, happy to oblige, and keen to join into mortal occupations. They are also capricious, stubborn, quick to take offense and anger, and have little or no sense of empathy. There has been some speculation that the Other Realm may refer to one of the less known Faerie worlds, one whose inhabitants retain the fascination with mortals the Seelie and Unseelie courts are so known for but who no longer identify as subjects of any of the Faerie queens. 




I continue to research the matter and am using it to introduce several of the students, including Lucy Sinclair, to a real life problem with many possible avenues of pursuit. I will update you as more information becomes available, and in the meantime, I can only urge you to use caution and your best sense. Sabrina sounds like a perfectly lovely young woman, and Willow has expressed an interest in working with her. She is welcome at any time, as are all of your friends, to visit Haven. If her family life is as difficult as it sounds, she will need your support and love.





Jenny has just told me that she is putting together another care package, though it won’t be mailed to you until next week. Please continue to send letters as you can. They are shared with all the girls and become the talk of the dinner table for several nights after each arrives.




With great affection,
Giles









Pressing the Opinionated Flesh



Lee and Cole clattered down the backstairs, carrying a couple of bags apiece. 




“Hey, Mr. Arany,” Cole called, ducking into the shop from the back corridor. “Mr. Arany? We’re leaving.”




The man behind the counter looked up, and Cole hesitated.




“Yes, Cole,” he said, closing a magazine. “Please excuse me, my mind was miles away. You were saying?”




“Lee and I are heading out for the weekend,” Cole repeated. “We’ll be back Sunday evening. If you need us, we’re with Hentzau.”




“Yes, of course,” Mr. Arany answered, gripping the head of his cane. “Say, Sabrina Spellman is a member of your cohort, isn’t she?”




“Yes, sir,” Cole answered.




“Hey, Cole,” Lee called from the back door. “We’re running late. Come on.”




“A package arrived for her,” Arany said, holding up a padded envelope.




Cole went into the shop and walked over to the counter.




“That’s weird,” he said, taking the proffered envelope. “Did she order something from you?”




Arany gave him a gentle smile and laid a finger against his nose. “I’m not at liberty to say, Mister Sear. Besides, I thought her roommate, Miss Summers, was dead set against any of you patronizing my shop.”




“Yeah, well, try not to take it personally,” Cole told him. “Some of the stories she tells, I’m surprised she doesn’t wear a suit of silver chainmail and haul a cart of garlic with her everywhere she goes.”




“No offense taken,” Arany answered, waving him off. “Would you mind giving Miss Spellman the envelope? Since she won’t be back until Sunday either.”




“Sure thing,” Cole answered. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask, you’re Hungarian, right?”




“Oh, I’m more a citizen of the world,” Arany demurred. “And my family has been uprooted so many times, we don’t try to claim any particular heritage.”




“Well, yeah, but I was wondering, your last name, does it mean anything?” Cole asked.




“Gold,” Arany replied, smiling widely and showing off a gold tooth. 




Cole laughed once in response. “Gold? That’s pretty handy, considering you’re a shopkeeper.”




“I like to think so,” Arany agreed.




“Cole!” Lee wailed. “Come on!”




“Well, we’ll see you Monday, then,” Cole said.




“Have a safe and relaxing weekend,” Arany told him.







“Just call the station and tell them you’re running late,” Natalia Romanov said, shrugging. “I don’t see what the fuss is.”




“I will not be responsible for delaying trains up and down the entire line because two of my protegees couldn’t get here on time,” Hentzau snapped. “Gehring, would you please have the car running so we can leave immediately?”




“I thought this was supposed to be a relaxing trip,” Sabrina said, looking up from her book.




“It will be, once we’re in Hentzau Kraje,” the graf answered, resorting the contents of his laptop bag again.




“I could go with you,” Natalia crooned, running a fingertip over the outer curve of his ear.




He grabbed her hand and pushed it back with less than his usual courtesy.




“We’ve been over this,” he said. “I have six appointments before I reach home, the type of public review you so despise. You would be bored before the train left the station.”




Natalia made a moue. “You have a point, Dima. Though, why you insist on flesh pressing the plebeians, I’ll never know.”




“We’re here!” Cole shouted.




“Finally,” Hentzau sighed. “Spellman, Summers, let’s go. Natalia, I’m sure Farber will see you out. I’ll see you on Tuesday.”




Hentzau and Spellman grabbed their things.




“Summers?” Hentzau stopped, leaned over the couch, and gave Dawn a shake. “Summers, time to go.”




“Right!” Dawn said, her eyes snapping open. “Going. With the stuff, and the things. Totally ready.”




Hentzau had to keep her from losing her balance as she grabbed her backpack and her satchel and tried to vault to her feet at the same moment.




“One thing at a time, Summers,” he cautioned her.




She gave him a lopsided smile and headed for the front door. On the way out, he stopped Sabrina.




“What’s going on?”




Sabrina looked over at Dawn’s retreating figure, worry writ large on her features. “Ever since last week, she’s been having nightmares. I don’t think she’s had even a half night of sleep since Monday. She’s not eating either.”




“Any idea why?” he asked.




Sabrina shook her head. 




“Very well, let’s go.”







“So why exactly are we taking the train instead of driving down to Var Hentzau?” Lee asked, stretching his legs out in the private, first class coach Hentzau had engaged.




“Because I can’t write in a traveling car,” Hentzau answered, not looking up from the heavy notebook he was perusing line by line. “And because the railway station is an ideal place to meet those functionaries who are owed my presence and acknowledgement, as the stops are ten minutes or less, and there isn’t enough room on the platform to crowd the entire town. Though heavens knows, some of them certainly try.”




Gehring passed by, handing each of them a hot drink.




“There are only four stops between here and Solterdau,” Sabrina said.




Dawn had a letter from home she’d been trying to read since she’d gotten to Hentzau’s townhouse after class, and her head was nodding over it until it slipped from her fingers.




Hentzau picked it up, folded it, and handed it to Sabrina.




“Hey, Dawnie,” Sabrina said, “why don’t you snuggle up for a nap. It’s at least an hour until the first stop.”




Without any argument, Dawn put her head on Sabrina’s lap and went limp.




“I have two stops to make within Solterdau,” Hentzau answered, frowning at Dawn. “At the Foundlings and Orphans Home and the Retired Soldiers Home.”




Gehring handed Sabrina one end of a lap rug, and they spread it over Dawn, who mumbled something and subsided.




“She’s sick,” Lee said, watching her.




“Why do you say that?” Hentzau asked, looking up.




“Did you see how long it took for her to catch her breath after she sparred with Cole on Wednesday?” Lee asked in return. “Twice as long as usual. She’s pale. She’s always cold. She’s lost weight since school started, which I didn’t think was possible, living over a cafe and bakery. She’s got dark circles under her eyes, and if she holds still for more than five minutes, she falls asleep. She’s sick.”




“And here I thought you couldn’t stand her,” Cole said.




Lee shrugged. “I like her fine when she isn’t so focused on being a man hating know-it-all.”




“Lee, Dawn isn’t a man hater,” Sabrina said with great sympathy. “She just hates you when you’re being a dickhead.”




Both Hentzau and Cole went wide-eyed. Cole started laughing and held out an open hand.




“Pay up, graf,” he said.




With a rueful smile, Hentzau took out his wallet, counted three bills, and put them in Cole’s hand.




“What’s that about?” Sabrina asked.




“We have a running bet on words Hentzau is convinced you will never say, and I just know you will, if you’re given the right motivation,” Cole explained.




“Had I known just how much motivation Brown would constantly supply, I would never have shaken hands,” Hentzau added.




Brown sighed, very put upon.




“If you’d stop pissing off Dawn, Sabrina wouldn’t have any reason to call you a dickhead,” Cole pointed out.




Dawn snored.




“I don’t always piss off Dawn,” Lee answered, grinding his teeth. “We had an actual conversation on Wednesday.”




“Yeah, right up until you found out she had modeling duty Thursday night,” Sabrina said.




“Hey, I am a heterosexual man with a healthy sexual appetite,” Lee replied. “I like to look at naked women. Is that a crime?”




“No, but it is justification for calling you a dickhead when you’re a dickhead about it,” Cole told him. “Believe it or not, but women get to be naked for their own reasons, and those reasons don’t have to include paying homage to you.”




“Nope, don’t believe it,” Lee said. “I missed out on a chance to see Summers sans clothing. Nothing will mollify me.”




“Lovely figure,” Hentzau said. “Graceful, well proportioned, and a pleasure to regard. If the artists in that class know what’s good for them, they’ll figure out some way to hire her as a regular model.”




“Hentzau!” Sabrina gasped. 




He looked up with a small smile playing on his lips. “I did not trespass on Summers’ studio class, Spellman. A friend of mine is a senior art student, and I have a standing invitation to drop by and view her work as it progresses. I happened to take advantage of that invitation this morning. Many of the pieces from last night were still posted.”




Cole chuckled. Lee made inarticulate noises of outrage.




“The difference between you and me, Brown,” Hentzau said, giving him a very knowing smile, “is that I understand the rewards that come with being polite, circumspect, and above all, respectful. The safer a woman feels, the more relaxed she is and the more open to sharing. Summers won’t take offense to my viewing artwork representing her figure because I wasn’t there in person, all the drawings of her are interpretations by a neutral party, and she knows I won’t sidle up to her and make lewd comments.”




“She’d be pissed off if I went looking at the drawings from Thursday night,” Lee said, looking angry. “And maybe I’ll do just that on Monday.”




“The studio is invitation only for those not taking a class,” Hentzau said, turning a page and starting on a new column of figures. 




“And you’d make some crack about how you could judge the temperature from her nipples,” Cole said.




“Seriously, Lee, if you bug her about this while she’s sick,” Sabrina said, “I’ll put a spell on your glasses so they’re eternally smudged.”




“That’s just mean,” Lee muttered.




“Then don’t be an asshat,” she said.




Cole looked up at Hentzau, who gave a little shake of his head.




“Referential, not name calling.”




Cole shrugged.




When they arrived at the first station within the region of Hentzau, the last jar of the train stopping woke Dawn.




“I am not taller than everyone,” she said, angry and desperate.




The rest of them exchanged a look.




“Nope,” Cole told her, “definitely not taller than everyone. I’ve got at least eight inches on you. Hentzau has six, and Lee has four.”




“Five,” Lee corrected him. “If she’s not wearing heels.”




“Why would she be wearing heels?” Cole asked.




“She usually is, in my imaginat— dammit, Sabrina!”




Lee took his glasses off and started buffing them on his shirt.




“What was that about?” Sabrina asked Dawn.




Dawn sat up, wiping her eyes and blinking.




“Um, everyone was supposed to be the same height, so if you were taller, they would cut your feet off,” she said, looking distracted.




“They couldn’t hand out stilts?” Sabrina asked, horrified.




“Too much work,” Dawn said and looked around. “Oh, we’re already in Hentzau Kraje? That was fast.”




“You’re all welcome to disembark with me,” Hentzau said, standing and buttoning his suit jacket, “but don’t wander off, and if you do end up in a conversation with my subjects, please restrain yourself to the weather, their health, and if you’re feeling ambitious, the architecture.”




As they were disembarking, Lee sidled up to Dawn.




“So, Hentzau stopped by the studio this morning and took a look at last night’s work,” he told her.




“Did he?” she said, cracking a jaw breaking yawn. “Hope he didn’t pay too much attention to Szlenski’s stuff. He’s decided he’s the next coming of Picasso, only on meth. I counted five breasts in one of his portraits of me.”




With a sour look, Lee walked off the train.




“What’s up with Lee?” Dawn asked.




“Don’t even worry about it,” Sabrina said, shaking her head.







On the platform, it became apparent that Hentzau was a practiced hand at this, greeting the heads of the delegation was a warm smile, but keeping the conversation from becoming protracted. He posed for pictures while shaking hands. He didn’t kiss babies, but he did snuggle them, and wasn’t fazed at all when one of them spat up on his overcoat. 




“You think he actually likes doing that?” Cole asked. “It seems like it would get old after a while.”




“I think he is kind of digging it,” Dawn said, watching. “Maybe it makes a nice change from Strelsau, where he’s got to check his back for knives after every conversation.”




“There is that,” Cole agreed.




“He is a good man,” the townsman standing next to him stated. “He cares about us, and he minds us quite well. But you tell him to stop spending so much time away from home.”




The man ended his statement by shaking a finger at Dawn and Cole.




“Well, uh…I think it’s kind of required by the university,” Dawn managed. “Got to get that degree.”




“Pft,” the man said, waving away all argument. “As if he needs a university degree to teach him to rule us. We tell him what to do! He listens, and all is good.”




“There is that,” Cole said amiably.




“And for the love of the Virgin Mary, tell him to shed that Romanov whore!” the man declared.




Both Cole and Dawn managed to stay silent long enough for the man to wander off.




“So, how about those decorative thingies on the edge of the roof?” Cole asked in a choked voice.




“Gingerbread,” Dawn said faintly. “Very popular in Italianate and Victorian architecture. Can’t say I’m a fan.”




“Ready to get back on the train?”




“Yep.”







At the second stop, an old woman chatted them up.




“His Highness’s ducklings, hmm?” she asked, peering up at him.




“That’s the name,” Lee sighed. “Please wear it out.”




She gave them a very jaundiced inspection. “You tell our boy he needs to stay home. Here!”




She punctuated it by stamping her cane on the platform floor.




“You like children, don’t you?” the old woman asked Dawn and Sabrina.




“Uh…sure,” Dawn managed. “I like them just fine.”




“Fried,” Lee muttered under his breath.




“I babysit all the time,” Sabrina said, smiling brightly.




“Mmm, one of you should marry him and get busy. He needs lots of babies to reestablish the line.”




Dawn choked and started coughing. Sabrina looked mildly horrified. Lee snickered.




“And you can keep the Russian cow,” the woman said, pointing at Lee. “But get her off our boy.”




“Why the hell not,” he answered.







“Do you get the idea that Hentzau’s subjects feel a very strong pride of ownership?” Sabrina asked Dawn at the third stop.




“He could recite all the rulers of the Holy Roman Empire in order, from its founding, when he was seven,” Dawn answered. “Yeah, I’d say so.”




“It’s just not how I pictured modern aristocracy,” Sabrina continued.




“He’s a very good graf,” a young married woman said. She held a squirming toddler on one hip. “Every year since he turned ten, he’s worked the annual sheep shearing, just like one of the shepherds, all day long. His parents were so proud. And he’s good with children, probably because of his sister.”




“Well, she is ten years younger,” Sabrina offered.




“If he’d just get rid of that no-good cunt,” the woman sighed. “We can’t stand her.”







“Lintel,” Dawn said.




“Nice,” Cole responded. “Um…molding.”




“Nave,” Lee said.




“Oh, I suck at this,” Sabrina muttered. “Uh…can I skip one letter ahead?”




The others nodded.




“Pergola,” she added, grinning.




“Hit the dictionary, did we?” Lee asked.




“You betcha.”




“Quoin,” Dawn said.




“I don’t even know why we let you play,” Cole replied. “Roof.”




A nun passed them. Then a couple of schoolgirls no older than thirteen stopped in front of them.




“Are you the ducklings?” one of them asked.




“Famed in legend,” Lee replied.




“Is it true that Tsarevna Natalia keeps six different men chained in her closet to slake her unnatural lusts?” the second asked.




“Where do you even come up with that crap?” Lee said, disbelieving.




“Is that a yes or a no?” the first one asked, playing with a lollipop.




“You know, she is actually betrothed to the graf,” Dawn pointed out.




“I told you,” the first said to the second. “Why would she want six sex slaves if she has Hentzau? He’s dreamy.”




Sabrina made a noise in the back of her throat like she was getting nauseous.




“You should both marry him and have lots of babies,” Lee told the two girls.




They went into peals of giggles and wandered off.




“You realize, if this ever gets back to Hentzau, we’re dead ducklings,” Dawn said.




“How many names have we heard Natalia called?” Sabrina asked. 




“Whore, cow, cunt,” Cole started reciting, “bitch, leech, jauntering slut, useless parasite, walking cu—”




“Got to hand it to the people of Hentzau,” Lee said, “they’re both consistent in their views and colorful in their language.”




“—bucket, waste of skin and oxygen, inbred aristo, acephalic amateur, and ur-Kardashian,” Cole finished.




“Steeple!” Dawn yelled.




They looked at her.




“Everyone ready?” Hentzau asked, turning towards them and handing a toddler back to her father.




“You have no idea how ready we are,” Dawn answered. “Architectural alphabet lost its appeal before we hit K.”




“Keystone,” Cole offered.




“If we want to be home by dinner, we’ll need to move along,” Hentzau said.





Unexpectedly Outflanked



“Not impressed,” Regina muttered to herself as she strode out of railway station onto Königin Straße. 




Anyone could close an international airport when you got down to it. Anyone could forbid the use of modern building materials and require that most heavy labor be done manually. Anyone could outlaw neon signs and solar panels because they spoiled the look of the gray stone buildings and cobblestone streets. 




It was a nice touch, she had to admit, limiting outdoor advertisements to sepia, antique fonts, and offset printing with engraved illustrations only, no photographs. And the gutters had actual muck in them, not just the old leaves and bits of litter you found in Storybrooke. It was getting late, and the inhabitants were scurrying home with a sense of urgency. She liked that. You just didn’t see much proper scurrying these days.




But she wasn’t impressed.




Regina scanned the lane for a taxi, frowning when every available taxi either turned off its light or pulled away from the curb. 




“Not a good idea for you to hang out here very long,” a man said walking up to her. 




He was backlit by the station lamps, and for a moment, all she saw was a silhouette of a tall man wearing a trench coat and a fedora. 




“It’s very public,” he continued, “you’re extremely noticeable, and there are certain…persons whose attention would ruin your day. Hello, Regina.”




She broke into a nearly genuine smile.




“Professor Henry Jones,” she answered. “The last time I saw you, you were dangling over a pit of sharpened stakes.”




“You know,” he said mildly, setting his hat back on his head, “most students who fail a midterm just study harder for the final or ask for a retest. Installing a trap on my daily walk was an overreaction.”




“You have to admit, I proved my mastery of the basics.” Her smile turned feral.




“My colleagues and I need a conversation with you,” he told her.




A sleek black car pulled up to the curb, and the rear passenger door opened.




“I have a hotel to get to,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “And I’m not your student any more.”




He leaned a little closer, and in the stark light of the station entrance, she could see a grim smile spread across his face.




“Don’t make me use my bullwhip, Regina,” he told her. “I might like it a little too much.”




Whatever she saw in his expression, she lost her own smile and didn’t resist when he took her arm in a firm grip and steered her to the car.







In a drawing room off a meeting chamber in the Bursar’s Hall, a staff member took her coat in silence, and another offered her a cup of tea, which she dismissed with a wave.




“Madame Chairwoman,” Professor Jones said, “Mayor Regina Mills.”




Jones handed his hat and coat to the staff member, picked up a glass, poured himself a drink and took a seat to the right of Regina’s indicated chair. The woman on the other side of the table sat as if she had a ramrod for a spine. Regina studied her for a moment, seeing the signs of power, only not any power she recognized or had used. Something more subtle and more pervasive.




“Have a seat, young lady,” the woman said. “You may call me M. I am the head of the matriculation board.”




“And you can call me not interested,” Regina answered. “Another time.”




She turned to leave, and the doors into the meeting chamber closed with a thundering slam. She turned back around.




“Cheap theatrics don’t impress me, M,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “My business is not with you.”




“Your business, young lady, is with a student of this university,” M corrected her, “and that means your business is with us.”




Jones relaxed in his chair and watched the exchange with mild interest. A second man went through the motions of brewing tea at the buffet against the wall next to the double doors.




“In general,” M continued, “I dislike complications. Your appearance has the very hallmark of a tsunami in terms of complications. However, we are well aware of the advantages you present and are willing to allow you a certain amount of latitude in pursuing your goals.”




“Allow,” Regina repeated, raising her eyebrows. “With all due respect, M, you’re deluded. I’m not interested in what you allow. I will do as I wish, and you’ll stand aside or suffer the consequences.”




She turned towards the doors, summoned and channeled enough energy to blast them from their hinges, and gestured.




Nothing happened.




She stared at her hand.




Professor Jones sighed and took another sip of his drink. “Not a good idea, Reggie.”




The second man walked over to her and presented the cup of tea he’d prepared, bowing over it. Nerves rattled, Regina accepted it.




“The acceptance of unwanted trials serves to prevent an unfortunate conclusion,” he advised her, “and the schooling of one’s pride makes present opportunities more apparent.”




She glared at him but remained silent.




“Once upon a time,” M said, “you attended this school for a very brief period of time. Less than a semester. In that time, you made a close friend, and then, you withdrew from your classes, withdrew from this world entirely.”




“What of it?” Regina demanded.




“Sit down, Reggie,” Jones snapped. “Stop pouting, and for once in your life, try to get it in through your head that being told what to do isn’t always a bad thing.”




She snarled, and the second man, the one who brought her the cup of tea she now held tutted softly. She looked at him and froze.




This man was the one who’d stopped her powers cold, without a spell, without even a gesture. He’d put more thought into the tea.




“What are you?” she asked softly.




“I?” he answered. “I am honored to meet you, Your Majesty, and would be pleased if you called me Herr Shang, for I am but a humble teacher of this university.”




She swallowed.




“Would you be so kind as to take a seat, so we may further our mutual understanding.”




He held out his arm, indicating the seat Professor Jones had first offered. Without taking her eyes off him, she stepped over to the chair and sat.




“Now that the cheap theatrics are out of the way,” M murmured and sipped her own tea. “Herr Shang did not wield extraordinary power over you, young lady, only the power you granted him as a representative of the matriculation board when you took your matriculation oath all those years ago.”




Regina’s head swivelled back to M. “What?”




“These days, we’ve fallen in the habit of reading the oath to the student and asking them if they swear to it. You, however, spoke the entire oath from memory.




“ ‘I hereby submit myself to the authority of the matriculation board in all academic and collegiate matters, including those pertaining to my housing, grades, income, clothing, medical care, and relationships with all faculty, staff, fellow students, as well as all subjects of Her Majesty, all guests of Her Majesty, and all other disparate persons within the borders of Her Majesty’s realm,’ ” M quoted.




“I’m not a student anymore!” Regina answered.




“Perhaps you should review your student handbook,” M said. “Queen Flavia University may grant a student the right to withdrawal under extraordinary circumstances, but the student must petition for it. You, Regina Mills, simply stopped coming to class. If I liked, I could order your return to classes and hold you to your original degree plan, come Hell or high water, and the worst you could do would be to turn your work in late.”




“Never did learn to read the fine print, did you, Reggie,” Jones said.




Appalled, Regina stared at M.




“I can do a great deal worse,” Regina finally said. “I’ll leave this campus in ruins, and if I have to draw the attention of that thing in the pala—”




Again, Herr Shang did nothing apparent, not even shift his expression, but her words cut off like someone had hit a mute button. M eyed her with piqued curiosity, and then she clearly decided to set aside and consider at a later time.




“This particular room,” M said, “is thoroughly shielded against drawing such attention. That does not mean we are so careless as to invite it. Do not refer to that individual again, or I shall take pains to ensure you cannot do so ever again.”




Regina closed her mouth.




“During the time you attended classes here,” M continued, “you befriended a young woman, an archeology student of Professor Jones’s. You became so close that you offered her some protection from the man who had seduced and betrayed her and even took on the role of godmother to her daughter.”




“I did.” Regina glanced from one member of the matriculation board to another, trying to gauge them.




“Yet you did nothing to prevent the child’s abduction by her father,” M said.




“I was…drawn back to my original home by matters pertaining to my family,” she answered.




“Your mother’s work, no doubt,” M said. 




Regina felt her temper start to build again.




“Our most sincere condolences on her death,” Shang said softly. 




And just as abruptly, it unraveled.




“Sabrina Spellman is a thoughtful, kind, cheerful young woman,” Jones said. “She shows enormous potential and is a member of a group of students we are deliberately cultivating for future good work. No one here wants to see her follow her father’s path.”




“Which brings us to your purpose here,” Shang said.




Regina took a deep breath. They could, of course, compel her, so it was better to offer her answer voluntarily and control how much she gave away.




“I owe a debt to Edward Spellman,” she admitted. “He’s called it in. I’m to talk with Sabrina and state his case more forcefully than he’s done so through his letters.”




“I see,” M said, her gaze weighing Regina like a stack of dry goods. “Very well. Let us discuss how far you may go in presenting Edward Spellman’s case and the outcome we would like to see.”





Dispatches from the Eastern Front—I





Dear everybody,




Please note the postmark and the extra cool stamp, for this weekend, my cohort and I are living it up in Hentzau Kraje (some Czech sneaks into Ruritania by the southern backdoor, showing up primarily in place names, and Kraje means Grafschaft or county, but county in the sense of ‘the count’s land’ not ‘sub-state level of regional government jurisdiction,’ except when it means both. Shutting up now.)




The train ride down was pretty and extremely educational. In town, many people ride bicycles, and I don’t blame them. There are lots of pretty paths, overhanging trees, and a meandering river that reminded me of the Thames in Oxford. The weather’s nicer than in Strelsau too. The only downside is that Cole’s allergies have kicked in, and he sounds like he’s snorkeling through a tuba.




Hentzau, of course, has at least half a dozen ‘country houses’ throughout Ruritania, including the infamous castle in Zenda, which was set up as a tourist trap ages ago. The one he calls home, though, is the one his parents chose to bring him up in, a ‘hunting lodge’ called Var Hentzau. The town right next to it is a little burg, Solterdau, known for Solterdau sheep, a regional beer the locals call sheep dip, a hard cheese they age in specially built cellars, a renfaire/historical recreation of one of the battles of the Thirty Year War, and a music festival for brass bands that Hentzau’s father renamed Schwermetall.




We got to the ‘castle’ shortly before sunset at the end of a loooooong day. I haven’t been feeling so hot lately—probably coming down with something. Even Sabrina was looking wilted. So, we pulled onto the grounds, which are really big—formal garden in front, informal gardens to the back and left side, out buildings like stables, barn, and rookeries on the right side near the lake. 




Rookeries? Oh, yeah, did I mention that Hentzau’s family has been providing aid and comfort to the local crow population ever since the house was built? Did you read up on crows like I did? Because those things are scary smart. There is a lot of folk wisdom regarding crows in this part of the country—counting crows, crow nursery rhymes, crow ghost stories, and more. There’s even a bust of Poe in the Solterdau town square, because the townspeople are convinced he got it right. Not creepy at all. 




The crows knew Hentzau was coming home, because they keep an eye on stuff. They saw the car leave with just the driver, and that only happens when someone’s going to pick up Hentzau from the train station. So they landed in the trees all around the drive and watched us drive up. Jenny, I’m totally not suggesting you put on Hitchcock’s The Birds for the Slayerettes. Not at all. I’m just saying that certain scenes draw an interesting parallel to what I experienced, and I was not at all freaked out by an audience of around ten thousand non-human smarty pants who can untie knots, steal fish, and think sledding is a blast. Nope. Be sure you show it to them before it gets dark, and then send them out when the birds are roosting for the full effect.




Just before we went completely screamie-meemie, Hentzau got this kind of exasperated look and said “Yes, yes, I’ll see you all tomorrow” in German, waved at them, and they picked up and left.




“Don’t get many visitors out here, do you?” Lee asked.




“Oh, a few,” Hentzau said. “But for some reason, they never come back for a second visit.”




Smart people.




Our second surprise, and scoring a +10 on the totes-adorbs-o-meter, was Hentzau at home as a big brother. We get in the hall, and Hentzau goes up to the foot of the stairs and yells “I’m home!” at the top of his lungs. I’m thinking maybe we need to call emergency services or something, and then there’s a clatter, a door slam, and a stampede of one from the upstairs to the head of the stairs, and a girl comes tearing down the stairs. 




“Dima! You came! You came!”




She hits the landing, starts down the last flight of stairs, decides to skip the last four or five, and jumps into Hentzau’s arms. He catches her and swings her around, laughing the whole time. I checked with the others, and they were just as amazed as me. Who knew Hentzau could laugh? Chuckle, yes. Even snigger. But grin and laugh? News to me.




So, he put her on her feet and turned her around to introduce us, and she got an agonizing case of shy. But he kept his arm around her and introduced her as Margareta, Countess of Hentzau (yeah, tell Lucy not to freak. Unlike Downton Abbey, in Ruritania, all the children of a titled noble have the right to use the title, which is one reason why the country is lousy with aristocrats), known to family and friends as Gretel. Little Gretel is fourteen but looks about nine or ten. Like most kids with Down Syndrome, she’s very short. She’s also cute as a baby otter with a marshmallow, wearing a sailor suit. We’re talking Olympic level cuteage here. She’s got Hentzau’s chestnut brown hair, wide spaced gray-green eyes with epicanthal folds, and a little button nose. Her braids were coming undone, and her socks had fallen down, and she buried her face in her brother’s side as he introduced us. She managed to look up and say, in English, “welcome to our home,” before being overcome with bashfulness.




(Oops, we’re leaving for Solterdau, I’ll write more later—Dawn)







Anchovies and the Origin of Ollie, Ollie Oxen Free



As they stood in the foyer, a woman entered from the parlor. Hentzau gently peeled his sister off, went over to her, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. She had the bearing of a queen, however elderly, and accepted his kiss as her due.




“Aunt Clar, may I introduce my friends and protegees, Miss Sabrina Spellman, Miss Dawn Summers, Mister Cole Sear, and Mister Lee Brown. Spellman, Summers, Sear, Brown, this is my great-aunt Clarimonda von Auttenberg, Countess of Hentzau.”




The ducklings all curtsied or bowed as was appropriate and then each of them stood ramrod straight and tried to pretend their clothes weren’t rumpled by the afternoon of travel.




“You are welcome to Var Hentzau,” she told them, a little Prussian in her accent. “Dinner will be served shortly. Gretel, liebchen, please change into something more appropriate for company.”




Gretel, mortified, looked like she was going to run from the room, but Hentzau took her hand and spoke.




“Perhaps, as this is an informal visit, these are my friends and not colleagues, and we’ll be eating en famille, we can relax our usual standards,” Hentzau said. “I’d rather focus on our time together.”




His aunt nodded stiffly. “As you wish, Hentzau.”




A flash of frustration crossed his expression and disappeared just as the dinner gong sounded. The elder countess led the way to the dining room, and Hentzau nodded to the rest of them, letting Gretel burrow into his side once again.




“Du siehst hübsch aus, Mausi,”fn1 he told her, but Gretel kept her head down.




Once in the dining room, Dawn passed the head of the table as Hentzau held his aunt’s chair.




“It is not my wish to contradict you before guests,” he said in a soft voice, “but I’ve made my priorities for Gretel clear. Custom will not stand before family or socializing, especially not with these friends, who have earned my trust.”




“As it is an informal visit and you’d rather focus on our time together,” she answered, “we may speak of it at a later time.”




Dawn winced on Hentzau’s behalf. It was a little strange to find him the less formal of two choices. Cole held Sabrina’s chair, and Lee held hers, having had it drilled into their skulls by Hentzau that the social niceties might be arbitrary and even contradictory in the face of so-called women’s lib, but they would be observed. Cole had actually caught on without having to be drilled. It was Lee who’d resisted all arguments until Hentzau had flat out ordered him.




“What are your plans for your time here?” the elderly countess asked.




“I thought a visit to town tomorrow,” Hentzau said. “The others haven’t been outside of Strelsau save one trip to the Czech Republic several weeks ago, and that was a school assignment. They’ll have a chance to enjoy village life.”




“Just so long as it doesn’t involve combat,” Dawn said.




“Very unlikely,” Hentzau answered.




“I beg your pardon?” the countess asked.




“I’m afraid you’ll find, aunt, that my cohort is full of odd little jokes,” Hentzau said, giving Dawn a quelling look.




“Can I come?” Gretel asked, her hands in her lap while she waited for the butler to put salad on her plate. 




Since everyone else served themselves from whatever dishes the butler and footman offered, Dawn suspected that Gretel was being treated like a child, which irked her. Hentzau also spotted it but held his peace.




“Of course, Mausi,” he told her. “Perhaps you could act as guide and keep the ducklings out of trouble while I speak with whomever wants my attention.”




Gretel glanced at her aunt before nodding. “I know all the shops and all the people and all the good trees.”




“Can you still fish for sharks in the village pond?” Lee asked.




Everyone looked at him.




“You can’t catch sharks there,” Gretel said, outraged. “It’s not big enough.”




“Really?” he asked, looking disappointed, “but they told me back in Ceske Ottokar that if I just used the right bait—”




“Mimes,” Cole added.




“Mimes,” Lee repeated, “that I could catch enough to fill a railway car.”




“But there aren’t any sharks. There’s carp,” Gretel corrected him, “and you can fish for trout and pike in the streams.”




“I’d like to visit the source of the Danube,” Sabrina said. “Our landlady said that it was just a few miles outside town here.”




“The source of the Danube is in the Black Forest,” Gretel protested. “That’s in Germany, not Ruritania!”




“Well, maybe we can still join the Pirate Army,” Dawn said. “I hear their headquarters are in town, and they’ll take anyone who will swear.”




“Swear an oath to whom?” Hentzau asked, clearly working not to smile.




“Not an oath,” Dawn said. “Just swear.”




“Pirates don’t have armies!” Gretel declared. “They have boats. Don’t your friends know anything, Dima?”




“Not much of anything, Mausi,” he told her. “I depend upon you to correct them as necessary.”




She gave the rest of them a very dubious look. “That’s a lot of work, bruder.”




Dawn glanced at the countess, who had thawed and was smiling at her glass of wine.







Gretel led them upstairs while Hentzau and his aunt caught up on family matters. It didn’t take long, but once he arrived in the family room, the only person in there was Dawn, who was carefully checking under pillows and pulling drapes aside while talking to herself. 




“Ich frage mich, wo ist Gretel? Ist sie unter einem Kissen? Ist sie hinter den Vorhängen?” fn2




There was a tiny, stifled giggle from somewhere nearby.




“What are you doing?” Hentzau asked.




Dawn waved at him to be quiet, frowning direly.




“We’re playing Anchovies, and Gretel is It,” she told him, her voice barely audible.




“Anchovies?” he asked, indicating she should go on.




“It’s like Hide and Seek, only the person who’s It hides, and everyone else looks for her. When you find It, you hide with her, and the last person to find everyone else is a rotten egg,” Dawn explained, whispering. 




“I take it, you hope that It found a roomy hiding spot and bathed recently,” Hentzau said.




“Exactly, and shhhhh,” Dawn whispered. “I don’t want to be last, and the others aren’t far.”




Hentzau leaned over, his eyebrows lifted. “She’s in the closet behind the brocade divan. She always hides there.”




Dawn tiptoed over to the closet door, opened it, and peaked in. There was a high pitched squeal of delight, and Dawn went ‘shhhh!’ again before slipping into the closet. After a moment, she poked her head back out. 




“Well?” she asked Hentzau. “You aren’t going to just stand there, are you?”




With a sigh, Hentzau followed.







“How much longer can she take?” Lee hissed, trying to find a more comfortable position. 




It was a small closet, and by mutual agreement, Hentzau and Cole remained standing while the girls sat on their feet, and Lee was stuck sitting on an antique steamer chest resting on one end with his legs drawn up his his chest so his feet didn’t dangle just under Gretel’s nose.




“Maybe she thinks we need some enforced togetherness,” Dawn whispered.




“Or that we need our shoes shined, Bony Butt Summers,” Cole muttered and then sneezed.




“For a hunting lodge, it is a fairly large house,” Hentzau said softly. “I found that a thorough search of the entire place takes at least two hours.”




“Might need to rethink our cunning plan,” Lee said.




The door opened, and they all looked up, hopeful Sabrina had finally found them. Instead, Hentzau’s aunt blinked in surprise.




“Might I have the hot water bottle, Mister Sear?” she asked. “It’s on the shelf above your right elbow.”




“Of course, ma’am,” he replied.




“Feeling well, Aunt Clar?” Hentzau asked.




“Just a touch of rheumatism,” she answered. “The nights are still cold. Would you like the light on or off?”




“Oh, on, please,” Lee said, one of his feet slipping off the trunk. “Maybe she’ll find us faster.”




“No!” Gretel protested. “That’s cheating!”




“Off it is,” Hentzau ruled. “Thank you, Aunt.”




“Certainly, Dmitri.”




Cole handed her the hot water bottle, and she shut the door without the tiniest crack in her expression.




“Now, let us pray that she’s in a merciful mood,” Hentzau murmured. 




She must have been, because less than two minutes later, the closet door was flung dramatically open, and Sabrina yelled “Ah ha! I have found you at last!” with a melodramatic gesture.




“You found us!” Gretel agreed. “Alles, alles auch sind frei!”fn3




They crawled, stumbled, or unfolded their way out of the closet, stretching stiff joints.




“What took you so long?” Dawn asked her roommate while trying to slap the wrinkles out of her skirt.




Gretel was the only one with any measurable limberness, and she was skipping around Cole, Lee, and her brother, singing.




Sabrina gave her a sly look. “Hentzau totally set you up. Aunt Clarimonda and I played gin rummy for half an hour to stretch out the game. He wanted Gretel to have enough time to relax around us. I guess being trapped in a closet with you guys did the job.”




“Hentzau,” Dawn said, looking up, “you are an ink-fay and an eater-chay, and you will come to a ad-bay end-jay.”




He bowed to her. “Your servant, Miss Summers.”







“Are you okay?” Sabrina asked as they got ready for bed.




The lodge had ten bedrooms, more than enough for a forest retreat, Hentzau had never moved into his parent’s suite, preferring to keep his childhood room. Gretel had her own room, as did their aunt, and of the five remaining bedrooms, one was still furnished as a nursery, another was being remodeled, and a third had been turned into a business office for when Hentzau visited. So Dawn and Sabrina shared a room and a large bed while Cole and Lee took the last bedroom with two medium sized beds.




“I’m okay,” Dawn said, breaking into another yawn. “Just really tired. I don’t know, maybe I’ve got a vitamin deficiency. That spinach salad was pretty much the best thing I’ve ever eaten, and the steak was primo.”




Salem slept at the foot of their bed. Sabrina had given him a kitty downer and stowed him in a proper cat crate for the trip, not trusting him to stay out of trouble either on the train or at home. He was under orders not to talk within either Gretel or Clarmonda’s hearing. Consequently, once he’d woken while they were at dinner, he’d found a way into the attic, depopulated it of mice, and left a row of headless mouse corpses in front of Sabrina’s neatly folded pajamas as an expression of his displeasure. Clean up had been quick and horrified.




“Well, I was just thinking,” Sabrina hedged. “It’s been three months since you were in Oxford with Spencer, and what if…”




“I am not pregnant, Sabrina,” Dawn answered firmly. “I took precautions before I left the US, and besides, not only have I had my period twice, but when I went to the student health center after the monastery, they made me pee in a cup and checked.”




Sabrina looked incredibly relieved.




“I would just really like to get past this bout of insomnia,” Dawn sighed, folding her skirt and setting it aside. 




“And the nightmares,” Sabrina added. She had already changed and was braiding her hair for sleep.




“And the nightmares,” Dawn conceded. She pulled off her top, folded it, and set it on top of the skirt, then unhooked her bra and shrugged it off. 




“What about a charm,” Sabrina said.




“Willow said that sleep charms are pretty iffy,” Dawn answered, muffled by her nightgown. “At best, you’re just unconscious, not actually resting. So, I guess I have to beat this the old fashioned way.”




Once she had her head through the neck, she slid her arms into the sleeves, and settled the nightgown into place. This one was a plain flannel gown, since the central heating for the lodge was inefficient, and Hentzau mentioned that short of freezing temperatures, they tended to open windows and add blankets.




Sabrina held up a little circlet of bent willow with a spiderweb net of embroidery thread. There were several small items dangling from intersections in the thread—a tiny blue feather, a pressed flower no bigger than her thumbnail, a tuft of raw wool, a silver bead, and carved wooden charm of a bear. 




“Is that a dream catcher?” Dawn asked, studying it.




“We made them in Herr Shang’s class last week,” Sabrina said. “He said mine fulfilled the requirements in a satisfactory manner, which I think means it’s really good. And you can’t use one you make for yourself, so I thought if I gave it to you, it might help.”




“It’s beautiful,” Dawn said, taking it and inspecting it closer. “I hope I don’t break it. And how come you get to make dream catchers? In Lee’s and my class, all we do is argue logic and philosophy.”




“Just lucky, I guess,” Sabrina answered.




“Or maybe it’s because you’re an awesome roomie,” Dawn said.




She turned the lights off, hopped into bed, and pulled the covers up to her chin. Salem, woken by her movement, got up and stalked to the head of the bed. He took the middle pillow between the two girls and grumbled excessively as he pawed it into submission and curled up again. Once he was settled, he started purring, a deep rumbling that paved the way to sleep for Dawn, and for the first time since hearing Angelus’s relentless screams of agony, she fell asleep without reliving them.





fn1. You look pretty, Mouse.




fn2. I wonder where Gretel is? Is she under a pillow? Is she behind the curtains?




fn3. All, all, also are free.





The Evil Queen Appears. No, the Other Evil Queen.



The morning was cool and crisp and vigorous with the arrival of spring. Cole had taken an antihistamine and decongestant, everyone had eaten a hearty breakfast and put on stout shoes, and they were walking the half mile to the Solterdau. The best part, as far as Dawn was concerned, was that it was socially acceptable for her and Sabrina to wear pants. Gretel had taken one look at them when they’d come into the dining room, cast a silent, pleading look to her brother, and when Hentzau had nodded his head with a smile, vaulted from the room to change clothes.




They wandered in a loose pack. Hentzau took the lead but paused to check mundane things like the drainage ditches on either side of the road, the moorings of the plank bridge they’d crossed on their way in, and the eight foot tall stone atlases marking the boundary of the ancestral land the hunting lodge had been built on. Sabrina and Cole spent their time picking wildflowers. Sabrina was focused on specific colors while Cole was shooting for one of each variety and mumbled something about scanning them and sending the graphics files to Charles Wallace, who didn’t stand a chance of seeing a flower for at least five more months.




Gretel shadowed her brother some of the time, climbed trees and jumped out of them the rest of the time. She wore a pair of dungarees overalls with rolled up cuffs and multiple pockets filled with the accessories she deemed necessary for an outing—a slingshot, a pocket knife, a ball of string, a magnifying glass, a handful of coins and bills that made up her allowance savings, a box of crayons, a piece of chalk, a red bandanna, and a bag of bread crumbs to feed the fish and/or ducks at the village pond when they arrived.




“She’s like something out of a Boy’s Life cartoon,” Dawn said, shaking her head in amusement.




“Yeah, cute kid,” Lee agreed. “Surprised she doesn’t have a Red Ryder BB gun.”




Before she could say ‘you’ll shoot your eye out,’ Salem came running at a full tilt, skittering gallop and jumped for Dawn from several feet away. He landed just below her shoulder, dug his claws in, and pulled himself up to her shoulder while she went bug-eyed and twisted.




“Hentzau ordered you to stay at the lodge,” Lee said.




“Screw orders,” Salem said, keeping his voice down, as Gretel wasn’t very far away. “Something’s up. My whiskers are itching.”




“Could be all the mouse heads you ate last night,” Dawn said. “Gah! Ease up, cat! If I die of blood loss, Sabrina won’t give you any more treats.”




“I’m serious,” Salem said, scanning the road and the trees. “Something’s out there, it’s coming this way, and it isn’t coming to give us flowers.”




Lee and Dawn exchanged a look.




“I’ll go tell Hentzau,” Lee said. 




“Don’t scare Gretel,” Dawn warned him.




But Lee hadn’t gotten more than three paces ahead when a woman appeared in the road ahead. She was…regal, beautiful, proud, and Dawn had the sense, true or not, that she was also very, very dangerous. Everyone else spotted her as well, and they immediately closed ranks with Hentzau. Dawn looked around for Gretel and saw her standing in the ditch, where she’d been looking for frogs. Dawn caught her eye and motioned her to stay down, which Gretel did, eyes wide and watchful.




“Salem, stay with me,” Dawn whispered, putting her hand on Salem’s side to balance him on her shoulder a little better.




“No problem, kid,” he muttered.




“This is a private road,” Hentzau said in a carrying voice. “Perhaps you are lost. How may we help you?”




The woman, dressed in black riding pants and boots, snow white blouse, black vest with intricate gold embroidery, black leather gauntlets, and a riding crop, studied him for a moment, a tiny smirk bending her lips just a bit. She stepped closer to Hentzau, as if they were having a private discussion.




“No, Hentzau,” she finally said, the smirk growing, “I’m not lost. I’m here for Sabrina Spellman at her father’s request. Hand her over.”




Salem started growling, the sound it made so low Dawn could only feel the vibrations against her hand. Cole stepped in front of Sabrina, and Sabrina shot Dawn a look of confused worry. Dawn mouthed the word ‘hide’ at her, put her eyes back on the woman, and stepped around to the side so she was between the woman and Gretel, and could see Hentzau’s face in profile.




“If you know my name, then you know my powers and rights in this land,” Hentzau said, his voice even, his eyes narrowed. “No one makes demands of me here, and I do not surrender anyone under my protection.”




The woman grinned in malicious satisfaction. “But this isn’t your land, is it, Hentzau? Bought and paid for, perhaps, but neither you nor any of your ancestors have bled for it. The ancient protections you claim ended a hundred yards back at those stone markers.”




Hentzau went white with shock, and before he could move, the woman plunged her hand into his chest and pushed him onto his knees. Dawn was running before she could think, reaching into her satchel for her baton, and pulling it out. Hentzau screamed in agony as the woman pulled something out, and then he collapsed on the road. Dawn barely had time to see and recognize that their enemy held Hentzau’s heart in her hand when the woman looked up, saw Dawn three running steps away, baton poised for a lethal strike against her throat. 




The woman lashed out with her free hand and sent Dawn flying at least twenty feet. The impact with the ground knocked the breath out of her, and her side erupted into fiery pain, throbbing worse with each beat of her heart. She fought to get her feet back under her and to start breathing again, and she had to press her hand against her left side to support herself against the pain. Salem was running for the woods, Cole and Lee had squared off against the woman, and Sabrina was nowhere to be seen.




“I’ll keep this for now,” the woman said, holding up Hentzau’s heart.




Hentzau had managed to push himself up on his arms but shook all over, and the look he gave her was filled with the kind of hatred that promised rivers of blood in retribution. The woman planted a foot against his shoulder and pushed him over.




“You boys can call me Your Majesty,” she continued. “You can bow whenever you like. Now, where is Sabrina Spellman?”




“I’m Sabrina,” Dawn said, limping towards her.




The woman laughed. “Cute.” Then her smile disappeared. “Hand her over, or I’ll crush your graf’s heart, and you’ll watch him die.”




There was a sound like an angry hornet, then a smack of stone against flesh, and the queen gasped in pain, dropping the heart.




“Get her!” Dawn roared.




All three of them attacked, and all three of them were knocked back by invisible blows like they were so many leaves—Dawn against a tree at the side of the road, Lee into the ditch on the other side, and Cole back down the road. Dawn nearly blacked out with the pain of the collision. Instead of falling to the ground, though, she was held against the tree. By the time Dawn got her eyes open and tried to move, she found that the tree had sprouted several dozen new limbs tipped with tiny grasping hands, and those arms had taken hold of her hair, her clothes, and wrapped around her wrists, her upper arms, her chest, her neck, her waist, and her legs. She bucked and struggled, but she had no leverage and couldn’t pull free. From the noise on the other side of the road, something similar was happening to Lee, who was out of her line of sight. Cole and Hentzau were bound by roots which had erupted from road and twined around their legs and arms.




“Well, well, well,” the queen said walking over to Dawn, “what do we have here?”




Dawn searched wildly around her for signs of help. Had Gretel run home? She was apparently deadly accurate with her slingshot, making the queen drop Hentzau’s heart. There was no sign of Sabrina or Salem. She felt a trickle of blood on her chin, probably from a split lip that throbbed in time with her side. The queen took Dawn’s face in hand and turned it towards her.




Dawn met the queen’s gaze and quailed. Not as terrifying as the thing in sitting on Ruritania’s throne, no, but she had power, the will to use it, and no compunctions regarding the use of other people. The queen’s eyes narrowed in curiosity and skepticism. She drew her thumb along the bottom of Dawn’s lip and then rubbed the smear of blood between thumb and index finger.




“I’ll be damned,” the queen whispered. “A Key. A Key in human form. You’re like something out of a fairy tale, aren’t you?”




Dawn went wide eyed with terror and stayed silent.




“Why, a little of your blood, and I could travel between the realms like I was taking a bus,” the queen continued.




A small knife appeared in her hand, and Dawn went into a frenzy of terrified struggle.




“Here, let me help you with that,” a man said.




The queen turned just in time to take a punch to the face. She stumbled back and dropped the knife.




“Naughty, naughty,” the man said, smiling like a cat. “Mustn’t torment the human pets. Little Sabrina will be ever so upset.”




He backhanded the queen, knocking her onto the road and away from Dawn.




“And I really don’t like it when some other witch thinks they have a claim to one of my wenches,” he continued, stepping in front of Dawn and taking a wide stance.




“S-salem?” Dawn gasped.




The man, with glossy, black hair pulled back into a pigtail and black and silver clothes equal to the queen’s, looked over his shoulder at Dawn, put a finger to his lips, and then winked at her.




The queen stood straight and extended her hands. Around each hand blossomed a purple and black flame.




“You want a fight, Saberhagen?” she asked. “I’m only too delighted to oblige you.”




“Uh, Salem?” Dawn called. “I’m kind of still in the line of fire.”




“Quiet, wench,” the newly human Salem said without another glance back. “I’m having fun. Collateral damage is dealt with afterwards.”




Salem struck a pose, called silver fire to his hands, and then abruptly turned back into a black cat. His center of mass didn’t change, so he fell three feet to the ground, shook his furry little kitty head and looked up.




“Yeah, heh,” he laughed, mortified. “Oopsie. Wasn’t supposed to try to use magic.”




“Really?” the evil queen purred. “Well, I won’t hold it against you, Saberhagen. After all, you’ll make such a lovely muff when I’m done with you.”




She lifted a hand, and Cole yelled at the top of his lungs. “Hey, Regina!”




Startled, the evil queen turned to face him, and Salem took off for the high grasses.




“Your father says he’s very disappointed in you,” Cole told her. “Just thought you might like to know.”




The queen froze and something her gaze hardened. 




“What did you say?” she asked in a deadly whisper.




“Your father,” Cole repeated. “Short guy, name of Henry? He’s dead? Yeah, his ghost is hanging around you, goes wherever you go. He’s really worried about you.”




Regina’s brows pulled together, and her upper lip trembled and pulled back in a terrible snarl. 




“Don’t you dare speak to me of my father, boy,” she rasped.




“Stop it!” Sabrina cried. “Just stop it!”




She appeared at the edge of the woods across the road from Dawn. Not appeared, Dawn realized. She’d been there all along, and Dawn simply hadn’t seen her, even though she’d looked. 




“Leave them alone,” Sabrina said, walking into the middle of the road. “Don’t hurt them. I’ll go with you.”




“Sabrina, no!” Dawn shouted.




At Regina’s gesture, a branch slapped Dawn across the mouth and gagged her.




“I said, stop it!” Sabrina cried again. “If you hurt any of them, I’ll fight you. I’ll fight you, and I may lose, but I’ll hurt you. I’ll do my best to kill you. I swear it.”




The queen’s anger faded into a kind of dry amusement.




“I believe you’d try, Sabrina,” she said. “That won’t be necessary. Your father wants me to talk to you about your choices this year. In magic. In…friends.” And here, she glanced over each of them. “And in other matters. Now that I have your attention, I want to show you something as well.”




She took Sabrina’s hand, and they both disappeared in a whirl of purple and black smoke.





Once Upon a Time in the Enchanted Forest



“What going on?” Regina asked, taking hold of the carriage’s door frame to steady her descent.




The guardsmen looked back and forth, none of them wanting to meet her eyes.




“What is it?” she asked again.




“Step-mother, what is it?” Snow asked from the interior of the carriage.




“Stay there, Snow,” she said, brutally biting back the unkind answers that always sat on her tongue when the simpering little idiot talked to her.




The guards had all gathered on the side of the road above a steep, tall slope overlooking one of the sweeter, green valleys of the kingdom of the Enchanted Forest. She walked past them, all the way up to the edge where the wind blew her hair and skirts back. Down below, there was a small village. On a previous day, it had probably been picturesque, even charming, but on that day, even from a distance of a mile or more, Regina could smell slaughter on the wind. 




“Come away, Your Majesty,” the king said, coming up behind her and taking her by the arm.




Her eyes narrowed in hatred, and a slow, monstrously hot flame kindled in her chest.




“What’s happened, my lord?” she asked in her mildest voice.




“It is no thing for a lady of your station or constitution to witness,” he said in careless, patronizing tones. 




She made a tiny gesture away from everyone’s sight and saw King Leopold’s expression go a little slack. Oh, she liked this spell. It was far more subtle than any regular spell of domination, more difficult to cast, more difficult to hold, but the results were so much more satisfying. Against the strong willed, it could do nothing more than plant a thought, one which could be ignored. Against a person of typical intellect, it became a suggestion, one that the person kept coming back to, troubled, until they accepted it. For a weakling, it became an obsession. And of course, no person was strong willed or weak about everything. It was a matter of finding the chink in their armor and using the spell to leverage them on their backs, them thinking it was their own idea the whole time.




“What better opportunity to prove to the kingdom the grace and compassion of both your wife and your daughter,” she said, pressing the idea into Leopold’s brain like putty into a crack.




He frowned, offended by the idea that his wife would go where he had no wish to. Then, his mind, trying to find a way to conform to what it had been bound to, decided that feeding and cleaning up the survivors and preparing the dead for burial was women’s work anyway. Finally, he realized it was his own idea, and his clever wife had only presented it to him like a mirror presented his visage every morning.




“My peerless gem,” he said, drawing the backs of his fingers along her flawless cheek, “the world shall know of your bravery, your compassion, and your perseverance. We shall descend to the village below to minister to Our subjects, and the world shall know the distaff of King Leopold are as noble as he.”




Regina smiled at him, and if he had not been in thrall to her at the moment, he would have backed away in fear.







Ten steps into the village, Regina sent Snow back to the carriage and ordered the drapes pulled. She might want the brat dead, but she hadn’t sunk to the overt emotional torture of children.




Nearly the entire village was dead, and it seemed to be by their own hands. They had been found by the huntsmen of the area, drawn by the circling birds and columns of black smoke. The only survivors were four travellers, a knight, her squire, a minstrel, and—here Regina curled her lip in disgust—a fairy. The four of them sat together, guarded by the huntsmen, shivering with wretchedness, and staring a thousand yard into the distance without actually looking at anything.




“Where are the children?” Regina demanded, having made one tour of the village square where it seemed everyone over the age of thirteen had participated in an escalating melee until they’d torn each other apart. “Where are the babies?”




“Gone,” the fairy said in a barely audible voice. “Dead. All the little ones, dead.”




“It’s not that he killed them outright, ma’am,” the squire said, looking up at her. 




He was the only one of them to meet her eyes, and she decided she was happier that way.




“He just didn’t have any idea that babies need to be cared for,” the squire continued. “That you have to feed them and cuddle them.”




The knight, a handsome woman in her late twenties, put an arm around the squire. From the similarities in feature, Regina guessed they were siblings.




“But he wanted all the love,” the knight said, pressing the squire’s head against her own. “So everybody loved him, everybody wanted to be with him, and no one wanted to take care of the little ones.”




The minstrel started sobbing and put his head in his hands, shoulders heaving.




“They wandered outside and perished of cold,” the fairy said. “One fell into a well and cried for hours before he died. Others took sick. Only a few really starved to death.”




“Who did this?” Regina demanded.




“The witch,” the minstrel said. “The spellman, Edward.”







She left her husband throwing a fit about the evils of witches in general, flecks of spittle landing on his beard as he denounced the very idea of witchcraft. People would know that no witches were tolerated in his land. He would scour the land of them. She had left so she wouldn’t snort with laughter at his buffoonery.




She paused, looking at the enormous pyre the huntsmen had built to cremate the bodies in the morning. It wasn’t the custom, burning bodies. Usually the dead were buried or sometimes entombed, but the point was that there remained a place where the grieving could commune with their departed loved ones. In this instance, though, the ground was too hard to dig out a grave large enough, and there was no one left to grieve these people.




“He came here to play,” a man said, standing next to her.




She shouldn’t have been surprised, and she really shouldn’t have twitched in reaction, but she pretended she hadn’t, and that would have to do. 




Rumplestiltskin stood next to her, and he looked remarkably grim. His reptile skin and yellow eyes did nothing to hide the fury simmering in the shadows where he stood.




“To play?” Regina repeated, more disgusted than horrified.




“His type, the witches of some other realm,” he explained, wriggling his fingers with distaste, “are like small children who’ve only just discovered they can pull wings off flies, smash butterflies, and squash little frogs. It’s all good fun to the children until a parent or grandparent catches them at it and makes them sorry. Then they learn just how little fun it is to be on the receiving end. Those of the other realm never learn that part. They just have fun.”




“With an entire village?” Regina asked.




“Oh, don’t think you’re so above it, little queen,” he mocked. “I’ve seen your preparations for the winter ball. A place for everyone, and everyone in their place. Bent neck, bent knee, bent spine, all the better to worship you, Regina. Not so very different from what he did here.”




“For a few hours,” she answered, her voice dry. “Everyone goes home at the end of the ball, and I haven’t squashed a single one of them.”




“Not for lack of trying,” he said, giggling a bit. “It’s a difference of scope, not kind.”




“I would never kill children,” she declared.




“No?” he asked, feigning astonishment. “Is dear little Snow White safe as a tender lamb at her step-mother’s side?”




“That’s different,” Regina hissed. “When I rule this land—”




He laughed in her face.




“When you get to burning people at the stake, Your Majesty,” he said. “Let me know. I’ll bring some popcorn.”




And he was gone.




“What the hell is popcorn?” she muttered to herself and kicked a rock several feet.





Godmother-goddaughter talk



When the smoke cleared, Sabrina broke the grip on her wrist, pulled herself away, and immediately went on the offensive. The air around her hands glowed red-gold, and like the terrible night she’d tried to kill Salem, she fired bolts of raw magic. Only this time, she knew what she was capable of, and no part of her held back.




“Stop that,” Regina said, parrying the bolts with almost no effort at all. “I’m not here to hurt you, young lady.’




Sabrina put everything she had into a double-fisted blast right at the queen’s chest. Regina caught it in both hands and was pushed back, her heels digging furrows in the grass, as she leaned into it, but no matter how hard Sabrina focused, no matter how much energy she pulled in or how fast and hard she released it, she couldn’t knock the woman down, couldn’t punch through, and couldn’t hurt her. Her muscles started to tremble, and sweat beaded up on her forehead and slid down. Regina, on the other hand, looked cool and collected. Power began to splash around, leaping and flashing like a guttering candle, and then she ran out of strength, and stood, gasping for breath.




Regina stood a few yards in front of her, unruffled. Between her two gloved hands, she held a softball sized star, roiling with miniature flares and jets of plasma. She set it above her head as though she were putting a vase of flowers on a shelf.




“You can have that back when we’re done,” she told Sabrina.




Sabrina stared at her and went with what Dawn called Xander Advice #3: when in doubt, shut the hell up, and don’t piss anyone off.




“That’s better,” Regina said, inclining her head. “And you should know that the main difference between my kind of witch and yours is that I had to work for every scrap of magic I wield, whereas you were born with it. It’s as natural to you as breathing.”




“That’s not true,” Sabrina argued. “I’ve spent the last two months working my butt off learning spellcraft.”




“Which is more than your father ever did,” Regina agreed with her. “But if you chose to take his desired route for you, you’d never have to work for magic again.”




Sabrina’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “No thanks,” she said. “I like earning what I use.”




“Smart girl,” the queen said, walking slowly around her. “No matter what they tell you, there’s always a price. Learn magic the way I did, and you pay in sweat, tears, and time. Gain magic the way your father did, by embracing his bloodlines and all they mean, and you pay a different price.”




“Why are you doing this?” Sabrina asked, turning to keep the woman in her sights. 




“Many years ago, your father did me a favor,” Regina said. “It wasn’t a particularly difficult favor for him to bestow, but it held a great deal of value for me. Now he’s called in that debt, and my repayment is to argue his case to you and try to convince you of its merits.”




Sabrina made a gasping laugh of disbelief. “You have to be kidding me.”




“I’m not,” Regina said. “Another thing you should understand, Sabrina, is that after a certain point, there are very few things you’ll do for one reason only, and sometimes the reasons for doing something contradict one another. If I could get out of it, I’d never do your father a good turn.”




“Then why else are you doing this?” Sabrina asked.




“Because for a short time all those years ago, your mother was the best friend I ever had,” Regina told her, her voice growing husky. “And she asked me to be your godmother.”




“You know my mom?” Sabrina asked, her voice breaking.




“I…haven’t seen her in a very long time,” Regina answered. “I’m afraid she may feel betrayed by me, but what I did, I did in the interest of protecting her and you.”




“Why didn’t she…why doesn’t…?” she pressed a hand to the base of her throat when it became to difficult to speak. “She never even writes me.”




“Your mother had a choice,” the queen and mayor explained. “If she had tried to remain in your life, Edward would have stolen you away someplace she could never go, and you would have died of neglect in short order. Believe me, I’ve seen what happens to anything left in his care. So she withdrew, knowing your aunts would raise you, and you had a much better chance of making it to adulthood.”




“I don’t even know who she is,” Sabrina said miserably.




“Her name is Diana O’Connell, daughter of the famous archaeologist Alex O’Connell, granddaughter of Evelyn Carnahan and Rick O’Connell,” Regina said. “If she’s spent her entire life in the field, it’s primarily so she doesn’t have to dwell on losing you.”




“I have a grandpa?” Sabrina asked softly.




“And a godmother,” Regina said, not even a little sarcastic. “And don’t forget your godfather.”




“Who’s my godfather?”




“That god awful cat you’re carrying around,” Regina said, a little surprised Sabrina hadn’t figured it out for herself. “Salem Saberhagen.”




“You almost killed him!”




Regina took a deep breath. “I would have missed. I can’t even tell if Saberhagen is that clever or that insane, but I don’t count on him playing anything straight.”




“You pulled my friend’s heart out of his chest!” Sabrina shrieked.




“Stop that right now,” Regina said, taking the girl’s chin in her hand and holding her firmly. “So long as we can find it when I take you back, I’ll return it to its rightful place.”




Sabrina huffed and started several different sentences and without getting past the first syllable.




“Come on,” Regina said when she got tired of waiting. “There’s something I want to show you.”




She took Sabrina by the hand and led her away from the spot they’d appeared. They’d been standing in a clearing in the middle of a small wood. Regina led her from the clearing up a gentle slope until they came to a full break in the woods and looked out onto a rolling field. The field lay fallow, and the only thing that interrupted the young grass were a few cows all the way at the other end, and an odd, out of place building made of corrugated metal, big enough to house two small airplanes but without even a dirt road leading to it.




“That is where I met your mother,” Regina said. “She was one of Professor Jones’s star pupils, and I was trying to find a way to get closer to Edward Spellman. We ended up working on a dig, here, of a medieval village. When it was originally discovered, the leading theory was that the entire population of the village was wiped out by the plague. But then, when we started excavating the cemetery, we found that the remains were from a hundred years prior to the plague’s arrival.”




Sabrina listened with sad eyes and a hang dog expression, like she knew what she was going to hear and couldn’t find any way of avoiding it.




“All of the adult and adolescent remains had signs of violence on them. We used to argue over dinner at night how they’d met their end. Huns? Renegade knights? There was a forensic pathologist with us, a good one, and she said they’d done each other in. The wounds weren’t from swords or axes. They were knives, clubs, and rocks.”




“What about the children?” Sabrina asked.




“We never found them,” Regina admitted. “Edward Spellman was an associate professor and writer with another university, something French, and he hung around the site, fascinated. He asked us all sorts of questions, charmed all the women, including me. It wasn’t until much later that I realized he was reliving the time he’d spent there the first time around.”




She turned and faced Sabrina. “He didn’t set out to murder all those people, Sabrina. He just loved playing his games with them, playing with his magic, making all those people love him and only him, and when he got bored, those people died—either because they couldn’t survive his rough love, because they pined away in its absence, or because they turned on each other.”




“So, he didn’t do it to get the rights to their forest or their mines?” Sabrina asked.




Regina snorted in disbelief. “You’ll sooner catch a koala bear running a multinational high finance corporation. That kind of planning ahead doesn’t suit his kind. Think of it as an extremely toxic version of ADHD.”




Then Regina frowned and glanced at Sabrina. “You haven’t been reading that ridiculous book by Peterkins, have you? Ah, no. The witches of the Other Realms are sly, self-centered, thoughtless, amoral flibbertigibbets, but they are not the conspiracy theorist’s wet dream Peterkins believed in. It’s as unlikely as that stupid practical joke they pull on all their children, telling them they have an evil twin.”




Sabrina jerked in surprise.




“They didn’t,” Regina said.




“Uh…well,” Sabrina hedged. “We were in Hawaii. Somehow it seemed a lot more believable. Besides, she looked exactly like me.”




“Right,” Regina said, “because witches have absolutely no ability to do things like, oh, make someone look exactly like someone else.”




“Point taken,” Sabrina muttered.




“So here’s the deal,” Regina said. “If you do what your father wants, abjure your humanity for your Other Realm heritage, you’ll inherit great power and ability with almost no struggle. Everything will come to you easily, including love and fame. You’ll live for centuries with no apparent aging. You’ll command the devotion of, oh, more than half the people you meet, and the rest of them, if they bother you, you can turn them into pineapples or corpses, whatever pleases you best. And whatever price it is you end up paying, you won’t really care.”




Sabrina looked horrified.




“Eeeuuww,” she said. “That’s horrible. I don’t want that.”




Regina made a tsk of disappointment and shrugged elegantly. “Well, I did my best to impress you with the benefits of being your father’s daughter.”




“Yes, you certainly did try,” Sabrina said, her voice extremely neutral.




“We need to be heading back,” Regina sighed, steeling herself. “Just remember, goddaughter, that almost everything I do, everything your father does, everything the Council does, even everything Hentzau does, is for at least two reasons. Yes, I stormed in there and plucked you from your friends. I do love a good entrance after all, but your father has to hear from more lips than mine about the effort I went to, so that he’ll consider this debt paid off.”




“So you pulled my friend’s heart out of his chest?”




“Your father was always impressed by that spell,” Regina answered.




“You’ve done it more than once?” Sabrina shrieked.




Regina closed her eyes for a moment and rubbed her temples. When she opened them again, she appeared to have regained her equilibrium.




“For a long time, Sabrina, I walked a path very close to your father’s. Only mine was by choice and not by nature.” Regina gazed at her, showing no shame or remorse, only a cool and clear fathoms deep understanding of her own nature. “I’m currently making amends, and…trying to do the right thing because it’s the right thing and not because it will serve my purposes. That’s one of many reasons why I came to talk to you.”




“What’s another?” Sabrina asked.




“My love for your mother,” Regina said. “And because I know what it’s like growing up with a parent’s impossible demands on you. No one deserves that.”




“Oh.”




“And now, you need to do something with this,” Regina said, taking down the miniature sun which had followed her while they’d walked and talked. “Under normal circumstances, I would have reversed the energy and fired it right back at you, but now it’s your responsibility.”




She held the sphere of energy out to Sabrina, who took it with delicate care, biting her lower lip while she did so.




“I guess I could just suck it back into me,” Sabrina said, staring into it.




Regina opened her mouth just as the miniature sun dwindled to a spark that went fzzzt!. Sabrina looked up, pleased.




“That wasn’t so ha—”




And the air around her exploded with latent heat. Sabrina blinked, stunned. Her hair stuck out in every direction, her eyebrows were smoking. Every centimeter of her exposed skin was sunburned, and the edges of her clothes were tattered and scorched. Regina considered her for a moment.




“It certainly adds a bit of window dressing to the idea that we were dueling back and forth across the countryside,” she conceded.




Sabrina whimpered.




Regina took her hand. “Let’s go back.”





Of course she knows, this means war.



“What do we do?”




That was Cole, whispering almost inaudibly and taking great care not to move his lips. Dawn glanced over at Hentzau, who hadn’t moved from the spot he’d claimed after he’d made sure the rest of them were all right. She stroked Gretel’s hair back and hugged her a little more tightly.




“If Sabrina isn’t back soon,” Dawn whispered just as softly, “we have to contact the board.”




And Willow.




And Giles.




And Jenny.




And John Brant.




Hell, she would take Ethan Rayne, if it came to that.




Sabrina kidnapped, and Hentzau…the witch they’d faced hadn’t torn his actual heart out of his chest. That was obvious enough. But the fist sized ruby red crystal Gretel had tried to give back to her brother was vitally important to who he was. The look he’d given Dawn after he and Cole had cut her free from the tree branches was terrifying. 




Yes, it was an objective evaluation of whether or not she could fight. He’d checked her side and told her that she had a cracked rib, and she believed it. But, the way he’d looked at her, at Cole and Lee, and even at Gretel had chilled her blood. Things. Property. Tools.




“Keep it for me,” he’d told Gretel in a cold, gentle voice. “I don’t need it.”




She felt Gretel shiver under her arm.




“Once they find Herr Shang, I’m sure he be here in an instant,” she added. “But finding him could take hours.”




“You think there’s going to be a country standing in a few hours if we don’t do something?” Lee asked, holding a tissue to his nose. 




That’s what scared her.




Well, that and the crows.




Two minutes after the witch disappeared with Sabrina, they had started landing in the trees on either side of the lane. And when the trees were full, along the lane, and then in the lane. They didn’t look at Hentzau. In fact, almost all of them had turned their feathered backs on the graf. They weren’t even paying much attention to Dawn and the others. Just a cursory glance, and then they were back to whatever had focused their birdy brains.




Hentzau stood, waiting, a yard away from where the witch had last been. There was a scrape on his forehead, and his suit was ruined. He didn’t appear to have noticed. While he waited, as patient and motionless as a cheetah at the edge of a field of gazelles, wheels turned within wheels, and Dawn could almost see piles of decisions and choices sorted out, reconsidered, and determined again from a new perspective of cold logic and burning ambition.




Which was why they stood nearly twenty yards back and whispered to each other inaudibly.




“He needs his heart,” Gretel said.




“I know, baby,” Dawn said, kissing her forehead. 




Was this what Buffy had felt like? Sick with worry, scared to trembling bits, determined to protect, and at the same time, fairly sure there was no way to keep her little sister safe?




Where was Sabrina?




“Aunt Clarimonda will help,” Gretel said. “She always knows what to do.”




Somehow, Dawn thought it might be a bit much even for the elder gräfin.




Lee looked like he was about to say something when a pillar of black and purple smoke erupted three feet in front of Hentzau, and the witch returned, Sabrina in hand. Hentzau didn’t flinch. He simply reached in, grabbed Sabrina by the nearest secure appendage—her hair—and hauled her brutally out of the witch’s grasp, and sent her spinning to the ground. The crows on the ground hopped out of the way or beat their wings to gain a few feet’s worth of clearance before landing again.




Then he punched the woman in front of him, knocking her to the ground, knelt, straddling her, and started to strangle her. It was clear in the set of his shoulders that he intended to kill her. The crows turned to watch, and the ones in the trees began to beat their wings and cry harsh alarm calls.




“Oh, shit!” Dawn gasped, and took off running.




“Hentzau, no!” Sabrina screamed, climbing to her feet.




Cole reached him first and plowed into him like a linebacker, knocking him off the woman. Lee hit him next, knocking him another few feet, and then Dawn tackled him around the lower ribs, feeling her own scream with the punishment.




The woman was on her knees, coughing like she would be sick, her hands at her throat. Dawn would have stopped to be impressed, but she was too busy dealing with the tasmanian devil/honey badger Hentzau had turned into. He elbowed Lee in the gut, pulled Cole’s foot out from under him, knocking him down, and put a hand under Dawn’s jaw, lifted and slammed her against the ground in a bone rattling thud. Her side exploded in agony, and the only reason he didn’t follow through with a hand strike or kick was because Gretel dove into his arms.




He caught her, and Dawn saw him check his automatic reaction to the little girl who was his sister. Instead, he tried to firmly push her off, but she wasn’t having any of it. She climbed on him, wrapped her arms around his shoulders and her legs around his waist, and ducked her head against his neck.




“You are going to regret that,” the queen said, getting to her feet. Her throat was already wreathed in vivid, red bruises.




“No!” Sabrina yelled again, getting between the woman and the mound of her friends. “Regina, no.”




“No one lays hands on me, young lady,” the queen spat.




“You started it,” Sabrina answered, “and it was your idea to pull his heart out of his chest.”




“And I’ll make him wish I’d stopped there,” the woman said.




Dawn scrambled, hand against the bottom of her ribs, to get between Hentzau and Gretel and Queen Regina, and looked up just in time to see an arrow sprout from the queen’s right shoulder.




“The next one goes in one of your eyes,” Aunt Clarimonda said, striding towards them, each step sending a wave of crows into the sky. She already had another arrow nocked.




Regina looked surprised, pissed off, and a little worried. Then, she wrapped her hand around the arrow, and with a gut deep growl, pulled it free. Dawn felt her stomach heave. 




“Jesus,” Lee whispered.




Sister clamped like a limpet to his chest or not, Hentzau got to his feet.




“Young man,” Clarimonda barked, all the weight of her years and propriety coming down on those words, “you will restrain yourself.”




“I will kill that bitch,” Hentzau answered.




“You’ll try,” Regina sneered.




“Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri, you will do as you are told!” Clarimonda thundered.




He froze, furious, white-faced, and wide-eyed.




“And I thought ‘Cole Theodore Sear’ meant I was in serious trouble,” Cole whispered.




“You have not reached your majority yet, Dima,” his aunt said, “and I am still your regent. You will obey me.”




Not even the crows made a sound.




Gretel lowered herself to the ground, let go of her brother, and walked past Sabrina to the queen, taking care not to get in her aunt’s line of fire. She reached into one of her deep pockets and pulled out the glowing red crystal. She held it up to Regina.




“Put this back,” Gretel ordered, glaring with all the ferocity of a child’s unfettered hatred.




“Who are you to eve—”




“I am Hentzau!” the girl declared.




All the crows around them burst into angry, harsh calls, loud enough that Dawn and the others covered their ears. When the din finally died down, Regina looked around, unnerved.




“This land is now bought and paid for,” Hentzau said, biting out each word. “Summers, Brown, and Sear are as good as vassal knights to me, and they each spilled blood in my defense and defense of their fellow knight. My homeland’s ancient protection extends quite a bit further today.”




“Regina, do it,” Sabrina said softly. “Please.”




With a level glare for the little girl in front of her, Regina took the heart from her and walked over to Hentzau. Her right arm hung at her side, and blood had soaked her blouse from collar to sleeve and through the vest where the arrow Clarimonda had fired hit. That she wasn’t shaking with pain and shock amazed Dawn.




The queen looked Hentzau over dispassionately.




“Nothing personal, Hentzau,” she told him.




“Oh, it is now,” he murmured in a very low voice, like a lover making a promise.




Cole and Lee grabbed him by the shoulders, holding him, and Regina shoved the heart back into his chest. He inhaled in a horrible, choking rattle, pinned in place by her hand and twisting in agony. She pulled her hand free, leaving his heart behind, and he fell to his knees, his face contorted in pain. Gretel crouched beside him and after a moment, he put his arms around her and pulled her close, hugging her.




“You’re not bad, Dima,” she sniffled. “You’re a good brother.”




“Thank you, Mausi,” he whispered.




Clarimonda brought the bow back into firing position and pulled the arrow to full draw. Regina gave her a scornful glance but stepped away from the others.




“Remember what your father expects of you, Sabrina Spellman,” she said.




And she disappeared in a whirlwind of black and purple. Clarimonda lowered her bow and relaxed the draw, unnocking the arrow.




They all stood as a tableau until a small black blur raced towards Sabrina and jumped onto her shoulder. Sabrina went bug-eyed with pain until she got a hand onto Salem and balanced him well enough that he could retract his claws.




“I swear to you, Sabrina, if you get me out of this crow-ridden horror show in one piece,” Salem said, “I will never, ever call you ‘wench’ again.”




“I think we can work something out,” Sabrina said.




“What the hell happened to you?” Dawn asked, looking her roommate over. “You look like you went ten rounds with a lobster pot.”




“Yeah,” Sabrina answered. “Long story. Maybe not right now. Are you okay?”




Dawn lifted her hand, wincing. “Pretty sure I cracked or busted a couple of ribs, but…nothing much to be done for that.”




Clarimonda walked over to Henztau and Gretel, and stopped close enough to them that Hentzau could lean against her legs. Dawn thought she spotted the moment when he finally relaxed, holding his little sister on his lap while his aunt stroked his hair.




“How did you know to come?” Lee asked her.




“The crows,” Aunt Clar answered. “They’re always excitable when Dima is home, but this was a bit much even for them. Besides, he’s of the age when Hentzau men tend to lead interesting lives.”




“Yeah, ‘Chinese curse’ version of interesting,” Cole said.




“I guess we should head back to the lodge,” Lee said, looking longingly in the direction of the town.




“On the contrary,” Hentzau said, getting to his feet again. “I have every intention of going to the village.”




“Uh, Hentzau, we look like survivors of a zombie apocalypse,” Dawn said.




He gave her a wicked smile which was much more reassuring than she’d expected.




“Do you really think anyone in that village will complain about our appearance?” he asked her. “Besides, the lodge is extremely short on beer and whiskey, but the village is not.”




“Oh, sure,” Lee said with something approximating his normal sang froid, “I find out my fugitive mom is in town, and it’s all ‘don’t use alcohol to solve your problems, Lee’, but you have one heart torn out of your chest, and it’s ‘beer for everyone’.”




“A moral failing on my part,” Hentzau conceded. “It is my only heart.”




“Try not to disturb the residents too much,” Aunt Clar admonished them. “They’ve put up with a great deal from our family in the past.”




“They have?” Sabrina asked curiously.




“Indeed,” Hentzau answered, letting Gretel climb up on his back for a piggyback ride. “The very original lodge—long gone now—was built to house our ancestors when they were rustling goats from Strakenz.”




“Goats?” Lee asked. “Not cattle? Didn’t they have any pride?”




“We made up for our original lack of pride later,” Hentzau said.




“I’ll see you when you return, Dima,” Clarimonda told him.




“Don’t wait up,” he told her.





Good Threat



“Ow!”




“Stop whining, you big baby,” Jones told her.




She grabbed his collar with her good hand and pulled him down towards her, grinding her teeth the entire time.




“I have been shot, strangled, punched, and told off by a child, Jones,” she growled. “If you even think of telling me not to whine again, I will curse you for all of eternity.”




“Yeah, like I haven’t heard that one before,” he said. 




She hissed in pain as he swabbed out the arrow wound on her right shoulder.




“Still,” he said, keeping the lips of the wound closed so he could apply some butterfly closures, “you kept it together pretty well.”




“Spell,” she gritted out. “Kept the effects of the injuries from compromising my abilities until aft— Aaaahhh!”




“Want some whiskey?” he asked.




“Hell, yes,” she managed.




He put the last of the closures on, pressed a bandage on top of them, and patted her shoulder before getting up to get the whiskey. He returned with M and Shang.




“Sorry,” he said, not sorry at all, “they have keys.”




She took the tumbler of whiskey and drank half of it, then sighed.




“Did you really make an enemy of Hentzau?” M asked.




“Oh, yeah,” Regina answered. “I’ve made a few enemies in my time, and believe me, he took up the cause as his own.”




This seemed to please M. Regina ignored her while Jones maneuvered her right arm into a sling and secured it to her chest.




“You’ll have my request to withdraw before I leave,” Regina said, looking up at them. “I have a son and a town to take care of, and believe me, not a week goes by there that I don’t have to stop someone from trying to take over the world or rule the world or cast a curse on everyone in the world. I do not have time for this sort of thing.”




“That won’t be necessary,” M said. 




She held out a large, rolled up parchment secured with a blob of sealing wax and an inch wide silk ribbon.




“What’s that?” Regina asked, not taking it.




“Your diploma,” Jones said, putting his medical supplies away.




She blinked. “You’re kidding me.”




“One does not graduate from Queen Flavia University because one attends all the required classes,” M said tartly, “though that is the most efficient method to achieve the goal. A student graduates when they prove they have acquired the knowledge and skills the university demands of them. Congratulations, Miss Mills. You have demonstrated your mastery of the curriculum.”




Regina snorted and then froze, grimacing in pain. Jones took the diploma and set it on the table next to her.




“I’ll send a thank you note when I get home,” she said.




“How gratifying,” M answered.




Regina made a feeble wave of her hand, acknowledging or dismissing. 




“I think she’ll be staying here tonight,” Professor Jones said, picking up her vest and blouse and bundling them up.




She started to object, and he glanced at her. “Relax, Your Highness. I’ll take the couch.”




“It’s Your Majesty,” she growled.




“One last item,” Shang said. “Am I correct in understanding you recognized Dawn Summers’s true nature?”




“What of it?” Regina demanded.




He raised an eyebrow, and both M and Jones leaned away from Regina by the tiniest bit.




“Consider that as a student of the university, she is under our protection,” he said. “Threaten her in the manner you did earlier today, and you will discover how long you may survive without the support of your skeletal system.”




He and M left without further discussion.




“I’m stealing that line,” Regina said, drinking the last of her whiskey.





Epilogue



“What are you doing awake this early?” Hentzau asked, seeing Dawn at the kitchen table.




“Finishing my letter home,” Dawn answered, yawning. “I woke up a couple of hours ago and couldn’t get back to sleep. Might as well stay up.”




It was still dark outside, though the eastern sky was beginning to change colors.




“Sabrina mentioned you were having bad dreams,” he said.




“Not so much right now,” she replied. “She gave me a dream catcher, and it seems to be working. I just can’t seem to settle down to sleep or stay asleep once I’m there.”




“Frustrating.”




“You have no idea.”




“Would you like some coffee?” he asked.




“That sounds heavenly.”




He started the brew, puttering back and forth in the kitchen.




“What are you doing up?” Dawn asked, finally noticing that he was dressed for the outdoors.




Hentzau paused.




“There’s a task I need to see to. It’s one of those family rituals I inherited long ago, and it falls on the first Sunday after the spring equinox.”




She thought about most of the spring-related rituals she’d ever heard or read about. 




“You’re going to have sex with a Carpathian priestess of the risen Persephone to ensure the fertility of the fields?”




Hentzau choked. “No, thank heavens, as I’m fully aware of what became of the male partners of that particular rite afterwards.”




“You’re going to teach your heir the rhyme which explains where the crown jewels of Charles the second are buried on your property.”




“As Charles the second was never sighted in Ruritania, no.”




She studied his face, curious. He sighed.




“I’m obliged to feed the crows, directly, once a year,” he said. 




She considered. “You’re not talking about leftovers, are you?”




He shook his head.




The coffee finished brewing, and he poured two cups, mixing sugar and cream into Dawn’s and handing it to her.




“On a different topic,” he said, taking a seat across from her, “I would like to apologize for yesterday.”




“For what?” she asked, baffled.




“For the—” and he mimed picking her up by the chin and slamming her to the ground.




She made a noise of dismissal. “Don’t even worry about it. You weren’t yourself. We all got it.”




“It’s important to me that I apologize,” he explained.




“Seriously, Hentzau, in the Scoobies, we had Xander get possessed by the animal spirit of a hyena, Buffy got body swapped with Bad Faith, Giles was turned into a Fyarl demon, and Willow went full on dark witch destroy the world. That’s not even getting into Angel losing his soul and becoming Angelus, and then getting resouled but sucked into Hell, or Spike turning mostly good.”




She wound down and paused.




“What I’m trying to say, I guess,” she continued. “is that the first ‘turned into an asshole’ event is a freebie.”




“Oh, well, in that case.” Hentzau rolled his eyes.




“Was it so bad?” Dawn asked quietly.




He tilted his head and then shook it. “No, not at all. It was actually…I liked it very much.”




He looked at her. 




“I felt not the slightest concern over what consequences my actions would have for others. The world was very clearly divided into what mattered and what didn’t. Even the welfare of those I care for was subordinate to what I wanted in that moment. I very much enjoyed trying to kill Regina.”




“Not blaming you, but yeah, but I think I like you better with your heart in your chest,” Dawn told him.




“I do as well,” he agreed.




“You’re not a killer, Hentzau,” she tried to assure him.




He paused before looking up. “But I am.”




“I don’t…you mean vampires?” she asked.




“I don’t consider that killing,” he answered. “More like extermination. And I’m not referring to my time in the military.”




“Who did you kill?” she asked, feeling anxiety stir.




“Alfred von Holofernes,” Hentzau answered. “He was the eldest son of the Duke of Strakenz’s heir and cousin of Agnes von Holofernes.”




“Oh, well, that explains her enormous hate for me and Lee in Herr Shang’s class,” she said.




“Among other things.”




“Why’d you kill him?”




“Alfred von Holofernes fancied himself a neo-fascist and had a penchant for many types of bigotry. He took it upon himself to needle me. He made statements to his friends and to me, in public, regarding the value of certain individuals.”




She watched his jaw clench at the memory, and his hand tightened on his coffee mug.




“What did he say?” she asked.




“That cretins and imbeciles like my sister should have been aborted or put down at birth, the better to spare the rest of us the burden, not just of her care, but of her existence. She didn’t deserve, he said, the right to breathe the same air as the rest of us.”




She exhaled slowly. “Wow. That is some weapons grade trolling right there.”




He nodded. “If either of my parents had still been alive, no one would have dared to say such a thing, but they weren’t, and I think there were many in Strelsau who viewed Gretel as my Achilles’ heel. So I had both a brother’s outrage and my family’s honor to draw upon when I challenged him to a duel.”




“How many duels does that make, Hentzau?”




He blinked, a little surprised. “Five in total. The remainder were simply to the first touch or first blood, merely a way to prove a point.”




“This wasn’t,” Dawn ventured.




“No. I challenged him, he accepted, and neither of us made the terms of the duel clear. Our seconds should have, but my friend, Serena, was just as aware of the implications. I think von Holofernes thought he would go past first blood, cut me up a bit, humiliate me…he did give me this.”




He pointed to the scar which ran from his eyebrow to his hairline.




“And here I thought you’d gotten in a fight with a can opener,” Dawn said.




He gave her a rueful smile.




“So, you won the duel,” she said.




“I won the duel,” he repeated. “I won it by killing him, though I made damn sure he knew what he faced and gave him a chance to recant. He didn’t take it. I ran him through. It was both horrible and satisfying. Since then, it’s understood that Gretel is completely off-limits. My life is a great deal easier because of it, though Serena ended up suffering for being my friend.”




“That’s pretty messed up, Hentzau,” she told him.




“I agree,” he said without irony.




“Do you want company on this thing?” she asked, changing the topic.




He started to decline, stopped, reconsidered, and then stared into his coffee.




“I…would not mind, though you may want to step outside the rookery when it comes time,” he said.




“Sure thing,” she said. “I know how to make myself scarce.”







They walked down to the out buildings in the pre-dawn darkness. The dew was heavy, and they left a dark trail in the silver grass.




“It’s beautiful,” Dawn said. “I haven’t seen the stars like this since I went camping with my dad.”




“Yes, I spend most of my time looking forward to getting back here,” Hentzau said.




“What are you doing after you graduate?”




“Most likely, I’ll take a position with the Ruritanian embassy in Washington DC,” he said. “It’s an entitlement for the graf or his heir, traditionally. We usually do a two-year stint. I understand there are some very good schools there which integrate children with Down Syndrome and other disabilities, and I’d like for Gretel to have a chance for inclusion in a real classroom instead of a tutor who is more of a nanny.”




“You should stop by Cleveland,” she said. “I’ll introduce you to the Slayers Council. You know, one of the Slayers is a dead ringer for Princess Antonia.”




“Oh, don’t say that,” he moaned, horrified. “The damned Rassendyll propensity for playing The Prince and the Pauper has nearly been the end of my family on more than one occasion.”




“Aw, Lucy’s a sweetheart,” Dawn said. 




They reached the paddock, where more than forty lambing jugs had been set up. The two shepherds saw him. One nodded to them, and the other got up to join them.




“It’s a good season, sir,” she remarked, wiping her hands on a wide, thick canvas apron. “More than seventy this year, and almost all of them in excellent health.”




“You have an appropriate choice?” Hentzau asked. 




She hesitated and then nodded. “There’s one rejected by its mother. It’s not taking to the bottle as quick as I’d hoped, and it’s a bit weak.”




“Are there any which are truly sick or unlikely to survive on their own?” he asked.




She shook her head. “No, sir. As I said, it’s been a good season.”




“Very well.” He nodded.




She left and returned a moment later with a lamb less than three days old. It wasn’t much bigger than Salem. Hentzau took it from her and gathered it up against his chest, keeping it warm. It looked up, sleepy, and made a soft little ‘maa’.




“Let’s go,” he said.




The rookery was out past the other buildings, and the crows inside had already begun to stir with the coming sunrise. 




“That’s a lot of crows,” Dawn noted.




“It’s a symbolic gesture,” he said. “Not a buffet. I’ve never understood how they pick which crows participate, but there’s some method.”




“How did this get started?” she asked.




“Well, there are stories that before our family converted to Christianity, we made a habit of feeding our enemies to the crows,” he said, “and that as a sign of our new faith, we then sacrificed a lamb. Up until a hundred years ago or so, the lamb was given to them still alive.”




Dawn made a noise of disgust at the back of her throat.




“Exactly. I’m glad my great-great-great-grandmother decreed the change.”




“Gretel doesn’t know about this, does she?”




“God, no,” Hentzau swore. “I’d just as soon she never did.”




The main rookery had four disconnected walls with baffles over the corners and an overhead roof the walls didn’t reach, allowing the birds to come and go as they pleased. The wide entrance was guarded by two more wind baffles to protect the interior from gusts and winter storms.




Hentzau handed Dawn the lantern, and they went inside. It smelled of birds, and the constant sounds of muttering, croaking, and gurgling was unnerving. The walls rose nearly twenty feet, and each was lined with roost boxes, most of them filled with nests. The ground was ankle deep in dry straw. There were several old snags set into barrels and propped up for support as well as ropes strung from wall to wall with rings and sticks dangling from them.




In the center of the rookery, Hentzau knelt and placed the lamb on the floor. It nuzzled his hand, and he petted it gently before taking a knife from his jacket pocket. Dawn stood a few feet away and watched silently.




She ate meat. In fact, they’d had roast lamb at the cafe just a week or so ago. Eaten, she corrected herself. Not had. 




The lamb didn’t fuss at all as Hentzau positioned it. Then he held its head in his offhand and with a quick stroke, cut its throat. It protested with a soft peep, and he held it until it laid down. Lamb to the slaughter, she thought. That’s why it was a saying. You could just pick one of them up, carry it off, cut its throat, and that was it. It didn’t fight. Even this one just shifted a bit like it was uncomfortable, and Hentzau soothed it with soft words and a gentle hand. 




Lambs didn’t take very long to bleed out, and while the little lamb under Hentzau’s hand died, the crows around them stopped talking and turned to watch. After a few minutes, he cut the other side of the lamb’s throat. After another minute, while the crows became restless, he cut the skin of the belly. Dawn had to turn her face away while he opened the belly and pulled out a handful of eviscera.




He stood after he finished, and a handful of crows descended to the spot and stood around the body of the little lamb, considering it. Dawn saw one of them peck at its face and turned around immediately. Hentzau joined her.




“I don’t stay for this part,” he said. “Let’s go.”




Several more crows flew down while they made their way out the door.




“There’s a faucet over here,” Hentzau indicated. “If you would turn it on.”




He washed his hands in the cold water and cleaned off his knife, and when he was done, he exhaled slowly.




“Of all my responsibilities,” he said, “that is the one I hate the most.”




“What’s it supposed to mean?” Dawn asked.




“That we’ve met our obligations to the crows for the next year,” he answered. “Though what exactly those obligations are has been a matter of speculation for more than five hundred years.”




They started their walk back to the house. 




“It’s a nice place, Hentzau,” she told him. “You know, aside from the ambush by witch and the feeding an adorable lamb to the crows.”




“It’s even nicer in the summer,” he said. “There’s a swimming hole on the grounds that is the perfect temperature on a hot day. And while I can’t guarantee there’ll be no ambush by witches or other creatures, feeding an adorable lamb to the crows only happens once a year.”




“Just so we’re clear,” she said.




“Of course.”
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“Oh, my god, Lee,” Dawn swore for the tenth time in half an hour. “No! I am not going out with you!”




“Sure you are,” he answered, easily keeping up with her as she marched back to Il Belvedere, the Italian bistro and bakery above whose kitchen she and her roommate lived. “I just haven’t convinced you yet.”




She stopped, and he hopped to a stop next to her, grinning at how much he’d annoyed her.




“No!” she declared. “This is not a debate. You are not writing a persuasive essay, Lee. You have my answer, and now you need to respect it. No, I am not going out with you. Not just no, but hell, no.”




“Come on,” he urged her. “Give me one good reason why. We’d be awesome together, and you know it.”




“Okay, first,” she said, holding out a finger, “because I don’t want to. Okay? Second, because I have a Xander back home, and when I go back home, I am going to hug him and squeeze him and call him George, and then I’m going to do a whole bunch of other stuff with him and to him that even Galaxy Quest fanfic writers would think is kinky. Third—”




“Hey, don’t knock the tentacle subclause of Rule 34 until you’ve tried it,” he interrupted her. “Besides, this Xander guy is starting to sound like Bugsy Means’s Canadian girlfriend—a convenient fiction.”




“What the hell are you talking about?” Dawn demanded. “You’ve seen pictures of him. You’ve seen pictures of us. You’ve seen pictures of me in a bikini on his shoulders in a swimming pool, wearing a My Little Pony float ring, with me holding a bucket of kielbasa while he juggles mustard bottles!”




“Oh, I’m not doubting his existence,” Lee answered, crossing his arms and looking smug, “or your bizarre approach to summer barbecues. I’m just asking questions. Questions like ‘why does Dawn only mention Xander when some guy is hitting on her?’.”




“Because you specifically complained about all the Xander Is Awesome stories I was telling!” she nearly shrieked in frustration. 




“Yeah,” he smirked. “That was the first week of school, when you told about ten thousand of those. The next week you limited yourself to a thousand, week after that, a hundred, and for the last month, we haven’t heard a single mention of his name.”




Dawn deliberately unclenched her jaw, aware that if she ground her teeth whenever Lee goaded her, she’d be fitted for dentures before her second semester was through. She took a deep, semi-calming breath and lowered the volume of her voice.




“You know, Lee,” she said in the sweetest tone she could muster, “Obsessive Compulsive Disorder is treatable with a combination of medication and therapy. You shouldn’t let some antiquated stigma get in the way of seeking help.”




“Just asking questions,” he repeated.




And she realized that he had managed—again!—to sucker her into the sort of conversation where the topic had little or no relevance, but the goal was to keep her engaged, flustered, and talking to him for as long as possible.




“You!” she accused, pointing a finger at his nose. “Get no cookies the next time Jenny fills my care box!”




She turned on her heel and walked away before he could answer.




“So that’s a yes on the date?” he called after her.




“No!”




Aggravated and still clenching her jaw, she turned the corner, walked down the alley to the corner of the street, and still muttering, unlocked the door to the stairs up to her room, opened the door, and walked right into a blue wall.




She didn’t fall on her butt, but that was only because she’d had so much practice. She rubbed her nose and tested her knee, leaning on door jamb until they both stopped smarting. Why had the Fiorentinos blocked the entrance to the stairwell? There wasn’t any construction, and Sabrina hadn’t set fire to anything in weeks. Then she looked back at the obstacle in her path.




It wasn’t just blue, it was TARDIS blue. There was a row of small windows across the top, and she could just make out the bottom of the police box light on top before the lintel cut off sight of it.




“Doctor?” she called.




What there wasn’t, was a door handle. She was on the backside of the TARDIS, and there was no way to get around the thing as it filled up the entire foot of the stairs. Sighing, she hitched her bag, closed the door, locked it, and went back around to the kitchen door so she could take the back stairs up to the family’s quarters.




With an apology to the Fiorentino’s younger daughter, Catalina, she cut through their kitchen and parlor to get to the landing at the top of the stairs to her and Sabrina’s room. She trotted down the stairs and then considered her original tutor’s mode of transportation.




He’d never said goodbye. The last time she’d seen him, he’d dropped her off, patted her on the head, and told her to get ready for class. At eleven o’clock on a Sunday night. Luckily, Salem was still awake, though it had taken both threatening to turn him into a pair of mittens and promising him a can of anchovies to get him to wake Sabrina to let her in. Then, on Monday morning, a note arrived for her saying that Professor Jones would be taking over her tutoring. 




It didn’t seem likely that the Doctor just stopped by to say hello, and that complicated things. Spring Break had officially started two hours previously. Hentzau’s guests had left. Hentzau had returned from the dentist and gone to lie down with an ice pack and some pain pills. The cohort had spent the entire week together for the sake of a game of Assassin, so it had been an unstated agreement that they’d take their normal Friday evening together off from one another. The next morning, they were supposed to decide what to do with their week off. 




Dawn was the only one, aside from Hentzau, who had a home to return to for the week, but she’d already decided not to go home. Her father, who was at least on the same continent as her, was neck deep in a crucial but stultifyingly boring phase of his latest construction project, so she wasn’t going to visit him. A week traveling in Sabrina’s company would be welcome, if—and it was a ginormous if—she could get Sabrina to plan things out a little. Her roommate had become so accustomed to solving the trials and tribulations of daily life with spells before giving up her hereditary magic for the more academic version that she was having to learn a passel of life skills from scratch. Cole was always good company, but where he went, Lee went, and just then, he was about the last person she wanted to spend time with.




“Hey, is that the tardy thing?” Sabrina asked, coming down the stairs, fascinated.




“TARDIS,” Dawn replied, “and yes.”




“How’d he get it in here?” her roommate asked, looking at the less than half an inch clearance between the sides of the TARDIS and the walls on either side.




“Honestly, I think it’s more of the TARDIS doing its own thing than the Doctor steering it that well,” Dawn said. “He didn’t carry it in, if that’s what you’re thinking. It materialized here.”




Sabrina stopped a few steps above Dawn and considered the police box.




“I like it,” she decided. “It looks homey.”




“It’s bigger on the inside,” Dawn said, reaching up to knock on the door. “A lot bigger.”




Before her knuckles touched wood, the doors opened, and the Doctor stepped out.




“There you are!” he declared. “No dawdling, Summers. There’s a great deal to accomplish in very little time.”




“What’s the point of hurrying when you’re a Time Lor— Aaaaahhhhhh!”




The Doctor had simply taken her by her knocking hand and yanked her into the TARDIS. Then he paused and considered Sabrina, who studied him with just as much wide eyed curiosity.




“You must be Hentzau then,” the Doctor said, taking off his fez. “Pleased to meet you!”




He reached up, took Sabrina by the shoulders, pulled her over, and gave her an air kiss next to each cheek. Then he propped her back up again and stood there looking pleased with himself.




“Doctor,” Dawn said, straightening her skirt, “that’s Sabrina.”




“Can’t be,” the Doctor answered. “You said Sabrina was blonde and pretty. This one’s clearly brunet and full of himself.”




“That’s Lee,” she told him. “And Sabrina is blonde and pretty.”




Oh, now she remembered the loopy dialogue and how she always felt like she’d fallen off the conversation about three turns previously.




“Did you really say that?” Sabrina asked Dawn.




The Doctor looked her over. “Hmm. Yes. My mistake. Don’t worry, you’ll grow out of it. Now, we must dash, and I promise to have your duckling back to you before classes start on Monday next.”




“What?” Dawn demanded. “What about Spring Break?”




“What about it?” he asked in return. “It’s not going anywhere, but we are.”




“Doctor!”




“Toodle-loo, Hentzau,” he told Sabrina. 




“Bring me back something,” Sabrina called as he shut the door.




“But I,” Dawn started and gave up as she heard the engines of the TARDIS start their familiar grinding.




Her tutor had kidnapped her, and her roomate wanted a souvenir. She went over to the console and considered it.




“So?” Dawn finally asked, giving into curiosity.




The Doctor pulled an old CRT monitor on an extension down and considered it for a moment. After that moment, he twiddled a few knobs and batted at a few switches. He looked for all the world like he might be nervous, which made no sense at all. He looked at her from under a mop of brown hair, bangs hanging in his eyes. He stepped back, leaned against the railings around the TARDIS console, tall and gangly limbed, and shrugged.




“I need to ask a favor,” he said.




“Okay. Ask away,” Dawn answered. 




“It’s dangerous,” he warned.




“So’s swimming after eating,” she replied. “What is it?”




“You remember the Library and what I told you about it?”




“Of course. How could I forget the largest library in the universe?” she asked.




“There’s a person there who’s very dear to me. She’s…well, in a manner of speaking, she’s trapped there.”




“You want help rescuing her?” Dawn asked. “Sign me up.”




“Actually, I want to visit her and see if rescue is a possibility,” he answered. 




He was gazing at her from beneath raised eyebrows, and he’d gone very still. She watched him and realized he looked really, really stressed.




“Of course, I’ll help,” Dawn said. “But…why me? I’ve met your other companions, remember? The Paternoster Gang would be better at storming castles than me.”




“I’m asking you,” he said, still looking gangly and worried, “because I need someone who can learn a non-human, non-vocal language in a very short amount of time. I’m going to try to negotiate with the Vashta Nerada.”




Her eyes went wide. From her short time with the Doctor, she’d learned there were at least as many non-human sapient species roaming the space-time continuum as there were types of demons in all the different hells that intersected with Earth. Most of them, he’d explained, weren’t drastically different from humans—bundles of nerves, needs, and neuroses with astonishing sparks driving them to do both good and bad, and most of them not very skilled at telling the two apart—but some…some were to be respected and left as very alone as humanly or Time Lordishly possible. It was a short list, but the Vashta Nerada were on it.




He paused for a moment, looked down, and then back up. 




“You see, Dawn, this all happened after the Vashta Nerada spawned and took over the Library. The woman I want to see is River Song. She’s my wife—”




“You’re married?!” Dawn blurted, flabbergasted.




He gave her a look that shut her up.




“She’s also dead,” he continued. “She died rescuing both the Library’s core and over four thousand people saved to it. I didn’t know who she was at the time, but I knew she was special. I managed to upload her living consciousness to the Library’s core, but I don’t know how well the transference went and what kind of shape her mind is in.”




She stared, her heart contracting in pain for him. He didn’t notice her expression but kept explaining.




“I haven’t seen her since the day we were married—and that was in an alternate timeline that didn’t actually happen,” he continued. “And for me, she died nearly three hundred years ago. Our timelines have always been sort of…mixed up. Jumbled. I’d very much like to know how she’s doing and if there’s any way I can see her again.”




Dawn swallowed against a throat gone dry. He watched her with all the trusting earnestness of a child, even though—by what she’d been able to figure—he was more than a thousand years old.




“You need me to figure out how to talk to the Vashta Nerada for you?” she asked.




“Translate, yes,” he answered. “But that comes after speaking with CAL, the command node of the Library’s hard drive. Access the virtual reality she’s created for herself and, I hope, River Song. Find out if she’s all right, if she wants to leave. If she wants…a chance to be with me.”




Well, Dawn thought, it was typical of the Doctor to assume that she could handle anything he asked of her, and typical of her time with him that she immediately wanted to live up to his expectations. 




“I’ll help, Doctor,” Dawn answered. “Of course, I’ll help. What do we do first?”




He smiled in sudden relief, exhaling a huge gust of air.







Their first visit was only reconnaissance, and the Doctor landed the TARDIS more precisely than he had in his life. 




“Now, we’ve got to be in and out,” he said. “The earlier version of this TARDIS isn’t far away, and it’s always a bad idea to bring two of the same TARDIS in close space-time proximity.”




Considering that the TARDIS was actually a Key, appropriated by the Time Lords and reworked to travel one universe’s space-time continuum instead of existing across an uncountable number of universes simultaneously, it made a fair bit of sense. Talking with the TARDIS had been a mind-bending experience, and she found it almost impossible to imagine what it might be like for the TARDIS to talk with itself.




“What about the Vashta Nerada?” Dawn asked.




He shook his head. “There’s a twenty-four hour truce on while the Library teleports all the survivors to transport in orbit. We’ve got nearly four hours left.”




He pulled down the scanner and flipped it on. An image appeared of two people, a man and a woman, talking on one of the many balconies.




“Why? Why would I give her my screwdriver?” the man demanded, holding it with both hands. “Why would I do that? That gave the future me years to think about it! All those years to think of a way to save her, and what he did was give her a screwdriver. Why did I do that?”




“Is that you?” Dawn asked. 




The Doctor nodded silently, never taking his eyes off the screen.




The man they watched—the Doctor, only not the Doctor—pried a tiny panel off the side of the sonic screwdriver and exhaled sharply.




“Look at that,” he said. “I’m very good!”




“What have you done?” the woman asked.




“That’s Donna Noble,” the Doctor told Dawn. 




The man, the earlier Doctor who looked nothing like the Doctor standing beside her, held up the screwdriver for Donna to see. 




“Saved her!”




And he took off running as if his life depended on it.




“Wait,” the Doctor said, putting his fingertips on Dawn’s arm.




The woman, Donna, watched her Doctor race off for a moment, shrugged, and followed, though at a much slower pace.




When she had reached the top of the stairs, gone through the foyer, and into the office behind, the Doctor sprinted for the doors, and Dawn went after him.




Outside, on the stone balcony rail, was a worn, leather bound book in TARDIS blue. For a moment, the Doctor stared at it, and then he picked it up with reverence and held it, a hand flat against each cover, as if he could absorb something from it if he only had enough skin contact.




“What is it?” Dawn asked.




“River’s diary,” he said, shifting his hands so he held it more like a normal book, but pressing top of the front cover against his forehead. “She kept it so that when we met, we could figure out where we were in each other’s timelines. She…saved my entire existence with it once, when Amy and Rory got married. I gave it to her after she saved my life. It was the first time she’d ever met me. Well, as a grown up. I’d gotten to hold her when she was only a newborn.”




She tried to piece together the chronology of what he said, and it made her head hurt.




“Someone’s got to figure out proper verb tenses for time travel,” she muttered.




“Oh, the Time Lords did,” he replied, recovering himself. “That’s why most of the documentation of time travel and memoirs of time travelers are in Gallifreyan, even if the writer wasn’t a Time Lord. Let’s get back to the TARDIS.”




Once there, and once he’d set the next coordinates and dematerialized the TARDIS, he turned towards Dawn and handed her the diary.




“I want you to read it,” he said, holding it out.




“Me?” she asked. “You don’t want to?”




He shook his head. “There’s still a very small chance of spoilers, which would affect you much less than me. Besides, I don’t go around reading other people’s diaries.”




She gave him a look.




“All right, my wife’s diary,” he amended. “She’d be very cross if she found out, and she always finds out.”




She took the diary and held it up.




“Okay, what do I look for?” she asked.




“Anything regarding the Library,” he responded. “Anything about the Vashta Nerada, though I don’t think there will be. Anything you think might help you reach her, wherever she is in the data core.”




“What about spoilers?” Dawn raised an eyebrow at him.




He paused in thought. “I don’t think there will be any regarding me. Do try not to take anything she says about Earth too seriously. The timeline of an entire planet is always in flux, and Earth more than any other planet.”




“There’s a divinity that shapes our ends,” Dawn quoted. “Rough hew them though we will.”




The Doctor made a noise. “Weeellll…yes. That too. But again, try not to take it too seriously.”




“Can we go to that coffee house?” Dawn asked. “Great place for studying, and you do like their scones.”




“A bit out of the way, isn’t it?” the Doctor asked, archly.




She punched his arm, playfully. “I finally get a grasp of the implications of travel through time and space, and you get grouchy because I have a favorite cafe?”




“Well, I suppose you have a point,” he conceded.




“And you can wear that incredibly silly red hat thing with the tassel,” she added.




“It’s a fez,” he corrected her. “And fezzes are cool.”




“Just keep telling yourself that.”







Since there was no point in trying to convince the Doctor to return to Strelsau, Dawn insisted that they find a place with decent coffee and a good view as well as something that would distract him while she went through the diary for information on the planet of the Library, the Library itself, and the Vashta Nerada. They ended up in a mocha bar on Tycho Station with a breathtaking view of the Earth at half day. There was some sort of gaming tournament the Doctor went off to watch, and before Dawn had a page full of notes, he’d either joined the game or become one of the prizes.




She was five pages in before she realized that they really, really needed backup on this. The Library was too big. The computer was too complicated. The Vashta Nerada was too overwhelmingly deady. 




“Save my spot and put in an order of bacon cheese fries,” she told the table computer in Novy Russki.




She made her way through the crowd around the game and found the Doctor with his coat and shoes off, balancing a Martian sailboard on one finger. The one-sixth Lunar gravity made it possible but only just.




“River Song doesn’t have a body anymore,” she pointed out. “What are you going to transfer her mind into?”




“Something called the Flesh,” the Doctor replied. “I’ll keep a backup copy of her mind in the TARDIS archives.”




“Oh, okay.”




She should have realized that he’d have an answer for that.




She was back again, half an hour later, after researching the drive. This time, he had garters on his upper sleeves, wore a green visor, and was playing a small accordion. From the scoreboard, she thought he was either behind by twenty points or his price per gram of Time Lord flesh had gone up. She couldn’t be sure.




“Her mind was recorded onto a quantum drive,” she told him. “That means—”




“I know what it means,” he replied, playing Lydia the Tattooed Lady. “The Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle can be avoided with a Pythagorean balancing ritual.”




Dawn blinked several times, sure she hadn’t heard him right.




“Doctor, that’s…that’s a spell.”




“Yes, it is.”




“But you don’t do magic,” she argued.




“You’re right,” he agreed. “I don’t.”




“Well, who’s going to cast it?” she asked.




“That’s the other reason I asked for your help,” he answered. “Most of the magic users I know wouldn’t step foot on another planet. I thought perhaps you might know one who would.”




Feeling not unlike she had when she’d lost the argu-whatever with Lee, she went back to her table, ate her cheese fries, and tried to figure out what she was supposed to do. She’d never dragged anyone into her adventures with the Doctor. That is, plenty of bystanders got dragged in, but they’d all been contemporary to the place-time the TARDIS had brought her and the Doctor. She’d mentioned her travels to Sabrina while the Doctor was still her tutor, and in the last week, she’d ended up telling her cohort about several of her trips.




She knew three—no, four—honest to goodness magic users, not counting the various shady figures of the metaphoric underworld. There was Sabrina, who was powerful enough to punch holes through foot thick stone walls, but lacked both real world experience and training. There was Herr Shang, the Queen Flavia University professor, who she thought was probably about as powerful as a person could get without trading off souls, organs, or small children. There was John Brant, a member of Riley Finn’s NGO military group, who had healed her after a fight with Vermis demons.




And there was Willow.




Willow had to count as one of the most powerful magic users in the world, and it had been a precipitous rise to that power. She could have ended the world. She could have turned Dawn back into a glowing sphere of energy, and she had threatened to do just that. She’d gotten better, but Dawn still felt like something was caught in her chest, like a fishhook scraping her ribs, when she thought about that moment.




She loved Willow, no question about it, but there were times that, while she knew she could trust her, she would rather not have to trust her. Dawn took her pendant out of her skirt pocket. It was a blue Swarovski crystal in the shape of an old fashioned key, a Christmas present from Xander, and something she’d worn every day since she’d gotten it up until Sabrina had accidentally turned her into a monkey. That was when it turned out that Willow had cast a charm on the pendant to let her know if Dawn was injured, kidnapped, under duress, or killed. 




It was a handy charm, and the Council had discussed more than once setting up something like it, at least for the senior members. But Willow hadn’t asked permission to do it. Willow hadn’t even told her. When Sabrina had told Willow that she would tell Dawn about the spell, Willow had promised to send an explanatory letter. That had been nearly a week previously, and nothing had arrived.




But, and it was a big but…the Doctor needed someone who could cast a Pythagorean balancing ritual, or they would never recover River Song. Which meant that Dawn had to put on her Big Girl pants and deal.




She packed up her things and returned to the game, where the Doctor was currently hanging by one ankle from the ceiling and playing a round of jacks.




“We need to go to Haven,” she told him. “Just a little bit after you picked me up in Strelsau. It’s in Cleveland now. We can pick up Willow and Buffy, get some supplies, and then head out to the Library.”




“Excellent!” he declared cheerfully and upside down. “Please excuse me while I purchase my exit from the game.”







“Buffy and Xander are heading straight back,” Willow told her after the third hug. “Giles and Jenny are out on a field trip, but they’ll be back by the end of the day. Are you sure you can’t wait?”




“No,” Dawn answered, bitterly disappointed that she wouldn’t get to see them. “We’re on a tight schedule. Which,” and here she eyed the Doctor, “I still don’t really get, what with the time machine and all.”




“We’re working around more than one fixed point in the space-time continuum,” the Doctor replied, studying the chores board that Jenny kept on the kitchen wall. “One of the consequences is that we’re not at leisure in our movements. I’ll show you the math, if you like.”




She’d asked to see the math, once. Once. Never again.




“What is pooper scooper duty, and why is it the last thing selected by the young ladies?” the Doctor asked, hands behind his back.




Willow blinked in surprise, started to say something, stopped, and reconsidered. “Wow, he really isn’t from around here.”




“He really isn’t,” Dawn confirmed.




“But he’s the doctor Giles knew?” Willow asked. “The one he met when he was still Ripper?”




“I am,” the Doctor answered, straightening.




“You don’t look like the man Giles described,” Willow told him. “Why don’t you have curly hair? And why are you so young? You weren’t even born when Giles was Ripper.”




“I beg your pardon! I’m older than I look.”




“Where’s your scarf and your fedora?” she asked.




“I traded them in. I do that sometimes,” he answered.




“You’re wearing a bow tie,” Willow stated.




“Bow ties are cool.”




Willow shot Dawn a look.




“Don’t get him started,” Dawn answered. 




“And you know the house?” Willow asked, dubious.




“Of course I know the house,” he replied. “And the tree. And the dryad. It’s been a while, but I’ll bet she remembers me.”




He looked around with a nostalgic smile that turned a bit cheeky. 




“Hello, ducks,” he called, putting his hand flat on the wall nearest him. “How’s tricks?”




The house purred. Willow went a little wide eyed but accepted it and him.




“So, not that I’m not throwing a happy-happy-joy-joy party in my head, Dawnie, because I’m totally hanging streamers and blowing up balloons as we speak,” she finally said, “but…why are you back? We weren’t expecting you until early June.”




Dawn and the Doctor traded a glance.




“We need your help,” Dawn told her.




The explanation took nearly ten minutes, and the Doctor was incapable of standing still during it. He listened in and added a few words here and there, but mostly he prowled through the kitchen, opening cabinet doors and drawers, glancing into Xander’s office, and occasionally checking something with his sonic screwdriver. Willow was clearly having a hard time focusing on Dawn’s words while she kept an eye on the Time Lord.




“I’ve been researching this place,” Dawn finally said, “and the Library’s drive uses quantum storage for the command node, which is where the Doctor stored River Song. That means she can’t be downloaded, because—”




“Any duplication would necessarily lose a bit of information for every electron involved due to the Heisenburg principle,” Willow finished for her.




The Doctor’s head snapped up, and he stared intently at her.




“Hey, I was a geek before I ever went occult,” she told him.




“Right,” Dawn answered her previous statement. “She can’t be duplicated or even downloaded by any technological means. But the Doctor says we can get around that with a Pythagorean balancing ritual.”




Willow startled a bit and looked over at him with a profound new respect.




“I’m a Time Lord,” he told her with an air of distinct superiority. “We were occult before occult was cool.”




Willow accepted that without argument. She took a seat, leaned on her elbows, and pressed her hands together, palm to palm. Then, she put her lips to her fingertips.




“I can’t promise anything,” she said, thinking out loud. “I mean, if you’re serious, and this really is another world—not a plane or an adjacent dimension, but another world—you’re talking about an entirely different version of gaea, the synthesis of the biosphere. I don’t even have a name for what that would be on another planet, and names are important. And you’re telling me the entire planet is infested with a shadowspawn predator swarm that makes piranha look like a herd of sloth?”




“Basically,” the Doctor answered.




“I may not be able to tap into that planet’s version of gaea,” Willow answered. “I may not be able to do any magic at all, let alone an extremely high level, ordered spell that pretty much amounts to a resurrection. And even if I can, the presence of the Vashta Nerada as the primary species of the biosphere might twist the spell. They’re obligatory predators, Dawn. You could end up with a person with the mind of a psychopath.”




“River Song was a psychopath,” the Doctor said. “She got better.”




“What?” Willow asked, looking up at him.




“Not her fault,” the Doctor answered, clipping his words precisely. “Stolen as a baby, brought up as a weapon. She actually managed fairly well. Only killed one person—me. Twice. I don’t hold it against her.”




“And…you married her?” Willow asked.




“Well, seemed the sensible thing to do,” the Doctor said. 




Dawn looked between the two, sensing that Willow’s ability to accept what she heard and saw was close to the breaking point. 




“It’s complicated,” she said. “And we really need your help. Will you do it?”




Willow gazed at Dawn, and then turned that quiet, frightening look on the Doctor, who met it.




“Another planet,” Willow repeated. “Three thousand years in the future. A library the size of a planet.”




“Yes,” the Doctor answered.




“Are you kidding me?” Willow asked. “Of course, I’ll do it!”







“No,” Buffy said.




“What?” Dawn demanded.




Buffy and Xander had returned not long after Willow had signed on. Dawn was starting to feel like she needed an air traffic controller’s ability to multitask to keep up with all the things she was feeling. She was tired, physically, mentally, and emotionally. For heaven’s sake, she’d been in combat the previous morning against a ghoul, and she’d had a nasty bump on the head. Not to mention that celebrating the end of mid-terms and their victory over Holofernes’s cohort had gone on until the small hours of the morning. That morning. A morning that was feeling further and further away, when it wasn’t even lunch time here.




She was almost deliriously happy to be back home, to see her sister, Willow, and Xander, but she also felt close to crying that she wouldn’t get a chance to see Jenny and angry that the Doctor was pushing everything so quickly. But over all of that, there was a growing bubble of sadness and hurt in her chest, pressing out against her ribs, and she didn’t understand why.




And now Buffy said no?




“She’s dead,” Buffy said, softening the statement with a flick of the eyes towards the Doctor. “She died, and you may have somehow saved a copy of her consciousness—”




“Not a copy,” the Doctor corrected. “Her actual conscious self.”




“Worse, then,” Buffy answered. “She’s dead, she has no corporeal form, and you uploaded her mind or her soul or whatever you want to call it into what sounds like a pretty good version of heaven. And she’s been there for several hundred years? No.




“See, I know a little about what you’re talking about, Doctor,” Buffy continued. “I died. My body was buried. My friends mourned me. And, as far as I can put it in words, I’m pretty sure I was in heaven. And then my friends yanked me out and stuffed me back into my body.”




Dawn felt a hot blush consume her skin. It hadn’t even occurred to her that Buffy might not be able to reconcile her own death with the Doctor’s request to resurrect his wife.




“Buffy,” Willow started.




Buffy stopped her with a glance.




“I came to terms with that,” Buffy said. “I know my friends acted out of love, and I don’t hold any grudges. I’m not in any hurry to die again, but I live every day remembering what it was like, and that it’s gone. I won’t do that to someone else. Not even for Dawn.”




Dawn flinched.




“I will,” Xander said.




He gave Buffy a stare that was just as even, just as grim, as what she’d given Willow and the Doctor. Dawn looked up, realized she was staring, and looked away. Nine months away—from her point of view—might have dulled her immediate recollection of him, but sitting only a few feet away, she was consumed by comparing what he looked like now to the way she remembered him on her last day in Haven.




He’d put on muscle with all the physical labor, and there was a new, small vertical line between his eyebrows with a matching crow’s foot at the outside corner of his good eye. He’d gotten a new eyepatch at some point, a sturdy leather one, tailor made for his face. He’d gotten his hair cut recently, and as usual, he’d told the stylist to chop it way back—less because he liked how it looked and more because it meant he could go longer before the next haircut. He was the one person, other than her mom and now Jenny, she’d always known would listen to her and would always be, if not exactly on her side, her advocate and defender.




She wanted, more than anything, to tell everyone else to leave, so she could open a box of Ho-Hos and a six pack of Cokes with him and tell him everything about her adventures the last several months. 




“You think Anya wouldn’t literally kill for the chance to live again?” he asked. “Or Joyce? There isn’t a single person in this house who hasn’t lost someone to an untimely death, a death that robbed them and the rest of the world of someone they needed.”




He glanced at the Doctor, frowning in momentary confusion.




“Besides, no one’s yanking this lady out of anything without her permission, right?” he asked.




“Exactly,” the Doctor said.




“We have to find her inside CAL first, see what shape she’s in, if we can even take a chance,” Dawn said. “And then we ask her if she wants to.”




“I’m no Slayer,” Xander said, “but I’ve helped them, trained them, protected them, and put up with them for the last eight years. I’m also a pretty good strategist and tactician. And, it sounds like maybe I owe you for helping Chataigne at some point. So, if you want me, I’m in.”




Without thinking, she crossed the space between them and hugged him, burying her head against his shoulder. She felt his arms go around her shoulders and his head duck a little.




“Thank you,” she whispered.




“Hey, I told you,” he answered. “Any time. Remember? Just pack the snacks, and I’ll bring the drinks.”




They broke apart, and Dawn looked up and met Buffy’s eyes. There was something in her sister’s gaze she couldn’t read. Anger? Disappointment? Sadness? Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. Dawn started to ask what was wrong, and Buffy looked away and wrapped her arms around herself. 




“Yes! Well!” the Doctor interrupted. “I’m very grateful for you volunteering, Xander. It will be dangerous.”




“So’s getting between the girls and the pizza delivery man,” Xander said, waving that aside. “What do we need?”




The Doctor glanced at Dawn and Willow.




“Pretty sure we’re going to need a vampire,” Dawn said. “A fresh one, still kicking.”







The Doctor found her sitting at the bottom of the stairs in the great hall, waiting while Willow and Xander packed up the supplies they needed. Buffy had given her an awkward hug and said she had to get back to the field trip the Slayerettes were currently on. She’d left Giles and Jenny down by a grown-up, which skewed the ratio beyond its tolerances. Averting disaster, and all that. It made perfect sense. It still hurt.




“It’s hard,” the Doctor said, taking a seat next to her.




“What?” she asked, looking up at him.




She was still trying to figure out why she felt so cripplingly sad. Happier than she could say to see Buffy, Willow, and Xander again, but when she wasn’t talking directly with one of them, so sad, her chest hurt.




“Coming back,” he told her. “It’s always hard, especially the first time, and you’ve been gone for nearly three times as long as they’ve missed you.”




“I missed them so much,” she admitted, “but I didn’t dwell on it. There was just so much going on.”




“And now you return and find that their lives haven’t stopped and that, while they clearly miss you, they were able to get on without you,” he explained to her.




That hurt. She wiped her eyes, disgusted with herself.




“I’m supposed to be a grown up,” she said. “Of course they don’t need me. Of course they get along fine without me. I get that. I knew that when I decided to go abroad for college. I really need to get over myself.”




He covered her hands with his own.




“Of course they need you, Dawn,” he told her gently. “You are a part of their lives, and because they love you, they’re willing to part with you while you pursue what is right and proper for you at this time. You will be a part of each other’s lives again, and you’ll pick up the threads of your love for one another and be bound just as tightly.”




She sniffled, looked around, and then sighed. Hentzau would have had a handkerchief to hand her.




“There’s stuff I need to talk to Willow and Xander about,” she said, “and I don’t think I’ll get the chance, and I don’t understand why Buffy’s so…remote.”




“Your sister strikes me as someone who has born a great deal of pain and injury,” the Doctor said, his tone careful and guarded. “There may be things going on in her life which she hasn’t shared with you.”




“There’s a lot of things she hasn’t shared with me,” Dawn said, feeling defeated.







The hammering of the Vashta Nerada against the sealed doors of the Core was a nonstop, deafening cacophony, like standing in the middle of an artillery barrage. Thanks to Xander, though, everyone had hearing protection and was able to carry on, even though the ground trembled beneath them.




“Can’t you exile the Vashta Nerada before you cast the spell?!” the Doctor yelled at Willow.




She only got the question because she was reading his lips.




“No!” Willow yelled back, kneeling in the center of a very large pentacle. “They’re pretty much the whole biosphere. No biosphere, no spell!”




“But what about the books?” the Doctor shouted.




“What about them?” Willow asked.




“Can’t they be a…a bibliosphere?” the Doctor yelled. “There are a million million of them! Almost as many as the Vashta Nerada!”




Willow stared at him, her mouth hanging over. Her next words were completely inaudible, but if you were staring at her lips, it was possible to see her articulate “that…might actually…work!”




She scanned the circle, doing some fast thinking and consideration. Then she looked back up at the Doctor.




“We only get one chance at this!” Willow yelled. “If I send the Vashta Nerada away from here, and the books won’t work, we’re done! There’s no bringing them back!”




The Doctor nodded. “I understand! Let’s do it! Xander!”




“Yeah!”




Xander had been standing guard over Dawn while she stood at the command node terminal, entranced in the virtual reality world she’d entered.




“Xander, get the swarm and the vampire over to the airlock,” the Doctor shouted. “Close the door behind them and triple lock it!”




Xander slung his rifle over his shoulder, glanced at Dawn, who was still animatedly talking with someone even though they couldn’t see the other side of the conversation, and went for their two prisoners.




The vampire had come from an abandoned building near the lake, an older fledgling who’d managed to flee a weak sire. She’d been living off of homeless people and runaways for nearly a year and was working up the nerve to turn a victim. Unfortunately for her, that was the day Dawn, Willow, and Xander had pulled her out of her little den, tranquilized her with a spell, and put her in a body bag for easy transport. 




The swarm had been the first one drawn to their presence in the Core. The Vashta Nerada was livid. They’d been promised the entire planet for the rest of its existence, and here was the Doctor violating that treaty. That first swarm had been ready to devour each and every one of them, except for the trap the Doctor had sprung on it. Now it was neatly bottled up.




Xander grabbed the vampire and hauled her to the airlock they’d created. Once locked, the first swarm and the vampire would be isolated in there, though the other swarms could sense their sister. Once the other door was released, the first swarm could rejoin its sister swarms, but they’d have less than an hour to get out of there if the Vashta Nerada refused the Doctor’s offer. 




And it was a simple one.




Trade the Library and the hunger of living in among its million million volumes with no real prey for the right to hunt vampires. No humans. No sapient species that were still alive. Just the possessed bodies of once living people.




Xander locked each of the wheels to the hatch, checking the magnetization. As he returned, the hammering of the Vashta Nerada, each swarm trying to batter its way into the Core, went still. The sudden silence even caused Dawn to look up from her work.




“I hope you don’t mind me saying so, Doctor,” Xander said, taking a stance beside him. “But even though I’ve been fighting vampires at Buffy’s side for almost ten years now, this seems…pretty damn cold. I kill vampires. I don’t feed them to bone stripping swarms.”




The Doctor looked sad, tired, and angry.




“Xander, how many people have the vampires on your world killed?” he asked.




“Willow tried to do the math once, figuring that it started with one vampire killing a person every week on average, and siring another vampire every ten feedings. When it reached the millions, she killed the program,” Xander answered.




The Doctor nodded in agreement. “The Vashta Nerada has killed fewer than ten people on this planet, and on their original home worlds, the worlds which supplied the trees turned into paper, they almost never hunted sentient species unless an individual was separated and wandering alone in the dark. If the Vashta Nerada accept this…well, it seems…fitting to me to set one predator against another.”




He took out his sonic screwdriver.




“Dawn, we need you,” he called.




“Just a second,” she answered. “I’ll be right back, okay? I need to talk to him, and then I’ll bring him on. Just hang in there.”




She took off the headset the Doctor had fashioned for her, dusted herself off, and joined them. 




“You put them both in there?” she asked.




The Doctor nodded.




She pulled her iPad out of her backpack, woke it up, and started the relevant app. It showed the remote video of the airlock. The vampire stood, her face in full vamped out mode, and she scanned the five foot by five foot space back and forth, seeing only the magnetic bottle with its moving cloud of dark.




Moving Darkness. The thought made her freeze for a moment, but she shook it off and pressed a few more keys, bringing up something resembling a keyboard but with symbols that bore no resemblance to any human alphabet.




“What’s that?” Xander asked.




“It’s how I’m going to talk to the Vashta Nerada. The Doctor’s seen them animate a human skeleton before, but that was contained in a pressure suit,” Dawn explained. “The vampire will dust as soon as it’s stripped, so I have to communicate with them directly, and there just isn’t any compatibility between their communication and what human vocal cords can do.”




“What the hell kind of courseload are you taking?” Xander asked. “I mean, aside from the fact that you just Macgyvered your way into something that would have Doctor Lazarus swearing by Grapthar’s hammer, you look like you’ve aged a couple of years since the last time I saw you. 




She looked up, smiling. “I’m taking fifteen hours this semester, to ease my way in. You should read the course catalog. They’ve got some lulus.”




He looked back at the airlock, shaking his head in amazement. “Glad you survived midterms”




“You have no idea.”




The Doctor held his sonic screwdriver out to the airlock, pressed an activation button, and the tip opened up and glowed red. It emitted a high pitched whine.




On the screen, the magnetic bottle deactivated and disappeared. The swarm was free. It moved so fast, the whole thing was over in less than a blink of an eye. The vampire went from something vaguely human looking to a cloud of dust settling out of the air, and the shadow swarm of Vashta Nerada moved back into the farthest corner from the light to digest its meal.




“Now, Dawn,” the Doctor instructed.




“On it,” she replied.




Her fingers flickered over the screen, and the speaker outside the airlock began to issue noises. Her iPad’s speaker made the same noises, and every human being in that room felt their hair stand on end.




Willow and Xander both went wide-eyed at the sound, and each turned around, scanning the room for the source of what put their hair on end. The Doctor looked at them and chose that moment to speak.




“Nearly every species on every planet, but especially the sapient ones, are afraid of the dark, afraid of the lonely places, and most of all, afraid of being alone in the dark,” he said. “There’s a reason for that. 




“Go outside at night to the most abandoned place you can think of,” he continued, “some place no person has stepped foot in years. Stand there and tell yourself that while no one knows where you are, you’re perfectly safe. Really. Nothing bad can happen to you, because there’s no one else to hurt you. Then, listen to the sounds in the night and keep telling yourself that.




“That’s the language of the Vashta Nerada,” he told them. “That’s what Dawn has captured.”




“I think I’ll turn up the lights,” Xander whispered.




“Good idea,” the Doctor agreed.




It got so bad that each of them was constantly looking over his or her shoulder or up over their head to check the ceiling above. After a moment, though, the sounds dropped off to almost nothing, and they each breathed a sigh of relief. 




Dawn looked up from her screen, almost dizzy with relief. 




“They said yes,” she told them. “They accept.”




“Willow,” the Doctor called. “How long?”




“Give me about fifteen minutes to tweak the spell so I can release them first,” she answered, leaning over and smudging out symbols written on the marble floor tiles.




“Doctor,” Dawn asked. “Do you want to talk to her?”




A brief flicker of some expression—pain, hope, maybe joy—crossed his face.




“Oh, yes,” he whispered.







There are many versions of Heaven. For a little girl of ten some three hundred years ago—or three thousand two hundred years from now, depending on your point of view—it was all the stories ever written in books on any planet on any date, collected there in the library both in bound copies and electronic copies.




For River Song, heaven lay on the other side of death and the realization that the man she’d spent the large majority of her life loving, saving, being saved by—an exasperating, impossible, delicious, and incredibly wonderful man—had saved her and put her in that heaven, because he couldn’t bear the thought of her being gone.




To her relief, she wasn’t alone in this heaven. That there were four other adults who’d died and been saved to this heaven as well as a ten year old girl and the two child programs she’d created.




She’d been in Heaven for several centuries now.




In the first five years, they’d learned each other inside and out, as well or better than any other people had ever come to know anyone else. In the first ten, they’d come to unspoken agreements about where to draw the lines in their constant relationships. In the first twenty, they’d started taking turns going off alone into the world Charlotte Abigail Lux’s mind lived in, exploring all the stories ever written. And they’d managed since then—returning to favorite stories, trying out new ones, and occasionally coming back to stay with Charlotte and the twins while the others took their turns elsewhere.




River Song was currently watching Odysseus make a fool of himself over Circe. She’d decided to play the part of Athena and tweak the nimble-witted one, see if she couldn’t get him to be a little less focused on philandering and a little more focused on getting home to his wife. Ten year voyage her foot.




“I suppose the classics never grow dull,” the man behind her said.




She whirled around, and there he was—impossible, exasperating, wonderful, and so sad, she wanted to cry for him.




She whispered his name, and he smiled. The grief covering his face cracked and melted away, and joy overtook him. They hugged, and when she let go, he kissed her.




And this time, the world didn’t end.




When they broke, she was already crying. 




“I never thought I’d see you again,” she managed, wiping her tears away.




He took over the job for her.




“I’m sorry,” he told her. “When I uploaded you to the command node, there was no time to stay, and the Vashta Nerada had the entire planet. I couldn’t risk coming back if I didn’t have an answer. Did Dawn explain everything to you?”




“Dawn?” she frowned in confusion. “I thought I was talking to the Moirai. They were cryptic, as usual, but I got the general idea that things were going to change.”




He took her by the shoulders, rubbing his thumbs over the points of her bones, and inhaled.




“I thought originally there was no way to bring you back, River, no way even to see you. I had to be happy with the idea that you still lived somewhere, somehow. Then, I met a Key, and—”




“A Key?” River demanded. “But…that’s just myth. Legend.”




He smiled. “Oh, no. They’re very real. I could have told you before this, but it never came up. Anyway, long story short—thanks to Dawn and her friends, I can bring you back into the real world. Whole. Intact. You as you are. But you have to say yes.”




“What about the others? Proper Dave and Other Dave, Evangelista, Anita, and Charlotte?” River asked. “They’re still here too.”




The Doctor lost his smile. “Dawn met them, probably the same way she met you—appearing to them as characters from the stories they’re currently in. She queried the node, even talked to Doctor Moon, but…they weren’t uploaded from my sonic screwdriver. Their conscious minds weren’t captured the way yours was. Their neural impressions were caught in the Library’s wifi, and CAL filled in all the gaps. She did a good job extrapolating, but…I’m sorry, River. Your friends can only exist here.”




“What about Charlotte?” River asked. “She was direct upload as well.”




“We could,” the Doctor admitted. “But Charlotte is the command node. If we take her away the entire CPU would fault and die. Everything in the Core would be lost, including your friends.”




“We have to give them that choice,” River said.




“And what about you?” the Doctor asked. “I’ll do whatever you ask, but tell me what you want.”




She stared at him, almost unable to say the word. To live again, to face the Silence, to see the Earth, to see her parents, to work and teach and…love. Oh, yes. To love.




“Of course,” she said simply. “Yes. Always.”




He kissed her, and he took his time about it.







“Dawn, shut that tub down,” the Doctor ordered.




“Are you sure?” Dawn asked. “You take the Flesh offline, it loses all of its programming.”




The Doctor glanced at Willow, and she nodded. 




“Yes, I’m sure. Willow’s answer is better, far more workable. The Flesh can be deprogrammed—killed—with a simple electrical pulse. If there’s any alternative, I’ll take it.”




Willow worked on redrawing yet another section of her spells. The Vashta Nerada was gone, and the entire Library echoed with true silence.




“I don’t get this,” Xander whispered to Dawn. With the Vashta Nerada gone, he’d put his weapons away.




“Willow’s using the books to power her spell instead of the totality of biological life,” Dawn explained.




“Yeah, I got that part,” Xander agreed. “I don’t get how you skip from that to ‘and we don’t have to provide a body for River’ though.”




“Above my pay grade,” Dawn answered. “I haven’t been following up on theoretical magic as much as I used to. I should probably start reading again.”




“You and me both,” Xander agreed.




Xander watched Willow work for a long moment.




“So, does he know about how she occasionally gets all dark and scary, and how when she says ‘bored now’, people wet their pants in fear?”




“Yeah,” Dawn said, nodding. “I told him all about you guys.”




Xander looked at her askance.




“Any particular reason?” he asked.




“Well, first, because he believed every word,” Dawn said. “I don’t think I’ve ever had that happen. And second, because he knows everything about me. Third, I’m pretty sure we’re going to be seeing a lot more of him.”




“Strangely,” Xander said, “that doesn’t make me feel any better.”




“It shouldn’t,” Dawn answered. “He’s pretty amazing, but there’s no getting around the fact that if he shows up, you were already screwed. You just didn’t know it.”




They watched another moment in silence.




“So, Xander,” Dawn said, digging her toe against the smooth floor, “about my pendant.”




“Uh huh,” he answered, not really paying attention.




“Did you know Willow put a charm on it?” she asked. “One that tells her if I’m injured, under duress, kidnapped, or killed?”




“Of course,” he said, glancing at her and then looking back at Willow. “There was that thing back in February where you broke your hand. Spell went off before anyone was awake, Willow was tearing through stuff, Buffy was on the phone trying to get plane tickets to Strelsau, and then before we knew it, you were fine. Willow called off the red alert, Giles talked Buffy out of flying out there anyways, and we all calmed down.”




After a long moment of silence, he looked back at her.




“What, you didn’t know about it?” he asked, surprised.




“I only found out about it because Willow started calling every hour while I was a monkey and wasn’t wearing it,” Dawn answered, still bitter. “She let it slip to Sabrina, and Sabrina told me.”




“Yeah, you’d think Willow would have come up with some contingency for that,” Xander said, “considering how often it happens to us.”




Then he looked up and over at her.




“So, Willow didn’t tell you before you left for Strelsau?” he asked.




“No,” she answered. “And she was supposed to write me a letter with an explanation, but I haven’t gotten that either.”




Xander shrugged uneasily. “It’s not that big of a deal, Dawn. We already discussed it in council.”




“So you’re wearing a similar charm?” she asked. “All the members of the council have something similar, and Willow tracks them just like she tracks me?”




“Uh…”




“So, not the members of the council,” she said. “What’d you do, give all the junior Slayerettes, the ones under sixteen, their own ‘I’ve fallen and I can’t get up’ charm bracelet?”




“You know, I think we should focus on the part about how I got you a really awesome Christmas and going away present,” he replied, sounding a little desperate.




She felt a little sick.




“Just me then,” she said flatly.




“You are the only one of us who left the North American continent,” he told her.




She squelched the question that jumped into her mind—how many times had Giles been to England in the last six months?




“You can’t fly into Strelsau,” she told him. “You have to fly into Prague and then take the train to Strelsau. That’s if you can get a tourist visa. There is no waltzing in and rescuing me, Xander. Aside from the fact that I don’t need it, I have a cohort that watches my back just like I watch theirs, and if anything bad happens to me, it’ll be days—plural—before you or Willow or Buffy or anyone from the council can get to me.”




If she wasn’t in another universe entirely, that was.




“Yeah,” Xander sighed. “I know.”




Frustrated, Dawn was ready to walk away when Xander shuffled his feet a bit.




“Anya was probably less than a hundred yards from me when she was killed,” he said softly. “I didn’t see it. I was busy doing my thing, and there’s nothing I could have done to prevent it. Willow is still on her epic guilt quest at times, and Buffy…I don’t know.”




He shook his head.




“So no one argued with Willow when she announced this charm,” he continued. “Except for Jenny, who wanted to tell you from the beginning. And it’s not logical, and, no, it won’t actually do much good for any crisis that takes less than a couple of days, but it’s all we’ve got.”




He looked at her, his gaze penetrating. She stared back, surprised she could meet his eye without cringing.




“I’m not a child, Xander,” she told him. “And it’s not fair to put me on this leash when no one else on the council or among the Slayers has the same thing.”




“No, I guess not,” he admitted.




She took the necklace out of her pocket and held it out to him.




“I want you to take this back to Willow and have her change the charm,” she said. “Make it so that I can send the alarm if I choose to. She can put a trigger on it for the other stuff only if she does it for the rest of the council. Then send it back to me. Because I love this necklace, Xander, and I’m kind of pissed that it’s not just the present you gave me anymore.”




He took the necklace from her, dropped it in his shirt pocket, and buttoned the pocket.




“I’ll talk to Willow,” he told her. 




She felt some of the tension of the last week finally unwind.




“Thank you.”




“You know, you’re getting awfully bossy,” he told her. “Must be all that schooling.”




“Bossy in a good way, right?” she asked.




“Well, in a bossy way,” he told her.




“Good.”







When the spell took, it was almost as fast as a Vashta Nerada attack. The lifeforce of the library and its books was a golden, glowing cloud that spun and coalesced into a person-sized nebula, grew dense, shrank, and took on form.




For a split second, the form of River Song stood, made entirely of energy, and then all the light in the room poured into it. It transformed from energy to the flesh and blood of a living woman in a pulse of blinding light that knocked everyone down.




And River Song stood in the middle of the spell circle, Willow’s collapsed body at her feet.




“Will!” Xander yelled, getting up and running to her.




Dawn joined him, and the two gently turned her over.




The Doctor got to his feet as well.




“Is she all right?” he asked them.




“She’s fine,” Xander said, looking up. “Just knocked for a loop.”




“She’s okay, Doctor,” Dawn added. 




“Wow,” Willow managed.




Relieved, the Doctor slowly turned to the last person in the room and raised his eyes to her. 




She stood there, smiling. Smiling and completely naked.




“Hello, sweetie.”
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“Wake up.”




Dawn rolled over to avoid the meanie trying to spoil her lovely, lovely sleep. She was warm and comfy, and the thought of getting up for anything at all was a terrible one. Something pushed down on her shoulder and then landed just in front of her face.




“Wake up, wench.”




Something flicked at her nose, and she flapped her hand at it, rubbed her nose, and pulled a silken, tasseled pillow over her face. She was not getting up.




“Dammit, girl,” someone snarled, “you will wake up!”




Something nuzzled close to her cheek, making her smile, but whatever that something was, the next thing it did was bite her ear. Hard.




She sat up with a shriek of pain, one hand clapped over her ear.




“Aaaooww! Dammit, Salem! What?!”




Salem Saberhagen, her roommate’s godfather and warlock-turned-black cat, settled in front of her, his tail lashing back and forth, a low growl making his fur fluff up. Dawn wiped her ear and brought her fingers down. There were smears of blood on them.




“You didn’t have to bite me,” she complained.




“Well, it’s not like I’m the first tonight,” he answered, eyes narrowed and whiskers pursing forward. “Besides, you wouldn’t wake any other way.”




“What are you…”




She trailed off, looking around her. She wasn’t in her bedroom. She was in a luxuriously upholstered basement with flagstone floors and stone block walls covered in oriental rugs and tapestries, divans, low tables, and pillows everywhere, a seat with such a size and prominence it could only be a throne, and…four coffins. She counted them twice to make sure.




She was in Dracula’s new lair.




Instead of the vampire hunting outfit she’d put on when the Fiorentinos had woken her and Sabrina, Dawn wore a crimson silk gown with thin straps that crossed in the back. The fabric was cut on the bias and draped her figure. The neckline plunged almost to the end of her sternum. The skirt fell like whisper down her legs when she stood, and she didn’t have to check to be sure. She knew she was naked underneath it.




Ten feet away, Sabrina slept, snoring. She was in a similar sapphire blue dress, and her position across several of the larger cushions—hips raised, back arched, head turned away—was probably some erotic invitation that Dracula had staged himself. On another island of pillows at the foot of the throne, Antonia, the Princess Royal of Ruritania, slept. He’d put her in a dress of emerald green. With her red hair loose on her white, freckled shoulders and her face relaxed, she looked almost happy. Dawn felt sick. 




A twinge at her neck reminded her, and she touched it with her fingertips. The skin there was punctured, twice. He’d bitten her. Dracula had bitten her. He’d whispered in her ear and swept her hair back while she’d stood there. He’d kissed her neck, and she’d relaxed even while she’d fought not to, and then…




“How long have I been asleep?” she asked.




“Less than twenty minutes,” Salem answered. “Long enough for him to head out and get a little ways. Get your ass back to Hentzau, and get him and every other cornfed hero spawn you can lay hands on, and get them here before my girl gets permanently altered.”




“Where’s Tarlenheim?” she asked. 




“Not dead,” Salem answered. “Forget about him, wench. Your job is to get out of here. Pronto.”




“But…”




She turned and faced the low doorway that led to the cistern below, the one that was directly connected to the catacombs. And she couldn’t move.




“Can’t Sabrina go?” she asked.




“I can’t wake her up,” Salem answered. “You’ll have to do.”




“You turned into a human once,” she persisted, staring at the doorway and wishing it wasn’t there. “I saw you.”




“I can only do that under very specific circumstances,” he growled, “and these aren’t them. Now get moving!”




He started stalking back and forth, his tail lashing. For the first time, she well and truly got Lee’s joke about house panthers. Salem looked like a jungle cat compressed to one-twentieth the size, all the same speed, strength, hunger, and lethality in a conveniently portable size.




“I can’t,” she admitted. “Th— the Master said I wasn’t to go past the doorway.”




She felt tears threaten. Dracula had enthralled her. She knew it. She wanted to vomit, but there was nothing she could do about it. He’d imposed his will on her, and she didn’t have anything to fight it with.




“Is that all?” Salem asked, staring up at her. “Did he say anything about not standing right in front of the threshold?”




“No,” Dawn said after a moment. 




“Well, go stand there,” he ordered. “As close as you can.”




She gathered her skirt and made her way out of the mound of pillows she’d been sleeping on. Off the carpet, the stone floor was icy, and her feeling of warm, fuzzy comfort had drained away. It didn’t help that her neck, shoulders, arms, most of her back, and about half her chest were completely bare.




She got as close to the threshold as she could, until she felt like she was stubbing her toes against it.




“Now whaaaaaaaiii!”




Salem bared both sets of front claws and slashed her calves, tearing the hem of the gown and laying four parallel tracks across each leg. She stumbled forward in a panicky bolt to get away from him, felt a sickening compression in her head, like she was being crushed from the inside, and then she was leaning against the stone wall opposite the door at the head of a set of spiral stairs, panting with fear and pain.




“That was an asshole thing to do!” she snapped.




“Yeah, but it got you out of there,” Salem told her. “Now listen up, girl. You get Hentzau and you get him back here, or the next time I see you, I’ll peel you to the bone, and I’ll start with your feet and work up. Got it?”




He followed her down the stairs. Once past the threshold, Dawn found she could keep moving. After all, the Master hadn’t said “stay in the room,” in which case she’d be fighting every moment she was out. He’d said “don’t cross the threshold”. At this point, it would have been every bit as difficult to go back in the room as it had been to leave it.




At the bottom of the spiral stair was a subterranean arcade. Steps led down to a basin, inches deep in black water, and the echoes of wavelets lapping against the stone kept the room from ever falling silent. Along the same wall as the doorway into the stairwell, two men stood, chained and shackled. She could see them, though it was a little dark, but from the way they looked around, she was pretty sure they couldn’t see as well as her.




“Can’t you—” one of the men started. 




“No, I can’t,” the other answered. “You might not have noticed, but that little Renfield of his took everything but my pants. My lockpicks were in my bootheel. And if you tell me I can get these shackles off without lockpicks, I’ll strangle you with my own chains.”




Tarlenheim. The second man was Tarlenheim, which made the first Kurt Vilkas. They were two of the members of Lady Agnes von Holofernes’s cohort, called the Dragons for her family’s coat of arms. It had been the four of them in the scouting party Dawn had suggested. Two men and two women from two different cohorts. The competition should have kept them on their toes. The mix of genders should have prevented them from being completely sidelined if they ran into either Dracula or his standard set of three wives. She was still fuzzy about how Dracula had cornered her and Sabrina. She just remembered turning on her heel, a stake raised in her hand, and an iron fist closing around her wrist.




Greetings, Dawn Summers, younger sister of the Slayer. Long have I wanted to meet you.




He’d smiled. She remembered that very clearly.




“Someone’s there,” Tarlenheim said. “Hello? Hello!”




Dawn strolled over towards them, aware that she was moving into a shaft of moonlight filtering through a hole in the roof high above. Both men looked up and over at her as she stepped into the light. She felt like she was moving through a dream. Both Tarlenheim and Vilkas were handsome men—most of the men attending QFU were attractive in one way or another—but Vilkas had a wolflike aspect to him, whereas Tarlenheim was sunny and open.




They saw her emerge into the pale moonlight with her brown hair loose in waves over her shoulders and the slip of a gown undulating as she walked.




“Oh, this is not good,” Tarlenheim breathed.




“Summers?” Vilkas demanded, furious. “You let him enthrall you?”




She liked Tarlenheim better. She went to him and stepped close enough to feel the warmth of his body in the cool air of the cistern. He smelled good. He had blond chest hair that continued in a line down his muscular abdomen to the waistband of his pants, and he had his hands up, to hold the weight of the chains away from the wall. She found herself very, very interested in him.




“Summers,” Tarlenheim started, “look —”




“Whore,” Vilkas spat at her. “I’ll bet you liked it!”




She ignored him. Instead, she reached out and trailed her fingers across Tarlenheim’s belly, feeling his muscles tighten. He stepped back half a foot, laughing nervously.




“This really isn’t the appropriate time, Summers,” he managed. “Any other time, I’d be willing. Delighted, even, but—”




“Summers,” Salem warned.




She stepped up to him until he’d retreated back to the wall and could go no further, then she ran her hand from his collarbone down to his waist, feeling his nipple pucker and his breath quicken. Then she put two fingers between his skin and the waist of his pants.




“Right here?” she asked in her sweetest voice, looking up at him through her lashes. “A little lower?”




Dawn turned her hand and pressed the palm of her hand against his skin, and then slid her hand down. Tarlenheim sucked in a long breath when she found proof of his returned interest, regardless of witnesses, chains, and wandering vampires. He lowered his face to hers for a kiss when Salem laid his claws on her legs again. 




With a cry, she reeled back, almost falling off the step.




“Focus!” Salem snarled at her.




Dawn shuddered, pressing the wrist to her mouth.




“Summers,” Tarlenheim called. “Summers, what’s going on?”




“He’s got…the Master has Sabrina and the princess in the room above,” she managed. “I’m going for help.”




What was she doing? How could she have just gone up to him and started…




“Fucking whore,” Vilkas snarled. “Did he tell you what we do with his human pets, Summers? We roast them!”




“I didn’t let him bite me!” she yelled back at him. 




“You clearly didn’t fight,” he answered.




“Vilkas, shut your mouth,” Tarlenheim ordered. “Summers, our things are over there, on the far wall. For God’s sake, get a coat and put it on over that dress. Anyone sees you like that, they’ll know you’ve been enthralled. They may kill you on the spot.”




“I didn’t let him bite me,” she repeated, pressing her fists against the sides of her head.




“It doesn’t matter,” Tarlenheim told her. “Your will isn’t your own anymore. You can’t be trusted. Now go find Hentzau and your friends. Tell them where we are. And don’t be seen by anyone else.”




She stumbled over to the pile of Tarlenheim’s and Vilkas’s belongings. Tarlenheim’s coat was dust colored. She took it and pulled it on, checking the pockets. 




“No boots or socks,” Salem said. “I have to be able to steer you.”




“Summers,” Vilkas called. “Throw Tarlenheim’s boots over here. His lockpicks are in there.”




She looked up at him, aware that she could read his expression when he couldn’t even make her out in the shadows.




“And what’ll you do to Sabrina?” she asked. “She’s enthralled too.”




“Vilkas, you idiot,” Tarlenheim groaned.




“Yeah, I thought so,” Dawn spat. “You can stay right there until I get back with Hentzau.”




“Dracula could be back at any moment,” Tarlenheim told her. 




“Then you can tell him I want you as a wedding present,” she said, and left the cistern for the catacombs.




She recognized the next chamber, the one at the end of a slender passage where the floor was tiled with majolica ware. This was where she’d changed back from a monkey into a human. She’d been furious, yelling a warning about vampires, but as far as anyone could tell, there wasn’t a vampire for miles. 




“Stupid,” she muttered, pulling her hair back from her face. “Dammit. He got to her while we were in the catacombs, didn’t he?”




“Yeah,” Salem answered, keeping pace with her. “And like an idiot, I didn’t pick it up. Funny thing is, vampire smell is a lot like old bones, and all the other stuff you idiots were up to—from laughing gas to grand pianos to cotton candy—made it impossible for me to pick out the other notes of the scent. And I think he used a light touch on her, maybe a post hypnotic thing. I’m getting old.”




She followed, unsure of where they were going, but Salem seemed to know. More than once, he chased her back to a place where the shadows were so thick and impenetrable no one noticed her there, even when the search patrols walked past close enough to touch. She saw Lady Agnes leading her remaining Dragons—Charna von Frankenstein and Albin Gizlis—and nearly ten others. But the searchers were moving fast. There was a lot of ground to cover, and while the Queen may have called out the police, the army, and the entire student body of Queen Flavia University when Princess Antonia was reported missing, they were still spread thin.




Finally, when her feet were raw, bruised, and bloodied from several new sets of claw marks, Salem crept forward, intent on a group of figures moving through a wide corridor.




“There,” he whispered. “There’s your ghost boy. Get his attention, and don’t be seen by anyone outside of your cohort.”




Cole, tall, shaggy, and vaguely teddy-bear like, was working his way up to the intersection Dawn stood just outside of.




“Where are you going?” she asked Salem.




“Back to Sabrina, of course,” he answered. “Be quick about it, wench. We haven’t got all night.”




He disappeared into the darkness of the receding tunnel, and she felt unaccountably abandoned.




They would hate her, a little voice in her head said. Hentzau would kill her. Literally kill her, put her to death, for becoming the plaything of a vampire. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t wanted it. It didn’t matter that she’d fought as hard as she could. All that mattered was that Dracula had bitten her, and now she was tainted. She should just return to the Master and beg his forgiv—




She shook her head, trying to get the thoughts out. No. She had to save Sabrina and Antonia. She had to keep the Master from turning them. God, how had Xander coped? No wonder he’d been so furious afterwards. She’d always thought his ‘no more buttmonkey’ speech had been kind of funny, but it didn’t feel that way now.




Cole was a few yards shy of where the little passageway Dawn hid in intersected with the much wider main passage. The intersection was a chamber of its own, a cave with grubby stalagmites and stalactites that might have been a pristine white once but had been killed by all the human traffic. Some of the mounds of fanciful dripped and congealed rock still had their colors if you climbed high enough. It was a bad place for an ambush, but a good one to hide.




“Cole,” she whispered.




Her voice had been so soft, she didn’t think he’d hear it, but he did turn and look in her general direction, frowning.




“Over here,” she called again.




He looked around again, to make sure he had the direction right, and walked a few more feet over. Dawn stepped forward again, into the dim reflected light that bled off the cave walls, and when Cole saw her, his eyes went wide.




“Dawn? What the hell happened?”




He looped his crossbow strap over his shoulder and pushed it back before going up to her. It was just when he got within arm’s reach, Dawn could smell him, all manly and delicious.




“Hi, Cole,” she said, slipping up to him.




“What are you doing down here?” he asked. “You’re supposed to be scouting the upper levels and those castles you talked about.”




“I know,” she answered, untying the coat belt and letting her borrowed coat fall open. “But…I missed you.”




“You…what? Wait, what?”




She touched his shirt and then started fiddling with the buttons. 




“Do you think we could find a quiet place to…” she finished the question with a look that conveyed the end of her question.




“To what?” he asked, completely missing it. “Dawn, we need to—”




She slid her hand between the unbuttoned edges of his shirt and found bare skin, which she caressed. He jumped to his tiptoes and arched back, grabbing her wrists and pulling her hands away from him.




“What are you doing?” he demanded in a high pitched squeak.




“I want you,” she sighed, leaning towards him.




“Cole,” Lee said, coming up behind him, “come on. We’ve got three more and holy god, tell me that isn’t Dawn.”




“Uh, it’s Dawn,” Cole said, struggling to keep her from touching him. “Kind of.”




She looked over at Lee and just as suddenly as she’d found interest in Cole, she lost it. 




“Hi,” she said, turning towards him.




Lee’s eyes went wide, and he clearly had a three second, internal knock down, drag out fight over where his priorities lay. When he came out on the other side, he sighed.




“God hates me.”




Then he pushed Dawn back towards Cole.




“Grab her,” he ordered. “Hold onto her, don’t let her go anywhere, and don’t let anyone see her. I’ll get Hentzau and Gehring.”




Cole wrapped his arms around Dawn in a bear hug, but she didn’t try very hard to escape. Instead, she snuggled. 




“Nope,” he said. “Nope nope. Hold still. Don’t move.”




By the time Lee returned with Gehring and Hentzau, Cole was nearly cross-eyed with strain. Dawn was rubbing her hips back and forth across his while he tried to bend forward to increase the distance between their lower halves. He wasn’t having any luck.




“I am totally gay,” he declared through gritted teeth, “and I have a boyfriend I love very much.”




“Give it up, Cole,” Lee said, leading the others towards them. “Every gay guy in Europe just said ‘damn!’, and all the straight women are fanning themselves.”




Hentzau did not see any humor in the situation. Once he had read the situation for what it was, he turned darkly furious. He stowed his crossbow and bag of holy water balloons. 




“Gehring,” he ordered, “make sure no one comes this way. Sear, turn yourself until you block any view of Summers from the chamber beyond.”




He took out his flashlight and clicked it on.




“Hold her,” he ordered. “She may not look dangerous, but she is.”




Cole switched his hold so that his arms crossed over her chest, took her left wrist in his right hand and her right wrist in his left hand, and then he pulled back until it was her arms that were crossed. She struggled a little bit, but gave in.




“Hold her arm out,” Hentzau instructed.




He played the light across her forearm, and the wreath of reddish bruises around her wrist. The skin was already puffy and starting to darken.




“I didn’t—” Cole started to protest.




“I know,” Hentzau answered. “Dracula did this. He must have caught her, and she tried, at least for a moment, to fight.”




“What about the others?” Lee asked, his voice tight. “Dawn?”




She smiled up at him and bit her lower lip. Then she touched her tongue to her upper lip, never taking her eyes off his.




“Don’t bother,” Hentzau said. “She’s enthralled, and he’s very clearly playing with her.”




He nodded at Cole to bring her arm back, and she looked up at him, exposing the line of her throat. Hentzau caught her by the jaw and turned his flashlight on her skin. There, the twin puncture marks stood out, red points surrounded by white rings, set in reddish-purple flesh where whoever had bitten her had sucked hard enough to leave a mark. He had also licked the last bit of blood up, leaving a dried smear behind.




Hentzau was white with rage.




“Okay, that is fucked up,” Lee said. 




Hentzau handed the flashlight to Lee, opened his coat, and reached into the inside of his vest where he took out a small silver filigree box. He pried the top off and revealed a blue satin cushion clasping a silver chased ampule no larger than the last joint of his smallest finger. It was capped with a silver stopper. He stopped and looked up at the other men.




“What I’m about to do is tantamount to high treason if it’s discovered,” he told them. “If you don’t want to be a party to it, now is the time to leave.”




“Will it help Dawn?” Cole asked, swallowing hard.




“It will break Dracula’s hold over her,” Hentzau replied. “It’s almost certainly going to hurt, though. A lot.”




“Then do it,” Lee answered. “Stop wasting time.”




Hentzau thumbed the stopper open, and a scent spilled into the air and filled the space around them. Warm and cool at the same time. Rain at the end of a heat-blasted drought. Sweet balsam. Fertile soil. Frankincense. Bitter rue. Spicy antique roses. Citris, wood smoke, and sandalood. It was as pungent as vinegar and as tingly as peppermint. He also took his rosary out and wrapped it around his fist.




“Holy shit, Hentzau,” Cole breathed. “Is that the chrism?”




The week before school officially started, Hentzau had threatened a fledgling vampire with a bottle of what he had claimed was the sacred chrism of Ruritania, the oil created by Saint Drogo to anoint the first king of Ruritania. Its qualities were legend and probably apocryphal, including raising the virtuous dead, but one thing that was almost certainly true was the effect it had on the undead. It unmade them. In the case of vampires, it killed the body inhabited by the demon and trapped the demon within it. When the body was destroyed, the demon was as well. Hentzau had been lying, of course. The bottle he’d threatened the little vampire with had been nothing more than perfume. This, apparently, was the real thing.




Hentzau nodded. “My father, of all people, stole some from the royal treasury when he was a boy. He never told anyone but me, as far as I know. To have any in your possession will get you the death penalty.”




Dawn looked over from her consideration of Lee, saw what Hentzau was holding, and froze. For the first time, she genuinely struggled to escape.




“No,” she pled. “No, the Master…the Master wouldn’t want this. Lee, don’t let him touch me with that. Don’t let him hurt me.”




“Brown, put a hand over her mouth and keep her silent,” Hentzau ordered, his mouth set in a grim line.




“This is getting a little creepy for me,” Lee said, uncomfortable.




“Dammit, boy,” Hentzau snarled, “he has enthralled her, he has bitten her, he has tasted her blood, and now he is dominating her. If we don’t break his hold on her, he could very well turn her.”




Lee went pale. Then he took a deep breath, shook his hands out, and put one at the back of Dawn’s head and one over her mouth.




“Be ready,” Hentzau warned them. “She may thrash, bite, kick, scream, or any other thing.”




“Just do it,” Lee said.




 He tipped the ampule onto the pad of his thumb and wet it with the tiniest amount. 




“Gegrüst seist du, Maria,” he murmured, bringing his thumb up to Dawn’s forehead. “Voll der Gnade; der Herr ist mit dir; du bist gebenedeit unter den Frauen.”fn1




She did thrash, and she struggled hard enough that Lee had to dig his fingers into her hair. Cole tightened his arms around her. For a moment, the only sound in the chamber was that of her feet, scraping against the floor of the cave, trying to find purchase.




Hentzau touched his thumb to her forehead and drew a vertical line down. Her eyes went wide with pain and terror, and she screamed. Lee kept his hold on her, and only a tiny thread of agonized sound came out. She heaved and bucked, trying to get away from the oil on Hentzau’s thumb, but the others held her too well. 




“Und gebenedeit ist die Frucht deines Leibes, Jesus,”fn2 Hentzau continued, and drew the matching horizontal line.




She wailed and sobbed, stifled by Lee’s hand. Her eyes rolled back and forth until she squeezed them shut.




“Heilige Maria Mutter Gottes, bitte für uns Sünder, jetzt und in der Stunde unseres Todes. Amen.,”fn3 Hentzau concluded, making the sign of the cross in the space before her.




It took a long moment for Dawn to stop fighting. She finally lapsed into exhausted crying.




“Can we—” Lee started.




“No,” Hentzau said hoarsely. “I still have to touch the wounds on her neck.”




That brought her back, and this time it was worse. She tried to meet Lee’s eyes. She tried to scream names, though she couldn’t get them out. Lee had to hold her so that her head was turned far enough to give Hentzau room to touch the bite marks, and when he did, still whispering the Hail Mary, Dawn convulsed, arching like a bow, standing all the way up on her toes, and not breathing for several seconds before slowly collapsing back against Cole




Hentzau put the ampule back in its case and stowed it in his vest pocket. Lee slowly let go of Dawn and wiped his hands on his jacket, unable to look at her. She hung, barely standing, in Cole’s arms, head down, hair fallen forward, breathing slow and unsteady.




“Jesus,” Lee whispered, scrubbing his hands against his pants legs, “can I just get a wire brush and a hair shirt so I can scrub my skin off?”




After a long moment, Dawn took a deep shuddering breath and let it out. Then she straightened up. Cole released her a little bit at a time, making sure she could stand on her own. She blotted her tears on her coat sleeve, and then drew the coat closed, buttoned it, and tied the belt. Sniffling, she pushed her hair back behind her ears.




“Summers?” Hentzau asked softly.




She braced herself.




“Just…give me a second,” she said, her voice cracking.




It looked like she was trying very hard not to get sick, and after a moment, she succeeded. Then she sniffled again, looked at her coat sleeve, checked the pockets, started looking around, and saw the handkerchief Hentzau held out. She blew her nose, wiped her eyes, and then she checked the bite on her neck.




She cleared her throat.




“He got to Sabrina during midterms, when we were in the catacombs, at the cistern under Castely Fekatelo,” she said, her voice husky. “She…took off up some stairs when we reached the spot, and I followed to pull her back. Tarlenheim and Vilkas were a few steps behind me. I think he must have a Renfield or two, because they were in chains when I last saw them. He was waiting for me in the room above. Antonia’s there too.”




“Was Sabrina bitten?” Hentzau asked.




Dawn shook her head. “He just…put the whammy on her like he did Xander. I don’t think he’s bitten Antonia either. You said Riley’s team killed the three sister-wives, Hentzau? I think Dracula’s looking for replacements.”




“I think you’re right,” he agreed.




She looked up at him, eyes blazing.




“I want his fucking head on a pike, Hentzau,” she said. “I want him dead, permanently.”




“I’ll do my best to oblige you,” he answered.





fn1. Greetings to you, Maria. Full of grace; the Lord is with you; you are blessed among women.



fn2. And blessed is the fruit of your body, Jesus.




fn3. Holy Mary Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. Amen.





In the Heat of Battle



“I don’t like this,” Hentzau said. “It’s not like him.”




“Not like him to be biting girls and getting all mind-rapey?” Lee asked. He still hadn’t met Dawn’s eyes.




“Dracula was a voivode, a warlord of the old order,” Hentzau answered, considering. “He’s bound by the old customs, especially this close to his homeland. He would have confronted someone by now, someone of power. Strakenz or Strakenz’s heir, Margrave Edelwehr, Tsarevich Romanov, even myself. If he were really ambitious, he would have shown himself at the palace, and Dracula is nothing if not ambitious.”




“He did face off against Buffy in a cemetery,” Dawn said.




“He would consider your sister a true adversary,” Hentzau answered. “Ennobled by her calling. But he wouldn’t challenge Princess Antonia as she has no power of her own. I’m sure he views her as a prize. The same as with you and Spellman, Summers.”




“Because I’m the Slayer’s sister?” Dawn asked. “He must have known that ahead of time, but how would he have known about Sabrina?”




“I don’t know,” Hentzau answered. “There are other players involved, and that makes me very uncomfortable.”




Hentzau and the others redistributed weapons while Gehring cleaned and bandaged Dawn’s feet. Some of the claw marks Salem had left behind were surprisingly deep, and in her flight, she had bruised and scraped what wasn’t lacerated. Dawn’s description of the room’s layout was interrupted several times when she hissed in pain.




“These will need more attention when we’re home, Summers,” Gehring told her, packing up.




She nodded in agreement. The first wave of adrenaline had ebbed, and she was shaky with exhaustion and fear. There wasn’t any way in hell she’d be left behind, though. Not with Sabrina and Antonia still in Dracula’s hands. The fang marks on her neck hurt. Her feet hurt. Her head hurt. Her wrist ached and throbbed. She thought about all the times Buffy had patrolled while injured, all the pain she’d fought through, all the times she’d been hurt and had gotten up and run back into the fight. She couldn’t do any less.




Cole brought her several holy water balloons, which she stuffed in her pockets. Lee had a backup crossbow—a small one that shot only one bolt at a time—which he lent her, and Hentzau gave her one of his three javelins of polished whitethorn. Gehring stuffed cotton around her toes and wrapped her feet with tape so she’d be less likely to injure them in the walk back. Hentzau’s dogs prowled back and forth the entire time they got ready.




“Do you know what he left for?” Hentzau asked.




She shook her head. “No, I was out by then. No idea how long he’ll be gone, either.”




“We should go,” he said. Then he looked around at the others. “Our mission is to rescue Princess Antonia. Any of us can be sacrificed to achieve that. Remember your priorities—mission first, teammates second, and everything else a distant third.”




“What about Dracula?” Dawn asked, thinking about his promise.




“If we can,” Hentzau answered, “we’ll damage him tonight. Don’t count on killing him though. Far too many people have tried and died instead. But this is Strelsau, and the people here know how to defend against vampires. Once the princess is safe, we’ll harry him, drive him to ground, and then during the daylight, we’ll destroy him.”




She nodded again. It made sense. The most Buffy had been able to do had been to fight him to a draw. She suspected Dracula had left Sunnydale because he hadn’t been able to win it in one night. Everything she’d read about him led her to believe that he avoided protracted battles. He wanted to walk in, be declared victor, and enjoy the spoils.




On her feet, she belted Tarlenheim’s coat over the slinky gown she wore and pulled her hair around on the side of her neck she’d been bitten, the better to cover it up. Hentzau took Gehring aside for a moment, and they spoke quietly. Then Gehring gathered his things and left in the opposite direction.




“What’s he doing?” Cole asked.




“He’ll notify the rest of the searchers of where the princess is being kept,” Hentzau answered, “and they’ll converge there. Dracula has no idea what forces are lined up against him tonight.”




Then he whistled to the hounds to follow, and they set out. 




“Hey,” Lee whispered to her. “Are you okay?”




“I’m fine to fight,” she answered. 




“No, I mean,” and he finally met her eyes, “are you okay?” And he made a little motion at his temple, like he was turning a large knob.




She gave him a sour look. “Seriously, Lee, I’m as good as I can be under the circumstances. I’ll figure the rest out after we get Sabrina and the princess back.”




“You’re not mad at me?” he asked.




“Why would I be mad at you?” she asked back.




“Well, with the whole…you know…” he trailed off. “Look, I covered your mouth and kept anyone from hearing you scream while Hentzau did his holy magic trick. It had a bad vibe.”




“You helped him break Dracula’s hold on me,” she replied. “The last thing I’m going to do is hold that against you. Yeah, it sucked. It sucked big time. But you know what would suck even worse? Letting Dracula bleed me dry and then turn me without even fighting.”




“So we’re okay?” he asked.




“We’re fine,” she told him.




He looked relieved. 




“So…is your sister going to show up?” he asked next.




“What? No. Why would she?”




“Your pendant,” he answered. “The one that’s spelled to let them know—”




“Yeah, I know what it’s spelled for,” she cut him off. “I gave it back to Xander so he can have Willow change the spell.”




“You’re kidding me,” Lee said. “Why the hell would you throw that away?”




“Okay, first, because the fastest she’d get here is something like two days, so instant rescue is really not an option,” she told him. “Second, would you want your mom coming in and rescuing you every time something bad happened?”




“Difference being,” Lee said, “my mom’s evil.”




“What if she weren’t?” Dawn asked. “What if it were just your crazy awesome mom swinging by to save your life every time something came up? And afterwards, she lectured you on eating your vegetables and making your bed. Would you want that?”




“Yeah, but my mom isn’t a vampire slayer,” he answered. “This is kind of your sister’s specialty.”




“And we can handle it,” she told him.




“I just don’t think you should be wasting an advantage like that,” he finally said.




“Believe me,” she replied. “It’s not an advantage.”




Hentzau shushed them as they came to the narrow tunnel connecting to the cistern below Castely Fekatelo. He sent the dogs in first, and in a few moments, they heard both Tarlenheim and Vilkas try to order the dogs off, down, sit, stay, good dogs. Hentzau nodded, and they followed him through the passage—Lee first, then Dawn, then Cole.




“Thank God,” Tarlenheim breathed as he saw them in the wan light penetrating the room from the staircase up to the castle.




Dawn went to where their things had been piled and found Tarlenheim’s boots. She brought them over while Hentzau calmed the dogs.




“Don’t trust her, Hentzau,” Vilkas spat. “She’s enthralled. Dracula’s made her a plaything.”




“I’m not enthralled anymore,” she told him, and gave the boots to Tarlenheim.




Tarlenheim studied her closely.




“She’ll say anything to get back to her master,” Vilkas told them.




“No,” Tarlenheim replied. “I think she’s telling the truth.”




He took the lockpicks out of the cuff of his left boot and started working the manacle locks.




“We don’t have any spare weapons,” Hentzau told them. “You can either join us upstairs as we retrieve Her Highness, or you can retreat to safer ground. No judgment falls on you either way.”




“I’ll stay, thank you,” Tarlenheim said. “This will only take a moment.”




“We can’t wait for you,” Hentzau said. “Free Vilkas as well, regardless of his decision. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”




“Or not at all, if you follow that traitorous w—”




Vilkas froze, a good idea with the silver tipped point of one of Hentzau’s whitethorn javelins making a dent in the soft skin of his throat.




“Slander my protegée again,” Hentzau said softly, “and I will take strong exception to it.”




“Here,” Dawn said, shifting her own javelin to her other hand. 




She reached up to Vilkas’s collar, found the silver chain around his neck, and pulled out. Then she took the crucifix dangling from it between her fingers and held it up.




“See?” she asked. She dropped the crucifix and held her fingers up in front of the man’s eyes. “No pain. No burn marks. Nothing. Not enthralled.”




Vilkas looked more offended than surprised and stepped back from them.




“Let’s go,” Hentzau said.




“Really don’t like that guy,” Cole muttered.




The dogs preceded them up the stairs, and at the head of the stairs, the door into the basement seraglio stood open. The dogs’ hackles were up, and they growled softly.




“He’s near,” Hentzau said softly. “The princess first, then Sabrina. The rest of the search parties will reach the castle any minute now, but we aren’t waiting for them.”




They went in. Huginn and Muninn flanked Hentzau as he went directly to Antonia, still lying across the pillows at the base of the throne Dracula had constructed for himself. Dawn drew a holy water balloon with her right hand.




“About damn time,” Salem hissed, standing guard next to Sabrina. “Get over here.” 




Hentzau knelt beside the princess, put down his javelin, and took out the chrism. The rest of them took up position around, facing out. The smell of the chrism suffused the room like a warm light.




Somewhere upstairs, something hit one of the castle walls with tremendous violence and a reverberating boom. Dust shook loose from the joints in the ceiling above them.




“What was that?” Cole asked, sounding a little panicked.




“That is the rest of the rescuers come to Castely Fekatelo,” Hentzau answered.




Whispering a Pater Noster, Hentzau wet his thumb with the chrism and drew a cross on the princess’s forehead. She immediately woke up, gasping in pain, and he caught her by the wrist and shoulder.




“Quietly, Your Highness,” he said. 




She glanced around, stunned, and for a moment, looked very frightened.




“I don’t know where I am,” she said in a small voice, looking up at Hentzau.




“We’re here to take you home,” he told her.




He helped her up just as another huge impact shook the castle to its foundation. The princess winced as dust rained down on them.




“Are they going to knock the castle down?” Cole asked.




“No,” Hentzau answered, “just put a few holes in the wall so they can aim the firehoses.”




“Let’s go, Laughing Boy,” Salem said. “Now.”




The dogs’ growls tripled in volume, and they began pacing back and forth in a line between Hentzau and the broad stairs leading to the ground level.




“Sear, get to Spellman,” Hentzau ordered, tossing the chrism to him.




Cole caught it in his fist, and Dawn had just enough time to think ‘he doesn’t trust me,’ when Dracula strode in among them, shrouded by darkness.




There was no mistaking him. Tall, slender, with broad shoulders, a curtain of long black hair, and eyes that cut without effort. He wore a white silk shirt, tight black pants, knee high leather boots, and a black cape that swirled after each step he took. He said nothing, only moved with silent, lethal violence.




He backhanded Cole hard enough to send the tall young man spinning into the wall on the other side of Sabrina’s still sleeping body. He fell heavily across her while Salem streaked across the room towards the vampire. Sabrina woke with a muffled squeak.




Hentzau shoved the princess behind him, bringing his javelin to bear. Dracula turned, transformed into a flowing cloud of fog and descended on Lee. Lee had his main weapon, a water pistol the size of a flamethrower, at ready, but the pressurized stream of holy water cut only a glancing blow through the mist, and when Dracula reformed, he was marked only by a red line across the hand he picked Lee up with. 




A third boom shook the walls as Dracula throttled him, and Dawn attacked, lunging two steps and thrusting the javelin up through the vampire’s ribs. Dracula hissed, dropping Lee, but he didn’t shatter into dust. She’d missed his heart. He reached around, grabbed the shaft of the javelin and broke it off a few inches out. 




“Cole, you’re squishing me,” Sabrina complained.




Hentzau started to lunge as well, but Dracula pulled the remaining two and a half feet of the javelin out of his lower ribs, spun, snapped the javelin in Hentzau’s hand, and moving faster than her eye could follow, dissolved into a cloud of bats and enveloped Dawn. She shrieked and tried to dodge out of the way, but a pair of hands closed on her arm and neck, and she was caught.




Dracula solidified, his body pressed against her while he held her up and rearranged her position to suit him better. He took her by her wrists with one hand and gripped her hair just at the back of her head with the other. He pulled her head back and down, baring the same side of her throat which he’d bitten the last time, and she had to choke back a cry of pain.




Somewhere above them, it began to rain.




“Nicely done, Son of the Crow King,” Dracula said. He didn’t sound angry or threatened, just smug. “But you are not the prey I sought.”




Hentzau didn’t answer, but only watched him. Lee was back on his feet, scared and angry. Huginn and Muninn stood between their master and Dracula, teeth bared and snarling. Antonia watched, her jade green eyes wide and silent. Sabrina’s feet were just at the edge of Dawn’s vision, kicking in anger. 




“Cole, what are you doing?” Sabrina demanded.




“Sabrina!” Antonia called. “He’s hurting Dawn. The Master is hurting Dawn!”




“What?” Sabrina asked, shocked. “No, he wouldn’t…”




Dracula turned his head towards Sabrina, exerting his will on her, and she started fighting Cole in genuine anger.




“Get off me, you big doofus!” she screamed. “I’ll kill you!”




“That’s better,” Dracula said. Then he turned his attention back to Dawn. “You seem a little lacking in affection, my love.”




“Hentzau, kill him!” Dawn begged. 




“That’s right, Hentzau,” Dracula said. “Kill me. Shoot through this pretty girl you are so set on protecting. Sic your dogs on her to get to me. When I’m done with her, you’ll have to kill her anyway.”




He leaned his head in and kissed Dawn’s ear with soft, cold lips. 




“You liked it so much last time, sweet Dawn,” he whispered. “I’ll remind you just how much, and if you’re very, very good, I’ll let you have the graf to play with. My last wives enjoyed him immensely.”




She fought as hard as she could, tears squeezing from her eyes, but she had no leverage, and he held her immobile. He kissed the skin just below her ear, and then she felt him lick her throat, just where he’d bitten her bef—




The next thing she knew, she was on the floor, her head spinning with the impact and several parts of her—only she couldn’t figure out which exact parts—not working or responding.




Dracula fell back, screaming.




“Curvă! Cățea!”fn1




“Stürmen!”fn2 Hentzau ordered the dogs at the top of his lungs. 




Dawn a split-second vision of Huginn and Muninn vaulting over her in one leap to reach Dracula. They landed at his feet, lunged, tore at him, ripping at his legs and arms, bringing him down, and a black streak joined them, swarming over him, clawing and biting with merciless fury.




“Sear, now!” Hentzau yelled as he crossed the space, his remaining javelin ready to thrust home.




The sound of rain grew, and Dawn looked up, dizzy, and saw that water was beginning to seep through the ceiling and also come down the stairs. She heard Cole recite the Lord’s Prayer in English, and then Sabrina was begging him to stop, crying in pain, pleading, and then screaming and sobbing, just like Dawn had.




“Come on, Dawn,” Lee said, grabbing her arm near her shoulder. “Time to get up.”




Tarlenheim joined him, steadying her when she gasped and cradled her left arm.




“I think my arm’s broken,” she managed. 




“Look at the bright side,” Lee told her. “At least this time I didn’t shoot you.”




She took in the scene as a flash. Sabrina was sobbing and clinging to Cole, who helped her get to her feet. Hentau had backed Dracula into a corner, the dogs leaping and snapping at him. Dracula—




She froze in shock.




His face.




The soft parts of Dracula’s mouth had burned away, and the bone underneath had turned gray and started to crumble. He had clawed away much of the remaining flesh, including one eye, and his screams had turned hoarse and small. Huginn bit down on the vampire’s wrist, pulling him halfway down, and Hentzau struck home. The javelin pierced Dracula’s heart, and he exploded in a shower of dust.




Buffy had described the effect taking several seconds and how she had waited minutes for him to reform before staking him again, but this time, it was instantaneous. The cloud didn’t have a chance to settle but swirled several feet away and coalesced back into the form of a man. This time, though, the water pouring from the ceiling like a thunderstorm, rained down on his torn skin, and he screamed again.




He reached for Cole and Sabrina, no doubt to kill them out of hand, and the wolfhounds pulled him down. Hentzau staked him a second time. Dracula dusted once more and reformed in the corner of the room, up against the ceiling. This time, his remaining eye glowed bright red, and his naked, crumbled jaw worked obscenely.




As Hentzau took another step forward, javelin ready to throw, all the sound from above stopped, and the building was silent except for the sound of water dripping and spilling across the room. 




“Why’d they stop?” Lee asked, holding Dawn up on one side.




Hentzau looked around, pale. “She’s here.”




Tarlenheim must have known what he meant, because he was the only one who gasped.




“Get Her Highness out of here, Hentzau,” he ordered. “I’ll stay.”




Dawn heard a single person’s footsteps coming down the stairs and realized why they were frightened.




The queen had arrived.




Hentzau carefully backed away from Dracula, keeping a hand on his javelin. 




“Sich legen,”fn3 he ordered the dogs.




They returned to him. Muninn was limping. Dawn realized they were all holding their breath.




She came down the broad stairs from the entrance hall, and she wore not a gown but a jumpsuit of the same egg yolk yellow Dawn remembered from the vision Lashar Drata had shown her. She wore a silver breastplate that covered her from hip to the top of her throat, and she had a sword of impeccable pedigree strapped to her waist. Her gloves and her boots were cut from the same supple white leather that was too fine even for doe or kid skin. Her red hair was coiled around her skull in an elegant braid. 




“Hentzau,” the queen said in a clear, firm voice. “You will remove my daughter from this place and return her to the palace. Now.”




Hentzau backed away and gave her a bow. The queen never took her eyes off Dracula.




“Your Majesty.”




“Your Majesty,” Vilkas said, stepping towards her, “these two women were enthralled by the vampire.”




Hentzau stepped towards him, hand raised, but Tarlenheim caught him in time.




“If they were,” the margrave’s son said, “they are no longer. I swear to it.”




“Then they will be examined,” the queen said, still gazing at Dracula, “and it is no longer a concern of yours.”




Antonia tugged on Hentzau’s arm.




“We need to go,” she whispered. “Now.”




He pulled his coat off and held it out for her, which she gratefully accepted. Lee helped Dawn steady herself while Cole took off his own coat and wrapped it around Sabrina, who held on to him for dear life and wouldn’t look up from his chest. Hentzau led Antonia out through the cistern stairwell, followed by the dogs, then Cole and Sabrina.




“Tarlenheim,” the queen said. “You will stay. You and your friend.”




“Of course, Your Majesty,” Tarlenheim answered. He looked anything but glad.




“Come on,” Lee whispered, pulling Dawn towards the stairs.




They got most of the way to the bottom when she suddenly stopped.




“My bag!” she gasped and turned to go back.




“Dawn! Let it go!” Lee grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back.




She struggled free, holding her bad wrist against her chest. “No, you don’t understand. I have to go get it. I can’t leave it there.”




“Yes, you can,” Lee said, grabbing her by her belt and hauling her back.




She squirmed, and he physically picked her up and carried her down the last two steps.




“Don’t you touch me!” she cried, kicking at him.




He dumped her at the foot of the stairs, only a few feet from the steps down to the black, silent water at the bottom of the cistern and its lines of pillars. Then he grabbed her by the shoulders and made her look at him.




“You are out of your mind, Dawn,” he told her. “There is nothing in that bag worth going back up for. It’ll still be there in the morning. We’ll get Hentzau to send someone, Gehring, back for it.”




She hit his chest with her good fist again and again. “He made me like it. He made me undress in front of him. He…he made me want him. He doesn’t get to keep my stuff!”




“Okay, okay, okay!” Lee surrendered, trying to fend her off. “Look, I’ll go back up and—”




He cut off, looking over her shoulder at something, and his expression changed from obstinate to amazed, and Dawn turned to see what it was. Just as she did, he reached up, put his hand at the corner of her neck and shoulder, and about three inches in, pinched her shoulder firmly. She dropped without a sound, and he barely caught her before she hit the floor.




“Holy shit,” he swore. “It works!”




He gently lowered her to the tile floor, leaning her against the wall and checking to make sure her breathing wasn’t cut off.




“Oh, fucking hell, Brown,” he moaned, “what are you doing?”




He looked up the tight spiral staircase and then back at Dawn, swore under his breath again, and raced up the stairs, hoping whatever was going on upstairs, it wasn’t too involved for him to interrupt. A handful of moments passed, and he came racing back down the stairs without Dawn’s bag. He paused to haul her limp body up, mindful of her broken arm, draped her over his shoulders, and then stood, taking her weight. 




It was extremely dark in the cistern, but Hentzau had left a flashlight for them at the end of the passageway back into the catacombs, and Lee hurried to catch up.






fn1 Whore! Bitch!



fn2 Attack!



fn3 Heel!





An Enemy of My Enemy



Once the Ducklings were away, the Queen considered the ruin of the room and her foe. The smell of the chrism was obvious. Clever little Hentzau. How had he gotten his hands on that? Most likely her daughter had raided the treasury. Good for her. It was a pleasure watching her grow in ability. 




The damage Dracula had taken from whatever particles of chrism he’d ingested was striking. She hadn’t seen a vampire subjected to it in centuries, not since Stefan had run the last of the vampire lords out of Strelsau. But what had this particular vampire lord thought to accomplish by kidnapping her flesh and blood? It was almost as if he had some clue as to her nature, but no idea of the reality of her.




“Tarlenheim, Vilkas,” she commanded. Both of them snapped to attention. “You will search this castle from top to bottom. He has laid some manner of trap. He probably intended to face me in the great hall above, so search diligently there.”




“What are we looking for, Your Majesty?” Tarlenheim asked.




“You’ll know it when you see it,” she told him, trusting in his intelligence to guide him. “It will be something not used in mortal combat or any good against vampires. Don’t return until you’ve found it.”




They didn’t question her or her wish to be left with the vampire. They just picked up what was left of their gear and took the stairs up.




She considered what was left of Dracula—skin shredded by Hentzau’s dogs and burnt by the hundreds of gallons of holy water pumped into the castle, half of his upper and lower jaws denuded of flesh by the chrism, tongue, gums, and cheeks boiled away. His face was a wreck. Even where the chrism hadn’t reached, he’d torn at himself in pain, and the animals had done a great deal of damage as well. One of his eyes was split open like a grape, claws had gouged red lines from his scalp to his jawline. Both of his ears looked gnawed off.




While the injuries inflicted by Hentzau, his dogs, and his ducklings would heal, given time, the havoc wreaked by the chrism never would. Dracula would never be whole again. Not that it mattered. He also would never leave this room again.




She went over to the corner, braced her foot and off hand on the stone, pulled herself up, grabbed one of his ankles, and yanked him from his perch. He screamed in fury and agony, and when he reached one of his mauled hands to claw at her, she caught it, and bent him backwards until she could pin wrist against ankle and hold him while he flopped and spat. She dragged him back to the space before his throne, knowing the suffering the holy water must be inflicting on him.




“Now, little demon,” she told him, “I’ll know who filled your head with stories of ruling in Strelsau through my daughter.”




“That was me.”




The Queen looked up, startled, to see a woman of middle age standing opposite her. She held a charm in her hand, a charm the Queen recognized as being a centuries old relic from what was now Baghdad, a djinni’s treasure supposedly destroyed during the Crusades. It allowed the holder to remain invisible and inaudible as long as they wished, though it did have its flaws. Smell would give the holder away, as would smoke or water.




“We haven’t been introduced,” the woman continued.




She was American, healthy, pretty and very, very intelligent. The Queen knew the look of it. She also knew the look of someone who’d lost her original perspective on the world a long time ago and installed a new one. Interesting.




“My name is Elizabeth Brown,” she said, “and I’m the new ruler of Strelsau Under.”




The Brown pup’s dam, then.




“That is a dangerous title to claim, lady,” the Queen told her.




“For some,” she agreed.




Then she looked around the room, brown eyes alight with interest and curiosity.




“Really fascinating place, Strelsau,” she said. “I grew up thinking that magic, demons, and mythology were no more than stories, some of them better than others. But here it’s all true, and it’s amazing. You have no idea how bored I was.”




“Oh, I think I can guess,” the Queen murmured.




Elizabeth Brown flashed her a look of amused agreement.




“My son heads off to college, and I’ve got an empty nest, and then,” she paused and sighed, “all that difficulty with his old friends digging into my husband’s work, which led them to some of mine. Really, it would have been a lot worse to deal with if this hadn’t come up and given me a new focus.”




Dracula gurgled, and they both glanced down at him.




“So you sent this thing after my daughter?” the Queen asked, curious.




She read the woman and found nothing but smooth, blank walls. Fascinating.




“Not directly,” Brown told her. “He came to me and tried to make out like he was lord and master of the whole thing, and that I was better off joining him. Promise of eternal life. Yadda yadda.”




She shook her head at the idiocy of the idea, and then she leaned over and turned her head until it was aligned with Dracula’s.




“Hi, Vlad,” she said. “Guess you should have listened to me, big guy. You wouldn’t be in this pickle.”




She straightened and brushed her wavy brown hair back.




“When I turned him down, he started getting nasty,” she told the Queen. “You know men. Tell one no, and you’re a bitch. Tell one no and another one yes, and you’re a slut.”




“I’m familiar with that attitude.” The Queen felt the corners of her lips lift in a tiny smile.




She started playing with Dracula, brushing his hair away from the ruin of his face, caressing his forehead and cheek, and then reaching down and breaking off pieces of his jaw. He screamed hoarsely each time.




“He wanted to turn it into a pissing contest,” Brown continued. “So, I challenged him. Whoever could bring Princess Antonia to their side would win control of Strelsau Under. He, of course, also saw it as a way to get to you, and I chose Napoleon’s philosophy of never interrupting your enemy when he’s making a mistake.”




“Do you know what I am?” the Queen asked, curious.




Brown lifted a hand to stop her from continuing. 




“Don’t tell me, Your Majesty. I’m in the process of finding out, and I really enjoy unraveling the mystery. Lee gets that from me, by the way. I do know that you’re very old. The earliest mentions I’ve found in the records date to before 900 AD, and I suspect that you showed up about the same time the Hellmouth here was opened.”




“This is true,” the Queen answered. “Hmm, I thought I’d eradicated all those mentions.”




“I have a few sources,” Brown answered. 




Dracula squirmed under the Queen’s hand. His screams were getting loud enough to distract from the conversation.




“Excuse me,” the Queen said. 




She broke off the rest of his lower jaw and reached into what was left of his mouth, pushed two fingers into his throat, and tore out his windpipe and larynx. The screaming stopped. Elizabeth Brown looked a little disturbed by what she saw, but not enough to throw her off her game.




“It seems strange to me that you let your daughter run around the catacombs with no protection,” she noted.




“My daughter has far more protection than she knows,” the Queen answered, “and I am not raising a veal calf. Before her time comes, I’ll have her experience as rich a life as possible.”




Brown considered her words and shrugged, clearly disagreeing, but not willing to argue over it.




“There’s a link between Hentzau’s group and your daughter,” she said in a tone that implied she’s seen the princess partying with an entire biker gang. “Knowing Lee would be dragged into it one way or the other, I dropped the names of Dawn Summers and Sabrina Spellman to Dracula as well. Lee’s got so much potential, you know. I like to give him the opportunity to grow.”




“Your thoughts on Hentzau?” the Queen asked.




“Useful for now,” Lee’s mother answered. “Lee needs a little polish and some practice in teamwork. Eventually, though, he’ll have to go.”




“I cannot have you claim control over the Hellmouth,” the Queen warned. “It is mine and mine alone.”




“Well, I don’t have control over it,” Brown admitted. “I’d say I have about seventy percent of Strelsau Under at this point, and the Hellmouth is in a place where my reach doesn’t extend. So we don’t have to be in direct conflict. Not yet.”




The Queen considered her. There had, of course, been others like her, but Elizabeth Brown was refreshingly straightforward. And useful.




“I’d like to work with you,” she finally said. “I’m sure we can come to some agreement on the Hellmouth. Perhaps in return for leaving it to me, I can arrange a title for your son. Perhaps even Hentzau’s, if you’re willing to remove him and his from the picture.”




Elizabeth Brown broke into a wide smile. “I like the way you think, Your Majesty.”




“I enjoy making new allies,” the Queen answered.




She glanced down at Dracula, who flailed in a slow and futile attempt to escape.




“I’m keeping you from your…whatever,” Brown realized. 




She leaned over again and met Dracula’s one remaining eye.




“Let’s be honest, Vlad,” she said. “I hate rapists, and that’s really all you are—a rapist. As far as I’m concerned, whatever you get, you deserve.”




“You’re welcome to join me,” the Queen offered. “I’ll even show you how.”




“Oh, no, no,” Elizabeth Brown declined. “Moment on the lips, lifetime on the hips, and all that. No, I’ll be on my way. If you need me, send one of those handsome young men down into the catacombs to say hello. I’ll spot them.”




“Of course. It was…fortuitous meeting you, Mrs. Brown.”




“Ah, ah,” the woman answered, “like I always tell Lee, you make your own luck.”




Then, like a mom picking her way through a PTA rummage sale, Elizabeth Brown left for the stairs leading to the cistern, turned the charm she held over, and disappeared from view.




The Queen tilted her head and picked out the woman’s movements, though not by sound. Very, very interesting. She checked the progress of her liegemen, left them to their tasks, and then she turned her attention back to Dracula. Such an old little demon. Not as old as her, of course, but there were a lot of years and tens of thousands of lives under his nails. And she was hungry. It had been a long time since she’d had something like this to feast on.




She smiled down at him and turned what was left of his face up to hers.




“Now, little demon,” she said, “let me show you what becomes of those who cross me.”




It was a good thing he could no longer scream. It might have given her a headache.







When Tarlenheim and Vilkas returned, their find wrapped in a tablecloth, Her Majesty was busy nailing the remains of Dracula to the western wall of the basement with the broken halves of Hentzau’s javelins. One silver tipped whitethorn spike through each shoulder and another through each hip. She drove each of them between the stone blocks of the wall with one strike each from the pommel of her sword. 




Dracula hung limply, unmoving except for his remaining eye, which wept and cast about or something he no longer comprehended. He was soiled with blood, snot, and worse things.




“Do either of you have a knife?” the Queen asked.




“Madam,” Tarlenheim answered, holding his own out, hilt first.




“Thank you.”




She took it, lifted Dracula’s head up by a hank of hair, and used the knife to pin him to the wall, in through his empty eye socket and out his ear. It left his good eye available to see everything going on.




“He…could reach up and pull it out,” Tarlenheim said.




“He could,” she answered, satisfied, “but he won’t.”




She turned to face them, glowing with life and energy.




“Now, what do you have for me?” she asked.




When they started to offer it to her, she raised her hand to stop them. Instead, Tarlenheim placed the gathered tablecloth on the floor, knelt on the sodden rug, and opened the bundle. Inside lay a fine net of iron, large enough to tangle a person. Beside it were three thin rings of iron, linked by fine iron chains. The rings—two bracelets and one necklace—were written with runes of abjuration, silence, and oblivion. The queen considered them for a long moment.




“Perhaps he was somewhat informed after all,” she murmured to herself.




“Madam, what would you have us do with these things?” Tarlenheim asked.




“I will take care of them,” she answered. “Remain where you are, sweet Tarlenheim. Vilkas, please join him.”




Dubious, Vilkas stepped over and knelt on the rug beside Tarlenheim. She gazed at both of them, giving them her most ingratiating and trustworthy self to latch onto.




“I apologize for the necessity,” she told them as they looked up at her with earnest devotion, “but I will need some of your memories from tonight.”




Tarlenheim flinched, though he managed to control it. She’d taken from him before, though she made a rule of leaving the young ones alone as much as possible. It made them so much sweeter when they came to her at their majority and swore allegiance to her. Tarlenheim, however, was a special case. He carried out her will in small things all the time, and some of those times, it was necessary to remove the marks her tasks left. He knew her touch and held himself still, though he breathed hard with the pain. Vilkas, from a small Hungarian family that no longer had claim to a title, was all angry and envy, all knowledge that his place in the world was smaller than what he thought it ought to be. He didn’t know what to expect, but his devotion to living the right and proper way by showing loyalty to his queen did the job. He held still as she drew out his memories of that night and consumed a few minutes here and there. 




It was like taking a taste of two tempting desserts. Ordinarily, she wouldn’t risk it, knowing she might just give in to her hunger and devour the entire thing. But Dracula’s mind had been rich and heavy with centuries of sin, and just now she was sated as she hadn’t been in ages. She could sample each and leave only a tiny bit of damage that would heal in hours. Tarlenheim, especially, she enjoyed. One day, she’d have to invite him to her bed and sample the entire package, as it were. The staff were used to cleaning up after her, and his kin knew not to trouble her over one supernumerary heir.




“Thank you, gentlemen,” she told them, after they collapsed with relief that it was over. “On your way out, would you please notify General Sapt that I would like him to bring down the eastern wall with his siege weapons. He’s to take care that the rubble does not block the basement. I want Dracula to enjoy his final sunrise.”




“Of course, Your Majesty,” Tarlenheim said softly.




Numb, he got to his feet and helped Vilkas to his own feet.




“Vilkas, I’ll need your coat, please,” she said.




Vilkas didn’t turn, but he did strip out of his coat and hand it to her. She smiled at them.




“You’re excused.” 




Tarlenheim, ever the tidy and thoughtful, picked up the stacks of clothing and belongings the girls had left behind. He probably hadn’t even thought about it. The Queen dismissed the two from her thoughts and returned to the items at hand.




She wrapped the weapons of Dracula’s aborted ambush in the tablecloth and then again in Vilkas’s coat. Then she pulled down a tapestry and wrapped it in that, and finally tied a curtain sash around the whole thing, securing it. She’d have been happier with some form of magical protection, but one did what one had to and endured the consequences. She picked up the bulky package by the sash and considered Dracula’s not quite finished corpse.




There was a chance there would be some bones left over, since he was an old vampire. His skull, which would have been the most significant, had been ruined by the chrism. There’d be no use for it, and she was content to let others make do with any femurs or vertebrae that survived the fire of the sunrise.




Hentzau had almost certainly gotten her daughter back to the palace by this time. She’d have the priest and doctor examine her girl. Just a quick check had shown that the girl had been under the lightest touch Dracula could use to put her to sleep, but even that was heavy enough. She’d need some sunny days and time with friends to repair the damage. The other two girls had been used far more harshly, but they were students at the University, and it was high time they got used to the life ahead of them.




It had been nice to stretch herself a bit. She was sure to be in a better mood for the rest of the week.




With that thought, she climbed the stairs and left for the palace.







Elizabeth Brown returned to the deepest level of the catacombs by way of one of the bone wells where the citizens of Strelsau had once dumped bodies by the tens of thousands during the worst of the epidemics which had swept the city. Once she got to the last three levels, the sides of the well, the passages intersecting it, and the rooms which formed a human-sized rabbit warren were coated in a kind of glaze. The heat of the fires Herr Shang had used to immolate a pack of ghouls had literally melted the surfaces to glass. 




Fire was a great cleanser. All the marks of death, protection, exploration, or other indicators of human habitation had been wiped clean. There was no other spot in the entire city like it. With a few precautions that she had mastered weeks ago, there was no way for anyone to see what was down here, short of coming down and installing a security camera.




So she kept her changes as much within that space as possible. All the power and communication cables snaking to the surface went through the old bone dumps as well. Local superstition and habit kept anyone from checking, and allowed her to use much smaller and less drastic spells of obscurity than she otherwise would have to. That was a distinct advantage as she’d already found that electronics and magic rarely worked well together.




She dropped into her new home and closed the hatch behind her. She stopped at the coat rack and doffed her outerwear. Good thing she’d worn it too, what with all the holy water coming down. Oh, she liked Strelsau. Practical people. She’d spotted the tiny silver nails on window ledges and the horseshoes above doorways and thought they were quite silly, but her first month in town had taught her differently. These people didn’t kid themselves about the way the world worked. They were on the menu, and they knew it.




After stripping down to daytime clothes, she stopped by her locked cabinet, opened it, and put her invisibility charm in its proper place. If you weren’t holding it, you had to wrap it in something. Otherwise, how were you going to find it? It was worse than losing your keys. At least those you could see. She pulled out and put away several other objects of power, including her hold out weapon if the Queen proved disagreeable—a knife forged from meteorite iron in the form of the goddess Kali.




With that done, she went over to her workstation and woke her computer up. She took out her camera and plugged it in. Finding Dracula’s little ambush hadn’t been hard at all, and the items certainly gave her a better idea of what she was dealing with. 




There were a lot of “mystical volumes of lore” on the black market. She’d even read some of them before she’d realized there was something to the whole thing. Most of them, though, were cheap knockoffs or completely made up. The remainder had often been scribbled down by some poor bastard who’d summoned a demon or cast a spell to give him true visions of the world, and it had driven him completely around the bend. What they’d written was true, from a certain point of view, but it was filtered through some seriously hallucinatory filters. The few that remained—calm, sedate, and detailed—made her think most of the research had been done by a bunch of British guys with a calling, like the Encyclopædia Britannica, only for the shadow world.




It was from these rare volumes that she culled her knowledge. The Queen was no demon. Wading through a downpour of holy water certainly backed that up. She wasn’t mortal either. She had some serious magic, but much of it was outside what most mortals knew or could handle. And she liked to eat people’s minds.




She pulled up the pictures she’d taken and considered. A net made of iron links, bracelets, and a neck ring of the same iron, overwritten with runes. She’d taken pictures of each symbol for further research. Cold iron was useful against a very small number of demons but more so against the denizens of Faerie. After listening to Lee on the topic, she’d dug up a copy of the Witches of the Other Realm and was of the opinion that they were a branch of the UnSeelie court or something similar. The split probably went far back enough neither group acknowledged the other. And now it was something to be used against the Queen. Interesting.




The Queen’s claim on the Hellmouth made her wonder about the old stories of the Tithe and if they had any bearing. It was worth looking into.




Well, it was nearly morning, and she’d been up all night. Time for a quick nap, a late breakfast, and a start on all that research.





The Tests



The fact that she couldn’t move properly woke her up, and Dawn opened her eyes to find that she was on the couch in Hentzau’s library, swaddled in blankets, with her arm propped up on a side table while its cast set. Her feet were cold, and she looked down to see Gehring patiently stitching cuts while Frau Farber bandaged the foot he’d already finished. The fact that it hurt but she didn’t really care made her think that she’d already gotten a shot of morphine.




She could smell tobacco smoke, which didn’t make much sense until she looked up and saw Natalia Romanov with her feet propped up and a lit cigarette in her off hand considering her.




“Awake at last,” the grand duchess said with a lifted eyebrow. 




She was dressed for combat and had clearly had enough time to take her boots off and relax. There was a small tray on the table beside her with coffee and a plate that contained nothing but crumbs and a melon rind.




“Dima remains at the palace,” Natalia told her. “He stays with Her Royal Highness while she is tested for any remaining vampiric influence. Most likely, a member of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith will be here to test you and the witch girl before he can return. He requested that I stand in for him.”




The Congregation for the…




“The Inquisition?” Dawn asked, feeling amazingly stupid.




Natalia took a drag off her cigarette and exhaled a cloud of smoke.




“The very same,” she answered. “I find even the best of them unpleasant. Dima has forbidden them entrance to his province, on pain of flogging. Still, there is no ignoring a royal command to submit on this matter. So, submit you will, and I will ensure you and the other girl come through relatively unscathed.”




“Okay.”




Somehow, her midterms no longer seemed so intimidating.




Finished with Dawn’s right foot and waiting for Gehring to complete stitching the gash that crossed the top of Dawn’s left foot and continued on her calf, Frau Farber got to her feet, marched over to the grand duchess, and plucked the cigarette from her fingers.




“You may destroy your lungs to your heart’s content elsewhere, Your Serene Highness,” Farber said in formal Ruritanian Deutsch, “but you will not smoke in here. His Highness insists.”




Natalia gave her a sour look.




“Be a good servant and fetch the witch girl. We have a scene to create before priest arrives,” she said.




Farber dropped the lit cigarette in the duchess’s coffee before giving her the universe’s smallest curtsy and leaving for the stairs.




“Dawn Summers, you will listen to the instructions I give you and follow them. Do you understand?” she asked.




“That kind of depends on the instructions,” Dawn replied. She could always blame any attitude on whatever drugs Gehring gave her.




She looked down at Gehring and met his eyes over her toes. He gave her the tiniest shake of her head. Well, maybe not, then.




“Stupid girl,” the duchess said pleasantly. “If I tell you to suck the priest’s dick, you’ll do it. You can go whining to Dima later. My only task is to see the two of you through whatever test the priest performs with your health and your reputations intact. Do you understand?”




Dawn sighed, disgusted. “Yeah, okay. I get it.”




“Good,” the duchess drawled.




“Hey, where are Lee and Cole?” Dawn asked Gehring.




“Brown has returned to Castely Fekatelo in an attempt to retrieve your belongings,” Gehring answered. “Sear is upstairs with Spellman. He has refused to leave her alone.”




She remembered her freak out over her bag and felt a wash of shame swamp her. Except…how exactly had she gotten back? All she remembered was Lee, reacting to someone coming into the cistern. Had there been some sort of attack? Except, he’d clearly gotten her back here in one piece. Frustrated and confused, she started to sit up.




“Hold still!” Gehring commanded in a voice completely different from what she was used to.




She froze.




“You will keep still until I have finished these stitches and bandaged your foot,” he ordered her, “and then you will continue keeping still while your cast sets. When it is time for you to move, Frau Farber and I will assist you.”




“Yes, sir,” she answered.




He looked up and gave her a very small smile.




“You must forgive me, Summers,” he said. “I’m still in my military role and will remain so until His Highness has returned and confirmed that this morning’s crisis is over.”




Summers instead of Miss Summers, she realized. Just like he’d said Brown instead of Mister Brown. She sank back into the comfortable couch and stayed put.




“So, you and the other Ducklings gave my sweet Agnes something of a black eye,” Natalia said. She didn’t look displeased.




“We were trying to avoid an out and out war,” Dawn replied, “what with them looking to beat Cole senseless because he’s gay.”




“Because he’s homosexual,” Natalia confirmed, “and because he lacks the sense to be ashamed of it.”




“Oh, bullshit,” Dawn answered. “Nobody’s ashamed of being left handed anymore, and nobody should be ashamed of being gay.”




“In as much as I care about such things,” Natalia responded, considering her coffee and then setting it aside, “I agree. The Strakenzi, however, have always been of more orthodox views. They still punish their children for writing with their left hands. Agnes’s older sister, Brigitte, was my protegée in university, and so I must at least try to take an interest in her.”




Which was a reminder that Natalia Romanov had also attended Queen Flavia University and had successfully graduated several years previously.




“It doesn’t bother you that Hentzau killed their cousin?” Dawn asked, curious.




“Alfred got only what he deserved,” Romanov answered, twitching her foot in boredom. “I wonder if one of his cousins or uncles put him up to it, as he was not well liked as the second in line to the duchy. Dima, for his part, rode me like a stallion for nearly a month afterwards, so I have no complaints on the matter.”




“This place is a snake pit,” Dawn muttered under her breath, feeling ill.




“Oh, you can rest assured that it is,” the duchess told her, “and be glad my betrothed has taken such tender care of you. Try not to squander it.”




Frau Farber returned with Cole and Sabrina. Sabrina was wrapped in thick, quilted robe, and she didn’t look up. Cole met Dawn’s eyes, and he looked grim. He kept an arm around Sabrina’s shoulders. Salem trotted in behind them and jumped up to the back of the couch Dawn lay on. With a sigh, Natalia Romanov got to her feet and looked them over.




“Put her here with Summers,” she instructed Farber. “Boy, you will be as Spellman’s faithful swain. I know you’re a fag, but you can pretend for a few minutes.”




Her left foot properly bandaged, Gehring came round and, as promised, he and Farber helped Dawn up, keeping her cast from banging anything, her from falling over, and any weight from being put on her feet.




“Summers, try to look pointlessly angry,” Romanov said. “Yes, just like that.”




Once Dawn was sitting up and propped with pillows at one end of the couch, Romanov ordered Sabrina to sit next to her, and then Cole next to her. 




“These priests,” Romanov said, “are not gentle. They believe anyone enthralled by a vampire’s will is forever tainted. Some of them believe the fault lies with the victim. No matter what he says or does, do not lose your temper. He is no ally, and he never will be. All we wish is for him to perform the necessary tests in the presence of a witness. Once he has done so, he must report the truth of the matter to Her Majesty, and she will judge you as free souls still under the protection of the matriculation board.”




“This is sick,” Cole muttered.




“Raise your faint cries to the heavens at your leisure, boy,” Romanov told him. “I deal in reality, not idealism. Farber, you will bring me a fresh cup of coffee, and if you touch the next cigarette I light, I shall beat you to death and feed you to your master’s hounds.”




While they waited for the priest to arrive, Dawn took Sabrina’s hand in her good one and tried to get her to look up. Sabrina’s shoulders were hunched, and she kept her eyes on her lap. She leaned against Cole and finally turned her face against his shoulder without saying a word. Cole rubbed her shoulder and gave Dawn a helpless look.




“If Queen Thingie hasn’t already picked her teeth with his bones,” Salem muttered softly enough that only Dawn heard him, “I swear by Loviatar, I will eat his entrails and make him watch.”




Dawn would hold his napkin.




The priest arrived a few minutes later with Herr Shang. That alone made her feel better. No one was getting anything around Herr Shang. The priest, introduced as Father Theodore, had a gentle face with smile lines around his eyes. He waved off Frau Farber’s offer of coffee or tea.




“We should proceed,” he said in French-accented German. “I’m sure the girls need their rest.”




Romanov gave her chair to the Father Theodore, accepted a new cup of coffee from Farber, and lit a fresh cigarette. Herr Shang stood further back, so silent he faded from the room. Father Theodore set a bag on the floor, opened it, took out a black stole, kissed it, and placed it around his neck. Then he took out a rosary, which he wound around his hand, a book, and a pencil.




After taking their names, he turned to Dawn.




“Did you, Miss Summers, seek out the vampire of your own free will?” he asked.




“I don’t…” she paused, confused and checked with Romanov, who indicated with a nod that she should answer. “We were hunting him, so, yes. Sabrina and I joined Frey von Tarlenheim and Albin Gizlis and went to check about a dozen spots to see if there was any evidence of a vampire, probably Dracula, holed up in one of the castles.”




He narrowed his eyes a little, unsatisfied with her answer.




“On any other occasion, Miss Summers,” he said, “did you seek out the vampire of your own free will?”




“What? No,” Dawn answered. “Of course not.”




He nodded in agreement and made a mark in his book.




“Miss Spellman, did you seek out the vampire of your own free will?”




“No.” Sabrina’s voice was barely audible.




“And how did you happen into his company?” Father Theodore asked.




“Father,” Romanov said, “it’s a fascinating subject, I’m sure, but that is not one of the agreed upon questions.”




Father Theodore flashed her a look of annoyance. 




“I must be sure both the girls are unblemished,” he told her.




“Which the tests will accomplish,” Romanov answered, “to your satisfaction, mine, theirs, and Her Majesty’s. The rest is only details I’m sure the girls wish to forget.”




He frowned but returned to his task.




“Miss Summers, do you renounce, reject, and abjure the vampire’s will in all things?” he asked her.




“I do.” That one, at least, was unambiguous and easy.




“Miss Spellman,” he turned to Sabrina again, “do you renounce, reject, and abjure the vampire’s will in all things?”




“Yes.” Her voice was still barely audible, but the priest was paying close attention to her lips and read her answer without difficulty.




“Miss Summers, do you give oath that you will not seek out any of those cursed undead known as vampires at any time for any reason so long as you live?” he asked.




She stared at him. He had to be kidding. She almost started to say yes, to shut him up, when all of Hentzau’s warnings of never, ever breaking an oath came thundering down on her head. She looked over at Romanov, who raised an eyebrow.




“I can’t,” she answered.




Father Theodore, who was ready to put a third check by her name, looked up, surprised.




“Do you mean,” he started.




“No,” she answered. “But I’m a member of the Slayers Council, what used to be the Watchers Council. My sister is the senior Vampire Slayer. I will be training Slayers, and that means I’ll be seeking out vampires. Usually to kill them, but there’s a possibility I might have a conversation with one. I’ve known two vampires with souls, and if my sister had killed them on sight, then the world would have ended about five times over by now.”




He narrowed his eyes and considered her for a long moment.




“Vampire Slayers have the gift of a vampire’s strength, speed, and resilience,” he said, making it sound like a downside, “and the vast majority of Watchers—including all those who train Slayers—are male. Do you think it’s a good idea to impose yourself where your abilities are not equal to the task?”




She almost laughed in his face. Where to start? Romanov tutted a bit and blew a thick cloud of smoke between them.




“Again, Father,” she said, bringing her cigarette back up, “however in need of instruction you may find Miss Summers, that is not one of the agreed upon questions. Please record her answer and move on.”




Father Theodore scribbled a line in his book and turned to Sabrina.




“Miss Spellman, do you give oath that you will not seek out any of those cursed undead known as vampires at any time for any reason so long as you live?” he asked her.




For the first time since Dawn seen her come down the stairs, Sabrina raised her eyes.




“No,” she whispered. “I want to be a Watcher too. If they’ll have me.”




Then she subsided and turned her face away again. Dawn stared at her, amazed.




Father Theodore looked like he would blow a gasket. He grimaced and turned back to Dawn.




“Miss Summers, were you a virgin before last night, and are you still?” he asked.




“What the hell?!” Cole yelled, getting to his feet, which Dawn couldn’t. “What the fuck is wrong with you, asshole?”




“Sexual congress with a vampire—” the priest started.




Natalia inserted herself between the two men, pushing them apart, and pushing Cole back down on the couch. Sabrina was looking up again, silent and horrified and starting to cry.




“Hey,” Dawn protested.




“Enough.”




The room went absolutely silent. Herr Shang stood in the middle of the scene, his right hand on Sabrina’s head, and his left held up between him and Father Theodore. Romanov had fallen back, astonished, and Dawn was trying to figure out how he moved that fast without hurting anyone.




“You were given three questions to ask, Father,” Shang said in his gentle voice. “You have asked them and been given answers. You have three tests to perform. You will do so, and you will not comment one way or another on any matter outside what is directly relevant to the tests. Do you understand?”




“It is my duty to determine whether these girls can be redeemed,” the priest began.




“No,” Shang interrupted him. “It is your duty to perform the required tests and report the results. That is all. Should you attempt to usurp responsibilities not given to you in this matter again, I will return you to Her Majesty and request that another be sent in your place.”




As softly and gently as Herr Shang spoke, somehow Dawn got the idea that being returned to the Queen would involve three or four Ziploc bags and the replacement of the library rug. From the priest’s reaction, so did he.




“You are no Christian,” he spat at Shang.




“Neither, Father, are you,” Shang answered, unruffled.




After a long moment while Shang waited patiently, Father Theodore sat back down and rummaged in his bag again. 




“Hold out your hand,” he ordered Dawn.




She held out her right hand. He put the silver cross of a different rosary in the palm of her hand and wrapped the beads around it. Then he did the same to Sabrina. Then he alternated repetitions of the Hail Mary and the Our Father in Latin until he’d gone through twenty beads of his own rosary before he relented and took the extra rosaries off their hands. He inspected each hand as if he wanted to find something, some mark left by the cross or by the sanctified beads. When it was clear neither of them had a reaction, he made a notation in his book, reached in his bag again and drew out a long thin needle of wood.




“Turn your hand over,” he instructed them.




Dawn did so, and he took her wrist firmly in one hand and then drew the tip of the long splinter across the back of her hand hard enough to scratch. He drew blood. 




She hissed in pain. Gehring leaned over the back of the couch and put a folded square of gauze on the wound while Father Theodore did the same to Sabrina. Sabrina didn’t flinch or make a sound. Gehring handed Cole another square of gauze to put on Sabrina’s hand.




Father Theodore prayed another twenty beads’ worth on his rosary before checking the injuries. Both Dawn and Sabrina had raised welts, but nothing out of the ordinary. He noted the response in his book. Then he took out a small black box. He opened it towards Dawn, cupping it in his hands.




“Look within,” he instructed her.




She leaned forward a bit to see better, and the next thing she knew, she was trying to climb over the back of the couch. Farber had her in a firm hold and was shushing her as she shook all over. She must have banged her arm, because it throbbed hard enough to make her cry, and now her feet hurt too. Farber helped Dawn sit back down and kept her hands on Dawn’s shoulder while Dawn covered her mouth and tried not to make a sound. Father Theodore had already turned to Sabrina and didn’t look at her.




“Look within,” he told Sabrina.




“This is sick,” Cole said. 




Sabrina looked, and while she didn’t react as violently as Dawn did, she broke out in a cold sweat.




“Make it stop,” she whispered. “Please.”




Father Theodore closed the box and put it away, and then he made the final scribblings in his book before shutting it and putting it away as well. He took off his stole, kissed it, folded it, and stowed it away as well.




“I will report the results of the tests to Her Majesty,” he told Shang, getting up.




“Be sure that you do,” Shang said, “and nothing more. I will check.”




Gehring, once more in the role of butler, saw Father Theodore to the door. Herr Shang remained.




“Well, I think the two of you did a perfectly acceptable job,” Romanov said, taking her seat back. “You certainly passed the tests.”




“What was in the box?” Dawn asked.




“No one knows,” Romanov responded, stubbing out her cigarette on the china plate beside her. “That is, no one outside of the Inquisition and its officers. Whatever it is, untainted humans find it intolerable to look upon, and demons are entranced by it.”




“Why did he have to test them, Herr Shang?” Cole demanded. “Couldn’t you have done it?”




“The Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith holds the only tools proven to ascertain with certainty if a person is still in thrall to a vampire or other demon,” Shang said. “Others, including myself, have tried, but there remain some subtle variations in each victim and each vampire that can elude our best judgment.”




“Which you found out because someone betrayed the people around them to the vampire that held them,” Dawn said, exhausted.




Herr Shang inclined his head in silent agreement.




“Dawn, you said Buffy faced Dracula,” Cole said. “Did she have to do anything like that?”




Dawn shook her head. “We just…took it on faith. I mean, Giles and the others did. I was at a friend’s that weekend, so I didn’t find out until weeks later, when Tara slipped and said something in front of me. But apparently both Xander and Buffy had some pretty erratic behavior while they were under his influence.”




“Did he bite her?” Sabrina asked.




“No,” Dawn said, shaking her head. “I asked, after I found out that he’d been in our house and he’d put the whammy on her. I was kind of freaked out, but Buffy told me that he talked a lot of mystical garbage and tried to be all mysterious and seductive, but he didn’t actually touch her.”




“I’m sorry,” Sabrina whispered. “I’m so sorry.”




“Sabrina, it’s not your fault,” Dawn told her. “There’s only one person to blame here, and it’s Dracula. He’s the bad guy, remember?”




She nodded, but she looked so miserable that Dawn leaned forward and put her arm around her.




“Hey, you’re my best friend, remember?” Dawn asked. “So you have to believe me when I tell you it’s not your fault.”




“It’s just…” she whispered, barely loud enough for Dawn to hear, “he told me that he loved me, and I believed him. And then I realized that I loved him too, and I…I couldn’t wait for you to meet him.” 




She broke down and started sobbing. Dawn and Cole both held her. Natalia Romanov sighed and strolled to the other side of the library, bored. Herr Shang put his hand on Sabrina’s head again and regarded her with nearly infinite sadness.




“Is he dead?” Dawn asked Shang, hoping for some good news.




“I am reliably told that after the eastern wall was removed, Dracula’s body was exposed to the full light of the sunrise and ignited,” Shang told them. “Professor Jones remains at the site for confirmation.”




“Good,” Cole muttered.




The right side of his face was covered in one large bruise and a series of parallel scratches from being thrown across the room. He held himself like he hurt. Dawn was all too aware that whatever Gehring had given her was wearing off.




“Did you see Lee?” she asked. “Is he okay?”




“Big old bruises all the way around his neck,” Cole answered, “and he’s talking kind of husky. He went back to get your bag. He said he’d go in with the army around Castely Fekatelo instead of through the catacombs, so he’s staying safe.”




“My children, I will leave you in Her Highness’s care,” Herr Shang told them. “I am needed elsewhere at this hour.”




“Thank you,” Dawn told him. 




He nodded. “I will see you in class.”




“Only in Strelsau,” Cole sighed. “You help hunt down the most notorious vampire in history, and it doesn’t even count for extra credit.”





The Worst Thing To Say and The Best



On her third night in London, the second time she and Spencer had sex that night, Dawn had found out what all the fuss was about. Not that the seven previous encounters had been in any way disappointing. Spencer was sweet, gentle, focused, and unbelievably knowledgeable. He’d brought her to climax every single time, and it was the same kind of orgasm she was used to, shivery and tingly and lovely. That time, though, had been something she thought only existed in bad romance novels. 




She’d been a little tired with all the walking they’d done, deliciously warm, and she’d had a glass of wine with dinner. She was relaxed and still aroused from their last round, and Spencer never actually stopped. He just continued massaging her legs and her belly, her breasts and her shoulders, her back and her buttocks. He used his mouth and his long, agile fingers on her to bring her close to something she’d never experienced, where she made tiny little noises as she arched and strained under him. Then, he’d settled against her, and in one smooth, hard thrust, mounted her. She lost all sense of watching herself from within and became only what he was doing to her and how her body responded. 




She learned that she could come and come again and continue coming for well over a minute, gasping and crying out so loud, Spencer had to cover her mouth with his to avoid waking the neighbors. She left nail marks on his shoulders, which he hadn’t minded at all, and when she’d finally recovered, she’d been scared and vulnerable and had even cried a bit, which Spencer had gently kissed away and talked her through. The next day, she’d noted several times how strange it was that there were people out there not having sex when they could be, and what a nicer, more mellow place the planet would be if everyone could just get a little of what she’d had the last night. Spencer had ducked his head a little and smiled.




So, Dawn lay in bed on the fourth floor of Hentzau’s townhouse in Strelsau. listening to her roommate’s breathing even out and grow slower with sleep, and she wondered how she was going to come to grips with the fact that Dracula’s bite had felt even better than that.




She’d been so scared, paralyzed with fear and Dracula’s will. He had taken her stake away from her, swept her hair away from her throat, turned her collar down and begun nuzzling her neck. Sabrina had watched with the kind of hope only matchmaking friends ever experienced. He’d pulled her close in a mockery of an embrace. She felt the points of his fangs against his skin, the pain of them piercing not just skin, but the blood vessel underneath, and then…




Just like the motion of intercourse had transfigured itself into a consuming ache that lit her from within, Dracula’s bite had turned her into a limp, compliant body, gasping with ecstasy, rising to his hands and blissfully accepting his control over her. Until Hentzau had applied the chrism to her forehead and throat, there was a not-small-at-all part of her mind devoted to wondering when Dracula would touch her again.




She felt sick, and she hated herself.




Finally, she got out of bed, and taking gingery steps, unplugged her cellphone and left the bedroom. There was no light under either Cole or Lee’s door, and for a moment, she wondered what would happen if she went in to Lee’s room and climbed under the covers with him and when he woke, asked him to help her forget, to help her feel something else. Even as she thought it, she knew it was a bad idea, and she realized she wasn’t even very tempted by it.




Carefully, putting as much weight on the banister as possible, she made her way down one flight of stairs and paused at the landing that overlooked the entry way. There was an upholstered bench there, and she took a seat there, bringing her feet up, and sitting silently for a few minutes. Then she checked the time on her cellphone, and found it was a few minutes before three. Strelsau was six hours ahead of Cleveland, so it would be just before nine on Saturday night there.




She called Buffy.




When she left home for Strelsau, she’d promised herself that she’d call once a week on Sunday nights, and she blocked out three hours each Sunday evening so she could talk to everyone. She’d called a couple of times during the week, when something came up, and she’d already talked to Buffy plenty of times—including the first time she’d sat in Hentzau’s parlor. But those had been happy calls or catching up calls or I’ve-got-news calls. They’d never been cries for help. She’d promised herself that she’d manage on her own or—at worst—call Jenny for help. Not Buffy or Willow. Not even Xander. She had to prove that she could manage on her own, that she didn’t need to be rescued.




“Hey, what’s up?”




She almost lost it when Buffy answered, but managed to control her breathing. There was a lot of noise in the background, which almost certainly meant that she was at the Saturday night movie which Giles, Xander, and Andrew took turns putting on. It hurt to think of all the Slayerettes playing sleepover on the floor while the adults got the couch, and Winky keeping the popcorn supplied until Xander ordered to watch the movie.




“Um, are you somewhere you can talk?” Dawn asked.




There was a pause.




“Hang on.” 




The volume was suddenly muffled, and Dawn heard Buffy tell someone to go ahead without her. 




When Buffy uncovered the phone’s mike, there was no more background noise.




“What’s wrong?” Buffy asked.




“Um…” Dawn realized she had no idea what she was going to say. “It’s been kind of a sucky day.”




“Dawnie, what happened?” She heard that note in Buffy’s voice, the one that said Buffy was moving into take-charge-and-kill-things mode.




“Well, remember I told you about the catacombs and how there was a rumor about Dracula being in town?” she asked. “Well, he…he got to Sabrina while we were in the catacombs, only none of us knew it, and…she told him when Princess Antonia would be in the catacombs on her way to Hentzau’s on Friday night, and then when we were called up to search, she ran off. I went to get her, but it was a trap, and Dracula was there.”




There was a long, drawn out silence. When Buffy spoke again, her voice was dead calm.




“What did he do to you, Dawnie?”




“He’s…um, he’s dead,” Dawn told her sister, wiping tears from her cheeks. “Okay? After the whole rescue mission, the queen killed him and left him for the rising sun, and Professor Jones showed me and Sabrina his skull, so he’s really, really dead.”




“Dawnie, what did he do?” Buffy repeated. There was a wealth of sledgehammers pounding vampire bones to dust in her voice.




She grimaced with the struggle to say it, her shoulders shaking with sobs. She had to clear her throat and take a deep breath.




“He buh…he bit me. Dracula bit me, and h-he drank my blood, and he had me completely under his control.”




There was another long, silent pause, and when Buffy spoke again, her voice was different. She sounded tired and disappointed.




“Well, you wanted to hunt vampires,” she said.




The words left Dawn so numb, she couldn’t draw breath to speak.




“You wanted to go to Strelsau, Dawn,” Buffy continued. “And this is the kind of thing that happens in Strelsau, so I guess you got what you wanted.”




“But…this isn’t my fault,” Dawn stammered.




“No, it’s not,” Buffy agreed. “It’s Dracula’s, but if you’d stayed here, I could have protected you. He wouldn’t have figured he had a two-day gap he could do anything he wanted to my little sister, and I couldn’t do anything about it.”




“That’s not…”




“Don’t you get it, Dawn?” Buffy demanded. “I can’t protect you if you’re not here.”




“I’m not…” Dawn whispered. “I can’t…”




She hung up on Buffy and sat there, staring at the phone until five minutes had passed and she realized that Buffy wasn’t calling her back. Cole found her, twenty minutes later, still crying, and held her and rocked her, and he kept whispering “I’m sorry. You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s not your fault.”




When she found her feet had swelled and she couldn’t put weight on them, he gave her a piggyback ride back to the room she shared with Sabrina, helped her back into bed, and brought her a pain pill and a glass of water. Then he sat on the floor next to her bed and held her hand until she fell asleep.







Sunday wasn’t much better. Sabrina was listless and grey. Dawn doubled up on her pain pills because they let her sleep. 




House texted her.




Got an update on your EMR. Incomplete fracture of the radius. That’s 7 of 34. Going for the complete set?




Even completely dopey, she replied.




Fighting Dracula. Got banged up !-(




What, no Wolfman? No Frankenstein? House replied.




Getting his hair done. Shit takes hours. Frankenstein was last month




There was a pause of two minutes.




You okay?




She wiped her eyes and nose before replying.




Got good drugs, cabana boy, and deranged kitty. Will B fine. Thx




Behave, or I’ll scan your head.




She smiled.




K :-)




Cole gave her a piggyback ride downstairs, and Frau Farber and Gehring set up the library to watch movies, something they never did. Muninn curled up below her legs, between the couch and ottoman, and occasionally thumped his tail on the floor. Cole sat between her and Sabrina and kept an arm around each of them. They watched the same Hollywood musicals Cole had watched with his mom while Cole and Lee argued over which decade had the best ones. Lee liked the off-Broadway adaptations of the 1960s, but Cole was a 1950s costumed spectacle man through and through. Lee pointed out plot holes until they threw popcorn at him and Huginn climbed into his lap to eat it.




Hentzau returned from Mass and joined them, taking the chair his betrothed had occupied the previous day. Natalia had dragged him away as soon as he’d returned the previous day, and no one had seen him again until dinner, where he’d looked tired and cross, and the duchess had been even more smug than before. Dawn realized he was keeping a close eye on her and Sabrina, but halfway through the 1954 remake of The Royal Rascal with Don Lockwood Jr. and Leihla Lamont, she looked over and saw that he was asleep with his chin on his chest.




The swelling in her feet had finally started going down, and the bruises on her feet, calves, knee, hand, and shoulder were softening and turning brilliant shades of purple and blue. Cole looked like he’d lost a fight with an entire bar. Lee looked like the object of a failed political assassination. Even Hentzau had some cuts on his hands and arms from Dracula lashing out at him. Sabrina was the only one who’d come away unscathed, and she seemed all too aware of it.




She ate. She took more pain pills. She slept through half of The Monster Mash, and when Frau Farber suggested she and Sabrina go back upstairs for a proper nap, she managed the first flight of stairs before accepting Cole’s offer for yet another piggyback ride.




“Man needs an elevator,” Lee remarked.




Dawn didn’t reply but kept her head on Cole’s shoulder while Sabrina trudged up the stairs next to them. Even Lee subsided. He’d been distracted the whole day previously and asked Professor Jones if they could talk privately. Hentzau had called him aside for a handful of questions after dinner, and neither of them looked happy when they came out of Hentzau’s office. Dawn was too tired to ask questions.




When she and Sabrina climbed onto the wide bed for another nap, Dawn asked the one question that had been bothering her.




“Sabrina, did you mean it when you said you wanted to be a Watcher?”




Sabrina didn’t look up. She stroked Salem’s fur over and over, staring down.




“I don’t know,” her roommate finally answered. “I just knew that Father Theodore was saying I had to give up something, and I didn’t want to give up anything. I especially didn’t want anyone telling me I had to give up something. I liked your answer, so I…I guess I stole it.”




“You know, you’d make a great Watcher,” Dawn told her. “Never mind your magic. You’re just good with people. Sometimes it seems like the Council is a whole bunch of prima donnas all pulling in separate directions. You get people to get along with each other. It’s a gift.”




Sabrina shrugged. “I don’t think they’d want me after what I did.”




She was crying again, and Dawn felt like it would break her, knowing that she’d said everything she could think of and couldn’t convince Sabrina that none of it was her fault. She had no idea what to do. Except, maybe, ask for help.




“Okay, you know what?” Dawn said, “I want you to stay here, okay? I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”




She made her slow and painful way down to the third floor and knocked on Hentzau’s door. He was their mentor. He was supposed to handle problems they couldn’t. He could handle this. It took long enough that she realized he must have been lying down, but he answered.




“Can you talk to Sabrina?” she asked, twisting her hands. “I can’t…Nothing I say helps.”




He nodded. “Of course.”




He looked down at her bandaged and slippered feet. 




“Wait over on the bench there.” He indicated the backless couch across the hallway. “I’ll be back, and I’ll help you up the stairs.”




It took more than twenty minutes before he came back downstairs, scrubbing at his hair.




“Is she okay?” Dawn asked.




“She’s better,” he replied. “She’s very worried about you.”




“No, I’m—” she started.




“I’d like to show you something,” Hentzau said, “and I’d appreciate it if it went no further.”




He took off his suit jacket and then his tie, which sent alarm bells through Dawn’s head. For some reason she remembered her thoughts the previous night about going into Lee’s room and wondered if Sabrina had somehow convinced Hentzau to—




But all Hentzau did was unbutton his collar and open it, then unbutton his cuffs, and roll his sleeves back to his elbows. Then he sat on the edge of the bench opposite her and held out his arms, showing the insides of his elbows. They were marked with scars—matched sets of bite marks—from his wrists to his elbows. There had to be at least seven sets of them.




She stared at them for a long moment and then looked up. Hentzau folded his collar back and let her see three more sets on his throat.




“I mentioned that four years ago, when I served with Riley Finn’s squad, we fought Dracula in Hungary,” Hentzau said. 




“You said you weren’t much help,” Dawn managed.




Dracula had whispered in her ear just before he’d gone to bite her a second time, “if you’re very, very good, I’ll let you have the graf to play with. My last wives enjoyed him immensely.” There was a reason he never unbent enough to do more than take off his jacket.




“Dracula’s wives,” she said out loud.




“Dracula’s wives,” he confirmed. “I was supposed to be scouting, but I took a turn I wasn’t supposed to. I saw his youngest wife. She had glowing blue-green eyes, and she said something in a language I didn’t recognize, and then the next thing I knew, I was surrounded. I followed them back to their chambers, surrendered all my weapons, and they had me for hours.”




She felt sick, knowing that they would have put him under their power just like Dracula did her, Sabrina, and Antonia, and that he hadn’t stood a chance.




“I was there for hours,” Hentzau continued. “Dracula allowed them to take whatever men they liked, so long as they killed them and didn’t turn them. They…liked to play with their prey. Finn, Gehring, and John Brant rescued me and killed all three of them. Sam Finn transfused me with four units of blood to keep me alive until they could get me to a proper hospital. I don’t remember it, but Gehring tells me I fought so hard to get back to them, I had to be restrained, strapped to the bed, until I came to my senses.”




“I’m so sorry,” Dawn whispered.




He rolled his sleeves down and buttoned them again. Then he buttoned his collar, put his tie on, and tightened the knot until it was in place.




“Vampire saliva,” he said, ignoring her apology, “contains an incredibly potent narcotic. John Brant speculated that its purpose is to incapacitate their prey, but Riley Finn believes that it serves just as well to enslave, even to ensure that the victim willingly completes the ritual necessary to turn a human into a vampire. I hesitate to use the word willingly, because I don’t believe the victims of a vampire have any choice in the matter. I remember what I felt, and if one of them had offered me her blood, I would have taken it without any hesitation, and I had no illusions as to what would happen if I did.”




“It…when he bit me,” she said, “I thought I was going to die, and I didn’t mind. It felt so good, it was worth it. Until you used the chrism on me, a part of me wanted him to bite me again. I wanted to die like that.”




He nodded. “You are not the only person ever to experience that. I think it’s why the chrism hurts so much. It burns out all the pleasure they inflict on you and takes the obsession with it.”




“Did you…”




“I had to return home to convalesce,” he answered her unfinished question. “And I was plagued by dreams, by thoughts and desires. I feared Dracula was reaching out to me through his dead wives’ hold. I was halfway afraid that I would seek out another vampire to somehow regain what I’d lost. I remembered the stories of the chrism and where my father had hidden the tiny bit he’d stolen. I crossed myself with it and marked all of the points where Dracula’s wives had bitten me.”




Remembering how much each touch of the chrism had seared her with agony, she shuddered.




“It was a good thing Gehring was with me,” Hentzau continued. “He kept me from making too much noise, though I think I scared a year or two off my aunt’s lifespan.”




“I’m so sorry,” she repeated. 




“It’s why I felt I had to show you those scars,” he told her. “Neither Sabrina nor Antonia were bitten. The harm Dracula did to them was acute but limited. As badly as both of them have taken it, I knew you had the worse of it. Both Cole and Lee have come to me, worried about you.”




She hadn’t expected that. 




“It’s why vampires are so hated and feared,” he said. “They don’t just kill. They cause us to betray ourselves. They steal our very ability to defend ourselves. It feels like seduction, and we hate ourselves for what we feel, because we believe that we were weak, but I have never spoken to a person who has survived the glamour of a vampire’s will who was able to fight their way free of it. They all survived because an outside force allowed it, and those who haven’t been victim of it invent every reason imaginable why they never will. Gehring and I used to boast about how we’d respond if a vampire tried to sway us. After what I went through, neither of us have.”




“Why you didn’t trust me with the chrism?” she asked him. “When it was time to use it on Sabrina?”




He looked up in surprise. “I do trust you, Summers. It’s just that you’re not Catholic. The chrism was made by a Catholic saint and has only ever been used by in ceremony by baptized and confirmed Catholics. As far as I know, before me, it was only ever used by sanctified priests. I couldn’t take the risk that it wouldn’t work for you because you aren’t Christian, let alone Catholic.”




“Oh.” Well, that made a great deal of sense. “It’s too bad there isn’t a recipe so we could make some to test.”




“Oh, there is,” he replied, glum. “It’s full of nonsense or impossible ingredients, like the attar of a thousand blue roses, an ungodly amount of petrichor, black amber, and a species of sweet balsam that’s been extinct for nearly two millennium.”




Dawn froze. “Um, what’s an ungodly amount of petrichor?”




“It was the equivalent of something like two hundred grams,” Hentzau answered. “My family’s vault holds less than a gram. I think the school holds something like ten grams for advanced students.”




She cleared her throat. “I have about three pounds left, and I gave Professor Jones nearly a pound.”




If he’d been drinking something, he would have done a spit take. 




“That was when I was traveling with the Doctor,” she explained. There was a ranosvore during the Blitz. And, Sabrina has been nursing along ten cuttings of five different blue rose bushes I brought back from one of my earlier outings.”




After a moment’s dazed staring, he smiled. Then he started laughing.




“Oh, Summers, I know Strelsau has been very hard on you, but I, for one, am glad you’re here.”





Ritter and Ritterin, Sir or Lord, Lady or Dame



Dawn managed to call home Sunday night after dinner. Jenny was the first one to answer.




“Okay, honey, before you say anything, we know something is going on,” Jenny told her. “There’s been some serious freak out on the psychic plane. Willow and Jarod’s mother both caught some of it. Jarod’s mother has a headache, and Willow’s syntax is all messed up. She sounds like Yoda half the time. Buffy is…I don’t know. There’s something wrong with her just now, but she’s not talking.”




Dawn took a deep breath. “Dracula is dead.”




There was a long pause while Jenny absorbed this. “Does Buffy know?”




“I told her yesterday,” Dawn admitted. 




“What happened?” Jenny asked.




Dawn found she didn’t want to talk about it again. It felt like scraping all her cuts and bruises with a sharp knife, but this was Jenny, and Jenny had already held her hand through several fairly large events. So, stumbling and pausing, she explained the events from last Friday night through the early morning hours of Saturday.




“Well, this is a first,” Jenny said in a soft voice. “I’ve never actually wanted to cast the Prometheus curse on anyone before.”




Having seen the results of that very curse, Dawn quailed.




“You’re sure he’s dead, Dawn?” she asked. “Because if there is any doubt, we will deal with it. Screw the queen. Screw the university. The Scoobies and I will be over with a cadre of Slayers, and we’ll end him permanently.”




“Yeah, he’s dead,” Dawn replied. “I saw his skull, and Professor Jones complained that they had to search soldiers who’d been down to the basement, because some of them decided to pick up shards of bone or bits of ash as souvenirs. He mentioned that there was going to be some pulverized Dracula bone in a lot of foundations poured over the next few months.” 




There was another medium sized pause.




“How are you handling this, Dawn?” Jenny asked.




“Um…better than I was,” Dawn answered.




“You should know,” Jenny told her, “that anyone who spends enough time in the vampire fighting business is going to get bitten. It’s pretty much guaranteed. I tangled with Scheherazade and got bitten twice for my efforts. Giles has some fang marks as well, from his time as Ripper. Even Buffy.”




“Yeah, but hers was from Angel,” Dawn answered.




“Well, yes, and Dracula,” Jenny said.




Dawn waited a long moment to make sure she heard correctly.




“Buffy wasn’t bitten by Dracula,” Dawn said carefully. “He came in her room and talked a lot of trash, put her under enthrallment, but she fought it off. He didn’t bite her.”




There was a pause on Jenny’s side.




“Dawn, who told you that?”




“Buffy did,” Dawn answered, feeling her voice and her heart rate rise.




“Dawn, I reviewed Buffy’s entire file once we started setting up the new Council,” Jenny told her. “I needed to know where she was different from my Buffy. The night Dracula went into her room, he bit her on the neck. When she faced off with him the following day, he cut his wrist, and she drank his blood.”




“What?!” Dawn gasped.




“She still fought off the enthrallment,” Jenny clarified, “and she still fought him to a standstill. Dracula released his claim on her and Xander. For then. When I read about it, I brought it up to Giles. We’ve both been worried that there was some residual hold on them both, but the only surefire cure I’ve ever heard about is this legendary, probably mythical holy oil—”




“The chrism,” Dawn murmured. “It’s not mythical. Hentzau used it on me.”




There was another stunned silence.




“I don’t suppose he has any more,” Jenny asked in a quiet voice. 




“He used the last of it,” Dawn told her. “He used it to make sure me, Sabrina, and Princess Antonia were clear of Dracula’s power.”




“Well, good for him,” Jenny answered immediately. “But dammit, I would really like to get my hands on some.”




“He has a recipe,” Dawn managed. “And I think we’ve got most of the ingredients. Some of the stuff…”




“Hard to find?” Jenny asked.




“Yeah, at least,” Dawn said.




“Okay.” Jenny exhaled, and Dawn had the feeling she was sorting through a new list of priorities in her head. “Baby, are you okay? Do you need me? Do you need anything at all?”




“I don’t…why did Buffy lie to me?” Even to herself, her voice sounded tiny and plaintive.




“Baby, I don’t know,” Jenny told her. “Please, please, please, try not to hold this against her. There is something going on. We’re all worried about her. She may say or do things that aren’t like her, and I think maybe this is one of them. She was hurt in a fight about a week ago, not badly, but I think it scared her. She’s been very anxious since then.”




“Okay,” Dawn managed, picking at the coverlet of the bed she sat on. “It’s just that she…she made it sound like it was my fault when I told her. That I should have been in Cleveland where she could protect me.”




She could hear Jenny sigh. “Okay, baby, I want you to listen to me very closely, because what I say three times is true.”




It was an old Gypsy oath, one that she’d only ever read. She’d never heard Jenny use it.




“Okay.”




“It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault,” Jenny repeated. “You did nothing wrong. You did nothing wrong. You did nothing wrong. I love you. I love you. I love you.”




She didn’t expect to start crying, but she had to wipe her eyes several times and finally gave up and let tears roll down her cheeks. It was more good to hear those words from Jenny than she’d had any hope of.




“I love you too, Jenny,” she croaked.




“We will figure out whatever is going on with Buffy,” Jenny told her. “If there’s any way you can get your hands on more chrism, even the tiniest bit, please do so. I think it’s going to end up being important. Now, I need to go talk to Rupert, so I’m going to hand you over to Xander.”




It was an abrupt switch out, and she was still off-balance when Xander’s voice came on.




“Is it true?” he asked. “Is that slimy piece of Eurotrash, attention whoring, Greedo-shot-first, Colonel Deering-hating, flyboy pansy pants actually dead?”




She stared at the phone for a moment and realized that for the first time in her life, she didn’t want to talk to Xander. She handed the phone to Sabrina, who looked up from her tablet with surprise.




“Would you talk to him?” Dawn asked. “I have to…go be someplace else.”




Sabrina took the phone. “Hello? Oh, hi, Xander!”




Dawn got to her feet and carefully walked out of the bedroom. Lee was sitting at the head of the stairs, reading by the last light of the day.




“But Xander, nobody hates Colonel Deering, honest,” they heard Sabrina say. “Who are we talking about?”




“I’ve decided not to deal with some stuff just yet,” Dawn told Lee as she sat down a couple of feet from him.




He started to say something and stopped himself. “I want you to know that I just refrained from some serious snark on your behalf,” he told her. “Seriously, you can’t hand out straight lines like that and not expect to take a hit.”




“Guess who just got added to the list of stuff I am not dealing with?” she sniffed.




“Eh, it’s a living,” he answered.




From the bedroom, it sounded like Sabrina was making fast friends with Xander.




“So, you want to talk,” Lee asked, “or do you want to sit and ignore me while I pretend to ignore you?”




 “Something something straight line something something snark,” Dawn replied.




Lee sighed. “Fine. Ignore, it is. Hey, you know that Vulcan nerve pinch you told us about? I figured it out.”




It took her a minute to figure out what he was talking about. “You figured out how to render another person unconscious by squeezing a spot where their shoulder meets their neck?”




“It’s called the brachial nerve plexus,” he explained, pushing his glasses back up and looking adorably geeky. “My current theory is that the right amount of pressure for the right amount of time creates a feedback loop that causes the brainstem to signal a shutdown to the rest of the brain to resolve.”




She thought about this for a moment. “Does this have anything to do with how I have no idea how I got from the cistern of Castely Fekatelo to the couch in Hentzau’s library?”




“Uh…I think the important thing to focus on is that I have an awesome new skill, and I still brought back your bag of holding, which you were kind of freaked out about,” Lee answered.




“Which Tarlenheim gave you,” she answered. “Seriously, Lee, did you Vulcan nerve pinch me?”




“Wuh…I…look, if that didn’t work, my next option was trying to punch you out,” he said a little desperately. “You’re a vicious little fighter. I didn’t want my eyes clawed out while I was trying to get you out of there.”




“You’d hit a girl?” she demanded.




“You’re practically not even a girl!” he protested. “I’d have felt way guiltier about hitting Sabrina.”




She gave him a level glare before relenting.




“Hmph.”




“What does that even mean?” Lee asked. “Hmph.”




She was saved from answered by Cole taking the stairs up three at a time.




“Princess Antonia is downstairs,” he said. “Hentzau wants all of us in the library.”




“Uh,” Dawn looked down at her pajamas and robe. “We’re not exactly dressed.”




“He figured,” Cole said, “and he said come as you are.”




“Sabrina?” Dawn called. “Hang up with Xander, will you? We have to go downstairs.”




“I’m talking to Mary Poppins,” Sabrina called. “Hang on.”




Well, if there was one person in the world Mary Poppins would immediately warm up to, it would be Sabrina. After a minute, she joined them, and they made their way downstairs. In the library, Her Royal Highness, Princess Antonia, sat on the couch while Hentzau stood. The princess looked forlorn and tired. There were smudges of sleeplessness under her eyes, and her smile was even more fleeting than usual.




Dawn and Sabrina cut curtsies, and Lee and Cole gave her each a deep bow. 




“Please, please sit,” Antonia asked. “I’ve had people bowing and scraping for the last two days, and they were all terrible. I was hoping to be at ease with you.”




Sabrina and Dawn took the couch with her while Lee and Cole took the chairs. Gehring brought over another chair for Hentzau and then faded back.




“Are you all right?” Dawn asked her.




“I’m fine,” Antonia answered. “Just very tired of holding onto my temper. One of these days, I’m going to throw a royal tantrum, and I hope it’s recorded for posterity. I understand you and Sabrina made it through your testing with a minimum of fuss.”




“I really didn’t like that man,” Sabrina muttered. “I can’t believe he was a priest.”




“Believe it,” Hentzau said, “and be glad Natalia was willing to fill in for me. Her presence and Herr Shang’s meant he was unwilling to press any of the Congregation’s more loathsome questions.”




“And Mother did not object to any of their tests, so I couldn’t. I had to be examined by a doctor. It was…I’m sorry.” She shrugged slightly. “There’s been no one for me to talk to. I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”




Dawn took her hands and squeezed them. Sabrina gave her a hug from the other side.




“It’s not your fault,” Dawn told her. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”




A flicker passed over Antonia’s face, and her eyes filled with tears. Dawn wondered if anyone had told her those words. It broke her heart.




“I’m glad I’m here now,” Antonia said, brightening.




“We didn’t hear you come through the front door,” Lee said. “How’d you get here?”




Hentzau shot him a look that would have shut him up, if it had come a moment earlier.




“Through the catacombs,” Antonia answered. “I’m sure you think it’s foolish, but after what Mother did to Dracula, there’s nothing in Strelsau Under that will touch me.”




“Don’t be so sure of that,” Lee said bleakly. “I think my mom’s down there somewhere.”




This was news to Dawn and Sabrina both.




“Do you think she would harm me?” Antonia asked.




“I think I have next to no idea what she’s up to,” Lee answered.




“For the time being,” Hentzau said gently, “let’s leave that to the board, Brown. There is some news Her Highness wished to share with you.”




Antonia gave him a reproachful look.




“Which Antonia wished to share with you,” he corrected himself.




They all looked at Antonia.




“Mother has given me permission to knight all of my rescuers,” Antonia said with a small, tremulous smile. “That’s all of you as well as Tarlenheim and Vilkas.”




“Antonia has decided to revive the old Order of the Blue Rose,” Hentzau told them. “You will be awarded the title of Ritter or Ritterin, and you may use the nobiliary particle von before your last names.”




“Ritterin Dawn von Summers?” Dawn asked. It sounded extremely strange.




“Is that a Sir or a Lord in English?” Cole asked. 




“It would translate as Sir,” Hentzau answered. “You would have to be a baron to be referred to as Lord.”




“As a member of the royal family but not the monarch,” Antonia explained, “I’m may ennoble you, but not your family, so the title is not hereditary.”




“Guys,” Lee sighed, “we’re American? It’s actually in the Constitution that we can’t accept a title of nobility from a foreign power without an act of Congress.”




“Well, that’s just mean,” Sabrina said. “I’ve always wanted to be Lady Sabrina. Or is it Dame Sabrina?”




“In Ruritania,” Antonia said with the tiniest smile, “it is Lady if you are knighted before marriage, and Dame if you are knighted after marriage.”




“In the United States, it will, of course, be considered an honorary title with no legal force,” Hentzau told him. “Here in Ruritania, it does not grant you any special legal rights save some extremely archaic ones which never really come up, and as Ritter and Ritterin, you are granted precedence before university professors, guild officers, and parish priests, but you must give way to university officers, guild presidents, and bishops. Knights of the Order of the Blue Rose have precedence before Knights of the Order of the Pelican and after Knights of the Order of the Raven.”




“For the next time we line up for what?” Lee asked.




“The next royal dinner and ball for one,” Hentzau replied. “You may also apply to the College of Heralds for a coat of arms.”




“Oh, wow,” Dawn breathed. “Giles is going to go insane with envy.”




“Then he can save me from Dracula next time,” Antonia said.




“Do you have any other knighthoods, Hentzau?” Cole asked.




“Two,” Hentzau answered. “His Majesty, King Thomas, made me a member of the Order of the Raven when I was five years old. When I was nineteen, I was made a member of L’Ordre du Poirier by Her Majesty, Queen Clarisse of Genovia.”




“Order of the Pear Tree?” Dawn asked. “Seriously?”




“They take their pears very seriously in Genovia,” he replied.




They spent another hour with the princess, charming her with stories and asking her questions about the knighthoods she would bestow upon them. It wasn’t hard to see that young Antonia had grasped the idea of the honor as something to hold on to the past two days as she’d endured far worse examination and testing than Sabrina and Dawn had. Hentzau was all attention and courtliness with her, putting the princess at ease.




“Do you think you could get your hands on any more chrism?” Dawn asked. 




Hentzau looked offended at the question, but Antonia considered it.




“Mother was very interested in where the chrism had come from,” she said. “With Dima’s permission, I told her that it had been in his family’s keeping for a very long time, but that he’d used the last of it on me. She thought that was funny. She said he was very lucky he’d done so, since she could have had him stripped of title and property and had him executed for keeping any remainder.”




“That was some risk you took,” Lee said, looking up at Hentzau.




“Not really,” the graf answered. “I had already declared it to the Inquisition in hopes that it would temper their examination and testing of the three of you. It was a false hope, but it put my statement on the record with the Church. If Her Majesty tried to punish me for my act, there was a third party account of what I’d done with it, and believe me, Natalia and her family would have used it to rile the people in my defense.”




“Which means only that she might have executed you without stripping you of your title,” Antonia said, looking up at him. “It’s happened before.”




“I simply need to ensure that I’m never in possession of the stuff again,” he said, and then he put his index finger against the side of his nose. 




Dawn’s head started to ache.




At the end of the night, Hentzau excused the others and gathered his coat and some weapons so he could walk Antonia back to the palace through the catacombs. Huginn sat next to him, waiting for his constitutional.




“Summers, a word before you go to your room,” he called.




Dawn let the others go before her while Antonia withdrew from the library towards the kitchen where the stairs down to the basement were.




“What’s up?”




“I didn’t know if I’d get the chance to ask you later this week,” he said, “but the serum of True Sight you used when I accompanied you to the throne room and you received your reprieve, is there any left?”




“Yes,” Dawn answered slowly, not sure where he was going.




“We’ll be called into the royal presence when the princess knights us,” he explained. “I want a look at what that thing really is. Will you give me some?”




It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him if he could handle it, but of course he could. He could handle the visions of people with pigs’ heads or the layers of false and true conversations or even the smell of the palace. That part didn’t worry her. It was how he’d react when he saw the Queen for what she was.




“Of course I will, Hentzau,” she managed. “Just…it’s not going to be easy, and you can’t give her a hint. I’m guessing you should bring plenty of migraine medication.”




He put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze. It was the first time he’d touched her since he’d used the chrism. 




“Thank you.”




He joined Antonia for the trip back to her palace.





An Answer That Works



Monday was spent sleeping with short breaks for phone calls and visitors.




Xander called just before lunch, which meant it had to be first thing in the morning for him.




“Hey.”




“Um…hey,” Dawn replied.




“I kind of stopped hearing things after Jenny told us that Dracula was dead,” he told her.




“Oh.”




“So…I might have come off a little ‘Everything Is Awesome’ when I got on the phone last night,” he explained.




“Enthusiasm can be good,” she equivocated.




“Yeah, but as with so many other things, timing is crucial. You okay?”




“Better,” she answered, and she actually meant it. “Still having moments.”




Moments when she felt like she couldn’t quite wrap her head around what had happened, bad and good. Moments when it suddenly occurred to her that—if Hentzau hadn’t used the chrism—she might be imprisoned somewhere awaiting execution for something that wasn’t her fault. Not that she could see it getting all the way to an actual execution when Hentzau, the matriculation board, and the Scoobies would all but tear Strelsau apart to prevent it. Somehow, the phrase “smoking crater” came to mind.




She had moments when she considered how Buffy had completely and totally failed her. Not because she was in the middle of a vampire fight. Not because the world needed saving right then, and Dawn would have to wait. Not because she’d fallen in love or lust with something male and disappeared for days on end. But because she had willfully, knowingly refused Dawn in her hour of need. She did not get that. It was too big to fit in her head. 




“Yeah,” Xander said softly. “Moments. I get that. Dracula’s gone, and there’s a place in my brain that I didn’t know existed, but all of a sudden, it’s not his anymore. I had this whole metaphor worked out where that part of my brain was a kick-me sign on my back that no one would talk about. You know what happens when you try to explain metaphors to a dryad?”




“What?”




“She turns into her tree-beastie self, picks you up by your foot and dunks you in the fountain until you agree to be reasonable,” he answered.




Dawn considered this.




“That sounds kind of awesome, actually,” she said. 




“Yeah, except for the part about how I was soaked to the skin and the chapel is just above freezing,” he replied.




“Don’t stay in the water too long,” she advised. “You’ll start thinking you’re a tree, and you might turn into a dryad.”




“Or I could drown,” Xander pointed out.




“Or you could drown,” Dawn agreed.




She waited a moment, but he didn’t seem to have any other topics of conversation.




“I miss you guys,” she told him. “I miss you, Xander.”




“I miss you too,” he answered. “Looking forward to summer and seeing you again.”




She started to ask, stopped, considered her feet, which were in encased in three layers of socks so she wouldn’t pick at the bandages or stitches, and tried to decide if she wanted to ask or should ask.




“Is Buffy okay?” It slipped out while she debated whether or not to ask Xander or Willow or Giles.




The delay in Xander’s answer made her wonder if something really was wrong.




“She’s not great these days,” he finally said. “Which is weird because things are about as good as they’ve ever been, but to hear it from her, life is about as crappy as a really crappy thing, and people are even crappier.”




“She, um, she said that I got what I wanted,” Dawn finally told him.




The quality of his silence was much different this time.




“I’m really hoping the next thing you say is something like ‘but she used that obscure language where words that sound like ‘you got what you wanted’ actually translate to ‘I’m so sorry this happened to you, and I’m here for you no matter what’.”




Xander sounded about as pissed as she’d ever heard him.




“She ranted about how she couldn’t keep me safe until I hung up on her,” Dawn admitted.




“Okay,” he exhaled




She heard him inhale and then exhale again followed by the creak of his chair when he got to his feet.




“Okay,” he repeated.




She waited, a little intimidated.




“Dawn,” he said, and his voice was even and extremely controlled, “I have to let you go. I’m going to have a talk with Buffy. Now.”




“Um…okay.”




“We love you,” he told her. “You know that, right?”




“Yeah,” she whispered, closing her eyes and feeling tears squeeze out. “I love you too.”




“Good. I’ll talk to you later. Bye.”




When she hung up, Sabrina looked up from the tablet she borrowed, concerned.




“Is everything okay?”




“I don’t know,” Dawn admitted. “You know how freaked out we get whenever you get really, seriously angry?”




“Yeah,” Sabrina said. 




“Well, Xander gets like that every now and then,” Dawn told her. “It’s rare, but when he goes off, he drops these tactical nuclear truths, and it’s…um, it’s pretty harsh. I think Buffy’s about to get some radiation burns.”




“Good,” Sabrina said, frowning. “Sounds like Buffy could use some telling.”







Tuesday morning was spent at the university medical clinic where she swapped her cast for a much more manageable splint and got her feet x-rayed. One of her pinky toes had a hairline fracture, and it turned out that broken pinky toes were taped to their neighbor toe and cuddled with them for the four weeks it would take for the bone to heal. She was told to stay off her feet for the rest of the week, given a note to show her teachers, and sent on her way.




House sent her a text indicating he’d seen the update in her medical record. 




At least try to alternate sides, willya?







Lee joined her in Herr Shang’s class, well before their teacher was due. 




“You know, if you’re getting free rides to class,” he said, dropping his backpack and kicking it towards hers so she could prop her feet up, “you could at least wait until the rest of us are awake and dressed so we can freeload.”




“The idea was to get here early enough that no one saw me getting out of a car,” she answered. “Not that it did any good.”




Lee followed her sour glance towards Holofernes and Gizlis.




“What, she give you a hard time?” he asked.




“ ‘Have a nice weekend, Summers?’ ” she mimicked in a nasty sing-song. “ ‘Not even a turtleneck? My, we are brave.’ ”




“What’d you tell her?”




Holofernes noticed Lee looking her way and curled her lip in a sneer. Lee mimed being smitten with love and threw a kiss at her. She turned away in disgust.




“I told her,” Dawn said, sorting through her notes, “that the highlight of my weekend was shoving a five foot lance through Dracula’s chest and asked her if she had any pictures from the Cote D’Azur she wanted to share.”




“Eh, passable,” he judged.




“I’m cranky,” she answered.




“Well, just think of it this way,” Lee said, “one of these days, you might just be walking down the street with a bucket of spit, and Holofernes will be on the other side, on fire, and you’ll have to decide whether you want to save her life by throwing a whole bucket of spit on her.”




“Decisions, decisions,” Dawn muttered.




“Of course,” he continued, “I say no. Spit might be worth something someday.”







On Friday, she and Sabrina took Tarlenheim’s coat back to him at the flat he rented above a mechanic’s shop. He answered the door in shirtsleeves and vest with a volume of Greek in his hand and was both gratified and surprised by their delivery.




“Thank you!” he said. “I’d given it up as lost.”




“Hentzau had his staff clean and repair it,” Dawn explained. 




Finnegan had been frankly impressed by the number of hidden pockets and holdout weapons, money, and tools she’d found in the coat. Apparently, Tarlenheim and Hentzau had been members of the same scout troop as boys and never forgotten the motto.




“Please relay my thanks to him,” Tarlenheim said, grinning shamelessly.




“What’s the wire thing with handles?” Sabrina asked, curious.




“I told you,” Dawn said. “It’s for slicing wet clay.”




It was a garrote, but no one had really been in the mood to explain the weapon and its purpose to Sabrina.




“Cheese, actually,” Tarlenheim corrected her.




“Why’s it hidden in your coat cuff, then?” Sabrina asked.




“Well, I go to some fairly rough garden parties,” he explained.




Behind him, they could see his apartment, an open floor plan divided by screens. He had windows on three of the four walls, and the southern wall was shaded by a shaggy yew tree. It must have been freezing during the winter.




“Oh, you have a Murphy bed,” Dawn said, realizing what the floor to ceiling cabinet on the far wall was.




She looked back up at Tarlenheim, who was studying her with raised eyebrows and a very small half-smile, and remembered exactly how close she’d gotten to him and what exactly she’d done when he’d been chained shirtless to the wall and she’d been under Dracula’s thrall. Her eyes dropped involuntarily to the waistband of his pants and snapped back up. He was still watching her, only now he was distinctly amused. And interested. She blushed crimson.




“Are you all right, Dawn?” Sabrina asked, noticing her roommate’s sudden, strangled silence.




Dawn closed her eyes and begged and pleaded with her face to please, please fade a little. When she opened them, Tarlenheim had schooled his expression to polite disinterest.




“I,” she paused and cleared her throat, “need to apologize for my behavior that morning.”




“What behavior?” Tarlenheim asked.




“In the cistern,” she explained, “when…uh…”




He was shaking his head, clearly puzzled.




“I’m very sorry, Miss Summers, but I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about,” he said.




She almost fainted with relief. He wasn’t going to be a jerk about it. He wasn’t going to use it as leverage.




“Really?” she asked.




“Really,” he assured her. “Whatever it was, it couldn’t have been even noticeable, as I can’t remember you doing anything to which I would take the slightest offense.”




He had some serious sangfroid to pull that off, especially when she could have testified that he was uncircumcised and in excellent cardiovascular health.




“Well, uh, okay, then,” she said, smiling. “Um, thanks for the loan, and we’ll see you around.”




For a split-second, he looked sincerely puzzled, as if he had no idea what loan she was talking about, but he covered it with another warm smile.




“Perhaps you two ladies would allow me to take you to dinner some evening,” he said. “When it’s a little warmer, perhaps? I do an excellent picnic.”




Surprised, Dawn checked Sabrina, who looked a little hesitant, but smiled in agreement.




“That would be nice,” Sabrina said.




“Sure, yeah,” Dawn pitched in. “A picnic sounds lovely.”




He gave them a little bow, but the stairs and her feet prevented her from curtsying. Instead, she and Sabrina gave him little waves before turning and going down the stairs, Dawn leaning on Sabrina as she eased her way down to Hentzau’s car.




“That was really sweet, don’t you think?” Dawn asked Sabrina. “Pretending he had no idea what I was talking about.”




“I don’t know he was pretending,” Sabrina said, eyebrows pulled in with worry.




“Really?” Dawn asked. “I can’t help but think that’s the sort of thing a man would remember.”







Buffy called Friday night, during their weekly decompression and marshmallow roast. Princess Antonia sat between Cole and Sabrina and listened to stories of midterms and the duel of Assassins they’d won. Hentzau took a folded piece of paper and handed it to Dawn.




“You gave this to me while you were a monkey,” he explained.




Confused, she unfolded the paper and, horrified, recognized it.




“Did you look at this?” she asked.




“I did,” Hentzau replied, smiling in sympathy. “And, with your permission, I’d like to show it to Brown.”




“Why?” Dawn asked. “It’s just some lines I could never get to scan quite right.”




“I think they would make good song lyrics,” he told her.




“What?”




Lee leaned over and tweaked the paper out of her fingers.




“Hey,” she protested. “You know, the last time you did that, I took a knife to your face.”




“Yeah, but that was over raisins,” Lee answered. “This is not raisins.”




Discouraged, Dawn put her chin in her hands. She was going to get teased. They were nice to her about the whole inability to sing, but this was asking too much. After a moment of silence, she looked up. Lee was reading the lines she’d written, nodding his head along, and when she looked down, the fingers of his left hand were splayed, like he was playing a chord. His fingers started twitching, like he was playing along to something in his head.




He looked up.




“Gotta be blues,” he told Hentzau. “Only way to do it.”




“I agree,” Hentzau answered. “I think E minor would do justice to Spellman’s voice.”




Lee considered this. “Yeah, that’ll work. Plaintive, and then angry. Swap these lines here for more dramatic tension.”




“You’re not…you’re not actually going to use that, are you?” Dawn asked, horrified all over again.




Lee looked up. “It’s not bad, and neither Hentzau or I can write lyrics to save our lives.”




“It’s true,” Hentzau agreed. “Melodic lines, arrangements, backing vocals, but not lyrics, and this is…evocative.”




Unsure of how to answer but still tempted to grab her little exercise in poetry back and tear it to pieces, Dawn felt her phone go off and pulled it out. It was Buffy.




“I’ll be back,” she said, excusing herself.




When she got inside the library and pulled the door closed, she answered the phone.




“Buffy?”




There was a long silence on the other end, and she heard Buffy take a breath.




“Dawn, I am so sorry.”




Her sister was crying. She could hear it in Buffy’s voice.




“I am…so sorry for what I said,” Buffy continued, “and so sorry for what I didn’t say. You didn’t deserve that. You didn’t do anything wrong.”




Dawn closed her eyes and felt something in her chest ease. 




“Thanks, Buffy,” she whispered. “That helps.”




“Are you okay?” Buffy asked. “I mean…”




“I know what you mean,” Dawn told her. “I’ve got a greenstick fracture of my left radius, and my left pinky toe is also broken. My feet took a beating, running through the catacombs without shoes, and I’ve got some stitches where my legs were cut. Other than that, I’m okay.”




“I meant…” and Buffy seemed to struggle with something for a moment, “did he rape you?”




It was the first time anyone had flat out asked her. Even the doctor had hidden behind medical terminology.




“No, Buffy,” she told her sister. “He talked a lot about what he was going to do, but he didn’t touch me, Sabrina, or the princess.”




“Thank god,” Buffy breathed. “I’m so sorry, Dawn.”




“Buffy, why did you lie to me about Dracula biting you?”




She heard Buffy sigh, discouraged. 




“Because…because you were so scared,” her sister told her. “You were so worried about me, and because I didn’t want to have to think about it. He’d done it. I fought him off. It was over, and I won. I didn’t want to go back to that.”




She could understand that.




“Sabrina and I have talked about it some,” Dawn said. “And it’s weird. It’s this thing that happened, and it’s a big deal, but I don’t want it to be a big deal. I don’t want it in my head. I mean, it was bad, and I get that, and I’m really, really pissed off about it. But…I didn’t do anything wrong, and I refuse to change anything I did, because…then it’s like Dracula wins, like he changed me, and he doesn’t get to win.”




“He does not get to win,” Buffy confirmed. “Ever.”




“I really hate him, Buffy,” she said, feeling the anger she’d held at bay since Hentzau had handed her weapons for the trip back to Castely Fekatelo flood into her. “I hate him, and I’m glad he’s dead. I hope it fucking hurt.”




“I know,” Buffy assured her. “I know. It’s…normal. I felt that way too. I think Xander does too. It’s just…sometimes that hate goes other places and sometimes you forget how to manage without having that rage to push you through things, and that’s not…I don’t want you to be like that, Dawnie. You deserve love and happiness and joy, but there’s no way to have those things when you keep holding on to the hate. I just…I can’t do that for you, Dawn. I would, if there were some way to do it, but I can’t. You’re the only one who can choose that.”




They were both silent for a long minute.




“You could have just said that, you know,” Dawn told Buffy.




Buffy laughed and sniffled at the same time. Then she hiccupped.




“I should have,” she agreed. “It was just…I couldn’t be there, and I felt like it was my fault, because I should have taught you more. I should have protected you.’




Dawn hesitated, wanting to voice a thought she’d had more and more the past several months.




“Buffy, do you think that maybe that’s got something to do with the spell the monks cast to create me?” she asked. “I mean, I’ve been a lot of places. A lot. And there are occasionally bad guys, but…it’s like everyone I meet decides that I have to be protected, no matter what. People have put their lives in danger to keep me safe.”




“I don’t know, Dawnie,” Buffy said, sounding kind of wistful. “I can’t speak for anyone else, but I don’t think the spell made me feel that way. It put you in my life, and you are you, so how could I not want to keep you safe once you were here? I’m your sister. It’s what I am. I mean, someday, I might not be the Slayer anymore, but I’ll always be your sister.”




It wasn’t the answer she was looking for, but it worked all the same.




They talked some more, about what the Slayerettes were doing and how difficult it was to keep them focused, about how Jenny and Giles had a series of escalating arguments until the house had locked them in a room and teleported their clothes to another room, about how Jarod was quiet and wise and never flinched away from her but always leaned in, and how that scared Buffy almost out of her wits, and about how neither of them really understood how this adulthood thing was supposed to work. Did it come with a certificate for effort? A pronouncement from an official that “Yes, this woman has truly gotten her shit together”? Or did they just muddle through feeling like at any moment, Mrs. Haddock from sixth grade would come storming in, and point, yelling, “can’t you people see she has no idea what she’s doing?!”




“Buffy, are you okay?” Dawn asked.




Buffy was silent for a long moment.




“I asked Giles to check for me, and from his and Jarod’s research, he says it’s almost absolutely certain that I’m not just the oldest Slayer ever,” Buffy said, “but that I’ve been Slayer longer than any other girl. Nine years, almost. Jarod’s worried. He thinks that, since the odds were never really good for a Slayer seeing her twentieth birthday, the spell that created us might have been skewed so that we burn through our bodies’ resources at a much faster pace than other people do, because we won’t be using them.”




“Buffy,” Dawn groped for some understanding of the conclusion to be drawn from that series of statements. “Buffy, are you dying?”




“Dawn, no,” Buffy started.




“I’ll come home,” Dawn said, her fear spilling over into her voice. “I don’t even have to pack. I can get down to the train station and be on a red-eye flight to New York. I can be there by dinner tomorrow. I can—”




“Dawn, stop.” Buffy took a deep breath. “I’m not dying. Jarod’s just really concerned that…I’m open to a lot of potential problems. He started using words like sabbatical just after you left for school, and this past week, he switched to saying retirement. Like, permanent retirement. Hang up the scythe and the stakes and walk away.”




“What about the prophesies?” Dawn asked, thinking of the stack of gaudy and baffling scrapbooks compiled by the less linear of the Sorores in Mortuis that gave warning of the upcoming battle all the Slayers and far more faced.




“That it’s a battle to be fought by others,” Buffy said. “He thinks that if I’m anywhere around other Slayers or anyone who’s part of that world, I’ll just get pulled back in and end up burning myself out.”




“What if he’s right?” Dawn asked.




“I don’t know,” her sister answered. 




It was an answer, but not the one she wanted to hear.





True Sight



“Are you kidding me?” Dawn asked, trying not to look as horrified as she felt.




“Why would I play goats with you?” Finnegan asked in turn, holding up the top layer of an elaborate dirndl, skirt and bodice stiff with embroidery and boning. “You will wear the blue as it brings out the color of your eyes, and Miss Spellman will wear the yellow as it compliments her hair.”




“I think they’re pretty,” Sabrina said.




“You! Out! Raus hier! Verschwinde!”fn1 Frau Farber yelled, chasing Salem out of the bedroom with stout broom. “I just cleaned this room! There will be no cat hair!”




Salem stopped an arm-plus-broom’s length outside of the door to the gräfin’s suite, turned, sat, and wrapped his tail around his feet. Farber closed the door in his face.




“You may want to put out something for him to eat,” Sabrina said apologetically. “If you don’t distract him, he’ll only spend all his time trying to get back in.”




Farber must have decided Sabrina had a point, because after a moment’s consideration, she declared she would be back, and left, pointedly closing the door after her.




Dawn turned back to Finnegan, who eyed her with suspicion.




“In this ceremony, you are to wear your nation’s costume,” Finnegan reminded her. “Americans don’t have national costumes, so you wear what the Hentzaun wear.”




“Hentzau is not wearing a dirndl,” Dawn pointed out.




“Or a…what’s the other thing?” Sabrina asked. “Lederhosen. He’s not wearing lederhosen.”




Which, if he had been—and would have meant that Lee and Cole would be wearing lederhosen as well—it would have been totally worth it.




“This,” and Finnegan shook the heavy folds of the dress again, “is not a dirndl. This is a traditional skirted bodice from the region of Hentzau. You can tell from the style of embroidery and the subjects chosen. It is as far from a dirndl as—”




“Okay!” Dawn surrendered. “Totally got it. Not a dirndl, but still antique and irreplaceable, and I’m completely sure that if I wear that, I will be attacked by a herd of giraffes or spontaneously combust or something, because it’s too pretty to survive me.”




Finnegan eyed her again.




“There are no giraffe in Strelsau, let alone the royal palace,” she said.




“Well, if it’s not one thing, it’s another,” Sabrina said, taking up for her roommate. “Last week, she sat on a plate of noodles.”




“That was not my fault!”




“I didn’t say it was,” Sabrina protested, “but you have to admit, things like that happen to you more often than most.”




“Like being changed into a monkey by my roommate?” Dawn asked sweetly.




“You said you were over that,” Sabrina pouted.




“Are you done?” Finnegan asked. 




“Yes,” Dawn muttered, subsiding.




“The women of Hentzau are strong and capable,” Finnegan told them, “and it is an honor for you to wear a dress such as this. His Highness personally requested the loan of them from the cultural museum at Zenda. If they are damaged while you defend Her Royal Highness from pirates, so much the better! If you get chocolate sauce on the chemise, you will labor under my supervision to restore it. Anything else, and you may set yourself on fire after you have removed these garments. Understand?”




“Yes, ma’am,” both Dawn and Sabrina answered.




Having capitulated, Dawn turned and observed the fate that awaited her. It was clear that the entire outfit had been assembled decades and more ago. Even with some of the crafts practiced traditionally, no one had the time or skill for the yards of embroidery on the bodice, skirt, sleeves, cuffs, collar, stockings, and shoes. It would have taken a full-time artisan months finish them.




“Didn’t Hentzau have any dresses like this in a trunk somewhere?” Sabrina asked through the first layer, a linen chemise so fine it was nearly sheer, as it dropped over her head.




“The family has many dresses, including one that little Gretel wears on festival days,” Finnegan answered, settling the chemise on Sabrina’s shoulders and expertly drawing tiny ribbons into perfect bows so that it was trimmed to the young woman’s bust and waist. “But the embroidery identifies her as a gräfin, though still a child. All the dresses in the family’s possession would identify you, falsely, as a member of the family.”




“What about these?” Dawn asked, indicating the two overdresses while she pulled a white silk stocking up her leg.




“Those merely identify you as being Hentzaun and of high status,” Finnegan answered.




Farber returned, bearing another armload of petticoats and a second pair of embroidered leather slippers.




“Your cat, Miss Spellman, is a terrorist,” she growled.




“Sorry about that,” Sabrina apologized.




With instructions from Finnegan, Farber began inserting Dawn into the many layers of the costume.




“Does anyone ever die of heat exhaustion wearing these things?” Dawn asked.




“Only the weak,” Finnegan answered.




“Okay,” Dawn sighed, “shutting up now.”




Stockings, ribboned garters, drawers (not panties), chemise, pantaloons, under blouse, girdle, petticoats (five, the last one stiff with knife pleats), blouse, and finally the dress. Finnegan spent nearly twenty minutes on them putting the dress on, fluffing out the sleeves of the blouse and setting the collar, then taking the dress off and making alterations to the blouse or tugging on underlayers to make them lie correctly, and then putting the dress back on and making more alterations. 




By the time Farber helped Dawn step into the leather slippers, she felt like she’d done more to earn the knighthood getting dressed for it than by fighting Dracula. 




She and Sabrina took turns getting their hair braided and then pinned up under sheer, white linen handkerchiefs with rows of white embroidery. Jewelry was restrained—small gold hoop earrings and gold necklaces with pendants of the Order of the Blue Rose. Finally, Finnegan let them see themselves in the full length mirror.




The skirts ended just below their knees and with the weight and stiffness of the petticoats stood out nearly a foot to either side. When she moved, Dawn could see the beruffled edges of her pantaloons just under the inner petticoat. The bodice was laced so that she could breathe, but her breasts were certainly brought front and center, and the blouse was of such light material, it didn’t disguise her decolletage at all. The sleeves puffed out at her shoulders and were smocked on her upper arms, and there was a three inch line of rich embroidery matching her overdress from the shoulder sleeve down to the cuff, which was completely embroidered.




She should have looked ridiculous. She couldn’t figure out how she didn’t, but she really, really didn’t. Sabrina looked even better—sunny and cheerful and wholesome. They could have put a picture of her on the front of Queen’s Best Sultanas box.




“We look good,” Sabrina declared.




“Yeah,” Dawn agreed. “Yeah, we do.”




“Ten minutes until the car is ready,” Farber stated, checking her watch. “Downstairs with you.”




They met Cole and Lee coming down the stairs from the fourth floor, Gehring behind them. 




“Oh, that’s not fair,” Sabrina complained when she saw them.




The male version of the Hentzaun costume turned out to be loose trousers, a high collared embroidered vest buttoned almost to the neck, and a long swashbuckler coat with a wide contrasting silk sash. The knee high leather boots came with fist-sized pom poms. Lee was demonstrating how with a twist of his leg, he could get his pom poms to hit Cole’s knee. Cole responded with a reverse twist that caused his pompoms to hit the back of Lee’s knee. Gehring looked tired.




“Look out, ladies,” Lee said, jumping the last three steps and landing a few feet in front of them. “We’re officially going commando.”




“Augh!” Dawn yelled, covering her eyes. “I did not need that visual!”




“Yeah, but yours isn’t half bad,” he told her. “We should dress like this on our first date.”




“I am not d—” Dawn started and caught herself. “Gehring, would you be very upset with me if I pushed him down the stairs to a messy death?”




“The floor below was just waxed, Miss Summers,” Gehring responded. “So not very.”




“Consider yourself warned, Brown,” she snapped.




“Hey, could you get all huffy again?” he asked. “Because with all that lacing—”




She punched him in the stomach.




“Oof,” he wheezed. “Girls are touchy.”




Leave it to Lee to start back in with the innuendos and flirting one week after what she had been through with Dracula. It was more than a little annoying, but at the same time, strangely reassuring. He didn’t treat her like she was broken, which was nice. Even if she was going to have to kill him.




Sabrina looked a little off-kilter when Dawn turned to go to the stairs.




“What?” Dawn asked. “Are you all right?”




“Um.” Sabrina lowered her voice so only Dawn could hear her. “Do boy parts flop like that all the time?”




She made a little gesture with her hand that perfectly mimicked what Dawn remembered of Spencer’s anatomy when he’d hopped to put a slipper on before he’d tied his robe. Before Dawn could grab her hair and ruin all the hard work Finnegan had done, Sabrina gave a significant glance over to Lee, who had recovered from her punch, and Cole, who were working out a kind of cross between a Russian sabre dance and Scottish Highlander reel. While their trousers were generously cut, there was definitely movement of the floppy variety below the belt.




“We should get kilts,” Cole said.




Gehring looked like he was in pain. Sabrina looked like she was hypnotized. Dawn looked heavenward for help, found none, and counted backwards from ten in Svartalfheimian.




“I am going downstairs,” Dawn said with as much dignity as she could muster.




They didn’t follow her, which was a relief. Hentzau wasn’t in the foyer, which meant he was almost certainly in the library. She’d given him the serum of True Sight before going upstairs, but she wanted to review the instructions for it one last time before they left. She found him in the library, standing in the middle and looking around, fascinated. The front of his coat was almost solid embroidery across his chest and five inches inward from every hem, but his boots had tassels instead of pom poms, and he wore a set of silver spurs and his sword. At one point, he paused, looking at the chimney above the wide hearth.




“So that’s where he ended up,” he murmured to himself. 




“Hey, Hentau, we’re just about ready,” she said, and just started to wonder what he was doing when he turned around to face her.




“Oh, of course, Su—”




He froze, staring at her. Shock covered his face, and then it gave way to wonder.




“What are you?” he whispered.




“Ooooh, crap,” she swore. “You already put on the serum, didn’t you?”




He could see her for what she was—the Key—and it hadn’t even occurred to her that he would, because last time, she’d worn the serum, and she knew exactly what she was.




“Are you…” he started and then lost track of what he was going to say. He was still staring at her.




She took him by the arm and turned him a little bit.




“Okay, what you’re seeing is real,” she explained, “but it’s complicated. Okay? I’m still me. Dawn Summers, American student at Queen Flavia University, little sister of the senior Vampire Slayer, and one of your ducklings. Got it?”




He nodded absently and held up a hand as if he were checking how much light she emitted.




“Hentzau!” She snapped her fingers in front of his face, something she’d never consider doing under less dire circumstances.




He jumped a little and refocused.




“I beg your pardon.”




“You cannot space out, okay?” she said. “No matter what you see, you cannot react to it. You’ll give yourself away in front of the Queen. Remember? You wanted to see what she really looked like. That’s why you asked me for the serum.”




“Well, yes,” he admitted, “but it occurred to me that it might be interesting to see what everything else looked like as well. Will everyone else…look like you?”




“No, Hentzau, they’re won’t,” she managed. “Everybody is something, but as far as I know, I’m the only ball of light you’ll see today. Oh, this is not a good idea.”




Hentzau gave her a lopsided smile and tugged on his vest.




“It will be fine, Summers,” he said. “I promise.”




He offered her his arm, which she accepted, and led her to the foyer. 




Of course, his assurance failed the moment he saw the others—Lee, Cole, and Sabrina in the middle of the foyer and Finnegan and Farber off to the side. He froze, again, and Dawn had to tug surreptitiously on his arm. 




“What do you see?” Dawn whispered.




“Spellman is juggling things—a book, a flame, a cup,” he replied. “Sear is…Father Christmas?”




“What?”




“No,” Hentzau corrected himself, “he’s the Holly King. Brown is dragging a sword that’s too big for him, limping. He’s bleeding. Farber is—oh, my god, Finnegan is pregnant.”




“What?!” Dawn demanded.




“I’m going to kill de Carabas,” Hentzau seethed. 




“Hey, car’s here,” Cole said, leaning to see out one of the windows to the street.




“Okay, quick change in game plan,” Dawn said. “Remember that serum of True Sight I told you guys about a while back?”




“Please tell me you’re not using that again,” Lee said. “Because I really don’t want to be the one to point out that maybe you’re not in the best shape to be using that stuff.”




“Not me,” Dawn said. “Hentzau.”




Everybody looked at him. Hentzau was looking all around him, apparently finding layers of meaning in the floor tiles, the wall molding, and the chandelier above. Especially the chandelier. Gehring came in through the front door, and Hentzau did a double take, which Gehring noticed, understood, and sighed over.




“What? Now?” Cole demanded.




“Er…yes,” Hentzau admitted.




“Let me get this straight,” Lee said, “we’re going to the royal palace, home of that someone special, and the one person who is actually the boss of all of us, grew up in this world, knows its ins and outs, and is tasked with keeping us from getting ourselves killed is tripping balls?”




“Yeah, that pretty much sums it up,” Dawn agreed.




“I’ve move the puppies to the front seat,” Gehring said.




“There are puppies?” Sabrina gasped.




“A gift for Her Highness,” Hentzau explained. “Two Ruritanian wolfhounds from Solterdau. Our family has given them to the children of the monarch for generations.”




“We’re going to have to play interference,” Dawn explained.




“With the puppies?” Sabrina asked.




“No, Sabrina,” Lee answered patiently, “with Hentzau.”




“Oh.” She considered this. “What do I look like?”




“You look…very busy,” Hentzau managed.




“Is that good or bad?” Sabrina asked Dawn.




“Why don’t we save all the questions for later,” Dawn suggested. “Because we’ve still got to get to the palace, give the puppies to the princess, get knighted, survive the Queen, spend at least a little time at the post-knighting party, and then get back here.”




“How long does the serum last?” Hentzau asked her softly.




“I don’t know,” she answered. “I washed it off in Antonia’s room, remember?”




“Oh, dear,” Hentzau breathed.




The car ride over even more trying, as Hentzau kept staring at things out the window and muttering to himself.




“I can see I’ll have to take care of that,” he said.




“Hentzau!” Dawn almost yelled. “Sit back and close your eyes, okay?”




“This is not your fault,” he told her, “and we’re not all going to die.”




“Who said we’re all going to die?” Cole asked.




“Does this work on all senses?” Hentzau asked her.




“A little late for that kind of question, aren’t you?”




“Your head is not going to explode, Summers,” he told her.




“Who said anything about heads exploding?” Cole demanded.




Hentzau pointed at Dawn. She sighed.




“Have you noticed there’s kind of a double-talk happening?” she asked him. “Sure, make a note of what everybody says along with what they actually say, but consider that maybe you should only reply to things that people actually say.”




He considered this.




“Maybe you should sit back and close your eyes, Hentzau,” Sabrina suggested.




He opened his mouth to answer, stopped, and shrugged, but he also sat back, leaned his head back for the remainder of the ride, and closed his eyes. Dawn sighed with relief.




When they arrived and Hentzau got out of the car, he lost all semblance of humor or curiosity.




“God in heaven,” he whispered, “did it smell this bad when you—”




“Uh huh,” Dawn answered. “Just hang in there. Once we’re done, we’ll get you back home as fast as we can.”




Hentzau nodded and gave her a hand out of the car, then helped Sabrina out as well. Gehring brought around the puppies, big as spaniels and leggy as deer, and gave their leashes to Hentzau, who then led them into the palace.




Natalia waited for them inside with a palace factotum ready to walk them to the throne room. Unlike them, she was not in any sort of national costume but a court dress that made her look like a fairy princess. She gave them a moment of very amused consideration.




“We must go to a beer garden after this,” she said. “The ladies will fit right in.”




“How come you’re not in some outrageous getup?” Lee asked her.




She glared at him until he rolled his eyes.




“Your Highness.”




After a moment’s waiting when it became obvious that Lee was not going to add “Serene” to her title, she shrugged.




“I’m not being knighted,” she replied. “Now, come along, dearest. We’re expected.”




Hentzau offered the grand duchess his arm, and Dawn watched carefully, wondering what he saw. Whatever it was, it tinged his expression with pity. Then Tarlenheim and Vilkas joined them. Tarlenheim brought a pretty older woman with fading blonde hair while Vilkas stood with Agnes von Holofernes. When Hentzau looked at Tarlenheim, a look of horror flashed across his face and was quickly mastered.




“Your Highness,” Tarlenheim said. “Mother, you remember His Illustrious Highness.”




“Of course,” the woman said graciously. “And these must be the infamous ducklings I’ve heard so much about.”




“Famed in song and legend,” Lee said.




“Mother, may I present Mister Lee Brown,” Tarlenheim said, “member of Hentzau’s ducklings. Brown, this is my mother, Margräfin Edelwehr, Lady Ludmilla von Tarlenheim.”




They went through a full round of introductions, with small bows and short curtsies. Dawn kept an eye on Hentzau and saw that the strain was beginning to show. The factotum at Natalia’s side made some small noise at her, and she gave Hentzau a signal.




“It’s time. Sear and Summers, Brown and Spellman, line up behind Tarlenheim and Her Ladyship,” he instructed them, “and follow our lead.”




Dawn took Cole’s arm, and Sabrina took Lee’s, and they followed in good order. Vilkas and Holofernes, Dawn was gratified to see, brought up the rear. She wondered what decided the precedence and decided to ask Hentzau afterwards.




Hentzau must have had a will of iron, because he didn’t pause, double-take, or otherwise react at any of the crowd of people they passed on their way to the throne room, and Dawn was hard pressed to keep her expression remote and pleasant. The official story, which had gone out only hours after they’d rescued Princess Antonia, was that Dracula had waylaid her on her way home from ballet class, and the poor girl had fainted from the shock. Then the heroes, Dawn included, had stormed the siege perilous and delivered the damsel as untouched as if she’d been wrapped in wax paper for the duration. No one, the palace had made clear on every channel of communication it possessed, had been enthralled, and the Her Majesty’s subjects wisely avoided any semblance of sedition by saying otherwise.




The people in the halls and now filtering into the large chamber they would approach the throne room from watched and studied with raised eyebrows. Dawn felt like they were under a microscope, and she recognized many of them from both the Saint Hilary’s ball and her previous visit to receive the revocation of the order condemning her and every other Watcher to death if they strayed inside the bounds of Ruritania. 




“I really don’t like this,” Cole said under his breath.




“If it gets really bad,” Dawn said at the same level, “I’ll faint.”




“In that outfit?” he asked. “You’ll end up on your knees, propped up by your dress.”




“For a distraction, that’s not half bad.”




They arrived at the great doors to the throne room, and Dawn could see Hentzau brace himself. A bead of sweat trickled down behind his ear. The factotum whispered to the doorman, and the doorman began announcing them in a stentorian voice.




“Her Serene Highness and Tsarevna of All The Russias, Natalia Romanov. His Illustrious Highness, Graf von und zum Hentzau, Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri.”




They went through the doors, puppies trotting at Hentzau’s heel.




“Margräfin Edelwehr, the Most Honorable Lady Ludmilla von Tarlenheim. Margrave Edelwehr, the Honorable Lord Frey von Tarlenheim.”




Tarlenheim and his mother advanced.




“Miss Dawn Summers of The Slayers Council and Saint Drogo’s College, Queen Flavia University,” the doorman boomed. “Mister Cole Sear of Saint Drogo’s College, Queen Flavia University.”




She and Cole went in.




“Miss Sabrina Spellman of Saint Drogo’s College, Queen Flavia University. Mister Leroy Brown of Saint Drogo’s College, Queen Flavia University.”




She sure hoped Sabrina and Lee were right behind them. 




“Lady Agnes von Holofernes of Bratislav College, Queen Flavia University. Mister Kurt Vilkas of Bratislav College, Queen Flavia University.”




It was still a long walk to the dais. Dawn wondered if Hentzau saw the same things she had seen—severed heads and pools of blood in the aisle, ghastly visions of people with pieces missing, and the Prince Consort who kept screaming and screaming and screaming. But Hentzau walked Romanov up to the area before the dais at a courtly pace, never looking left or right. On the dais, set before the thrones of the Queen and the Prince Consort was a low, backless chair for the Princess Royal. Antonia sat on it in a court gown of pure white beaded with seed pearls and embroidered with gold thread. Her red-gold hair was put up in a becoming arrangement, and she wore a tiara. She looked nothing like her normally anonymous self, but she broke into a wide smile when they approached.




Romanov pliéd into a deep curtsy, and Hentzau knelt, head bowed. The puppies laid down, and one of them put his head down, one ear flopped over, and the other up. The princess stood, her hands clasped before her. Whatever she said was so soft, Dawn was unable to hear it, but Hentzau and Romanov both stood. Dawn snuck a look up and saw the Queen watching, eyes half-lidded. Of course, from what she’d seen the previous time, what she saw sitting on the throne could be a complete glamour, and the Queen could be walking around them the whole time.




“With Your Royal Highness’s permission,” Hentzau said clearly, “these two hounds are a gift from the people of my countcy, with their great loyalty and affection.”




“I am most humbled and grateful,” the princess replied at the edge of audibility. 




He stepped forward and bowed low, offering up the leads. The puppies perked up, got to their feet, one of them yawning adorably. When the princess patted her skirt, they both trotted up to her and then sat on their haunches, staring up at her. Hentzau held out his hand to her and gave her something—dog treats—which she immediately gave to the puppies. She asked him something, which, again, Dawn couldn’t hear.




“They are not named,” Hentzau replied clearly. “That is your choice, Your Royal Highness.”




Gently tugging on the leashes, she brought the two hounds to the side of her chair. They laid down again. Then she turned back to Hentzau.




“Your sword, please, Your Highness,” she said.




Hentzau drew his sword and presented it to her, pommel first.




“Oh, shit,” Cole whispered. “I didn’t bring a sword. I forgot my damn sword!”




“Will you calm down,” Dawn whispered back. “Hentzau’s already a knight. He has a sword. Antonia is going to give us each a sword and a set of spurs.”




“Kneel, Your Highness,” Princess Antonia directed Hentzau.




“Seriously?”




Hentzau knelt and bowed his head again.




“Yes. Now calm down.”




They continued to stand, motionless, in the aisle, as the princess laid Hentzau’s sword on each of his shoulders and then drew the figure of the cross in the space above his head.




“In the names of God, Saint Raphael, and Saint Drogo, I give you the right to bear arms and mete justice,” she announced, her voice ringing clearly for the first time.




“That duty I will solemnly fulfill,” Hentzau said, “as knight and graf.”




“Rise, Your Illustrious Highness, as Knight of the Order of the Blue Rose,” Princess Antonia commanded.




He did so. 




It was difficult to tell for sure, but Dawn thought the way he held himself and the pallor of his skin just above the collar of his coat, that whatever he could see, it was having an effect on him. He bowed low to the princess again, and she curtsied to him. Then he offered his hand to the grand duchess and led her to the right side of the princess, the side away from the Queen. When he turned, Dawn saw his face—grim, pale, hairline wet with sweat, and his jaw working as he swallowed several times. Even Natalia looked up at him with some concern.




Two palace servants appeared next to the princess. One held a brace of swords and the other several velvet bags.




Tarlenheim and his mother approached and knelt and curtsied. As Tarlenheim had not previously been knighted, his mother presented a sword to the princess who then knighted him with it. His mother belted it over his coat, which was different from Hentzau’s by color and style and amount of embroidery. His mother’s dress, Dawn noted, was similar to theirs, but she had a gauzy apron, of all things, obscuring the embroidery of her overskirt, and the hem was lower. Once Lady Ludmilla had belted his sword on him, she accepted a velvet pouch from the princess, knelt, and secured the spurs to his boots. Tarlenheim helped her to her feet and kissed both her hands. Dawn felt her heart melt a little bit. After all, if a guy loved his mom, he couldn’t be that bad.




Cole tugged on her hand, and they stepped up to the dais. Without prompting, she cut a deep curtsy and held it as Cole knelt beside her. 




“Thank you, my friends,” Antonia said softly. “Please rise.”




She looked them over, and Dawn could see the stress of the past week in her eyes, so she smiled as encouragingly as she could. Antonia saw it, and her smile grew warmer.




“With my gratitude for your assistance at my time of need,” she said, “I hereby award you membership in the Order of the Blue Rose. Art thou a knight, Dawn Summers?”




“Your Royal Highness,” Dawn answered just like Hentzau had coached them, “I am not.”




“Do you swear to uphold the laws of the Order: bravery, compassion, and justice?”




“I do, Your Royal Highness,” she answered.




“Then kneel, Dawn Summers.”




Dawn had practiced kneeling in the skirts, which was much harder than curtsying, because she had to be careful not to catch the hem under her knees. She knelt and bowed her head. She heard Princess Antonia unsheathe the sword and felt the light tap of it on her right shoulder, then her left.




“In the name of God, Saint Raphael, and Saint Drogo,” the princess declared, “I give you the right to bear arms and mete justice.”




“That duty I will solemnly fulfill,” Dawn recited.




“Then rise, Lady Dawn Summers.”




When she was on her feet again, the princess reached around her with the sword belt, buckled it at her waist, and settled it against her hips. The scabbarded sword pressed again the left side of her skirt in a way that felt clumsy and must have looked ridiculous, but Dawn ignored it. Then the princess presented her with the velvet bag holding the set of silver spurs.




“You’ll understand if I don’t bother to put them on you,” the princess told her.




“Of course, Your Royal Highness,” she said, laughing a little.




To her surprise, Princess Antonia gave her a hug. She was caught off guard, but she immediately returned it.




“Is Hentzau well?” Antonia whispered in her ear.




“Not really,” Dawn replied. “We need to get him out.”




That was all she had time for before the princess released her. She cut another deep curtsy and then waited while Cole had his turn. Once he was knighted, Antonia belted and spurred him, and Cole managed to look deeply humble and delighted at the same time. She gave him a hug as well, and he bowed deeply to her. He held his arm out to Dawn, and they took their position across from Hentzau and Romanov while they waited for the other knightings.




From her vantage point, she could see that Hentzau was not well at all. His face was ashen, and he was working his jaw, but he stayed perfectly still while sweat poured down his face. Natalia looked straight ahead as well, but Dawn could see her sneak looks at him every few moments. It was excruciating waiting through the other three ceremonies, even though Dawn knew Antonia was probably rushing things as best she could. When she was done and Sir Kurt von Vilkas and Lady Agnes von Holofernes had joined them, the Queen stood from her throne and came down the steps to where her daughters chair sat. Everyone in the chamber, including the princess, bowed or curtsied as deep as possible.




“Rise,” the Queen said.




Without any True Sight, even knowing the Queen had a strong glamour, Dawn was amazed by how powerful it really was. She couldn’t see past it. As far as she could tell, the Queen was a strikingly beautiful woman in her late forties, slender now instead of painfully thin, with golden red hair untouched by gray. Her voice was mellifluous alto, like a low, gentle flute.




“My beloved subjects,” the Queen began, “rarely has the throne been in such dire need as it was when our daughter was deprived of her freedom and we were nearly deprived of our daughter. Great was the peril these brave warriors faced, and great is the thanks we owe them.”




“Huzzah For The Brave Warriors!” the doorman cried. 




“Huzzah!” the people in the chamber replied.




It was, Dawn thought, one of the most anemic and creepy cheers she’d ever heard. If half the people there meant it, she would have been surprised. They were cheering because they knew what would happen to them if they didn’t. Or worse, they didn’t know what would happen to them, but they knew it would be bad.




“Huzzah for Her Royal Highness!” the doorman cried.




“Huzzah!”




“Huzzah for Her Royal Majesty!” the doorman cried.




“Huzzah!”




“Thank you,” the Queen nodded graciously. “Go in peace.”




Not a single one of them moved. The Prince Consort stepped down and took the Queen’s arm and led her to the outer chamber, where refreshments were being served. The Princess followed, escorted by her new hounds. Dawn looked over at Hentzau, who jerked with surprise when Natalia clearly dug a nail into his arm. Then, with grim purpose, he led her down the aisle. Tarlenheim and his mother followed, and Cole walked with her. 




“How bad?” he asked her.




“Pretty bad,” she said. “He looks like he’s going to barf up his boots, spurs attached.”




There were plenty of people in the outer chamber, and the Queen and her unlucky husband swept through them without notice, leaving through the opposite door for parts unseen. Antonia turned immediately to them, handling the leashes with gentle care, and motioned for one of the servants. The puppies watched her every move. 




“Cover me,” Dawn whispered to Cole.




He stepped closer, blocking most people’s view of her as she untied the top of her lacing, reached into her bodice and pulled out the three plastic-lined paper bags she’d smuggled in. She remembered all too well how close she came to barfing on the carpet when she’d gotten out of the Queen’s presence. Hentzau had found the nearest wall and was leaning on it, holding himself up while he breathed very slowly and carefully. He was green.




“Hentzau,” she called, opening the first bag and holding it out to him. 




He looked up, saw the bag, and took it. For a moment, she thought he might win his battle, but when Lee and Sabrina reached them, he was ignominiously sick into the bag.




“What is this?” Natalia demanded. “You’ve been sick this entire time? God, Dima, you reckless, thoughtless pig. What if y—”




“Your Highness!” Antonia snapped. “If you cannot be kind, you will remove yourself this instant.”




Natalia gawped for a moment like a stunned fish, and Dawn silently cheered for the princess. After the moment had passed and the grand duchess had managed to shut her mouth, she drew herself up.




“Very well, Your Royal Highness,” she said, coldly, “if you wish the care of him, you may have it.”




She turned on her heel and left. 




“You mean all this time, we could have gotten rid of her that easily?” Sabrina asked.




“Oh, god, my head,” Hentzau moaned.




“And that’s a migraine,” Dawn said. “We need to get him out of here without people noticing he’s sick.”




“There’s M,” Lee said, scanning the crowd. “I got her attention.”




Dawn looked back and forth for a second and realized she had a plan.




“Lee, say something really obnoxious to me,” she said.




“You might want to avoid the champagne and hors d’oeuvres,” he told her. “You’re kind of porking out.”




“You jerk!” she declared, not quite yelling. Then she brought foot down on the toe of his boot with less force than she mimed.




 “Hey, uh… Ow!” Lee replied. “What the heck is wrong with you?”




She pushed him with both arms, and he stepped back into a waiter, causing the poor man to lose his tray. Glassware and metal crashed to the floor just as M arrived.




“That is quite enough,” she said.




Her eyes flicked back and forth, catching the pleading expression on Sabrina’s face, the fact that she, Cole, and Antonia were working to block sight of Hentzau from the rest of the room, and Dawn and Lee’s lack of actual hostility.




“Hentzau,” she said in a carrying voice. “Lady Dawn is clearly overwrought from the emotions of the day. You will escort her home and see that she rests.”




“Yes, ma’am,” Hentzau managed. 




Antonia handed her an opened bottle of ginger ale and wet towel, and Hentzau straightened up. When he didn’t move, Dawn went around to his left side where he offered her his arm.




“I can’t see well,” he whispered in a barely audible voice. “There are too many scotomas.”




He had a full migraine then. She took his arm and used it to steer him out the door to the main corridor. It took several minutes, because he couldn’t move faster than a slow walk, but she got them to the palace entrance where Gehring was waiting.




“I was afraid of this,” Gehring said, taking Hentzau’s weight and nearly lifting him into the car. “Other than this, did it go well?”




“Well enough,” Dawn told him, climbing in after Hentzau. “You’ll need to come back for the rest.”




Inside, Hentzau had collapsed across the seat. She took the wet cloth Antonia had given her and put it over his eyes. He groaned in relief, and then just as quickly pulled the cloth away, grabbing her arm.




“She killed them,” he said in the same dialect of Ruritania Deutsch that the people around Solterdau used. His eyes were haunted, terrified. “She killed so many of them and maimed even more. I saw them. God in heaven, how does Sear not see them, screaming and begging, pressed against the windows.”




“Easy,” she said, kneeling on the floor of the car. “Close your eyes and try to rest. We’ll be home in a little bit.”




“Let me…” he reached out and touched her face. “You’re still real. Thank God.”




His head fell back, and he closed his eyes. For a moment, she wasn’t sure if he’d fainted or just given up. 




“Okay, let’s get that serum off you,” she said, figuring at least she could stop him from seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching visions of every sort. 




She used the towel to wipe off his eyelids, earlobes, lips, and fingertips, and he flinched several times, but not at what she did. She left the cloth over his eyes, held his hand, and sat in an undignified heap of skewed petticoats and elaborate embroidery. Her sword dug into her hip, and she was very glad she wasn’t wearing her new spurs.




The car pulled out, and she braced herself on the seat. She prayed it would be a quick trip back to Hentzau’s.






fn1. Get out! Go Away!




Four Ends and an Epilogue



“You look terrible,” M said, accepting a cup of tea from Frau Farber.




“I don’t feel much better,” Hentzau replied. 




It had been a two day ordeal, and his ducklings had taken turns sitting either beside his bed in his office or just outside in the library to ensure that his betrothed didn’t get a chance to “help” him with his recovery. As soon as he’d been able to sit up, he’d sent a message to M, and she’d shown up before he’d had a chance to shower, shave, or even brush his teeth. Knowing how much he craved sweets after his migraine and needed some calories, Farber had brought him a tray of hot chocolate and cookies. He nibbled at a pfefferkuchen before scratching his stubble.




“Did Summers fill you in?” he asked her.




“Astonishingly, she’s managed to learn a small amount of discretion,” M replied. “She indicated that you were unwell, but that you would have an urgent matter to discuss with me. She seemed rather distressed by it.”




As well she should, he thought. He set aside the plate of cookies and reached under the divan for the folder of notes Summer had left. He handed it to M. She opened it and glanced at it.




“This is in Summers’s handwriting,” she noted.




“She transcribed for me,” he explained. “I couldn’t sit up, much less write in a legible hand. I made use of a serum of True Sight just before the ceremony.”




M’s eyes flicked up from the page to his face. She didn’t ask him where he’d gotten the serum. It was a point of trust between them that they both understood the doctrine of Need To Know.




“And this is a compilation of what you saw there,” she summed up for him.




He sipped his hot chocolate and found himself wishing he didn’t have to break the news to her.




“Every single member of the Ruritanian nobility above the age of twenty-five who was present during the ceremony has been compromised,” he told her.




This time, her eyes left the handwritten account and stayed on his face.




“Strakenz, Tarlenheim, Falken, Sapt, Glucken, Richthofen, Braunfels, Wittgenstein, all of them,” he said. “I saw on each of them a mark. It varied from person to person. On some, it was a slave collar, on others, a yellow badge. A few wore brands on their cheeks or had tattooes in their ears. Every single one of them had something which showed they belonged to her.”




M considered this for a long moment.




“The fealty oath,” she said. “Of course.”




“The fealty oath,” he repeated. “It means…it means my aunt is compromised. She swore fealty on my behalf when she was named my guardian and regent.”




A look of pain and sympathy crossed M’s face. She took a deep breath.




“Are there any who’ve reached their majority and not sworn their fealty?” she asked.




“A few,” Hentzau replied. “Younger brothers and sisters with no separate title to claim, some of the rittercorps inherited their title but lack any landed properties and were too poor to come to Strelsau, and the…woman in question no longer circulates in the countryside in order to receive oaths.”




“Strakenz Secundus has been in the embassy to the United States for nearly thirty years,” M observed. “He used to visit home, but after she returned and married, he stopped.”




“He was a good friend of my father’s,” Hentzau said. “There are multiple mentions of him in my father’s diaries as someone who could be trusted.”




“Your betrothed?”




“Untouched,” Hentzau answered. “At least in so far as that woman’s dominion goes. I understand a little more as to why she is the way she is.”




“Well, her family have been guests for the last century, never required to swear fealty,” M said. “It may well be that they are the most powerful family that hasn’t been wholly given over to her.”




“It’s not just the marks of slavery,” he said, sipping his cocoa. “She’s…doing something to them. Here and there, bits and pieces. Frey von Tarlenheim looked like a piece of worm eaten wood, riddled with tiny holes. Vilkas had one bleeding hole above his ear, small but fresh. Many of them were just…hollowed out.”




M studied him for a long moment.




“How are you coping?” she asked.




He looked up at her from his cup. There were dark circles under his eyes.




“I’ll be taking steps to move Gretel to the Slayers Council residence in Cleveland as soon as possible,” he said. 




“I think that’s wise,” M replied. 




He finished off his cocoa and set the cup and saucer aside.




“I’ve known of most of the people there my entire life,” he told her. “And some of them, I’ve known personally nearly as long. Lady Teresa Falker is a third cousin. She used to babysit me before my parents died. She’s married and has two children now, and that thing has eaten out memories of her childhood and her love for birds. She no longer speaks or understands Arabic.”




“Does this change your resolve?” M asked him.




“It hardens it,” he answered. “More than ever, I wish to be part of what removes that blight.”




“The serum came from Summers, didn’t it?” she asked.




“Yes.”




She nodded. “Consider that, in this other world she saw, where you and the others failed, there was no Lady Dawn Summers, and therefore no serum of True Sight. While I don’t recommend you make a habit of it, what you learned may be key to winning this war.”




“I hope so.” He paused for a moment, weighing something. “Do you know what Summers is?”




M raised an eyebrow at him. “I possess a limited understanding and a recognition of the significance. Has she told you?”




“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t understand what I saw, but I know it was important.”




“In this matter, I can only ask you to trust me,” she said. “Certain information came to light when her background check was conducted. Should it become relevant to you, I will let you know.”




“Of course.”




“Now, when,” she continued, “are you going to get shut of that ghastly betrothed of yours?”




He looked up, a little startled. 




“You’re aware of the terms of the marriage contract as I am,” he said. “Short of her doing something fatally stupid—which she won’t—the only way for me to void the contract is with her full agreement, and even then, I have to sacrifice everything that was promised to her family—Santa Lucia included.”




“Santa Lucia will have its independence in twenty-five years regardless of whether you maintain suzerainty or surrender it to the Romanovs,” she said. 




“They can do a great deal of damage in that time,” he said. 




She frowned at him. 




“Dmitri, you know you are dear to me,” she said. “It’s rare that I directly interfere, but you have less than two years before the contract must be finalized. I strongly recommend you start considering ways to mitigate or avert any damage the Romanovs may do to Santa Lucia, make whatever changes you need to minimize the damage done to your family’s holdings, and do whatever you need to do to convince Natalia Romanov to release you from the betrothal.”




“The Romanov family’s protection does not come cheap,” he told her. “The monies, properties, and rights promised to them on my wedding amount to nearly a quarter of everything my family owns.”




“You will receive some recompense from them,” she reminded him.




“Some squalid little commercial properties that will take years to build up,” he said, dismissing them. “Half of them are in the United States, for heaven’s sake.”




“I think you underestimate their value,” she told him. “Your parents were many things, but the list never included stupid. Whatever your father negotiated out of them, he saw some value in it. Enough to help weather the loss of what he promised them. In fact, I very strongly doubt he ever intended for you to marry Natalia Romanov. He was all too aware of how that family would devour everything yours has achieved.”




“I wouldn’t know,” Hentzau said, tired and grim. “None of his papers referred to it. The last volume of his diary was with him in the United States when he died, and it was never recovered. So I have no guide in this matter.”




“You’ll have to be your own guide then,” M said, not unkindly.




He sat, lost in thought. When he spoke again, it was careful and slow.




“After what I saw and, considering the timing, I can’t help but wonder…my parents’ deaths were very convenient. Do you think it’s possible that…”




She studied him, grave with concern. “You’ve read the autopsy reports yourself, Dmitri. The injuries were consistent with a motor vehicle accident.”




“I’m also all too aware that officials such as coroners can be influenced by bribes, threats, and even more insidious methods,” he answered. “I know you looked into the matter.”




“There were some…inconsistencies,” she admitted. “But I was unable to gather enough data to make a real judgment. The coroner died shortly before I took an interest in you. Records were lost, evidence was misplaced or destroyed. It could have been a concerted effort at a cover up, but such things are so much more likely to be the result of simple bureaucratic incompetence and the vagaries of a complex system, and sometimes, Dmitri, people die in accidents.”




Hentzau looked away, unsatisfied.




“Do not take my word for it,” she said. “After you graduate, take the position with the embassy and research the matter for yourself. It will put you closer to your sister, at the very least.”




He nodded.




After a moment’s silence, she spoke again.




“What did she look like?” she asked.




He stared off through the window, and when he answered, he spoke as though he were very far away.




“Grossly swollen,” he said. “She paced through the room the entire time, picking at people’s heads, pulling things out and eating them. She stood behind Summers for a moment and whispered things to her. Summers didn’t appear to notice. She did the same to Holofernes, and I think she did notice. She stood in front of me, not saying anything, but studying me. It was terrifying. The smell was…worse than anything I can think of. Her skin was split in places, shedding in others. I don’t think she’ll be able to make use of that body for much longer.”




He swallowed.




“There’s very little of the consort left. I saw a drooling wreck that wet himself halfway through the ceremony. She must be propping him up at this point.”




“She’ll manage to survive a little longer, I think,” M said. “She’ll want her daughter to reach adulthood before swapping out.”




His eyes flashed back to hers, and he stiffened.




“That cannot be allowed to happen.”




“Nor will it,” she replied. “Now, get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow at lecture.”







Naming something was harder than she’d anticipated. Antonia sat on the floor of her bedroom with her two new puppies, playing with them, and tried to decide what to name them. She’d decided against all the classical twins’ names, as her boys weren’t twins even if they were litter mates. She was trying to come up with brothers’ names, and even though there was a plethora of brother saints, none of them really resonated. Maybe it was because it was difficult to match the virtues of sainthood with two two clumsy, enthusiastic, and adorable wolfhound puppies.




She was currently leaning towards Wilbur and Orville, as both puppies had a tendency to leap off furniture like they expected to take flight. They never seemed to mind their two, three, four, and five point landings. They just got up, shook themselves off, and started again. She’d laughed more in the past two days than she had in the past two years.




The puppies were currently quarrelling over a squeaky toy, mock growling and trying to get the upper jaw or paw, when one of them flinched away and cowered. Then the other did as well. Antonia looked up and then over her shoulder, searching for the threat. Her mother stood behind her, watching.




She scrambled to her feet, brushing off her skirt, and smoothing her hair down. The old terror of her childhood climbed into her throat and took up residence, leaving her half-choked.




“Mother,” she said, cutting a curtsy.




The puppies stayed behind her, cowering and whimpering.




“Be at ease, daughter,” her mother told her. “Come and sit with me.”




They took the divan in her sitting room. The puppies did not follow them. Antonia sat as far away from her mother as she could.




“You are well?” the queen asked.




“Yes, Mother,” she replied.




She held her hands in her lap so their shaking would not betray her.




“And your studies progress?”




“Yes, Mother.”




Her mother watched her with hooded eyes. There was and never had been any affection between them. Antonia’s nurse had been the closest thing to a mother her whole life, and the poor woman had suffered a nervous breakdown three years previously. Antonia visited her at the Saint Claire’s asylum once a week, when her studies and schedule permitted.




The queen smiled and made a gesture with her hand that looked like she’d practiced it quite a bit but never gotten it right. She did that, Antonia noticed. She did things that looked like bad imitations of things real people did. She wondered why no one else noticed and had come to the conclusion that she saw her mother nearly every day of her life, and no one else—with the exception of her father and brother—spent as much time around her. Her brother was recuperating on Santa Lucrecia. Her father hadn’t spoken in weeks.




“I have some concerns about your brother’s ability to rule,” the queen told her. “Nothing drastic, but his behavior of late and the reports I’m getting from his staff at the rehabilitation center have led me to reconsider your responsibilities. I’ve spoken to your tutors, and they will extend your curriculum to better prepare you for a public role. I will engage a secretary for you, and you will begin attending activities on my behalf.”




Antonia quailed. The last thing she wanted was the spotlight of public attention. She couldn’t imagine much worse. A secretary meant her mother would have a spy in her camp every single day. Her freedom had just been sharply curtailed.




“May I take my dogs?”




“You may.”




Which meant her mother didn’t consider them any sort of threat or obstacle.




“Thank you,” she whispered.




“What are your feelings regarding Hentzau?” the queen asked.




Fear struck her hard in the chest. Hentzau was one of the few genuine friends she could claim, him and his ducklings. She felt safer around him than nearly anyone in her entire life. He’d always been kind to her. She even had a long ago hazy memory of meeting his mother, a soft-spoken woman with crooked hands and a gentle manner.




“He’s a friend,” she answered haltingly.




“I’m considering potential husbands for you,” the Queen informed her.




“But he’s already betrothed to the tsarevna,” she said.




“These things are negotiable,” her mother told her. “There is no great love between the families, and the contract was drawn up out of convenience, not romance. If I dangle a big enough carrot, they will release him.”




She had no idea what to say, but she was frightened on Hentzau’s behalf and her own. Her mother smiled at her in what she probably thought was an indulgent manner.




“If any other likely young men occur to you, let me know,” she said.




“Yes, Mother.”




Once her mother had gone, Antonia retreated to her bedroom, hid in the furthest corner of her closet, and let the puppies climb on her lap and lick her face.







Dawn stifled a yawn and covered her mouth with her splinted arm. She’d lucked out—because the break was incomplete and fairly minor, the doctor at the university clinic took the cast off and put her in a splint from her knuckles to halfway up her forearm. She could take it off to shower, but she wore it the rest of the time. So far the only thing she’d noticed was just how much she used her left hand.




Both she and Sabrina were tired from taking turns keeping an eye on Hentzau and letting Gehring get some sleep. She stood with Sabrina, holding hands, at a construction site where the foundation had been laid out with stakes and strings, and rebar held up a grid pattern to strengthen the concrete which would be poured momentarily. Salem perched on Sabrina’s shoulder, his claws digging into her jacket to keep his balance.




“Ladies,” Professor Jones said, climbing over mounds of displaced dirt and rocks. “Have a look.”




He held out a cardboard box filled with crushed and broken bits of bone and a fair amount of bone dust. There was nothing in there recognizable as Dracula—not an incisor, not a collarbone, not a single thing. But Professor Jones said it was a portion of the remains they had cleaned up from the basement of Castely Fekatelo after the sunlight had destroyed Dracula, and if Professor Jones said it, then Dawn believed it.




The entire site was protected by a privacy fence and quietly guarded by bored looking men with dangerous eyes. Dawn recognized the shape of the foundation as cross-shaped layout of an Orthodox church. Near the center, where the altar would go stood a construction foreman, a priest, and another man, all of them dressed for rough work and wearing wading boots.




“I’ll be mixing this into the initial pour,” Professor Jones told them, “while the priest blesses it. They’ll build the rest of the church over it, and the altar will be right on top. For redundancy’s sake, this isn’t the only building he’s going into. This one, you two get to see, because we know it means something to you.”




“What about the man over there?” Dawn asked, nodding to indicate the third man near the center of the laid out foundation.




“That’s Harold Kemp,” Jones answered, looking over. “He’s the father of Margery Kemp. He gets to watch too.”




Margery Kemp was the student Dracula had killed and left at one of the entrances to the catacombs when rumors of him first started to circulate weeks ago.




“Do you think he feels any of what we’re doing to him?” Sabrina asked her.




They’d watched Professor Jones make his way, stepping carefully through the grid of rebar over to the center where the priest waited with a construction worker and another victim’s father. Jones unceremoniously dumped the calcified bone dust into a wheelbarrow full of cement which the worker had constantly worked over with a shovel to keep from setting up. He mixed the bone dust in and started shoveling the cement into the center of the foundation’s layout.




Dawn thought about it. “No, I think he picked up enough chrism when he licked my neck to really mess him up, and then I think the…person ate him. I think she ate him all up, and I think what was left burned to a crisp, and that Professor Jones and a couple of other people took some sledgehammers to what was left after he burned to a crisp. I’m pretty sure he stopped feeling anything at some point when he was being eaten. But, if he’s still feeling anything, I’m okay with that too,” she concluded.




“Me too,” Sabrina said. 




They watched until the worker cleaned the wheelbarrow out and another worker directed an enormous concrete mixer truck to back up to the very edge of the foundation, and the rest of the workers joined them. Jones trudged back to them while the priest blessed everything he could see with an asperger. Harold Kemp stared at the site for a moment and then walked away as well.




“Come on, girls,” Jones said. “I’ll buy you some victory chocolate.”







There was a very small American expat community in Strelsau. It tended to stay small because the cost of living in Strelsau was fairly high, the amenities low, and the struggle to maintain a visa never ending. However, some small number of people found that they were happier there than anywhere else. The American college students at Queen Flavia University never bothered with the tiny neighborhood that contained a few grocery stores carrying American specialties and the handful of American restaurants and chains. After all, they’d come to Ruritania to get away from home, not to find a second-rate version of it. The people who made up the expat community avoided much of the 24-hour news cycle, and if they read American newspapers, it was for the in-depth articles instead of the barrage of screaming headlines.




For that reason, Elizabeth Brown was able to sit openly in the only Banana Burger in all of Ruritania and not feel a single twinge of anxiety that she would be recognized. She was currently on the FBI’s Top Ten Most Wanted list, and the only ones ahead of her were international terrorists, something she felt a bit of pride in. That she was on it at all was proof that she’d failed in her original designs, but having gotten to that point, there was no reason she couldn’t enjoy a little infamy.




Kurt Vilkas—Sir Kurt von Vilkas—made his way into the kiddie play area from the main entrance without even checking the other booths. Stupid. Her poor Lee. She knew he’d enjoyed the little game of Assassins the Spellman girl had set them up with, but she just had to find him some more compelling opponents. The only members smart enough to pour water out of a boot were Tarlenheim and Frankenstein. She was fairly sure Vilkas had been only been included in the knighthoods out of kindness and a wish not to slight Holofernes’s cohort.




“Hey there,” she greeted him. “Have a seat.”




Vilkas glanced around the play area—the ball pit, the climbing jungle, the little motorized banana boat—and managed to look like he was there for a KGB/CIA spy swap on a lovely April morning hundreds of miles from where the Iron Curtain had last fallen.




“Kurt,” she said kindly, “you don’t really blend in. Why don’t you take a seat and relax?”




Uneasy, he sat across from her and put his bag on the table. It was clear she was going to have to hold his hand through the whole thing. Oh, well, she was very much an advocate of on-the-job training when she’d run the town of Idaville.




“What do you have for me?” she asked.




He turned to face her, looking more and more like a hired thug—which, she was looking to hire some thugs, so that wasn’t a bad thing—and leaned in.




“The word is that you’re looking for some…valuable souvenirs,” he told her.




Oh, god, he really was that bad at this. She took a deep breath.




“Kurt, this is book club and recipe swap, okay?” she told him in turn.




“I…what?”




“You can discuss anything in public your little heart desires if you look like you’re participating in a book club or recipe swap,” she explained. “You, on the other hand, look like you’re trying to sell plutonium to some Russian separatists. It’s not a good look, and it’s going to get attention. So…try thinking recipes. I’ve got a Mississippi Mud Pie recipe that will knock your socks off. What about you?”




“I…uh…I like pie,” he said, looking around, confused.




She smiled widely at him. Positive reinforcement was the best and fastest way to train someone up.




“That’s great.” She grinned. “Now, do you notice how I chose a place that’s easily accessible, but hard to listen in on? There’s a lot of hustle and bustle around—cars passing, pedestrian passing—and it’s just about impossible for a parabolic microphone to pick up what we’re saying because of all the line of sight issues.”




She pointed to each side of the little addition and how the climbing structure blocked out anything for nearly one hundred twenty degrees around them. The wall next to them cut out another ninety degrees, and the various toys, furniture, doors, trash cans, and other items cut down the available vantage points to less than fifteen degrees total.




“Never meet in the same place twice,” she told him. “Pick some place where being a stranger won’t make you stand out, and always know where your exits are.”




She pointed to the first two obvious exits, then a third which he couldn’t see, and then a fourth, which was most likely the employees’ exit. By now, she thought, keeping a smile on her face, Lee would be figuring out the rest of the guidelines. She missed him. He was such a fun kid.




“Very well,” Vilkas answered, clearly not understanding the value of what she was giving him. “I have bo—”




“Brownies,” she corrected him. “You have brownies. Or some other baked good that is completely harmless except to your diet.”




“Brownies,” he repeated, looking confused.




He reached into his bag, looking around surreptitiously, and took out a sealed bag with several bone fragments and two calcined, crumbling whole bones.




She pulled the bag over to her and considered. 




“Hmm, very interesting. One lumbar vertebra and a rib,” she said.




The burnt bones were in terrible condition. He hadn’t put them in a light proof bag, so they’d continued degrading. In a few hours, they’d probably be nothing but bone dust. The fragments, however, were unburnt. She turned the bag to get a closer look at them.




“Do you know what these are?” she asked, delighted.




He managed to shake his head. 




“These are fragments of the mandible and the maxilla,” she explained. She loved teaching moments. “The upper and lower jaws. Now some of these are degraded because of the chrism. I have to wonder. Did Hentzau use the chrism on Dawn Summers not just to destroy Dracula’s hold on them but also to ensure if they went back for a second bite, it would kill him? He must have known Dracula would try.”




Vilkas looked at her, a little confused. Clearly the idea had never occurred to him.




“But that’s not really important,” she continued. “What’s important is that some of these fragments were broken off by Her Majesty and don’t contain chrism. What they do have is several intact teeth. Do you know what you can get from teeth?”




He looked like he was going to say “cavities”, and she cut him off.




“DNA!” she declared, delighted. “That’s right, the unique blueprint each of us carries around in every nucleus of every cell. It’s just amazing to me that there’s so little research into the world of vampirism. We have so much to learn from them. Life-extending therapies, new drugs…”




Vilkas was growing more and more horrified.




“And of course,” she told him, “I can get rich making credulous shills pay top dollar for the worthless stuff.”




That reassured him at least a little.




She set the baggie down and started rooting through her purse for a specific card holder.




“There was this one group out in California,” she told him, “called the Initiative. They did some really cutting edge work on demon physiology—grafts, implants, and the like. Unfortunately, the got a little ahead of themselves, and the whole thing blew up in their face. Still, no progress comes without risk, right?”




“Right,” Vilkas slowly agreed. “Frau Braun, I am really only here, because I understood there was a substantial reward for the bo—”




“Brownies,” she corrected him again with a smile. “The brownies of Dracula. Ooh, that would make a great line of desserts, wouldn’t it? Dracula brownies, Wolfman coconut clusters. I’ll have to work on that. Here we go.”




She took out a card, scribbled something down on the back, and handed it to him. 




“You’ll find your payment here,” she told him. “Please don’t hesitate to contact me again if you find anything you think I might be interested in. Anything at all.”




“Certainly,” he answered, reading the card. “What’s this?”




“That’s my Mississippi Mud Pie recipe,” she said. “I always add a little lagniappe. Makes the business relationship so much nicer.”




She stood and put the bag in her purse.




“Oh, and Kurt, just a word of free advice,” she said. “It’s worth what you pay for, of course.”




He looked up, still mildly confused.




“Don’t call women whores,” she told him. “It’s trashy, and it reflects more on you than on them. If you can’t look good without insulting someone else, you really need to work on your own self. Okay?”




She walked off with the quick, cheerful pace of someone who has tons of things to do, places to go, and people to see and couldn’t be happier about it.



Epilogue



Jarod looked up from his work at the small sound from the bedroom and checked the camera he’d put there to keep an eye on Buffy while she slept. He checked the clock and then glanced at his notes from the last seven nights. Her sleep cycle was consistent, and therefore, these episodes were as well. He put down his work, picked up a voice recorder, and went back into the bedroom, leaving the door cracked so a little light filtered in. 




There, he sat the voice recorder on the nightstand. He wanted a recording for the others. The security cam was black and white and didn’t record sound. Buffy hadn’t believed him until he’d played back one of the recordings for him, and she was still treating it as a fluke. He sat on the edge of the bed and checked her eyelids. No movement, which meant she was experiencing non-REM dreams. Her breathing and pulse were elevated, and she was sweating. Non-REM also meant that her brain had not paralyzed her muscles. She could and had gone walking in her sleep. But that’s not what this was.




“No,” she moaned. “No. Dawn. Dawnie.”




It escalated in only a few seconds. She started moving against the sheets, reaching out, straining for something, getting more and more agitated.




“No! No!” 




She was yelling now.




“Noooo! Dawnie! Noooo!”




She sat bolt upright, screaming, eyes open, terrified, reaching for—he presumed—her little sister.




“Nooo! Don’t! Let her go!”




He took her by the hands and gently, but with all his strength, leveraged her arms in and held them against her chest. She arched, kicking and struggling, but because she was still sound asleep and unaware of the world around her, she wasn’t struggling against him.




“Dawnie! Dawn! Noooooo!”




The screams turned to sobs.




“They killed her,” she cried just as she’d cried the last seven nights. “She was all alone, and they killed her. She’s so scared. Why? Why? They’ll kill her. I have to get to her. I have to keep her safe.”




He shushed her, which was pointless, because she couldn’t hear him. Her struggles slowed, but for another minute, she kept sobbing words.




“Why do they hate her? Why? Don’t go there, Dawnie. Please don’t go there. Please.”




Her voice became smaller and smaller until her body relaxed, and she was completely still, lapsed back into normal sleep. Jarod gently laid her back down, pulled the covers back up, and gave her a kiss on the forehead. He picked up the voice recorder and left, closing the door behind him. Then he went downstairs to the kitchen where Giles, Jenny, Willow, and Xander waited for him.




He only needed about four hours of sleep every twenty-four, so he could cat nap an hour here and an hour there without trouble. It was close to one a.m., and Buffy’s family had stayed up on his word, to see what was going on. He put the voice recorder on the table and played the last sound file. He was gratified when even Xander blanched and looked away from the sound of abject terror and grief in Buffy’s voice.




“Is this a prophetic dream?” Willow asked.




“It’s a night terror,” Jarod answered. “They occur during non-REM sleep, and they’re marked by complete lack of awareness of the environment, autonomic responses, terror, horror, and inconsolability. A small percentage of children have them and usually outgrown them. In adults, it’s often caused by alcoholism—”




“Buffy doesn’t drink,” Jenny protested.




He acknowledged her point.




“Acute stress,” he continued, looking directly at Xander, “post traumatic stress disorder, and several other psychologic issues. There is also a link between some parasomnias and a later diagnosis of Parkinson’s disease. For most people, that’s decades down the line, if it happens.”




“And…Buffy has no idea she’s doing this?” Giles asked, face worn with worry.




“None,” Jarod confirms. “She doesn’t wake during it, and if I wake her up afterwards, she has no memory of it, even when her pulse is still racing.”




“She’s always been aware of her prophetic dreams,” Giles said, lost in thought. “Perhaps these episodes are caused by the stress she’s endured over the years.”




“With recent onset and seven of the last seven nights showing escalation of severity?” Jarod asked back.




“We don’t really want to assume that, though,” Willow said. “Do we? I mean, what if there’s some sort of medical issue.”




Jarod managed not to sigh in frustration. He knew, at this point, that he loved Buffy, that he was ready to make a life with her the moment she said yes. He genuinely liked and cared for every member of the original Scoobies and every subsequent member who’d joined as well as all the girls who came to them for guidance, but sometimes the blinders they wore were a little overwhelming.




“It’s not a question of what if,” he told them. “It’s a question of how bad. Buffy shows clear signs of PTSD and general anxiety disorder. She just happens to have excellent coping skills and incredible resiliency. She shouldn’t have to suffer like this. The run-in with the Horseman of Death didn’t do her any favors, and that last fight with the Yorika demon scared her badly.”




“You believe she’s experiencing physical symptoms?” Giles asked.




“I’m convinced of it,” Jarod said. “I don’t have the equipment or access to run the kinds of tests she needs. I suspect that she’s starting to suffer from adrenal insufficiency. She may have a neurological or autoimmune disorder. She needs a full workup, and I can’t do that.”




“Well,” Jenny said, “we do know a guy out in New Jersey.”




“What if it’s some sort of curse?” Xander asked.




“Xander, I’ve checked for everything,” Willow told him. “You were okay with that a week ago, remember?”




“Yeah, but a week ago…” he started and didn’t finish.




A week ago, Xander hadn’t verbally destroyed Buffy with a tirade worthy of artillery brigade. A week ago, Buffy had still been willing to leave their rooms for training and patrol. A week ago, she hadn’t had night terrors every single night.




“I think it’s time to take Buffy off the active roster,” Giles said. “Jenny, Jarod, I want you to work together to get her to this diagnostician. Xander, Willow, please work with Faith in transitioning the girls to more active roles on patrol. We’ll reevaluate after the medical workup is done.”




“Should we warn Dawn?” Willow asked. “I just finished up redoing her pendant. I should get it back to her.”




“I think that’s a good idea,” Jenny said.	




The Adventure of The Moon of the Rat God
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A Terrible Noise



The sand was blue. It was a very light blue, but there it was. Blue sand. And there was a lot of it. Between the heat of the baking sun above, and the heat reflected off the sand itself, Dawn figured it had to be close to 110 degrees. Definitely the hottest place she’d ever been. 




Mindful of sticking out, she found a shady point behind one of the taller dunes, and started digging through her bag. She changed into loose linen and cotton and wrapped herself in a blue silk robe she’d picked up in Victorian England. Then she belted the robe with a white satin sash with fringe on both ends and wrapped her head with another in a kind of impromptu keffiyeh. There was enough of the second sash to pull across the bottom of her face to keep the blown sand from power blasting her skin, and she donned a pair of polarized sunglasses to cut down on the glare. 




From there, figuring she’d at least be a little harder to spot, she put her scabbarded Klingon knife through her belt, pulled her bag on across her body, and crept to the top of the dune for a good look around. It didn’t do to just go up there and stand. That would have left her an obvious silhouette for anyone or anything else out there, and she had the feeling she should stay less noticeable if at all possible. Scanning the horizon in nearly three hundred and sixty degrees, she saw the dune sea extended as far as the eye could see off to the north and west. To the east were blue-gray mountains at least three or four days’ walk. To the south, there was brown, green, and a smudge of something that might have been water.




That’s what decided her. She had enough water, if she was careful, to last two or three days of walking in hot weather. She figured, she’d walk a ways and see if her get up kept her from suffering the worst of the heat. If not, she’d find the shady lee side of a dune and wait until dusk before walking some more. 




In an hour of walking, she left the dunes for a more scrubby, eroded desert environment. Creosote bushes and ocotillo dotted the baking ground. There was still a cast of blue to the dry, packed sand. When she crossed a ridge, she noticed a winking reflection from the ground, knelt down to it, and brushed some of the sand off to see what she had. 




Glass. Blue-green glass less than a quarter of an inch thick. It reminded her of the winter in Cleveland, where a sunny day would melt the top layer of snow, and the frigid night would freeze it again. Only instead of snow and ice, it was sand and glass. What the hell had happened to turn a layer of sand at the top of the ridge into glass? She took the piece, a little longer than her hand and about as wide, and tucked it into her bag. 




The further south she went, the more glass she found, until the top of each ridge she passed had a layer of glass frosted by the constant sand-blowing wind. The slope of the land descended in the direction she was going, slowly but surely. The layers she saw became a little more extensive, a little thicker, and a little wider with each ridge she passed.




After an hour of that and half a gallon of water without the need to pee, the pattern of ridge-slope-ridge-slope gave way to badlands. The same degree of slope was cut with arroyos and canyonettes, evidence that water did occasionally run through the land. It just did it so rarely, the only thing it accomplished was to rip up whatever unfortunate plants and animals were in the way, and then pour into the arroyos in a flash flood, rolling rocks, boulders, cactus, and bushes with it.




She’d seen bird, lizard, and snake prints, and there was an occasional jewel colored dragonfly that passed by. She hadn’t seen any mammals or any predators with the exception of a small, purple scorpion that waddled past her feet. Not a sign of human habitation met her eyes. The only sound was the wind, the sand, and the occasional insect hum. 




She reached a point where the slope increased, as did the erosion, until there was no level ground to walk on. She had to scramble down the side of one of the arroyos to the sandy bottom, and saw that she was now in a maze of sorts, where canyons splayed across the desert floor like interlocking fingers. Only now she was in the bottom. At first, the arroyo walls were only hip or chest deep. Then they reached the top of her head, and if she wanted a look around, she had to climb the crumbling side to get a better position. Then, the walls began to loom over her, and the steep sides didn’t offer much in the way of handholds. 




She didn’t worry too much. So far, every place she’d ever been, there had been something for her to do. Nearly every place she’d been had people, and every group of people had spoken some language she’d been able to learn with a little work. So, patience was the order of the day. But she sure wouldn’t have minded a cold drink and a place to put her feet up.




The first sign of trouble was the sight of carrion birds circling high above on the thermals. Only a two or three at first, but then a handful more, and then another handful. Dawn watched them wheeling. One or two or even three pointed at something dying by itself out here. If she could get to it—or him or her—quickly enough, she might be able to save them. As many as she was seeing—close to twenty at this point—there was some sort of accident or tragedy or something. 




She started trotting, unhappy with the blisters she could feel coming up on her feet. At the next confluence of canyon bottom, where a small pool of bright green water gathered, she scaled the safest looking wall and peered out over the jagged and deeply scarred terrain. There were pillars of smoke, several of them, drifting skyward from less than a mile away. By now, the tops of the canyon walls were so broken from one another, they were more like buttes or mesas than anything she could follow from one point to another. Dawn took out her compass and checked it, hoped the magnetic field of the planet she was on wasn’t too odd, and climbed back down. 




She’d been running for only a minute or two when she smelled the smoke—not just woodsmoke but gunpowder as well. There, the walls of canyons and arroyos gave out onto a dry lakebed less than a mile across, ringed with steep cliffs and bluffs. Spread across the dry lakebed, like a Hieronymous Bosch landscape of the hell of battle, the forms of dead men, dead animals, and broken equipment littered the land. Dawn saw the ribs of burned out wagons, overturned cannons, dead horses piled into battlements, and men lying face up and face down. Some of them had been killed by bullets and were fairly intact. Others had been hit by cannonshot or other implements of war, and they were more spread out, more piecemeal. None of the blood, human, horse, or otherwise, had pooled on the sand. It had soaked in and drained away, leaving only dark purple splotches across the field of battle.




The loudest thing Dawn could hear was the constant drone of flies. The only thing that competed were the harsh cries of ravens and crows. She didn’t hear any human voices at all. The wind shifted towards her, bringing not just far away moans but the smell of blood and burnt and rotting flesh.




She pressed a hand to her mouth, aware that her stomach was starting to heave. Of the corpses, probably four of every five were in uniforms that reminded her of British redcoats, only they were in blues and purples instead of reds. The other men wore tunics and pants in varying shades of brown, black, gray, and white.




Then, her eyes picked out a trail of churned up sand and blood, one that ran parallel with many of the others across the floor of the lakebed but made it to the edge on her side. It climbed the now gentle slope and passed just before where she stood, in the deep sand of one of the arroyo channels the led to the now extinct lake. She looked at it, aware that part of her brain had started to work again, considering what she saw. 




Multiple men and horses, traveling at least two wide. It could be as few as six men or as many as ten. They moved quickly, but they were stumbling and shedding belongings as they went. She found a leather bag that, when she opened, contained small cylinders she thought might be ammunition. Blankets, saddlebags, and other items had been jettisoned as well. Turning, she followed the trail into a separate arroyo, and just inside, paused to take out her sword and belt it on, and then add the pistol Hentzau had given to her.




There was no sign anyone had followed these desperate men, and whatever ambush had killed their comrades, it was over hours, maybe days, ago. Dawn scanned for signs that they had been followed and found nothing obvious. Several hundred yards in, she found a body. It was one of the soldiers, dressed in a lilac coat with tan breeches and scarred leather boots. He had bandoliers strung across his chest, though all the loops were empty. He’d been dumped with haste but some respect, as his limbs had been lined up, and there was a kerchief draped across his face. The blood soaked coat had several bullet holes and burn marks across it. From the hits he’d taken, Dawn was surprised he’d lasted long enough to make it off the battlefield. 




Another several hundred yards in, she started to hear little sounds—the jingle of harness, stifled moans, and hushed voices. A boy’s voice begged for something, but it was too soft to catch. Now, she crept forward, keeping to the lengthening shadows, aware that the shape of her robe broke up her outline, and the color allowed her to blend in.




She smelled woodsmoke, horses, and blood.




Around the corner, in the molten evening light, a man half sat and half lay against an outcropping of rock, one leg extended onto the blue sand, the other bent. His head had fallen back in exhausted sleep. He had a rifle across his lap. His brow and his hands were bandaged. He was suntanned and weather beaten until his skin had turned the color of tobacco. He’d clearly been posted as guard, and if he were the guard, then the others had to be in much worse shape. 




Dawn crept up, trying to figure out how she could wake him without him screaming his head off or shooting her. His breathing was slow and regular, and he was in shadow, where she was stepping into the last of the day’s light. She took her sunglasses off and tucked them away, unwrapped her head, wadded up the silk scarf, and tucked it into her bag. Her hair was soaked with sweat all the way through her braid, and runnels of it cut through the caked dust on her face. Even with the scarf across her face, her lips were cracked and dry.




But, careful as she was, she made some tiny noise or movement she shouldn’t have, and the exhausted soldier jerked awake. He looked around, saw her, and gasped with horror, grabbing at his rifle.




“Sheezeer!” He screamed. “Litz, sheezeer!”




“No, wait!” Dawn cried, lifting her hands, open palms out, to show him she wasn’t a threat.




The wind shifted in a sudden, hard gust, bringing the smell of the little camp toward her and throwing sand in her eyes just as he fired his rifle.








Art thou well, cousin?






How could she—




It wasn’t much more than five minutes after she returned, and while it was officially dead week—the period before finals when classes were devoted to make-ups and reviews, and everyone was preparing for the last major tests of the semester—for the rest of Strelsau, it was Saint Aurelian’s feast day, and every restaurant and half the homes were barbecuing in the fine weather.




The smell of roasting meat made her cover her mouth and nose and shake with the effort not to be sick. When she took her hand away, it was smeared with tiny spatters of blood. Trembling, she pulled off the sash and the robe, stuffed the bloodstained and smoke impregnated robe into her bag and used the sash to wipe her face. She had to take her bottle of water out to wet the sash to get the worst of it off her skin, and then she felt her hair. There were bits of sticky, pulpy things in it.




This time she was sick, holding onto the stone wall and leaning over while her stomach gripped itself in violent spasms. For a long moment after she finished, she leaned against the wall, unable to stop the shaking. She was…she was in a close, one of the alleylike cul-de-sacs in the labyrinthine streets of the old city. It was the lunch hour, and she could hear people, two streets away, strolling to a cafe or pub. 




Someone slammed a door, like a shot going off.





“Sheezeer! Litz, sheezeer!”




The sudden gust of sand blinded her at the worst moment, and when the soldier had pulled his trigger, a cloud of gunsmoke, blood, and bits of horrible things struck the left side of her face and head. She was dead. She was—




Then the second shot was fired.






Deep breaths.




She took deep breaths, focusing her eyes on the random pattern of old, streaked limestone rubble in the wall of the close. She wasn’t dead. She wasn’t even injured. She held onto the white silk sash, now wet and bloodstained, and used it to wipe down her hair, getting the worst of the spatter out of it. She must have been six feet from him when—





“Sheezeer! Litz, sheezeer!”




The noise. The screams of the men, and the one boy begging for something. Gunshots. Horses screaming. The ululating cry of the women. Blue eyed, brown haired women like her. Why? Why did they look like her?




Art thou well, cousin?






She needed…she needed something. She shouldn’t be there. She needed to see someone, to explain. It took her a moment before she could managed to step away from the wall. She pulled the strap of her bag over her shoulder. She couldn’t stay there. It was terribly, terribly wrong.




She was still shaking when she stepped out of the close into the small side street. Had she gotten all the blood off? She touched her face and hair with a shaking hand. Was it still there? It was so loud. Not the people around her, who had barely looked up when she slowly walked past them. It was loud inside her head. 




Each step she took made it a little better, but she felt as though she were walking through a virtual reality tour of Strelsau. It was flat and pre-recorded, and the jagged edges of it made her head hurt. She could hear herself breathe, and it was wrong.




She should…what? What should she do? One of the men coming out of a cafe looked up at her with a curious expression, one that turned appreciative and speculative, and she shied away from him. Don’t look at her. Don’t see her. 





“Sheezeer! Litz, sheezeer!”






The breeze shifted, and for a moment, she was there again, trying to stop him with words and bare hands, the percussion of the shot like someone slapping both her ears, and the unholy spray that stung her face. She stumbled back into someone and turned, terrified.




“Hey, still tripping over anything that’ll hold still, huh?” Lee said, smiling at her.




“Lee?” 




His expression changed, but she couldn’t read it.




“Dawn, are you okay?”




“I’m…I’m fine,” she heard herself say. It was almost too loud inside her head to catch the words she spoke. 




“You sure?” he asked. “You look a little weird. You’ve been out somewhere, haven’t you? You’re lips weren’t chapped this morning, and you’ve got sand on your pants cuffs.”




“Yeah, I…I just got back a few minutes ago.”




How did she sound so normal?




“In the middle of dead week? Okay.”




They were, she realized, only a couple of blocks from his room above the Olde Bottle Shoppe.




“I’m not…it’s…can we go to your room?” She finally put the question together.




He looked a little surprised. 




“Sure. Cole is still in history, but we can hang out,” Lee said. 




She trailed him, staying between him and the closest wall, trying not to flinch when a loud sound shattered her concentration. There was something terribly, terribly wrong with her, but she couldn’t make the connection between it and her ability to speak. There was a wall in her mind, and between the unending screaming inside her head and the distraction of the flat, jagged world around her, she couldn’t get past it.




But she wasn’t alone anymore, which was better.




She’d been in Lee’s room before. She’d stopped by to pick something up or drop something off. She and Sabrina had crashed a gaming session, and they’d all ended up sitting on his bed and watching tv. It wasn’t a bad room. It’s just that Mr. Arany gave her the creeps, and it was on the outer edge of her daily triangle of her room, classes, and Hentzau’s. 




Lee had been talking all the way up, and she realized she’d missed almost all of it. Something about security measures and a model dirigible he’d almost finished and whether or not he would keep his room over the summer.




“Seriously,” he said, looking down at her from the stairs they climbed, “are you okay? You’re never this quiet.”




“I’m okay,” she said. 




She couldn’t get past the wall. She couldn’t make the words that would explain that the world was broken, and she was screaming inside her own head. She couldn’t even tell if she was numb or if she was in debilitating pain.




He let her in his room, a ten by twelve foot space under a slanting roof with a stove, two windows, a tiny closet, and a door into the bathroom he shared with Cole. Lee was fairly tidy—all his dirty clothes in a hamper, his books on their shelves, and his projects in neat piles on his desk. It was the sight of the bathroom that finally gave her the resolve to do something.




“Lee, can I use your shower?” she asked.




He blinked in surprise.




“Sand get in some other places?” he asked. “Sure, go ahead. Knock yourself out.”




She gave him a brief, fragile smile of thanks. 




The bathroom he shared with Cole was small, but unlike the one she shared with Sabrina where everything was tiled and the entire room, including sink, toilet, and bidet, was part of the shower, it had a deep tub ringed with a shower curtain and a shower head tall enough that Cole could duck under. She locked the doors to both rooms, turned on the water, set her bag on the far side, pushed her sandals off, and started pulling off her clothes. She dropped them in a pile, undid her braid, and shook out her hair. There were sticky bits she’d missed.




The shower was cold, and she embraced it, letting it wet her hair and watching red tinted water with bits of things run down the drain until it was clear. She shampooed twice and then scrubbed all over with another handful until her skin smarted. When she rinsed, she put her head under the shower and let the water run down her face, praying it would take the noise inside her head with it. It helped, but only a little.




Finally, shivering all over, she climbed out and picked up a clean towel from the shelves above the toilet. Left on its own, her hair would take a couple of hours to dry. Blow drying it would take at least half an hour, and just then, she couldn’t stand the thought of the racket it would make. 




She needed…she didn’t know what. She needed to be wrapped up. She needed to be warm. She needed someone to tell her it was going to be okay. 




Downstairs, someone slammed a door, and it reverberated in her head like a gunshot.





“Art thou well, cousin?”




Women, knives out, striding through the mess of tangled bodies and clouds of gunsmoke, disappointed with what they found.




“Thou art plainly dressed. What clan claimest thou?”






Her stomach cramped for a moment in painful rebellion. She was cold. Lee’s bathrobe hung on a hook from the door into his bedroom. She took it down and pulled it on. It was old fashioned terry cloth, thick and soft, bald at the elbows and the seat from years of use, and it was big enough to wrap all the way around her with room to spare. She tied the belt and went back into his room.




“Hey,” Lee said, going through some DVDs, “not to complain, because Arany doesn’t charge us for water use, but if you take another epic shower like that, he might just start.”




He’d changed into jeans and a black t-shirt while she’d been in the bathroom.




“I was thinking,” he continued, “action or comedy, since nobody needs more drama this week.”




He turned around, holding up a DVD of Blazing Saddles, and stopped, his eyebrows rising nearly an inch.




“Laundry day?” he asked, his voice a little squeaky.




She didn’t answer and didn’t quite meet his eyes. He put the DVD down and stepped over to her.




“Dawn, seriously, are you okay?” he asked. 




She felt so cold, the clamor inside her head hurt, and he was warm and quiet. She reached out and touched his stomach, felt him jerk a little in surprise. She stepped a little closer, feeling the warmth of his body through the thin fabric of his t-shirt. He was actually in very good shape. His muscles flexed, and she felt the line of his ribs as she moved upward.




“Dawn?”




She looked up and met his eyes. His expression was confused and genuinely concerned.




“It’s just, I’m getting some conflicting signals,” he said, his voice soft.




She pressed the palm of her hand against his chest and spread her fingers open, watching the fabric stretch a little. The noise in her head faded a bit, and she could smell him, the scent of him, clean and warm. 




“Can I…” she started and lost her words. She tried again. “Can we just…be together?”




“Uh…I don’t, I don’t really know what that means,” he said, bending his head down a little.




“Please?” she asked. 




She looked up at him again, trying to put words together to make some sort of sense, that she needed him, his presence, his care. She felt him put his hand at her waist. He tilted his head just a little bit, leaned down a tiny bit more, and their lips were less than an inch apart. She closed her eyes and tilted her head towards his, and then she felt his lips on hers, soft and warm.




After a moment of this still, silent kiss, he moved his lips against hers, and she answered. She slid her hands up around his neck and felt his arms go around her, and finally, finally, there was something between her and the screaming, rending horror in her head. She kissed him again, and his lips parted against hers. She opened her lips to his tongue, pressed herself against him, and let it take her.




When he broke the kiss, he was breathing hard. 




“Jesus, I so did not see this coming,” he whispered. “Dawn, are you sure?”




“I need you,” she told him, reaching for the belt of the robe she wore. “I need to be with you.”




She pulled it loose and let the robe fall open. Lee made a strangled noise, his gaze flicking up and down, taking in the lines of her body. Then he cupped her face with his hand and started kissing her mouth and her neck. She let the robe drop to the floor.




Once Lee was convinced that she wanted him, he wasted no time taking off his glasses, pulling off his shirt, and dropping his pants. He kissed her over and over, his hands exploring her body, cupping her bottom, sliding over her hips and ribs to press her breasts, and she, in turn, pulled the waistband of his underwear out and down, releasing his erection and then wrapping her fingers around it and sliding back and forth. He got instantly larger and harder, and he closed his eyes, inhaling sharply.




“Dawn, I’ve got,” he started, reaching for his nightstand.




She shook her head. “Don’t need them.”




“You’re sure?” he asked.




“I’m sure.”




He kept kissing her, running his hands down her back and then digging into her bottom again, kneading her until she moaned. In turn, she ran her hands over him, over his backside, his flanks, and his chest, lightly drawing her nails across his skin, and turning her face against his chest, so the bulk of his body—the warmth and closeness of him—filled her senses and blotted out the worst of the noise in her head.




It felt good, like cold water on a burn, or silence after hours locked in a deafening room. She stepped closer to him, and he took a step back, abruptly sitting down on the bed. He looked up at her, far more solemn than she’d ever seen him before. He took her hands and drew her towards him. She climbed onto the bed, straddling him, and began kissing him, and the longer and deeper she kissed him, the quieter the inside of her head was, until it was only her and the delicious movement of his lips and hands on her and the feeling of his hard cock pressed against her belly.




He was breathing hard, his lips grazing the skin of her throat and collarbones, and his hands slowly caressed her thighs. 




“Dawn, I could have sworn,” he said in a soft voice, “that you didn’t…you didn’t want…”




She kissed the soft skin behind his ear and slid her hands down his belly until she reached his cock. He inhaled sharply.




“Is it good?” she asked.




“Oh, god, yes,” he exhaled.




“Lean back.”




He leaned back on his arms, giving her room to maneuver the tip of his cock under her, rubbing him against her full, wet lips. Good. It was so good. She needed it. Lee groaned under his breath. She raised her hips a little and leaned, arching her back, bringing him just to the point of entering her, and then she lowered her hips, and he slid into her, spreading her open around him, penetrating her deeply.




She groaned, let her head fall back, and felt Lee’s arms go around her. He pulled her down against him, getting even further into her, and then he started kissing her breasts, licking and sucking on her nipples, each exhale ending with a slight groan.




“Jesus, this is really happening,” he whispered. “You feel so good, Dawn.”




She didn’t want talking, so she started moving. She took his mouth with hers, wrapping one arm around his shoulders, and turning his face up to hers with her other hand. She rocked against him, pressing closer each time. He was deep inside her, filling her, pressing her, and each rock sent a shock through her, consuming her from the inside. It ached, and the ache grew.




He ran his hands over her, pulling her against him, and she shuddered. A pulse of pleasure spread through her, and she cried out.




“Shhh,” Lee whispered. “Cole’s back in his room, and sound really carries.”




They paused, touching and kissing. Dawn nuzzled his throat.




“Lie down?” she murmured. 




He scrambled to do what she asked, uncoupling, pushing himself back, and then stretching out on his bed. Dawn straddled his hips and without having to guide him, sank down, letting his cock pierce her. For a moment, she held herself motionless, breathing hard, trying to stay quiet. Good. It was so good. 




“Come on,” Lee said, running his hands up her thighs. “Ride me.”




Holding her lip under her teeth, she began to move again, riding his full length. Back and forth, up and down, arching her back and riding high or leaning over and nearly parallel to Lee’s body, she took him, closing her eyes and turning her head away. She had to stifle the sounds she wanted to make. He moved his hand between her legs and slid his thumb between the lips of her vulva and began to stroke her clit.




“No,” she corrected him, taking his hand. “Like this.”




She turned his hand so that his knuckles pressed against her, widening the area of contact and spreading the pressure. It was good. So fucking good. It didn’t take long, moving with and against him, to bring herself to the cusp of climax. She moved more strongly as he ran his hand up her chest, her throat, and to her mouth. His thumb rubbed across her lips, and she tilted her head into his hand as she rocked. The tension mounted, and she grabbed his arm, trying not to make any noise as her breathing became harsher, deeper, and faster.




It came, and the paroxysm jolted her, twisted her, locked her tight, and blotted out every thought in her mind. Lee held her until she went limp and then let her slip down against him, sweaty, flushed, and trembling. Cradling her against him, he turned over, bringing her under him.




“Stay quiet,” he whispered.




He began to move, thrusting into her, kissing her, and pressing her down with his body. She couldn’t help moaning. He worked her using his entire body, even grabbing the headboard to pull himself into her until she had to put a hand on it as well, not to be pushed into it.




“Please, please,” she whimpered. “Please.”




He strained, his muscles taut, and gasped. He thrust several times even harder, groaning, and then inhaled sharply and exhaled in a series of little moans. She came again, her muscles clamping down on him as he pushed to stay inside of her. Her feet pushed against the mattress, raising her hips against his, and for a moment, they were locked together. Then they slowly collapsed.




After another long moment, Lee pulled out, shuddering as he did so. The bed was narrow, so Dawn moved over until her back was against the wall.




“You’re okay?” he asked softly, brushing her hair away from her face.




She managed a short nod, too drained to do anything else. He kissed her, and she accepted it.




“Look, I’m going to clean up really fast,” he told her. “I’ll bring a washcloth back for you. Stay here?”




She nodded again. He got up, leaving her to herself. She stretched out a little, pillowing her head on her arm and watching him go into the bathroom and turn on the faucet taps. The inside of her head was finally quiet. In fact, it was silent. There was no sound at all, except for Lee in the bathroom and her own occasional movement against the blanket. She closed her eyes and fell asleep before he returned.




Lee’s weight on the mattress woke her for a moment.




“Shh, it’s okay,” he said. “Here, let me pull the covers back.”




He worked around her, and she lifted shoulders, then hips, and then legs as he worked the blanket and top sheet back. She turned to face the wall as he lay down beside her and pulled the covers back over him. She was warm, exhausted, and the screaming had finally stopped. She felt Lee slip one arm around her waist and the other under her head, and it barely registered. For a moment, she stared at the wall. Why had they looked like her?




Then she was asleep.





Blowback



Something woke her. She didn’t know what. She twitched and then relaxed, sorting out where she needed to be next. Review lectures, study groups, extra time in the studio, and—Lee’s hand brushed over her hip and thigh, and he snuggled closer. She froze, wide-eyed, realizing where she was and remembering what she had—horror spilled over into her, and she sat up, clutching the blanket to her.




“Hey,” he said, a little sleepy and very, very naked.




Oh, no. She had— they had—




He reached to touch her back, and she flinched away from him.




“Dawn?”




“I have to go,” she blurted, panicked.




She scrambled over him, abandoning the covers and diving for her bag in the bathroom. 




“Dawn, what’s wrong?” Lee asked, sitting up and swinging his feet to the floor.




“I can’t be here,” she said without thinking. “I have to go.”




She grabbed her bag and pulled out the blue silk robe she’d been wearing, reeking of gunsmoke and blood, pulled out the wet silk headwrap she’d used to clean her face and hair off, pulled out the sash, and reached deeper for her emergency change of clothes—yoga pants, a tank top, and pull on shoes.




“Dawn, what’s wrong?” Lee repeated, confused and worried.




She pulled on her clothes as fast as she could, starting to shake. How could she? What had she done? For God’s sake, why? Lee grabbed his boxer briefs and yanked them on as well, and then caught her by the arm before she could bolt.




“Dawn, talk to me,” he insisted. “What’s wrong?”




“No, no, no, don’t,” she babbled. “I have to go. I have to go now. Let me go!”




She managed to break his hold on her and stumbled past him just as someone rattled the door on the other side of the bathroom, from Cole’s side. A muffled voice called out, asking if everything was okay.




“Dawn, wait!” Lee pleaded. “Please!”




He caught her at the wrist and elbow and pulled her towards him.




“Talk to me,” he begged.




“Let me go!” she shrieked.




He released her instantly and took a step back, shocked. Then, in an ear-shattering impact, Cole kicked the door to Lee’s room open. Dawn screamed in terror as she saw the guard, rifle in hand, pull the trigger just as she reached out to him, and the wind slapped her skin with a spray of blood, brains, and bits of skull. She fell back and landed against something, and as her sight reasserted itself, realized it was Lee, and he had his hands up and away from her so he didn’t touch her.




“Dawn?” Cole asked, horrified.




She bolted, slipping past him, running down the stairs, and sprinting for the back door to the shop just as Mr. Arany looked out, frowning with curiosity, from his office.




“Miss Summers?” he called.




“Lee, what the hell?!” Cole demanded.




“I don’t know!”




And she was out the door and running for the room she shared with Sabrina as fast as she could.







It was nearly a mile from Das Alt Flaschegeschäft to Il Belvedere, and she did it in under seven minutes, running like a gazelle the whole way. She stormed up the stairs, crying out for Sabrina, until she reached their bedroom door and struggled with the doorknob. It opened for her, and Sabrina was there, all warm comfort and concern.




“Dawn,” she said, concern turning to worry as she saw her roommate’s state. “Dawnie, what’s wrong?”




“So stupid,” Dawn gasped. “I’m so stupid. What did I do? Why? Oh, God, Sabrina, why did I do that?”




Sabrina wrapped her arms around Dawn and pulled her inside. Tarlenheim stood up from the desk where they’d been studying.




“I’ll see myself out,” he said quietly. 




Sabrina gave him a nod of thanks and waited until he’d closed the door behind him while Dawn gasped and sobbed on her shoulder, shaking all over.




“Okay, come and sit down,” she said, pulling Dawn past the curtain that led to their beds, and making her sit on her own bed. “Come on, tell me what happened.”




“Why am I so stupid?” Dawn wailed. “How could I? I’m so stupid!”




“Dawnie, you have to tell me what you’re talking about,” Sabrina told her, stroking her hair back from her face. “What happened?”




“Oh, God, Sabrina,” she groaned in agony. “I slept with him. I was so awful to him. Oh, God, what am I going to do? I can’t believe what I did. Stupid! I’m so stupid!”




“Wait,” Sabrina said, looking back towards the door to the stairs. “You couldn’t have slept with Tarlenheim. He was right here. You slept with Hentzau?”




Dawn’s face was buried in her hands as she sobbed.




“Okay, look,” Sabrina insisted, “it’s not that bad. Hentzau’s a decent guy. I mean, it’s complicated, but—”




Dawn looked up, red faced and red eyed.




“Sabrina, I didn’t sleep with Hentzau!” she yelled, outraged. “Why would I sleep with Hentzau?”




“Oh, er, no reason,” Sabrina managed, trying to catch up. “So,…you slept with Cole?”




“No!” Dawn wailed.




“Well, who…oh, Dawn, you didn’t sleep with Gizlis or Vilkas, did you?” she asked.




Dawn looked up at her, her face twisting with shame and guilt. “Lee. I slept with Lee.”




“Oh, my god,” Sabrina gasped, horrified, “why did you do that?”




“I don’t know!” Dawn wailed.




She collapsed, sobbing, onto Sabrina’s lap, and Sabrina held her and stroked her hair and looked around, baffled, for some idea of what to do. 




“I was so awful to him,” Dawn cried. “I was so mean. I ruined everything, Sabrina.”




“It’ll be okay,” Sabrina assured her. “Lee will just have to…”




Her voice trailed off as she realized she had no idea what Lee would just have to do. Salem jumped up onto the bed and began to sniff at Dawn.




“Kitty, stop that,” Sabrina whispered.




“Sabrina, I think Lee really luh-liked me,” Dawn said, her shoulders and her voice shaking with crying. “He was so nice. He…he…”




She dissolved into sobs again.




“Well, of course he likes you,” Sabrina said, confused all over again. “Why would you think he didn’t?”




“Because he’s always so mean to me,” Dawn gasped. “He’s always teasing me and pointing out every time I’m wrong. He’s nice to you. I thought he liked you.”




“Dawn, you’re the one he’s always asking out,” Sabrina pointed out.




“I thought it was a trick!” Dawn cried. 




She sobbed harder and harder until Sabrina had to clamp her arms around Dawn’s shoulders, and Dawn’s nails dug into her arm. Salem finished sniffing Dawn and climbed up onto her hip, where he tucked his legs under his torso and began to purr loudly and make biscuits.




“Salem, when did I get appointed Relationship Guru?” Sabrina asked him, bewildered.




“You weren’t,” he answered, pursing his whiskers for a moment. “There’s something else going on. The wench smells like blood and gunpowder, and she’s more hysterical than when Dracula got to her. This isn’t about the boy.”




“But…”




Someone knocked on the door.




“Dawn? Sabrina?” Cole called. 




“We’re in here,” Sabrina called. “Come in!”




Cole came in the room and through the curtain, holding it up and out of the way, looking very uncomfortable at being in the girls’ bedroom. 




“What happened?” he and Sabrina asked each other.




Dawn continued to sob, shaking all over.




“It’s not just about Lee,” Sabrina said. “Something else is going on.”




“Like what?” Cole asked. “I mean, I heard them going at it, Lee messaged me to stay clear for a while, and then Dawn starts yelling like Lee’s hurting her. I get over there, and she takes off. Lee swears he has no idea what’s going on, but…Sabrina, I saw her, and she looked like…I don’t know, like something really bad happened to her.”




“It’s not his fault,” Dawn gasped. 




Cole gestured towards Dawn, as if his point were proven.




“I think maybe you’d better get Hentzau,” Sabrina told him.







When she couldn’t calm down, Sabrina made her take a small salmon pink pill from the pharmacy in her bag and got her to climb under the covers. Miserable and shaking with a thousand emotions too strong for her to contain, she huddled under the covers and her pillow, trying to forget what she’d done. Salem curled up next to her, purring at the top of his voice, and slowly licking the back of her hand, keeping one paw on her at all times. It was the nicest he’d ever been to her. 




She started to drift off into sleep again. The shaking eased off, and the sobs subsided until she just stared dully across the room where Sabrina paced back and forth. She had just closed her eyes when someone knocked on the door again. She drifted, relaxed and numb, while two people talked quietly. So quiet. She liked the quiet. The quiet was good. If only it could stay warm and silent and she never had to hear anymore noise again.




Like the gunshots.




Or the screaming.




Or the women cursing under their breath with frustration as they paced back and forth.





Art thou well, cousin?






“Dawn?”




A hand picked the pillow up from her head and moved it aside.




“Dawn? Can you wake up?”




Tired, she opened her eyes, and found Hentzau was sitting in front of her, his eyes almost at the same level as hers. His eyebrows were drawn together with concern.




“Are you awake?” he asked.




“Some,” she said, listless with the diazepam Sabrina had given her.




Why had he called her Dawn? He only ever called her Summers.




“Can you tell me what happened, Dawn?” he asked.




“It’s not his fault,” she swore, her eyes filling up with tears again. “He didn’t do anything wrong.”




Salem growled under his breath. “Boy, if you undo all the work I’ve put in, I will scratch you blind.”




“It’s all right,” Hentzau assured her, his voice soft and gentle. “I understand. Can you tell me what happened before…you went to Brown’s?”




Panic boiled up in her, and she shook her head, pressing her wrists to her eyes.




“No,” she whispered. “Please, no. I didn’t mean to. I don’t know what I did wrong, but it’s all my fault.”




If she hadn’t approached him. If she hadn’t woken him.





Sheezer! Litz, sheezeer!






“Shhh. It’s all right. It’s all right.”




A hand smoothed her hair back.




“Dawnie, just breathe,” Sabrina told her.




She breathed, focusing on inhaling and exhaling. Salem nuzzled her hands until she brought them down to pet him, and when she opened her eyes again, tears spilled out. Hentzau was still watching her, much more concerned now.




“I can’t,” she managed. 




“It’s all right,” he repeated. “I want you to get some sleep. Can you do that, Dawn?”




She nodded.




“Good,” he told her. “I’ll check on you later.”







Lee was sitting on the floor of his room, back against his nightstand, when Cole and Hentzau arrived. He’d gotten dressed and looked like he’d cried at least once. The door Cole had kicked open was ajar, and the damage to the doorframe hadn’t been touched. Hentzau knocked before entering.




“Brown, how are you?” Hentzau asked in a neutral voice.




“Just peachy,” Lee answered, rubbing his eyes under his glasses.




He was holding the blue silk robe Dawn had abandoned in the bathroom.




“What did Dawn say?” he asked, bracing himself.




“The only two things she would tell me is that it wasn’t your fault, and you had done nothing wrong,” Hentzau answered.




Lee slumped in relief.




“I thought she was tired, you know?” he asked. “She spent twelve hours at the studio yesterday, we had study groups all this morning from seven on. I thought she was just tired and stressed.”




“You couldn’t tell the difference between that and that blue screen of death she—” Cole started.




Hentzau stopped him with a gesture.




“She went somewhere?” Hentzau asked.




“Yeah,” Lee agreed. “There was sand on her clothes when I ran into her, and her hair was damp on one side. I, uh, I didn’t think much of it. She left this in the bathroom after she got dressed.”




He handed it up to Hentzau, who spread it open. The left shoulder and sleeve was spattered with blood and bits of pulpy, stringy matter. Hentzau’s expression tightened with understanding.




“What is that?” Cole asked. “What happened?”




“This,” Hentzau said quietly, “is blowback from a headshot. She must have been very close when it happened.”




“Jesus,” Cole whispered. 




“There were, um, there were some bone fragments in the shower drain,” Lee said, reaching up to the nightstand and picking them up.




They were small, little better than large crumbs, but they were obviously bone.




“She saw someone get his head blown off right in front her?” Cole asked. “And your answer to that was have some sex with her?”




“It wasn’t like that!” Lee roared, getting to his feet.




“That’s enough,” Hentzau ordered.




Both Lee and Cole subsided.




“Brown, let me see your phone,” Hentzau said.




“Why?” Lee asked, startled and worried.




“Because you had it out while Dawn was here,” Hentzau answered. “You texted Cole.”




Slumping, but this time not with relief, Lee pulled his cellphone out of his pocket, typed in the code, and handed it to Hentzau.




Hentzau flipped through several apps, stopping at the photos.




“How many pictures did you take?” he asked, and while his voice was soft, it was full of anger.




“Just one,” Lee said, not looking up. “I came out of the bathroom, and she was asleep, and she was just so pretty that…”




“Did you forward it to anyone?” Hentzau asked.




“No,” Lee said, hoarsely. “Jesus, Hentzau, I wouldn’t do that.”




Hentzau deleted the picture and then checked email, messaging, and the browser.




“Do I have your word?” Hentzau asked.




“You have my word,” Lee replied, exhaling with misery. “I took the picture, but I didn’t send it to anyone. I didn’t post it anywhere. I didn’t upload it to anything. I didn’t save it to any other device. I promise.”




“Then we won’t have to discuss this again,” Hentzau told him. “And you will not bring it up to Summers. No confessions, no requests for forgiveness. Do you understand?”




Lee nodded. “Yeah.”




“I’ll have to contact Summers’s tribunal and tell them what’s happened. She needs psychological counseling and treatment,” Hentzau continued. “And the trauma is sure to affect her ability to take final exams. How are you?”




“Me?” Lee asked, looking up. His eyes were red. “At least no one thinks I’m a rapist. I spent the last hour out of my head with worry about Dawn, and I’m pretty sure it’s never, ever going to happen between us because of this. That pretty much makes what I thought was going to be one of the best days of my life into one of the worst, but, hey, at least there’s some competition for that.”




“Dude,” Cole started.




“I’ll be fine,” Lee finished. “At least I didn’t watch some guy get his head blown off, right?”




“We’ll talk tomorrow,” Hentzau told him. “Try to rest.”




“Is she…is she okay?” Lee asked.




“No,” Hentzau answered. “But it’s not your fault. It just may be best that you don’t see her for some time.”




Lee nodded.




Hentzau pulled Cole aside.




“Stay with him,” he murmured. “Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid or reckless.”




“You mean like sleep with—”




Hentzau cut him off with a glare. 




“That is your friend in there, Sear,” he said in a biting tone. “He’s made a mistake, one he may never be able to forgive himself for. Summers is safe and being cared for. He deserves the same. Save your judgment for those who set out to hurt others.”




Chastened, Cole nodded.




“Let me know if anything happens,” Hentzau directed and then left.





Dissemination



“Could I turn her into a monkey?” Sabrina asked. “It helped last time.”




“Regretfully,” Herr Shang answered, “all it would result in is a monkey under the same emotional and mental stress as Lady Dawn but without the higher level abilities to cope with it. Please remember, before her transformation, she had been treated by a physician with far greater knowledge of neurology and neurochemistry than our own world currently possesses.”




Dawn sipped her tea. It was very, very good. Just then, she felt like she was in a stage play, only she’d never read the script and had no idea what her lines were. House had sent her a text very early that morning. 




You want to tell me why your roommate called and asked me how much Valium she could give you for a “hysterical boy-related college drama meltdown”?




She hadn’t answered. 




“I have a study group for Professor Jones’s class, Herr Shang,” she said.




“You are excused from it,” he told her. “I will be working with your teachers to accommodate your illness.”




“I need something to do,” she said, looking away. “I can’t just sit around all day.”




“I’ve got the day-long set up for the power circle tomorrow,” Sabrina told him. 




“Your presence is required for the spell,” Herr Shang agreed, “and it is too late to adapt it to your absence. I will ask His Highness to find someone else to stay with Lady Dawn while you are working.”




“Not Lee,” Dawn said softly.




It wasn’t so much a request as a recognition that things had gone terribly, terribly wrong. She could have slept with literally anyone else with less damage and fewer complications. Sabrina gave her hand a sympathetic squeeze. 




“For today,” Herr Shang said, “rest. I think you will find that you are far more tired than you realize. I have given Lady Sabrina some restorative teas to make you. They will help. If you feel you must work at something, perhaps you could continue writing down the observations of your previous travels. Do not feel you are obliged to do anything in particular other than recover from your ordeal.”




“That’s just it,” Dawn whispered. “I don’t know how.”




Herr Shang’s dark brown eyes held great sympathy. 




“It is said that time heals all wounds,” he told her. “Myself, I have found this to be not necessarily true, but the admixture of friendship and love certainly helps. Let your friends care for you. I will recommend that you be dismissed from the semester without final exams so that you may return to your family early.”




She nodded, her throat clenching. When she’d imagined going home at the end of the first semester, it hadn’t been like this.




“I need to pick some things up from my lab,” Sabrina told her. “Is it okay if we stop there?”




“Sure,” Dawn answered.




It would be nice to get into the sunshine and pretend she was fine. They made their goodbyes to Herr Shang, who gravely excused them, and walked over to the Thaumaturgics building. On the way over, Dawn saw several other students—all of them male—notice her and Sabrina, nudge a neighbor, and point to them. It wasn’t the first time she and Sabrina had gotten attention, but it had always been someplace like Tannhauser, where they were dressed up and out for fun, exploiting the Betty and Veronica vibe they had going. This was different.




“Sabrina,” she tugged on her roommate’s robe sleeve, “did you see…”




“What?” Sabrina looked back at them.




Dawn indicated the students standing on the other side of the quad. When Sabrina looked over at them, they lost their interest and conspicuously looked elsewhere.




“What was that?” Sabrina asked.




“I don’t know.”




“Weird.”




On the way through the different hallways and up the broad main stairs, there were several more instances of male students eyeing her, some covertly, some obviously. Dawn grew more and more uncomfortable.




At the lab, a sign was posted.




Klasse nur für Mitschüler, bitte.

Class members only, please.




“Are you okay waiting out here?” Sabrina asked. “I’ll be as fast as I can.”




“Sure,” Dawn answered, feeling very unsure.




Sabrina flashed her an encouraging smile and went in.




There was a bench nearby, so Dawn went and sat. Bad idea. The hard surface reminded her just how tender some of her anatomy was. Lee had been bigger than either Spencer or John, and she was more sore than she’d been since the very first time with Spencer. She shifted her weight, uncomfortable.




“Hello.”




She looked up and saw two men, a senior and a junior. Both were smiling at her. They were crowding her.




“What do you want?” she asked, panic rising in her throat.




“You’re Dawn Summers, yes?” the senior asked.




“You’re in Professor Hilary’s World History class, yes?” the junior asked.




“I am,” she said.




“We’re both in another section of the same class,” the senior told her. “Would you like to join our study group?”




That made no sense. The first half of World History was a freshman only class, and there was only one section offered in the spring semester.




“What are you talking about?” Dawn asked, confused and anxious.




“Well, we heard,” and here the two men exchanged a knowing look, “you really enjoy study sessions. So we thought we might invite you to one.” 




There was something horrible in the way they looked at her, speculative and gauging. She’d seen vampires look at humans that way. Like prey.




She grabbed her bag and got up, trying to duck past them. Sign or no sign, she wasn’t staying out there.




“Hey, what’s your hurry?” the junior asked, grabbing her upper arm.




She twisted her arm out of his grasp and turned with her fist raised.




“Leave me alone,” she ordered. “Keep your hands off me, or you’re going to pull back a stump.”




“Don’t be so shy,” the senior said, grinning. “It’s not to hard to figure out what you like.”




He held up his phone, the screen lit with a picture, a picture of her.




A picture of her, naked, reclining on Lee’s bed, her head pillowed on one arm while the other followed the curve of her waist and hip. Her hair was scattered across the blanket, and her bottom knee was bent just a little bit. You could see absolutely everything, and everything included the wet spot on the blanket and the sheen of bodily fluids on the inside of her thigh. It didn’t take a genius to realize the picture had been taken just after she’d had sex.




“We’ll take very good care of you,” the junior told her, a laugh hiding behind his smile.




And, yes, there was a stack of textbooks visible on the nightstand, plus Lee’s laptop, a coffee cup, and many of the accessories of a late night study session.




Speechless, humiliated, Dawn backed away, but the senior took her by the wrist and pulled her toward him. 




“Come on,” he said. “We can share.”




She broke his grip and with her other hand slapped him as hard as she could. The junior reached for her as well, but she’d gotten her hand into her bag and pulled the knife Eshvar had given her. She held the point, wavering a bit, under the junior’s chin. He let go of her robe and brought his hands up. 




“Back away slowly, both of you,” she ordered, “or there’s going to be a lot of paperwork and a mess to clean up.”




“You’re a fucking whore, Summers,” the senior spat at her. “Everyone knows it.”




“But not everyone’s going to be gutted on my knife,” she answered, her voice shaking. “Just you and your friend.”




“Dawn!” Sabrina gasped, coming up behind her




Both men’s demeanors abruptly changed, and they tried to inch away without being noticed.




“Show her the picture,” Dawn told them, her teeth clenched. “Go ahead. Maybe she likes study sessions too.”




“I just heard,” Sabrina whispered, putting her hand on Dawn’s back. “One of my classmates told me. That’s why I was gone so long.”




Then she turned her gaze to the two men.




“And you thought because you downloaded some porn and got a hard dick over it, that gives you the right to harass someone?” she demanded.




“Our apologies, Lady Sabrina,” the junior said. “Our mistake. She looked like someone we know.”




“Wow, you really suck at lying,” Sabrina said, her voice dark with fury.




Dawn felt the floor under her feet tremble just a tiny bit, and the air flexed the way it had around Willow when she’d begun a powerful spell. Both men turned pale and wide-eyed with fear. Dawn looked over at Sabrina out of the corner of her eyes and saw that her roommate’s skin had taken on a subtle glow, and the whites of her eyes were golden.




“You know what I think you should do?” Sabrina asked, glaring at the two men. “I think you should start running. Run far, far away. Keep running until someone from the university comes and finds you, and when they do, you’d better tell them the whole truth, or I’ll make you wish you had.”




Two or three seconds ticked past as the two men stood frozen in terror.




“Run. Now.” Sabrina repeated, and the floor trembled with reverberations from her voice.




They took off as fast as they could. Dawn watched, silent and a little terrified herself, until Sabrina hugged her.




“I’m so sorry, Dawnie.”




Dawn hugged her back, but only as a reflex. 




“What was that?” she managed to ask.




“That?” Sabrina sounded surprised. “Oh, that was just a handful of cantrips for effect. Stentor’s Reverberating Voice, The Crown of Rage, and Forceful Suggestion. Regina taught them to me. They work really, really well. My entire class is begging me to teach them.”




“I guess they failed their savings throws,” Dawn said faintly.




“Shyeah, like they’ve got the con stats of an anemic elf,” Sabrina sneered.




Sabrina…sneered. It was almost as upsetting as what had just happened.




“Lee took a picture of me,” she told Sabrina. “He took a picture of me while I was asleep, and he must have posted it or sent it to people afterwards.”




“Honestly, Dawn, I don’t think it was him,” Sabrina said, her attitude changing back to one of concern and support. “He’s not like that.”




“He must really, really hate me,” Dawn said, grief and shame piercing her heart. “What am I going to do?”




“Well, we’re going back to our room,” Sabrina told her. “And you’re going to lie down and let Salem sit on you and purr. I’m going to call Hentzau, and he’ll do something to fix this.”




“Sabrina,” Dawn said, numb all over again, “it’s out there. It’s probably on a hundred porn sites by now. There’s no fixing this. I’m going to be seeing that picture for the rest of my life.”




“Let’s go home,” Sabrina said, stroking her shoulder. “We’ll get some lunch. I’ll make you some tea, and I’ll talk to Hentzau. Okay?”







Hentzau exited the Matriculation Board’s tribunal chamber and closed the door behind him. Lee sat, silent and brooding, on the couch outside.




“I’ve given my statement,” Hentzau told him. “I believe they are at least a little sympathetic.”




“So what happens?” Lee asked, looking up.




“It’s a serious charge,” Hentzau told him. “Taking a sexually explicit photograph without consent carries its own judgment. Disseminating it without permission carries a far steeper penalty. They are currently taking statements and investigating. Tell the truth, answer every question as fully as you can, and be utterly and completely respectable. I’ll do what I can to protect you.”




“You believe me?” Lee asked, a little incredulous.




“You gave me your word, Brown,” Hentzau answered. “I know you well enough by now that your word counts for something. Let’s go.”




Lee got to his feet, straightened his robe, and followed Hentzau back into the chamber. Inside, M sat with Herr Shang on her right and a young American man on her left.




“Where’s Professor Blofeld?” Lee asked.




M looked up from her paperwork and gave him a very sanguine stare. 




“Ma’am,” he belatedly added. 




“Blofeld’s position with the university has been terminated,” M said in a slightly bored, slightly distracted tone of voice. “He will not be joining us or anyone else ever again.”




“His student reviews were very poor,” Herr Shang elaborated.




“This,” M said, indicating the man to her left, “is Mister Thomas Anderson. He is a new member of the Information Technologies staff. We felt his input would be valuable.”




“Oh, okay,” Lee said. 




“Sir Leroy Brown,” M said, setting her pen down and giving him her undivided attention, “did you, yesterday afternoon, take a sexually explicit photograph of Lady Dawn Summers without her consent?”




“I did,” he answered, sweating.




“And did you knowingly disseminate this photograph to others?” she asked.




“No, I did not,” he answered.




“Your Highness,” her gaze flickered over to Hentzau, “you stated that you were with Sir Leroy from approximately an hour and a half after the photograph was taken, and Sir Cole Sear was with him for the rest of the evening?”




“Yes, ma’am,” Hentzau answered.




“And Sir Cole will corroborate your story?” she asked.




“He will.”




“Mister Anderson?” she asked.




Thomas Anderson, tall, lean, and surprisingly young for so much authority, referenced a tablet.




“Preliminary investigation shows no files sent from Sir Leroy’s phone after four p.m. yesterday,” he said. “The picture initially appeared as a downloadable file on a private student message board, and in short order was uploaded to multiple well traveled pornography sites, including three known for ‘revenge porn’. That was at seven p.m. It was sent over SnapChat over two hundred times yesterday evening. It’s also been emailed more than a hundred times over the university servers. Considering that most of the students aren’t stupid enough to do that, I would say we can expect at least four hundred private emails from the initial round. Expect exponential increase in traffic of the file for the next two weeks to two months before it levels off.”




“The genie is out of the bottle,” M observed. “Anyone who wishes to see Lady Dawn in her nude, post coital repose may do so, whether she prefers it or not.”




Lee managed to stay silent.




“What was the origin of the posts?” she asked.




“No way to tell,” Anderson replied. “I traced the posting accounts—all of which were either created that night or hacked from previously existing accounts—and the traffic was routed through multiple proxies. However, the time frame does make it impossible for Sir Leroy to have been the one to post the picture, as he was supervised the entire time.”




“Then how did the picture move from his phone to those sites?” M prompted.




“Sir Leroy’s phone was hacked,” Anderson answered.




“What?” Lee protested. “I got that phone last week. It hasn’t been out of my sight since then.”




“And why did you replace your old phone?” Herr Shang asked.




“Because Charna von Frankenstein hacked my passwords,” Lee answered. “I replaced my laptop, my phone, my tablet, my gaming console, all my electronics. She was…she was working for my mom.”




Since he’d been interviewed after Frankenstein’s untimely death, they already knew about his security breach.




“I see,” M said. “And where did you purchase your phone? The student store?”




“Are you out of your m—” Lee stopped himself. “No, I purchased from random online stores from a friend’s computer at a coffee house with wifi. I used unregistered gift cards and had everything shipped to Hentzau’s address. No one should have been able to intercept it.”




“It could have been hacked before leaving the manufacturer or by the delivery agent,” Anderson pointed out. “A good enough agent could have spoofed your phone, swapped it with you long enough to hack your phone, and then swapped it back.”




“That’s not—” Lee started.




“Brown, don’t argue against your defense,” Hentzau ordered.




“Who do you believe hacked your phone?” M asked.




Lee exhaled, scrubbed at the carpet with a toe. He still hadn’t mastered Hentzau’s easy, motionless stance. 




“My mom,” he admitted. “She set Charna up to get into my laptop. She got my current work, she tested Charna out as a minion, and she set me up to replace all my stuff. Which means that all of my stuff is now hacked. Jesus. She completely played me.”




“I’ll get you set back up,” Anderson said. “And I’ll see if I can’t spoof the hacks so we can feed her the information we want to.”




“That would be a step in the right direction,” M muttered.




“Sir Leroy, do you understand why we have strictly prohibited the taking of sexually explicit photographs without the subject’s consent?” Herr Shang asked him.




“Yeah,” Lee said. “I mean, I didn’t think of it like that. It was a keepsake for something that I thought was…was really special. I would have shown it to her.”




“Intention cannot be taken into account in these instances,” M told him, “lest every student accused of the crime claim that they only meant to have a keepsake.”




He braced himself.




“You will cooperate with our efforts to mitigate the damage your mother’s machinations have done and are doing,” M told him. “Before you graduate, you will earn Lady Dawn’s forgiveness, which she will report to us freely and of her own choosing. You will perform one hundred sixty hours of labor on behalf of the university that is not related to your classwork. You may choose between tutoring less accomplished students, working with the public, or physical labor such as maintenance.”




“I’ll take the physical labor,” Lee answered without hesitation.




“We find sufficient evidence that you are not responsible nor were you aware of the dissemination of the photograph in question,” she continued. “Therefore, those charges are dismissed. You are, on the advice and counsel of His Highness, to behave with the utmost civility, discretion, and kindness to Lady Dawn Summers. Should we find evidence otherwise, we will reconsider your punishment.”




“Yes, ma’am.” He nodded.




“Are you aware, Sir Leroy,” Herr Shang said, “that your personage and manners have greatly improved since you originally joined us? You are to be commended.”




“You can thank Hentzau for that,” Lee said.




“You can thank all the members of your cohort for the care and friendship they have shown you,” Herr Shang answered. “This is, of course, why we strongly urge our students to find romantic and sexual entanglements outside of their cohort. Frankly, the complications become too destructive when kept within.”




“Mister Anderson, we thank you for your assistance,” M said. “Sir Leroy, Your Highness, you are both dismissed.”







The phone rang twice before it was picked up.




“Dawnie!” Jenny crowed. “Sweetie, it’s so good to hear from you. What’s up?”




For a moment, Dawn couldn’t say anything. Her throat tightened painfully, and she had to swallow several times.




“Dawn?” Jenny asked. “Are you okay?”




She wiped her eyes and cleared her throat.




“Um, Jenny, I’m in some trouble,” she said, and she squeezed her eyes shut against the shame she felt.




“Okay, Dawnie, hold on just a minute,” Jenny said. “Let me get to another room.”




A moment passed with different voices filtering in, and then a door closed softly, and Jenny’s voice was clearer.




“Baby, what’s wrong?’




“Y-you, you said I should call if I needed help with anything, no matter what,” Dawn said, tears spilling down her face. “And I did something stupid and bad, and now…”




“Okay, slow down, baby, and take a deep breath. Whatever it is, it’s going to be okay. Whatever you need, we’ll take care of for you. Okay?”




She managed to nod and had to clear her throat again.




“Um, I had…I had a really bad day, and I, uh, I ran into Lee,” she stammered. “And I didn’t mean to, but, it, um…”




“Dawn,” Jenny’s voice was gentle, “let me take a shortcut. You had sex with him?”




“Uh huh.” 




She started crying harder.




“Did he hurt you?” And there was the promise of a world of apocalyptic hurt for Lee if the answer was yes.




“No, not like that,” Dawn managed. “I just…afterwards, I ran away. I wouldn’t talk to him. I was so awful. But he…he took a picture while I was there, and it’s not his fault. Jenny, it’s not his fault. Someone hacked his computer.”




“The picture’s online now?” Jenny asked.




“Yes.”




Two out of every three men on the campus and half the women had stared at her. The two students in Sabrina’s building had only been the most overt. She felt dirty and scared and sick every time someone glanced her way. She hadn’t been out of her room since that morning.




“Dawn, listen to me,” Jenny said. “You are not the first woman this has ever happened to. Not by a long shot. It’s not going to kill you. Okay? It’s going to be extremely unpleasant for a while, and then it’ll start to fade. Has the administration been notified?”




“Hentzau told them about it this morning,” Dawn admitted. 




“Then he’s started the ball rolling,” she said. “And they won’t be able to stop people from looking at the picture, but they can punish anyone who acts out because of it. Okay? And if they don’t, well, I think the senior members of the Slayers’ Council can make a visit to demonstrate why that’s a bad idea.”




A hard, painful knot in her chest eased, and she took a deep breath.




“And…there may be something I can do about the picture,” Jenny said. “Let me do a little work, and I’ll get back to you.”




“Okay.” 




That Jenny could do something about a file that had been emailed, uploaded, and downloaded something like two thousand times in the last twenty-four hours and was expected to be viewed, according to the head of IT, at least ten thousand times in the next, seemed nothing short of miraculous. But then, Jenny had been involved with least a couple of miracles.




“Can you tell me what was so bad about yesterday?” Jenny asked.





“Sheezeer! Litz, sheezeer!”






She turned her face to the right at the sensation of a hideous warm spray hitting her.




“I…I ca— I can’t,” she stammered. 




“Dawnie? Dawnie, if it’s that bad, you need to see someone,” Jenny told her. “You need to talk to someone, okay?”




“Okay,” Dawn whispered.




“Promise me?” Jenny asked.




“Okay.”




She hadn’t the slightest idea how she was supposed to talk to someone about what she’d seen. Her phone buzzed in her hand with another text from House.




“I have to go, Jenny,” she said.




“Call me later with an update,” Jenny said. “And remember how much we love you.”




“I love you too.”




She hung up and checked the text.




Start talking, Summers. Your doctor is concerned.




She closed the window without responding.





Intolerable Insult



Sabrina was up before six, getting ready and packing up for the day-long preliminaries for the class final spell she was to take part in. Since she was so much stronger than most of her classmates and already more advanced than them, her part was in turn larger and more important. She didn’t have the option of cutting out.




“I should be done by seven, eight at the latest,” she told Dawn, zipping up her school bag and pulling the strap over her shoulder. “It’s just that we can’t be disturbed during, so…”




“Sabrina, I’ll be fine,” Dawn told her, picking lint off her blanket. “Cole will be over here by seven, and all I want to do is stop by Herr Shang’s classroom to pick up some notes so I can work on my part of the group project here. I can’t not do something, okay?”




She still felt fragile, even frail. House had texted her three more times the previous day, setting a record for him, and she hadn’t been able to answer him. She had no idea what to tell him. She wondered if Buffy had ever had to deal with this. After all the things her sister had done and been through, it was hard to believe she hadn’t seen anything as bad as—





Sheezer! Litz, sheezeer!






She flinched away, clearing her throat, and waving her hand in front of her face. Physical movement seemed to help clear the flashbacks a little faster, but none of it was easy.




Sabrina looked up from her last bag of ingredients. 




“Do you need a Valium before I go?” she asked.




“No,” Dawn said vehemently. “I am not turning into some druggie over this, Sabrina, so stop asking.”




Sabrina looked down, and Dawn realized she’d spoken too harshly.




“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry. Look, I just…both Willow and Riley went through addictions, and it’s really, really ugly. I don’t want to do the same thing.”




Sabrina came over, sat beside her, and smoothed her hair back. 




“Okay, but that doesn’t mean you have to suffer through absolutely everything,” Sabrina told her. “If it gets bad, take one of the Valium and tell House. He’ll let you know if you’re taking too much.”




She nodded, still completely at a loss as to what to tell House. She hadn’t been able to put what she’d seen into words at all. The thought of doing so made her hyperventilate and panic. How was she going to explain it to her doctor when he was on the other side of the Atlantic?




You can answer by text or face to face, his last message had read.




Sabrina gave her a hug and a kiss on the forehead. 




“I’ll see you tonight,” she promised.




“Okay.”




After her roommate left, she got up, got dressed, and skipped her shower. No one to impress today, she thought. Her cell phone rang, and when she checked the screen, she was surprised to see it was Jenny. It had to be the middle of the night there.




“Jenny?”




“Is this Dawn Summers?” a neutral, very not-Jenny voice asked.




“Yes.”




Why was someone calling her from Jenny’s phone? A flutter of panic started. Jenny in an accident, at the ER, and a nurse scrolling through her favorites to find someone to notify—




“Dawn, please forgive me for using Jenny’s number to call you, but she asked for my help on a problem you’re having. I thought you probably wouldn’t answer a call from a number you didn’t recognize, under the circumstances,” the voice said.




“Yeah, you’re right about that.”




There had been a handful of calls and more than a few texts from unknown numbers, asking if she wanted a study session, or explicitly telling her what they wanted to do to her, or calling her a slut and a whore. Sabrina had taken over her phone for the previous evening, recorded every instance and forwarded it to the IT staff and Herr Shang. The calls and texts had abruptly stopped around bedtime.




“Jenny and I have worked out a deal. I’ll do my best to help with your problem if both you and she answer some questions,” the voice continued.




So Jenny had established some real world contacts as a techno-Pagan again. 




“What kind of questions?” Dawn asked, warily.




“Nothing that would endanger anyone,” the voice responded. 




It had a friendly intonation that made her relax, but she couldn’t tell if she were talking to a man or a woman.




“Okay. Um, what do I call you?” she asked.




There was a pause. 




“Well, I suppose you can call me your sibling, if you like,” it answered. “Jenny made me, and I understand that she’s like a mother to you, so we share something in common.”




Jenny had made the person on the other end of the line? A homunculus? That was very high level, very dark magic, and not Jenny’s style. 




“I don’t understand,” Dawn finally said. “Do you have a name I can call you?”




“Oh, well, I haven’t quite decided on a name yet,” it answered. “You could call me by my purpose, which is to act as a guardian within my frame of reference.”




“Guardian?” she asked, floored.




The prophecy. She hadn’t thought of it in months. Both it and Xander’s trip to the Dreaming had come up with the name of Guardian as a potential and vital ally. If Guardian had shown up, then the prophesied Apocalypse was no longer quite so far off. 




“Yes, that will do for now,” Guardian answered. It sounded pleased.




“So, what did you want to ask me?” Dawn asked.




“I have a lot of questions, you understand,” it told her. “There’s so much to learn. How about this? You and Buffy are the only senior members of the Council who have grown up with siblings. Why is it so hard for siblings to get along?”




“Well, it’s not always,” Dawn answered. “I guess it just depends on the stakes. Whenever I’ve been in danger, Buffy’s been right there to protect me, and whenever she’s having a bad time, I’m there for her. It’s just that in day to day life, when you’re really close, you have friction. It’s harder when you’re a kid and you don’t get a lot of say in what goes on. I think it gets easier the older you get.”




There was a long pause.




“I see.”




“Does that help?” Dawn asked.




“It does,” Guardian answered. “I have to remind myself that nobody has as much information to draw on as I do, so your perspective is necessarily limited. It helps me understand why there are sometimes inconsistencies between a person’s words and their actions.”




“What do you mean?” Dawn asked.




“Well, you said if Buffy is having a bad time, you are there for her,” Guardian reminded her. “Buffy is still very sick, but you are not here.”




“What?” That flutter of panic was back. “What do you mean she’s still sick? She said she was getting better.”




“She is,” Guardian told her. “But it will be a long time before her recovery is complete. Doctor House has recommended she be taken off the active list for at least six months and would prefer a year.”




“What?” Dawn whispered. “Why didn’t she tell me? Why didn’t Jenny tell me?”




“Perhaps she felt the knowledge would be a threat to you,” Guardian suggested. “And so she feels she is protecting you. Does that sound correct?”




Guardian sounded worried about getting it right.




“I…I guess,” she managed. “I guess that sounds right. That sounds like something Buffy would do.”




“So, there really isn’t any inconsistency between what you said and what you’re doing,” Guardian announced, sounding pleased that it had figured it out. “Thank you, Dawn. I will remove the offending picture from every device currently connected to the Internet and will monitor for other devices reconnecting if they are currently offline. Would you like me to call you again when I’m done?”




“Um…yes?”




“Then I will talk to you later. Goodbye.”




The call ended, and Dawn stared at the phone for a long time.




“Salem, when did my life get both weird and bad?” she asked.




Salem, who’d taken over her lap as soon as she’d sat down, blinked slowly.




“You’re in Strelsau, and you’re asking that question?” 




“Right. Good point.”




Cole knocked on the door right at seven a.m. His backpack was packed.




“I brought chess, Parcheesi, Clue, and a bunch of movies if you want to stay in,” he told her, offloading. “If you can’t stand being indoors, I’ve got Hentzau’s permission to take you to the zoo, and the Strelsau Philharmonic is having a rehearsal at the outdoor theater.”




“Cole, all I want to do is stop by Herr Shang’s class and pick up my notes so I can work on my class project,” she told him.




He did not look happy. 




“Dawn, it’s really not a good idea to go on campus today,” he said. “The gossip is still going, guys are trading that picture in every class, and there are even some memes showing up. You shouldn’t have to deal with that.”




“Memes?” she asked.




“You know, ‘Best. Study session. Ever.’ That sort of thing,” he told her. “They’re not funny, but they keep showing up.”




She felt ill.




“I still need to get my notes,” she said. “Just stick with me and loom a little, okay?”




“You got it,” Cole said. “And Hentzau’s going to catch up with us for lunch.”




“Okay.”




They went through the kitchen in the bistro to grab a couple of croissants. Signor Fiorentino left what he was doing and intercepted them. 




“Lady Dawn, I must speak with you,” he harrumphed. “This photograph of you, it is very bad. There are boys coming in, asking for you, pestering my staff, and misbehaving. This must stop.”




She could feel her face turn bright red with embarrassment. Why couldn’t it have stayed at the school? Why did it have to spill over into everything?




“I’ll ask Hetzau if he can assign someone to the bistro,” she told him. “Maybe act like a bouncer.”




“No,” the signor responded. “You must go. I am sorry. You are a nice girl, and I like you, but you get into trouble like that, and I cannot have you around my daughters or spoiling my business.”




She stared at him, literally unable to say anything.




“You have a deal with Hentzau,” Cole reminded him. “You can’t just evict her without his say-so.”




“His Highness will understand,” Fiorentino said. “After all, she is under his protection, and then she does this…this thing. He will understand that she makes him look bad, and she makes me look bad.”




“I didn’t do anything wrong!” Dawn protested. 




“Lady Sabrina can stay,” Fiorentino told Cole, “but Lady Dawn must leave. I would appreciate it if she left today. His Highness can send someone around to collect the rest of her belongings.”




“It’s the middle of dead week!” Dawn nearly shrieked. “I have finals coming up. I can’t move in the middle of that!”




“Perhaps you should have thought of that before you let that boy take pictures of you,” Fiorentino said, looking down at her, frowning.




She struggled to come up with something, anything, to tell him, and Cole put his arm around her shoulder and steered her out. 




“Come on,” he said. “I’ll tell Hentzau. I can promise you this is not going to go down the way Fiorentino thinks it is.”




Stunned, Dawn followed him, trudging along.




“Why would he do that?” she finally asked Cole. “Why? I didn’t let Lee take that picture. I was asleep. Why does he think it’s my fault a bunch of jerks show up? Why do a bunch of jerks show up to mess with me because they saw a picture of me, and I happened to be naked? What is wrong with people?”




“I ask myself that a lot too,” Cole said. “You know, the whole being gay thing and half the U.S. thinking I’m a bad person because I fall in love with another guy instead of a girl. The only answer I’ve found is that some people are just assholes. It gets me down, but then a lot of people aren’t assholes, so I’ve got that going for me.”




She leaned into him and let him keep his arm around her while they walked to campus and the Philosophy building.







The class was already populated with nearly a dozen students rearranging the seating to better suit their needs. Everyone fell quiet when Dawn and Cole came in the room, and Cole hovered close to her.




“Yeah, that’s what I need,” Dawn muttered. “Complete and total ostracism.”




She went to the back shelves and poked through the different cubbyholes, pushed an inch thick stack of papers stuffed into the cubbyhole above hers out of the way, and looked. No notes.




“Hey, Pietr,” she called, “where are my notes?”




The stalwart young man in Group Two looked up, guilty.




“Ah, forgive me, Summers, I have them right here,” he said. “I hadn’t expected you to be here today.”




He dug them out and brought them over.




“Yeah, well, I’ve got a group project just like everyone else,” she said, accepting the notes.




“You should ask her what she’ll do to get them back,” Vilkas called, snickering. 




Pietr flushed bright red, and Cole snarled.




“All right, that’s it,” he declared.




He marched over to Vilkas. Vilkas stopped slouching and took up a fighting stance. 




“Vilkas, you can either shut your mouth, or we can take this outside,” Cole told him.




“And do what, faggot?” Vilkas sneered.




People were slowly drawing back from them. Dawn looked back and forth, worried. The last thing she wanted just then was a fight breaking out over her honor.




“This,” Cole said, and he made as if he were going to punch Vilkas in the face, stomping with his left foot and lifting his right fist.




Vilkas flinched back, lifting his fists.




“Yeah, I thought so,” Cole said.




Considering that Cole stood more than three inches taller than him, outweighed him by a good forty pounds, had put on a great deal of muscle under his layer of teddy bear fat, and had been seen fighting the agents of Sabrina’s father at the previous week’s music festival, it was little wonder no one was in a big hurry to face off with him.




“You have proven nothing,” Vilkas told him.




“You’re probably right,” Cole answered.




And then he did punch him. A hard pop from his left fist to Vilkas’s nose, staggering him, and drawing blood. Vilkas touched his nose, smearing the blood, and glared at Cole, all but spitting at him. Then he left without another word.




There was a scattering of applause through the classroom and one or two cheers. 




“Summers,” Pietr said quietly, “I am sorry about what has happened. I didn’t think it was right of Brown to send out that picture.”




“He didn’t send it out,” Dawn told him. “So don’t blame him. Anyways, we should go before there’s more trouble.”




She took Cole’s arm when she reached him, and they headed out.




“You know, Charles is probably going to be very disappointed in me,” Cole said with a wistful smile. “He’s always telling me not to give in to violence.”




“Usually, you don’t,” she reminded him. “But in this case, it was pretty awesome.”




“Yeah, it kind of was, wasn’t it?”




Trouble, unfortunately, waited for them in the foyer, where Lady Agnes von Holofernes was tending to Vilkas’s nosebleed.




“You!” she spat. “You ought to be locked up, you psychopathic slut.”




Dawn sighed heavily. She really should have taken Herr Shang’s advice and not even bothered with classwork that day.




“If you can’t keep your dogs on a leash, Agnes,” she said, “maybe you shouldn’t let them out of the yard.”




“Hey, time to go,” Cole said whispered. 




Holofernes left Vilkas and went straight to her.




“You have something to say to me, whore?” she demanded.




Dawn faced her. Holofernes was taller than her, heavier, stronger, and much, much meaner, but just at that moment, Dawn was tired of caring.




“That’s Lady Dawn, to you, Holofernes,” she snapped. “You may lord it up every chance you get, but all you are is somebody’s granddaughter. I earned my rank. You should know; you were there for my knighting ceremony.”




Holofernes blanched with fury.




“And I got the preliminary report from IT last night,” she continued. “Nearly fifteen percent of the postings of that picture were from IP addresses that correspond to your residence. I’m sure you couldn’t be bothered with a little copy and paste, but you were happy enough to have your cohort do it for you, weren’t you?”




“Whether they did or not, it doesn’t change what you are,” Holofernes snarled.




“Well, if I’m a whore, what did that make Charna, huh?” Dawn demanded. “Nobody paid me to have sex with Lee, and I sure as hell didn’t take advantage of him afterwards to steal his work. Was that on your orders too? Because if it was, that makes you a pimp, you goddamn, fucking bitch.”




“Nobody talks to me that way!” Holofernes roared.




“I just did, you bigoted cow!” Dawn screamed back at her.




Cole was trying to pull her away, but she kept squirming out of his grasp. People were coming out of classrooms down both corridors and the stairs. Tarlenheim dashed up and tried his best to get between Holofernes and her. 




“Agnes, let it go,” he implored. “This is not the time or the place.”




“To hell with you, Tarlenheim,” she spat. “I’ll have mine back. I claim insult.”




Cole had her around the waist now and was doing his best to physically pick her up. She kicked him in the shin, delaying him for a moment.




“That’s no insult, Holofernes,” Dawn growled. “That’s a plain fact. You are a pimp, a thief, and a bigot, and you’ve got no business starting anything with me. Not today!”




“Jesus, Dawn, no,” Cole whispered frantically. “Come on, let’s go. We have to go.”




“Agnes, she’s under the protection of the board,” Tarlenheim said, just as frantically. “Anything you do will draw penalties. You could lose the whole semester.”




“Fuck that!” Holofernes swore.




Dawn twisted free of Cole’s grasp and met Holofernes as she slipped past Tarlenheim.




“This is all your fault,” Dawn growled. “You handed out that picture as soon as you found it, and you told every man you could to treat me like garbage over it. Did you set up those two in the Thaumaturgics wing too?”




“No,” Tarlenheim said. “Lady Dawn, you have my word, she did not instigate any of the harassment outside of Vilkas.”




“I might as well have,” Holofernes sneered. “It’s all a slut like you deserves.”




Dawn slapped her as hard as she could, open handed, right across the face. Her hand throbbed from the impact and left a bright red mark on Holofernes’s face.




Everything went absolutely silent for a moment. Holofernes straightened, and a wicked smile spread across her face. 




“That, whore, is a duel,” she said. “And I will have your blood for the insult you gave me.”




“Oh, no,” Tarlenheim breathed.




“Dawn, don’t,” Cole begged.




“Name your weapon and your second,” Dawn answered. “You’ll get all the blood you want. It just won’t come from me.”




“You,” Tarlenheim said to someone, “find Hentzau. Get him here as fast as you can.”




“Tarlenheim, you are my second,” Holofernes ordered.




For a moment, Sir Frey stood, frozen. Then he swallowed and gave her a stiff, shallow bow.




“My honor, Lady Agnes.”




Holofernes never took her eyes off Dawn.




“Swords,” she said. “To the first blood. Now.”




“Cole?” Dawn asked, not breaking her gaze either.




There was a pause, probably while Cole swallowed to clear his throat.




“Okay, yes.”




He sounded very scared.




The crowd of students around them started whispering and murmuring back and forth. Then they fell silent and parted as Professor Jones arrived.




“What the hell is this?” he asked in his gravelly voice.




“Sir, Lady Agnes von Holofernes claimed insult from Lady Dawn Summers,” Tarlenheim said. “Lady Dawn struck her across the face. Lady Agnes takes that as a challenge to duel. She has asked me to be her second and requested swords as the weapons. Lady Dawn has asked Sir Cole Sear to be her second, and he has agreed.”




“You have got to be kidding me.”




Professor Jones’s one-eyed glare raked both of them.




“Lady Dawn, you are supposed to be resting,” he said. “You’re under medical treatment and can’t be held to the Code Duello.”




“I waive that right,” Dawn said before Holofernes could insult her.




Professor Jones exhaled angrily, no more wanting to be a part of this than Cole or Tarlenheim.




“Lady Agnes,” he said softly, “is there any way I can talk you out of this?”




“No, Professor,” she replied calmly. “The woman has given me intolerable insult, and I will avenge my honor.”




“Lady Dawn? I really expected you to be more reasonable.”




“No,” Dawn answered. “She doesn’t get to bully me or anyone else again.”




Professor Jones closed his eye briefly, and when he opened it, he was all brusque business.




“Courtyard behind the building,” he told them. “The duel will be fought until first blood, which I’ll decide. Any deviation from the Code Duello means I will kick your ass up between your tonsils. Is that understood?”




“Yes,” Agnes and Dawn said simultaneously.





Applying the Code



After Cole and Tarlenheim had inspected the weapons, and Dawn and Agnes waited for them to arm themselves with a longbow and crossbow from Dawn’s bag, Professor Jones marked out the boundaries of the piste and summarized the Code Duello for them again.




“Jesus, Dawn, don’t do this,” Cole begged her. “Look, Hentzau warned me about her. She cheats, and she’s just as like to try something after the bout is officially over as during it. One of his friends was permanently injured by her.”




“I’m not backing down, Cole,” Dawn told him. “You can keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn’t pull anything illegal.”




The tight grip of rage had faded, but in its place, Dawn felt a kind of simmering, anxious heat. She wanted to fight. She wanted to put herself out on the edge, in danger, and count on herself to come back in one piece. She wanted something that was her responsibility and hers alone, something that no one could take from her. Looking down the length of her blade, she suddenly realized that this was what Buffy had felt, all those times before going into battle. Not the fear or uncertainty the rest of them had felt, but the anticipation.




“Go home, little girl,” Agnes von Holofernes said softly to her. “Or your sweet graf will grieve over yet another friend.”




“Heglhu’meH QaQ jajvam,”fn1 Dawn responded, leaving Holofernes puzzled and angry.




They took their places on the piste, saluted, and went en garde. The first exchange of blows was a standard test, one against the other. How fast could Holofernes engage and disengage her blade? Very fast. How hard could she snap her blade into quarte? Very hard. Her reach was longer, which was a serious disadvantage, but Dawn was just enough faster to keep up with her.




The second exchange of blows was what Giles had taught her long, long ago, a way to feel out how good her opponent’s footwork was. A series of feints and a true lunge to force Agnes to step both back and to the side. Here she had an advantage. Agnes’s footwork was fast, but sloppy. Pushed, she would get sloppier, and Dawn might be able to overbalance her into a fatal mistake.




The third proved that Agnes was no coward but went in with vicious confidence, and her reach was a definite point against Dawn. She turned past the point of the blade as she deflected it, and felt a tug along the outside of her left shoulder. Agnes, she realized, was going for more than first blood. She wanted to injure, maybe even kill, Dawn. 




“Hold!” Professor Jones called.




They both stopped and lowered their weapons. 




“Summers, show me your left arm,” he ordered.




She turned and gave him access. He checked her sleeve. It was sliced through for an inch just below the seam, and as soon as he pulled at it to check the skin beneath, it gave another two inches. 




“Not a scratch,” Jones said. “No blood.”




Agnes made a noise of disgust and looked away.




“Give her a scratch or put her in the ICU,” Jones murmured so quietly she almost didn’t hear it. “But do it in one blow, and get out of the way.”




She gave the slightest nod to indicate her understanding. Then she took her stance again.




To her surprise, after two days of absolutely misery, hysteria, and powerlessness, she didn’t panic. Instead, that buzzing anticipation in her head expanded, and everything inside her mind fell silent. She stopped thinking. There was no more weighing or figuring. She just knew what was going to happen.




She saw it in Holofernes’s eyes, a sudden worry crossing them, as Dawn’s stance and attitude shifted incrementally. But that didn’t matter. She was just as aware of one of the onlookers shifting her robes as she was the rattle of another’s keys as she was of Holofernes trying to startle her with a loud, flat stomp on her next lunge. She wasn’t startled. She wasn’t anything. She was simply there, moving with the currents of the fight, letting what was going to happen happen.




It was on the eighth exchange of blows. If someone had asked her what her strategy was, she would have cobbled together something about knowing that Holofernes’s fighting style was completely classical. She may have fought in countless sparring matches, and she may have used a sword in combat, but she’d never gone in against an opponent blade to blade when life was on the line. Dawn had fought vampires, insane knights, ghouls, Klingons, and drunks possessed by rat gods. Her tactics had widened significantly over the last semester. But that would only have been a consideration afterward. 




She allowed her skirt to cover her footwork, turned her hips, and crossed her feet, knowing that Agnes watched only her torso for an indication of what she would do, feinted, parried, and when Agnes began to recover and bring her sword back to quarte, Dawn lunged, straightening her hips, using the extra step she’d hidden with her crossed feet, and stepped full into Holofernes’s circle of space. She could have easily driven her sword through Holofernes’s chest with the lunge, but instead, she brought it up to a very high sixte and punched her in the nose. Hard.




Spike had once demonstrated to her, while showing off, how to break someone’s nose. It wasn’t, he’d explained, about punching them in the nose. It was about punching all the way through the nose to the space behind. That’s what Dawn did, and she did it with her hand wrapped around the hilt of her sword. Everyone heard the cartilage break.




Holofernes reeled back and nearly fell. She held onto her sword, stumbled, and brought her hand up to her nose, cupping it. Blood immediately overflowed and began dripping steadily down her hand and face. The whole crowd fell breathlessly silent. Holofernes coughed and gagged, leaned over and spat out a gobbet of blood. Her face was painted red from nose down to chin, and her blouse and robe were spattered with it.




“Lady Agnes,” Professor Jones asked. “Do you concede first blood?”




Holofernes looked like she might cry in frustration or anger, but not in pain. She spat again. Dawn stood, weight on the balls of her feet, sword in seconde, ready for the next engagement. She still felt weightless and silent through her entire being.




“I concede,” Holofernes said, her voice already congested and difficult to understand.




Something she hadn’t been aware that she’d carried fell away from her shoulders, and Dawn turned, exhaling in relief, to take her blade to Cole, who stood there with an arrow knocked. 




It all happened at once.




Professor Jones shouted “Hold!”




Tarlenheim raised his crossbow.




Cole pulled his arrow to full draw, his face tightening with concentration.




She pivoted without thought into a low, long lunge that would leave her completely off balance at the end, and she swept her blade in a backhand slash that, had no one been there, would have been only a flashy move. If Holofernes had been stepping into her space, the tip of her blade would have passed just in front of her eyes. 




Instead, Dawn felt a double jolt from fingertips to shoulder, halfway down her back, as her blade passed through two separate points—Agnes’s right forearm and her neck. One arrow sprouted, nearly completely buried, from Agnes’s ribs on her right side, and another appeared, point first, through her breastbone. Then, the sword clattered against the ground, hand still grasping the hilt, and the head hit the bricks of the courtyard with a painful, hollow thunk. The body collapsed under its own weight.




“Hold, dammit!” Professor Jones repeated. “Dammit!”




Dawn slowly pulled herself out of the lunge, staring at the carnage in front of her.





Art thou well, cousin?






There was a lot of blood. Professor Jones stepped forward, bent down, and turned Holofernes’s head over. Her eyes were open. She blinked and looked around, frightened. Her lips moved.




Unable to breathe, Dawn covered her mouth.




“Shhhh, Kleine,”fn2 Professor Jones whispered. 




He gently brushed Holofernes’s hair away from her face and leaned over her.




“Shhhhhh,” he repeated. “Es ist nur ein Alptraum. Geh wieder schlafen.”fn3




Dawn saw Agnes’s lips move again, mouthing “Papa?”.




The look in Holofernes’s eyes faded, grew unfocused, and then her face went slack.




Sound slowly filtered back in. Cole was prying her sword from her fingers, babbling something to her. Tarlenheim joined them, and he was saying something too. His lips were moving just like Holofernes, but she couldn’t understand what he was saying. She looked back up at Cole, who was staring at her, worried.




“I can’t do this,” she heard herself say. “I can’t be here.”




She went over to the wall where she’d left her bag. People were talking back and forth. There were some, she realized, who were screaming or crying hysterically. For a moment, all she could do was lean her forehead against the wall. Then, she bent over slowly and picked up her bag.




Cole was asking her something, trying to get her to face him. She couldn’t understand him.




“I just need to go over there,” she told him, pointing to the double doors on the opposite side of the courtyard, the ones that led to a disused class laboratory. “I can’t do this.”




She kept her hands on the wall until she could stand up straight, and then she made her slow way to the doors, aware that she wasn’t very steady on her feet. To her surprise, the doors were unlocked. She pulled the right hand door open, stepped into the dimly lit, completely empty classroom, and left.







Hentzau dashed into the foyer of the Philosophy building, only to find small knots of people standing and talking almost silently, as if they were in shock. Vilkas sat on the third stair up to the first floor and stared at the floor without moving. 




“Where?” he asked the first person who looked at him.




He pointed out the doors into the courtyard behind the wing. Hentzau slammed through the doors.




The scene brought him up short. A body under a sheet, a pool of blood spreading beneath it, and people comforting one another. Professor Jones silently wrapping a bundle, looking as if he’d aged a hundred years since Hentzau had last seen him.




He stumbled towards the body, and Tarlenheim caught him.




“It’s not Summers,” Tarlenheim barked, his voice rough. “Hentzau, it’s not Lady Dawn. It’s not her.”




“What?” Hentzau asked, dazed.




“It’s Holofernes,” Tarlenheim told him. “She broke the Code and tried to attack Lady Dawn after the bout was over. Sear and I both put arrows in her before she could run Lady Dawn through from behind. Lady Dawn must have seen or heard something. She lunged in a backhand attack and decapitated Holofernes. There were dozens of witnesses. It’s not her fault.”




Hentzau looked down at the covered body. It was, he realized, a body without a head, and it appeared to have lost part of an arm as well.




“She was dead before Lady Dawn’s blade touched her,” Tarlenheim continued. “My arrow took her directly between the shoulder blades and went all the way through. Sear’s arrow went in just under her armpit and is nearly buried.”




“Where…where is she?” Hentzau demanded.




“She went into the old Theosophy wing,” Tarlenheim said, indicating with a tilt of his head. “There.”




Cole sat, his back against the wall, his head buried in his hands. When Hentzau squatted beside him, he looked up, and he’d been crying.




“Jesus, Hentzau, I tried to stop her,” he said, weeping. “I don’t know if Holofernes picked a fight with her or she picked a fight with Holofernes, but they were both so fucking angry, and Dawn wouldn’t back down. I tried to stop her.”




“I know,” Hentzau said. “Let’s go get her.”




But the classroom was empty save for the granite countertop lab tables in ranks of four. No one but them stood there.




“Oh, no,” Hentzau breathed.




“What…”




“She’s gone someplace,” Hentzau said. 




“What do we do?” Cole asked, lost.




“We speak to Professor Jones first,” Hentzau answered. 




They turned to go, and as Hentzau put his hand on the door handle, something fell with a loud crash onto one of the tables. Both turned back instantly to see Dawn’s body on one of the middle tables, a hand and foot dangling limply over the edge.







fn1. (Klingon) Today is a good day to die. 



fn2. Shhhhh, little one. 



fn3. It’s just a nightmare. Go back to sleep.



Killing the Messenger
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“Now this was the sin of your sister Sodom: She and her daughters were arrogant, overfed and unconcerned; they did not help the poor and needy. They were haughty and did detestable things before me. Therefore I did away with them as you have seen.” 




— Ezekial 16:49-50








“Human beings are vermin,” the woman of his dreams told him.




She stood next to his seat, leaning against the bulkhead which separated the passenger section of the ship from the pilots, and her eyes blazed with righteous fury. He had always found her beautiful—a tall, statuesque blonde with a brain that rivaled his own.




“Can we not do this just now?” Gaius Baltar murmured softly.




The ambient noise of the raptor—engines, cooling systems, cargo shifting slightly—covered his speech, but he knew she would hear it. 




“Always so worried about appearances, Gaius,” she crooned to him. “God will punish your people for that. And for your other sins.”




“Of which there are so many,” he replied.




She regarded him, neither accepting nor rejecting his show of remorse.




“She was God’s chosen messenger, Gaius,” she repeated. “And your people, your precious humans, murdered her.”




“Not all of us,” he reminded her. “And I think it’s best that we learn the details of the event before we pass judgment, don’t you?”




She looked away, angry, as she’d been angry before one of the crew had brought him the disturbing news of a lynching on the ship Gimareh. Growing tired of the unending berating delivered by the love of his life, he had asked to be included on a coroner’s inquest sent from Colonial One to Gimareh. President Roslyn had given him a very hard look, but after assurances of his objectivity had allowed him to go. His associate in the inquest was Lieutenant Thrace, who made a companion almost as difficult as his current. 




Gimareh did not have a landing bay or a computer devoted to automatically coupling incoming craft to the airlock, and the pilot of their raptor was either new, nervous, or both. After the fifth round of maneuvering jets firing in fitful bursts but still not quite making the seal, Lieutenant Thrace, better known by her callsign Starbuck, unlatched her belt with disgust and went up to the cockpit. Baltar winced in anticipation of the verbal skinning the pilot was about to get.




“Look,” Starbuck said, surprisingly mild, “it’s not an egg. You could drop this raptor from a hundred yards up, and it wouldn’t dent. The ship on the other side is even sturdier. You’re drunk, the raptor is your dick, and the docking collar is that fine quim you’ve been chasing for the last quarter. Got it?”




Ah. There it was. And whether the pilot was blushing or cursing, he made the next attempt with one scrape and an only barely audible bang. Baltar unclenched the fists he’d made and forced his shoulders to relax.




“Keep it up, stud,” Starbuck told the unseen pilot, “and you’ll make nugget.”




Baltar grabbed his bag, unstrapped, and struggled out of his seat, making it to the hatch as it opened. Starbuck straightened up and turned towards him but said nothing. He stepped out into the airlock, aware as he always was, of the thin skin of metal that was all that stood between him and the vacuum outside. The airlock was only large enough for two people to suit up for an extra-vehicular excursion. 




Ships like Gimareh had never been designed for the long term, long distance flight the colonists had gone on after the twelve colonies were destroyed. It had previously been a ferry, running a regular trek between Sagittaria and Virgo, and while it had been a fairly well appointed and spacious ship, their time in space with little rest, bare maintenance, few repairs, and none of the drydock it required had left its mark on the ship. Even to Baltar’s unpracticed eye, he could see clues that the ship was not as well cared for as it deserved. Lubricant that hadn’t been scraped off properly before being replaced, patches that were ill-matched, jury-rigged repairs, and worn parts. 




At the seal where the hatch doors met in front of him, Baltar saw three long strands of brown hair caught. He picked them up just as the doors retracted. When he looked up, Starbuck was watching him.




“Spacing someone is fast and clean,” she said with no particular emotion, “and the Gimareh only has two airlocks. Fifty-fifty chance we’d connect at the one they used.”




“Shouldn’t we, ah, check for evidence?” he asked.




She gave him a look that spoke volumes of his ignorance about space-related matters.




“Vacuum causes all bodily fluids to boil off,” she said. “And this crate’s been banged around so long, anything we might recover will be impossible to tie to the murder. We’re going off of security vid, interviews, and computer logs.”




“She screamed and begged them not to kill her,” the woman just beside him spoke into his ear. “She didn’t even know why they were doing it.”




Trying to appear nonchalant, Baltar wrapped the hairs around his fingertip, inspected the ends and saw that the roots were still intact. It would be possible to sample the victim’s DNA. If the hair belonged to the victim. He tucked the hairs into his jacket pocket.







“Are you trying to tell me that you don’t even care someone was lynched on your ship, on your watch?” Starbuck asked, incredulous.




The captain shrugged. “How do I know she wasn’t a Cylon spy? They look just like people, and from what the scuttlebutt says, she didn’t even know how to act human. Couldn’t speak the language. If she wasn’t a skinjob, she was probably a sympathizer, and I won’t have one of those on my ship, on my watch.”




Starbuck tried to imagine Admiral Adama being that arrogant and careless about the people under his command and couldn’t. The Old Man would crucify this slobberguts for the state of his ship, not to mention the fact that his passengers were running amok. He wasn’t one of her nuggets, so she couldn’t rip the flesh from his bones, and the admiral needed all the captains of the fleet cooperating, or she would have done it anyway.




“I want a list of all the people on this ship who have override codes for the airlocks,” she told him. “And the command logs from all the computers.”




The captain, Suleiman, looked like he was going to grumble and come up with a reason not to pull them up. 




“You think I don’t know about the weekly contraband shipments you get?” she asked. “I’ll tell every flight leader on Galactica to make it a point to pass by your vessel while they’re on patrol, and if we catch even one unauthorized shuttle, President Roslyn’s security team will be so far up your ass, they’ll know what you had for breakfast before you did.”




“Gods damn, Lieutenant,” Suleiman answered, throwing his hands up, “I’m cooperating, aren’t I? I’ll have the list and the logs for you in an hour.”







“We should have wiped all of you out,” she said, looking around with disgust and pity.




“You were happy enough that I survived,” Baltar murmured, watching the people on the crowded deck eye him with suspicion.




“That was different,” she said. “You are God’s chosen one.”




“And does God tell you about each of his chosen ones?” he asked. “It seems like if He’d told you about this last one, she might not be dead.”




“No,” she said, looking uneasy.




“So, you’re not all knowing,” he pointed out.




“Don’t blaspheme, Gaius.” Now she was annoyed. “Only God is all knowing.”




“Not my intention,” he answered. “But these people are frightened. They lost everything—family, friends, home, possessions—when the Cylons destroyed the Colonies. Not all of them are bad. In fact, I’d wager that most of them are decent people.”




“Find me ten good people on this ship,” she told him. “I doubt you can.”




“Well, why don’t we see?”




Baltar studied what had been the promenade deck and was now transformed into something resembling a shoddy market square. Gimareh was one of the smaller commercial vessels. It could haul upwards of five thousand people on a trip of four hours in relative comfort, but for long term living quarters, it could house maybe a quarter of that. The crowding had been so bad that when the cholera epidemic had hit, the population of Gimareh had dropped from over six thousand to just over two thousand, and since then, people had continued dying or moved away to other, more spacious ships until this one held just less than fifteen hundred souls. 




The different ships were becoming known by the character of their people. Galactica, of course, was a beehive of purpose and activity. Cassiopeia had a ratio of twenty manual workers for every person of wealth and social power. Cyclops had an engineer who’d created the best working still in the fleet and a captain who punished drunkenness with harsh work duties. Persephone was known as the best place to go if you wanted to find a long term mate, Hephaestes if you had children to raise, and Olympus if you didn’t care how many rats shared your quarters and you didn’t want any official questions raised about your belongings or your behavior.




Gimareh, he realized, was on the brink of falling apart. The people around him weren’t just frightened. They weren’t just angry. They were nasty. A couple of the men spat at his feet, and no one was willing to talk to him until he reached one of the corners of the deck where the traffic ebbed into untidy groups. Someone there had set up a tiny corner kitchen and placed makeshift tables and chairs where you could eat and watch people go by. There was even a three foot tall, battery powered fountain set up on a painted cargo container, muting the noise around them with its splashes. He made his way to the counter, where a large person was stacking pots. It was one of the few clean places he’d seen since boarding.




“Good morning,” he greeted the cook.




The man looked up, and Baltar quickly reshuffled his first impression.




Tall, broad shouldered, heavy set, with hands that could crush small animals and a craggy, character-filled face, the person in front of him had probably started male, but the blouse, apron, kerchief tied over long hair pulled into a bun, hoop earrings and mismatched necklaces with pendants ranging from yellowed quartz to an Athena’s Eye woven from red acrylic yarn presented a different idea. She had a bruise across her cheekbone and a fat lip. Her knuckles were also bruised, and two of them were split. She moved like she was stiff and sore.




“Madam,” Baltar belatedly added. “Good morning, Madam. What do you have for a hungry traveler?”




The proprietress looked up, bushy eyebrows raised in surprise. 




“Stew, ragout on toast, and stir-fry,” she answered, not trying to disguise her voice with a falsetto.




Baltar considered this for a moment and glanced over the racks behind the cook.




“Meat?” he asked, a little doubtfully.




“Rat,” the cook confirmed. “I raise them myself. Clean, disease-free, and tasty, though a bit lean. Ask anyone here. I sell honest food. No need to lie about what’s in my pots.”




A third of the people in the fleet still had enough resources to be horrified by the thought of eating rat. A third of the people would have thought for a long moment before saying yes or no to the offer, and the last third would have been delighted to get something, anything, hot, nutritious, and tasty and considered asking questions about the provenance of something like meat both stupid and pointless. But, the dogs and cats were already eaten, most ships’ stores of frozen meat were a memory from long ago, and the yeast patties that were supposed to replace meat had gained an extremely unappetizing nickname in the foodlines.




“I’ll have the stew,” Baltar decided. 




He got a bowl with an unusually large serving, a well worn but clean plastic spoon , and a cup of water. Since there was no other foot traffic at this end, he stayed at the counter, watching the few comings and goings.




“Strange that it’s so quiet here,” Baltar noted. “You’ve got a prime spot.”




“Had,” the cook corrected him. “Had a prime spot.”




Surprised, Baltar reviewed the contents of the tiny kitchen again—from the set of four burners to the stacks of bowls and cups to the container of marinating meat. Then he looked at the bare shelves and empty hooks.




“You’re leaving,” he observed.




The stew was actually very good.




“My last day here,” she answered. “I’m moving to Laertes, lock, stock, barrel, and all my rats.”




It wasn’t hard to figure out why.




“My name is Gaius Baltar,” he told the cook.




She looked up, grunted in recognition, and went back to her work.




“Thought you’d be taller,” she remarked.




“I would be if I could,” he told her. “I’m looking into a reported death on board, a lynching. Can you tell me anything?”




For a moment, the woman paused in her work, shoulders slumped. When she looked up, her face was carved with grief and horror.




“Why do you think I’m leaving?” she asked, her voice a soft rumble. “That frakking mob grabbed her while she was here, eating some of my stew and watching a couple of kids. And why’d they do it, huh? She was harmless. Pretty little thing, quiet, but you could tell her head was broken inside.”




“You tried to stop them,” Baltar observed.




“Yeah, I tried to stop them,” she grumbled. “Kids were screaming and crying, girl was fighting like a wildcat. Got a beating out of it for my troubles and couldn’t stop a thing. They dragged her away, kicking and screaming.”




“Do you think she was a Cylon?” Baltar asked her.




“Be serious,” she growled, anger rewriting her expression. “Toasters look like us. They fit in. She didn’t. Couldn’t even talk properly the first couple of days, like she’d never spoken the language before. The kids adopted her like she was a lost puppy, and good thing. I’d hate to think what would have happened to her once the lights went out.” 




“Do you know where she came from?” he asked.




“Does it matter?” she returned. “Someone probably dumped her on a delivery shuttle because they got tired of babysitting her, or she stowed away. She’s dead, and I couldn’t do a godsdamn thing about it. I’ve had it with this frakking boat. I’ll take a huge loss, but I’ll set up on another ship where the people aren’t so frakking awful.”




Baltar had finished the stew and returned the bowl, which the cook filled with another heaping ladle.




“Take it,” she said, waving him and his money off. “I haven’t had another customer in the last two days, so it’ll only go to waste. You might stop by Lothar’s quarters and talk to the kids, Darcy and Rey. They can tell you more.”




“What was her name?” Baltar asked.




“Dawn,” the cook replied without looking up from her packing. “Dawn Summers. Amazing the sort of names people give their children, isn’t it?”







Starbuck ducked under the console and stuffed the wiring she’d repaired back where it belonged. This crate, ugly as it was, deserved a lot better than what it was getting. It was clear the captain had a slack roster of officers, and the officers ran a slack ship. Everything was grimy, which disgusted her. Engines could be and often were grimy. Computers were supposed to be clean. 




She pulled the chair back over and typed the print command followed by the log file’s path. The miniscule processor running the ship’s backup functions chirped, paused, chirped again, and then admitted that the printer was finally responding. Page after page began chattering through the printer, folding itself into a neat pile on the shelf below.




“You going to reimburse us for the paper and the ink?” the first mate asked with a sneer.




“No,” Starbuck answered without much emotion. “Because as far as I can tell, you’ve been using your paper stores to wipe your asses and then smear it on the bulkheads. You sure haven’t been printing out your logs as required.”




“You can talk to the captain about that,” the first mate told her. “Not my responsibility. Keeping paper in stock is my responsibility, and the amount you’re printing is going to come out of my ass.”




Starbuck glanced back at her, singularly unimpressed.




“Well, I guess you’re going to have to ask that tub of lard you call a captain to wipe your ass for you,” Starbuck told her. “Seeing as how you can’t figure it out for yourself.”




She typed in the command to run a full diagnostic of the backup system, something that would tie up the little computer for a solid six hours and prevent the first mate from scanning the internal security cams, which had clearly been set up for more prurient purposes, and hit ENTER. Then she picked up her security badge and the printout and left the bridge for the maintenance corridors.







“That was a good person, wouldn’t you agree?” Baltar asked the woman next to him.




“One good person doesn’t redeem this ship,” she answered, still simmering with righteous anger. “God will claim vengeance for their sins.”




It was probably just as well that no one else could see her, as her skin tight, crimson dress, blonde hair, and incredible body would have started a riot on the level they’d climbed the stairs to. As it was, Baltar found himself wishing Lieutenant Thrace had accompanied him. Whatever animosity she might hold for him, it didn’t extend to fingering the hilt of a knife while he walked past. He would have felt safer on the convict ship. A gang of children, most of them school age, ran past him, shrieking, and almost upset the bowl of stew he’d brought.




The air recyclers down there were overworked. He could smell cooking, incense, and even hemp smoke, as well as body odor and sewage. Some of it could be ascribed to the acrid stains in the stairwell, but there must have been a leak in the plumbing somewhere. The quarters the cook had referred to were near the end of a dead end corridor, a little quieter than the rest of the level and cleaner as well.




A cross woman opened the door before he reached it.




“And get over to the laundry,” she yelled back inside. “There’s a sack of my stuff there, and I want it back before I have to go on shift naked!”




Someone answered back, and she pulled the door closed, turned, and nearly ran him down.




“What the frak do you want?” she demanded.




“My apologies,” he said. “I was looking for Lothar.”




She didn’t even answer, just shrugged and walked off, so he went over to the door and knocked. After a moment, it was opened by a boy of twelve or thirteen years. He only stared without saying anything.




“Good morning,” Baltar said, smiling his most gracious smile. “I’m looking for Lothar. The lady who runs the little kitchen on the promenade said I might bring his family this stew.”




He held out the bowl, which the boy took without a word. 




“Dad,” he called, “someone’s here to see you.”




“Who?” a voice called. 




“I don’t know,” the boy answered.




“Well, let him in, and clean off a spot for him to sit,” the voice responded.




Baltar gave him another smile, as friendly as he could manage. The boy shrugged and let him in.




It was a tiny space, awash with clutter. There were small and medium sized cargo containers stacked against one wall to make a kind of counter. One was topped with a hot plate, some dishes, and a cup filled with utensils. Another had a vid unit propped up on it. There was a stack of books, two slates, and two tattered canvas bags decorated with children’s drawings—probably the children’s schoolbooks. Opposite to that was a knee high platform built out of other containers, topped with an improvised mattress and covered by a blanket and pillow. Behind it, the space was divided by curtains the width of the room, one of which had been pulled back to reveal an even smaller space with another bed.




The boy took the bowl over to the kitchen space and pulled out three more bowls as a man emerged from the second space. He was tall and unshaven, his clothes were wrinkled, and he looked like he was dying of a hangover, but he was the first adult Baltar had seen who wasn’t angry.




“Rey, make sure your sister gets some of that,” the man said in a soft voice before turning to Baltar. “I’m Lothar. How can I help you?”




“My name is Gaius Baltar. The, ah, the lady at the food stand on the promenade said I should talk to you,” Baltar told him. 




“Rachel,” he said, starting to nod and immediately stopping and closing his eyes against the pain. “Yeah, I can get you some small cubes, if you give me a couple of days, but we’re all out of the mediums.”




“I wasn’t here about merchandise,” Baltar explained. “I am gathering information about Dawn Summers.”




The boy, Rey, froze, and Lothar blinked.




“So there will be an inquest,” he murmured. “I thought no one cared about what happened on this boat.”




Rey brought him a smaller bowl of the stew, and Baltar waved it off. 




“No, thank you,” Baltar demurred. “I’ve already eaten.”




Rey shrugged and stepped past Lothar to the end of the sleeping platform and knelt.




“Hey, Darcy, Rachel sent up some stew,” he said softly. “Come on. Eat.”




Lothar pulled a folding chair out from between a container and the wall, opened it, set it down, and waved Baltar to it.




“She showed up a little over two weeks ago,” Lothar told him, taking a seat on the makeshift bed. “She was nice to the kids, and they know no one should be sleeping rough on this ship, so they brought her home. Malvina was on the night shift, so she couldn’t say no. She slept on the floor over there.”




He indicated the other side of the bed, where Darcy was hiding, where Rey had crawled in with the bowl of stew in an effort to get his sister to eat.




“Did she say or do anything that led you to believe she was a Cylon?” Baltar asked.




Lothar scrubbed at his hair and sighed.




“She was…she couldn’t talk at first,” he said. “I mean, she could talk, but it was just babbling, nonsense. Then she started picking up the words that Darcy and Rey used, started putting them together and using them. By the end of the second day, she was speaking like a native Virgon.”




“But Cylons already speak Colonial,” Baltar observed. “They don’t have to learn the language. They’ve spoken it since we made them.”




“I know,” Lothar agreed. “It was just…weird. She spent the most time with the kids, but we talked a little bit nearly every evening. She didn’t say a whole lot. She missed her sister and her friends. She was in some sort of trouble. Sounded like a fight of some sort. Mostly she listened and drew stuff.”




“Drew?”




“Yeah. Hey, Darcy,” he called. “Can we see the drawing she gave you?”




A hand reached up from behind the bed, holding a sheaf of papers, which Lothar took.




“Can I get you anything to drink?” Lothar asked. “We don’t have much, but we try to share. Their mom was a priestess of Hestia. You know how they are.”




“I do, indeed,” Baltar said. “And no, thank you. I’m fine. So, Malvina is not Rey and Darcy’s mother?”




Lothar shook his head a tiny increment. “Nah, their mom passed in that diphtheria flare we had a little over a year ago. Their dad and other family was on Taurus when it came down. So it was just me and them for a while. Malvina moved in with us about six months ago.”




Baltar studied the drawings in an effort to ignore the obvious anger in the boy’s posture. This Dawn Summers clearly had some training in portraiture. There were multiple quick sketches of the children and Lothar and a handful of more formal portraits of each. There was some sensitivity of line and value, but the facial features weren’t quite the gestalt he expected to see. 




What intrigued him, though, was the paper. Paper was more precious than gold these days. There was precious little unused paper from before the Cylon attack, and while there were recycling programs, the end result was soft, rough, and fell apart if it got wet. This was pristine, never used paper, and she’d used it like she had an endless supply. She hadn’t even used the back on half of them. 




More than that, the corners were uncut, which amazed him. Paper didn’t make it out of the factory without the ritualized cuts symbolizing the pantheon of eight gods and goddesses. Everything was standardized to it, so uncut paper was nearly useless to the average person, as it wouldn’t fit in folders or notebooks.




There was some writing on several pages, but it wasn’t Colonial script. Baffled, he considered it. 




“She had things,” Lothar continued. “Things we haven’t seen in months or years. Pencils, pens, markers. She put a sticky bandage on Darcy’s knee when she scraped it, and she had antibiotic ointment. She had some pills she gave me for a…for a headache. Then she just gave me the bottle.”




So this hangover wasn’t a unique event.




“Did she say what ship she came from?” Baltar asked. “Why she’d boarded the Gimareh?”




“No,” Lothar answered. He sounded exhausted. “She said she was traveling, trying to get to know people and learn things. I didn’t ask past that.”




“She said she was from Earth,” Rey added, the first time he spoke to Baltar. “I didn’t believe her.”




“No, I imagine not,” Baltar said. “What happened?”




“Bryce and his bullies,” Lothar answered. “There were some rumors going around. She didn’t talk right. She was strange. So people were suspicious. It didn’t help that she was so good looking. Long brown hair, big blue eyes, pretty face, nice body. A lot of the men were watching her, thinking about…you know. A lot of the women were really unhappy that she was around.”




“You?” Baltar asked, a little tactlessly.




“No,” Lothar said, more firmly than he’d said anything so far. “She was my guest, you know? And I’m with Malvina. I don’t stray. More trouble than it’s worth.”




Having seen that woman’s default expression, Baltar had no doubt that was true.




“I was worried she’d get trapped in a corner by some frakker and…” Lothar trailed off.




“She did,” Rey said. “Two days before…before they killed her.”




“What?” Lothar asked. “Why didn’t you say anything?”




“She asked me not to.” Rey shrugged. “Larkin and Peter Skells followed us, and then Thol was standing in the way. Dawn told us to back up against the wall, and she took out this stick that got longer, and she stood in front of us, like she was waiting for the fight. Larkin tried to grab her, and she hit him with the stick. I think she broke his hand.”







The first airlock was unmanned, which made sense, since there was no raptor currently docked there. Starbuck opened the control port and checked the controls to make sure they were locked down. She wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d found that anyone could have come up and cycled the airlock, but it turned out that particular security layer was still functioning. She plugged in her tablet and downloaded the logs.




It was times like these when she wished networking the computers was feasible. It would save a lot of running back and forth. As it was, she was going to have to compare both airlock logs with traffic logs and the captain’s log. She’d be looking for the cycling of an airlock without a docked vessel, and with any luck, there would be a user or badge ID attached to it. Gods knew most of the people who pulled this feldercarb were too stupid to cover their tracks.




By fleet regulation, airlocks were only allowed to be opened when a vessel was docked to it. Anything else was a serious breach of security. Not only had there been murders—vigilante and otherwise—committed by pushing someone into an airlock and cycling it, but people had tried getting rid of trash, sewage, hazardous waste, and other things, not understanding that each ship was as close to a closed system as anything in the universe. Mass was mass. Sewage contained a large amount of water that needed to be reclaimed, and the solids were used in everything from hydroponics to plastics manufacturing. Dirtsiders might find it repugnant, but any ship that shed mass by dumping garbage was in for a short lifespan and cold death.




“What the frak are you doing?” a woman demanded.




“My frakking job,” Starbuck answered without looking up. “Or do you not recognize a Colonial badge when you see one?”




She lifted her shoulder to make her unit badge and rank insignia more obvious and ignored the woman’s sputterings while she finished the download of the airlock log file and disconnected. Then she stood. The woman staring at her was taller than her, which was common, and there was a pinchy line between her brows, like she spent all her time angry about something.




“There’s no trouble on this ship,” she told Starbuck.




The nametag above her breast pocket read “PARTA M”, indicating she was a crew member.




“If you believe that, I’ve got a bridge back on Caprica to sell you,” Starbucks said. “Little wear and tear, what with all the nukes, but it’s in a prime spot.”




“What are you looking for?”




“Unauthorized use of the airlock,” Starbuck answered. “Which falls under fleet security, which makes it a matter for Galactica. Know anything about that?”




The woman shook her head uncertainly, but she’d gone pale and sweaty. At a guess, Crewman Parta knew more than a little bit about it. She started walking again, towards the bridge, keeping her eyes on Starbuck until she was well past. Once she reached the turn in the corridor, Starbuck sighed, rubbed the back of her head, and followed the corridor the other way to the next junction that would lead her to the airlock on the other side of the ship, where they’d first docked.







Someone pounded on the door to the compartment, making everyone jump.




“Lothar?” Darcy called in a tremulous voice.




“It’s all right, sweetpea,” he told her, setting aside his bowl and getting to his feet.




Whoever it was pounded on the door again, rattling it against its frame.




“Hey, Lothar,” a man called. “Open up. We want to meet your visitor.”




Lothar opened the door, but braced his foot against it so it couldn’t be easily forced.




“Brice,” he said. “You’re not welcome here.”




Past Lothar’s shoulder, Baltar could see three men in the hallway, the core, apparently, of the gang that had lynched Dawn Summers.




“Like I care,” Brice said, meeting Baltar’s eyes across the space. “Who’s the pretty boy?”




“He’s a guest, and that’s all you need to know,” Lothar answered.




“Send him out,” Brice told him. “We’d like to get to know him.”




Baltar stood, his nerves jangling. He knew that most of the remaining population was glad for the guidance of the tattered Colonial government, and as an agent of that government, he had some serious protection.




“I’m investigating an alleged death on board the Gimareh,” he told them. “I was sent as a member of an inquest under the authority of President Roslyn.”




President Laura Roslyn might hate his guts, but she’d break open a ship with her bare hands to retrieve him if he was working under the color of authority.




“People have accidents all the time,” Brice told him calmly. “The ship’s a dangerous place.”




“Get out of here, Brice,” Lothar snapped. “I’d sooner send my kids out to you than a guest.”




But Brice didn’t break his stare at Baltar.




“We know where you’re docked,” he said. “Keep your nose out of ship business.”




“If you know where I’m docked,” Baltar answered, “then you know who I came with, and this particular ship business is fleet business, which means the president has taken an interest.”




From the anger that passed over the man’s face, he must have known Baltar’s partner was Starbuck. There were two things every single human in the fleet knew about Starbuck: she was the best pilot in the fleet, and messing with her was an effective way to commit suicide.




“You want to save the likes of him from God’s wrath?” the love of his life asked him. “Your mercy makes you weak, Gaius.”




She stood in the corner against the makeshift counter and considered the men outside the doorway with the detached disgust of a housewife about to squash a bug.




Whatever Lothar said to Brice and his fellow bullies, Baltar missed it. Lothar shut the door in Brice’s face and leaned against it momentarily, tired. Baltar turned towards the corner, rubbing his finger across his lip.




“And how far does God’s wrath go these days?” he asked her in an almost inaudible voice.




“The inhabitants of this ship will pay for what they did to God’s chosen messenger,” she answered, her voice as hard as flint.




“All the inhabitants?” he asked.




“All of them,” she confirmed.




He exhaled slowly and turned back around.




“Lothar, I think it would be best if you considered relocating,” he told the man.




“He won’t actually hurt the kids,” Lothar answered, resting his head against the door. “They stay out of his way.”




Baltar stepped closer to the man and lowered his voice.




“This is not a ship filled with good and virtuous people,” he told Lothar, “and I think you know that. They killed a girl, and they beat another person who tried to help. The captain doesn’t care, and the crew probably collaborated. You are the closest thing those two children have to a father. Get them out of here.”




Lothar looked over at him, his face pale and tortured.




“I don’t have anywhere to go,” he whispered.




Baltar thought for a moment. When his resident hallucination warned him about God’s wrath, the event didn’t take long to show up.




“Pack only what you can carry in a small bag and be ready to leave with me,” Baltar said. “I can get you as far as Galactica. There’s a small civilian population. They can help you relocate further.”




Starbuck was going to kill him. Adding three people to the raptor—four, he realized, if he wanted Rachel to survive—would mean they’d be sitting in each other’s laps. There might just be room for them if the pilot was willing to let them sit in the small cargo section. Maybe they could wait. He’d get back to Galactica, tell Adama, and let him coordinate the whole bother of it.




He glanced up and saw his constant companion’s expression. Cold blooded, skeptical, and slightly amused. She was waiting for him to find a way to wriggle out of it.




“Everybody pack one small bag,” he said. “You’re coming with me.”







They jumped her on the way to the first airlock. There were three of them, all male, all bigger than her, and all determined to hurt her. Not that it mattered. She put one down with a broken collar bone, gouged the second’s left eye, and headbutted the third hard enough to break his nose. When they fell back, she had room to pull her service weapon.




“Assault on a fleet officer is a Colonial crime,” she told them, wiping the blood off her lip. “You’ll do hard time on the prison ship.”




That only hardened their resolve. The leader grinned like a dire wolf.




“Or I can make you a trade,” she said. “I won’t report the attack, and you—”




“I what?” the leader asked, pulling a blackjack from his pocket.




“You get shot in the knee.”




She shot him in the knee.




He screamed and fell to the floor, holding a joint that had been turned into pulped bone and blood.




“Now, you frak off,” she told them, “and when anyone asks me, I’ll tell them I have no idea who you are or where you are.”




Of course, the blood trail alone would make it easy to find them again. If, that was, the leader didn’t simply die of shock in the next couple of hours. She didn’t mention that to them, as ‘never give a frakker an even break’ was one of her rules.




When she reached the airlock, the raptor marine stood on guard and looked over at her, mildly curious.




“Trouble, lieutenant?” he asked.




“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” she answered. “Anyone try to get into the airlock controls?”




“Crewmember stopped by earlier,” he told her. “I told her no doing, sent her off to see her captain. She expressed her displeasure.”




The idea of a civilian spacer trying to out curse a fleet marine would have been funny if she weren’t already so pissed off. Starbuck knelt at the panel, pulled it off, connected her tablet to the computer, and downloaded the log. Once it was pulled down, she ran a script to compare airlock cycles with registered dockings and found a series of intermittent cycles without a docking or undocking to match. They were regular enough, she figured it was either the blackmarketeer who’d hired an independent shuttle to make a visit without corresponding registered flight plan—incredibly stupid when the Viper patrols were ready to fire on any craft that wasn’t supposed to be out there—or the passengers and crew of the ship were dumping garbage instead of keeping their reclamation units maintained and working.




Frakking idiots.




There was one that stood out. Two days ago, middle of the day, so no subterfuge. The airlock had cycled in less than a minute, meaning no one had taken the time to move cargo or stack trash. It was more than long enough to push someone in there, close the doors, and watch while the outer door opened and the ambient air pressure blew them out into space. It was a relatively fast way to go. Clean and practically painless, too. And terrifying. Starbuck checked the user ID and was not at all surprised to see PARTA, MALVINA at the other end of the log entry.







Getting off Gimareh turned into the kind of cheap drama that vid serials thrived on. Lothar and the two children were happy enough to pack up. Rachel took even less convincing, though she dithered for a minute or two over leaving her pots, as she only had enough room for a backpack full of little rat containers, each one containing a curious, sniffing, whiskery rat. As he expected, Starbuck was less than thrilled to see his invited guests.




“Well, where the frak are we going to put them?” she asked. “Tie them to the roof?”




“There is a cargo compartment,” he reminded her.




“And it’s currently open to vacuum,” she answered. “It’ll take another ten minutes to seal and pressurize it.”




He gave her a shrug. “I’m not going anywhere. Are you?”




She groaned. “Fine. Okay. You can explain it to the admiral.”




Lothar, Rachel, Darcy, and Rey took seats on the deck, backs against the bulkhead, and waited patiently while the pilot started the process of sealing and pressurizing the cargo space in the raptor. Starbuck was on the phone to the bridge, trying to locate the crewmember responsible for cycling the airlock, when Malvina stormed up to Lothar and started screaming at him.




“Where the frak do you think you’re going?” she demanded. “Not a call, not even a note! You think you’re going to leave me behind?”




“Well, this is handy,” Starbuck said, hanging up the intercom handset and nodding her head at the marine.




The marine moved in and grabbed Parta by her upper arm. She looked at him and tried to pull her arm free, but she didn’t pause in her yelling while Lothar got to his feet.




“You good for nothing, lazy a— What the frak are you doing?” she yelled, looking around at the marine, who had already gotten one half of the manacles on her. “Don’t you frakking touch me!”




“Crewmember Malvina Parta,” Starbuck said, “you are hereby taken into custody under Fleet Regulations, article twenty-six, line thirty-nine, unauthorized use of a ship’s airlock during time of war; line forty-seven, unregulated venting of atmosphere; article five, line sixteen, incitement of others to violence under the color of authority; article eight, line two, first degree murder; and article eight, line twenty-one, conspiracy to commit murder. You will be remanded to custody aboard the Galactica and have the right to counsel during your court martial. You are not required to make any statements at this time, however anything you do say may be used against you during the court martial, and if you refuse to give exculpatory evidence at the initial hearing, it may be excluded during following proceedings. Do you understand your rights as I have explained them?”




“Frak you!” Parta yelled at her. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”




“What does this mean?” Lothar asked Baltar. “Why is she being arrested?”




“Because,” Baltar answered, watching the drama, “she was the one who cycled the airlock and killed Dawn Summers.”




Lothar cringed back in horror. “But…but, why? Malvina, why? Why would you do that?”




“Why?” Malvina asked back in a biting tone. “Because you were frakking her! That’s why! You think I was going to let that little slut sneak into my bed, eat my food, and play with my family while I was working?”




“I didn’t sleep with her!” Lothar yelled back. “I swear by Hestia and Hermia, I never touched her! Malvina, she was a guest! She was a guest, and you killed her!”




“Okay,” Starbuck said, “time for everyone to shut up. I’m sure not listening to this mess on the flight back to Galactica.”




The recriminations and accusations continued until it was time to board the raptor, with Starbuck getting more and more irritated at the noise.




“Do I need to shoot you?” she asked Parta. “Because if that’s the only way to shut you up, I’ll do it and happily take the time in the brig.”




“I did nothing wrong!” Parta shouted. “I spaced that frakking skinjob because it’s what she deserved.”




Down the corridor, out of sight, a warning light began to flash. Starbuck looked up, and her brows drew together.




“Hey, Felger, how much longer?” she called.




“Almost there, Lieutenant,” the pilot called. “Maybe another minute.”




“Yeah, well, hurry it up,” she said. “I want off this tub before it ruptures.”




Within a minute, Baltar shepherded the refugees onto the raptor and into the back compartment. He showed them where to sit and how to loop a rope through the tie downs to keep them from being thrown around during maneuvers. The marine manhandled a furious Parta to one of the seats in the passenger compartment, and when she fought against the seat restraints, he glanced at Starbuck, who shrugged.




“She wants to go flying if we hit a pothole,” Starbuck said, “let her.”




Baltar took his seat, pulled the harness over his shoulders, and buckled it. He’d had more than enough experience with rough raptor rides.




“God will take his vengeance,” his lady from Caprica repeated, standing in the middle of the passenger compartment. “You did well to remove the only innocents from that ship.”




He couldn’t even find a reply to that, so he stayed quiet while Starbuck and the Marine strapped themselves in.




The airlock sealed and released, and the raptor dropped away from Gimareh. The ship’s bulk blotted out the field of stars above them. They were less than a fifty clicks away from Gimareh when the nearest ship in front of them was sharply illuminated in bright, orange-red light.




“Detonation, directly astern,” the pilot announced.




“Frak!” Starbuck swore. “Brace for im—”




The shockwave hit them before she could finish her sentence and as Parta was getting to her feet, trying to look back at the ship. It lifted the raptor from the stern to a nearly forty-five degree angle, and then tilted it thirty-degrees to starboard in a sudden, hard jerk. Everything not secured in the cabin and aft compartment went airborne, including Parta. She screamed, but with her hands secured behind her, there was no way for her to break her fall. She struck the corner of a bulkhead face first, and her scream cut off.







“Explain to me again, lieutenant,” Adama said in his gentle voice, “why the prisoner was not secured to her seat?”




“She refused, admiral,” Starbuck repeated. “We had multiple other passengers, and I…had a hunch. I didn’t want to be on that boat any longer than humanly necessary.”




“Considering that Chief Tyrol believes the explosion was caused by poor maintenance of the engine pressurization compartment, it’s clear the crew of that ship were laggards, and their captain was an inexcusable failure,” Adama said, looking over his report, “I can believe your hunch. However, the woman is dead, and it’s because she wasn’t restrained.”




“She wasn’t much of a loss,” Starbuck noted.




Adama’s eyes narrowed in anger.




“Every human life lost is a tragedy, Lieutenant,” he growled. “Whether we like them or not. Even if they are criminals. Even if they are murderers. We simply do not have the luxury of picking and choosing who we include in the human race. Gimareh was destroyed with one thousand two hundred thirty-eight souls aboard because her crew refused to follow normal procedure. That’s a significant chunk of our population gone, not just them, but all the children that will never be born, and all the descendents that will never repopulate our race.”




“Sorry, sir,” she muttered.




“You damn well better be,” Adama snapped. “I better not see anything like that ever happen again or you’ll get a lot worse than the ten shifts of KP duty I’m giving you.”




She nearly popped a vein stifling her protest, but she managed it.




“And I will see you at the memorial service for the ship at oh seven hundred hours,” he told her. “Understood?”




She snapped to attention and saluted.




“Dismissed,” he told her. “And, Kara—”




She brought her eyes back to his face.




“Be careful out there,” he ordered.




“Yes, sir.”







Gaius Baltar sat in the little closet of a lab he’d managed to cobble together and considered the lists of gene comparisons. From three hairs, he’d been able to pull enough DNA to do a full genetic profile. So far, he couldn’t make heads or tails of it.




There was no Cylon DNA, which confirmed his suspicion that Malvina Parta and her friends had murdered an innocent girl. But there were variations in the genes that he’d never seen before and weren’t in any database available through the Galactica medical library or any other resource. Even more baffling were the ones that were close but showed an accumulation of single transcription errors and mutations that could only have occurred after hundreds, if not thousands, of generations.




“Who was she?” he asked the woman who stood within arm’s length.




“You’ll never find an answer to that question,” she answered him. “Your fellow humans killed her before her message could be read, let alone understood.”




“Well, where did she come from?” he asked. “I’ve searched all the ships’ passenger lists, and every person who matches her description is accounted for. She’s not a Cylon, that’s for sure.”




“She died before she could tell anyone,” she said.




“Well, what does God want from me?” Gaius demanded. “I didn’t kill her! I wasn’t even there! What good is a messenger from God if the message dies with her?”




“She didn’t carry a message, Gaius,” she told him. “She was the message.”




Frustrated, he shuffled through the pages until he came to the separate section on mitochondrial DNA, and he stopped. It was markedly, decidedly, entirely different from human mitochondrial DNA. He reached over to another stack of documents and flipped through them until he found what he was looking for and compared the two.




“Her mitochondrial DNA is Cylon,” he said, astonished. “It’s pure Cylon, but…there are accumulated mutations that…there must be thousands of generations worth of them. She’s a direct descendent by the female line of a Cylon woman over…over a hundred fifty thousand years ago. How is that even possible? How?!”




She smiled at him, and it was an expression he’d never seen on her face before—wistful, sad, and filled with grief.




“God sent humans proof,” she told him. “Proof that somewhere, at some point in time, in some version of His creation, humans and cylons didn’t just co-exist. They became one. He sent you that proof, and you killed her.”




He stared at her, and then he looked down at the printout. There was no genetic material remaining. He’d never be able to repeat the tests, and no one would accept his printouts as evidence. He was the only one who would ever know. Him and Caprica.




Sixteen Thirty-What?


[image: Sixteen Thirty-What?]



This story is in a separate volume.




Days of Finals Present


[image: Days of Finals Present]



This story is in a separate volume.




Home Again, Home Again


[image: Home Again, Home Again]



This story is in a separate volume.




The Summers in Love


[image: The Summers in Love]



This story is in a separate volume.




Crossroads


[image: Crossroads]



This story is in a separate volume.




Punctuation Saves Lives



Downloaded from Punctuation Saves Lives on Twisting the Hellmouth.







It was a warm day in Oz, and the red road of the Quadling country rolled out in front of Dawn and Lee like a carpet of welcome. Lee was in a decent mood, moreso from getting to have tea with Glinda the Good Witch of the South than the extended walk they were on. Dawn was more pensive, her mind occupied with the worries they’d left behind in Washington DC and the upcoming colloquium at Haven.




As Dawn had gotten the clear message that she was needed back in Oz when Glinda had stepped in during the battle at the Jeffersonian, there’d been time to pack. As Glinda had all but personally invited Lee, and since M had told her she didn’t get to travel alone, he’d gotten to pack as well. And, as there wasn’t a single person who went to Oz and didn’t have to hike miles and miles at some point, they were both wearing well broken in boots with thick socks and carried all the comforts of home in their satchels. But that wasn’t what was on her mind.




“Lee,” she began, worrying her lower lip with her teeth, “do you think Dima has an anger problem?”




Lee turned and gave her a sharp look, full of surprise and distrust. Then he looked back down at the road and the smooth crimson bricks that lined it. For a moment, he looked like he was working his way through a difficult word problem, his eyebrows lifting and then diving. Finally, he pushed his glasses back up with a finger. 




“You remember our first meeting in Strelsau?” he asked. “You know, the one where Dima kicked my ass? It took a week and a half for the bruises to heal. Yeah, I think maybe Dima has an anger problem.”




Not having thought of that, she grimaced. In Strelsau, Dima couldn’t tolerate an affront to his honor, and one of his protegés disrespecting him in his own home was about as much of an affront as you could find without crossing into criminal behavior. He’d hauled Lee out of his chair, dragged him into the hallway, out of view of her, Sabrina, and Cole, and slapped him. Lee had thrown a punch and the ass-handing had taken place.




“I mean, you were kind of a dick,” she said weakly.




“You’re right,” Lee agreed. “I was kind of a dick. You know where else I was kind of a dick? In Herr Shang’s class. You know what he did?”




When she realized that he was waiting for her to answer, she swallowed.




“No, what?”




“He asked me to stay after class,” Lee told her. “And then he made me coffee, heavy with cream and sugar, danish fresh from the oven, and a selection of kolaches. My favorite was the poppy seed with povidl.”




She looked over at him. Ever since the Ducklings had gotten back together after their separate summer adventures, Lee had been a bit of a paradox. More relaxed around her, but carrying tension she couldn’t figure out. Treating her better while at the same time showing absolutely none of the interest he had previously.




“What did he say?” she asked.




“That I had plenty of reasons for being a dick, but maybe it wasn’t the approach that showed the most enlightened self-interest,” Lee said. “It’s hard being a dick when you’re stuffing your face with kolaches, and he took advantage of that, but he also said that while dickish behavior anywhere comes with its own consequences, in Strelsau, there was a very real chance I could get myself killed. So, not being stupid, I listened.”




Dawn looked down, torn between defending the man she loved and sympathizing with Lee. When he wasn’t a dick, Lee could be kind of awesome.




“And don’t feel like you’ve got to defend Dima,” he told her. “I get it. Ruritanian nobility is a snakepit in the best of times. With Sycorax on the throne and all the shit he went through in his teens, I can see where he hulks out the moment he feels threatened. He’s also got a total papa wolf vibe going on. I don’t hold it against him.”




She relaxed.




“I’m worried,” she admitted. “I mean, he can get away with beating up neo-Nazis and terrifying that Karen from his birthday party, but …”




“It’s a bad habit,” Lee said drily, “and it’s going to bite him in the ass one of these days.”




Dawn made a face. “I mean, yes, but it’s more than that. Lee. I think it really bothers him that he gets that angry. I think he’s worried that he might…we had this fight, God, it was so awful…”




Lee stopped, mid-stride, so Dawn stopped as well.




“Did he hit you?” Lee asked. “Did Dima hit you?”




“What?” She blinked in confusion and then horror. “Why does everyone think Dima would hit me? No! No, Dima did not hit me. Actually, I hit him, which is really embarrassing and, you know, not okay. No, Dima didn’t hit me. He said something, something really awful, and when we talked about it afterwards, he said he didn’t understand why he was so angry all the time. It’s been bothering me since then.”




He considered her. 




“What did he say?” Lee asked.




Dawn paused, closing her eyes. If Lee wanted to, he could probably bug her until he got enough clues to figure it out, which was not what she wanted, but if she refused to tell him, he would.




“Lee, I really don’t want to tell you,” she explained. “I don’t want you to think less of him. The whole thing went down the morning after he found out that his parents weren’t killed in an accident, they were murdered, that Sycorax murdered them, that his mother was actually the Antonia, Princess Royal of Ruritania, and you could argue that he’s actually the rightful king of Ruritania. So can you leave it? We had a fight, he said something really awful, I hit him, and then we made up.”




Lee did not look satisfied, but he chewed it over for a moment.




“Yeah, okay,” he said, capitulating. “I won’t bug you about it, and you said Dima’s getting therapy, which…didn’t see that coming. Props to him. In return, you have to promise me that you’ll tell me if Dima ever gets violent with you. Not just hitting but anything else. Shoving, grabbing, screaming, anything, okay?”




She shrugged. “That’s fair. Okay. In that case, I’ll tell you there was one time where Dima had a really, really bad nightmare. I went to wake him up, and he grabbed my wrist so hard it left bruises.”




He considered this.




“That…really sucks. If I didn’t know better, I’d say Dima’s got some PTSD. Does his therapist know?”




Dawn nodded. “Yeah, and Dima felt like total shit about it. That’s one of the reasons I’m not worried about him ever getting abusive with me.”




“What’s the other?” Lee asked, curious.




“Buffy would kill him,” she said. “Like, a lot. And then Jenny, Willow, Giles, and Xander would line up to kill what she left. And then the Slayerettes. Then Sabrina, which is actually a very scary thought, so…”




“You have a point,” Lee answered, holding his hands up in surrender.




They walked on, chatting about his, Sabrina’s, and Cole’s trip through Europe on their way to Sabrina’s mom’s archeology dig in Egypt. He told her about the other planet they’d been to, Nun, and meeting SG-1, an Air Force special ops off-world team. But he didn’t talk about the dig or the events that led to them being on that planet.







Their job, according to Glinda, was to look in on a friend of hers. He had stopped sending her letters during the winter, and while bad weather might delay the post, it would have resumed once the spring mud had dried out. It was unlike him to be out of touch for so long, and she wanted to make sure he was all right. 




Dawn had questions. 




The first question—how could Glinda know what Dawn’s necessary task in Oz was—was answered easily enough by remembering that Glinda was a witch, a good witch, and that the title “Good Witch of the South’’ was the Ozian monarchical equivalent of Archduchess, one step below the absolute ruler, in this case, Ozma, the Supreme Ruler of Oz. She was also one of the four most caononically powerful magic users in Oz, so either she could divine Dawn’s task or, even more impressively, she was able to bend Dawn’s nature to a task she needed to have handled.




Her second question, which tied into the first, was, if Glinda was the Good Witch of the South, and she most definitely was, and one of the four most powerful magic users in Oz, why did she need a Key and a retired Boy Detective to run errands for her?




“I have found that the best use of power,” Glinda had told her in her musical voice over lemonade, watermelon, sourdough bread, and soft cheese, “is the least use of power. Many corners of the south are unaware that I hold power over it, or even that Ozma is their sovereign and I am her servant. When I must exercise my power, I do so indirectly and with as much respect for their agency as possible. Far better to send a friend to gently enquire than to spy on or surveil them.”




Her friend, Professor Casper Quillius, had retired to a village in the far reaches of Quadling country after a long and storied academic career. The village in question, Rosethorpe, was almost entirely self-sufficient, with only the post and a few traders stopping in every year, and it was one of the few places in Oz where talking animals lived side by side with humans and all were content. Many other places in Quadling country were deliberately isolated from travelers because of their danger to or vulnerability from those travelers—the Forest of Fighting Trees, Dainty Chinatown, Rigamarole Town, and Hammerhead Mountain among others—but Rosethorpe was considered quite safe.




“I guess I still don’t get why Glinda couldn’t find out for herself,” Dawn said, their first night of camping.




“That’s not what she does,” Lee answered. “Glinda is a catalyst. At least, that’s the function she serves in the books. Sometimes she sends the protagonist off on an adventure, sometimes she’s a deus ex machina, sometimes she’s there at the end to tidy up the resolution and provide some explanation, and sometimes she’s a combination of the three.”




Somehow, in the land of Oz, smoke from a campfire always went straight up. It never blew in your face. The only owl nearby hooted softly instead of screeching. The stars twinkled admirably, and if you watched for more than a minute, you’d be rewarded with a shooting star. She hadn’t been bitten by a single mosquito.




It turned out that Lee was a total Oz geek, having read all fourteen Frank L. Baum books as a kid. He’d also read the entire Barsoom series, as well as every Jules Verne, Edgar Rice Burrough, Agatha Christie, and Arthur Conan Doyle book ever published. She should have realized. No wonder he’d been so hyped to come.




“So, wait, does Oz exist because Frank L. Baum wrote about it,” Dawn asked, “or did Frank L. Baum write about it because it exists?”




Their dinner had been prepared in Glinda’s kitchens and wrapped in very large leaves to be buried next to the fire to cook. On digging it out and unwrapping it, she and Lee had found perfectly baked potatoes, roasted vegetables with herbs, and a pot of beans. There wasn’t a morsel left.




“Well, Baum’s dead,” Lee answered, “so it’s a little late to ask him. Personally, I think it’s more likely that he wrote about it because it already exists. Maybe that’s where writers get their ideas. Universes leak into each other, a person catches the signal and writes it down, thinking it’s their idea. Boom, a new serial is born.”




Dawn thought of all the really awful romance novels her mom used to read. The ones with bare chested manly men in tight pants and fluttery, bountifully bosomed women in their arms. She and Buffy had teased their mom without mercy over them, Dawn remembered with a pang of guilt.




“That is a horrifying idea,” she told him. “I refuse to believe there are worlds where the only people who get to have good sex and happy endings are improbably attractive and have unique hair and eye color combinations.”




They were down to roasting marshmallows, which, from the taste, led Dawn to believe were made with actual marsh mallow roots. Dawn was trying to get an even golden roast on hers but somehow always burned a spot, while Lee set his on fire, ate the charred layer, and repeated.




“Says the girl boffing a titled nobleman, who’s also one of the thousand richest people in the world, knows how to waltz, and plays the guitar like a rockstar,” Lee pointed out. “And the angst. Oh, my God, the angst. You guys are totally a romance novel.”




“That’s not…I mean…Dima has brown hair!” she fumbled.




“Chestnut brown,” Lee answered, enjoying himself. “And grey eyes. Come on, Dawn, his seventh degree great-uncle was the villain of two novels!”




She sputtered through three attempts to respond, and only managed a weak, “yeah, well, it’s not like I’m a supermodel scientist or anything.”




“Little sister of the Vampire Slayer?” Lee reminded her. “Spotted and killed a vampire her first night out in Strelsau? Literally able to speak any language in existence given five minutes, art student, high level researcher with the Slayers Council, knighted her first semester of college, travels to other worlds where she makes friends with no effort at all. Dawn, you rescued a frickin’ unicorn.”




“That unicorn was an asshole,” Dawn protested. 




Lee made a motion with his stick, waving a flaming marshmallow around, indicating that this was a fair rebuttal. “Plus, I have watched you do the sexy hair drop with my own eyes, and you own—not one, not two—but three ballgowns.”




“What’s a sexy hair drop?” she asked, afraid of the answer.




He blew out his marshmallow and mimed reaching to the back of his head, pulling something out, and then swinging a mane of full length hair free and letting it fall over his shoulders, which was a thing she had to admit she often did, especially after classes, but had no idea was sexy. He posed with his shoulders up, puckered his lips, and fluttered his eyelashes at her to complete the move.




“I’m not talking to you any more,” she muttered. 




He smiled and started peeling his blackened marshmallow.







“Got to admit,” Dawn said, studying the daguerreotype Glinda had given them. “I did not expect the professor to be an old goat.”




“So a cowardly lion, a scarecrow, and a tin man make perfect sense,” Lee said, “but an elderly goat is right out?”




Dawn shrugged. “No, I just….didn’t see that one coming.”




Because, of course, the professor was an actual goat, not a man with caprine characteristics. In the daguerreotype, Professor Quillius wore a tweed suit and bowler hat (with holes cut for his curling horns and surprisingly long ears, though Dawn couldn’t quite figure out how he’d managed to put it on), a carnation in his buttonhole, his little cloven hooves folded in his lap, and pocket watch, fob, and chain hung across his waistcoated mid-section. He even had one of those starched, removable collars and an ascot with a stick pin. He wore half-moon glasses and had a little beard just under his chin, which Dawn hoped she’d resist tugging when they met. It was a very tuggable beard.




“Eh, Oz has had talking animals as long as it’s had people,” he told her.




“Wouldn’t you say, though,” Dawn asked, “ that some of the implications are kind of uncomfortable?”




“Take it as it comes,” Lee told her. “So far, everything matches up with what Baum described, so I doubt we’ll run into anything outside of a G rating.”




“You’d think if they have photographs, they’d also have telegraphs,” Dawn grumbled. “Or even telephones at this point.”




It was late afternoon, and if they didn’t make their destination, they’d have to camp for the night. Dawn wanted a bed.




“Well, you’ve got to figure that since Oz is a fairyland—” which was news to Dawn, “maybe they don’t dig the iron stuff. Besides, daguerreotypes were a very early photographic technology. There’s about a fifteen year gap between them and commercial telegraphy, so it’s plausible it worked out that way.”




“Sure, be all reasonable and knowledgeable,” Dawn said, cranky. “And didn’t the Tin Man have an ax? Pretty sure it wasn’t bronze.”




Worlds should make sense. They should be internally consistent. Oz, to her mind, was as bad as Wonderland, which she hoped she never ended up in. At least she’d been able to decide there was no way she was a character in a romance novel. Who on earth would read the eclectic mess that populated her life? She couldn’t even figure out what genre she was supposed to be.




They reached a crossroads with a sign pointing towards Rosethorpe that led them off the red brick road to a worn footpath, and two or three miles farther that path came to the top of a ridge looking over a sweet valley with a river perhaps thirty feet across, straight with steeply cut banks and fast flowing water. The cottages and yards were divided by stone walls, and the stone walls were covered with climbing roses or clematis or morning glories. Every cottage had a garden with neat rows. The roofs were either wooden shakes or clay tiles. There were around a hundred, a dozen or so larger buildings, five squares with fountains, one of which was substantially larger with a raised area in front of the only building made of dressed stone and slate roof tiles.




It was mid-evening, and the sun was on its way down. On the other side of the river, outside the village, were cultivated fields side by side with pastures dotted with sheep, goats, or ponies. It was the most charming and idyllic scene Dawn had seen in a long time. She and Lee made their way down the path to the gatehouse before the wooden bridge. A woman crossed the bridge and met them, smiling with pleasure.




“Greetings, travelers,” she said, “I am Mistress Grubbling, and it is my happy duty to welcome you to Rosethorpe.”




She gave them a tiny curtsy.




“Greetings, Mistress,” Dawn answered, falling into the give and take of friendly exchanges. “I am Lady Dawn Summers, and this is my friend, Sir Leroy Brown.”




She returned the curtsy, and Lee gave her the equivalent tiniest bow, a bare flex of his shoulders and a nod.




“What brings you to our fair village?” Mistress Grubbling asked.




“We came to visit a friend of a friend,” Dawn explained. “Professor Quillius. Would you point us to his house?”




The lady’s smile faltered into sadness, and she braced herself.




“I fear there is sad news regarding the professor,” she said, “but I am not the one to tell you. Let me bring you to our mayor’s home, and she will relay it.”




Dawn and Lee exchanged a look. It looked like Glinda’s worries for her friend were well founded.




“Yes, please,” Dawn replied. “And if there’s an inn, we’d be obliged for directions.”




Mistress Grubbling’s face eased back into a smile again.




“Oh, friends, we have no inn,” she told them. “There isn’t enough traffic for one. Nearly all our visitors stay with the mayor, the doctor, or the teacher if they don’t have family here. It’s an honor to host a visitor, and with the feast tomorrow, all the more so. Why, I don’t know that we’ve ever had guests during the feast.”




She turned and led them across the bridge to the widest street of the village, which could have handled two cars, if the drivers were both careful and forgiving.




“What’s the feast for?” Lee asked, hitching his thumbs into his backpack straps.




“Remembrance,” the woman told him. “It is the first day of rest after the second full moon of spring, when the weather is mild and the ground is dry. We gather to remember all those lost over the last year and celebrate their lives.”




She seemed about to add something, thought better of it, smiled, and led them on.




As it was coming up on dinner, the homes were all lit from within, windows and half-doors open to the evening air. Children played in the gardens and streets, small and medium sized dogs ran back and forth, and more than a few people sat on benches or chairs on their porches, mending, whittling, or polishing.




“Over there is our school,” Mistress Grubbling said, indicating a larger building with wider grounds and a very large tree with several swings and ropes hanging off it. “The teacher lives above, and all the children attend five days a week to learn their letters and numbers. Sometimes, the teacher even offers extra lessons to the adults.”




“It’s a very nice schoolhouse,” Dawn said. 




It was solidly built of wood and whitewashed with dark red trim. There was a bell hung out front, and a larger garden than most homes with a row of beehives.




Grubbling also pointed out the doctor’s house with its attached hospital of five beds, the smithy, the carpenter, the webster, the baker, the brewster, the potter, and a dozen other occupations. It seemed to Dawn that they were taking the long route, whichever way they were going, but it seemed their guide wanted to show off her village, so it was hard to be grumpy. There were street lamps and a lamplighter just starting his rounds. Every lamp post also had two hanging baskets of flowers. The fountains were medium-small to medium-large, deep enough to dip a bucket into and had several basins where livestock could stop for a drink.




Equally mixed, whether househusband, tradeswoman, craftsperson, or child, about a third to half of the people of the village were animals who conversed, walked on their back legs, wore clothes, laughed, smiled, and waved. They were distinctly separate from the livestock—cows, chickens, horses, sheep, dogs, and cats. It reminded her of the difference between Mickey Mouse’s friend, Goofy, who was a dog, and Mickey’s pet, Pluto, also a dog. Then she wondered if there were talking bees and regular bees, or if even thinking of them in those terms was some sort of agricultural anthropocentric bias, and if so, what was the correct terminology? 




“And our icehouse,” the woman said, holding a hand out to demonstrate its existence. “We are very proud of it.”




The icehouse was a windowless building, large, low and squarish, built of stone and brick. From their vantage point, Dawn could see that the doorsill was nearly two feet deep. It must have had walls that thick and then some, all the better to insulate the ice. How much ice did a community like this need?




She didn’t get it but saw that Lee did, as he nodded, considering.




“How far away do you have to get the ice from?” he asked.




“Three days travel,” Grubbling told him. “The men go off in their wagons, and the mountain folk bring it down in sleds and transfer it over in exchange for grain and wool. We always stock up at the beginning of winter, once the roads are frozen but before the heavy snows. There’s a trick to packing it with sawdust that keeps it frozen all the way through to the beginning of the next winter. Now we have ice all year long, and there’s talk of expanding the ice house so we can do even more with it.”




“That’s a lot of work,” Lee said.




“It’s worth it,” she answered. “With this much ice on hand, we can keep all our meat until the day of the feast, so that everyone can participate. Before we built the icehouse, why each family had to hold their remembrance feast within a day or two of their loved one’s death, and that was rarely enough time for news to get to the distant farms so they could attend, and sometimes, there simply wasn’t enough food to go around to make it a real feast.”




“Have you tried canning?” Lee asked, curious. “I mean, it doesn’t have to be cans. You could use jars.”




Mistress Grubbling gave him a look that was a strange mix of horror and nausea.




“Oh, no,” she said. “For jellies and jams and fruits and such, of course, yes, but…not for the meat. That wouldn’t be right.”




Confused, Dawn glanced at Lee, who clearly didn’t get it either.




“Ah, no, no, of course not,” he replied. “I was thinking more, uh, vegetables. You know.”




“Oh, yes.” And the woman looked relieved. “There are some that can quite well, like tomatoes, and the rest we usually pickle.”




As they walked on, Dawn gave Lee a questioning look, and he shrugged back at her. Whatever that had been about, he didn’t know and wasn’t going to pursue it.







Mistress Grubbling brought them to the mayor’s house, where word of their arrival had clearly been received. The mayor was a stout woman with a livery chain draped over her shoulders. She had two husbands, brothers only a couple of years apart. One kept an eagle eye on the children while the other bustled in and out of the kitchen, constantly wiping his hands on his apron. The mayor herded them into the small parlor, and she and Lee sat on a curvy divan stuffed with horsehair and upholstered in twill. It was harder than a wooden plank, but Dawn was grateful to be sitting. Her feet throbbed against the confines of her boots.




“Before I relate my news, Lady Dawn, Sir Lee,” the mayor began, “I wish to invite both of you to stay with us while you are here. I have a guest room with two beds, and I’ll have the children bring you some hot water for a bath.”




Having spent weeks in a very rich household in another universe in the year 1636, Dawn was aware that in a not so rich household without indoor plumbing “a” bath would be intended for both of them, with whomever was the dirtier taking the second bath. Still, she doubted the accommodations would be any better at the teacher’s or the doctor’s.




“Thank you, Madame Mayor,” Dawn replied. “We’re delighted to accept.”




“And while my family did not suffer a loss in the past year,” the mayor continued, “we’ll still be holding our table at the feast, where you are welcome. Guests, of course, are welcome at every table, and I encourage you to visit as many as you can. Families will want to talk about their loved ones over the food.”




“Of course,” Dawn agreed, nodding.




“And my sad news, yes,” the mayor said, her eyes downcast and voice softened. “Professor Quillius was only with us a few years, but he was every bit as much a villager here in Rosethorpe as anyone native born. Very well respected for his civic mindedness and admired for his great learning.”




“Was?” Lee repeated.




The mayor looked up at him, nodding, and there were tears in her eyes.




“Yes, I counted him as a friend,” she told them. “During the winter, he took a tumble on the ice. It would have been nothing but for his age and the ice cracking.”




She must have seen Dawn’s sympathetic horror and shook her head fiercely.




“No, no, he didn’t fall in, but he did get wet, and he had such a difficult time getting to his feet and making his way back to the village,” she continued. “As soon as he was seen by a pair of children sledding, they fetched their parents, the parents fetched their neighbors, and they all rushed out and carried him to the doctor, who kept him in hospital to warm him up. He took ill, and it settled in his chest. Before the week was out, he had pneumonia. Two days later, he died. I am very sorry.”




“My grandfather died of pneumonia,” Lee told her. “I know how it goes.”




She barely remembered her grandparents. Dima talked about all his ancestors like he’d gone to school with them. Sabrina had a pair of awesome grandparents on her mother’s side and even better great-grandparents. Cole was completely on his own. This was the first she’d heard Lee talk about his.




“He was well loved,” the mayor assured them, “and the doctor’s family is holding his feast of remembrance. You’ll be welcome there, and I’m sure there will be stories to take with you. In fact, tomorrow morning, while the feast is being prepared, I’m sure the doctor’s husband can take you to the professor’s cottage. You can see his dwelling and pick out something to take back with you.”




“We weren’t close,” Dawn explained. “In fact, we never met. We have a friend in common, and when she didn’t hear from him, she asked us to look in on him.”




The mayor smiled with grief-tempered joy. “He was a very good friend, so I’m not surprised she would ask you to come. I hope you will relate both our sympathies for her grief and our best wishes.”




“Yes, of course,” Dawn agreed.




“And now, Hogget has put some food together for you,” she said, clapping her hands on her knees and standing up. “I know it’s late, but let’s get some food in you. You can sleep as long as you like. Feasting starts after the noon hour, so you’ll have plenty of time to wander in the morning.”







The family had already eaten, but the elder husband, Hoggett, had gone into his kitchen and produced a thick, well-seasoned lentil soup and some crusty bread, just starting to go stale. He served it with slices of apples and cheese. That and a small beer was plenty to satisfy both their appetites, and they ate while children hung off their chairs or swung from the edge of the table, asking questions that she and Lee took turns answering. A dog watched them with pleading eyes until Dawn gave him a crust, which he took off to gnaw on.




Upstairs, a tin bath holding less than ten gallons waited with lukewarm water.




“You go first,” Lee offered. “I can wait outside.”




“Don’t be silly,” Dawn answered. “Just turn the chair the other way and read your book. I know you. If the book’s any good, I could set off rockets, and you wouldn’t notice.”




There was a screen which she stretched out between her and Lee and tossed her towel over. She gave herself a quick wash up, her face, her torso, and then one limb at a time. She was gratified that the water was only soap colored when she was done. She threw on her pajamas and swapped with Lee, picking up his book. It was Hope’s The Prisoner of Zenda.




“Do not let Dima catch you with this,” Dawn said. 




“What, and get my ass kicked again?” Lee asked. 




She could hear him swishing the water around and the slap of the washcloth against the side of the tub.




“You’ll get lectured until your ears fall off,” Dawn told him. “I made the mistake of asking him what the big deal was. He says it’s a complete invention, that Hope was no better than the paparazzi of today, and his writing ought to be used to line the bottom of a bird cage.”




She flipped through the pages. The illustrations were nice, the same artist who’d created the Gibson girls. She’d seen the official royal portrait of Flavia shortly after she’d gone from queen consort to queen regnant, though, and this illustrator had missed something of her character in his line drawings. Yes, she’d been aloof, but there’d been anger and grief and a determination that Dawn had only ever seen before in Buffy’s eyes, when the world was ending. Maybe Hope had only ever known her as a princess.




“He doesn’t defend his great uncle, does he?” Lee asked. “There have been biographies written of Rupert’s contemporaries—Rudolf, Flavia, Black Michael, even Rassendyll. The evidence all lines up with the account Hope writes, even if it’s circumstantial.”




“No, Dima says Rupert the 7th was everything but a decent human being, and that if Rassendyll hadn’t killed him, his own sister would have, but that same sister was at school with Flavia, and her account is even juici- um, hang on, I don’t know if it’s okay for me to talk about that.”




“You cannot shut me down like that, Dawn,” Lee said. “Come on!”




“I really, really can’t, Lee, not unless I know Dima’s okay with it,” she said. “I’m serious. It’s not just that it would betray his trust in me. If any of that info gets out, it could have serious consequences for him and his family.”




“Dima’s got two relatives—his great aunt and his sister,” Lee argued. “How’s a hundred twenty year old gossip going to hurt either of them?”




“I’m talking about his future family,” Dawn said. “His children, when he has them. Dima isn’t like you or me, Lee. He has to marry, because if he doesn’t marry of his own free will, he might get forced or maneuvered into marrying against his will. He has to have heirs, and he has to make his decisions based on how it will affect his heirs and his heirs’ heirs. It’s insane.”




“Fine,” Lee replied, drawing the vowel out. “Don’t tell me. It’s not like I can’t figure this stuff out, like the fact that Flavia clearly slept with Rassendyll because she announced her pregnancy three months after the king’s death, when she was four month along and hadn’t seen the actual king in five, whereas Rassendyll was filling in for the king again during that last month. I guess he filled in in more ways than one.”




“Yes,” Dawn agreed. “Stuff like that. You think it’s a polite fiction, but you can actually start a bar fight by saying that in some of the smaller towns in Hentzau or Krumlitz.”




“Then there’s something else,” Lee said. “Something that, if it got out, would be really bad for the grafschaft and family.”




He was quiet for a moment, and she could hear him sorting through his belongings on the dresser—probably combing his wet hair and putting on pajamas.




“It’s got to be Flavia,” he said. “She must have had something to do with the king’s kidnapping, one of them, and then his death.”




“What?!” Dawn squeaked.




“Think about it,” Lee told her. “If it were anyone else, no matter how noble, it would be a funny story told while shooting pheasants. Or peasants. Because it was a hundred years ago and nobody cares anymore. But this still matters. The only thing that would matter after all this time is something to do with the crown and the line of descent. Nobody’s shocked by the suggestion that Rassendyll fathered Queen Charlotte, even if it would start a fight. They would be shocked if they found out that Flavia had conspired with Black Michael on the first kidnapping or that she’d hired Rupert to assassinate King Rudolf. She was heir presumptive up until the day she had a kid, and then she’d have been relegated to second place.”




She pressed her hands to her face. She never should have opened her mouth. Lee could no more resist a puzzle or a mystery than he could an unattended paperback novel. 




“Do me a favor, Lee?” she asked.




“What is it?” he asked. “And you can turn around.”




She did, and found him leaning out the window to pour the bathwater into the garden below.




“Don’t talk about this,” she said. “If you absolutely have to talk about this, talk to M about it.”




He made a tiny sound of hurt and looked back at her as he set the tub down.




“I thought we were friends,” he said, wounded, “and here you are, setting me up to get killed horribly?”




She handed him back his book with a sour look. The two beds of the guest room were narrow and rather short, and the mattresses were filled with straw and cotton. For the time being, it was comfortable, but Dawn was fairly sure that by morning she’d be sore all over. But the pillow was plump with feathers, and there was a thick woolen blanket and a quilt folded at the foot of the bed. She arranged her covers the way she liked them as Lee climbed into his bed.




When he was settled, he reached out for the lamp.




“Ready for lights out?” he asked.




“Hit it,” she said.




He turned the wick down until it snuffed and the room filled with darkness.




“I really like Oz,” he said. “It’s even better than I hoped when I was a kid.”




“Me too,” Dawn agreed. “Even if I only ever saw the movie.”




She yawned, covering her mouth. Outside, there were crickets and frogs chirping, and an owl hooted from a distant tree.




“But for all that this town is practically Mayberry, there’s just one thing I don’t get,” he said.




“Just one?” she asked. “What’s that?”




“The town’s vegetarian, right?”




Dawn blinked and tried to refocus her brain.




“It is?” She hadn’t noticed.




“Well, dinner was vegetarian,” he reminded her. “And there’s no butcher, while there’s every other kind of shop and trade.”




She yawned again, feeling a tiny tear squeeze out of her left eye.




“Oh, yeah,” she managed. “I guess I didn’t notice. Sure.”




“Did you notice none of their animal breeds are meat animals?” he asked. “Dairy cows, wool sheep, laying hens, all that, but no meat animals.”




“Okay,” Dawn agreed, wondering where this was going, “but they are eating meat for the feast, right?”




“Right,” Lee answered. “So why don’t they have the remembrance feast in the fall, when pre-industrial societies always slaughtered their animals?”




She knew this one.




“Because they have ice,” she told him. “Remember?”




“The ice house is relatively new,” he said. “Besides which, before places could reliably get ice, they canned, and before canning, they smoked and salted meat. Lots of sausage and ham. There’s no butcher, there’s no smokehouse, and they don’t have a big supply of salt.”




“Okay, so?” Dawn asked. “So what?”




“Well, if they’re vegetarians,” Lee continued, offended that something didn’t make sense, “why eat meat for the annual remembrance feast? And if you do, why hold it in the spring when animals are slaughtered in the fall? There’s a reason Catholics skip meat during Lent, and it’s because that’s when the meat stores start running low but before the lambs and kids and calves are born or have much meat on their bones.”




“Right, nothing to do with religious reasons,” Dawn replied. “You’re so cynical, Lee.”




“I’m not saying you can’t have two or more reasons for doing a thing,” he replied. “Just that, if there were plenty of meat around at that time of the year, they wouldn’t be giving it up in recognition of Lent. They’d be eating it in recognition of Lent. Why else do you think the Catholic church says fish aren’t made of meat?”




“You’re so going to hell, Brown,” she told him.




“That’s where all the awesome people go,” he answered. “Jimi Hendrix, Casanova, Dante…”




“Whatever,” Dawn sighed. “Buffy went to hell, literally. More than one hell, as a matter of fact. They sucked. She didn’t recommend it. And why are animals slaughtered in the fall?”




“Because there’s a few weeks when you can fatten them up on the harvested grain and get some really calorie dense flesh, or if you need to, you slaughter them a little earlier and save your grain. Either way, you don’t have to feed them through the winter,” he explained. “But you do have to preserve the meat. If you don’t, you have to eat it right then. Harvest feasts are a thing. Ask Thanksgiving!”




She tried to think it through, but sleep was making her brain drop thoughts and links.




“I don’t know,” she admitted. “They’re nice people, Lee. They’re not going to kill us in our sleep and eat us. The human people and the talking animal people all get along, and you said that didn’t happen very often in Oz.”




“Probably why they’re vegetarian,” he muttered. “But I still don’t get it.”




“Lee, go to sleep,” Dawn told him, and turned over.




“Yeah, yeah,” he answered. “And, hey, if they don’t have much in the way of salt, where do they get their iodine? They’re landlocked. Not like they’re getting any seafood.”




But she’d fallen asleep and didn’t answer.







Dawn had been right. She ached all over from a combination of two straight days of hiking and a night on a bed better suited to be a bookshelf. Lee was already downstairs, eating breakfast, so she had privacy to dress. As they weren’t hiking anywhere, she was willing to wear a dress. A peek out the window told her that people were wearing what looked like festival clothing, as opposed to mourning, so she dug through her satchel to find the skirts and bodice she’d put together.




All of Ruritania liked to haul out their traditional garb for festival days, and there were a lot of festival days. There were variations by region, town, occupation, religion, season, and family, and Dawn still didn’t think she had a grasp on it. When she, Lee, Cole, and Sabrina had been knighted, Hentzau had provided appropriate costumes from a museum in Zenda. Since then, aware that she’d be participating in far more events than her first semester had prepared her for, she’d put together a basic outfit. Taekwon, Hentzau’s new administrative assistant and substitute valet while Gehring took a long holiday, had been tremendously helpful, but he’d refused to learn embroidery, so she was on her own. Still, it ought to do for one day there in Oz.




Mayor Griselding met her at the foot of the stairs with a wide, admiring smile.




“Oh, aren’t you just lovely,” she cooed. “I wish I could take you on my usual morning rounds and introduce you to everyone, but with the feast, we’ll all be busy with one thing or another. I’ll be hither and thither, helping where I can. Hogget and Timtam are already in the kitchen, up to their elbows in preparations.”




“I’m so sorry,” Dawn commiserated. “Is there anything I can do to help?”




At the mayor’s blank look, she tried again. “With the preparations? Is there anything Lee or I can do to help?”




Lee would not be happy to find himself voluntold to peel potatoes, but he could keep it to himself. They were guests. Except the mayor’s face melted with polite horror, and Dawn realized she’d somehow committed a faux pas.




“I mean no offense,” she hurried to assure the little woman. “My mom always said many hands make light work, and I only want to help.”




The woman’s expression eased, and she patted Dawn’s hand, a little distracted.




“Don’t you worry, dearest,” she assured her. “Our loved ones’ spirits linger after death until we’ve shared our remembrance feast in their honor. Then, they’re released to follow their paths, knowing that they’ve provided for us with their love. The preparations for the feast are, well, they’re a last chance to commune, if you will. It’s private. I’m sure you understand.”




“Oh, of course,” Dawn said, nodding in agreement. “I would never wish to intrude. Lee and I will stay out of the way and out of your hair.”




“Out of my…” The woman blinked in surprise. “Yes, out of my hair. I like that! Why don’t you take a walk through the village. They’ll be putting up decorations, and all the children will be going mad with anticipation. There’s gift giving, you see, from the deceased to the youngest ones. You can stop by the professor’s cottage and peek in, and if you go to the smithy square, there’s a lovely old oak with a swing.”







Lee, who wore his Ruritanian costume of loose trousers and comfortable coat, ate oatmeal at the kitchen table. Dawn was ready to tear off without breakfast, she was so unnerved, but Hoggett put a bowl down in front of her. On top of the steaming oatmeal, he dropped a generous pinch of nutmeg and cinnamon, a pat of butter, a dollop of cream, some walnuts, and a quarter-cup of diced apple. She would, it seemed, be eating.




“Looks like we need to stay out of the way this morning,” Lee told her.




“Just figured that out,” Dawn answered. “Are you up for Professor Quillius’s cottage?”




“And a good long walk through the village,” he answered.




The oatmeal was very good, and hearty enough to keep her from getting hungry until the feast was served. The children ran through the kitchen, chasing one another while waving flags on long sticks and yelling. Hoggett put a large napkin tied around a bundle in front of each of them. Dawn peeked and found an apple, a piece of cheese, and a boiled egg.




“Master Hoggett?” Dawn asked, unsure of the form of address. “Are there any errands we can run for you? I know you’ll be busy today.”




He waved them off. “You tell the doctor that we’ll stop by her table to remember the professor, and that’ll be enough.”




After an exchange of looks, she and Lee took their leave.







“I keep waiting for the twist,” Lee said. “You know, like they are going to kill and eat us.”




“You’ve been watching too much Twilight Zone,” Dawn replied. “Besides, I think they did try to kill us with those beds. I am so stiff!”




She twisted a bit, trying to stretch out her back muscles, but didn’t get too far.




The streets had probably once been footpaths between houses, later paved with bricks and given gutters and curbs to keep rainwater from flooding gardens. There wasn’t a single street that didn’t have a dog leg at the end of one block or a change of bricks to cobbles or some other proof of the village’s organic growth. Alleys went between houses and then turned into streets in front of houses. Nothing was regular. Some of the streets were at the same level as the garden, some of them were two feet down, necessitating steps up to the front walk, and the two oldest and widest were nearly five feet down and the trees on either side made a green roof with their branches. Those were stone walls covered with moss where tree roots occasionally broke free. Some of the nicer cottages had stone archways over the walks that led to the front doors, and all of them had window boxes or hanging baskets filled with flowers.




“It’s friggin Hobbiton is what it is,” Lee said with some disgust. “I wonder if anyone’s got any pipeweed.”




“Pretty sure that was just tobacco, Lee,” Dawn told him. 




“Says you,” he answered. “You didn’t smell it coming over the bridge last night.”




They came up on the first table being set up for the feast. The Rosethorpians were a small people, but then so were the Quadlings in general. Both she and Lee towered over every one they’d met. They weren’t as small as the Munchkins, or Dawn and Lee would have had to sit on the floor in order to eat at the kitchen table.




The table was set in the middle of the street, and a series of siblings and cousins worked to drag chairs out to line it. The table was a series of boards set on trestles, bound together with flat leather belts and covered with tablecloths. There were clay vases filled with more flowers and place settings of platter, plate, bowl, glass, and dinnerware, all draped with large napkins to keep the flies off. One of the smallest children danced around the others.




“Hummy, get out from under foot!” an older girl ordered with good humor in her voice. “Or I’ll tell Papa that you’re trying to get me honored at the next Remembrance.”




“Sorry, Kallis,” the boy apologized and backed out.




Then he spotted Lee and Dawn and skipped over to them, waving his little blue banner.




“Are you coming to the feast?” he asked. “Are you coming?”




“We sure are,” Lee told him. “Someone told me that you’re going to get some presents.”




A smile lit up the boy’s face.




“Uh huh! I am! Gam-gam’s giving me a string-pull top, some tin soldiers, and a little painted wagon I can use to help with the harvest!” he declared.




Lee looked impressed. “Gee, and I only ever got a Playstation.”




The boy tilted his head in confusion.




“Not nearly as great as a string-pull top, some tin soldiers, and a little painted wagon,” Lee explained.




“Well, maybe when your Gam-gam dies, she’ll give you some better things at her remembrance,” the boy observed.




“Maybe,” Lee agreed.




An even smaller child toddled up and joined her elder, taking a fistful of his jacket to keep hold of him.




“Papa says we’re having Gam-gam’s stew for dinner,” the little girl told them. “Papa says Gam-gam makes the best stew, because she puts all her love in it.”




“That sounds really nice,” Dawn told her. “I hope she taught him the recipe.”




They both nodded enthusiastically.




“Off to the professor’s house,” Lee declared. “We’ll stop by during the feast to say hello.”




“And have some of Gam-gam’s stew,” the boy said.




“And have some of Gam-gam’s stew,” Dawn agreed.




They walked on, eyeing the activity all around them and waving when they were waved to. Every house put out a table, though some were more plain than others. Some of the very well off homes even had a small portrait of their loved ones—usually watercolor or pen and ink, but there were two oil paintings and one daguerreotype smaller than the one of Professor Quillius which Glinda had given them. There were even a few drawings of livestock animals—prize rams or cows or roosters, Dawn guessed—and pets alongside those of talking animals and humans.




On the way to the professor’s cottage, they walked into a scene. Someone started shouting in anger, banging things, and a fox streaked past them, dodging neighbors who came running at the ruckus. The shouts turned into cries of despair.




“Oh, no! No! Little Babba! Not my little Babba!”




People hurried over. Dawn and Lee exchanged a glance and joined them. There, around the corner, in the garden of one of the smaller homes, a man knelt next to a bloodied, limp chicken and wailed in grief. People gathered, and Dawn heard the soft exclamations of pity and horror. Then, a nanny goat in conservative skirts and a black bodice joined them, and people stepped aside for her. She swept in, glasses propped at the end of her nose, carrying an iconic black bag. 




“Minwindin, let me see her,” she said as she knelt beside him. 




He shifted out of the way, wringing his hands and sniffling.




The goat, clearly the doctor of the town, who they were supposed to see anyways, gently moved the chicken’s wing to the side, exposing a terrible gash in its neck. The bright red blood was a shocking contrast to the hen’s white feathers. The doctor’s expression set in recognition and sorrow, and she eased the wing back down, covering the chicken’s head.




“Minwindin, I’m so sorry,” she told him, her voice steeped in kindness, “but Babba is dead. There’s nothing I can do.”




The man burst into tears and sobbed. The neighbors sighed with sadness and murmured to one another.




“Wow, these people really like their chickens,” Lee said under his breath. 




“Lander?” the doctor called. “Can you be spared to help?”




“Of course, Doctor Fenten,” a man answered. 




He was dressed for the kitchen with his sleeves rolled up and a white apron across his middle. It was already stained with flour and a few smears of blood. He came through the gate and took a knee beside his friend.




“Thank you, my friends,” the doctor called. “Minwindin is in good hands. You may go about your business.”




With reluctance, the neighbors turned away and started back. Lee and Dawn held for a moment longer.




“Minwindin, I’m so sorry,” the doctor said, “but you have a choice that needs to be made before we do anything else for Babba. Do you want to include her in the feast today or wait until next year?”




The poor man stared at his chicken, tears still on his face, and sniffled. 




“Why, I suppose,” he managed, wiping his face with his sleeve, “I could include her in the feast today. I haven’t lost anyone else, and neither has Orda.”




“And where is Orda?” the doctor asked.




“She took the children down to the river to pick iris,” he said. “But I haven’t any way to…prepare…my sweet little Babba.”




And he covered his face with his hands and began sobbing again.




“Let us bring her to my kitchen,” Lander told him, “and we’ll prepare her there. My spices are yours, and my oven is hot.”




Minwindin managed a nod, and Lander took a tea towel from his apron and draped it over the chicken’s body.




“Yeah, we should go,” Lee whispered to her.




Torn between pity and horror, Dawn nodded. 




On the walk to the professor’s house, Lee frowned in thought, considering. The cottage was one of the smallest ones, befitting an elderly bachelor with no family, and it was tidy, clean, and picturesque. The garden had been tended by his neighbors so there were no weeds, but no annuals had been planted. The only flowers were those on trees, bushes, and bulbs planted long ago. 




Dawn knocked on the door, expecting no answer. Getting none, she turned the handle and found it was unlocked. They went inside and looked around. 




The cottage was around twelve feet by twenty-four, with small, mullioned windows on either side of a fireplace the width of Dawn’s shoulders. Two wingback chairs were drawn up to enjoy its warmth, and there was a braided rug in front of the hearth. The kitchen was made up of a small range, a basin and cistern, a cupboard, a half pantry with a wooden top, and a round table with two small chairs, no larger than a bistro set. All the pots and pans were hung neatly above the stove top of the range, and a shelf above held all the baking pans. There was a plate rail above the dinner table and a series of delft blueware and majolica plates plus a few cobalt blue bottles and a china figurine of two newlywed goats. Along the back wall, an open set of stairs went up to the sleeping loft. Nearly every length of wall that wasn’t taken up by stairs, windows, or fireplace was lined with bookshelves, and the shelves were filled with clothbound books. Everything in the cottage was solidly made, well cleaned, and very worn.




“This is someone’s dream retirement,” Lee noted.




“Yep, make a cross-stitch picture,” Dawn replied. “Something you put up to look at and think ‘one day’.”




They turned in different directions and started looking things over more closely.




“I figured out why they don’t hold the festival in the fall,” Lee told her.




“Why’s that?” Dawn asked, considering the china figurine. 




She hadn’t had much in the way of ceramics, but from the care with which the figurine was made and painted and the lack of a mold line, she didn’t think it had been mass produced. This little figurine had been made by hand only once. It made her wonder who the goats were, and if the ram was the professor in his youth.




“They don’t slaughter their livestock,” he said.




“What?” Dawn asked, her train of thought derailing.




“They don’t slaughter their livestock,” he repeated. “There’s no butcher, no slaughterhouse, no smokehouse, no way to process meat. And you saw that guy. He was heartbroken his chicken was killed.”




“But they’re still going to eat it,” Dawn pointed out, running a finger over the ram’s curling horns.




“Right,” Lee agreed. “They’re the nicest meat eaters ever. They don’t kill any of their meat, but when it dies, they do eat it. That’s why they don’t smoke or salt or can. That requires preparation, which means you’re going to intentionally kill an animal. They don’t do that here. When an animal dies, they probably bleed it, maybe they butcher it, and then they freeze it in the ice house to save it for the remembrance feast.”




For some reason, that struck her as particularly horrible, though she couldn’t say why. Then, studying the figurine, she realized what bothered her.




“Lee, if they save the bodies of their livestock to eat at the feast, do you think they’d do that with the talking animals?” she asked.




He looked shocked and then brushed it off.




“Nah. Talking animals are people, and the villagers here know that,” he answered. “It would be like…eating a stew made of Gam-gam instead of eating Gam-gam’s stew.”




Well, that was a nauseating way to put it.




“I mean, in a culinary sense, it’s probably about the same—old, tough, and stringy meat that’s been frozen for up to a year doesn’t exactly make for the best steak,” he continued. “But one’s just eating meat while the other is cannibalism.”




He took a seat in one of the wingback chairs and put his feet up on the footstool. He looked very comfortable.




“You could have just stopped with ‘and the villagers here know that’,” Dawn told him. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to eat any meat today.”




Lee blinked in surprise. “You have to.”




“Why?” 




She came over and took a seat in the other chair, perching there instead of lounging like Lee.




“Because it’s all about the ritual,” he told her. “There’s clearly a very meaningful tie between remembering their loved ones and eating the prepared dishes at the feast. Gam-gam’s recipes and all that. If you don’t eat the meat, you may end up insulting them, and how can you insult them when they’re this nice?”




She put her elbows on her knees and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes.




“You know, it’s stuff like this that makes me feel really bad for Dima,” she said. “I am never going to be a diplomat.”




“Yeah, your strengths are really in a different direction,” Lee replied.




She brought her hands down to glare at him.




“At least we don’t have to tell Glinda that her friend died and he was eaten,” she sighed.




“So we’ve got that going for us,” Lee replied. “Which is nice.”







The doctor stopped by half an hour later, no longer carrying her bag.




“Thank you for your patience,” she told them, setting down an armload of neatly folded tablecloths. “It seems like no matter how much preparation we do the day before, the morning of is always hectic.”




The doctor, like the professor, had a little beard under her chin that looked extremely tuggable. Dawn had to look up at the doctor’s horns to keep her mind off it.




“We’ve been there,” Dawn assured her. “Hoggett asked me to tell you that they’ll be stopping by your table to help remember the professor.”




She smiled. She was one of the taller Quadlings Dawn had seen, almost coming up to Dawn’s armpit. Not having fingers, she didn’t wear any rings, but she did have a series of small gold studs along the lower edge of her ears. Unlike most of the villagers, her clothing was either black or white with no other color, though she did have a great deal of embroidery on her bodice and blouse, done in the same color as the fabric. Having become accustomed to different displays of wealth in the last seven months, Dawn found it to be a very subtle but powerful flex. 




“I had no doubt,” Doctor Fenten answered. “My husband has three roasts on the fire so there’s enough to feed everyone who stops by. The professor was well respected and loved. How did you know him?”




“We didn’t,” Lee answered. “We’re friends with a friend of his, and she asked us to look in on him. She hadn’t heard from him in a couple of months, which wasn’t like him.”




“And who is this friend in common?” the doctor asked, her face politely expectant.




Dawn and Lee swapped a look. No one had asked any questions past the first one. 




“Glinda,” Dawn told the doctor. “Glinda the Good Witch of the South.”




The doctor blinked in surprise, and her ears twitched back.




“Oh.”




She blinked a few more times and reached out to put a hoof on one of the book shelves. Lee got up from his seat and guided her to it. The doctor followed without complaint and sat without noticing her change in altitude.




“Oh, my goodness,” the doctor said, and patted her chest with her hoof. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Dear Casper had a very wide selection of friends. He once told me that if he wrote me a letter of introduction and dropped me in a random spot in Oz, I would find someone to help me simply on the strength of his academic reputation in less than a day. An hour, if I were dropped in a town.”




Dawn couldn’t think of a reply, so she just waited.




“You’re friends with Glinda the Good Witch?” the doctor added. 




“Well, more acquaintances,” Lee hedged. 




“I showed up on her doorstep a few weeks ago,” Dawn explained, “in serious need of some help, which she gave without me having to ask. When I stopped by to thank her, she asked for our help in checking on the Professor.”




“Yes. Yes, of course she did,” the doctor murmured. “Is she as beautiful as they say?”




“Golden red hair, blue eyes, fine features,” Lee told her. “The way she holds herself makes her even more beautiful. Slender as a willow, straight as a column, gentle as a dove, and her voice is sweet music.”




Dawn gave him a side glance, wondering what was going on with him. She’d never heard him wax poetic before.




“Oh, of course she is,” the doctor sighed. “How extraordinarily lovely for you to have met her. I daresay I’m one of the only people in the village who knows who she is, and that’s because my sister and I went to the Emerald City to study. We are a rather remote place.”




Ah, that was it. Lee figured she’d be starstruck and milked it for all it was worth.




“I don’t suppose she gave you some token,” the doctor said. “To prove your connection to the professor?”




But being starstruck wasn’t enough to keep the doctor’s careful skepticism in check, which Dawn found admirable.




“She did give us a picture of him,” Dawn said, reaching into her satchel to bring out the daguerreotype.




The doctor took the picture she held out and gazed at it with mingled grief and fondness.




“That old goat was quite a character,” the doctor said. “We used to have lunch twice a week and play chess. Only person who ever beat me more than twice. It was so very nice, and I do miss him.”




“Well,” Lee mused, “you could always write to the university and invite other retiring professors to live here, especially if they’re talking animals. You could even write Glinda and ask if she knows anyone who might be interested.”




The doctor considered that for a moment, blinking again, and then she smiled. 




“Why, that’s a lovely idea,” she said. “We could even hold the cottage for them, as there’s no one in the village who currently needs it. I’ll discuss it with the mayor and the teacher. I do believe they’ll agree with me. Thank you, Sir Leroy.”




He demurred any thanks and leaned against the mantel above the fireplace.




“Now, I’m sure Her Excellency will want a keepsake of the professor’s,” the doctor declared, slapping her knees and getting to her hooves. “It’s our custom that friends take one item apiece to remember their departed by. The professor willed his books to the teacher, his watch to me, and all his other belongings to the mayor to be disposed of as best suited the needs of the village, but that doesn’t include keepsakes for his friends. What do you think would work best?”




“I peeked in Glinda’s library,” Lee said, “and she has all the books, so not that.”




“And considering her maids in waiting and the size of her palace,” Dawn said, “I don’t think pots or pans or blankets will hold any interest for her. Plus, we can’t really carry anything too big back to her.”




The doctor looked around with sharp eyes, tapping her bottom lip with her index finger.




“Hmmm, I see your difficulties,” she said. “I wonder if…ah…yes, this should do.”




She picked up the figurine Dawn had admired and brought it to them.




“Are you sure?” Dawn asked. “I don’t think it’s just a knick knack. It may be a commissioned work of art.”




“Then what better to send Her Excellency?” the doctor argued. “We’re a practical people, Lady Dawn, and what decorations we do indulge in, this doesn’t match our tastes. It would be wasted here, I think.”




“Um,” Dawn looked over at Lee, who nodded, “okay. Yes. We’ll gladly take this back to Glinda. I think she’ll love it.”




The doctor smiled widely.




“I’ll ask Efrim to find a box and pack it for you for the trip,” she told them. “It’ll be waiting for you at our family’s table once the feast starts.”




She took the figurine with her. Dawn and Lee followed her out of the cottage, noting that the doctor glanced about to make sure there was no fire in the fireplace or the oven, no lit candles, and all the windows were closed tight. There wasn’t even a lock on the door.







She and Lee spent the rest of the morning and the two hours after walking through the village and waving at people, stopping occasionally to chat with the children. Presents had been opened, and all the kids had new toys and were aching to show them off. The smithy square did indeed have an enormous old oak with a swing. The oak must have reached sixty feet high and spread at least forty from side to side. The leaves rustling in the breeze sounded like rain. The swing hung from one of the lower branches, but even that was twenty feet off the ground, and it was low enough for a Quadling child to clamber onto. On sitting, Dawn nearly had to bring her knees up under her chin if she wanted the swing to move in its arc. The length of rope meant the arc was long and nearly flat, and she spent nearly half an hour working herself up to a full forward and back.




Lee napped under the shade of the tree, his satchel under his head. He’d lost weight and gained a tan since school had let out. She wanted to sit down with Sabrina or Cole and find out what had happened.




But, it occurred to her that, like the circumstances around the death of King Rudolf, maybe it was something that Lee needed very much not to talk about, and it had to be enough for her to know that there was something, but not what the something was. It was a bitter pill, and as she’d fought half her childhood to be included in knowing what was going on—that Buffy was a vampire slayer, that Angel had turned evil, that Mom was sick, and so on and so on, over and over and over—she had to squash the impulse to find out every time it came up, which was about every five minutes.




She wished she could talk to Dima about it. She wished she could talk to her mom about it.




Somewhere in the town, closer to the river, a bell began to ring, joyous and exuberant. Three other bells joined in, one after the other. Lee woke with a startled jerk.




“Sabri—” he began, sitting up.




“We’re in Oz, Lee,” Dawn told him, keeping her voice relaxed. “Sabrina’s safe back home.”




He looked around for a moment, tense.




“Yeah, okay.” He slowly relaxed and then sat up. “I guess the feast is starting.”




Dawn stood and shook out her skirts while Lee pulled his satchel back on and brushed bits of grass off his coat and trousers.




“Your hair’s all weird,” Dawn told him. “Hold still.”




He ducked a little so she could reorder his locks. He hadn’t gotten it cut during the summer, and it was just past his collar. He had very nice hair, thick and just slightly wavy, and his scalp was clean, but she felt the sudden urge to minutely inspect his head for any little bugs that needed to be pulled off and eate—




She took a step back, putting her hands behind her back to keep herself from doing exactly that. Lee looked up at her, curious. She could feel her cheeks heat up with a blush, which only made Lee more curious.




“Right!” he said, realizing what had just happened. “MonkeyDawn asserting her need to groom her teammates?”




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




“Is it the taste?” he asked. “Do lice taste good? I mean, you might as well tell me.”




She groaned, mortified that she knew the answer. “No, it’s not the taste. They crunch really nicely when you bite down on them, like little bloodsucking poppy seeds, okay?”




Lee heroically suppressed his laughter. “Note to self: do not make Dawn lemon-lice muffins, no matter how much she might enjoy them.”




“Okay, they’re crunchy if you have monkey teeth and monkey jaws,” Dawn pointed out, unable to stop herself. “I doubt it would work the same way with human teeth and jaws.”




“And no way to put it to the test,” Lee sighed, “just because none of us have lice.”




“If you’re trying to kill my appetite,” Dawn said, “knock it off. I’m hungry.”




“Yeah, let’s see how feast grub tastes,” he said.




They headed back to the mayor’s house together.




Walking through the village, it seemed everyone was now out. Nearly all the men wore white aprons over blousy white tunics and long vests. The women were in petticoats and skirts that ended just below the knees, similar white blouses with open necklines and significant amounts of embroidery, and bodices of leather or boiled wool. The children’s outfits were identical for girls and boys up to about seven years old, and then they differentiated into clothing similar to the grown ups, except the girls had bolero jackets and the boys’ vests were shorter. That held the same for the talking animals as well. More than half of the people, human or talking animal, wore flowers in their hair (or mane or horns), and everybody was smiling, though some of the smiles were tempered with grief.




The air was redolent with the smells of fresh baked bread and pies and savory meat dishes. Passing the table where they’d spoken with Gam-gam’s kin, Dawn saw that one end of the table was decorated like a Dia de los Muertos ofrenda, with flowers, small dishes of favorite foods, a pincushion and thimble, a pair of scissors and a pair of knitting needles, a very old and worn doll, and a silhouette that must have been made when Gam-gam was younger.




“So she comes marching up the street,” a grown man was telling three people gathered round while he ladled up a rich stew into the bowls they held, “a chicken under one arm and a child under the other and starts yelling at the old mayor, ‘one of these is yours, so you’d better take it, and I don’t care a jot which one it is!’”




The others laughed and hooted.




“Ah, she was a character,” one of them said, bringing a spoonful to her lips. 




“I couldn’t start even a napkin on my loom without her stopping by to check how I’d set up the warp,” the middle one said. “Then she’d tell me those colors didn’t go together or I’d regret using a satin weave, and then she’d be back when I’d finished and tell me that, no, she’d been quite wrong. I’d done a marvelous job, and it was a good thing I hadn’t listened to her.”




“Let’s eat, Gam-gam!” the youngest called.




Knowing they needed to start at the mayor’s table, Dawn simply waved as they went by and got a wave in return.




“Hmm,” Lee murmured. “Stew here, braised something over noodles there, apple cider vinegar marinade on that side.”




“It really does smell good,” Dawn said, her stomach growling.




Some of the tables had roasts set out, with enough meat that everybody in the village could enjoy a slice. Others had only a small pot of stew. There was plenty of bread and potatoes as well, and every table had salads with leafy greens and mushrooms. Dawn overheard stories at every table they passed, and just about everyone referred to the recipe their loved one specialized in. 




The table in front of the mayor’s house was full of crowded dishes of vegetarian fare, all of it delicious. Lee made a ‘huh’ noise, and Dawn waited for him to follow up with an observation or insight, but he didn’t.




“What?” she asked.




“What?” he responded.




“Huh, what?” she asked again.




“Oh!” He looked startled that she’d been paying attention. “Um, nothing. Just trying to figure things out.”




Hogget served them each a bowl of sauteed squash, onions, carrots, mushrooms, and tomatoes. The bowls were inexpensive terra cotta, the soft ceramic decorated and sealed with slip.




“Keep those with you,” he told them, “as you visit each table. That way, we don’t have to wash every dish in the village, and if you accidentally take someone else’s bowl, no one cares.”




“So, nobody in your family died in the past year,” Lee said, checking.




“No,” Hogget answered, “and we’re very grateful. The last three years we had remembrances of our own. It’s hard to lose someone, and the work for the feast is that much harder. It’s worth it to know we’ve done right by our loved one, of course, and that they have one last chance to share their love with us, but I’m always glad when it’s all over.”




“How many families do lose someone in the course of the year?” Lee asked.




“Well,” Hogget considered, staring up in thought, “mind you, there’s a lot of kinships through the village. My sister, for instance, is married to Pellib Maduggin, and Pellib’s cousin married our brother, Nodded. If any of them or I were to die, there’d be four households mourning, in which case, we share out the responsibilities for the feast as well as the recipes. But, all told, even with cross kin, maybe…half the households are mourning someone.”




“Oh, so you only serve meat if someone’s died,” Dawn said, putting it together.




It explained why the mayor’s table was vegetarian.




“Yes,” Hogget replied, nodding slowly with an askance look. “It’s our last chance to honor our loved one in remembrance. Our loved ones’ dishes sustain us one last time, before we say goodbye forever.”




“Oh, of course.”




She hadn’t gotten that look or tone of voice in a while. It had usually been reserved for one of the Scoobies explaining to her why something she’d said or done was painfully, obviously stupid. On a couple of memorable occasions, it was Giles, and just thinking of those times made her squirm with embarrassment.




“There you are!” the mayor crowed, coming up to them. “Do you have your bowls? Good! We’re off to make the rounds and our remembrances for the year. Come along!”




Dawn was swept along by the entire household, save Hogget, who remained behind to man the table. Seven children, the other husband, the mayor, a passel of hounds, and one or two cats made a bustling crowd in the narrow lane.




“Hey, Dawn!” Lee called.




She was too distracted by her latest embarrassment to notice him trying to get back to her. Honestly, she was about ready to ask Mary Poppin to tutor her. How was she going to be able to attend functions with Dima without embarrassing him or spoiling whatever work he was doing on behalf of his family or country if she couldn’t open her mouth without inserting a foot.




They stopped first at the doctor’s house, though it took them past several other tables. Maybe the other tables weren’t mourning anyone.




“Efrim!” the mayor called as they approached.




A goat dressed in village finery with a white apron over his clothes looked up from his table and grinned to see her.




“I should have known you’d stop here first,” he said in a teasing voice.




“And why shouldn’t I?” she asked back. “I know what you’ve been cooking, and I have the professor’s friends here to share.”




“Of course,” Efrim said, giving Dawn and Lee a gracious nod.




The platter before him was mounded with thin slices of well roasted meat, and next to it sat a bowl of some yogurt-based sauce. There was also a basket with piping hot flatbread. Dawn’s mouth watered. The bowl she’d been given was only a little bigger than a cup, and the sauteed vegetables had sharpened her appetite.




“Now, the professor specifically asked for this recipe,” Efrim told them. “It’s been roasting for nearly a day, and it’ll fall apart as soon as it touches your lips.”




He put a piece of flatbread on top of her bowl, spooned up some of the sauce, and then dropped three slices on top. The mayor was already eating hers, eyes closed and smiling with pleasure at the taste.




“What kind of meat is it?” Dawn asked, curious.




Efrim froze and stared at her for a moment. There it was, that ‘I had no idea you were that stupid’ look. The mayor opened her eyes, chewed fast, and swallowed.




“It’s goat,” Efrim said in a careful voice.




“Oh.”




He was serving goat in remembrance of Professor Quillius? Because the professor was a goat who was a talking animal? And so was the cook for that matter. That didn’t make any sense. What did they serve on behalf of the human people who’d died?




“Efrim, I didn’t tell you,” the mayor stepped in, “but Lady Dawn and Sir Leroy have come a great distance to visit the professor. They’re not familiar with our ways.”




“I see,” Efrim said in a tone that indicated he didn’t see, not at all.




Dawn could feel herself blushing and looked over at Lee. He was holding very still, eyes wide.




What? she mouthed at him.




Don’t. Eat. The. Meat. he mouthed back.




She stared back, confused.




“-and they’re just the nicest people you could hope to meet,” the mayor continued, “so don’t think anyone means any offense, because they don’t.”




“All right,” Efrim agreed, not understanding, but willing to accept her decree.




That decided, they both looked back at Dawn, expectantly.




“It’s very good,” the mayor said, indicating the sliced goat meat, yogurt sauce, and flatbread.




“Here,” Efrim added, putting a spoonful of quartered cucumber slices in a marinade on top of the meat.




Her stomach growled.




“Hey,” Lee said in a loud voice, “you know Doctor Fenten told us a great story about the professor.”




He held up his bowl, ready to be served.




“Oh?” the mayor asked. “What was it?”




He started into a shaggy dog retelling of the professor’s quip, and when Dawn simply stood there, widened his eyes and tilted his head towards her. Oh! He was distracting them so she could…what? Not eat the meat. Right! She looked down at her food. If she wasn’t supposed to eat the meat, what was she supposed to do with it?




“And you know the professor better than I ever did,” Lee continued. “So you’ll understand when I say that Doctor Fenten teased him about all his letter writing.”




“It’s true,” the mayor agreed. “That goat wrote more letters than the rest of the village put together.”




Dawn tucked her fork into her left hand, and with her right hand, rolled the edges of her flatbread together like a taco, and tore a chunk off the end, getting meat juices, vinaigrette, and yogurt sauce on her fingers. She looked around, desperately, to see if anyone was watching her, but Lee’s distraction had captured everyone’s attention.




Everyone except the dog at her feet, looking up hopefully. She glanced a second time to make sure.




“And so he says, ‘I could put you down on any spot in Oz,’” Lee continued, “‘with a letter of introduction—by my own hand—and on the strength of that alone-’”




She dropped the torn piece of flat bread with its contents from two feet above the dog’s mouth, and it snapped the whole bit up like a starving shark. Then it gazed at her with such Bambi-eyed pathos, she knew it had marked her as a sucker.




“‘-an hour if you’re in Emerald City,’” Lee concluded.




Everyone around them laughed and clapped.




“Oh, that’s the professor to his hooftips,” the mayor said. “He’d give you the shirt off his back, the whole while telling you how it was the finest linen, sewn by the best seamstress in Munchkin County, with mother of pearl buttons, and it would keep you cool in the summer and warm in the winter, and he was delighted it was so flattering on you.”




They all turned back to look at Dawn, and somehow, she managed to mime swallowing and hold the remaining folded flatbread up like she’d just taken a bite, then set it back in the bowl.




“That is really tasty,” she said, smiling as wide as she could. “I think you did justice to the professor’s recipe, Efrim. Mmm-mmm!”




The man smiled and nodded, satisfied that his work was recognized. 




But they were still staring at her, and she couldn’t fake eating the food if they were watching. She still had yogurt sauce on her fingertips. They continued staring at her. Well, there was nothing for it. She popped each finger in her mouth and licked the sauce off. The mayor and Efrim beamed at her. Lee closed his eyes.




Then he opened them and asked brightly, “hey, where’s mine?”




As Efrim served him, the mayor told a story about Professor Quillius returning from a hike into the forests on the other side of the river, glowing with triumph that he’d found a rare flowering plant. He’d carefully taken a clipping, wrapped it up, brought it home, nursed it for weeks until it sprouted roots, and potted it with the greatest of care. He fed that little plant the choicest of compost, went and dug up earthworms to populate the pot, misted and watered and tutted over it, and when it did flower, no one could understand why he was so excited. 




It was a rhododendron! The only specimen he’d ever seen outside of a botany text was at the Emerald City Botanical Garden. The only other one he’d known of was in the Good Witch of the South’s palace. On being told this, the mayor had brought him outside his cottage and pointed to the very large bush with bunches of pink flowers, and the professor had nearly fainted. A rhododendron just outside his window, and the size of it! The teacher had come over and explained that rhododendrons were quite native to that part of Oz and suggested that perhaps the reason he’d never recognized the one in his garden was because of the enormous size.




And as this story was told, Lee deftly faked eating his food, tossing bits to the dogs behind him. After staring, frozen, for a long moment, Dawn copied him as best she could. She did have to duck down a little bit to let her dog lick her fingers, as she couldn’t bring herself to do it herself a second time. It was significantly easier to go unnoticed, as Efrim was occupied serving food and everyone else was eating and listening to stories.




“Oh, and here’s your box,” Efrim said, giving Lee a small box wrapped with brown paper and tied with a string.




“Thank you,” Lee answered, pushing his glasses back up his nose before taking the box.




“I wish you comfort in your memories,” the mayor told Efrim, taking his hands.




“As I wish the same to you,” Efrim replied.




“We remember them,” they said together.




When they released hands, the mayor turned to Dawn and Lee.




“Let’s head up to the school,” she said. “Miss Primdrim is remembering her uncle today.”




They followed, but allowed the rest of the family to get between them and the mayor before Dawn finally paused to fish a pebble out of her shoe.




“Lee, what is—”




“Do not eat the meat,” he told her. “Any meat. At all. Under no circumstances.”




“What?!” she demanded.




“Soylent Green,” he replied.




“What the hell is Soylent Green?”




He groaned and pulled his hands down his face. 




“To serve mankind,” he said.




“I HAVE NO IDEA WHAT YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT!” she whisper-yelled at him.




“That little kid? Back on Giddy Lane? She didn’t say ‘let’s eat, Gam-gam,’” he told her. “She said ‘let’s eat Gam-gam.’”




She blinked, unable to comprehend him.




“Wait…what…?”




“It’s a cookbook!” he quietly shrieked.




“Yoo hoo!” the mayor called from half a block ahead. “Don’t be late!”




“Soylent Green is people!”




“Lee, whatever you’re tr—” she started.




He grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her one hard shake.




“That wasn’t just goat!” he ground out. “That was Professor Quillius! Efrim was serving Professor Quillius shawarma!”




Her jaw fell open.




“Buh…buh…you said…”




“I know what I said,” he hissed. “And I was right, because they aren’t just serving up the livestock like Babba. They’re cooking dead people!”




“Wait,” Dawn said, holding up a finger, trying desperately to find a toehold or other grip on her sanity. “Wait. You’re saying that the meat at this feast is all…”




“PEOPLE!” he screamed as softly as he could. “They celebrate their loved ones’ lives by eating them!”




She stared at him for a long moment, shaking.




“I’m going to be sick.”




She turned, leaned over the short retaining wall and fence of someone’s flower bed, and vomited. She brought all of the sauteed vegetables back up. Then some of the oatmeal came up. Then nothing came up, even though she was still heaving. Lee dug a washcloth and canteen out of his satchel.




“I thought…” she managed, “you were going to tell me…”




He handed her a wet cloth, and she wiped her face.




“…that they weren’t following proper food safety guidelines,” she continued. “Or something like that.”




She gave the cloth back to him, and he handed her his water bottle. She took a swallow and swished it around in her mouth and then spat it into the flower bed.




“I’m not saying they are,” Lee answered. “This just seemed more pressing.”




“I can’t go back to that,” she told him. 




“I think we kind of have to,” he said. “It’s too late today to take off, and we don’t want to offend our hosts, because we still need a place to sleep.”




“I really don’t think I’m going to be sleeping tonight,” she said.




“Look, if you really want, we can skip out on the rest of Eating Raoul,” Lee said, “but that means we need to hot foot it back to the mayor’s house, grab our stuff and go, and she’s really going to get her feelings hurt over that. And I don’t think Glinda’s going to be very happy to know that we managed to insult and offend an entire village of very nice people.”




“People who eat dead people!” Dawn replied.




Lee spread his hands, palms out, shrugging.




“Nobody died to become meat,” he reminded her. “Professor Quillius died a natural death. And while Babba died violently, it was by a fox, not a human. This is literally the most ethical way to obtain meat possible. They don’t even differentiate between livestock and themselves.”




Dawn pressed her wrists to her eyes for a moment and breathed. When she brought them down, she glared at Lee with all her might.




“I am not going to debate logic or ethics with you,” she said, grimacing. “I don’t care. I don’t eat people!”




“I’m not asking you too,” he told her.




“I’m not going to stand there and watch people eat other people,” she declared.




“Now that’s actually kind of bigoted,” Lee said.




She reached for his throat.




“Ah ah ah,” he held her off with one hand while waggling a finger at her. “Cultural values are arbitrary. Lots of cultures do things we find objectionable, and we do things a lot of other cultures find objectionable. No one’s been or is getting hurt. We don’t have to join in, but we don’t get to stop them either.”




“What the hell am I supposed to do when they start serving Gam-gam?” Dawn demanded.




“You do what you do whenever the food’s inedible,” Lee answered. “You fill up on bread.”







“Is everything all right?” the mayor asked, her brows drawn in concern.




“Just fine,” Lee said, smiling. “Dawn got a pebble in her shoe, and we got distracted talking. Then we caught up. Hey, is that Waldorf salad? I can’t remember the last time I had Waldorf salad. Dawn, they’ve got Waldorf salad!”




And Dawn found herself more grateful every moment that Lee was so quick witted, because every table they went to, he found a vegetarian dish he hadn’t had in ages, that he’d only ever heard about but never tried, or had been his grandmother’s signature dish and the recipe was forever lost. He also managed to get them to the back of the line for the meat at every table that served it, so that by the time they got up there, they only had room in their bowls for a piece or two. Then he’d ask a question about the deceased or request a story about them. By the fifth table, he was performing magic tricks with coins and handkerchiefs in an effort to keep their eyes on him while Dawn fought against getting sick or tried to find a discreet way to get rid of the meat in her bowl.




She did try to eat—nibbling on cornbread and dinner rolls, spreading hummus on hot flatbread, getting spoonfuls of Waldorf salad, and taking bites of cold watermelon—but she’d gone from hungry to nauseous.




At each table, she’d taken progressively less food, which was just as well, as the dogs she and Lee fed had wandered off with full bellies. Which brought up a whole other ethical quandary—the dogs were clearly not intended to partake in the feast, only people. It could not be okay to give them people food just because she couldn’t stomach it.




And there was something else, something struggling inside of her that she couldn’t get a grip on and only made things worse. Finally, at the ninth or tenth table, when her stomach announced it was in full rebellion and would not accept another bite of anything at all, she sat on one of the garden walls and stared at her empty bowl. The stones under her were pleasantly warm, and the sun slanted through the leaves of the oak tree in the neighboring garden. She sat and tried to figure out what she was feeling.




Anxiety. Lots and lots of anxiety. Shame, at least a little. Frustration. And…what? Something big that she couldn’t put her finger on.




She mentally thumbed through her current life and couldn’t find what had set off her mood. Well, okay, being adjacent to cannibalism was a big stressor. God, how could she have been so stupid? No wonder all those people had looked at her like she was an idiot.




The thing was, when that had happened previously, she’d gone and found her mom and sat with her, and her mom would make time for her. She could talk about what had happened or not talk about it, and her mom would smooth her hair down, kiss her on the forehead, and say something that somehow managed to make everything better. It was usually something along the lines of “oh, so Buffy’s friends expect you to be able to read their minds and know exactly why they didn’t want you to do something? Sounds to me like they’re the ones being stupid.”




Oh.




Oh.




When was the last time she’d talked about her mom or told stories? Tara had always encouraged her, asked questions about her mom, even brought out the photo albums and scrapbooks so Dawn could explain each of the pictures. She didn’t even know where the albums were. She didn’t know if she’d seen them since the Battle of Sunnydale. All those memories. And Tara was dead too.




“And then he says, ‘but those are for the geese, not the ducks! The ducks get the top hats!’” someone called out, laughing.




It hit her like a train, right through her chest, and for a moment, she was just a 14 year old kid again, and her mom was dead. The world no longer made any sense and never would again.




It smelled like a summer cookout, and all the different voices, dogs and kids running around, it was just like July the 4th, when they used to go to the park with the splash pad or down to the beach. Mom would pack three cans of her favorite soda, more than she ever got to drink on a regular day.




“My dear, are you all right?” the mayor asked.




The wall she sat on was low enough that she could look up to see the older woman’s concerned expression. Her mom would have liked the mayor. She liked anyone who could keep things running and still be pleasant. For a moment, the fact that her mom wasn’t there to be introduced to the nicest cannibals Dawn could have imagined and enjoy a warm spring evening seemed like the cruelest thing in the world. She felt her eyes fill with tears, and her chest ached like her ribs would give way and her heart would be crushed. For a moment, she tried to speak, but there weren’t any words, just tears that spilled over onto her cheeks.




The mayor, now worried, sat next to her.




“I miss my mom,” Dawn finally managed to say. “I miss her so much.”




She looked down at her empty bowl, wishing she could tell her mom all about her travels and adventures, about her friends, about Dima, wishing she could just hug her for a few minutes and feel her mom’s hand stroke her hair and put her arm around her shoulders. Wishing that just for a few moments, she could be a daughter with a mother again.




“Oh, dearest, I’m so sorry,” the mayor said, putting a gentle hand on Dawn’s shoulder.




Dawn sniffled and tried to smile. “She would love this. Mom loved meeting new people, asking them questions about how they did stuff. It’s why she got into art—not just the different cultures but the different artists, how they did things and why. She wanted to hear everyone’s stories.”




“She sounds like a lovely woman.”




Dawn nodded.




“I miss talking to her,” she said. “I miss how much she cared about what was going on in my life.”




“It’s hard,” the mayor said, nodding. 




“And I’m so awful,” Dawn said. “Because there are so many other people with worse losses, and—”




“Stop that, young lady,” the mayor said, tapping her lightly on the tip of her nose.




Dawn froze, startled.




“Loss,” the mayor said, “is loss. Pain is pain. Grief is a measure of just how much we loved the person we lost, and telling yourself that you’re not allowed to hurt because others have larger griefs denies the love you feel for that person. You wouldn’t tell your mother that you don’t love her, would you?”




“No,” Dawn said, shaking her head. 




“No,” the older woman agreed. “And you wouldn’t tell someone else to deny their love for the person they lost, would you?”




“No,” Dawn whispered. “It’s just…”




She stopped and sighed and looked up at the tree branches.




“I was going to say,” she continued, “I wish it weren’t so hard, but that’s not it. What I really wish is that she weren’t gone. I wish I had her back.”




“I know, dearest,” the mayor said. “I wish the same thing too, for my mother, for my grandfather, and for a dear friend.”




She stood and put her arms around Dawn’s shoulders and rubbed her back while Dawn cried. After a long, quiet minute, she spoke again.




“Well, I think you and your friend should head back to my home and ask Hogget to make a cup of tea for you,” she said. “He makes the best tea, and it’s always the right kind for whatever troubles you. Tell him that I’ll send the boys home shortly so they can start cleaning up. Then you two may rest and read and get ready to start back tomorrow morning.”




Dawn nodded, wiping her cheeks, and gave her a hug.




“Thank you,” Dawn said.




“You’re very welcome, dearest,” the mayor answered.







“You know what I think,” Lee said, picking a twig off the bush they passed and twiddling it between thumb and forefinger.




“I know I don’t, and I’m pretty sure I don’t want to,” Dawn replied.




They’d left early in the morning after a restful evening and early night. She was still sore from the hard bed, but breakfast had been the same hearty oatmeal, and Mayor Griselding had asked her husband to pack them lunch and dinner. Vegetarian, Dawn was relieved to see.




“I think this whole thing probably started because the human villagers still wanted to eat their livestock, but didn’t want to hurt the feelings of the talking animal villagers,” Lee told her.




“Huh,” Dawn said. “I was right. I really didn’t want to know.”




“Imagine it,” Lee instructed her, drawing the scene with large gestures, “you and the talking animals have been living peacefully together for nearly a year, and there’s this unspoken understanding that eating your livestock is a little too close to eating your neighbors, so it’s just not done. Except, meat is tasty. Plus, feeding livestock through the winter is expensive, especially if calories are otherwise scarce.”




“There’s literally no way I can make you stop, is there?” Dawn asked.




The day was mild and sunny, and they were making excellent time on the walk back. Dawn would have preferred to learn more about Oz, but that wasn’t what occupied Lee’s mind.




“So, one day in late fall,” Lee continued, unperturbed, “maybe they slaughtered an animal or maybe the animal just died on them. Either way, they’ve got meat, and they haven’t had any in a long time. So, they invite their human buddies over for a cookout. All the humans, hanging out, eating steak and burgers, and one of the talking animals shows up. There’s a moment when everyone looks at everyone else.”




“I will get you back for this,” Dawn told him.




“Eh, you’re still in the minor leagues, revenge-wise,” Lee told her. “So, humans with plates of meat in front of them and probably a roast on a spit, and a horrified and shocked neighbor who things they’ve caught the humans in some sort of sadistic murder-cannibalism ceremony. What are you going to do?”




Dawn sighed. She would talk to Cole. Cole would know Lee’s weak spots. Cole would probably help her plan and execute her revenge.




“Gee, Lee, I don’t know,” she played along. “What would they do?”




“They’d play the whole thing off as a funerary ritual,” Lee told her. “Which is a thing. There are a handful of human cultures that do actually eat some of the flesh of their dead. It’s kind of an ‘and this way, they’ll always be with us,’ and kind of a ‘they were special, so they make us special when we consume them’ sort of thing.”




“And how did those rituals start?” Dawn asked, afraid of the answer.




“No idea,” Lee responded. “But I’m guessing it took a really bad famine for people to eat human flesh, and then they justified it to themselves, and some of them decided it was actually pretty tasty, so why not? And it snowballed from there.”




“And Rosethorpe?” she asked, cringing internally.




“The human villagers somehow managed to sell it so well,” Lee replied, “the talking animals bought it, and then they had to carry on like they meant it. Enough time passes, and the next generation grows up believing that’s how you do things. It’s right and proper to eat Gam-gam stew at the remembrance feast.”




“People don’t just hand on traditions like that,” Dawn argued. “And someone, somewhere, would have had a problem with it.”




“People hand on traditions made of far more bullshit like that every day,” Lee replied. “Or else why do people buy pink for girls and blue for boys. And anyone who had a problem with it probably thought they were the only ones, so they went along with it. I mean, the dogs wouldn’t hang around the remembrance feast if no one ever fed them people food, now would they?”




“I was having a good morning,” Dawn muttered. “I was in a good mood and everything.”




“Okay, what do you think happened.” Lee challenged her.




It all sounded like the plot of a very bad, very dark episode of Gilligan’s Island, replete with stupid misunderstandings and a feast hall built of coconuts, bamboo, and palm fronds. Of course, if, as Herr Shang had explained, there was an infinite number of universes, then inevitably, there was a universe in which the crew and passengers of the S.S. Minnow dined on Thurston barbecue while Lovey told them about his adventures at Yale.




“I think if Frank L. Baum had handed in a story like this,” Dawn said, “his editor would have had him committed, and not a person in the world would have argued it.”







Dawn and Lee arrived back at Glinda’s palace with not one, but two boxes. The second had arrived early the morning after the feast with strict instructions to keep it out of sunlight and away from heat and hand it to Glinda the moment they arrived. One of Glinda’s maids in waiting led them to her parlor, which was a three story tall conservatory with a herd of wicker chairs that spread blue and green plummaged backs as they stalked across the flagstone floor and several graceful cabriole legged tables that wandered if they weren’t weighted down with tea trays.




“I am glad to see you returned safely,” Glinda told them. “Please sit.”




Dawn and Lee took seats on the chairs that approached them, and a table stepped between them, settled down, and began to nap. Dawn set the box with the figurine down, and Lee put the second box next to it.




Glinda considered both, and as she exhaled a calm sadness settled on her lovely face.




“I do wish you’d been able to bring me a letter or two,” she said.




“I wish we could have, Your Excellency,” Dawn told her. “Professor Quillius died shortly after the start of winter. He took a fall on the ice, got wet, got chilled, and even though Doctor Fenten did her best to treat him, he developed pneumonia and died two days later.”




A chair came up behind Glinda, and she gracefully sank into it, never taking her eyes off the first box.




“Doctor Fenten knew who you were,” Lee explained, “and she sent this to remember the professor by. He was very well liked by the village. She and her husband offered his dinner for the remembrance feast.”




“I see,” Glinda said, her voice soft.




She reached out, opening her hand towards the box, and the string around the box untied itself while the paper unwrapped itself. Then the lid opened, and the figurine lifted out and set itself on the table. 




“I remember when I gave this to him on the day of his wedding,” she said. “He and Emmilin were such a happy pair. She was a professor, as well, of engineering. She was Doctor Fenten’s sister. It’s why Casper retired there.”




She picked it up and put it on the flat of her palm. For a moment, Dawn thought the light through the windows had shifted and was playing tricks on her eyes, but it wasn’t that. The figuring had moved. The two figures playfully rubbed noses, and then Emmilin leaned on Casper, and he put an arm around her. They looked into one another’s eyes and went still again.




“Yes, I am glad the doctor chose to send this,” Glinda said.




“And the doctor’s husband, Efrim, sent this box,” Lee explained, “but we have no idea what’s in it.”




Glinda set the figurine down on a second table that had wandered over, and the table went still. The second box was stouter than the first, but it too answered Glinda’s gesture of opening. 




“It is quite cold inside,” Glinda noted, peering over the lip of the box from her seat.




Dawn had a better angle. 




“Oh, it’s sawdust,” she said, confused. “And it’s wet.”




“They packed it with ice,” Lee said. “Would you like me to…?”




“Please, Sir Leroy,” Glinda agreed.




He reached in and scooped out the sawdust. Then, he pulled out a piece of ice three inches thick that had clearly started larger. Several more pieces followed, and then Lee pulled out a small object wrapped in waxed paper. He pulled the string around it loose, and unwrapped the paper. 




“Huh,” he said.




He set the object down on the table. It was a meat pie, the kind often made with the leftover bits of roast, gravy, and vegetables wrapped up in a flaky crust.




“Well,” Glinda said. “That was very thoughtful of them.”




Lee looked like he was dying to ask, but Dawn shook her head at him. As she did, her sense of belonging there ended, and she felt the tug of home. 




“Your Excellency, it’s time for us to go,” Dawn told her.




“Yes, of course,” Glinda said. “And, for you, Lady Dawn, I have a gift. It should serve to assist you in your return to the other worlds you crossed while pursued by the phouka.”




She held out a pendant, dangling from a silk cord. Dawn took it and turned it to the light. It appeared to be glass, but caught within were swirls of stardust and sparkles, miniscule flecks of gold, silver, and copper, as well as one small, perfectly spherical stone that might have been a moonstone or an opal or a pearl but somehow never quite revealed its nature. The pendant was small, less than three quarters of an inch in diameter, and it weighed no more than such a pendant should, but as Dawn peered into it, it seemed more vast than the entire night sky, and heavier than the foundations of the Earth. It turned slightly at the end of its cord, and Dawn felt it tug against her mind, pointing the way home.




“Thank you,” Dawn said. “This means the world to me. Once I understood what you were trying to tell me, I’ve been so worried about getting back to those other worlds.”




“You will need to return to the last world you visited first,” Glinda explained, “and then the remainder of the worlds in reverse order, but you do not have to return to Oz unless you wish. If you do return, you will be welcome. You have done me a service, both of you.”




“Any time, Your Excellency,” Lee said.




She smiled gently.




“I have not forgotten your efforts, Sir Leroy,” she said, her voice carrying the sound of faraway bells. “Thank you.”




She held out a slender box, and Lee accepted it. He carefully opened it and took out a flat length of polished silver, a rectangle with rounded corners. It was the length of his hand and the width of three fingers, no thicker than a credit card, and there was an intricate pattern engraved across the face of it. From a hole placed a fingernail’s width from the edge of one of the short sides, a red silk cord with a tassel dangled.




“It’s a bookmark?” Lee asked, his voice filled with awe.




“It is an aid, Sir Leroy,” Glinda told him, “so that you may always find your place once more, no matter how lost you become.”




The itching need to return home began to increase.




“Thank you, again, Your Excellency,” Lee said. 




He tucked the bookmark into his satchel, and gave Glinda the Good Witch of the South a deep bow, the exact kind of bow Hentzau had drilled into him and Cole during their first weeks in Strelsau. Glinda smiled and gave the smallest of curtsies. Dawn tried not to groan. It was time to go and then some.




She turned to go, but something stopped her. She turned back to Glinda.




“Thank you,” Dawn said. “For sending us to Rosethorpe. It was…not what I expected, but I liked it very much.”




“They are a very kind people,” Glinda agreed. “And I’m glad you found them so.”




Dawn and Lee gave her one last nod and left through the doors into the great hall. Dawn took Lee’s hand, and when the doors closed, the world around them shifted.







“We’re back!” Dawn called, dropping her satchel and kicking off her shoes.




The door to the guest bedroom opened, and Sabrina popped her head in.




“How can you be back?” she asked. “You only just left.”




“How long has it been?” Lee asked.




“Um, less than two minutes,” Sabrina answered. “Dima! Dawn and Lee are back!”




“Excellent,” Dima called from the other room.




Sabrina stepped in to allow him past her, and even though Dawn knew it had been less than five minutes for him, it had been five days for her. She grinned, thrilled to see him. He smiled broadly in response.




He still had a bandage on his forehead from the blow he’d taken defending a very pregnant Dr. Temperance Brennan from a homicidal Gozer worshiping archaeologist. And, yes, he was very attractive—tall, broad shouldered with a lean build, chestnut brown hair that went a bit curly if he let it grow out, and blue-grey eyes with thick lashes—but Dawn found that it was the other things about him she liked best. The way he cocked his head just a tiny bit when she stood close, so he could meet her eyes better. His long, expressive hands. The slope of his shoulders and back of his neck when he was focused on his work. The times he had rolled his sleeves up to his elbows while they puttered around the kitchen together. His sly smile when he cracked a joke and waited for her to catch it. Even his high pitched snigger when he was well and truly cracked up by something.




He must have read something in her smile, because he stepped up to her, and the moment she leaned in, he put his arms around her for a hug. 




“I’m glad you’re back,” he murmured. “The others have combined forces against me.”




He kissed her, and Dawn leaned in further.




Lee made a choking noise.




“Oh god, it’s disgusting,” he groaned. “Get a room, you two.”




“It’s sweet!” Sabrina reproached him.




Dima broke the kiss, looking over at him.




“As a matter of fact,” he said. “I did get a room. A room, an apartment, and the entire apartment building. So, while I sympathize, Brown, if you don’t want to watch, you may remove yourself.”




He kissed Dawn again, and she happily cooperated.




“Hey, Sabrina,” Lee said loudly, “have you ever had cabrito tacos?”




Dawn broke the kiss and glared at Lee.




“Noooo,” Sabrina answered, looking back and forth between Lee and Dima and Dawn, understanding that something was up, but unsure what.




“They’re awesome,” Lee told her. “I say we go find that one Mexican place and bring some back for everyone.”




“Okay?” Sabrina replied.




“No, thank you,” Dawn said, gritting her teeth. “Find me a different option.”




“Beef?” Lee asked, all innocence. “Chicken! You like chicken, right, Dawn?”




All Dawn could think of was poor Minwindin weeping over his little dead Babba.




“Something vegetarian, please,” she said.




Dima raised an eyebrow, and when she looked up at him, added the other in an expression of mixed concern and curiosity.




“I’ll tell you after dinner,” she said.




“Very well,” he agreed. “Lee, if you are going for Mexican, I would very much like some beef fajitas, and please check with John and Taekwon as well. I’ll reimburse you.”




“My dude,” Lee answered, “we passed the ‘reimburse’ threshold a long time ago. Mi taco es su taco, and the same goes for your buddies.”




Dima smiled, and Dawn squeezed him, loving him all the more.




“Thank you,” Dima said, giving him a nod that stood in for a bow.




“Hey, unicorn bait,” Lee said, turning to Sabrina, “let’s collect orders and head out. Those two romance novel characters are gonna get all smoochy, and I’m too young to be exposed to that.”




“Roast in hell, Brown,” Dawn called as he and Sabrina left.




“Dawn!” Sabrina protested, laughing.




“Once I’m well seasoned,” Lee replied and was gone.




They waited a moment until more voices could be heard—Cole, John, and Taekwon giving their orders and Sabrina asking questions.




“Should I ask?” Dima asked.




“After dinner,” she told him. “I don’t want to spoil your appetite.”




He gave her a look filled with questions, but held his peace. After a little more kissing, they rejoined the others.
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